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Chapter 1

Clearing out Gran’s attic had seemed pretty straightforward right up until the point at which Lucy Jackson fell through the floor.

Okay, so there was the amount of stuff. Turned out there was a simple reason why Gran had kept such a tidy home that had nothing to do with housekeeping skills of a bygone age. It was because there was seventy-odd years’ worth of clutter filling the bloody roof. Stack after stack of boxes, an old clothing rail hung with dust covers, black bin liners bulging with who-knew-what, odd bits of furniture. From Lucy’s vantage point, currently waist deep in a hole in the attic floor, she could see a pile of photographs spilling from a nearby box, the topmost one of a smiling toddler in the arms of a skinny young woman in shorts and a halterneck top. They shared the same honey-coloured curly hair. Typical. There must be a few hundred pictures in this loft, and she had that one in her sightline, like what she really needed right now was a reminder of her mother, currently AWOL somewhere in the Mediterranean while Gran was struggling in hospital. Despite the jaw-dropping size of the tat pile, which spoke of a serious hoarder, it had, right up until ten minutes ago, been just a simple matter of transferring it all from the top of the house to the bottom.

If it hadn’t been for the box.

Even in the dim light from the one dusty bulb, it had looked expensive. A wooden box with a curved lid, the kind of box that might organise a jewellery collection, the kind of box that Gran would surely have given pride of place in her bedroom instead of shoving it away up here out of sight. It had been sitting all by itself in the furthest cobweb-filled corner, in a place where the sturdy attic floorboards ended and where the thin board between the wooden joists looked as if it might not hold the weight of a thirty-year-old who was half a stone short of reaching her target weight but who had abandoned dieting because Christmas, with all its cheese and crackers, was only a few weeks away. She had taken a tentative step towards the box, and added her weight slowly. She had stretched her arm out, and her fingertips tantalisingly brushed the lid, drawing soft lines in the dust that coated its polished surface. There had been a small creak, but nothing serious, it was obviously going to hold, so she relaxed and lunged forward.

The room disappeared from view in a cloud of dust and plaster as she plummeted through the attic floor with a yell and a splintering crash.

As the dust cleared, she could see the box, still sitting smugly just out of reach in the dusty corner. While she was now stuck waist deep in the floor. Unless she could muster up some kind of help she would most likely still be here come teatime. Gran had been in hospital for a week, and Rod wouldn’t miss her for hours yet, not until he arrived home from work on the dot of seven and wondered where – her mind automatically scrolled through their weekly meal plan – the chicken stir-fry was.

What the hell was she doing thinking about food? She must be in shock. Mentally slapping herself, she suddenly remembered Gran’s handyman, last seen half an hour ago through the window as she climbed past it on her way up the loft ladder, outside shoring up the garden fence. Not her first choice of rescuer. With a build like Tom Hardy and a trail of adoring girlfriends in his wake, Jack Marchant was perfect for admiring from afar while smugly knowing you’d bet on the safe and dependable option who would never break your heart. Gran was forever gossiping about Jack’s latest conquests.  Having bet on the safe option however, didn’t make it palatable to look a total numpty in front of the hot option, and so she did a quick mental run-through of all her other choices, of which there really were none. The joist she was leaning on gave a warning creak, and, discarding her pride, she gathered all her strength together, took a deep, dusty breath, and yelled at the top of her voice.

‘HELP!’

She waited and listened. Absolutely nothing. Nothing but another creaky, splintering sound as she shifted her weight a little against the joist. The unpleasant fact crossed her mind that she could probably shout as long and as hard as she wanted to, but she might still be stuck fast for hours. She opened her mouth to yell again, this time adding in some real top-of-the-lungs volume, just as Jack Marchant’s head and shoulders appeared through the loft hatch. He had tousled dark hair, strong cheekbones, and eyes that crinkled a little at the corners, as if there was the slightest amusing thing about her current situation. It was too late to stop the yell, and he screwed his face up as it echoed through the attic. Even her own ears rang with the force of it.

‘I’m not sure they heard that in Central London,’ he said, pulling himself up easily and sitting on the edge of the hatch.

She made an apologetic face.

‘Sorry. I went for full volume because I thought I’d be stuck here for ever.’ Her face felt hot underneath its coating of plaster dust. He looked as if he’d walked off a film set, with his tool belt and his work-shirted broad shoulders, and she suddenly felt very stupid, buried in the floor. ‘I didn’t expect anyone to turn up in the first two minutes. What are you, a superhero?’

He winked at her.

‘I could be.’

For goodness’ sake.

‘I also do gardens and building care. I just save the world in my spare time.’

She stared at him, and he grinned back at her.

‘I came in from the garden to fix that dodgy window in the kitchen, so I could hear you crashing through the floor.’

He made it sound as if she were a baby elephant.

‘You need to keep your feet on the joists, or make sure you stay on the boards at that end.’ He jerked a thumb to the other end of the loft where the lifetime’s worth of clutter was piled up.

‘I know that,’ she said, nettled. ‘I’m not a complete idiot. There’s a box over there in the corner, balanced on that joist. I was trying to snag that. I honestly thought that if I was careful there wouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Without the boards put across, these places just aren’t made to bear that kind of weight.’

Losing patience with the general implications that she was heavy, which he was doing absolutely nothing to dispel, she made another futile attempt to pull herself up, struggling to free her legs. Bits of wood and plaster splintered and chipped, and something gave underneath her, making her squawk in fright.

‘Stay still for heaven’s sake,’ he said. ‘The whole thing could go at any moment.’

He stood up quickly, and balanced on the joists, his head bent to avoid the ceiling.

‘If you’re trying to get me to stay calm, you need to work harder,’ she squeaked.

‘Just don’t bloody move, and you’ll be fine,’ he said, moving carefully, keeping his feet on the cross-joints.

‘Do you think you can get me out of here?’ She could hear the edge of panic in her voice. ‘It’s Jack, isn’t it?’

He nodded.

‘’Course I can. Just let me work out how best to do it.’

‘I’m Lucy.’

‘I know,’ he said. He walked around her, effortlessly sizing up the situation. She looked up at him from the floor feeling totally foolish. ‘Your gran talks about you all the time.’

Oh, just bloody great. She hadn’t considered that gossip worked both ways. Lucy could just imagine Gran making him a brew and forcing home-made cake on him while she held up his work, chatting non-stop about her granddaughter. She closed her eyes briefly. She badly needed to get her head around the idea of Gran no longer being formidable and full of energy. Her soldier-on façade had been so effective that Lucy had continued to think of her as managing perfectly well for far too long. This most recent fall had made that glaringly clear.

‘I’ve seen you around, obviously,’ she said.

Obviously. He was pretty hard to miss, with his super-fit physique and jeans-and-work-boots combo. As he worked in the daytime and Lucy was generally around more in the evenings, there hadn’t been much opportunity to say much more than a quick hello, but she’d been increasingly aware of his presence over the last year or two. Another sign that Gran, a keen gardener herself, was doing less while he was doing more. Another sign that Lucy should have stepped in earlier.

‘Grab onto me and I’ll haul you up,’ he said, at last, bracing his feet on the joists and leaning forward. Before she could suggest any alternative, possibly one that didn’t involve him being in her personal space, he slid one muscular arm around her waist and snapped away bits of broken wood with his free hand. Her face was pressed briefly into the soft fabric of his shirt. He smelled of wood and furniture oil and warm skin. She clutched at his shoulder as he started to pull her. If he happened to let go now she would go straight through the floor.

‘I’m not going to let you fall, okay?’

There were splintering and scraping sounds as he pulled her up, and then suddenly she was blissfully free of the floor. He placed her down carefully, making sure she put her feet on the joists. She noticed he didn’t rush to take his arm away, supporting her as she found her footing.

‘Are you hurt?’

The right leg of her jeans had a long and ragged rip in it, and her knee throbbed a bit. He crouched and examined her leg gently.

‘Well, there’s my pride …’ she said.

He looked up at her and gave a half-smile, which to a different girl in different circumstances might have been heart-melting, but in her case could only be interpreted as sympathetic. There was dust in her hair, dirt smeared on her clothes, and he’d just seen her at possibly her most undignified.

‘You’ve got quite a graze there,’ he said, standing up. ‘It’ll need sorting out. Let’s get you downstairs.’

‘So you do medical treatment too?’ she said, batting his arm away as he tried to help her across the attic and back to the hatch. ‘I can do it, I’m fine.’

‘I’m a superhero,’ he said. ‘I do everything.’

‘In that case, would you mind grabbing that box without falling through the ceiling?’ She nodded at the wooden box, still nestled safely in the corner among the cobwebs.

No way was she was going through this humiliating experience and still not have the box to show for it.

Jack watched as she negotiated the loft ladder and then walked downstairs, clearly trying to give the impression that she was completely unscathed when the graze on that leg must hurt like a bastard. She clearly had no clue how close she’d come to breaking her bloody neck. The crash had sounded as if half the roof had fallen in. He stood by until she hobbled into the kitchen, by which point he could no longer help himself.

‘Sit down, will you?’ he said, exasperated, taking her firmly by the shoulders and pulling out the nearest chair with his foot. ‘That leg obviously needs looking at, and you’re fooling no one with the gritted teeth.’

She frowned up at him, but didn’t argue. He pulled out a second chair and lifted her foot onto it. Half the right leg of her jeans was hanging off and he could see a bleeding scrape underneath.

‘I can either cut these off or rip them,’ he said.

‘That’s a bit brutal, they’re my favourite jeans,’ she protested. ‘Isn’t saving them an option?’

 He held up the enormous ragged flap of denim that was practically hanging by a thread.

‘Seriously?’

She made a huffing noise and sat back, resigned, while he grabbed the Stanley knife out of his tool belt and cut the fabric away. Her shin was one long graze, fortunately not too deep.

‘Where does Olive keep her first-aid stuff?’

She pointed at the high corner cupboard. He found antiseptic wipes and dressings, and she held her hand out for them impatiently.

‘I don’t have time for this, I’ve got tons to do,’ she grumbled as she scrubbed the wound with an antiseptic wipe. ‘That attic up there is like something from “Hoarders: Buried Alive”. I’ve got four weeks off work to sort the house out, and as if that isn’t enough, there’s bloody Christmas to organise.’

Since he didn’t do Christmas, not any more, he couldn’t really relate to that as a major problem to be reckoned with.

‘I was sorry to hear the house is going,’ he said, watching her stick an inadequate plaster haphazardly over the graze. He was, too. Not all of his customers were as long-term or as friendly as Olive Jackson. This had been an easy gig, close enough to his house to fit around his other commitments, happily flexible if he needed to move workdays around at the last minute.

‘We haven’t put it on the market yet,’ she said. ‘How did you know?’

He crossed the kitchen and filled the kettle. Grabbed a couple of cups from the hooks above the sink.

‘Got a list of jobs sent my way last week from someone called Rod,’ he said. ‘Getting the place to look “shipshape for sale”, I think was how he put it.’

He caught her closing her eyes briefly.

‘Rod’s my partner,’ she said. ‘I’ve decided to move Gran in with us.’

He noticed that Rod, whoever he was, apparently wasn’t included in that decision.

‘Obviously care services don’t come cheap, and we’ve had to talk through all the options, but …’ She glanced around the room and out of the window at the frost-covered walled garden, and didn’t finish. He followed her gaze. The house was a beautiful 1930’s detached place in Canterbury. The kind of place they didn’t build any more. Rambling, full of memories and character, with big bay windows, and a mature garden that had been loved for years.

‘But selling it doesn’t come easy?’ he finished for her.

She nodded.

‘I spent a lot of my childhood here,’ she said. ‘I lived with Gran and Grandad on and off right through my teens, only moved out properly about five years ago.’ She nodded towards the kitchen door, held open by a wooden doorstop. ‘On that doorframe over there, my grandad marked my height every year until I stopped growing.’

‘I know. It’s on my maintenance list to paint over it.’

She fell silent at that, and he immediately regretted telling her.

‘There must be other options to selling,’ he said, trying to take a positive spin instead. ‘I mean, I know Olive is getting a bit frail, but her mind isn’t, if you know what I mean.’

‘I know exactly what you mean.’

‘I got the impression she intended only to leave this place in a box. Her words, actually.’

‘Tell me about it.’ Leg-dressing finished, she put her foot down on the floor and leaned forward to pick up a sheaf of leaflets from the corner of the table. ‘She’s been putting up a fight for months. She had a couple of minor falls a while ago, just cuts and bruises, you know.’ She held the leaflets up. ‘This was her latest attempt to fob me off. Stairlifts. Like a stairlift is the bloody elixir of life. The stairs are the least of her problems. She needs to be able to get around everywhere else, never mind the stairs. There’s the outdoor steps. The uneven floors. The tiles in the bathroom are a slip hazard. This whole place is an accident waiting to happen.’ She paused. ‘Except that it already has.’

She looked strained, and he felt a pang of sympathy. The email had mentioned that Olive had fallen and was in hospital, but that was the limit of it. He put a cup of tea in front of her and grabbed the milk from the fridge.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

He nodded.

‘How is she?’

She added a spoonful of sugar to her teacup and stirred.

‘Well, she fell in the hallway onto her right side and broke her arm and a couple of fingers. She’s really badly bruised.’ She bit her lip. ‘They thought she might have broken a hip, but thank goodness she hadn’t. The worst part of all is that she hit her head. She’s not been able to talk very much yet. She’s just so tired and frail.’

‘That’s awful.’

She took a deep decisive breath.

‘The house sale is the right thing. My stupid sentimentality about some bloody doorframe does not affect that decision. She’s going to need someone on hand 24-7. Plus there’s the massive garden, and the house needs tons of upkeep.’

‘What I’m here for,’ he remarked. Admittedly he had to factor his other life into that statement, but with pretty regular trips away he was careful to schedule his work around his travels, and he had a local kid who covered basic garden upkeep if he was away for longer than a few days at a time. ‘And I’ve been keeping tabs on Olive over the last few months. My place is only five minutes away, and I programmed my number into her speed dial.’

She laughed.

‘I’m not sure Gran knows what speed dial even is.’

He grinned at her over the rim of his coffee cup. In that moment of laughter, the stress had disappeared from her face. She was very pretty, he decided, in an unkempt kind of a way, with her messy waves of dark blonde hair, and wide brown eyes. A thin film of grey plaster dust clung to her skin, and, as he watched, she unknowingly rubbed her forehead and smudged it.

‘She does now,’ he said. ‘I put your number in too. And her hairdresser, she asked specifically for that one.’

She was staring at him as if he was some new and interesting life form.

‘Seriously?’

He nodded.

‘Of course, she’s only ever used it to ring me up when I’m feet away in the garden to tell me to come in and eat my bodyweight in cake. She falls in the hallway and I don’t hear a bloody thing from her.’

‘That’s because I was here, thank goodness. It was pure luck; I’d only happened to call in because I had an interview just down the road. Otherwise she could have been there for hours.’ She ran a hand distractedly through her dusty hair. ‘I can’t even go there in my head. What could have happened.’ She smiled at him gratefully. ‘That’s a really kind thing to have done though. Thank you.’

He raised his coffee cup in acknowledgment, feeling mildly awkward.

‘You’re welcome. Anything else I can do, just shout. Only like, maybe not loud enough to wake the dead next time.’

She smiled.

‘You’re a writer, aren’t you? On a newspaper. Olive told me.’

‘Local press,’ she said, in between fast sips of tea. Everything she did had an urgency about it, as if she didn’t have a moment to waste.

‘What’s the rush?’ he said. ‘The place isn’t even on the market yet. I mean, I might be missing the point, but if she’s moving in with you when she comes out of hospital, does it really matter if it takes a few months to sort this place out?

‘Rod wants to get it on the market as soon as possible,’ she said. ‘Once Gran comes out of hospital, which I really hope is in time for Christmas, she’s going to need me a lot, and I won’t have time to sort through all this stuff. There are people you can pay to come in and do it all for you, house clearance, it’s called. Rod suggested it, but I don’t want just anyone going through her things. I mean, don’t get me wrong, probably 90 per cent of the stuff up in that attic is just fit for the tip, but there might be things that are important to her, that she will want to keep.’ She paused. ‘That I will want to keep.’

That one sentence made it clear that sorting through this place was as much about her coming to terms with letting Gran go as it was about the house, and he could understand that need well enough. Before he knew what he was doing he was offering.

‘I can help you with anything you want over the next day or so. I know I’ve got this to-do list anyway, but that’s mainly painting, sorting out any wood that’s rotten or needs replacing, that kind of thing. I’m going to be around. I can help you bring stuff down from the loft if you like, help sort through the shed—’

‘Oh, bloody hell, I’d forgotten the shed!’ she said, clapping a hand against her forehead. ‘I bet that’s full of stuff too. Grandad’s been gone ten years, and it was his hangout. I don’t think I’ve ever known Gran go in there since.’

‘It’s not too bad,’ he lied, knowing perfectly well it was stacked with boxes of tools, gardening rubbish, and old golf clubs that dated back years, but not wanting to add to the stress. He brought his own tools and equipment on the van, so rarely needed to venture in there.

To distract her, he picked the wooden box up from the corner of the worktop where he’d dumped it on the way into the room. It was covered in dust, rectangular, and fairly shallow, with a curved wooden lid that hinged at the back. It looked like the kind of wooden box that might contain an engraved plate, or perhaps a set of cutlery, or crystal glasses.

‘Want to check this out then, before you rush off and crash back through the attic?’ he said, setting it down in front of her. ‘Since it nearly cost you your leg.’

The box! She had almost forgotten it. She sat up. A chat to Jack, and now the stress of the clear-out felt vaguely more manageable. At least she knew she had some muscle she could call on if push came to shove and she ran out of time hefting stuff down from the attic. She blew the dust off the lid in a sneeze-worthy cloud, then followed it with a swipe of her hand, revealing highly polished wood, the colour and mellow glow of a conker. A carved border of holly sprigs edged the lid. Her stomach gave a tiny twist of excitement, and she automatically took a deep breath as she opened it, not having the faintest idea what might be inside. This must be a taste (though on a much more minor scale, obviously) of how it felt when someone gave you a box that could only contain a ring. She could only guess at that feeling, not having received a proposal from Rod yet. That particular event was earmarked in their general life plan to take place after and not before he achieved partnership at his accountancy firm. Partnership itself was targeted at thirty-five, so she probably had a couple more years to wait, although there was always the possibility of it being moved forward if events happened earlier than expected. The wait didn’t matter. The certainty was enough.

The inside of the box was divided up into twelve squares, and in each square nestled a paper- wrapped package. All except for one square in the middle, that one was empty. Tucked inside the lid was a blank envelope, cream coloured, the edges dog-eared and creased as if it had been opened many times. She carefully extracted a thin sheet of paper, smoothed it out.

‘It’s a letter,’ she said, frowning. It was handwritten in faded black ink, a sloping script. She read aloud:

On the first day of Christmas, my true love sent to me … 

That’s how the song goes, and you, Olive, are my true love. Words can’t describe how much it pains me to be called away now, when all I want is to spend every minute of every day with you, my darling.

I am not leaving you though, not really, and to prove to you that even though the world we are in today is full of uncertainties and horrors, I am yours.

For every day of these twelve days of Christmas, I am sending you a present, a part of me, to keep with you for ever, whatever may happen. Look out for their arrival, and know how loved you are. How I am thinking of you this Christmas and for all the days of my life.

J

Curiosity flying now, she scooped one of the packages out with her fingertips. The paper wrapping was tissue thin, perhaps ivory at one point, but now a little yellowed with age. She unpeeled the layers carefully and stared. Lying in her palm was a tiny, elaborately decorated pale green glass ball with two tiny painted birds perched on the top. She could tell just from the smoky opaqueness of the glass and the muted tones of the paint that it was old. A loop of thin, faded gold ribbon was attached to the top. The holly inlay on the lid made sudden sense.

‘It’s a Christmas decoration,’ she said, glancing up at Jack. ‘For the tree. At least I think that’s what it is. I’ve never seen this box before. I mean, I’ve spent probably twenty out of thirty Christmases in this house, and I’ve never once seen it. It’s beautiful. Why on earth was it shoved away up in the attic?’

She turned the box around to show him.

‘What’s this?’ He pulled a slip of paper from the pile of tissue wrapping. It had the same faded black  slanted handwriting. He gave it to her.

‘It’s a note,’ she said, putting the glass ball down very carefully on the table and smoothing the piece of paper out flat. ‘“Olive. Remember that sunrise when the new day was ours, how we listened to the birdsong. We are stronger than any time or distance.” That’s gorgeous. What do you think it means?’

‘There’s a date there,’ he said, pointing to the corner of the paper.

She followed his gaze. ‘Twenty-fourth December 1944,’ she read, and looked up at Jack, her mind working. ‘During the war.’ She flapped a hand at him and kicked the chair out opposite her. ‘Come and help me. Unwrap another.’ House clearance and cut leg were completely forgotten in her curiosity. That all-encompassing determination to investigate the living daylights out of this that she rarely felt these days, because working on a local paper meant she didn’t often get to cover anything more interesting than duck races and local fetes.

She lifted another package from the box, and peeled back the paper layers. Jack sat down at the table and did the same. This time a tiny wooden drum sat in the palm of her hand, its faded paint red, gold, and green.

‘This one’s from December the thirteenth, 1944,’ she said, checking the date. She could hear the excitement in her voice. ‘Listen to this, “On this first day of Christmas, do not settle for what is within reach, my Olive. I carry you with me in my heart on this day and every day, no matter how far away I am. I will return. Believe in me.”’

Her heart twisted in her chest. Oh, the bloody delicious romance of it.

‘Look at this one.’

Jack held up a delicate green glass pear, perfect in every way, right down to the tiny painted leaf and stalk on the top. She took it from him and held it up to the light. It twisted this way and that, suspended from the ribbon. The glass was thin and flawless.

He picked up the drum and turned it in his fingers.

‘The carving on this is really perfect,’ he said, frowning. ‘“This first day of Christmas”. These are based on the song, aren’t they? That’s what the letter is talking about. That song where you count down to the pear tree at the end. That must be the pear. And there was some line or other about drummers drumming, right?’

 She searched her mind and realised she could only remember bits and pieces of the song, although she definitely had memories of Gran playing it on the piano. The rickety old piano at the side of the sitting room just down the hall. She was all thumbs in her eagerness to unwrap the rest. There was a gold painted glass egg, an ornate swan. A black-and-white painted cow, perfect in every detail right down to its tiny horns. Each decoration came with its own love note, each one more heart-melting than the last.

‘I need to do a web search on the song,’ she said, picking up her smartphone. ‘Maybe the egg is for the geese-a-laying, and I definitely remember there being swans in there somewhere. Not sure about the cow, to be perfectly honest …’ She waved the phone high above her head. ‘No bloody Wi-Fi, is there,’ she said, to his questioning expression. ‘And the signal’s really patchy around here …  right, here we go. Twelve drummers drumming, eleven pipers piping …’ He held up tiny carved  panpipes. ‘Maids a-milking!’ she exclaimed. ‘That’s the cow. Thank goodness, it was going to drive me mad.’

‘So some of them are a bit cryptic …’ He held up four entwined carved feathers ‘…  I mean, I’m guessing this is four calling birds, right? But it definitely fits. It’s a set of Christmas decorations, based on the song. The twelve days of Christmas. They must be very old, and I’d say pre-1939, because it would have been impossible to pick up something like this during the war.’

 ‘Then there should be twelve, shouldn’t there?’ she said, looking at the empty slot in the middle of the box. There’s one missing.’ She ran her gaze quickly over the collection, holding her phone screen next to her, ticking lines from the song off in her head. ‘Five gold rings. That’s the missing one. What a shame. I wonder if it’s up in the attic somewhere in that mess of stuff. I’ll have to keep looking.’

‘Not right now you won’t, not until I’ve made sure the floor is safe,’ he said immediately.

‘And I’ll have to try and ask Gran about them when I visit,’ she said. ‘If she’s awake this time, that is.’ She hadn’t been conscious much at all yet. In many ways it had been the hardest thing to cope with, seeing Gran robbed of all her vivacity, so impossibly frail and unresponsive. ‘They’re obviously hers, her name is Olive. But she’s never mentioned them to me. I’ve definitely never seen them before: I would have remembered. And you saw them, they were just shoved in a corner up in the attic, covered in dust. No one’s opened this box in years. They were obviously just forgotten about.’

She looked down at the collection of beautiful love notes. How could anyone forget them?

Jack shrugged.

‘It’s been over seventy years, to be fair,’ he said. ‘Do you think they are from your grandad? Maybe they were a present from him to your gran.’

She looked down at the collection on the table and frowned. She simply could not imagine the openness of feeling in those notes coming from her stoic and straight-down-the-line grandfather.

‘I do know Gran and Grandad met before the war, even though they didn’t marry until much later. Gran was quite old by the standards of the time when she had my mum. But even so, I’m just not sure he was that kind of man,’ she said. ‘He didn’t do romantic gestures, not that I know of. He was a very ordered kind of person, very straightforward, play by the rules. Never late, always thought decisions through before making them, not impulsive. It’s one of things I liked best about him. You always know where you are with someone like that.’

He might not have been given to shows of affection, but if you wanted steadiness and absolute reliability, he was your man. He had been the perfect foil for a child whose mother was given to disappearing at the drop of a hat.

‘I want to ask Gran about them,’ she said, ‘but she’s only awake for moments at a time. She’s really not well. I don’t want to push a shedload of questions on her.’

‘It’s okay, you can ask her when she’s better,’ Jack said. ‘I’m sure she’ll pull round, just give it a bit of time.’

She toyed with the tiny drum decoration. It was perfectly detailed, beautiful. This set must have cost a fortune, and where could anyone buy things like this with a war on? Questions upon questions. She made herself wrap the drum back up, being careful to add the correct note before she placed it gently back in its place in the box. It seemed important to keep the set intact, the sentiments in the right order. 

‘You have a point,’ she said reluctantly. ‘It’s been over seventy years, right? What’s the rush?’

Except there was a rush. Deep inside her. The urge to get to the bottom of the mystery nagged at her mind, and she had to force herself back to thinking about her present-day situation, which featured a Christmas to-do list that would require a team of full-time elves to pull off. The best she could hope for was flying through the holiday by the seat of her Christmas pants without any major disasters.

‘I really ought to get on,’ Jack said. He stood up, and she suddenly remembered that he was paid to do a job, and she was commandeering his time to piss about with antiques and family history from half a century ago. He was probably bored as hell and too polite to say so.

She shook her head, vaguely exasperated with herself. She stood up too. Her leg throbbed, but she ignored it.

‘Of course. I’m really sorry, I’ve probably cost you loads of time. The last thing you need is a shedload of someone else’s sentimental family history.’

‘Yeah, because fixing that window frame’s got a real pull that’s hard to resist,’ he said.

He smiled at her. Despite the fact it was the middle of winter, he had the kind of tan that spoke of an outdoor lifestyle, and his dark grey eyes creased a little at the corners. As if his strong physique wasn’t enough, he had the aftershave model looks to back it up. In that moment she could completely see where Gran’s gossip about his turbulent new-girl-every-five-minutes love life was rooted.

‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘Really. Like I said, I’m around for a day or two if you need any help, or if you get trapped under something heavy.’

 She told herself firmly that the appeal of having him on hand to help was entirely to do with his ability to heave a box into a skip, and definitely not how he might look while he did it.


Chapter 2

‘What the hell happened to you?’

Rod walked into the kitchen on the dot of seven, put his keys in the dish on the dresser, and stopped in the act of kissing Lucy’s cheek when he caught sight of her leg. She glanced down at the supersized sticking plaster she’d used to re-dress the graze on her shin. She’d changed into shorts and a T-shirt after a monumental shower to get rid of all the plaster dust.

‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ she said. ‘I just scraped it getting some stuff out of Gran’s loft. No biggie.’

Probably best not to mention the gaping hole in Gran’s bedroom ceiling; she’d had quite enough of making a knob of herself in front of people today. Jack had assured her he would fix it in the next couple of days, and Rod could stay none the wiser.

 She gave the schedule attached by a magnet to the fridge door an unnecessary check as she opened it, because knowing it was Wednesday was enough to know it was stir-fry night. In the same way that Monday was meat-free, and Friday was a takeaway.

Life ran better when it was organised. If Rod had a personal credo, this would be it. And it was one she wholeheartedly agreed with. There was something extremely reassuring, she had found, about knowing what was happening day to day, and especially longer term. She had known when she met Rod that they were on the same page in that respect. She’d contacted him to see if he would give an interview following the Budget five years ago: his accountancy firm’s take on the effects for local people, that kind of thing. He’d provided her with a projected schedule of costings, a comprehensive overview, and a list of tips for savers that would have got the nod from Martin Lewis. And an offer of dinner that turned into a series of dates that turned into a relationship. His private life was as ordered and planned as his work had been. And she always knew where she was with him. With Rod she had a future that she could count on. He would never disappear on impulse because he fancied a change of scenery.

‘Coming along well at the house, then?’ he said, leaning past her to turn on the extractor hood above the cooker. All mod cons in their new-build rental, nothing like Gran’s inefficient rambling dinosaur of a place. Steam began to curl up from the wok as she added chicken and vegetables to the pan. ‘Good to hear. I called the agent, and if we can get it shipshape we can have the valuation done and it can go on the market as soon as Christmas is out of the way.’

Her stomach gave an involuntary lurch at the thought. What would it feel like to know she was never going to see the old place again? What would it feel like for Gran? She couldn’t expect Rod to feel sentimental. He hadn’t lived there. He hadn’t built dens out of blankets and sticks in the garden in summer. He hadn’t learned to make fairy cakes in the kitchen, which was always warm, no matter what time of the year because of the range cooker. The thought must have shown on her face because Rod put an arm around her shoulders and gave them a reassuring squeeze.

‘We’ve been over this again and again,’ he said gently.

She moved away from him and grabbed a couple of plates from one of the neat cupboards.

‘I know,’ she said through gritted teeth. She served the stir-fry up grimly.

‘It’s the upheaval,’ he went on soothingly. ‘It’s bound to be unsettling. That’s why we need to really consider all the options.’

She knew where this was going.

‘Really, I think a residential facility might be the best possible thing all round.’

He tucked into his rice and chicken, not looking at her while he ate. Just the terminology he used made it sound like a prison.

‘I am not putting Gran in a home,’ she said. ‘I want her with me.’

‘I’m just saying, let’s not rule anything out. You don’t know yet what her recovery is going to be like. Moving in with us, into established routines … it’s bound to be difficult for everyone. I’m only saying, it might be better all round, to leave the care to the professionals.’

Correctly anticipating her next comment would be argumentative, he reached distractingly for the box at the end of the table and pulled it towards him.

‘What’s this?’ he asked.

‘I found them in Gran’s attic,’ Lucy said. ‘I brought them home to show you.’

He lifted the lid of the box and took out one of the wrapped decorations at random. A perfectly carved and painted top hat. Ten lords a-leaping, she thought automatically.

‘Nice,’ he said indifferently, putting it back and resuming eating.

‘It’s a set of Christmas tree decorations. I think they might be antique.’

‘One missing,’ he remarked, pointing to the space in the middle of the box with a chopstick. ‘Incomplete set, so it won’t be worth much. Honestly, Lucy, just whack all this tat on eBay. Whatever you get for it will be a bonus, the main thing is to crack on and get the place cleared. We need to get the house ready for the family. This is the first year we’ve done the Carmichael Christmas, and we are going to be the best.’

Christmas was the pinnacle of one-upmanship in the Carmichael family. Rod was the middle child of five overachieving siblings. Last Christmas, as run by eldest sister Josephine, had involved a professionally decorated house in St John’s Wood, a champagne breakfast, three different kinds of roast meat, and a children’s entertainer. The year before that, his uber-successful stockbroker brother Don and family had rented a cabin in the Lake District for a no-tech, no-phone-signal, back-to-tradition Christmas that had filled the teenage family members with despair, featuring log fires and mulled wine and carol singing around a piano, and family games and frosty walks in the stunning countryside. This year, Lucy was hostess, and Rod’s expectations set the bar extremely high. She needed enough food to feed hordes of people, there were rooms to get ready, Christmas decorations to put up, a festive day to deliver that would impress or at the very least not disappoint his bloody perfect family.

No pressure.

‘We’ve got the works’ Christmas drinks coming up,’ he carried on, as if what she really needed now was a shedload more stress, ‘and we need to focus and make a decent impression. This promotion would be a big step towards partnership, and decisions will probably be made in the next couple of weeks even if they’re not announced until the New Year. Eye on the prize.’

Her place was at his side during work social functions. The accountancy firm was family run, and Rod liked to fit in with that image, no impression was too much trouble in the path towards partnership. She liked it. She liked being part of a couple. And of course, by implication, his future was also her future. She pulled the box back towards her, and he caught her hand in his. She looked up at him.

‘I know you’re under a lot of stress, honey,’ he said. ‘I’m right behind you, I really am. I just meant that it’s easy to lose sight of your own goals in a situation like this. It’s important for Olive that you and I keep ourselves grounded, so we can support her and stay organised and in control. Especially with Christmas, my family, and all the extra stuff that brings with it.’

‘I know, I know.’

He squeezed her hand, pressing the point.

‘Who knows what could happen if this promotion comes through? With all my family in our home, it would be the perfect time to make special announcements.’

He winked at her. She squinted back. Had he just used a plural? Was he hinting that more than promotion could be on the cards?

‘The best thing to do is just get this clearance done and out of the way as quickly as possible,’ he swept on. ‘Like ripping off a plaster. Then we can absolutely do what’s best for Olive.’ He held up a hand as she opened her mouth to protest against yet another predicted mention of care homes. ‘And that includes her moving in with us if that’s truly the best option. We just need to stay objective.’

She felt a rush of love for him, and a spike of excitement at what was surely a hint about popping the question. Wasn’t it? He really was committed to her, he had her best interests at heart, she was just being oversensitive. And he did have a point. Christmas was her favourite part of the year, she had been looking forward to spending time getting the house to look perfect, and all the preparation associated with it. Cooking ahead, making plans. She really hadn’t made the slightest dent in that yet. And if Gran was able to come out of hospital for Christmas – and she really hadn’t given up hope of that – Lucy wanted everything to be perfect for her. She had to keep focused. Gran had to be the priority here, and if she let every bit of history in that attic distract her, she’d still be sorting out the house clearance next bloody Christmas.

‘No need to worry,’ she said. ‘You’re completely right. I’ll storm through the house tomorrow, and then I’m going to visit Gran in hospital and check on her progress, see if I can get some information out of the doctors about when we might be able to bring her home.’

She closed the lid on the box of decorations and shelved her curiosity.

Six hours later, Lucy stared at the bedroom ceiling and tried to ignore her curiosity, which at – she checked the LED display on the bedside clock – two-thirty in the morning, was refusing to be shelved. And since the alternative to getting up and sorting her curiosity out was lying here and elbowing Rod every five minutes to keep his infuriatingly rhythmic snoring at bay, she might as well throw in the towel on sleep and go downstairs.

Sitting bleary-eyed at the kitchen table, she pulled the box of Christmas decorations towards her and unwrapped one, turning it gently in her fingers. A tiny swan. Perfect in every detail. She unfolded the note that was wrapped with it.

Do not settle for less because it is easy. Do not give in to pressure. Wait for me through this hard time and it will be worth any challenge we face.

She frowned. What did that mean? What would Gran be settling for? Or was it a who? Who had sent these to her? The mystery nagged maddeningly. Just where the hell to even start. Wide awake, Lucy grabbed her tablet from the kitchen worktop and did an Internet search on Christmas tree decorations that was rewarded with page after page of pictures of predominantly garden centre tat. Refining the search to World War Two brought up a collection of make-do-and-mend war effort items. Paper chains. Cardboard Christmas lanterns. Jack’s first instinct today had to be right, there was no way the decorations were from that time period. Moving the dates further back, it was obvious they predated the war by some decades. She ran her hand over the smooth cool wood of the box. Whatever they were, they were undoubtedly special. Whoever had sent them to Gran, one a day with a note for twelve days in the run-up to Christmas 1944, they must have cared for her very much.

She racked her brains for the slightest mention of that time in Gran’s life, but came up blank. Gran had simply never talked about it. She ran a finger over the slightly indented holly carving on the lid. How could she just chuck this on eBay without trying to look into it even the tiniest bit? But where to start?

She grabbed a tote bag from the cupboard and eased the box gently into it. The best place to start was most definitely not eBay. The logical thing to do would be to hang on to these for a while. The answer could be just waiting for her in the mountain in Gran’s attic. And technically, she would still be working on the house clearance; she would just have a bit more of a purpose in mind than to just lob the whole lot in a skip.

Jack held his tongue until he could take it no longer.

Since the attic currently sported a hole big enough to stumble through, which then progressed through to a gaping hole in Olive’s master bedroom ceiling, it had overnight shot to the top of the list of cosmetic tweaks he had been tasked with to make this house as saleable as possible. Engaged in cutting boards to size and nailing them across the gap in the attic, it became slowly clear to him that it was simply a matter of time if Lucy carried on the way she was going, before disaster struck a  second time in as many days. She had been here even before he arrived this morning, and there was, in his view, a lot more sorting through and reading going on than there was house clearance. Every so often she would finish with the contents of a box or bag, and it would be taken down the loft ladder and presumably spirited away downstairs to be disposed of. If she carried on at this current speed, Olive would still be living here in five years’ time. Then he remembered their conversation yesterday, and wondered if that might actually be the point of the go-slow.

He managed to rein it in until she teetered towards the loft ladder with a box balanced on each arm and a cloth bag looped around her neck. Downing tools, he crossed the attic in a couple of strides. She stopped in surprise.

‘For God’s sake give me one of those boxes,’ he said, taking one from her before she had the chance to protest. ‘In fact, give me both of them before you fall down that ladder.’

She held the second box aloft before he could take it.

‘I am perfectly capable of hefting a few boxes about,’ she said. ‘I do not need your superhero powers today.’

‘You piss about with basic common sense safety rules often enough, and you will break something, probably your own head. Simple fact,’ he said, exasperated. ‘And it is not going to happen on my watch. Stop arguing, and give it here.’

He held her obstinate gaze until she gave in with an eye roll and handed over the second box.

‘It’s just a couple of bits,’ she called after him as he negotiated the loft ladder in half the time and none of the danger.

‘Where do you want these?’

‘Just in the kitchen, please. I’ll get on with the next lot.’

Exactly what he was afraid of. He dumped the stuff on the ground floor in record time and arrived back in the attic just as she was poking about next to a teetering stack of boxes and junk.

‘Look, anything you want shifting, just ask will you? That mountain of stuff is one wrong move away from burying you.’

She looked up at him in surprise, obviously lost in thought, and he tried to disconnect his brain from the thought that, for some reason, on her, scruffy looked alluring. She was dressed for the dust today, no expensive jeans in sight by the look of it. Her wavy hair was caught up in a ponytail from which it was already escaping. She wore a faded pink T-shirt, jeans with paint marks on them, and an ancient pair of Converse.

‘Okay,’ she said, looking the mountain of stuff up and down. ‘Thanks. I hadn’t really thought of a good way to dismantle all this.’

‘No kidding.’

‘I’m trying to find something that will give me a lead on the Christmas decs. There must be something, right? So far I’ve found a ton of teenage photos of me – STRAIGHT in the bin. Old clothes. A load of old saucepans. Nothing from anywhere near as far back as the decorations. The thing is, I’m going one box at a time here, and I haven’t a clue what I’m really looking for.’ She flipped the top open on the nearest box and peered inside. ‘I could still be here next bloody Christmas at this rate.’

She glanced up at him, and somehow managed to combine a smile with a frown. For no good reason, he decided on impulse that the attic floor could wait an hour. What the hell, he had time on his hands, and an hour was hardly going to affect his usual policy of getting the work done so he could make his good next escape. He still had a week before he needed to get ready for his next excursion. Snowboarding in Austria.

‘Sounds to me like you need a system,’ he said. He leaned past her and took the highest box down from the next row, the one that had been most on the brink of falling on her head, and put it down next to her. Slit the top open with his Stanley knife, and turned back to lift down the next one.

‘Here you go,’ he said. ‘Have a quick check what’s in them, and if it looks like it might be in the ballpark, we investigate further. If it’s nothing, then you can deal with it later. I’ll just shift the boxes around and we can narrow it down between us. And if it happens to be your baby photos, I’ll just have a coffee break while I check through them.’

She laughed.

‘I’m surprised Gran hasn’t already subjected you to them over coffee.’

‘Actually, she has. You had a great line going in crazy hair.’

He dodged sideways as she threw an old cushion at his head. It landed on the floor behind him and sent up a cloud of dust.

 Fifteen minutes later, and things had speeded up considerably.

 ‘How come you do this kind of work?’ she asked, pulling a couple of garish orange table mats out of a box. ‘Bloody hell, look at these. Like a seventies’ acid trip.’

As she checked and dismissed them, he stacked boxes to the side of the loft hatch, and every so often took a few at a time downstairs to free up space.

 ‘House and garden maintenance? Because it can be picked up and put down, and I can make money doing it wherever I happen to be,’ he said.

‘I was kind of expecting something more like “I like working outside, and the creative side is great”,’ she said.

He shrugged.

‘It maybe was that when I started out. The garden design was more of a thing back then. Things change over time; you know how it is.’

The initial satisfaction of building up a successful business from scratch, doing the work he loved, had gone into a nosedive when Sean died, from which it had never really recovered. She was looking directly at him now, sitting cross-legged next to the most recently discarded box. A lock of hair had escaped from her ponytail, and as he watched she blew it out of her face. He avoided her gaze. He had absolutely no desire to get into his work-life balance, with her, or anyone else.

‘Most people say, because I had a talent for it at school,’ she persisted. ‘Or because carried on from when I was doing a summer job, or because I like working with my hands and running my own business.’

He stopped work for a moment and sat down on one of the joists.

‘My father is a carpenter,’ he said, ‘so I kind of fell into that trade because of him. I wasn’t crazy on school, and I loved watching him work when I was a little kid. He used to take me out with him on jobs in the school holidays. It kind of slotted into place when I finished school, I went out with him, learned on the job. And the garden stuff is like a natural add-on to building fences and decking and sheds. I did like being outside, you’re right, and for a while I was really flying with the regular hours, I built the business way up, I had more work than I could cope with.’

‘For a while?’ she said. ‘What about now?’

She had gone back to sorting through some old junky-looking ornaments now, not looking at him. The business had been the last thing on his mind since Sean had gone. Beyond the fact that it funded the distraction he needed, his interest in it was pretty low.

‘Now it’s more about what I do in my own time. I’m not going to lie on my deathbed thinking: I wish I’d fixed a few more fences. Not when every day could be my last. So I work from one trip to the next. I’ve got a few local clients like Olive, and I have a guy who covers for me when I’m away. And I pick up other work ad hoc. I can do that anywhere I go, people always want house maintenance work doing, it’s a good source of instant cash if you get stuck.’

‘You mean you work to pay for your holidays?’ she said. ‘That’s no big deal, we all do that.’

Not to the degree that he did.

‘When I finish one trip, I think that’s it for a while, but before I know it I just get restless and start looking for the next thing, the next place, or whatever. I work for a bit, and then get away again.’

Get away really was the right description. The distraction just never lasted long enough.

‘And what kinds of places do you go to?’

Anywhere that doesn’t make me look back and make comparisons.

He pulled down a couple of black bin liners and added them to the to-be-checked stack next to Lucy.

‘Just new places. I don’t usually go back to places I’ve been before. I do some sports stuff, marathon running, diving. Stuff like that.’

‘And you go with friends?’

Sean flashed into his head. The need to get her off this subject.

‘Yeah, sometimes. Anything yet?’

‘Nothing yet,’ she said. ‘Maybe there isn’t anything, and all this will have been a waste of time.’ She sighed. ‘And I’ve got a to-do list for Christmas that would have Mary Berry in tears.’

She opened the next box and pulled out a stack of postcards.

‘Travel isn’t really my thing,’ she said conversationally.

He hadn’t counted on this. Hadn’t counted on small talk. He didn’t answer. Didn’t want to encourage her to probe him for his life story. She was a journalist, incessant questions were probably part of her actual psyche.

‘I like being at home too much,’ she went on. ‘Having a base, you know. Family.’ She glanced up at him and he nodded noncommittally. ‘I mean, constant itchy-footed travel is fine as long as you don’t have responsibilities or ties.’

‘Responsibilities can hold you back, to be fair,’ he said. ‘You only get one life, right? I just kind of realised that I didn’t want to waste too much of it on work.’

She stopped what she was doing and looked at him, and he was sure he caught an eye roll.

‘What?’ he said.

‘Nothing,’ she replied, closing the box and pushing it to one side. ‘Just that I totally get it now.’

‘Get what?’

‘Why I’ve seen you out in town maybe half a dozen times in the last six months, in that wine bar on the high street or whatever, and not once have I seen you with the same girl. And why Gran used to say all your relationships are five-minute wonders.’

She looked at him with mock disapproval, so he winked at her.

‘They’re actually more of a five-hour wonder,’ he said. ‘On occasion, an all-night wonder.’

This time the eye roll was massively exaggerated.

‘For goodness’ sake. There is more to life than living minute-to-minute,’ she said. ‘Having goals to work towards, proper security, knowing what the future holds, building a family.’

‘But all the time the future might not hold anything at all,’ he said. ‘You ever think about that? Ever think about just doing whatever fun thing you want to in the moment just because you can? It could all be over tomorrow, and any amount of planning ahead doesn’t change that basic fact. And when it is, I will have the comfort of knowing that I lived every second to the fullest that I could, and I didn’t waste a moment more on work than I needed to.’

‘Well, if you want to clock off for the day, don’t let me stop you,’ she said. ‘I mean I’m really grateful for your help, but this stuff isn’t part of your job description, is it?’

‘I wasn’t actually seeing this as work,’ he said. ‘The quest for a school photo of you has real comedy appeal.’

An exasperated laugh. She looked around her, pretending to search for something else to throw at him.

He hauled another box across to her while he pondered how lovely her laugh sounded. She looked up at him from where she was sitting cross-legged on the floor, a half-smile still on her face.

‘I didn’t mean to sound critical,’ she said. ‘If I did, I mean. About the responsibility thing. It’s up to you what you do with your life, and if you don’t have responsibilities then hey, good luck to you.’ She slid her fingers under the cardboard flap of the box. ‘It just reminded me for a second of someone I know who’s free spirited travel-wise, and they could do with being a bit more organised and up to speed with their family responsibilities for a change.’

Clearly not her boyfriend. The email he’d had from the guy had smacked of responsibility and organisation of exactly the kind he avoided like the plague.

‘My mother,’ she supplied. ‘She doesn’t really do reliable. Reliable doesn’t really sit well with travelling abroad pursuing a delusional singing career.’ She shook her head. ‘It doesn’t bother me, I’m well past caring. I just think she could rock up and spend a bit of time with Gran, especially now.’

‘I’ve not met her,’ he said.

‘You wouldn’t have. Not unless you happened to like hanging out in jazz bars at holiday hotspots in the Med. Hang on …’

She’d been rummaging through a box while talking, and suddenly pulled out a stack of papers, tied together with an ageing ribbon.

‘I think I might have found something.’

She tugged at the ribbon until it fell loose, and she flipped quickly through the papers.

‘They’re the right time frame,’ she said. ‘Letters and postcards by the look of it.’

Her face was alight with excitement. She stood up and hefted the box into her arms.

‘I can’t see properly in this light, I’m going to take it down to the kitchen and have a better look.’

He stood up next to her and grabbed the box out of her hands before she could protest.

‘No you’re not. I’ll bring it down. You can make the coffee.’

In the kitchen, Lucy unpacked the box carefully. A collection of papers. Some old black-and-white photographs. She picked one up. How small it was. A young woman with her hair tied up in a scarf sitting on a fence, smiling and shielding her eyes against the sun.

‘Look,’ she said, moving close to Jack. She was suddenly aware of how tall he was as he leaned in to check the photo out. ‘That’s Gran, right?’

 ‘It’s definitely her,’ he agreed. ‘The exact same grin. Where is she, some kind of farm?’

There were chickens pecking at the foot of the fence, tufts of grass.

 ‘I haven’t a clue.’

 She turned the photo over.

‘Cheshunt 1944,’ she read aloud.

‘Hertfordshire,’ Jack said. ‘She must have been living in Hertfordshire.’

‘She’s lived here in Canterbury for as long as I can remember. Her whole married life in this house. My mum was born in the living room, right through there.’ She nodded through the open kitchen door and down the hallway. ‘And I’m sure Gran grew up around here. She’s one of those people who’ve lived in the same area their whole life.’

She could absolutely see the appeal of that.

She flipped slowly through the papers in the box. Old letters, a few postcards. And then a folded piece of yellowing typewritten paper. She picked it out and unfolded it carefully, and in an instant she understood. The farm picture, Gran in overalls with her hair tied up, chickens all over the place. Women’s Land Army, it said at the top in capital letters. It was addressed to Olive Bratton, at an address in Canterbury that Lucy didn’t recognise, but which she supposed must have been Gran’s childhood home.

‘I have pleasure in enclosing your full Land Army uniform,’ she read aloud. ‘Then there’s a list of stuff …  dungarees, breeches, gumboots.’ She stared down at it in amazement. ‘Jack, she was a Land Girl in the Second World War. How did I never know this?’


Chapter 3

‘Gran?’

She might have only been hospital visiting for a couple of weeks, but Lucy had already perfected the hospital stage whisper. It was an essential skill. Loud enough to rouse Gran, but not so loud that any of the other five occupants of the room might feel the need to butt in. It was obviously incredibly boring to be stuck in hospital unless you had a condition like Gran that meant maximum sleep, but on the first morning, after being subjected to an hour-long complaint about her ungrateful non-visiting kids by the lady in the corner, Lucy had quickly learned to keep her eyes on the patient who belonged to her.

 Gran’s eyes fluttered open, and there was no telling how long that would last, so Lucy stormed madly ahead with the chatter.

‘So I bought you a Hello magazine,’ she said brightly, holding it up above the bed. ‘What have we got? The standard fare on the royals, some soap actress banging on about her brand new figure, and wait for it …’ she flipped through and whipped the pages open ‘…  GEORGE CLOONEY!’

Gran’s lip twitched. Disappointment tightened Lucy’s throat. George could normally be counted on for a broad grin at the very least. Would she ever come back, that Gran who loved gossip; Coronation Street addict; baker of cakes; charity shop enthusiast? Holding up one side of a conversation was actually quite draining, and Lucy launched into reading Clooney’s exploits aloud, glad of the conversation filler and hating herself for being glad of it. Closing the magazine, she looked down at the bag by her feet.

‘Gran, I’ve been having a bit of a sort-out at the house.’

Understatement of the year, but she was carefully hedging around the house sale because despite all the plans she and Rod had discussed, they had yet to get Gran properly onside with the idea of moving out.

‘You’re going to come and stay with me and Rod for a bit. As soon as you’re well enough, I’m taking you home.’

She squeezed Gran’s hand gently, waiting in vain for a squeeze back. Nothing. How frail she was. Just skin and bone really. Taking a breath, she let go of her hand and reached instead for her bag.

‘So, I was just getting things straight, and look what I found in the attic.’

She placed the box gently in Gran’s lap. Propped up on pillows, Gran looked down at it, and the effect was instant. Her eyes widened, her mouth fell open. With obvious effort she lifted her hand and ran it over the box, tracing the carving gently with her fingertip. It was the first time in days that she’d found the strength to do much. Her mouth worked.

Lucy leaned in.

‘Gran, it’s okay. I’ve seen the decorations, they’re so beautiful. And the letter and the notes.’ She unpacked one as she spoke and placed a tiny carved ballerina in Gran’s fingers. ‘This one is for Nine ladies dancing. That’s right, isn’t it? Jack and I worked out they’re based on the Christmas song.’

 Gran was staring at the little figure in wonder.

‘Were they presents from Grandpa?’ Lucy prompted gently.

Her gran shook her head slowly. Not from Grandpa, then. It hadn’t seemed the kind of gesture he would make.

 ‘I can see from the date that you were sent them during the war. Gran, why didn’t you tell me you were a Land Girl? It’s such an amazing thing, and you never once mentioned it.’

Gran was trying to speak now, trying to heave herself up on the pillow, and obviously struggling. Her face was the colour of putty. Lucy patted her hand in alarm.

‘It’s okay. You mustn’t overdo it. You can tell me all about them when you’re better.’

‘Horston Green,’ Gran managed at last. She lay back on the pillows, clearly tired.

What exactly did that mean? Was it a person? A place? Lucy stroked Gran’s hair and gently took the ballerina figurine from her fingers. It was obvious that there was no way she could pester Gran for information about this, it was all far too stressful, and she needed complete rest. She would have to come up with another way to investigate.

She turned her phone back on as she ran down the hospital steps towards her car and it kicked in instantly with a rush of noisy alerts. A text from Rod reminding her to go to Gran’s house and take delivery of a skip, just bloody great. As if she needed another reminder of how little clearing out she’d actually done, now she would have an empty skip sitting smugly on the driveway every time she went outside.

As if that wasn’t enough, her phone pinged into action again to inform her that Rod had amended their joint social calendar by adding two more guests to the drinks party they were throwing on Saturday night for his bosses, and for which she had not so much as bought a bag of peanuts thus far. She stared down at the phone with gritted teeth for a moment. Her life was spiralling out of control. Then she glanced back at the hospital, and none of these Christmas logistics seemed important at all.

Gran’s face when she’d reached out and touched the ballerina decoration … Right now Rod and Lucy’s bloody joint Christmas social schedule could go screw itself. It was the most animated and positive Gran had been since the fall, and Lucy had every intention of finding a way to make that happen again.

What she really needed was some ways to save time.

‘I need a solution to a drinks and nibbles party that will make me look like Nigella Lawson with zero actual culinary input, on a minuscule budget, by Saturday,’ Lucy said.

‘Just a small favour, then?’

Amy leaned back in her chair in the corner of the café and ate a spoonful of whipped cream from the top of her hot chocolate. She ran the café, along with her own catering business, which had a zero-tolerance policy on calorie counting and a client list who were completely seduced by her indulgent menus that required minimal last-minute heating up and offered maximum taking of credit. She was the ideal person to have in your corner when you had to impress your boyfriend’s work colleagues with effortless perfect finger food in a time frame that would have Gordon Ramsay in despair. She was also undoubtedly booked to the limits over the Christmas season, but fifteen years of friendship through thick and thin must carry a bit of weight because she hadn’t dismissed the possibility out of hand.

‘I know it’s a big ask,’ Lucy said.

‘How come you need my help?’ Amy said. ‘You’re Miss Domesticity these days, with your new-build terrace and your nights in, and your two holidays a year.’

Fair point, Lucy had to admit. She and Rod had settled into a comfortable routine in the last year or so. She had her days out and about with work, and she was more than happy returning home to a cuppa on the sofa and a box set. With Rod, there were never any nasty surprises. Nights out, dinner parties and the like were planned well in advance. Flying towards Christmas by the seat of her social pants was not something she’d anticipated or that she was relishing. But then she hadn’t anticipated Gran’s accident, had she? Or the associated time-suck of having the sorting of the house added to her four-week Christmas break from work. She deliberately ignored the fact that she would have been much further ahead of the game had she taken Rod’s recommended approach of lob everything that wasn’t nailed down into a skip unless it might be worth selling on eBay.

‘I got a bit side-tracked with the house clearing,’ she said. She pulled the box of decorations out of her bag and put it on the table between them. Just looking at them again fired up her curiosity. ‘I fell through the attic floor trying to grab these. Jack had to pull me out.’ She unwrapped one to show Amy, and held up a glass ball with three hens painted on it, pecking in a farmyard. ‘Three French Hens,’ she said. ‘They all relate to that partridge-in-a-pear-tree Christmas song. Turns out they’re really old. Someone sent them to Gran during the war. Aren’t they gorgeous?’

‘Very pretty.’ Amy flapped a dismissive hand at the box. ‘Never mind them. Who the hell’s Jack?’ She sat forward and planted both elbows on the table, in full-on gossip posture.

‘Gran’s maintenance guy; he does the garden, and he’s there touching the house up so we can put it on the market.’ She pointed at Amy with her coffee spoon. ‘You’d like him. He doesn’t do proper relationships either.’ Amy was too absorbed in her business to maintain any relationship that had something as tiresome as strings attached. ‘He’s into extreme sports, and travels the world jumping off cliffs and stuff. Plus, he looks like Tom Hardy,’ she added, drinking the last of her coffee. ‘Always a bonus.’

‘Blimey, he sounds absolutely perfect,’ Amy said.

Did he? Lucy frowned as she picked her bag up from the floor. Was she the only person in the universe who could see the appeal of sleeping with someone who stayed the night instead of necking off before breakfast?

‘Pull off the drinks party for me, and I’ll introduce you,’ she said. Her massive Christmas to-do list fluttered out of her bag as she put the decorations back into it and fell to the floor beneath the table.

‘What on earth is that?’

Amy snatched the paper up before Lucy could get to it.

‘Order gardening vouchers for Rod’s grandparents,’ she read aloud. ‘Buy dress for Christmas ball. Rod’s DJ dry-cleaning. Clear attic and cupboards at Gran’s. Christmas decorations up. Place cards/seating plan for lunch. Get spare rooms ready for Rod’s family. Cook ahead for Christmas week, portion up and freeze. Christmas potpourri. Are you allowing yourself any time to sleep in the run-up to Christmas?’

‘Yeah, well,’ Lucy said, whipping the list out of Amy’s hands with a flourish. ‘Now you know why corner cutting is my new thing when it comes to Christmas cooking. I’ve got a lot on, what with Rod’s perfect family descending on us for Christmas lunch, Gran being ill, and everything else. Rod’s in line for a promotion at work ahead of time. We’ve got the partners coming over for these pre-Christmas drinks and food. There’re a load of other seasonal things we have to go to. But, then again, I wouldn’t expect you to understand, with your spend-your-Christmas-downtime-at-the-pub attitude. You can just rock up at your mum’s for turkey with all the trimmings, like you always do, and bugger off back to your flat when you get bored.’

‘I spend all year cooking. Christmas is my day off. I won’t be so much as picking up a wooden spoon.’

‘Gran used to cook when we had Christmas day at her house.’ She thought back to previous years, the house full of decorations, friends dropping in, cooking with Gran in the kitchen. Her throat tightened a little. How different it would be this year. ‘Whereas this year, Christmas is entirely down to me.’

And it had to be perfect. It had to be. It might be Gran’s last. She pushed that hideous thought away before it could take hold.

‘So, can you help me out or what? No pressure.’

Amy grinned.

‘With the corner cutting? Hell yeah, I’ll throw something together. That doesn’t exactly help with the rest of the stuff on that list though, does it? When exactly are you supposed to fit having a good time into this? Christmas is meant to be about having fun, not driving yourself into the ground. Rod needs to lighten up a bit, honey. I mean, is it any surprise you’ve ended up looking to hot gardeners and old tat for diversion?’

‘I am not looking at the hot gardener,’ she said, exasperated. ‘I am perfectly happy with Rod. I’m not some downtrodden girlfriend, you know. In actual fact, he’s been dropping hints about making it official. I actually like the life I have, the prospects, the plans. Just because you’re happy to cruise rudderless through life doesn’t mean we all have to.’

Unfortunately her phone pinged into life on the table between them at the moment, and Rod’s text asking if she’d remembered the dry-cleaning was perfectly readable upside down.

Amy patted her hand, grinning.

‘I’ll take rudderless, honey,’ she said, nodding at the phone sympathetically.

Gravel crunched under Lucy’s feet as she stood in Gran’s driveway in the mid-afternoon gloom and watched a truck manoeuvre its way back to deposit an empty skip as close to the house as it could get. Even bundled up in her parka with the hood up, the cold bit sharply against her cheeks and nose. The sky was white, with the heavy stillness that sometimes comes in the winter, as if it was full of snow waiting to fall. After a run of wet, rainy Christmases, the TV forecasters were falling over themselves with excitement at the prospect of the first white Christmas in years. She turned at the sound of the side door slamming shut, and watched Jack trudge across the gravel in a shirt and jeans. He didn’t so much as shiver as he came to stand next to her.

‘Do you not feel the cold?’ she said, stamping her feet to try to stop her toes going numb.

‘You forget, I’m superhuman,’ he said. ‘And I finished the ceiling. So if you need to get the estate agent in there’s no danger of them disappearing through the floor when they measure up the attic.’

‘Very funny.’

He looked at her watching the truck driver disconnect the chains from the skip. There was something that felt very wrong about putting an attic full of history into one of those things without a moment’s thought.

‘You’re going ahead then, are you?’ he said. ‘With the clearance?’

She wrapped her arms tightly across her body and held her elbows with her gloved hands.

‘I’m thinking more along the lines of bunging a few things in the skip as I go along with my investigation. I can multitask a perfect family Christmas at home, and do a bit of nosing around on the side.’

‘Investigation?’

‘Into the Christmas decorations we found. I showed them to Gran, and honestly, Jack, you should have seen her. She’s been so weak and frail, it’s all I’ve been able to do to get her to say hello, or say my name. She was so animated when she saw them.’

She was looking up at him now, full of excitement, her eyes shining, her nose and cheeks pink from the cold, He found it hard to look away from her face.

‘Did you ask her about them?’

‘She can’t really talk much at all yet. She did give me a place name, I looked it up. It was a hostel for Land Girls during the war.’

‘The bossing about in the garden definitely makes a lot more sense now I know she was a Land Girl,’ Jack said, nodding at the lorry driver as he approached. ‘She once tried to tell me a better way to mend a fence. I was like, who’s the carpenter in this scenario?’

Lucy smiled sideways at him, and he waited while she signed off the skip paperwork, then walked with her back to the house.

 ‘Also, whoever sent the decorations, it definitely wasn’t Grandad,’ she said. ‘Can you imagine if I could find out some more about them and be able to tell her about it? It might really help her recovery pick up. What if the person who sent them is still alive? I could track him down.’

‘You’re thinking you could track down and reunite your gran and her wartime friend in three weeks flat, like something off Long Lost Family, while you simultaneously get this house straight, and do all your Christmas stuff?’ he said. ‘You don’t actually think this might actually be a bit of a massive ask?’

‘I can channel Davina McCall if I want to,’ she protested. ‘I do investigate for a living.’ She paused. ‘Well, at least I ask people questions a lot, and attend lots of community events and stuff. It’s not exactly Fleet Street. But I know how to track a story down. And I’m not looking that far ahead, to be honest, I just want to try to find out a bit more, that’s all.’ She closed the side door behind them with a grateful sigh. ‘Wow, standing outside for twenty minutes makes the crappy heating in here seem tropical.’

She pushed the hood down on her parka and unzipped it. Her hair was messed up underneath, and she ran a hand through it, which actually made it worse.

‘I know what you’re saying,’ she said. ‘It just seemed really important to Gran, and whatever I might tell myself, I do know she isn’t going to be around for ever. I feel like I’ve been given a chance to get to know her in a whole new way. I’m not going to pass that up because my back’s against the wall over a few Christmas plans.’

‘Want some help?’

Even as he said the words, he couldn’t quite believe that he was making the offer. What was he thinking? It was the chance thing, of course. The thought of having a chance to find a piece of someone to treasure that you could keep, even after they were gone.

‘I thought you were only around for a day or two? Don’t you have to be sledging down a mountain or something?’ she said.

‘Not for a few more days yet. I’ve got a bit of time on my hands.’

It was true. He did. He couldn’t fathom why heaving tat into a skip held any appeal for him, except that she had looked so grimly determined, standing outside in the freezing cold with her lips almost blue, to run herself into the ground by Christmas all in the interests of hanging on to the past. He could relate to the need to do that better than anyone else.

‘You must have something better to do if you’ve got some time free. I mean, it is Christmas.’

His parents flashed into his mind, the guilt-trip family Christmas visit that he had been telling himself, along with them, he simply couldn’t fit in.

‘I really don’t,’ he said. ‘I can bring stuff down from the attic for you. It will take you for ever on your own, and you’re basically an accident waiting to happen when you’re left to your own devices. I don’t want that on my conscience, and I’m pretty sure Olive would want you to make it out of the house sale alive. Take it or leave it.’

She smiled up at him.

‘Go on, then. I should probably tell you to go and crack on with your Christmas, but I need all the help I can get.’

In the space of a day, the kitchen and hallway ended up looking like the attic. She had succeeded in executing the opposite of house clearance. But there was the odd discovery that was really worth waiting for during the endless trawl through inconsequential receipts and old cracked ornaments, and the buzz of finding even the tiniest thing was becoming a bit addictive.

This latest box was full of treasures. Lucy picked up a lace-edged handkerchief and held it up. The faintest whisper of perfume still clung to it.

‘Gran still wears this perfume,’ she said, holding it to her cheek. How soft it was.

Jack put a mug of coffee down on the table in front of her.

‘You’re very close to her, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘I mean, there’s plenty of people who just put their ailing relatives in a home. You know, outsource the care and get on with their own lives.’

She put the handkerchief aside, leaned into the box, and rummaged some more.

‘She’s always been there for me,’ she said. ‘My grandad too. My mother wasn’t the stay-at-home type.’

‘You said.’ He pulled a stack of bound photograph albums from another box and added them to the table top next to her. ‘These could be good.’

She felt as if she was really on a roll here.

‘Brilliant, I’ll look at them next.’

‘What about your father, then?’ he said.

‘What father?’

She laughed. The response the thought of him elicited after all this time was just that – a laugh. She sat back in her chair for a moment and picked up her coffee, smiling at Jack’s bemused face. He obviously had lovely normal, reliable parents. Growing up, she had thought everyone did except for her.

‘Sorry. It’s really no biggie. I was a holiday romance baby. Tenerife in the eighties. Neither of them went into it expecting to come out of it with something as permanent as a kid. They weren’t expecting anything more than a piña colada and a one-night stand.’

He raised an eyebrow.

‘Riiiight.’

‘He bailed after about six months. My mother’s been trying to do the same thing for the past thirty years.’

She could feel his eyes on her as she sipped her coffee. He thought it bothered her. He thought this was awkward. That’s what came of having well-adjusted parents. Whereas she was a long way past giving a toss except insomuch as her mother’s behaviour affected Gran.

‘To be fair, she was very young and she was really just acting up. But she still managed to get pregnant on a ladettes’ holiday. Steady was an alien concept.’ She thought of her mother, still dressing as if she was in her twenties, still life and soul of the party. ‘Even now, to be perfectly honest. She gave up going out for a while, then she progressed to taking me to parties in a carry-cot, then, when I got bigger, she called on anyone and everyone to babysit. Eventually Gran and Grandad stepped in. I moved in with them, and everything got better overnight.

‘Do you stay in touch?’

She flipped through a stack of official-looking letters with a stab of exasperation. Only a hoarder of serious commitment would surely keep gas bills from 1996. She relegated them to the box that had become the holding place for the skip and which prevented constant trudging in and out to the cold driveway.

‘With my father?’ She pulled more papers from the box and spread them on the table in front of her. ‘I get the odd postcard. I had one a year or so ago with a donkey on the front wearing a sombrero. I think he still thinks of me as a little kid, it’s been that long since he actually saw me. He’s living in Spain, has been for years. Running a bar now in Benidorm. Never married. For him, life is one endless holiday romance I guess.’

‘That really sucks,’ Jack said.

‘Does it?’

She stopped for a moment and considered.

‘I never really thought about it that much, to be fair. It wasn’t like I had a father and lost him. I mean, at least he realised he didn’t have it in him to step up to the plate early on and ducked out instead of messing with my head for thirty years. I had Grandad.’

Jack nodded.

‘I never met Arthur. He died before I started working here. Olive always talked about him a lot though.’

She reached across the table for a pile of photographs, and flicked through them until she found one of her grandfather.

‘This is him,’ she said. She skirted the table to show Jack, leaning in to look at it herself as she held it out for him to see. Grandad somewhere in the late eighties, in a room with garish wallpaper, standing straight-backed as he always did, and holding her beaming toddler self in the crook of one arm. The picture had the orange fuzzy quality of an old Polaroid. Grandad wore a patterned jumper, and had his trademark long moustache. Nostalgia caught a little in her throat. Ten years he’d been gone. Had it really been that long?

‘It’s a great picture,’ Jack said. She was suddenly aware that she was in his personal space, leaning over him, picking up the scent of his aftershave. It was something woody and masculine, perfectly suited to him. She stood up quickly and went back to her seat to grab her coffee.

‘He was quite a bit older than Gran. Old school, really. Regimented. He did like his rules. It drove my mother nuts. She still talks about it now, how she had to stick to this ridiculous curfew, and how he never let up on nagging her about school work: she was never allowed a boyfriend, blah, blah. I never minded any of that, I liked feeling looked after.’ It had been exactly the steadying environment needed to counteract the here-one-minute-gone-the-next antics of her mother, while she’d struggled her way through her school years. ‘Why would I need a perpetual holidaymaker when I had everything I needed right here?’

He held up the top one of a stack of plates in a colour that might once have been a cheerful red, but was now faded to a kind of corned beef puce.

‘Keep or chuck?’ he said.

She pulled a face.

‘Chuck. Do you really need to ask? Don’t really fancy eating off something the colour of cat puke.’

He put them into the skip box while she pawed through a new pile of letters in sudden fascination.

‘Jack?’

He looked up.

‘Yup? Change your mind about the cat puke plates? Cos I can fish them right back out and make you a sandwich on one of them.’

She rolled her eyes.

‘Never mind about the bloody plates. There’s letters here.’ She scanned the top one quickly, excitement bubbling up in her stomach, moved on to the next. ‘They’re letters home from Gran. From the farm.’ She stared down at the letters. It really had been worth trawling through all the clutter after all. ‘She must have written to her family while she was there. There’s the hostel address for the Land Girl posting. It’s all gossip about what she was doing. Here, have a look.’

She halved the pile and pushed some of the papers across the table at him. He didn’t pick them up.

‘You sure you’re okay with me doing that?’ He looked down at them doubtfully. ‘I mean, these are your gran’s private letters, right?’

She frowned. It hadn’t occurred to her to look at it that way, she was just happy to have someone else she could share this with and bounce ideas off. And there was no denying the extra pair of hands made a huge difference, since she was stealing time from all over the place to go through everything.

‘I’ve got to treat this like I would if it was my job. If I’m going to follow it up enough to be able to cheer Gran up with it, then I’m really strapped for time. You don’t need to read every word, just maybe scan through them. If you’re okay with it, I just need to look for the next clue, maybe a name. Anyone she was there with, anyone I could try to track down now and talk to.’

‘Okay,’ he said, unfolding the top letter. ‘If you’re sure, I’ll get looking. This is the kind of thing you do day-to-day?’

She shrugged, her eyes fixed on scanning through a letter.

‘Sometimes, when I’m lucky. It’s my favourite part of the job. I’m not exactly Middle East correspondent for the broadsheets, you know. I cover local news, and some of it can be really dull stuff, local shows, fetes, that kind of thing. But then there can be the odd story with a real human interest. I love looking into things, finding out about exciting things people are doing, or places they’ve been. Like getting a glimpse into someone else’s life, good or bad, it’s always interesting.’

Her mobile phone suddenly buzzed into life in her back pocket, and she dragged her eyes away with enormous effort from the faded, thin paper in her hand.

‘Hmmmm?’ she said, absentmindedly, as she held it to her ear, reading. How perfect Gran’s slanted handwriting was.

‘It’s gone six o’clock,’ Rod said. His voice had a terse quality to it that she usually only heard when things at work weren’t going his way.

‘Gosh, is it?’ She checked her watch, frowning. ‘I’ve been mad busy with the attic clearance; I must have lost track.

‘Lucy, I’ve got half the office management team showing up in an hour and a half, and there’s not so much as a vol-au-vent in the kitchen that I can see.’

Oh fuck!

How had she managed to forget? Disbelief rose in her stomach and made it churn unpleasantly. Partly panic that she was on the brink of pulling the social rug out from beneath her boyfriend’s feet, but more shock that she, reliable and organised Lucy, could possibly have forgotten something so important as his impress-the-boss drinks and nibbles. Realisation of the extent of the logistic mess she was in kicked in as if she’d had a bucket of cold water thrown over her. There was no way she could make it across town now to pick up the food from Amy, then get back to the house in time to change and be ready to greet the guests.

‘No need to worry,’ she said brightly into the phone, while simultaneously racking her brains for a solution that didn’t require time travel. ‘I’ll be home really soon, everything’s under control. I’ve organised finger food for twenty people, and my dress is hung up ready to be changed into. People won’t arrive for at least an hour yet. Have a drink, and I’ll see you in a bit.’

She was on her feet before she had even ended the call. The letters were left in a haphazard pile on the table. Jack leaned back in his chair on the opposite side of the table, watching her.

‘Did you just …?’

‘What?’ she said, shrugging into her jacket and scrolling madly through her phone for Amy’s number. If she could just get Amy to drop the food off to the house instead of having to pick it up herself, she might be able to buy enough time to fix this mess.

‘Promise someone you could deliver a drinks-and-nibbles event in an hour’s time?’

He was looking her up and down in her messy jeans and T-shirt combo, with a pencil stuck haphazardly through her ponytail.

‘I totally can,’ she said. Perhaps if she said it with enough conviction she really might be able to pull it off.

‘Really? Are you superhuman too?’ he said.

She pulled a sarcastic you’re-not-helping face as she bolted from the room.

‘Imagine what our kids would be like!’ he called after her.


Chapter 4

‘Can I just say,’ Amy’s voice was unimpressed in her ear as Lucy held the phone with one hand, and turned the ignition in the freezing cold car and then the heater up to tropical level with the other, ‘that time you held my hair when I puked all night after Gavin Carsdale’s party and then told my mum you were the one who was drunk? That is the level of favour this is. You can never call that one in again. It will be used up. Finito.’

Lucy closed her eyes briefly.

‘I know, I know. I know I’m putting you on the spot.’

‘You’re more than that, honey. I’ve got an in-house office Christmas party for a law firm tonight, first-time clients; they could throw a ton of business my way. It’s not like your food hasn’t been ready to collect since this afternoon.’

She couldn’t expect Amy to bail her out, this wasn’t fair. She pressed a hand over her eyes and tried to come up with another solution. Any solution.

‘Look, I’m really sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s fine. I got myself into this mess. I’ll just nip into Lidl on the way home and pick up a few bits, it won’t take a minute. Forget I even asked.’

There was a shocked pause.

‘Step away from the budget supermarket!’ Amy hollered. ‘I mean, I might be having a bit of a moan about it …  a JUSTIFIED moan, but no friend of mine is going to resort to frozen party pack nibbles at £1 a pop. Not while there’s breath in my body.’

At half past six, there was already a thin film of frost clinging to the windscreen of Jack’s van. He hadn’t realised how long he had spent looking through old stuff with Lucy. Perhaps because sitting around a table was really not his idea of a distracting way to spend your time. It hadn’t seemed right to keep looking through Lucy’s family memories without her in the room, so he’d left the pile of World War Two memorabilia exactly as it was on the table, and locked the house up with the spare key Olive had given him.

He passed the skip on his way to the van. Virtually empty except for a pile of old cushions and an ancient broken TV set. Not much had made its way outside the house yet. The quest to find out more about Olive’s war years seemed to have knocked all Lucy’s priorities down the list, and he could completely understand how she felt. Hadn’t he spent weeks himself clearing Sean’s flat after he’d died? The slightest nondescript thing had been almost impossible to throw away. A toothbrush. A half-empty bottle of aftershave. His mobile phone. Disposal of things so fundamentally part of Sean’s day-to-day life: to throw each of them away brought the crushing fact home over and over again that he had been here, and now he was not.

The Christmas lights competitiveness was well under way down his road. It was five minutes’ drive away from Olive’s house, but light years away in terms of living space. His entire house could probably fit in the kitchen and hallway of Olive’s rambling old place, with its generous garden and driveway.

The Robinsons two doors down from him had a holly wreath hung on their front door, and blue fairy lights strung haphazardly around their front window. The Websters, his next-door neighbours on the left, had a Santa Please Stop Here sign stuck in an empty window box, and the Tuckwells on the end of the terrace were really pushing the boundaries with a fairy-light covered reindeer and sleigh hung above their porch. His own house, standing in darkness, was letting the side down. It was a two-up-two-down mid terrace, and it was totally devoid of Christmas, which was exactly the way he liked it.

He let himself into the sparse hallway. Unfortunately, the phone happened to kick into action on the console table just as he walked past it, and, with his mind still preoccupied by all things World War Two, he picked it up without thinking.

‘At last!’

Fuck.

His mother’s voice had a note of triumph at finally cornering him. He’d succeeded in avoiding all family for a good month now, and had been hoping to string that out a bit further by leaving the country next week for Austria, where he planned to let Christmas just drift by unnoticed. He would return somewhere between Christmas Day and New Year, having avoided all nostalgia, which at this time of year had an extra seasonal family-based blow that could smack you between the eyes out of nowhere if you let it.

‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you for days.’

‘Is everything okay?’

‘Apart from the fact I haven’t a clue what’s going on in your life and I don’t know whether to set you a place at the table on Christmas day, everything is as fine as it can be. Your Aunt Deborah and Uncle Norman are coming for the day, and then Susan and Frank are coming in the afternoon with the children.’

His cousins, their kids. He closed his eyes briefly at the thought of sitting around a table in paper hats, the festive chatter, the board games, when the one person missing from the room would be more present than anyone else there. At least for him. He understood that his parents found comfort in family life, that this was on some level working for them in dealing with his brother’s sudden death. They had one Christmas under their belt, and last year’s family get-together approach obviously had been bearable. He had, on the other hand, successfully managed to avoid the day last year by heading up to Scotland. They had actually been quite understanding of his request to deal with things in his own way, that first raw Christmas. Since then, the idea of returning to some kind of normality had been pushed on him more and more. The guilt he felt at not turning up was less than he would feel if he did, at least as he was at the moment. As he had been for the last eighteen months. He couldn’t manufacture enjoyment or Christmas cheer. How could he possibly do anything but bring gloom to the day for the rest of them? They were better off without him, even if they didn’t know it.

‘What’s that?’ his mum said, her voice going briefly quieter as she covered the phone and spoke to someone else. Then she was back. ‘Oh, your father’s asking about that contract again, for the stately home refit.’

She followed that comment up with the same exasperated sigh at the prospect of talking shop that he recognised from years of sitting around the dinner table growing up. Accompanying his father to carpentry jobs during the school holidays, he had been keen to talk endlessly to him about the working day and had clearly bored the pants off everyone else. Unmoved by carpentry, Sean had taken after their mother. Intellectual rather than hands-on creative, studious and articulate, he had eventually found his way into a legal career.

‘I’m still waiting to hear on that one,’ Jack said vaguely.

A couple of years ago the prospect of a lucrative nine-month contract on a housing development would have been exactly the kind of work he wanted to add to his growing portfolio. Ironically, now he had been offered it pretty much for the taking by a long-term building industry contact, he felt absolute zero enthusiasm for the project. The thought of being tied in for that length of time filled him with a sense of dread. The focus and responsibility it would require, the commitment to staying put, the inability just to escape whenever he felt like it.

‘I’ve still got plenty of ad hoc stuff on though,’ he continued, ‘and everything slows down over Christmas. I’m taking advantage of it, going to have a few days out of the country. Snowboarding. Back to nature. Perfect conditions.’

He could feel the disappointment down the phone in the enormous, loaded pause that followed.

‘Does that mean you won’t be coming to us for Christmas Day?’ He could tell just from her voice that her mouth was pursed disapprovingly.

‘The trip does cover Christmas week,’ he said, avoiding the blatant I-am-not-coming-for-Christmas statement.

Another pause.

‘We’re all feeling it, you know,’ she said, her voice suddenly clear and loud. ‘It’s one of the hardest times of year, Christmas and birthdays, everyone knows that. We can get through it though. Together. It’s what your brother would have wanted.’

It was what Sean would have wanted if he were here. There had been year after year of family Christmases. The exciting gift-focused ones of childhood, riding around the block on their first bikes. The down-the-local-pub ones of later years with Sean and his father, balancing the holding out for one last drink with their mother’s patience, heading back home for turkey with all the trimmings. The thing was, Sean wasn’t here. And was it so wrong not to want to reframe Christmas quite yet as something else that no longer included him? Out of everyone in his life, Sean would have got it. The help that could be gained from pushing yourself physically, from the distraction that an edge-of-your-seat challenge could offer.

 ‘I will absolutely come down and see you soon,’ he said.

The ultimate non-specific fob-off, he supposed. But she took it without further argument or guilt tripping. Perhaps she did get it a little bit after all.

‘Don’t you think you are cutting it a bit fine?’

Amy had delivered half a dozen trays of posh nibbles five minutes before the first guests were due to arrive at the house, in the nick of time, managing not to undermine her company selling point …  stunning food that looked as if you could have made it yourself. Tagline: No one need ever know you burn water. Rod, dressed in jeans and a relaxed but smart open-necked shirt, stood to one side of the kitchen. Lucy could feel his disapproving gaze on her.

‘It’s all under control, I just got a bit held up at Gran’s,’ she said, transferring canapés at lightning speed from the foil trays to her own dinner service plates. The oven was on and a couple of trays of hot nibbles were warming through. She’d pulled it off, and all she wanted right now was a very large glass of wine to calm her down.

‘Half an hour before people arrive is more than a bit held up,’ he said. ‘I was expecting the Christmas tree to be up at the very least.’

‘There’s still two weeks to go,’ she pointed out.

‘Half the street has got their decorations up,’ he countered. ‘And this is undeniably a Christmas get-together. This is all so last-minute it makes me concerned about Christmas Day. I mean, wasn’t the whole point of you taking December off work that we can still be totally organised about Christmas commitments even with the extra hassle of dealing with your gran’s house?’

The worst thing was, he had a point. There was an unnerving churning sensation in the pit of her stomach, the kind she felt if she was late for a meeting, which incidentally only ever happened as a result of something out of her control. Lucy Jackson did turning up early, she did to-do lists, and perfect organisation. She really didn’t do dinner parties by the seat of her pants with barely fifteen minutes to spare. She grabbed a bottle of Pinot Grigio from the fridge and poured herself a glass, since Rod was obviously not going to.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I hate being late. I just got distracted by all the stuff I was looking through at the house, but I’m here now, and everything’s sorted.’ She sent up silent thanks for Amy, to whom she now owed a favour the size of a small continent.

‘At least the food is up to scratch,’ Rod conceded, pinching a smoked salmon blini from one of the plates. ‘You really could pass yourself off as Delia Smith with these.’

Lucy wondered randomly if she should be alarmed that Rod’s subconscious linked her to reliable, wont-let-you-down Delia, as opposed to someone more like sex goddess Nigella Lawson. What the bloody hell was she wondering that for? Perhaps the stress of the last hour flying through the traffic and getting changed and made-up in ten minutes flat had actually made her a bit bonkers. She really didn’t cope well without total control of a situation. A strand of hair had fallen out of her hastily put-together updo, and she rammed a hairpin grimly back into it just as the doorbell chimed. She followed Rod down the hallway with a welcome-to-our-perfect-home smile plastered on her face.

Rod really was in his element with his work colleagues. He fitted right in. It took effort, she realised, to fit right in at this level. She brought in a second round of canapés, and watched him work the room from the corner of her eye as she offered them around. He spent just the right amount of time with each group, gauging where his loyalty was best directed. When he topped up glasses, his own was refilled with a non-alcoholic mixer. He was never going to be the kind of workmate who got pissed at the office party and photocopied their arse. Which was probably why he had gone so far at Holfield and Holfield, where the watchword was quietly respectful. He was the perfect employee. Tiredness must be taking its toll on her because right now she could think of nothing more exhausting than channelling perfect supportive partner in this room. She just wanted to bow out, possibly taking the bottle of Pinot Grigio with her.

 Instead she poured herself another glass of it, took a deep breath, and headed for the nearest guest, who just happened to be the wife of the senior partner.

‘What a beautiful box. Is that holly carved on there?’

She definitely didn’t look like she’d done her hair in five minutes by virtue of dry shampoo and too many hairpins. Her dark hair was pulled back into a smooth chignon, and her lipstick matched her beautiful silk top in that exact shade of berry red that screamed Christmas. She pointed at the wooden box of tree decorations that Lucy vaguely remembered shoving on the sideboard as she’d flown into the house in the shadow of Rod’s wrath a couple of hours earlier.

‘Lucy’s clearing out her grandmother’s house, Angela,’ he said now, ducking in to refill their drinks. ‘You know what pensioners are like, lace mats everywhere, loft full of clutter. I thought that set was going on eBay, darling,’ he added pointedly to Lucy.

‘I’ve just been enjoying a bit of the history of it,’ she evaded, opening the box and taking out one of the decorations, which just happened to be the ballerina.

‘It’s absolutely gorgeous,’ Angela said, holding it up to the light. ‘Such a shame to get rid of things that are steeped in history.’

‘Within reason,’ Rod said. ‘But we just don’t have the room here to accommodate all this stuff. Excuse us a moment, Angela.’

He drew Lucy to one side by the elbow.

‘How exactly is the clearance going?’ He spoke through his beaming teeth so as not to ruin the impression of perfect host and hostess. ‘You sounded on the phone like you’d worked yourself into the ground to the point where you’d forgotten the time, and then it turns out you haven’t even offloaded those tree decorations when you said you would. Is the clutter under control at that place? Have you emptied the attic? I could still get a man in if you’re struggling. The sooner we can get the estate agent in to value the place the better, we need to be able to hit the ground running in the new year.’

‘It’s coming along,’ she said vaguely, shoving aside thoughts of the virtually empty skip and her monstrous Christmas to-do list with very few ticks on it. The last thing she wanted was some Neanderthal house clearance minion tearing through Gran’s possessions. ‘I’ve just been dabbling in a bit of Gran’s history as I’ve gone along, but the clearance is well under way.’

‘I really need your support with this,’ he carried on, as if she hadn’t even spoken. ‘This promotion isn’t a done deal by any stretch. I need to know you’re behind me, Lucy. We’re a team, right?’

It was one of their mantras. One that she actually liked very much. The idea of her and Rod forging a path through life, sharing goals, planning a future. He had been working towards this promotion for ages. She had been determined to support him in any way she could, had in fact thrown herself into it, had revelled in coming up with a list of life goals with him. What was happening to her?

‘Of course we are.’ She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. ‘I’m really sorry about the rush tonight. I just got distracted. It’s just that Gran is so ill, I’m finding it hard to think of anything else. It’s awful seeing her like that, and it’s been really lovely looking through her old things. I thought if I found out some bits and pieces about her past I could talk to her about them in the hospital and cheer her up. I was just looking through some letters and stuff, and I forgot the time.’

Forgot the present, more like.

He squeezed her hand back.

‘Don’t give it another thought. I know it’s been tough with Olive in hospital. I do realise it hasn’t been easy. No harm done, the food’s terrific, it’s all going swimmingly, and you’re here now, right?’

He put an arm around her, and she looked sideways at his hand on her shoulder with guilt churning in the pit of her stomach. This evening was important to him, and she should be supporting him. Instead, she had been standing in the corner critiquing him. What was wrong with her? She really needed to try to balance priorities here. Gran’s past was one thing, but she had other commitments right now that she really shouldn’t be losing sight of. And if he really was thinking about proposing, she needed to pull off a Christmas Day worthy of the Carmichaels, especially if she was hoping to be one herself in the near future.

‘Right,’ she said.

As Jack approached the house, Lucy appeared from the propped-open side door and tipped a box of old cassette tapes into the skip with a clatter. He checked his watch, certain it had been cockcrow on a Monday morning when he’d left his own house.

‘You’re here early,’ he said.

‘And you’re here on a Monday morning when you’d finished your task list,’ she said.

Days of the week were pretty much inconsequential in the scheme of his life right now.

‘If you want to give me an invoice I’ll make sure it gets sorted,’ she added.

He shook his head.

‘That’s not why I’m here. I just thought I’d finish up, see if there’s anything left to be done.’

‘I’m all over it today. I thought I’d get here early for a head start,’ she said.

He glanced into the skip. No kidding. She’d really made inroads by the look of it. Half the stuff that had been piled in the hall was now in there.

‘What about the wartime stuff? You found anything else this morning?’

She avoided his gaze, and strode back to the house as if she was on a mission. Which she apparently was. He had to make an effort to keep up with her. He followed her into the kitchen, where she picked up another box, did a U-turn, and headed straight back out again. He grabbed the nearest skip item, which happened to be an ancient television with an enormous back from way before flat screen, hefted it onto one arm, and headed after her.

‘I feel like I need to call some kind of time on this sort-out,’ she called back over her shoulder. ‘I can’t devote all my time to it, however much I might want to. You should get on with …  well, with whatever it is that you have to get on with.’

Not much currently. Although there was always the option of an early flight out before the country launched itself into its full Santa-themed, twinkly lit, supermarket frenzied Christmas mode. She reached the skip and tipped the box full of old crockery into it with a crash. Not to be outdone, he lobbed the TV after it.

‘Is this about the drinks and nibbles thing?’ he said. She had already turned on her heel to make yet another trek back into the house. She was wearing a T-shirt, and the temperature was somewhere around zero. Clearly, she’d been striding in and out of the house for long enough to work up a sweat. He headed after her. ‘Will you just stop for a second and talk.’

‘It is absolutely NOT about the drinks and nibbles thing,’ she said.

Clearly, it was.

‘AND I don’t have time to stop and talk. I need to get this house clearance under way, and I have to fit in a visit to the hospital to see Gran. And …’ she thrust a hand into her jeans pocket and pulled out a sheet of A4 paper which she waved in the air ‘…  I have a list a mile long of stuff to do if I’m going to bring Christmas in to a decent standard.’

He made a grab for the list as she wafted it near his face, and unfolded it.

‘What the fuck?’ He speed-read it. ‘You really do need superpowers if you think you’re going to tick every item off on this thing in the space of a couple of weeks.’

She reached for the sheet, and he held it high up out of her reach.

‘You know the best thing you can do with this?’ he said, grinning down at her as she jumped up trying to grab it back.

‘In the absence of giving Kirsty Allsopp a ring and delegating, the best thing I can do is probably postpone sleep for a few nights and quit talking to you because. You. Are. Holding. Me. Up.’ She punctuated each word with a futile leap into the air. He was way too tall for her.

‘Nope. This is the best thing you can do with it.’

He screwed the list up into a ball and lobbed it very deliberately into the middle of the skip. She let out a squawk and made a useless attempt to scale the high metal side and scramble after it.

‘There is a reason why you are stalling on this house clear-out,’ he said. ‘Have you really not considered that? Your subconscious does not want you to offload this house.’

She totally ignored him and continued to try to pull herself up.

‘This place is obviously important to you, and you are rushing into selling it without properly thinking through what that actually means. Why don’t you listen to your instincts, instead of following a bloody list of tasks that means nothing?’

‘This is not some joke,’ she said. ‘Listening to your instincts might work for you with your hippy, dippy, disappear-at-the-drop-of-a-hat, let’s-go-base-jumping-instead-of-doing-anything-sensible attitude to life, but I do not run my shit that way. Down that road lies the life of an unreliable flake, and that is the last thing Gran needs right now. Now will you do something responsible for a change, and get my list back out of that skip before I sack you?’

‘You can’t sack me. My work here was done. Technically, I am here on my own time. I am saving you from yourself here.’

‘I don’t have TIME for this.’

He grinned at her infuriated expression. She was really very cute when she was wound up.

‘’Course you do. Looking into Olive’s past is far more important than chucking rubbish out. She isn’t going to care if you’ve put half her house into a skip, or left it where it is. She might care if you can talk to her and bring back some happy memories. Trust me, I know what I’m talking about.’

He couldn’t quite fathom why it was so abhorrent to him that she could be letting go of things she would never be able to get back in this stupid rush to put the house up for sale.

‘Do you?’ she said. She stood back from the skip, put her hands on her hips, and looked at him expectantly. ‘How exactly? Because you’re doing a great impression of just being a bloody PAIN.’

He swept on before she could press that question any further.

‘Look, why don’t you take today off. I’ll help. Let’s take the locations you’ve got from your gran, and the names, and go and do some proper research.’

She frowned.

‘What, you mean, like, go out?’

‘Well maybe Wi-Fi would be a start, right? You could come to my place.’

She pulled a sceptical face at him.

‘Hah. We’re talking about doing some historical research, and your suggestion is your place. Why am I not surprised?’

He plastered a mock-innocent expression on his face.

‘For the Wi-Fi only. I am perfectly capable of not leaping on the nearest woman just because she happens to venture under my roof.’ He clapped her on the shoulder cheerfully. ‘And you needn’t worry. You’re not my type.’

‘You mean I’m not interested in some meaningless jog-on-afterwards fling with no responsibility? If that’s your type, then I’ll happily pass.’

‘There’s actually a lot to be said for living in the moment, but it’s your loss.’

‘Really?’ She folded her arms.

‘I refer you to – I think it was – that golden egg tree decoration. Whoever he was, he knew what he was talking about. Remember each moment we have in every detail and let it sustain your heart. Or words to that effect.’

‘Do not use those gorgeous sentiments to back up your no-strings pulling approach,’ she said. ‘Do not even go there.’

‘Okay, okay. Maybe not my place. Why don’t we take the location and drive out to where the hostel was, see if there’s any local information we can pick up? It won’t take that long in decent weather. We could call in at whatever the local news office is at the same time. We can spend a few hours, and then I will personally come back here and throw whatever the hell you want me to in that skip all evening, so you won’t really have lost any time at all.’

‘And get my bloody list back out?’

‘If it’s still that damned important to you by the end of the day, then yes.’

Silence while she stared into the skip.

‘I was thinking of ringing up the local press in Hertfordshire, see if they could point me towards anyone I could talk to about the Land Army. I really can’t spend time on this at home, it would cause problems, I’ve got other stuff I need to be doing.’

‘Well, there you are then. So all this letting it go and filling the skip up really is a load of bollocks,’ he said. ‘What you really want to do is find out more. Get your stuff and get in the van. And that’s like the platonic equivalent of Get your coat, you’ve pulled. See how I’m rewriting the rules for you?’

That at least got a smile, even if it was pre-empted by an eye roll. She took a step away from the skip and rubbed her dusty hands on her jeans.

‘Okay then. Sounds like a plan. Just a few hours.’


Chapter 5

Horston Green was not at all what they had expected, having read about it in the archives at the newspaper office in the nearest town. It had a postcode, and a status on satnav that surely implied that it would be inhabited. Pulling up a long steep lane in the van, winding around bends, the only other vehicle on the road that they encountered was a tractor.

‘Well, it’s definitely rural, no arguing with that,’ Lucy said.

There was farmland for miles around. Stopping for a sandwich in the one pub boasted by the nearest village, they’d been directed to try the post office for local information. Jack watched Lucy interrogate the locals. She had an inquisitive energy about her that dulled everything else going on in the place. When she zeroed in on something in the conversation, she couldn’t sit still, standing up and pacing, twisting her hair, stopping to write things down. Her questions about Horston Green Hostel were met with surprise.

‘You mean the community place?’

The woman behind the counter was channelling shop assistant, postwoman, and gossip central. The clientele couldn’t resist elbowing their way into the conversation. Clearly Horston was a sleepy little place if Lucy’s odd little history quest was considered to be gossip-worthy.

‘It was used as a hostel for the Land Army in World War Two. My gran was posted there, and I thought maybe I could get a few pictures of the place for her, of how it looks now, perhaps see if there’s anyone locally who remembers it.’

He watched her focusing in on the answers.

‘It was just abandoned at the end of the war. No one wanted the upkeep of the place, I think it was already very run down.’ The postwoman scratched her head. ‘Then it was used as a community location for foster kids at some point in the eighties, I think. Been a while since it’s been used for anything much.’

It certainly looked as if it had been derelict for a very long time. It stood at the top of a long drive, a huge and imposing building with three storeys, and a lot of out-of-control shrubs around it. The building itself was in a grey brick, with tall and narrow windows. There were tiles missing from the roof, and peeling paintwork. Except for one on the ground floor showing ragged, garish curtains, the windows were boarded up.

‘It looks almost Gothic,’ Lucy said, peering at it through the windscreen of the van. ‘I bet it’s creepy at night.’

The garden was huge and overgrown, and the cold ground was hard underfoot. He could imagine that when it rained here the place would be a mud fest. The trees at the perimeter were stripped of leaves, just as the house had been stripped totally of care and attention.

‘You can see why it was used as a hostel,’ he said. ‘It’s massive, they must have been able to house loads of people here, and it’s smack in the middle of all this farmland.’ He walked backwards away from the house so he could take in the full scale of it. ‘And why it’s been left to rack and ruin. It would take a huge injection of cash to sort this out and make it habitable. And it’s not like it’s got great access, is it? That road up here was hell.’

‘It just looks like it’s been forgotten about,’ she said.

She pulled a couple of abandoned wooden boxes over to the wall beneath the unboarded window and clambered onto them. She stood on tiptoes and framed her eyes with her hands against the cloudy glass, craning to see in.

‘Try not to fall through those. Not with your safety record,’ he said.

‘I am perfectly fine,’ she said. ‘It looks like it might have been a kitchen; I think I can see taps and a sink.’

She jumped back onto the grass and walked over to him, then turned to look back at the place.

‘Maybe it’s a bit of a dead end, this,’ she said. ‘I really appreciate everything you’re doing, but I don’t really get why you’re bothering. Could you really afford the time out today? I mean, don’t you have a cliff to dive off somewhere or something?’

He glanced sideways at her.

‘Already done that,’ he said.

Two summers ago, Majorca. Hot sunshine beating down, blue sea in the distance below. People gathered in a small crowd, watching. Sean had stepped up first, and he had followed. The thrill of the drop followed by the shock of the cold water. The adrenaline kick lasting into the evening, just hanging out and having a laugh.

‘You’re insane,’ she said. ‘What was it like? I mean, isn’t there a risk of DEATH?’ She pulled a scary face, and then turned it into a smile.

Oh, the hideous irony that they’d played with risk so many times, and then Sean had died playing bloody football. What a sick sense of humour fate had.

‘It was amazing,’ he said. ‘You get a real rush from doing things that are more and more out there. Pushing yourself, trying the unknown. Life’s so short. I can’t see the point in sticking to the mundane and boring.’

She began to walk slowly further around towards the other side of the house. There was a large rotting shed in one corner over by a fence.

‘Sometimes there’s something really special about things that look mundane and boring from the outside,’ she said. ‘I mean, when I was a kid we did the British summer holiday. Same thing, year on year. My grandparents were old school. Cornwall. Crab fishing on the sea wall, cream teas, fish and chips on the beach. We’d stay in a bed and breakfast, and I ate ice cream every single day.’ She put her head on one side, remembering. ‘Not a cliff dive or a stab of adrenaline in sight, but you can’t imagine how much I’d love to have those times again.’

‘We used to go camping,’ he said, surprising himself with the recollection. How long had it been since he’d thought that far back? His memories of Sean’s last few years were so vivid and clear that they dominated his recall. They were the times he really felt cheated of, he supposed, because they were closest to what had been taken away. He was struggling with the present, the new present that he hadn’t expected and did not want. It was easy to overlook their shared childhood when there was a whole future that had just disappeared into thin air. ‘My dad was great at putting up a tent. We used to climb trees, sit around the campfire, play board games in the tent when it rained.’ He focused on the memory. ‘We stayed on farmland, actually. This place reminds me of it a bit.’

She jumped a little as her mobile phone started to ring in her coat pocket, and she fished it out.

‘Hello?’ She mouthed sorry at him, turning and walking back towards the van, her phone pressed to her ear. He watched her go, with her childhood holiday memories and her weird ability to make something that should be run of the mill sound like something memorable. It had been a mistake suggesting this, inadvertently spending hours letting her run amok with her reminiscing, when he tried to avoid that very thing at all costs.

He checked his own phone. The one redeeming feature of this place seemed to be that it actually had a signal. He opened the Internet browser. Brought up one of his go-to sites for last-minute flights, and punched in a date range to cover the next few days, flights to Austria. Then he followed it up by looking at a few hotels where he could crash and get in a bit of extra boarding for a couple of days before the booked trip. He was careful to look for somewhere off the beaten track: the last thing he needed was to turn up smack in the middle of a Christmas market, when all he wanted was to quiet his mind by concentrating on the physical activities.

This was the answer. Keep it moving, one goal to the next. After a year and a half, he had come to realise it was the only thing that worked.

Jack’s clapped-out work van had a heating system that boiled her feet, but did very little to keep her warm from the waist up. At least she could tell herself she’d done some work towards expanding on the tiny shreds of information in Gran’s belongings. And she’d taken plenty of pictures she was sure Gran would be interested in seeing when she was better. Jack was uncharacte‌ristically quiet. One hand on the top of the steering wheel, holding it steady. His eyes fixed on the road. The outing had obviously dulled him into submission.

‘Thank you for taking me there,’ she said. ‘It makes it feel so much more real, somehow, having seen it and how remote it is. Even though the hostel is derelict, the area around it can’t have changed that much. You get a real sense of how rural it must have been for Gran, coming to live there after being in town all her life.’

‘You’re welcome.’

‘I’ll see what comes of my phone calls, but if I get nowhere I might try the National Archives at Kew.’

As if she had a spare hour to spend anywhere right now, unless it was related to Christmas preparations. She noticed he made no offer to accompany her there. Clearly one investigative trip with her was enough for him.

Her mobile phone pinged in her bag, and she jumped guiltily. Ever since the drinks party had slipped her mind the other night, she’d been expecting Rod to ring at any given moment to check up on her. She fished it out of her bag and looked at the screen. Not Rod. Number unknown, but she picked the call up with a surge of excitement.

‘Oh great, this might be the woman from the newspaper office this morning,’ she said to Jack. ‘They said they’d call me back if they found anything on any of the names.’

One second on the line, and it was clear that it was most definitely not her contact in Hertfordshire.

There was a clatter, and a distant, ‘Gin & tonic, please, lots of ice.’

Only one person she knew would be drinking a G and T on a Monday afternoon. Her shoulders sagged.

‘Mum?’

There was another clatter as the phone was picked up in a rush.

‘Lucy, darling? I tried you at the house, but I got that wretched answering machine, and I can’t talk to that thing.’

‘Is everything all right?’

‘I thought I’d check in, see how Mother is. And you, obviously.’

Obviously. Ever the afterthought.

There was the sound of a cash register slamming, and jovial laughter.

‘Mum, are you in a bar?’

‘Just sorting out wages, darling, you know what it’s like. I’ve just finished a run of shows for a top resort hotel. Very plush. Smoky jazz in their piano bar, that kind of thing.’

Lucy stared up at the ceiling of the van and waited for her mother to get to the real point. Veronica Jackson didn’t call people just to pass the time of day, because the only time anyone else entered her sphere of consciousness was when she needed something from them.

‘Thought I might take a break for a few weeks, was thinking of dropping in on the off-chance. Spread a bit of Christmas spirit around, you know how it is. See the family, have a bit of a catch up.’

There it was. There was a loaded pause while she waited for an invitation to stay. Lucy pressed her lips together hard to suppress the exasperating instinctive response, which after all these years was still to offer. Did the hope that the woman might somehow morph into reliable and dependable parent never disappear, even after thirty years of her demonstrating the opposite?

‘Gran’s not great, to be honest. She’s still in hospital, but I’m hoping she’ll be out in time for Christmas, and then she’ll be staying with me and Rod – she’s really not going to be up to managing on her own in that massive house.’

‘So she’s not at home?’ Lucy could practically hear her ears pricking up. ‘I could stay for a week or two at her house then, if it’s standing empty. Give me a base to visit her.’

Like that could ever be anything but a massive hindrance with the million and one things that needed doing there. She could imagine it now, her mother drifting around in a dressing gown, painting her nails at the kitchen table, reconnecting with local friends, adding to the mess, while Lucy tried desperately to cut it down.

‘That’s really not doable,’ she said. ‘We’re in the middle of having a sort-out, clearing the place.’

‘A sort-out? What kind of a sort-out?’

Lucy blinked a little as it suddenly occurred to her that her mother might actually be able to help for once.

‘Actually, since I’ve got you, I found some things in the attic,’ she blurted, before she could properly think through whether or not that was a prudent move.

‘What kind of things? Anything of value?’

Oh, for goodness’ sake!

‘Gran was in the Land Army during the war, did you know that?’

A pause at the other end of the line. Flamenco music could be heard faintly in the background.

‘I think she might have mentioned it once or twice, some kind of farm thing I think. She milked cows, can you imagine how vile? Is there any of my stuff up there? Vintage clothes, that kind of thing? Seventies stuff can go for a mint on eBay, you know.’

What was the point in even asking?

‘I really haven’t been looking for anything specific, it’s more of a house clearance than a sort-out.’

Big mistake.

‘You mean you’re selling the house?’

Lucy could tell just from the sharpened tone of voice that in whatever bar her mother happened to be right now, in whatever country, she had sat, suddenly, meerkat-upright. She closed her eyes briefly. Her mother would have found out about Gran’s care plans at some point, of course. It was just bloody typical that it had to be now, when Lucy’s path was already strewn with obstacles.

‘We’re getting it valued. It’s just too much for Gran now, there’s no way she can carry on living there safely. If we do sell it, then the money will be held in trust to pay for her care. The plan is that she stays with me, but what with work and everything I’m going to need help, and I want her to have the best.’

There was such a long pause this time that if it hadn’t been for the guitar and maracas Lucy would have wondered if the connection had been lost, but nope, her mother eventually piped back up with a level of reasonableness that made alarm bells clang.

‘Whatever you think is best, darling, the last thing I want is to cause any upheaval. More harm than good, you know. I know she’ll be in safe hands with you and Rod, you always were a bit of an earth mother. And such a brilliant organiser, that man. Cuts through red tape. Just what you need in a domestic crisis. Perhaps I’ll come down and stay with her in the new year, that might be less of a disturbance, don’t you think?’

Too easy.

‘I’ll give her your love then,’ Lucy said, doubtfully. Was this really going to be it? No further interest in what was happening with the sale of the house? She’d expected questions at the very least, about what would happen with the sale proceeds. About how inheritances might be affected. Then again, the house belonged outright to Gran, her mother knew that, had no real clout. How realistic was it really that she’d underestimated her mother for the first time ever?

Feeling virtuous at this newly determined refocus on her Christmas duties, Lucy leaned on the counter of the neat kitchen she shared with Rod, stirred the simmering vat of boeuf bourgignon on the hob, and checked the page of the open recipe book to compare its appearance with the yardstick, as cooked by Mary Berry. On balance she had to admit, not bad.

This was absolutely the way to go. She should be resolutely focused on her own bloody present-day life instead of hankering after the past and disrupting everything in sight. She felt as if she’d woken up and smelled the gingerbread latte. A brief chat with her mother could do that to a person. The woman had the ability to sweep in to any given situation and remove all order, and the up-and-down uncertainty that had dogged Lucy throughout her childhood had kicked right back in with a sickening lurch since the OTT effusive backing her mother had given to Gran’s care plans. Mistrust niggled at her like an itch she couldn’t quite scratch.

She tugged her task list from her pocket, fished, not without some exasperation, by Jack out of the skip at the end of the previous day. She picked up a pen and put an enormous flourishing tick next to cook ahead for Christmas. For an extra boost of smug she added write cards for Rod’s work to the list, and crossed it immediately out. It didn’t matter that she’d done that one in bed last night, she would take credit wherever she could find it. Turned out writing Happy Christmas from Rod and Lucy over and over again could pass as the new counting sheep.

Her mobile phone buzzed its way across the counter, and she gave the bourgignon another loving stir as she reached to pick it up.

‘Lucy? It’s Samantha Truss, we spoke yesterday? About the women’s Land Army in Hertfordshire?’

She dropped the wooden spoon in the pan and turned her back on the food.

‘We did! Did you manage to come up with anything?’

There was the sound of papers being shifted about.

‘Your grandmother, Olive Jackson …  I’ve got her listed as living at Horston Green House. A lot of the women stayed there as a base, and travelled out to farms in the area to work. Olive was there from March 1944 until the beginning of 1945. And I’ve got her working on Marsh Farm, it was a dairy farm at the time.’

Lucy tried to feel positive, although it really wasn’t much more information than she’d already found herself. But still, the farm name was a new lead. It was a shame they hadn’t known that yesterday, while they were in the area: they could have visited. Perhaps she could do some kind of shout-out on social media. In the run-up to Christmas week though, it was questionable how much interest it would get. Still, there was no denying this was a step forward, five minutes ago she’d had absolutely nothing to go on. Now she did.

‘That’s amazing. Thanks so much for getting back to me.’

‘That’s not all. I did a quick search on local residents, cross-referenced some of the names, and I think I’ve found someone who was posted there at the same time as Olive. Obviously, people came from right across the country when they joined up, but eventually most of them drifted back towards their home towns. Unless they found a reason to stay on, of course. This lady met someone local and married him when the war ended, so she stayed put. I can’t guarantee she’ll even remember your gran, but she might be able to give some insights into the time that could be helpful. She’s in a nursing home now, would you like the address?’

Bet your ass she’d like the address. She wedged the phone awkwardly between her chin and shoulder and wrote it down on the back of her to-do list.

Elizabeth Warrender, The Briars, Scotts Lane, Tring, Hertfordshire.

She thanked Samantha and hung up, her mind already thinking about the best route to Hertfordshire. She only became vaguely aware as she fooled around with Google maps on her phone of a dry sizzling sound from the pan on the stove and swung around in alarm. Oh great. Now the bourgignon was acting up. It had reduced far too much while she was distracted and she grabbed the wooden spoon and stirred hard, unfortunately not quickly enough to stop the bloody thing catching on the bottom of the pan. The domestic goddess she’d been channelling five minutes earlier now completely scuppered, the best she could do was pour half the kettle into it and hope for the best. She experienced a faint stab of dismay as she prodded the stew with the spoon. This was the level of quality workmanship she was now delivering, and it was clear that she really couldn’t continue down this path and also pull off Christmas to Mary Berry standard. Not unless something gave.

The front door banged and Rod strode into the kitchen and put his briefcase down on the table.

‘Bit of a smell of burning,’ he remarked, giving her a kiss on the cheek. ‘You sure that isn’t catching?’ He peered into the pan.

‘A bit, but I think I’ve turned it around,’ she said rashly.

He prodded it doubtfully with the wooden spoon while she sat down at the table and pushed the chair opposite out with her foot.

‘There’s something I need to do,’ she said, not sure how best to approach him, because she had a list right next to her of things she needed to do, and there was no way Rod was going to prioritise a trip to visit a random pensioner at a nursing home miles away above any of them.

The box of tree decorations was in a bag at the end of the table, and she pulled it towards her and took it out while Rod fussed with the bourgignon. She picked one out at random and unwrapped it, unfolded the note. It was the four entwined feathers, four calling birds, perfect in every detail. She looked down at the note.

Follow your instincts. Look beyond trivial. Impossible dreams are the best kind.

The slipping standards on a bit of cookery really didn’t matter, did they? She’d rather serve up burnt bourgignon and have made Gran’s year than pull off an empty Christmas with all the trimmings. Christmas was an enormous deal to Rod, she’d come to realise this in the few years they had been together. A childhood filled with family get-togethers and perfectly thrown dinner parties could create quite the high standards in someone. Her own attempt to live up to the Carmichael benchmark was a work in progress that was clearly falling short so far this year. But then she and Rod had year upon year of Decembers ahead of them, and she could make every single one of them perfect. Who knew, by the time they reached retirement, she might even be making some of those dessert spoons with just the taster of classic recipes on them that his mother had pulled off last year. She closed her eyes at the thought that this could be the last Christmas Gran would see – what could possibly be more important than that?

Rod discarded the spoon in the pan with a can’t-be-saved clatter, and turned to look at her. His face showed poorly hidden exasperation, which intensified when he caught sight of the box of decorations open in front of her. Too late, she realised it might not be the best time to ask his views on a drop-everything jaunt to Hertfordshire.

‘Not those bloody things again. I thought we’d been over this.’

‘We had. I’ve got a new lead.’

‘You make it sound like something off CSI. It’s decades old tat from someone’s loft, and I really don’t get what the mad rush is. What exactly is going on with you right now?’

He ignored the chair she’d pushed out and instead headed for the door, so she got up and followed him out into the sitting room.

‘Look, just hear me out. I’ve found someone who knew Gran when she was in the Land Army. They served together on a farm out in Hertfordshire. She met a local lad while she was there and ended up marrying him and settling in the area.’

Rod flapped a hand at her in a cut-to-the-chase gesture. He had never been one for extraneous details. She took a deep breath.

‘I’d really like to drive down and meet her. It’s not that far, I can do there and back within a day. Ask her everything I need to know.’

He stared at her.

‘And when were you thinking of doing this?’

‘Well, tomorrow.’ Obviously. ‘The sooner I get it out of the way the sooner I can come back and just concentrate on throwing myself into Christmas.’

‘Lucy,’ he said patiently, as if he were talking to a toddler, ‘it’s the Christmas ball tomorrow for Jefferson Wallace.’

They were his biggest client, and a large part of the reason why partnership was on the cards earlier than either of them could ever have hoped for. He spoke with an air of astonishment that she could possibly have room in her brain right now for anything other than mingling and pulling off ‘perfect couple’ at some Christmas do.

‘I hadn’t forgotten,’ she said in a rush. ‘I picked up your dinner jacket. The taxis are booked. It’s all in hand. I’ll be back in plenty of time for that, and then the day after I’ll get the Christmas tree up and get all the final gift shopping done. I do know I’m behind on all of this. I’ve done my best to throw myself into all the organising, but I just can’t focus properly until I’ve found out as much as I can about this. I feel like I have a chance to do something really special for Gran.’

‘I get all of this, I understand how important she is to you, but aren’t we important too? Yes, your gran’s accident is awful timing, but with the early partnership suddenly on the table, there’s more at stake here than a few Christmas drinks. You know what it’s like, there’s a reason the firm puts across a family line, clients like it. It gives an air of trust. How’s it going to look if I start turning up like nobby-no-mates with no date?’

‘You wouldn’t be. It would all be done and dusted in a day. I’d be back in time, I absolutely promise you. It’s just that I can’t concentrate on all the things I need to do for Christmas when this is on my mind all the time. I know how much Christmas means to you and your family, and I really want to do it justice.’

Although to be fair, Rod’s seasonal family competitiveness could at times be a step too far. But it had been such an important time of year when he was growing up, how could she blame him for having such a high benchmark for it now?

‘You can’t possibly realise how much it means,’ he said. ‘My father worked abroad most of the year. We were shoved away in boarding school. Christmas was this one period of uninterrupted family downtime when we all got to be together. I think you need to get with the programme, and I just don’t understand why all this can’t be put off until the new year.’

There really was just no getting through to him how important this felt to her.

‘Because I don’t even know if Gran will make the new year,’ she blurted suddenly.

Rod stared at her, and she looked back at him in shock. She hadn’t allowed herself to entertain that possibility, but clearly her subconscious had been mulling it over without her realising. Her throat felt suddenly too dry and tight, and she sat down hard on the sofa. Was that what this was about? This sense of urgency that was obstructing her focus.

She looked up at him.

‘She’s just so tired, Rod,’ she said. And that was the thing that troubled her the most. To see Gran, for whom fighting spirit wasn’t just something that surfaced when things got difficult but was an actual part of her psyche, with barely the energy or inclination to turn her head on the pillow, was almost impossible for Lucy to process. ‘The only spark of interest I’ve managed to get out of her was when I showed her the tree decorations and mentioned the Land Army. Her whole face lit up. Imagine how much she would love it if I could maybe track down someone she knew from back then, or even just find out a few stories that might bring some memories back for her. I just …  if something happens to her, Rod, what am I going to do? I don’t want to lose her and think later that this was the one thing I had left that I could have done for her that would have meant something – and I didn’t do it because I was baking bloody mince pies.’

She covered her eyes, because looking at her fingers was somehow preferable right now to looking at Rod, so convinced was she that there was no way of getting through to him. There was a heavy squeak, and the sofa shifted as he sat down next to her.

‘If it’s that important to you, go,’ he said.

She could hardly believe it. She looked sideways at him from between her fingers.

‘Really?’

He put his arm around her.

‘There and back same day, right? Just get it sorted, and then we can all get back on track.’


Chapter 6

She was there again. Jack checked his watch. The lights were on downstairs at Olive Jackson’s house, and it was only a few minutes past eight in the morning. Turning up at the house early was getting to be a habit.

As he parked the van up and put the handbrake on, Lucy appeared from the side door of the house. She had an overflowing cardboard box in her hand, but instead of trekking to the skip and throwing it in, she crossed the drive and slid it into the back seat of her ancient Mini. He got out, locked the van, and headed towards her. The cold air bit sharply into his face. There was an imminent downturn in the weather on the way, and the already wintry temperature had plummeted overnight. A thick frost clung to the driveway, and the bare trees that lined it were icy white.

‘Going somewhere?’ he said.

She pulled her head out of the car boot and smiled at him. A smile like that could knock you on your arse. But only if you let it. He was under no illusions about why he was here. She was so far from his cup of tea, with her obsessive need for order in her life, and the planning ahead thing was just scary. His helping her out was for no other reason except that he felt sympathy for her situation.

‘I’m really glad I saw you. I’ve got a new lead on the decorations.’

Her happiness was obvious, and he felt unexpectedly pleased.

‘That’s great. What is it? Did the research help?’

‘It really did. Thanks so much for pushing me to do it; if it hadn’t been for you I’d still be mucking about in the loft, no further forward. I’ve got the name and address of one of Gran’s friends from back when she was working on the land. She’s in a nursing home now in Hertfordshire, and I’m going to visit her to see what I can find out.’

‘And you’re doing that right now?’

‘No time like the present, right?’

He watched her as she leaned into the boot and prodded things around for a better fit. He could see boxes of papers and photographs from the loft that they’d gone through together over the last week.

 ‘I thought I’d take everything I could find from the Land Army time, just in case, you know, she needs a prompt. The woman is over ninety, after all, so who knows if she’ll even remember anything. You know what old people are like. I mean, I spoke to one of the care managers on the phone, so I know she doesn’t get many visitors. Her husband died years ago, and they didn’t have kids, so the poor thing is on her own, really. Some of the people at one of the nursing homes I looked around with Rod were mad as boxes of frogs, hardly knew what day it was. If I ever end up like that I’ll be getting a one-way ticket to Switzerland.’

She stood up straight, pulled her phone out of her pocket, glanced at it, and made an exasperated noise.

‘What’s up?

She gazed up at the sky. Perfectly clear right now. It had snowed a little overnight and the white ground gleamed in the light from the windows of the house and the car.

‘This is so typical. You’ve no idea the hoops I had to jump through to swing one day out to do this, I’ve got so much to do, and all this Christmas social stuff is about to descend on me. And now the bloody WEATHER is going to kick off, and I’m questioning whether this whole thing is nuts.’

She held the phone up but he’d seen the forecast this morning. A serious cold snap and heavy snow was on the cards, and as evidenced by the look of pinkish blue on her cheekbones and the tip of her nose, the temperature was already taking a nosedive.

She rubbed her eyes with her gloved hands as if she’d now overthought the situation so much that she couldn’t see straight.

‘I don’t know. I mean, it’s probably madness, isn’t it? I can tell just by the look on your face that you think it is. Rod said as much. He thinks I should just wait until after Christmas, we’ve got so much on. He’s got a huge competitive family and it’s my turn to do a Christmas this year that will live up to theirs. But Gran needs a boost now, not in three weeks’ time. It could give her a reason to fight a bit more to get better. Even though I know logistically it’s bonkers – it’s a bit of a gamble on the snow not coming in – I still want to give it a go.’

This was really becoming something she was pinning her hopes on. Anyone could see that. Hope was always good.

‘And you really think that clapped-out Mini is a safe bet on black ice? I mean, look at it.’

He tapped the nearest rust patch on the roof, and she folded her arms.

‘Do not insult my car. It’s a classic.’

He grinned at her indignant face.

‘It isn’t kept like a classic though, is it?’ he said. ‘I mean, a classic sits on a driveway and gets polished every day and is taken out when it’s sunny. Whereas this looks like you’ve driven it into the ground and forgotten to give it a service.’

‘I just haven’t got around to it,’ she protested. ‘It passed its MOT and it gets me from A to B no problem. I know it might not look like much, but it’s perfectly safe to drive.’ She looked at the tyres doubtfully. ‘At least I think it is.’ A pause while she clearly went around in another circle in her mind. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe Rod’s right, and this is all a stupid idea. I’m driving myself nuts with this.’

‘I’ll take you,’ he said on impulse.

‘But you as much as just said this outing is madness.’

‘It bloody is. I’ll still take you.’

She narrowed her eyes at him.

‘Why?’

Bloody good question. Which he intended to evade for his own benefit as well as hers. What the actual fuck was happening to him? He’d ticked pretty much every box on the list of property maintenance for Olive’s house. The only other job he’d had lined up before his planned Austria trip had called him the previous night to put him off until the new year. Suited him just fine. And now driving her to some freezing village in the middle of nowhere, in, if the forecast was correct, possible heavy snow and definite ice, was for some reason more appealing than getting an early flight right out of here and away from all things Christmas. Ten minutes on the Internet, and he could be out of here tonight on a budget flight to the back of beyond.

‘Because you are on the brink of talking yourself out of it, and you’re going to waste half the day debating it and then drive to Hertfordshire anyway in that death trap,’ he said, making the reason about her and therefore slickly avoiding any acknowledgement that he, on any level, would get a modicum of enjoyment out of this. ‘So let’s just cut to the chase and get on the road.’ He paused and looked the car up and down again. ‘But not in that.’

‘Because your van is so much better,’ she countered. ‘It’s full of tools, and the heater roasts your left ankle while the rest of you freezes.’ A pause. ‘No offence.’

‘Lucky for you my other car is a 4x4. then.’

After waiting around for Jack to switch cars, the journey to Hertfordshire had been a frustrating experience on the slow-moving roads. He had insisted on stopping for something to eat which fed her impatience all the more. On the positive side, Elizabeth Warrender had all her marbles and was only too happy to talk about her war years. On the negative side, she was also the kind of old person who wouldn’t be rushed, and it was clear within moments of sitting down with her that she would be telling her story, her way, in her own time frame, and never mind what social engagements might happen to be on the cards for any of her visitors that evening. Then again, if she had nothing to look forward to and no relatives, Lucy supposed she might eke out whatever company that might come her way too.

‘We have a tea dance for the residents once a week,’ the care assistant had told them when they arrived. ‘This is the last one before Christmas.’

The Briars was a sprawling monster of a building, with peeling paint on the vast bay window frames and an institutional-strength, hard-wearing brown carpet in the foyer. Information posters shared the walls with brightly-coloured, framed prints, and there was a vague smell of gravy dinners underpinned by disinfectant. The communal sitting room was lined with chairs, some of them occupied by old people. The staff had done the best they could with a spindly Christmas tree and not enough tree decorations and threadbare tinsel. Metallic paper garlands criss-crossed the ceiling. Half a dozen of the residents were up and dancing, but there was enough foot tapping and clapping going on to imply that the whole room would be frugging around the floor given half a chance. It was exactly the kind of scene that had put her off the care home she’d looked around with Rod. Lucy clutched a folder of photographs under one arm, and the box of Christmas tree decorations under the other. The rest of Gran’s memorabilia was still in the boot of Jack’s car. She would just duck outside to the car park if it seemed like memory prompting was needed on a bigger scale.

In fact, it wasn’t. The first thing Elizabeth eventually said after they’d waited finger-drummingly long for a pot of tea to brew on the table beside them was, ‘I remember Olive.’

Elizabeth had white hair, brushed back into a neat chignon at the back of her neck, and a floral dress with a pale pink cardigan. She looked at least ten years younger than Lucy had expected, and she looked through Gran’s photographs with genuine interest. All good signs surely, when you were asking someone to think back more than half a century. She and Jack sat down on either side of her. Lucy was forced now to raise her voice above the sound of dance hall music coming from an ancient tape deck on a table in the corner

‘I’ve only got sketchy information from Gran’s – from Olive’s – belongings,’ she said. ‘I know she lived at Horston Green Hostel in 1944. Since I found out you were there at the same time, I’ve looked back through her letters, and she does mention someone named Lizzy. Would that be you?’

A smile and a nod, and Lucy breathed out in a rush. She really hadn’t realised how she had expected this outing to be doomed to failure. And how much she wanted to find out more for herself and not just for Gran.

‘It would be me, I think.’

A woman with a mop of grey hair and a billowing floral dress pirouetted across the room and plopped into the seat next to Jack. She shifted up into his personal space and slipped an arm through his.

‘Gregory?’ she said, peering into his face. ‘You’re late.’

‘Edna, this is not Gregory,’ Elizabeth said loudly. It made no difference whatsoever. Edna continued to look up at him adoringly and stroke his arm. Lucy closed her eyes briefly. He had driven her all this way in vile weather, and now he was about to be mugged by a geriatric.

‘She thinks you’re her husband,’ Elizabeth said. ‘He’s been dead for over twenty years.’ She huddled in and added in a stage whisper, ‘To be perfectly honest we think she puts it on. She thinks every good-looking young man who crosses that threshold is Gregory, blond, dark, tall, short, it’s all the same to her.’

The woman’s face faltered a little.

‘Gregory?’

Jack patted her hand.

‘For you, Edna, I could be.’

Her face lit up.

Oh, for goodness’ sake! Age was clearly no barrier to a chat-up line that sledgehammer heavy. Then again, this was all an improvement on what Lucy had been expecting, which would have been to exit the building, sit in the car, and head back ASAP to Canterbury. The dance music kicked into a jaunty waltz, and when Jack stood up Lucy waited for him to do exactly that. Instead, he held his hand out to Edna, and when she took it he swept her into the middle of the room, and took a turn around the floor among the old people. Her delighted face was wreathed in smiles.

‘Oh, my dear, we’ll never hear the last of THIS,’ Elizabeth said, staring.

‘So, did you know Olive very well?’ Lucy said, trying to channel some professional focus on the interview. Not easy with Jack and Edna twirling in her peripheral vision.

‘We weren’t close friends,’ Elizabeth said. ‘But I do remember her from the hostel.’

There was a vague tone to her answer that was enough to invoke a surge of disappointment. What exactly had she been expecting here? A blow-by-blow account of Gran’s war years? Discovering enough people left to enable some kind of a group love-in reunion for Gran? She was being ridiculous. Most of the people Gran would have known in the war years had to be at least ninety years old now. It had been a long shot at best.

Maybe just getting a bit of background was the best she could hope for from this.

‘What was it like?’ she asked. ‘The Land Army?’

Elizabeth sat up straight in the armchair and reached for the cup of tea on the side table. She settled herself back and looked across the room. Beyond the window the view was of the car park. It was afternoon now’ the journey had taken longer than expected because of the traffic and the ice and snow already on the roads. Now snow was beginning to fall again very lightly, and Lucy looked away. There was no point in stressing. The weather would just have to do its thing. She was here now, and she wasn’t going to make a swift exit over a few snowflakes.

‘I joined up with my older sister. I was just nineteen, and I’d lived my whole life to that point in town with my parents. I would never have had the chance to travel or to experience country life or live away from home if it hadn’t been for the war. In many ways, despite all the hardships, it changed my life for the better.’

Jack waltzed past to some insanely jaunty music featuring trumpets. Quite the crowd of residents had taken the floor now. Lucy found herself unable to take her eyes off him.

‘He seems a very nice young man,’ Elizabeth said, following her gaze.

Lucy jerked her eyes back. For goodness’ sake, all this effort to talk to a proper witness, and she was distracted by Jack swinging a pensioner around the room to ‘In The Mood’. She groped for her focus. The unreality of the situation, that was all this was. In the time she’d met him, she’d fallen through a ceiling, she’d had him trawling through hundreds of boxes of tat on a mad whim, and now she’d got him driving in freezing temperatures, and dancing with pensioners in a care home. She’d known him to speak to for hardly any time, but he had thrown himself into every situation for her, no matter what it involved, and no matter how bonkers she came across. She felt such gratitude and warmth for him, for the deliciousness of feeling supported no matter what the crazy situation. He had understood her mind-set in this, the importance of this family relationship of hers on which her entire sense of childhood security was built, and yet she hardly knew him at all.

‘We’re just friends. He gave me a lift here, that’s all. Tell me what it was like, what you remember. Even if I could just talk a bit to Gran about it, it would be lovely.’

Elizabeth smiled.

‘There were about twenty of us I suppose, living in the hostel.’

‘You mean Horston Green?’

Her face lit.

‘Horston Green. Yes. It was a huge, sprawling building with enormous grounds around it. The rooms were shared. It was very basic. I think the building had been empty for a long time before we all moved in. It was crumbling, really, in a terrible state of repair, but there was plenty of room, and it was right in the middle of farmland. And we would get up at first light and cycle out to work at the farms in the local area. Some of the bicycles were awful, and there was always a bit of a scramble to get one of the better ones because a few miles on one of the bad ones could be so uncomfortable. Although, if we were lucky sometimes one of the army trucks would pass us and they would stop and throw our bikes in the back and give us a ride.’

‘What kind of work did you do?’

‘Oh goodness, some of it was tough. I hadn’t done a proper day’s graft in my life before that. None of us had. Some of the girls worked on a dairy farm. My sister and I brought in crops. Tomatoes, fruit. And we did everything. Some of it was backbreaking, but we did it all. Dug ditches, built walls, mucked out animals. You can’t imagine how it felt to be in the fresh air. Real fresh air. I can remember picking apples in the rain, the green smell of them, the freshness of it all, being outside like that after the town, it was like being free.’

‘What about men? I think my gran met someone, you see. But I don’t have his name, just some gifts from him, some notes he sent with them. I’d love to be able to find out what happened to him.’

‘Oh, there were dances and the like. Sometimes we would get the bus into town. There was an airbase not far away because we were close to London, and the Air Force boys would come to dances and talk to us. Some of the girls had relationships. There was a warden at the hostel keeping an eye on us all, but of course there was still more freedom than any of us had had up to that point.’ She took a sip of her tea, her eyes glazed a little, thinking back. ‘I was a total innocent, I was very shy, and I stayed mostly with my sister. I would have been terrified of what my father would say if I’d got into any trouble. But not all the girls were like me. You must remember, we didn’t know what time we had left. When you met someone you liked, there wasn’t months of courting to be had. Before the war, you could sit in your parents’ front room making small talk for months before he so much as stole a kiss. When the war started, things changed. You met someone you cared about, and you had no idea when you would see him again, or even if you would.’ She took another sip of her tea. ‘The rule book went out of the window for some of the girls. Not all of course. But some.’

So it was a question of whether Gran had acted up or not. Had she been the kind of girl who would throw away the rule book? She couldn’t help thinking how amused Gran would be by that. The Gran she knew and loved, definitely yes.

‘Was Olive one of them?’ she said. ‘Can you remember her with anyone in particular?’

‘You know I’m sure your gran had a chap back at home,’ Elizabeth said, thoughtfully. ‘She had letters from him. He was in a protected occupation as I recall, never got called up.’

Grandad.

‘That would be my grandfather,’ she said excitedly. ‘He was a draughtsman, some kind of technical drawing I think, and he had some kind of vital war work to do with aeroplanes.’

She searched Elizabeth’s face, but the old lady shook her head.

‘I don’t remember his name, I’m afraid.’

‘Arthur,’ Lucy smiled. ‘It was Arthur. It must be him. I know they were friends before the war, but they didn’t get married until 1950.’ She paused. ‘I think there was someone else too, though. That’s really why I’m here. Someone she got to know when she was in Hertfordshire. He sent her these.’

She lifted the box of decorations and opened them. Unwrapped the first one, and handed it to Elizabeth. Eleven pipers piping. From the first moment it was obvious she had seen them before. Her eyes widened, and she sat up straight to get a good look at it.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I had forgotten. It’s wonderful to see this again,’ she said. ‘Like a piece of the past.’ She turned the tiny pan pipes decoration gently in spindly fingers, looking at it in wonder. ‘There was someone,’ she said. ‘There was. He didn’t send her them like this, though. He sent them one by one.’

Lucy’s heart was beating so fast she thought it might spring up and leap out of her mouth.

‘Each one has a note wrapped around it,’ she said. ‘Really beautiful messages.’ She unfolded the pipers’ note and read it out.

In hard times I will be there for you. There is no distance that my love for you cannot breach.

Elizabeth sighed and sat back for a moment, watching the room smiling and dancing. Jack was right in the middle of the fray, like some kind of geriatric babe magnet.

‘One decoration arrived every day in the week or so before Christmas 1944,’ she said. ‘We all got very excited about them, of course. You only have to look at them to see why. Letters would arrive at the hostel – it was a real high point of the day if you had a letter – but the post wasn’t very reliable. These were, though, as I recall, one a day. I think perhaps someone hand-delivered them. I remember crowding around Olive’s bed and looking at them.’

‘And did you know who sent them?’ Lucy couldn’t stop herself from asking. ‘A name, or just anything about them that you can remember? The notes wrapped up with them are anonymous except for the letter J, and I haven’t found any reference to a name in any of Gran’s letters.’

Was that so unexpected though, she wondered now. If Grandad had been the ‘chap back at home’, Gran was hardly about to tell anyone in her letters about receiving gifts from another man, was she?

Elizabeth frowned, thinking hard, eventually sighed.

‘I can’t remember his name. It might have been something like John or James, but I just can’t remember. I’m sorry, dear.’

‘It’s fine …’

 Lucy crushed her disappointment.

 ‘…  but I’m sure he was from the airbase. I think he was a pilot, perhaps. Once, Olive got back late after a dance, and one of the girls sneaked downstairs to let her in because she would have been in real trouble with the warden. We had a curfew, you see. I’m sure he’d walked her back. There was a cemetery down the lane from the hostel, and none of us liked walking past that alone. Yes, definitely. One of the boys from the airbase.’

 The airbase. Something to go on. Perhaps if she looked back through Gran’s things with a focus on that, she might find something. Her disappointment must have shown on her face, because Elizabeth reached across and covered her hand with her own.

 ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t help more. I can see I haven’t got all the answers you were hoping for. I wish I could remember more. It’s been such a long time.’

Lucy smiled at her.

‘You’ve been a massive help. Really you have. It’s been so great just hear to what it was like. I can’t wait to talk about it all with Gran. I can go back home and look into the airbase now, perhaps see if I can track some names down. I need to go to the National Archives and dig up some military records. Thank you so much.’ She looked down at Elizabeth’s hand, still holding hers. ‘I’ll come and visit you again, and I’ll bring Gran with me when she’s better.’

Elizabeth smiled back at her.

‘I’d like that very much.’

Lucy attempted to catch Jack’s eye across the room.

‘I hope you have a lovely Christmas,’ she said. She closed the box of decorations, standing beside them on the table. ‘It’s such a shame there’s one missing,’ she said, tapping the lid. ‘The one for the fifth day of Christmas. Five gold rings.’ I’ve trawled Gran’s attic looking for it, but it hasn’t turned up yet.’

‘Oh no, there always was one missing,’ Elizabeth said.

Lucy stared at her.

‘What do you mean, always?’

‘On day five nothing arrived. Of course, by that point we were falling over ourselves every time we got back to the hostel to see if something new had turned up. Day five came and went, and we thought that was an end to the presents. And then the next day they started up again.’

‘Do you think it was some kind of mistake?’

Elizabeth shrugged.

‘I have no idea. It’s a mystery, isn’t it? Merry Christmas, Lucy.’

‘Merry Christmas, Elizabeth.’

Seeing that Jack was just about to waltz past her, she held out an arm to make another grab for his attention. Seamlessly, without missing a single beat of the music, he offloaded the arm of a tea-dress-clad, hip-swinging pensioner to another resident, leaned down, and swept Lucy up by the waist. One moment she was sitting on the edge of a chair, the next she was in his arms.

The music was jaunty, a forties dance, filled with brass instruments and foot-tapping rhythm. It melted away into background noise in Lucy’s sudden awareness of Jack. Of how it felt to be held by him.

She was acutely aware of his hand pressed into the small of her back. His other hand felt huge, closed over hers. Her mind followed her own fingers, how they knitted perfectly into his. She could feel the long muscles in his thighs as he moved against her, she could feel the way his shoulders moved beneath her fingers. He was taller than she was, and she had to tilt her face up to make eye contact with him. His expression was serious as he met her eyes, not joking, as if this were not some show-off, game-for-a-laugh situation, as if they were not acting the fool in a room full of old people, but as if this universe, in this moment in time, was only for the two of them. He pulled her in tighter.

Her body totally missed any larking-about point, and insisted on zeroing in on how it felt to be held by him. Her heart was going crazy. Her mind whirled with thoughts of the past and the reality of right now, pulled in hard against him, on her toes in her Converse so she could keep up with him, his hand closed over her fingers, his heart pressed up against hers. This was exactly the kind of music Gran would have danced to all those years ago. Was this how it had felt for Gran, being held close and looking up into the eyes of someone who made her feel as if anything could be possible?

 He looked down into her eyes. The scent of the aftershave on his warm skin made her insides melt.

 The song came to an end, and there was a pause on the tape before the next one. In the sudden quiet he made no move to let go of her. She looked up at him, her heart pounding, groping for something to say.

‘You okay?’ she managed, her brain failing to come up with anything more engaging. What on earth was happening to her? She should not be feeling this way. Jack was a friend, doing her a favour, there was nothing more to it than that. Gran’s romantic history was obviously playing on her mind.

It was as if time started back up. He blinked a little, and gently released her hand. She looked down at her fingers.

‘Well, when I got up this morning I didn’t expect the day to include waltzing around a care home lounge holding a pensioner,’ he said. ‘Life is full of surprises. Did you find what you wanted?’

He took a step away from her. Reality slipped back in. They were friends, and he was helping her out. She smiled at him. A friendly smile.

‘A pilot. I think maybe he was a pilot at an airbase near to where she was working the land.’

Oh, the bloody gorgeous romance of it just took her breath away. Her mind gnawed at how she could find out more. Perhaps she could get hold of a list of airbase personnel from somewhere.

In her peripheral vision she could see the female residents circling them like sharks, waiting for Jack’s hand.

‘We really should go before there’s a stampede,’ she said, trying to channel normal, while her body was one step behind. Her pulse rate refused to die down.

The drop in temperature took her breath away as she heaved open the front door of the tropically heated nursing home and stepped out onto the icy cold porch. She blinked a little.

‘It’s dark and snowing,’ she said, stating the obvious. ‘What time is it?’

Snowing was a bit of an understatement. Huge soft flakes filled the glow from the car-park lights and settled in Jack’s hair. There was already a layer of snow coating the tarmac, and the sky was full of it. The wind was picking up, whipping her own hair around.

He glanced at his watch.

‘Er, a bit past five.’

She dug her phone out of her bag and saw the flurry of texts from Rod from the past four hours. They started out with the supportively interested ‘How’s it going?’ and gradually progressed to the most recent ‘ETA????’ Unfortunately, her attempt at a soothing, truth-fudging reply, ‘On way back, see you soon’ refused to send. She had not even a single bar of signal, and no Internet, possibly because she was in the middle of bloody nowhere, but more likely because this morning’s weather forecast had been seriously on point. She’d taken the gamble on it and, by the look of it, had lost.

‘Why didn’t you tell me what time it was?’ she said irritably. She’d planned to be back on the road by four at the absolute latest.

‘I wasn’t in any rush,’ he said.

‘You cannot possibly drive back in this.’

Lucy turned to see Elizabeth behind them, looking out through the open door with a worried expression on her face. The tea dance had finished, and some of the residents were wandering back into the previously deserted lobby.

‘We have to,’ Lucy said.

‘No one has to go out in this. You could stay here. I’m sure some kind of arrangement could be made. Norman, they’re going out in this,’ she called to a man in a bottle-green hand-knitted cardigan who happened to be passing.

‘Bloody mad,’ he declared, coming over and peering out of the door.

Lucy imagined Rod’s wrath if she were to call to say she was sleeping over at a care home of all insane places, instead of making it back for the ball.

‘It’s absolutely fine,’ she said, pasting on a reassuring, bright smile. ‘Jack’s got a 4x4. I’ve got a really important social thing this evening. Non-negotiable.’

‘She’ll be fine with me, Elizabeth,’ Jack said. ‘Don’t worry.’

Elizabeth patted him on the arm.

‘At least take some food with you in case you get stuck. Don’t you leave until I get back.’ She headed back down towards the day room.

‘We wouldn’t dare,’ Jack said, smiling.

Lucy stared at him.

‘Yes we would,’ she hissed. ‘Every second counts. Let’s get the car revved up.’

After what felt like hours, Elizabeth reappeared with one of the kitchen staff and a large bag.

‘Coffee for you,’ she pointed at Jack. ‘Mulled wine for you, Lucy. Mince pies, some other bits and pieces. If you’re not going to stay the night, then the least you can do is take some food with you.’

Lucy opened the bag. The mince pies gave off a delicious aroma of Christmas spices, and her stomach rumbled in response. Lunch had been a hastily grabbed fast-food affair on the motorway hours earlier. Perhaps the extra time spent waiting was worthwhile after all.

‘That’s amazing,’ Lucy said, giving her a hug.

The snow already crunched under her feet as she crossed the car park. She held up her phone. No signal whatsoever. Oh, just bloody typical. She pressed buttons madly. Despite the dark it was still not that late, right? If they could make the motorway by six it was surely not outside the realms of possibility that she might still make it to the ball. Perhaps if she did her make-up in the car, threw on her frock the second she walked through the door, and got Jack to drive the entire way above the speed limit. He seemed the type to rise to that kind of reckless challenge.

‘How fast do you think we can get back to Canterbury if you really put your foot down?’ she said.


Chapter 7

‘What time did you need to be back again?’ Jack asked in exasperation, after she checked her phone screen for what felt like the hundredth time.

The beam of the headlights was filled with whirling snowflakes that were hurled back into the windscreen at a rate that the wipers just couldn’t keep up with. The road was thick with snow. He kept to a low gear. They’d managed to make it out of the village and along the first few B roads of the route back. At first he’d thought it would be okay, that if they could make it back to the motorway, the roads would be passable, but that had been before the snow had upped its game to blizzard proportions. In the absence of street lights on these country roads, he didn’t dare go above twenty or so miles an hour for fear of ending up in a ditch on a bend, or worse, wrapped around a tree.

‘The ball is seven thirty for eight, but what the hell, right? You’ve got a 4x4.’

She spoke as if another term for 4x4 was magic wand.

‘So you keep saying. It’s not a bloody snowplough. You need to face facts. It. Is. Snowing. I can’t just put my foot down on these roads for the sake of a ridiculous ball, it would be suicide. Trust me, you would not thank me for it.’

‘It is not ridiculous. Rod’s whole career is hanging on making a good impression. He will be going absolutely postal waiting for me, and I need to at the very LEAST let him know I’m not going to make it. I just need two minutes with a phone signal, that’s all.’

Like what was he doing even having this insane argument?

‘He will not expect you to risk your life attempting to find a phone signal. He’ll see the news. He’ll realise you’re stuck in the weather, and he’ll understand that you can’t just snap your fingers and turn up at his pain-in-the-arse Christmas ball like bloody Cinderella.’

‘It’s the English countryside, not bloody Siberia,’ she snapped back. ‘Honestly, this whole COUNTRY goes to pot at the tiniest wisp of snow.’ She threw open the car door and a blizzard of epic proportions slammed it wide and swept a mess of freezing snowflakes into the car. To his utter disbelief, instead of closing it again immediately, she actually scrambled out. It took him a moment of amazement to process that she could possibly have done something so stupid, and by the time he’d forced his way out of the car to follow her, she was striding down the road holding her phone aloft. He abandoned the car with the engine running and the headlights on.

He caught up with her halfway down the road, where she had stopped to hold her phone above her head and jump up and down like a lunatic.

‘Will you give this up and get back to the car,’ he shouted. The wind whipped his voice away the instant it was out of his mouth, so he held her closer and yelled in her ear. ‘Of course you haven’t got a bloody signal in this. Snow is not a toy. You can actually DIE in rural Hertfordshire if you don’t have the right gear, and you are pissing about in jeans and Converse.’

‘That is where you are wrong!’ she shouted in triumph, scrutinising the screen through driving snow. ‘I’ve got one baaaaaaaaar …’

The final word elongated into a strangled yell as she lost her footing and disappeared from view.

He lunged forward, craning in the faint light from the car headlights way back down the road. She was sprawled on her back in a snow-filled ditch, still with the phone held up to her face.

Oh, for Pete’s bloody sake.

He climbed down next to her and manhandled her back to her feet and up to the road. Her teeth were chattering and her clothes were caked in snow. He took his own heavy jacket off, wrapped it around her, and walked her back towards the car holding her against him in case she decided to bolt again. She huddled in tightly, as if she had suddenly begun feeling the cold.

Despite the roar of the wind and the freezing snow whipping around them, he couldn’t help thinking how it felt to have her encircled in his arms. How easily his arm fitted around her. The curve of her shoulder, the slenderness of her waist. He pushed her back into the passenger seat of the car, slammed the door shut, and got back in on the driver’s side. The snowflakes that had settled in her windswept hair melted into droplets of water. Her face was almost translucent from the cold, except for a flush of pale bluish pink on her cheekbones and the tip of her nose. She was looking down at her phone with a forlorn expression, and he felt a burst of exasperation.

‘The world is not going to end because you can’t make it back to some ball!’

She looked up from the screen.

‘Okay,’ she said, with chattering teeth. ‘Change of plan. So I can’t get a signal and let Rod know where I am, but if I can get there and just turn up late it will be something, right?’

He stared.

‘Lucy,’ he said patiently. ‘We are in the middle of an epic snowstorm. The roads are impassable, and if you could see the TV right now they’d be doing that thing where they tell you not to travel unless you absolutely have to. Driving in this would be madness. You need to face facts. You couldn’t get back to central London in time for this thing now if you had a private jet.’ He took a deep breath. ‘We are going to have to sleep in the car.’

Time was impossible to pin down in darkness this complete.

Jack had moved the car down the road before it reached a point where it would need digging out, but even parked up in a more sheltered spot in a layby at the side of the road, the wind was still strong enough to make it rock and shake. The storm carried on and on outside. Every hour or so, Jack ran the engine for a while and the air would warm up, then he would turn it off, and there was a slow descent in temperature from toasty, through to a bit chilly, down to put-the-blanket-over-your-head, face-numbing cold. The situation felt a bit less desperate after she’d drunk a couple of mugs from the flask of mulled wine. Jack stuck to black coffee. She opened the tin of mince pies, and the aroma of allspice and baking and oranges filled the car.

‘Smell that?’ she said, handing him one. ‘That is Christmas in pie form. The smell, the taste. I defy you not to like it.’

He rolled his eyes.

‘It’s a mince pie. I can actually eat a mince pie on its own merit without buying into the whole seasonal madness.’ He took a bite. ‘There are worse provisions to be stuck in the snow with, I’ll give you that.’

Jack lowered both front seats so they could lie flat, and dug blankets and a bottle of water out of the boot. Now she lay curled on her side wrapped up in one of the blankets. She looked across the gap between the seats at Jack, facing her just a foot or so away, his jacket zipped up as high as it would go. He seemed unfazed by the hassle she’d caused. He’d driven her all this way on horrible roads, and now he was stuck in the freezing cold and having to sleep in the car. This could have been her, stranded in the Mini with its temperamental heating system, in the middle of nowhere without so much as a bottle of water. She bit her lip at the thought.

Who knew it could even be so perfectly, flawlessly dark? She was used to walking home in the haze of street lamps. The only light now was the glow from the dashboard when the engine ran, the only sound, the weather buffeting the car. They could have been the only two people anywhere. The real world seemed very distant. Somewhere in Central London right now, Rod would still be at the ball. She could imagine him in his tuxedo, networking his way around the room by himself. The thought brought a guilty churn to her stomach, and she pressed a palm against her forehead. The partnership had been a joint dream for a long time, this promotion was a huge step forward in their plans, and now it was almost within his grasp, and she wasn’t there to support him. She felt like the most rubbish girlfriend in the universe. He had every right to expect her to be there 100 per cent. She had been there while he’d worked towards this, putting in long hours, making new contacts, and developing relationships, creating the perfect impression for his bosses. And now, when the thing he’d worked so hard for was finally within his reach, she’d gone AWOL.

‘He will understand,’ Jack said. ‘It’s the crap weather. It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault.’

She realised he was looking at her in the semi-darkness.

‘This ball was a big deal,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t just any old night out. Rod’s been working towards partnership for a long time, and there’s a promotion up for grabs. If he can pull it off then partnership is a given, way ahead of time.’

‘You say that like you have it scheduled in your diary,’ he said.

She smiled across at him. Little did he know how ordered her life was. It would undoubtedly shock the hell out of him with his day-at-a-time approach to life.

‘Actually, I kind of do,’ she said. ‘Life runs better if you have a plan.’

She craned through the darkness to catch the slightest telltale sign of an eye roll, but he was just looking steadily back at her.

‘Does it?’

‘Really, it does.’ She lifted one hand out of the blanket and pointed at him for emphasis. ‘Otherwise you can just drift through life, and suddenly you realise years have gone by without you actually having achieved anything. Think about it.’

‘Okay. Well then, what kind of plan are we talking about?’

She thought about the shared timeline she and Rod had brainstormed one night over a bottle of wine. How in the moment she had thought it so reassuring, the knowledge that Rod saw their future as inextricably together, and she could see that fact written in black and white if she ever happened to question his commitment.

‘Well, life events mainly. Goals you work towards. You know the kind of thing.’

‘Not really. What kind of events?’

‘Well, this partnership thing is a good example. The goal on the list is that Rod will make partnership by the time he’s thirty-five. That’s why this bloody ball that I’m missing tonight is so important, because there’s a promotion up for grabs, and if he manages to get that, then the partnership will follow a couple of years early. And then a few years after that, when he’s settled in that job and we’re married, and we’ve maybe upsized our living arrangements, then we look at having kids.’

‘Wow. In that order?’

She couldn’t tell if he was taking the piss with that sentence, and so she didn’t add that she had a spreadsheet on her laptop at home that had every hoped-for life event for the next ten to fifteen years plugged into it. That might be a challenge too far to him.

‘There is nothing wrong with having a life plan. I like knowing where I’m going, I like to not have the unexpected come and slap me in the face from nowhere.’

‘The unexpected can be good too, sometimes,’ he said.

The light was very subdued, but there was no mistaking how he held her gaze very still when he said that, and for some reason her stomach took on a melty quality that it had no business doing. Especially not in freezing cold temperatures.

‘Ahahahaha.’ She groped for a facial expression that felt like it channelled indifferent instead of flustered. ‘I can do unexpected as well as the next person. I’m just saying it can actually be quite nice to feel secure about the future too.’

‘Don’t you think it limits you though, in some way? You’ve got this path mapped out. Where’s the room for spontaneity?’

‘We can do spontaneity,’ she insisted. She and Rod. Absolutely they could.

He stretched a little in the flat seat and looked at her thoughtfully.

‘Okay then, tell me the last time you did something spontaneous, like on the spur of the moment, without planning it or putting any thought into it first?’

She opened her mouth to reply, certain that any number of situations would spring immediately into her head, bemused when they then didn’t. The silence while he waited made the racking of her brain even harder. Then at last something came to her.

‘The year before last we upgraded at the last minute to a suite at this hotel in Paris,’ she said triumphantly.

He failed to stop an amazed laugh.

‘Seriously?’

‘What?’

‘That’s your best shot at being spontaneous? A hotel upgrade years ago?’

She’d actually thought it not a bad example. But he had an air of amusement about him, and if he wasn’t taking the piss out of her right now then his next attempt at it was definitely in the pipeline.

‘This is the real world, Jack. Jobs, ties, responsibilities. Just because you can jet off at a moment’s notice doesn’t mean the rest of us can.’

‘I’m not talking about jetting off. What about more day-to-day stuff, like taking a joint sick day off work and driving to the coast, or even just trying a new restaurant last minute?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘I bet Olive would get what I mean. She obviously knew how to live in the moment.’

The car was getting colder again, and she pulled the blanket up higher around her neck. The thought of Rod taking a sick day for a jolly was completely beyond her imagination.

‘You’re so bloody irresponsible,’ she said defensively, because he had somehow managed to make her life feel a bit stale, when in actual fact she had it arranged exactly as she liked it. ‘I’m just not that kind of person, and neither is Rod. We just see things differently, you and me. Family and home life …  those things mean a lot to me.’

He was watching her with an odd expression on his face.

‘It’s not that family isn’t important to me,’ he said. ‘It’s actually more that it is.’

Before she could follow up on just what that meant, Jack pulled himself up into a sitting position and turned the ignition in the car. Warm air began to drift in through the air vents, lifting the temperature back up. When he settled back down, he avoided her gaze.

‘You don’t seem to spend much time with them,’ she said, watching him looking anywhere but at her. ‘Your family. If they are that important, I mean. Look at you going away on your own next week and everything.’

Jack looked across at her through the semi darkness. The dashboard lights gave out an orange glow, and the shadow cast from the front of the car made her eyelashes seem never-ending. Her gaze was fixed on him. That was his solution in a nutshell. Going away on his own. Tried and tested. The only thing that worked to make life normal again. What was it that made him feel unable just to shoot this conversation down for once? Was it this crazy situation, the two of them stuck in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night? As if there was no one else in the universe even awake right now except for the two of them.

He pulled his jacket around him a little, although the car was beginning to warm.

‘I’ve always been really close to my family. Spent loads of time with them. I lived at home until I was in my mid-twenties, they probably thought they’d never get rid of me.’ He took a breath. His mouth felt dust dry. ‘It’s just that things have been different the last couple of years.’

‘How do you mean, different?’

‘My younger brother died nineteen months ago.’

The quiet in the car. The words hung in the air. The reality of it, spoken out loud. He took the briefest of glances at her eyes. They were full of sympathy.

‘Oh my God, I’m really sorry.’

He shook his head at her, not wanting the sympathy. It didn’t help.

‘Since it happened, getting away has just worked better for me. New places, you know. The place where it’s most glaringly clear to me that he’s gone is at home. I mean Christmas …  could there even be a time when that’s more packed with stuff you do year on year on year?’ He shrugged. ‘Just doing family stuff really isn’t a piece of cake. Not yet.’

If it ever would be.

‘I can understand that.’

She was watching him steadily. He could feel her eyes on him.

‘What was he like? Your brother.’

‘His name was Sean. He was two years younger than me. A lawyer. Worked in London. He had an undiagnosed heart problem, and died in the middle of a football game.’

The facts.

Her gaze didn’t waver.

‘That must have been so terrible, I can’t imagine,’ she said. ‘I really meant what was he like? As a person.’

How did you sum a person up in a few sentences?

He closed his eyes briefly, considering in the silence. ‘He was two years younger than me. He looked quite a lot like me, dark hair, same build. He was a lot like me. We were into the same kind of stuff, sports, you know. Marathon running, diving, outdoor stuff. He was a good kid.’ He laughed at his own choice of word. ‘He was twenty-nine when he died, not a kid any more. I just think of him as my kid brother.’

She smiled at him.

‘Anyway,’ he swept along. How tempting it was to try to lighten the tone. ‘It was just so bloody sudden. Like one second here, the next gone. It’s taken a long time to get my head around the fact that he isn’t here. My family was just like you described when I was growing up, there were days out, family holidays, Christmas was a biggie. But now there’s a big gap, and at times like that it’s just more obvious that Sean isn’t there any more. Family stuff isn’t straightforward. Not yet anyway.’

‘That’s why you travel so much? I get that.’

‘Partly that. It’s really helped to get away. Especially to places where there are no memories at all, no reminders. And it kind of fitted. Sean had wanderlust. He backpacked through his holidays from uni, and he took a year out to travel before law school. He was so bloody alive, that’s what made it all so impossible. The month after he died I went to sort his flat out. Clearing out your gran’s attic made me think of it for the first time in a while. These things that meant something to a person, connections they had.’

How odd it had felt letting himself in to the hallway, the expectation that Sean would just walk out of the kitchen with a beer in his hand. The unreality of the reality that he wasn’t.

‘When we were kids we had this stupid list of things we were going to do: sports, challenges, places we were going to go. It was just a laugh really, but still Sean had ended up doing some of the things we’d talked about that were on it. I just found it when I was clearing his stuff, and took it home, and then I got to thinking about doing a few of the things on it. I thought it might feel like I was doing something for him, and it does feel like that in some ways. But mostly it’s about just keeping busy so you don’t think too much.’

He glossed over the point, often pushed by his parents, that there were plenty of ways of keeping busy right here.

‘It must have been a massive shock. It’s that thing, isn’t it? The correct order of things. With Gran, there’s an inevitability about it, even though I might not like it. I know she’s past ninety. I know I’m running out of time with her, and I want to make the most of every moment.’ She smiled a little. ‘I think that’s why I’ve been a bit off the wall over this thing, finding this person, finding out more about the past. This, for me, in terms of how I normally behave, is like serious acting up. I HATE being late, you’ve no idea. I’ve always liked being on time, planning ahead, list-making. I am that person who has a meal list for the week stuck to the fridge. Everything was so up in the air when I was a little kid that I’ve just got this aversion to unreliability. My mother would be late for her own funeral. She would turn up, I’d get used to her being around, and then she’d be off again. I hated it in her, I’ve always hated it in anyone else, and I especially hate it in myself. It’s stupid how it makes me feel so uneasy because I can’t get back for this thing that’s been in the diary for months. And in any normal situation I would never have chanced taking this trip at all, not with the weather and the limited time I had and everything. I chanced it for Gran. She’s really been more of a parent to me than anyone else ever was, and I owe her a lot.’

‘It definitely makes you re-evaluate life when you lose someone. Especially realising life can be cut short like that. The year before it happened, I was really busy, working long hours, trying to build the business up. I’d not met up with Sean for a while. We’d both drifted along doing different things, and then months suddenly pass and you’ve not seen someone. Life’s so bloody fast. After we lost him I wanted to live in the moment a bit more and just get outside the comfort zone a bit. It makes you really aware of how short your time is, not just your own time, but the time you have with other people. That’s kind of why I pitched in with this stuff you’ve been doing for Olive. Because I know what it’s like to have that time run out.’

‘Bet this didn’t fit in with your ethos then, did it?’ Her gaze was completely level with his, her hair spilling over the passenger seat headrest directly opposite. ‘A tea dance with a gang of pensioners. I really know how to live it up, right? Bet you wish you’d stayed put this morning.’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t been clubbing for a while. That waltz with Edna filled a void in my life.’

She smiled. Her hair shone gold in the halo from the dashboard light. Not thinking for a moment what he was doing, he reached across and pushed a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. They widened a bit in surprise.

‘I thought I had to jump off a cliff or at the very least keep moving to stop everything catching up with me. A road trip with you to see a gaggle of geriatrics, and I’ve not thought about any of it once. It makes a bloody change. It’s a whole new level of insane, spending a day with you.’

Lucy’s heart kicked into freefall and she took a deep breath, which was then bloody obvious because she had to let it out into the cold in a misty cloud. It dawned on her that she was not bothered about missing the ball. Not one bit. For some reason, spending the night in a freezing car in the middle of nowhere was more appealing than attending a glitzy ball in a dress she’d spent ages choosing with her upwardly mobile boyfriend.

Lying in the warm again-cold again darkness with her legs cramping up and her feet getting numb, it really bothered her how not-bothered she was about missing the ball.


Chapter 8

She noticed as she got out of the car the following morning and stretched her aching muscles that her house was the only one in the street that didn’t have some kind of seasonal nod going on. No fairy lights, no wreath on the door. Another trickle of guilt added itself to the churning blob in her stomach that had collected overnight and during the drive back from Hertfordshire. She was not pulling this Christmas cheer thing out of the bag at any level right now. Rod was right, it really was all so last minute. She caught sight of her own haggard face in the hall mirror as she let herself in, pale and sleep-deprived, with hair that wouldn’t have looked amiss on a muppet.

Rod was sitting at the kitchen table. He didn’t rush to greet her, she noticed. If he had spent the night worried that she was freezing to death in a snowdrift, that sense of concern had disappeared since she’d managed to get a phone signal and text him from the motorway first thing this morning. He was grimly drinking coffee, and, instead of being relieved and delighted to see her home safely, he had morphed into irritated that she was over twelve hours late for the ball. He kicked straight off with his opening gambit.

‘What is it with you these last few weeks? I mean, I know I said yes to taking the wild-goose-chase trip to Hertfordshire because it seemed so damned important to you, but am I wrong to be a bit hacked off that you didn’t leave early enough to get back on time for the ball? Or that you didn’t check the weather forecast and maybe delay this insanity, if not until the new year, then at least for a few days?’

‘How did the ball go?’ she deflected, because the list of her recent cock-ups really felt like it could run and run here, and her brain was seriously tired. All she wanted was a shower and a few hours’ sleep, but more than she wanted either of those things, she wanted her steady, mutually supportive life back. The one she’d fucked up with this obsession over World War Two at the expense of 2017. She wasn’t used to this feeling of tension in her relationship with Rod. She did not like falling short, she did not like messing up her responsibilities. She did not like this unexpected shift in her feelings.

He sipped his coffee, his mouth pulled into a tight line.

‘Clearly socially it would have been easier if my date had turned up, but on the whole it went well. I managed to network a few new contacts, I spent some time talking about developing the services I already provide. It’s all about growth.’

‘That’s great. You see, you were fine without me.’

‘That is absolutely not the point.’

Her stomach churned uncomfortably, and it had nothing to do with the fact she hadn’t eaten more than a few mince pies since lunchtime the day before.

When it worked, their life ran like clockwork, and that was the way she liked it. More than that, it was the way she needed it to be. She’d caused this uneasiness by not planning and thinking things through, and the best thing to do now was not to crash out for a few hours, but to get the hell back on with it.

‘I’m really, really sorry for not checking the weather, and for not being there. If it’s any consolation at all, I did try everything I possibly could to try to get a phone signal and let you know I was stuck.’

Her brain chose that particular moment to recall Jack wrapping his arms around her as he hauled her out of the snow and back to the car, and she shoved the thought away. She really was overtired. She swept on with the making of amends.

‘I’m going to have a five-minute shower, and then I’m cracking straight back on. I need to check on Gran, and then first up I’ll finish up everything at her house to make up for skipping yesterday. And then I absolutely guarantee I’m all yours. I’ll get the decorations up, I’ll stock the fridge, I’ll finish the present shopping.’

She waved her hands in an enthusiastic I’m-not-tired jazz hands gesture, even as she did it she wondered if she was actually going slightly insane. Rod stared at her as if he was thinking much the same.

She didn’t mention that she also couldn’t wait to get her teeth straight back into Gran’s belongings with a new sense of focus on any mention of RAF personnel with the initial J. A name, a rank, a place. There had to be some tiny detail somewhere. She should start in the box where the official papers were for the Land Army, there could be something in there. No need to mention that, she would just have another look through while she fine-tuned the tidying up.

‘No need to rush,’ Rod said. He stood up, rinsed his coffee cup, and put it in the dishwasher, then put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a reassuring squeeze. ‘All of this is my fault, sweetheart. I’ve put too much pressure on you these last few weeks. What with Olive in the hospital hovering between life and death, and the house clearing, and all the extra Christmas arrangements because we’re hosting this year. I know better than anyone how critical my family can be. I’ve not been fair. You’ve been slicing yourself too thinly, and it’s no wonder that something had to give. But you don’t need to worry any more, I’ve sorted it.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘The house clearance. I just took it off your to-do List. The whole thing.’

He headed out of the room, and she followed him, her head groggy with lack of sleep. She so needed her head shoved under a shower and some strong coffee poured down her throat to wake her up. What exactly was he talking about?

‘What do you mean, you’ve taken the house clearance off my list?’

He picked up the TV remote, flicked through a couple of channels.

‘I’ve sorted it, babe. It will free you up to get stuck into Christmas properly at last. Your mum’s dropped back in for the festive season. Turned up out of the blue last night, but said she’d had a chat with you the other day about staying at Olive’s while she’s in hospital. She’s seemed keen to be a bit supportive for once, and, really, you shouldn’t underestimate the impact it can have, a sick relative. She genuinely seemed to want to help, and I realised in a flash that the solution was just staring me in the face. I knew you wouldn’t want her under our feet staying here, so she’s staying at Olive’s house over Christmas. She can help with the hospital visits, and she’s going to sweep through the house while she’s there, save you the bother. Two birds – one stone.’

Her brain struggled to cope with the news that her mother was even in the same postcode area as her, without the add-on horrific revelation that she was at Gran’s house right now doing anything that could possibly fit the description of ‘sweeping through’.

‘My mother is staying at Gran’s and has taken over the house clearance?’ she double checked.

He gave her a wink, accompanied by a clicking sound, and made a gun-shooting gesture at her with his thumb and forefinger.

‘You can thank me later.’

‘Surprise!’

The heating in Gran’s house had been hiked up to a sweat-inducing level, and when Lucy rushed in her mother was in the kitchen clad in beachwear in the middle of bloody December. She was surrounded by the pile of stuff that she and Jack had shifted down from the attic and painstakingly sorted through, adding items randomly to a large box marked eBay.

‘Mum, what are you doing here? I thought you weren’t coming visiting until the new year. And you cannot sell off any of that stuff, I need it.’ As she spoke, she took an ornate picture frame out of her mother’s hand, poised in mid-air on its way to the box. She could see some of Gran’s forties clothing already in there, along with some bone china crockery, and who knew what else.

‘Will you just step away from the mementoes,’ she hollered.

‘Mementoes? I thought it was just old tat that needed chucking. I saw the skip outside, assumed it was all going in there, thought we might as well make a bit of money out of it instead of just offloading. Won’t take me long to list these bits, I’m an eBay master.’ She pointed at Lucy with an emphatic finger. ‘You need to think about your carbon footprint. Recycle, don’t bin.’

‘Seriously? You’ve got the heating on tropical, and you’re lecturing me about the environment? What are you doing here?’

‘I thought I’d put family first, since your gran’s been ill. I thought I’d come and help out wherever I could, all hands to the pump.’

Thirty years of behaviour spoke to the contrary.

‘What are you really doing here?’

Her mother threw perfectly manicured hands in the air that clearly hadn’t been anywhere near hard work anytime recently.

‘It comes to something when a person can’t visit their ailing mother without there being an ulterior motive assumed,’ she said.

‘So there isn’t?’

‘Absolutely not.’

‘How’s Giorgio?’ Lucy said pointedly. Her mother’s most recent boyfriend had lasted a couple of years. In the scheme of things, that was something of a record.

Her mother turned to the sink and fiddled with the crockery in the drainer. A dead giveaway, because Lucy had no memory of her ever doing something as domestic as the washing up.

‘We broke up last week, and as he owns the resort, my position there is untenable.’

As if she were CEO of a multinational rather than a nightclub singer. There it was, right there.

‘I knew it!’

‘What?’

‘That’s the real reason you’ve turned up out of the blue. It’s the same reason as always. Your life’s gone tits up and so you’ve come back home to regroup until you get fed up and disappear again.’

‘Not this time. I’m here to pitch in.’

Lucy watched her mother take a couple of plates from the drainer and open random cupboards until she found the right one.

‘I’ve heard it too many times, Mum,’ she said. ‘What’s the catch?’

‘There is no catch.’

There was so a catch.

Her mother picked up a couple of mugs and hung them on the empty hooks on the wall.

‘Home, Lucy,’ she said airily, ‘is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.’

‘Whoever wrote that was obviously talking about one-off crisis situations. Not repeat bail-out home visits over the course of thirty years. Home can only take so much!’

She pressed a hand to her forehead in a monumental effort to calm down. As she took a deep breath, her eye lit on the pile of Gran’s belongings that her mother had been sorting through. A scarf and a couple of books, neither of which had been in the loft – they were way too current for that.

‘Where did you find these?’ she said, stepping over to them and sifting through the pile. ‘What exactly have you been clearing out?’

Her mother sighed and looked up at the ceiling.

‘Well, it looked as if you’d made inroads in the loft, so I switched to the bedroom, thought I might make a start on the chest of drawers and—’

‘Mum, that’s Gran’s private stuff,’ Lucy said, shocked. ‘You can’t just go through it without asking her first.’

‘You’ve ransacked the loft. I don’t see any difference.’

‘Gran knew we were clearing the loft out, and it’s full of stuff that hasn’t been touched in decades. Her bedroom is full of her personal things.’

Veronica flapped a dismissive hand in her direction.

‘What a ridiculous fuss. It’s just a lot of clothes, and some old books and papers.’

Lucy frowned.

‘What papers?’

She sorted slowly through the pile. A funeral order of service for Grandad, the sight of which gave her a sudden pang of sadness. A few old birthday cards. She seethed inwardly at Veronica. And suddenly, an envelope, the address on the front leaping out at her. Horston Green. She snatched it up in disbelief. It was empty.

‘Where’s the letter?’ she snapped, scrabbling through the pile. For heaven’s sake, possibly the single most important clue to Gran’s suitor, and her mother had probably used it to light the Aga.

Veronica held her hands up in an it-wasn’t-me gesture.

‘I swear, I haven’t even looked through that pile! I just emptied the drawer and carried it down. It’s all there.’

Just an envelope? She turned it over and looked at the return address on the back top corner.

J Whitbourn-Marsh, Waltham House, Ware

Her heart leaped into thundering overdrive, interrupted by a double tap at the side door, followed by the sound of it opening and slamming. She knew immediately it was Jack just from that routine. Always knock, never wait for a reply before opening. It had irked her at first, but now she found she liked knowing that it was him. Her mother jerked to attention like a meerkat at the sound of footsteps down the hall, and Lucy collided with her on the way to the door to head him off. She made a futile attempt to grab Jack’s elbow and manhandle him from the house before her mother could force an introduction.

Too late.

‘Aren’t you going to introduce me?’

Oh, bloody hell! She did her best to make it brief.

‘Jack, this is my mother. Mum, this is Jack, Gran’s gardener and maintenance man.’

Her mother fluffed her hair and slowly held a hand out. Jack stared at it for a moment.

‘Veronica,’ she said, enunciating every syllable.

Oh, for goodness’ sake! Lucy was barely hanging in here on the cusp of being swamped by Christmas stress. Gran was still unconscious in the hospital …  she could take it. Her Christmas tasks were burying her alive …  she could take that. Rod was seriously pissed at her …  yup, she could carry that one too. But her mother rocking up and flirting with Jack could well be the thing that pushed her over the edge. Just no.

‘Jack’s just leaving,’ she said, widening her eyes at him in an attempt to communicate escape-while-you-can.

‘Just came to drop off something,’ he said.

‘Great! In the car, is it? I’ll come out.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ Jack called over his shoulder as Lucy propelled him back out of the door so quickly that he practically fell back over the threshold.

‘What the fuck?’ he said.

‘Sorry. She descended yesterday while we were in Hertfordshire. I haven’t yet got to the bottom of what she’s doing here.’

‘You forgot to take the box of stuff out of my car.’

She had been in such a rush to get back this morning and explain things to Rod that she’d literally got out of his car in the driveway and got straight into her Mini to drive home. Of course, had she happened to go inside the house, she would have got a shock to find her mother in situ.

‘What’s that?’ he asked, nodding at the envelope in her hand.

She gave it to him. His eyes widened as he saw and understood what it was.

‘Horston Green? Bloody hell, is this him?’

She looked down at her feet.

‘I don’t know.’

‘It must be, right? What are you going to do?’

‘It could be nothing,’ she heard herself say.

He paused and gave her an odd look.

‘It could be. But it might be the key to the whole thing, right? That could be his home address back in the 1940s. Okay, so he might not be there now, but at the very least you have his home town to go on.’

She looked at him. He was right of course.

‘What’s the problem?’ he said. ‘Aren’t you going to research it some more now?’

She held a hand up and closed her eyes, forcing away the surge of excitement that threatened to just take over, making herself think about everything else for a change. It was time to stop acting impulsively, dropping everything else on a snippet of information. Everything else was too important to drop, and she tried hard to prioritise. She hadn’t even managed to get to the hospital and check on Gran yet because she’d legged it here on the back of Rod’s revelation that her mother had rocked up. Yes, she wanted to please Gran with this past history stuff, but that would mean nothing if she wasn’t even looking after her care properly today. Now she had all the hassle her mother brought with her everywhere she went, not to mention that Rod was very legitimately fed up with her taking her eye off the domestic ball. She swallowed hard and pasted on a smile.

‘I’ll think it over,’ she said.

She took the envelope from him and stuffed it into her jeans pocket.

He stared at her, his mouth slightly open.

‘You’re kidding.’

She avoided his incredulous gaze, knowing perfectly well what he must be thinking.

‘Look, I can’t think about this right now,’ she said, staring down at the gravel. ‘I messed up yesterday, missing the ball, I haven’t even visited Gran yet because my mother’s turned up out of nowhere. God only knows what her agenda is. I have got to get back on track. It’s Christmas in just over a week, and I haven’t so much as bought a stuffing ball.’

There was a long and very awkward pause.

‘Understood.’ He held his hands up and backed away towards the car. ‘Not a problem. I’ll let you get on.’

She saw him shake his head disbelievingly as he lifted the box out of the car and put it down on the snow-coated gravel instead of carrying it into the house. He got behind the wheel. Her stomach gave a miserable churn. So now she’d managed to hack Jack off too. She filed that one away for later. There was only so much falling short of the mark that she could cope with at once. She watched him drive away, and tried to get her mind back on track. Back on a present-day Christmas that would live up to Rod’s family memories.

Since getting things back under some level of control was the only thing to do here, it made sense to delegate as much of that to other people as she could. Ideally to people who weren’t likely to have an ulterior motive for helping. Her mother, for one.

‘You slept with a Tom Hardy lookalike and nothing happened?’

Amy’s café was everything that a café ought to be at Christmas time. The air smelled of cinnamon and spiced orange from the seasonally themed hot chocolates, and the glass cabinets were full of gingerbread, Christmas cake and panettone. A bauble-festooned Christmas tree stood in the corner, reminding Lucy yet again that she hadn’t put her own one up, and there were sprigs of holly above the pictures. She sipped a cinnamon latte in between dictating a list of Christmas-treat food from Amy’s catering menu, headed, ‘Pass off the perfect spread without putting down your Prosecco’.

‘We were in a car in the snow in the middle of nowhere, with no heating, or, for that matter, a bed. It was hardly a suite at the Ritz. Can you put in one of those cold chicken pies? And a dozen or so of those sausage rolls you make with the stuffing in them?’

‘It sounds bloody romantic to me.’ Amy narrowed her eyes. ‘And surely there is no situation that can’t have potential with Tom Hardy in it.’

Lucy stirred her latte.

‘That’s because you’re overlooking the fact that we had to sleep fully dressed on reclined lumpy seats, the toilet facilities were freeze your arse off behind a tree, and then there was the morning drive home with no coffee, no toothbrush, no shower, no hairbrush, and no change of clothes. Oh, and also the fact that he is NOT TOM HARDY.’ She suddenly realised she’d missed the most important fact of all, and so she pointed at Amy with her coffee spoon to make it count. ‘Plus, I. Am. In. A. Committed. Relationship.’

‘How could I forget?’ Amy said. ‘Has he proposed yet?’

‘No, he hasn’t.’ She realised uneasily that the excitement she’d felt at first at that prospect was distinctly absent now. ‘And anyway, Jack’s met my mother now,’ she rushed on, ‘so any opinion he might have had of me will have plummeted.’ Not to mention his incredulity at her pressing the pause button on the World War Two stuff. And why those two things needled her so much, that bothered the hell out of her too.

‘I actually had tea and biscuits with Elizabeth Warrender,’ Lucy said, squeezing Gran’s hand. Then she remembered the letters. ‘Lizzy Warrender, I mean. From Horston Green. We talked all about the Land Girls, the farm, the hostel, what it was like. As soon as you’re well enough, we’ll go and see her together, and you can bore each other rigid with old war stories.’

She watched Gran’s hand closely until she had to give up and blink. Nothing. Not even the tiniest of responses. She tried again.

‘Jack and I got stuck in the snow, and we had to sleep in the car, can you imagine? He had to drag me out of a ditch!’

Nothing again.

She sat back with a sigh and turned on her smartphone. For the first few days of Gran’s stay she’d fastidiously turned it off every time she entered the building, as per the stern notices that festooned every wall, but which everyone else in the place seemed to openly ignore.

Whitbourn-Marsh, Waltham House, Ware, she typed into the search engine, not remotely expecting anything to come back.

A single listing, followed by a lot of random dross about Ware. A smiling photograph of an old man with crinkly blue eyes and a shock of white hair standing in a bunting-draped marquee, holding up an enormous pumpkin.

She stared down at it in amazement.

The picture was linked to an old edition of Ware’s local newspaper. And no story, just a caption to the picture. Mr Whitbourn-Marsh of Byron Avenue, Ware, won best in show in the Food Fair with his giant pumpkin.

Her mind was a whirlwind. Could it possibly be him? What if he still lived in Ware, just in a different street? He looked about the right age. And Whitbourn-Marsh was surely a really uncommon name, wasn’t it?

‘She was awake for a while this morning.’

Lucy looked up in surprise at the staff nurse, flipping through the chart at the end of Gran’s bed. The picture was instantly forgotten in the face of that smile. It looked alarm-bell-ringing sympathetic. She dropped her phone in her bag.

‘Do you think she’s getting stronger? I was really hoping she might be home for Christmas.’

A smile that was definitely sympathetic.

‘It can be difficult with someone Olive’s age. It can take a long time to recover from fall injuries like these.’

If she recovers at all. Lucy squashed the thought right out of her mind.

‘It can really help if you talk to her, maybe play some music that meant a lot to her. Talk to her about things you’ve done. That kind of thing can make a difference, engaging with her. Just be careful not to overtire her. Short conversations, keep it upbeat, that kind of thing.’

If she woke up again today, that was. Lucy had managed to miss that window of opportunity, thanks to her own rubbish prioritising. She smoothed Gran’s hair back from her brow. Was it really the right thing to be stressing about work promotions right now? Her mind returned over and over again to the photograph of Mr Whitbourn-Marsh of Ware. Surely the right thing to do was to put Gran’s recovery and happiness above everything else. There might not be much time left.

House cleaned through. Check. Freezer full of Christmas goodies. Check. Boyfriend in a good mood. Check.

Amy had provided enough treat food to make the Mini groan under the weight of it on the drive home. She’d even managed to buy a wodge of prickly holly and a massive poinsettia. No one could say she wasn’t channelling Christmas to Carmichael levels. Now she was stocking the fridge and cupboards under Rod’s approving gaze. And in response, at least he was back to his normal easy-going self.

Of course he was; he was like her.

He took pleasure in organisation and steadiness. And so did she. That was why when everything felt as if it was out of kilter or somehow offline, the tried and tested way to solve that was to channel her inner control freak.

She grabbed a pen and ticked off half a dozen items on the dog-eared to-do list that was now stuck to the fridge under a magnet so that she couldn’t so much as make a cup of tea without getting a reminder of how little she’d managed to get done.

‘So the word is that the promotion is mine,’ Rod said, in the middle of emptying the dishwasher.

‘Seriously?’

‘As good as. On good authority.’ He tapped the side of his nose with one finger, which clearly meant one of the senior partners must have given him the nod. ‘So everything’s working out perfectly. I can’t wait to tell the family. And the food all looks amazing, you’re doing a great job.’ The words at last hung unspoken at the end of that sentence. ‘It must be easier now you’ve handed some of the workload over to your mother.’

She shook her head in despair at the idea of her mother doing anything other than adding to a workload.

‘Glass of Prosecco?’ He opened the groaningly-full fridge and removed a bottle from the door. ‘Let’s get in the Christmas spirit a bit, shall we?’

Well, she didn’t know about the Christmas spirit, but she certainly wasn’t about to turn down a glass of wine. She took hers through to the sitting room and began to unpack the decorations from their cardboard box. The artificial pre-lit Nordic spruce that she and Rod had bought three Christmases ago at a garden centre stood in its usual seasonal spot in the corner of the sitting room. She started to hang it with baubles. Carefully co-ordinated turquoise and silver, with the odd dash of dark blue. They’d shopped together for all this stuff the first year they’d moved in together, and out they came every year. Maybe one day there might be a few of the tasteless homemade variety when she and Rod started a family, just like the threadbare angel she’d made at primary school and which Gran still insisted on trundling out every year.

That was what this tree was missing. A bit of soul. She put her Prosecco glass down on the table and went to the kitchen to get Gran’s wooden box of decorations. She opened it and took the glass pear gently out, unwrapped it. These were delicately beautiful, they made her glitter-encrusted collection look like tat. She took out one of the love notes and unfolded it.

This kind of love comes once in a lifetime. Hold on to it with everything you have. Do not let it go.

Who was this man, who had felt this way about a woman over half a century ago? Why had it ended there, something that strong? Had he been killed? Had it not worked out for some reason? She sat down on the arm of the nearest chair and turned the glass pear in her fingers, watching it catch the light. Was this what the whole lovely story was going to be reduced to? After all the magical thoughts and dreaming she’d lavished on it? Christmas bloody tree decorations that she would trawl out every year without ever knowing the full story behind them?

What was the point of keeping something out of sentimental value when you hadn’t a clue what the actual value was at all? Could she really just let this go? Should she?

 She put the pear back in its place in the box and crossed over to the sofa. Rod was hanging a string of fairy lights around the window with fastidious attention to symmetry. No longer would they be the ones letting the festive side down in this street.

‘Rod?’

‘Hmmm? Do you think this is level?’

He stood back appraisingly.

‘It’s perfectly fine,’ she said, not remotely caring. ‘I need to talk to you about something.’

Five minutes later and the fairy-light impression they were giving the street was no longer a concern. She really couldn’t blame him. She kept moving the goalposts after all, and he was someone who liked a goalpost to damn well stay where it was put.

‘No, I absolutely do not condone you driving back across country to find another random old person. This ridiculous quest was over with as far as I’m concerned with that ludicrous night you spent stuck in the snow.’

‘I have to do this. I’m going through the motions here, hanging up decorations, filling the fridge with last-minute food that I just picked at random because I knew I’d pissed you off beyond all reason by not getting things done. But I have to be honest with you: I can’t be totally invested in our Christmas, because my mind is stuck on Christmas 1944.’

There was a long pause.

‘Lucy,’ he said eventually, ‘you’re not thinking straight. You’re obviously stressed about your gran. Let’s have another glass of Prosecco, and maybe go out for dinner tonight, take your mind off things.’ He made as if to head for the fridge to get the bottle, and she put her hand on his arm to stop him.

‘That’s just it. I’ve been trying to take my mind off it. I’ve tried to throw myself into all our celebrations. I wanted to deliver the perfect Christmas for you, but I can’t focus, I just can’t let this go, this story, this whatever-it-was that happened to Gran all those years ago. I need to know; I want to be able to talk to her about it before I lose her. Something special happened to her. I feel it. In here.’ She pressed her hand over her heart. His incredulous expression didn’t change.

‘What exactly are you saying?’

She took a deep breath.

‘I’ve got the initial and surname of an RAF pilot. I think he was the man Gran met when she was a Land Girl, the one who sent her the tree decorations as gifts, one a day in the run-up to Christmas 1944. Beyond that I have no clue what happened between them or what happened to him, except that he must have loved her and wanted to be with her very much. And from her reaction in the hospital when I showed her the decorations, I think she felt the same. I need to follow this up until I can’t follow it up any more. I need to find out who he was, what happened to him. I think he might even still be alive.’

‘This is just work spilling over into your private life. You’ve always been the same when you’ve picked up a human interest story for the paper, following up leads all over the place until you find out what you want. You’ve just got a new lead, and you’re impatient to follow it up. I get that. I understand it, and I can respect it in a work context. It’s an admirable trait as a journalist, but, newsflash: you are on holiday. And you are putting a seventy-year-old, long-dead romance between a couple of geriatrics ahead of you and me.’

She saw that not only was he frustrated by her behaviour, but that it was incomprehensible to him. He really didn’t understand how she felt about this at all, and why on earth would he? She couldn’t really comprehend it herself. The Lucy he knew didn’t act on impulse. She didn’t disappear at the drop of a hat when she had responsibilities. She’d spent a lifetime being the opposite of that very thing, and being happy.

She still couldn’t put this on the back burner.

‘It’s just something I have to do. I know it’s going to be disruptive, but hopefully only for a day or two. And I absolutely promise you, I will keep it to a minimum. I—’

‘I’m not going to stop you doing whatever it is you feel you so desperately need to do that you can’t put our future plans or even our Christmas holiday in front of it. But if you really feel this is that big a priority for you, then my priorities might change too. Go and do whatever you need to in the new year with my blessing. I’ll even bloody drive you there myself, wherever it is you need to go. But if you push this now, with everything else we’ve got going on, you and me, I might not be here when you get back.’


Chapter 9

The doorbell was unexpected, and Jack went to answer it, still flipping idly through a small stack of travel documents. He grabbed his passport from the hall drawer on the way past. It would be Christmas day in four days’ time. In three days’ time he would be out of here and away from all things festive, and frankly, if he could have got an earlier flight, he would have. But it seemed the world and his wife was heading home or away for the holidays, and he’d missed his chance by throwing his hat into the ring for Olive last week on the drive out to Hertfordshire.

It was easier to think of it as being a favour he’d done for Olive.

The reality was that he’d put himself out so he could spend time with Lucy, not to mention the further fact that despite the disastrous snow situation, he’d still had a better time with her stuck in a car in the middle of nowhere than he’d had for an extremely long time before or since. An amazing time, in fact. With Lucy, who was living with someone else in a committed relationship that had been planned a lifetime in advance, and who was so far from his type, with her lists and her overthinking and her organising, that she really should be driving him mad in an annoying way and not an alluring one. Her lack of enthusiasm about the follow-up information she’d found had made it even worse. Clearly the Hertfordshire blizzard experience was not one she was in any rush to repeat. What he needed was a time out, somewhere completely different.

‘I’m going to Ware in Hertfordshire to find the missing airman,’ Lucy said the second he opened the door, half-full coffee cup in one hand. She wafted a clear folder of papers under his nose. He caught sight of the envelope she had shown him with the name and address on the back.

‘Can I come in?’

She didn’t wait for an answer, just walked past him into the house. He closed the door and followed her into the kitchen.

‘You didn’t seem keen when I dropped in yesterday,’ he said, putting his travel papers down on the table. ‘I thought you said you’d think about it.’

‘I did. I have. This is me coming out the other side of thinking about it.’ She pulled out her phone and brought up a photograph, held it out to him. He was apparently looking at a smiling pensioner in a vegetable competition.

‘Look at the caption. Mr Whitbourn-Marsh. It has to be him. It’s the last piece in the puzzle. If I follow this as far as it goes, then I will know one way or the other what happened. I’ll be able to talk to Gran about it. You want to come with me and find him? I’m not even asking you to drive me, I just would really like to go with someone who gives me the impression that I’m not having some kind of breakdown for refusing to give this thing up.’ She pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘Although, to be fair, the Mini is a bit of a gamble at this time of year …’

‘Look, I don’t know if it would be a good idea,’ he began, as if his heart really hadn’t leaped into action at the prospect of another day spent with her, even if it meant sharing her with yet another geriatric. Just what was going on with him?

Her voice trailed off as her gaze fell on the stack of travel documents on the table; his passport on the top. His flight bag stood open at the side of the kitchen.

‘Oh, I get it.’ She closed her eyes for a moment and pasted on a smile that was a size too small. ‘Of course you’ve got something better to do than cross-country outing take two. I’m such an idiot. I don’t know what I was thinking, actually, since the last time we did this track-a-pensioner-down thing it was such a laugh a minute. Not. I guess I just thought that since I found out this new lead, and you’ve really been along for the ride with this from day one, that …’ She trailed off again awkwardly. ‘Forget it.’

She did a U-turn in the middle of his kitchen.

‘Actually, it was a laugh a minute,’ he said to her back.

She stopped by the door.

‘And I really would like to know how this thing pans out. It’s not about that.’

‘What is it about then?’ she said.

How to tell her that it was about the fact that he was already thinking about her far too much after the last one-to-one road trip? As if he didn’t have enough problems with his headspace already. He would be much better off just exiting stage left and leaving her to get on with Christmas while it passed him gloriously by in the oblivion of a far-off hotel room.

She clearly had her own ideas about what his lack of reply meant.

‘This is you ducking out on family stuff for Christmas, isn’t it? Just like you talked about. You know, you really should try and move forward. Try and put an end to this avoidance if you can. There’s still a whole future out there for you. You’re living in the past with this thing, don’t you get that?’

Having had an unusually heavy dose of guilt dropped on his head already by way of a follow-up open invitation for any day at all over the whole season, which his mother had left on his answering machine that morning, further nagging on this particular point was not what he wanted to hear right now.

‘That’s really rich coming from someone with a World War Two obsession,’ he said, before he could stop himself. ‘I mean, you’re lecturing me about living in the past, and you’re the one standing there with a folder full of wartime memorabilia.’

She stared at him in silence.

In that moment he realised how defensive and unfair that sounded, but what did it matter when what he really needed to do was just get packed up and get out of here?

‘Fine,’ she snapped. ‘Forget I even mentioned it. Have a great trip, and snowboard it ALL away, or whatever insane death-courting activity it is you’ve picked this time.’

Before he knew it she was down the hallway and out of the house.

He stared at the closed door, then back at the travel documents on the kitchen table. This was for the best, problem solved. He just needed to jet off out of here and be done with it. By the time it dawned on him that not to go after her was simply not an option unless he wanted the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach to stay, she’d driven off. Probably to some other nursing home somewhere else this time, but he counted on the slim possibility that she might have stopped off at Olive’s first on the way there.

Lucy slammed the back door of the Mini hard, and got into the driving seat. Not as comfortable a drive as she’d had last time in Jack’s 4x4, but the way she felt now, she would have headed off to Hertfordshire via public transport if that had been the only option open to her. The Mini didn’t have anything as luxurious as satnav, and she was just Sellotaping a scribbled list of directions to the dashboard when Jack screeched up the drive behind her in a spray of icy gravel.

She didn’t bother to get out. In fact, she turned the ignition. If only the Mini didn’t take at least three tries, thereby ruining the kudos of the intended speedy getaway. Jack got out of his car, knocked on her window, and nodded at the box of records on the back seat. She wound the window down and looked up at him as if he were a minion on the street asking directions.

‘Yeees?’ she said.

‘You may as well just get that box out of there and put it in my car,’ he said. ‘Who knows what ditch you’ll end up in if I leave you to run amok in the countryside by yourself.’

She gazed down at the steering wheel. What exactly was she meant to make of this, him turning up? Was he taking pity because she really was now going it alone?

‘Jack, go and do your snowboarding thing,’ she said. ‘It’s fine, it really is. I can do this on my own. I can actually drive myself, you know.’ She turned the ignition again, and it still refused to catch, as if the bloody car wasn’t on her side at all.

‘My flight isn’t for another couple of days,’ he said.

‘So it’s about filling in time, then,’ she said. ‘You’ve got nothing better to do.’

There was a long pause, and then he crouched down by the car door so his eyes were level with hers. Her pulse jumped at the sudden closeness and the drop in his tone.

‘It has never been about filling in time,’ he said. ‘Not the World War Two stuff, and not travelling around with you. And to be honest, even if I was heading to Austria today, it would still be the case that escaping from the hell that is Christmas is, for some reason that I really do not get, much less appealing than a car journey with you to find a pumpkin-growing geriatric.’

‘It’s my ability to tell it like it is,’ she said, because the thought of it being anything else was clearly not on the cards. She’d seen the glossy, skinny, arm-candy girls he went for, and he’d openly said she wasn’t his type. ‘That’s what it is.’

‘If you want to feel intellectually superior, you go right ahead,’ he said. ‘Only if you wouldn’t mind, could you do it in my car, which has a working heater, not to mention an engine that actually kicks in when you want it to?’

Hertfordshire. Again. Same county, different town. This time Ware. Another trip, same company, same hacked-off boyfriend back at home, this time plumbing new depths of hacked off. She found she really couldn’t let her mind go in that direction. Not now. She’d put everything on the line so she could follow this through.

At least today the bonkers Christmas weather had decided to hold off on the serious snow. Instead, sleet seemed to be on the agenda. It pattered against the windscreen and slewed through the headlight beams in the dull light of the late morning, and she couldn’t help being glad that she wasn’t trusting the Mini in it. She glanced sideways at Jack. She really couldn’t even contemplate spending Christmas anywhere but at home.

‘You’re still going away,’ she said. ‘I mean not today, but you are still ducking out on Christmas, aren’t you?’

‘Too right I am.’

‘It just seems completely out there to me,’ she said. ‘Going away alone for Christmas, I mean. I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d rather be at Christmas than at home. Why don’t you think about staying?’ She watched him carefully. ‘You have to take that step sometime, right?’

‘Do I?’

She noticed he kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

‘Don’t you want to?’

He didn’t answer.

‘When you’ve done it once, it will get easier, won’t it? The firsts are always the most difficult after you lose someone, that’s what everyone says. First birthday, first Christmas. They are like milestones that you have to go through to get back to some kind of normal.’

‘That’s exactly the thing, though. I haven’t a bloody clue what a normal Christmas day looks like now. Normal Christmas day included everyone rocking up to my mother’s, stupid family in-jokes, a trip to the pub, TV afterwards. Going to my parents’ place now, it’s like no one knows how to act. I can’t take that. I’ve got my own thing going on.’

She felt a pang of sympathy so strong it made her chest feel tight.

‘The past is really important, but living in it is a really bad move. How are you ever meant to move forwards? You’ll be forever stuck in this loop where you’re taking time out from reality. What about family and settling down? What about if you meet someone who you want to settle down with instead of never dating the same girl more than a couple of times?’

‘Yeah, well, I’m not sure I’m cut out for some long-term heavy relationship, so it really doesn’t matter. What is the point, when you’ve always got this time limit hanging over your head?’

‘So what, you’re going to live some kind of half-life, and never look ahead just in case something else goes wrong? That’s really going to be your long-term approach, is it?’

He did actually glance sideways at her this time.

‘This from the woman who has her life mapped out year on year to the age of seventy.’

‘I do not have it mapped out,’ she protested. ‘I just like to be organised. I like to be able to count on things not disappearing into thin air. That’s not the same thing at all.’

‘You’ve got all your major events scheduled in. You know way in advance when stuff’s meant to happen. That’s beyond organised. That’s freaky.’

She was silent for a moment, thinking it over.

‘To be fair, when you put it like that it does sound a bit extreme. But I’ve never thought of it like that at all.’

 ‘What is it that makes someone want to know what’s coming? Don’t you think it leaves you open to crashing and burning when things go off course?’

‘In my experience things go off course because they’re not properly organised, or because someone hasn’t taken their responsibilities seriously.’ She paused. ‘No offence,’ she added, just in case he was. She had always found it comforting, knowing that the rug was not about to be jerked out from under her at any point, because her future was tied up with someone else’s, and it was the two of them against the world.

‘Gran has been my linchpin. I’ve always been able to rely on her, always been able to go back to that. My mother, for all her living it up and happy-go-lucky exterior, is never actually happy. She’d tell you, if you asked her, that she’s a free spirit, but she’s really trapped in this endless circle of dissatisfaction. She always thinks there’s more out there than what she has, always thinks the grass is greener. She just rejects family life and responsibility by calling it boring. She drifts back every now and again when whatever job or relationship it is this time has gone pear-shaped, and then she stays for a little while. When I was little I used to get excited every single time; I used to think this was it, she would stay put. And then it was like the novelty, of being a mother or part of a family, wore off. She’s been in pursuit of happiness for years and she’s never found it. Because if she had, she’d stay put in that situation for longer than five minutes.’

‘Maybe for her the happiness is in the pursuit.’

Well, she would have expected him to say something like that, since he was obviously all about the chase in his relationships.

‘So,’ she said, looking down at the printed sheet of paper in front of her. ‘I tracked down the list of personnel, and there was a Flight Lieutenant J Whitbourn-Marsh at Hunsdon Airbase in 1944. It had to be him. Gran’s J. So I thought, what if his family home was in Ware and he never properly moved away?’ She sighed. ‘But then I checked the telephone directory, and there’s no listing for a Whitbourn-Marsh in Byron Avenue, Ware.’

‘You really think it could be him, then? The guy in the paper?’

‘Well, the photo was taken six months back, and he’d have to be somewhere around ninety, right? I mean, I’d love it if I could find him, of course I would, but even if I can just find out what happened to him it would be something. And maybe if his family lives in Byron Avenue, Ware, maybe his kids or something, or even if he was there but moved away, I’m sure I could find someone who would remember him.’ She rubbed her eyes slowly. ‘It all sounds insane, really. You think I’m clutching at straws? I don’t even have a house number.’

‘What the hell, we’ll just ring all the doorbells until we get the right one,’ he said.

Half an hour later and he pulled the car up at a corner, right next to the street sign: Byron Avenue. Silence while they both stared.

‘Yeah, I was kind of hoping it would turn out to be a cul-de-sac,’ Lucy said eventually. ‘A small cul-de-sac. Maybe with three houses.’

The road stretched ahead, and Jack pulled back out and cruised slowly down it. Forty houses. Fifty. Hope plummeted as the number rose. Eventually he parked at the end of the road.

‘This is going to take for ever,’ she said.

‘He’s over ninety years old, and he probably gives his neighbours tons of veg. We knock on enough doors, and someone’s bound to know him, right? You take that side of the road, and I’ll take this.’

The first two doors she tried without even getting an answer. The first person who answered looked at her as if she might be mad. Perhaps she was. Hope was fading by the minute. What on earth had she been thinking, coming all this way without even a house number? She couldn’t stop her eyes wandering back to Jack again and again on the opposite side of the road. Knocking on strangers’ doors now for her, in the freezing cold, refusing to give up. Nothing was a negative with him. He had never once knocked her back. He pushed her forward. She had come so much further with him in this than she would have done alone. As she watched, she heard him thank someone, and then he was heading across the road towards her.

‘Number twenty-nine,’ he said, smiling at her.

She stared at him, not daring to believe it.

 ‘Really?’

 ‘Lives with his granddaughter, apparently. Big voice in the Neighbourhood Watch. So I’d say he’s definitely still with us.’

He headed down the street, realised she was still standing there, and walked back to her.

‘I can’t believe we’ve found him,’ she said, looking up at him, suddenly nervous.

 He grabbed her hand and tugged her forward.

 ‘Come on,’ he said.

Number twenty-nine was a little over halfway down the tree-lined street. A semi-detached place in a warm red brick. Set back a little from the road, it had a paved driveway and wide bay windows top and bottom on the right-hand side. There was an enclosed porch, and the brass knocker beneath a Christmas wreath on the door was freezing cold to the touch of her fingers.

There was a slant of late morning winter sunshine across the path, and her breath misted in the cold air. When the door was opened, not by a ninety-something dapper man, fit for his age and with a shock of white hair, but by a young woman with dark curly hair, the stab of disappointment in her gut told her she was really holding out for the fairy tale here. For heaven’s sake, she was a journalist: she really needed to keep a level of objectivity going. She smiled a professional smile at the woman.

‘Hello, my name is Lucy Jackson. I’m sorry to just turn up unannounced.’

The woman raised an eyebrow that said the impression she was getting was doorstep salesperson, so Lucy swept on as fast as she could.

‘I normally would have written to you or called instead of just rocking up on your doorstep a few days before Christmas, but I’m trying to find a J Whitbourn-Marsh, and I only had the name of the street. He’d be in his nineties now, I guess. My grandmother knew him during the war and she’s been ill recently, so I’ve tried to track him down for her. I know the chances are slim but …’ She trailed away, feeling awkward. What would she think if someone turned up on her doorstep out of the blue with a story like this? She pulled out the photograph of Gran on the farm in her Land Girl uniform, and handed it over to demonstrate that she wasn’t a time-waster.

The woman took it, looked down at it, and smiled.

‘You need to talk to Gramp,’ she said. ‘He won’t mind one bit, he can talk for England. You’re lucky to catch him though, it’s the golf club Christmas lunch today, so he’ll be out of here in the next half hour or so. Come on in.’

Lucy walked into the house in a daze, vaguely aware of Jack next to her. He was alive and well enough to be heading out to a Christmas lunch? Could this even be real? Her heart was thundering in her chest. Could she really just have found him? Just have knocked on the right door, and there he was?

He was sitting in a chair by the window.

Was this him? Was she looking at him? Her heart was beating at freight train speed. He was tall and broad-shouldered. His hair was white, and he had the crinkly blue eyes she remembered from the photograph. He wore a shirt and tie under a cardigan and trousers. Her own grandfather had been the same – always smart whether he was going anywhere or not. She smiled at him.

‘My name’s Lucy. This is my friend Jack. I know it’s all a bit out of the blue, just before Christmas and everything, but I’ve been looking for someone my grandmother knew years ago. Olive Jackson.’ No recognition. She tried again, ‘Olive Bratton as she was then. I think you knew each other during the war.’

If she’d been hoping for a rush of delighted recollection, she’d really pitched it wrong. Davina McCall made it all look so damned easy. He smiled politely in a haven’t-a-clue-who-you-mean kind of way, and so she brought in the big guns. He’d either know these or he wouldn’t.

‘I’ve been going through her things because she’s not been well, and I’ve been sorting through her house, and I found these.’ She pulled the box of tree decorations out and put it carefully on the table between them. He looked at it.

‘Of course I remember her,’ he said.

 Her hand found its way to her mouth. They’d found him. All the hassle, all the looking, all the stress and arguments with Rod, it had all been worth it, because they’d found him.

‘You sent her these?’ she said. ‘It was you?’

He was looking at the box of decorations in delighted wonder.

‘I delivered them,’ he said. ‘I didn’t send them.’ When he looked up from the box, his smile was wistful. ‘They were a family heirloom. We hung them on the Christmas tree when I was a small child. I honestly never thought I’d see them again.’

‘You delivered them,’ she repeated.

 ‘For my older brother, James,’ he said. He pulled himself to his feet using the arms of the chair, and chose a framed photograph from the many that crowded the mantelpiece. Eased himself back down into his chair with a sigh. ‘I was only twelve when the war started. He was twenty, and he joined up the first moment he could. His friends went too. I wanted to go very much, but I was too young to enlist.’ He handed her the simple wooden frame, and she looked down. Looked at James. The face of the man who had loved Gran all those years ago, who had felt those things for her. The black-and-white picture had a slight yellow tone. He was in RAF uniform, with dark hair that curled a little from beneath the hat. Dark eyes. He had an almost-cheeky smile that lit his eyes, as if he was someone who laughed easily.

Her heart was sinking.

‘You’re not him.’ she said.

‘I’m not. My name is Joseph. May I?’

She pulled her gaze away from the picture and looked up at him. His hand was poised above the box of decorations.

 ‘Of course, please.’ She opened the lid and turned the box around for him to get a better view.

He smiled.

‘Thank you.’ He took one out. The tiny top hat. He turned it in his fingers with a delighted laugh and held it up. ‘This one was always my favourite when I was very little. I would take it off the tree at my grandparents’ house and look at it. When my grandmother died, it was passed on to James to keep until he married.’

He put it carefully back in the box and settled back in his seat.

‘He came home, it must have been around November. It was 1944. We didn’t see much of him even though we actually lived in Hertfordshire and he was based not far away at Hunsdon. It wasn’t like having a normal job, of course – he couldn’t just nip home for dinner every night. But he had a bit of leave, and he came back to see us. And while he was home he took me aside and he gave me a task to do. Very important, he said it was.’

Lucy could not recall ever being more enthralled by a story, and it wasn’t as if she didn’t listen to human interest anecdotes for a living. She wanted to hurry him up, but at the same time she didn’t dare interrupt him.

‘He told me all about your grandmother. Olive, isn’t it? Said he’d met someone special, she was working on the land, and he’d met her at one of the dances.’ He frowned. ‘She was courting someone else before the war as I recall, and James wasn’t happy for that. He’d asked her to wait for him.’

‘What was it he asked you to do?’

‘I was to deliver one of these trinkets every day in the run-up to Christmas that year.’ He nodded at the box. ‘It was quite a task; I had to get the bus to the farm hostel, and it was a long walk after that as I remember it, up a steep lane in the winter weather. I didn’t mind at all, though, I would have done anything for him. James gave me the bus fare.’

‘I thought you were him,’ Lucy said. ‘When your granddaughter showed us in here today and I saw you, that was what I thought, that we’d found him.’

He smiled at her kindly.

‘He was killed in action, in February 1945.’

The room was silent. There was a clock in the middle of the mantel, and she could hear it.

She took a breath. Her heart twisted in her chest. After everything, after all the looking and all the dreaming, this was where it ended then. There had been no Christmas happy-ever-after for Gran, because James had never come back.

‘I knew it,’ she whispered.

She felt oddly close to tears, and swallowed hard to make the burning sensation at the back of her throat go away. Perhaps Jack sensed it, because he put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed her gently. She leaned into him a little. He was there for her. It dawned on her how much that meant to her, how happy it made her feel, and how wrong it was to be feeling that. Her relationship with Rod had been so grounding, and now it felt as if sand was shifting beneath her feet when it came to him. She made herself sit back up a little, out of his personal space.

‘I think I always knew,’ she said. ‘The notes he sent to her, they are just so heartfelt, and she kept the gifts all these years. She never talked about him, and just got on with her life as if he never existed at all. She didn’t seem to have ever heard anything else from him. I looked everywhere, but there were no letters, no photographs that I could find. He had to have died. It was like a dead end. I knew it. I just wanted to believe something else.’

Deep sadness for Gran churned sickly in her stomach. To have had something so deep and special, and to have lost it after such a short time.

Joseph leaned forward and gently squeezed her hand.

‘I’m sorry. Giving you that news is not easy. It is never easy, even after all these years. Still there is a gap, still he is missed.’ He smiled at her. ‘I wrote to Olive at the hostel after we found out that James had died. I came around to wondering whether anyone would even tell her otherwise. How would she know? They weren’t married or related. Would she have found out what happened? She never wrote back to me.’

She never wrote back, she just carried on. What choice had she had? Her mind flashed to her grandfather; it had been many years after the war that they had eventually married. Her mother was a late baby, especially for the trends of the time. Was this the reason? Was it that Gran had needed the time to come to terms with losing James before she made a start on a new life?

‘Could I ask you something?’ she asked Joseph, just before they left.

‘Of course.’

She picked up the photograph of James in its wooden frame.

‘Could I possibly photograph this? I honestly don’t think my gran has one. I certainly haven’t found one, and I’ve been through all her belongings in the last week or two. I think it might mean a lot to her to have a picture of him to keep.’

She held her phone on her lap on the journey back to Canterbury, open at the photograph. Kept it open on the table next to her while they stopped for coffee and food that she could only pick at. James smiled up at her, handsome in his uniform, his smile slightly lopsided, his eyes alight.

‘I don’t know why I’m disappointed. I knew the chances of him still being around were slim to nonexistent.’ She sighed. ‘I guess I just wanted the fairy tale.’

‘Who doesn’t want that?’

‘Can we go straight to the hospital?’ she asked Jack, as they neared home. ‘I’d really like to see Gran. I’ll get a taxi back from there later.’ What she really wanted to do was hug her. Had she even had anyone to lean on when James had died? Had she gone through that alone? The thought made her heart ache.

‘Sure we can.’


Chapter 10

At the hospital, he pulled the car up into a space and turned the engine off. It was getting dark, the street lights sent off an orange glow, people came and went. The hospital windows were lit up. There was silence when he stopped the car. Lucy didn’t get out right away.

‘Thanks, Jack,’ she said. She couldn’t quite remember ever saying that with such gratitude. ‘Not just for the lifts. I’m not sure I would have kept going with this if it wasn’t for you. What with everything else going on, all the hassle. My mother, for one. I just …’ She trailed off. ‘I’m just really glad you were there for it, I guess that’s what I’m trying to say.’

She smiled at him and turned to open the car door.

The air between them felt full of tension. Nerves kicked in at the pit of his stomach. What even was this? He didn’t do nerves.

‘Wait,’ he managed.

She turned in surprise, her hand on the door catch. She looked so perfect in the muted glow from the dashboard lights that for a moment he was speechless. What exactly was he going to say, now he’d got her attention? There was just a sense that they had been in this thing together, and now it was coming to an end. She would go back to her life. He would go back to his. It would be as if nothing had ever happened. And now he found he couldn’t let this go without saying something, just to mark that it had meant something. Being in the same space with her felt so right.

‘I don’t know what it is about you,’ he said. ‘You are everything that I avoid. You’re so in control of every aspect of your life that you drive me crazy. You’re totally focused on making your future happen the way you think it should be, that you’re completely closed off to spontaneity. All these things that I cannot stand.’

She was looking at him, her lips slightly parted, her hair gleaming gold in the soft light from the dashboard.

‘You’re not making me feel wanted here, you know,’ she said, smiling.

‘If I could switch off whatever this is, I would have.’

She took her hand off the door catch.

‘What are you saying? Switch off what?’

He put both hands on the steering wheel.

‘I don’t know I’m saying. I know your situation. You know your situation for the next forty years. You’ve got every nuance written down somewhere just waiting for it to happen so you can put a tick next to it, and I don’t figure anywhere in any of that. I don’t expect to figure anywhere. I just …’ He paused. ‘I’m going away in the next couple of days and I didn’t want to do that without telling you …’ He took a breath. ‘I like you. I really admire you for having stuck this out. For following it up in the way you have when you’ve got so much going on. For not giving in. I really hope it makes a difference for Olive. And I’d rather spend a night snowed in, in a car with you, in the middle of nowhere, than do literally anything else.’ Silence. But she wasn’t running for the hills, so he hadn’t screwed things up too badly, he hoped.

She smiled at him. Neutral smile, could be happy, could be polite, could be axe murderer. Unfathomable.

‘I hope your trip is everything you want it to be,’ she said at last. ‘Everything you need it to be.’

She leaned forward, rested her hand lightly on his shoulder, and kissed his cheek. It was over almost before it began, that moment, but his mind registered every tiny nuance of it. The closeness of her, the trace of her floral perfume, the lightest touch of her cheek against his.

‘Take care,’ she said.

And then she was gone. He watched her walk quickly across the car park, watched until she disappeared into the building.

Her mind was full of Jack as she headed across the darkened car park and into the warmth and brightness of the hospital lobby. The moment in the car had been wired with tension. She tried to fathom exactly what it had been about. He liked her? What did that mean. Everything he’d said about her he’d then almost immediately backtracked on. Her stomach felt butterfly-flippy, but her mind knew the score. Even in giving her a compliment he was incapable of being steady and clear. And did it matter how much her heart had leaped when she kissed his cheek? Her head could never cope with someone that unpredictable. Even if there wasn’t Rod to think about – after all, she had no clue what state her relationship was in, and this was not the time to have your stomach melting just because some hot guy paid you a bit of a compliment. A half-arsed compliment at that.

Her stomach churned uneasily. Gran had not been good the last time she’d seen her. If she could just be awake to hear everything that had happened, she was certain it would make a huge difference. A step forward. She ventured into the hospital ward with the gnawing worry that had dogged her for all these last visits. The curtains were drawn around Gran’s bed, and she opened them a little and stepped through carefully so as not to compromise Gran’s privacy if the nurses were in there.

 There were no nurses. There was no one at all. The bed was empty. And not just empty, but neatly made.

Cold fear crashed into Lucy’s mind and drove everything else out. She’d watched enough TV shows to know what an empty neat bed where you expected to find a sick patient really meant. She grabbed the cold metal bedstead to steady herself. Her mind took in the details, processed them. Gran’s belongings were stacked tidily on the bedside cabinet, as if ready for collection. It felt as if the air had been sucked from the room. She took a huge gasping breath. Where was she?

‘Gran?’

She took a step back, scanned the room. Three other old people on the ward, all of them asleep. She stumbled out of the ward and headed back down the corridor towards the nurses’ station. Ready to demand at top volume for the nurse on duty to tell her exactly WHERE the hell Gran was. She found the station unmanned. Really panicking now, she glanced around her for someone, anyone, who actually worked here, and only then did she become aware that there was Christmas music. Carol singing, in fact. She followed the sound down another corridor to where it opened up into the packed day room. There was a television in the corner, sturdy chairs covered in tough fabric, and a stack of well-thumbed magazines on a low table in between them. A circle of cheery people stood to one side wearing furry Santa hats, draped in tinsel, and banging out ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’, watched by patients and staff. Just as Lucy was contemplating standing on the table and demanding to speak to the head of the healthcare trust IMMEDIATELY, her eyes fell on one of the chairs, just across the room from her.

Not just awake, but smiling awake. Obviously frail and tired, but she’d take a smile after the last few weeks they’d been through.

‘Gran!’ she shouted.

She did an Olympic-worthy vault over the table, and was on her knees next to the chair in less than five seconds, taking Gran’s hand in hers.

‘Are you TRYING to give me a heart attack? When I saw the bed was empty …’

‘I’m not dead yet,’ Gran protested.

She put Gran’s hand against her cheek and closed her eyes. The singers had launched into ‘Away in a Manger’.

‘How you doing?’ Lucy whispered.

‘You should see the other guy.’

Carol singing over with, and a doctor’s examination later, and it seemed like things really were much better. Gran had turned a corner.

‘Do you remember me talking to you about the Christmas tree decorations?’ Lucy asked, when Gran was settled back in bed against a pile of pillows. The medics had gone, and they were alone again.

Gran thought for a moment.

‘It’s all a blur. Decorations?’

Lucy squeezed her hand gently.

‘The ones in the loft. The ones that James gave you.’

The spark in her eyes at the mention of his name.

‘You know about James?’

Lucy nodded. She made a huge effort to speak quietly and gently, not wanting to tire her.

‘Yes, I know about James. I met his brother.’

She suddenly remembered the photograph, and fished her phone out of her bag. Gran looked down at it, eyes wide.

‘I never had a picture,’ she said in wonder. ‘But I didn’t need one.’ The way she didn’t take her eyes off it belied this. ‘It’s been a very long time.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me? About him? About you being a Land Girl? It’s the most amazing thing and you never once mentioned it.’

‘It was a long way in the past. And I had your grandad to think about, how he would feel. I made a conscious decision when I married him, when I made that choice in the end to build a life with him, that I wouldn’t let the past detract from it.’

‘That’s why the decorations were hidden away?’

‘Yes.’

Gran continued to look at the picture.

‘What was he like, James?’

‘What was he like?’ Gran smiled, her eyes distant. ‘James was the kind of person you noticed in a crowd. He was funny and kind. Very determined.’ She sighed wistfully. ‘I wasn’t looking for him at all, you know. Your grandad had taken me out a few times before I joined up, and my parents were very keen on him. Then, when I was at Horston Green, the girls would go to dances sometimes at the town hall. We’d get a bus there. I had one good pair of shoes with me that I wore when I went out. The rest of the time it was these horrible boots for the farm work. And one night, not long after I’d got my posting, I went with my friends to a dance in my one nice dress, and I broke the heel on one of my shoes in a pothole in the road.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘Well, you can’t imagine how cross I was. I was hobbling around at the hall. And James came up and said he would fix it.’

‘And did he?’

‘I took my shoes off and gave them to him, and he promptly ripped the heel off the other one. I couldn’t believe it. At least I had a matching pair so I could dance, he said. And then he danced with me for the rest of the evening. All night. He held me like I was the only girl in the room. Like time had stopped. Like I was the only person there for him.’

Lucy couldn’t help but think of the care home tea dance, the way it had felt to be held by Jack for that stupid jokey waltz.

‘At the end of the night he walked me home, and when he left me at the door of the hostel he took my shoes away with him. A week later I’m thinking I’ll have to go to the next dance in my gumboots, and then a parcel turns up. Shoes back, all mended. I saw him after that at all the dances, once at the cinema, a couple of times just for a walk. And every time it was as effortless as breathing.’

Oh, the heart-wrenching romance of it all! Lucy could just imagine them all those years away. The bittersweetness that it had never had the chance to become all it could have been.

‘Do you think you would have ended up together?’

Gran was quiet for a while. Lucy poured some water for her.

‘Things were different then. Your grandad was a draughtsman, working on aeroplanes. His career was protected, so he couldn’t be called up. He was older than me, he came from a good family, he had prospects, he had a car. My parents thought he was wonderful. It was expected that we would settle down together.’

She smiled a little at the memory.

‘It would have been very difficult to go against my parents. It just wasn’t the done thing. James wanted me to wait for him, and it wasn’t just the separation that was difficult about that. Arthur was the easy choice, the best choice if you listened to my parents, or, in fact, if you listened to anyone at all with an opinion. The notes James sent with these Christmas decorations, they were all about him trying to convince me to stand firm and follow my heart.’

‘And would you have?’

‘I would have.’ Her voice was absolutely resolute. ‘Arthur was a good man, he was a good father, a good grandfather. You know that better than anyone. I did love him.’ She smiled. ‘But I only ever loved one person like that. As if the universe felt like it was aligned right when I was with him; as if I could take on the world if I could just have him. He made my heart smile. It was perfect.’

She looked into Gran’s eyes and thought about her own situation. Perspective had slipped into place and she wasn’t sure at all that what she saw was what she wanted.

‘Even though I lost James, I don’t regret a single moment of it, because he was the best and most real thing in my whole life. The one time I’ve felt like that about someone, the reason I know that love can feel that strong.’

Why did Jack come immediately into Lucy’s mind?

‘I feel so sad for you,’ she said.

Gran squeezed her fingers and smiled.

‘Don’t feel sad. Love comes in many forms. That kind only came once for me. Your grandad was a good and kind man, and I did love him. Over time it grew into a mutual respect and affection. There’s a lot to be said for a relationship like the one I had with Arthur. It was secure. It was reliable. I was looked after, and I felt safe. All of those are good things. But what I felt for James was something special, something beyond that. It was instant and intense and effortless, it didn’t need to be built over time, it was just there between us, and it was perfect.’ She smiled up at Lucy. ‘If you ever feel that, don’t ignore it. Don’t swap it for something easy or practical. James was right about that. Hold on to it with everything you have, because you don’t know how long you might have it, and you might never feel it again. That’s part of what makes it so special, you have to put your heart on the line. It’s worth it.’

‘I’ve always struggled with anything that I can’t control, I suppose,’ Lucy said, picking up her own paper cup of water and sipping it. ‘I mean, look at the mess I’ve been in with you in here. I just wanted to break you out and take you home.’ She leaned in and lowered her voice. ‘And I still might, if I can sweet-talk the doctors into letting you come out for Christmas. As long as you’re okay of course.’

‘You are more like your grandfather,’ Gran said, smiling. ‘And there’s a lot to be said for security and certainty in life. But just don’t rule out the chance to find more. Your mother has always followed her dreams.’

Lucy couldn’t stop an eye roll at the mention of her mother. Gran shook her head slightly.

‘I’m not entirely sure what those dreams are,’ Gran said. ‘To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure she even knows herself what they are. I think it’s more about knowing there’s more out there for her somewhere. It drove your grandad nuts, but I’ve never been able to be too cross with her for that, because I understand a little of how she feels.’

All Lucy could think about was Rod. There had never been fire in their relationship even in the beginning, and she had almost relished that. Fire and intensity that was too strong to harness could be swept away in a moment. On some level deep inside her she had chosen the safe option and hung on to it for all it was worth. Until now.

‘Rod’s got this amazing promotion lined up that he’s been working towards for such a long time,’ she said. ‘All these things we’ve planned for. I think he was on the brink of proposing if he got it. Once he keeps partnership for a couple of years, we were planning on getting married, buying a place together, having kids. All these things I thought that I wanted.’

Gran smiled.

‘I’d congratulate you. But you look like you’ve lost the winning lottery ticket.’

‘This future with Rod, it’s like this easy, safe, secure road ahead. I go down that road, and I know nothing bad will happen. That really counts for a lot. I know it sounds dull, but just knowing what’s ahead makes me feel okay on a daily basis.’

Okay on a daily basis. Was that what she was shooting for here? She closed her eyes briefly.

When she opened them, Gran was looking at her. Very tired and frail still, but her blue eyes were as shrewd as they always had been. She’d always been able to see straight through Lucy. Fibs had held no weight with Gran when she had been a little girl.

‘You could while away years being okay,’ Gran said. ‘A lifetime, in fact. Ask yourself if that’s really what you want. Be brave. Take a few risks. Be spontaneous. Don’t get to the end of your life and feel like you’ve wasted it. I would never have forgone those few months with James, no matter how dark and terrible those days were after he was lost. That time was worth everything to me.’

While Lucy waited for a taxi, Gran settled comfortably for the night, she couldn’t help wondering if she would ever feel that level of passion and depth for Rod.

‘Stop right where you are and don’t say anything until you’ve got a drink! I want to see your face when I tell you.’

Not what she had been expecting. She’d actually half expected her stuff to be packed and stacked up right about where she was standing. Instead, she seemed to have walked into some kind of party.

Rod removed her bag from her shoulder, lobbed it into the corner, and thrust a flute of champagne into her hand.

‘I tracked down Gran’s pilot,’ she said.

His face clouded over at the mention of it.

‘And I know everything that happened now.’

He immediately brightened.

‘That’s great. So it’s done with. Finally.’

She wasn’t sure it would ever be done with. Not for her.

No interest in how it had gone. It just hadn’t really been on his radar, this. While she’d been swept up in the romance of it, he’d been cracking on with real life. She didn’t blame him. She just felt terribly out of step for the first time. Her instinct was to try to fix this, to talk things through, to get back to what she knew. Only now she wasn’t sure that was even what she wanted at all.

‘My promotion came through!’

He put an arm around her and hustled her down the hall and into the sitting room.

‘That’s amazing!’

It was amazing. It didn’t feel amazing. The pleasure she took in it was for him, for the hard work he’d put in. All this talk with Gran, and now the thing that would have pleased her most a couple of months ago no longer felt right at all. She took a gulp of the champagne.

‘That’s not the only thing we’re celebrating.’

He did a jokey Keith Chegwin step. ‘Guess what I’ve booked!’

Oh crap.

‘THAT holiday. The one we talked about. The one we were going to treat ourselves to when I got the promotion.’

Because there was no if, when it came to their life events, only when. Hadn’t she thrived on that very thing?

‘Get your culture head on, baby, we’re going to Venice.’

It felt as if the world was spinning out of control. She clapped one hand to her forehead and held the other one up to ward off the manic stream of consciousness.

‘Rod, we need to talk.’

‘Let me get you a top-up,’ he said, as if she hadn’t spoken.

He made a move to take her still half-full glass. She held it out of his reach.

‘Can we sit down?’

She grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him to the sofa, made him sit. His body language switched from triumphant to exasperated, and he perched on the edge of the seat with his arms tightly folded.

How to put it. How did you say things weren’t going to plan, when in actual fact they were going more to plan than they had in ages? Their plan. Somewhere along the way she had gone off course, and now nothing felt the same.

‘I’m not sure things are working,’ she blurted at last.

He put his fingers to his temples and made small circles.

‘Sorry – what exactly do you mean? You changed your mind about Venice?’

His forehead pulled into a confused frown. She couldn’t blame him. All of these things he thought she wanted, she had thought she wanted them too. No wonder he was mystified.

‘It’s not about Venice.’

A long pause.

‘This is about the World War Two nonsense, isn’t it?’ he said at last. ‘I may have gone a bit far when I said I wouldn’t be here when you got back. I was just angry, you do get that  right? Now you’ve finished with the ridiculous mission, I’m willing to put it all behind us and get back to normal. Let’s just forget it ever happened.’

‘It wasn’t nonsense to me,’ she said. ‘And yes, it is about that, but not in the way that you think.’

Maybe that was at the root of it.

He waved a dismissive hand.

‘Figure of speech. Now your mother’s at the house we could shift things around a bit if that’s what you want. We could look into keeping Olive’s house on, talk to your mother about staying there long- term. It would make all the difference having someone living in with Olive, looking after her day-to-day care so you could just get on with things without the stress.’

New promotion, romantic trip to Venice, Gran on the mend. Frankly, the idea of her mother as live-in carer was a step too far in terms of realism, but there was no getting away from the fact that he was trying to come up with ways to keep their life on track. These things should make her happy. Would have made her happy. With the possible exception of the mother thing.

But it all made her feel as if she needed some time out.

It became clearer by the moment that their shared future, as they’d planned it, was suddenly out of focus, at least for her. She ran a hand through her hair. How to explain it to him.

‘Maybe it is about the World War Two thing,’ she said. ‘I don’t know. Gran had this amazing short-lived relationship back in 1944. Spontaneous and romantic, impulsive. Just talking to her about all that has made me feel a bit hemmed in by all the long-term plans we’ve made. I feel like there’s no room for change. And I know I’m not being fair to you here because this has always been what I’ve wanted, a future with you, it really has. I’ve always liked knowing what we’re doing, I’ve always liked working towards a goal.’

‘But now you don’t. Because you’ve been swept up by a bit of romantic history. This is the real world, Lucy. It’s 2017, not 1944.’

‘I do get that. I know it sounds like I’ve got my head in the clouds, but I’m not saying I want to drop everything and backpack in Nepal. It’s not that massive a deal. I’m just saying I’m not sure if I’m going to want to own my first home at the age of thirty-two. I’m not sure I want to know my retirement age right now.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with forward planning. Especially when it comes to finance. I’ve always had life goals, I’ve always thought ahead. It’s the way I work. You know that. I need to know where I stand with things, and if you’re telling me you need time to find yourself, then I’m not sure I can buy into that, because I don’t need to do that. I’ve never been lost. I know what I want and that hasn’t changed.’ He was looking at her as if she were a complete stranger.

She didn’t know what she wanted, she just knew it wasn’t this. How far had she come that the thought of seeing how things went didn’t fill her with dread? She was not used to feeling like this. Jack crept into her mind, and she shoved the thought of him away. She could not make this about Jack. Who could count on him? Even in telling her he liked her he’d made it clear it was going nowhere.

It was about whether staying put here would be settling for the easy option, when she knew she could feel so much more. That would be unfair on Rod. He deserved much better than that.

Moving back into the family home at the age of thirty. Not the way she’d seen things panning out, to be fair. It didn’t feel like regression or failure. Not yet.

‘Problems in paradise?’ Her mother’s eyes lit on the suitcase and bag as she put them down in the hall.

There was still time.

‘Mum, don’t even go there.’

She headed down the hallway towards the kitchen. Although, frankly, the drinks cupboard in the lounge was not without its appeal right now. Her mother drifted in her wake on a cloud of Chanel perfume, undoubtedly duty free.

‘Go where, darling? Go where? You’ve had a fall-out with your boyfriend. Tell me, darling, if your mum doesn’t immediately wade in with a tub of Ben and Jerry’s and a bottle of wine and a list of all his faults, is she even your mum?’

Oh, for heaven’s sake! She really wasn’t sure she could take this. Knowing it wasn’t working with Rod was one thing. Taking a time out, packing her bags and leaving the house and the secure and steady future that they’d planned together was quite another. The feeling that she was careering forward with no game plan whatsoever was making her stomach churn, and now she’d moved in with the woman who was the personification of flying through life by the seat of your pants.

She switched the kettle on and sat down at the table.

Her mother switched it back off and got a bottle of white wine from the fridge, and two glasses.

‘I’ll start, shall I?’ she said, pouring Lucy a glass and handing it over. ‘The way he says “mmmmm” when he’s eating a meal he likes, those hairy wrists, and the way he says “tee hee” when he thinks something is amusing.’

Lucy took a fortifying slug of the wine.

‘Mum. I am not doing a character assassination of Rod. He’s done nothing wrong. This isn’t even about him, it’s about me. It just wasn’t working.’

‘This is about the gardener, isn’t it?’

Lucy’s face felt suddenly hot.

‘There is nothing going on between me and Jack. We are just friends.’

Her mother actually winked at her.

‘You can’t kid a kidder. I’ve got eyes in my head, you know.’

‘Mum. Genuinely. This really is about me. Funnily enough I don’t need a man in my life to feel validated.’

Her mother carried on, oblivious to the pointed comment. Lucy wondered why she bothered.

‘There might be nothing going on, but that doesn’t mean you wouldn’t like it to. And he’s completely smitten with you, it’s written all over him.’

She took a sip of her wine. Why on earth did that comment please her? She refused to give in to the urge to question her mother on why she might have thought that.

‘I’m not his type. And he isn’t mine. We are poles apart. Therefore, we are friends, and that’s all there is to it.’

‘There’s no such thing as “all there is to it”. You have to give it a go. Give life a go. Do you think I got where I am by not giving things a go?’

Seriously?

‘Where is that, exactly? Because it looks to me like you’re still running the same incessant loop you’ve been doing since I was a little kid.’ She counted the stages off on her fingers. ‘Fresh start, get bored, neck back home, shirk responsibility, and repeat. On a loop for twenty-five years. That is you. Never a thought about how all that affects us. How it affects me. You are the centre of your own universe, and Jack is exactly the same. He is all about disappearing at a moment’s notice; he doesn’t plan anything; he throws away the rule book, and he doesn’t even do bloody Christmas. I can’t abide lateness, I hate unreliability, and I never use the word “spontaneous”. Unreliable is unreliable, whether you call it spontaneous or free-spirited or anything else. You know what the biggest problem with him is? He’s too much like YOU.’

She said it at a jokey level, but they both knew the reality. There was a reason why she was so obsessed with steadiness, and it was standing right in front of her wearing a kaftan.

‘Darling, you were a million times better off without me,’ she said, sipping her wine. ‘I was not the kind of mother you needed. I was clueless about how to be that. One minute I was a twenty-something party girl, the next I was a single mother. I made an attempt to reconcile the two, failed miserably, and then your gran and granddad stepped in.’ A pause. ‘For the record,’ she added, toying with her glass and avoiding Lucy’s gaze, ‘every time I came home it was because I wanted to see you. And every time I did, it became clearer to me that you were way better off without me. You’ve never needed me.’

Lucy looked up then.

‘I have always, always needed you,’ she said. ‘However rubbish you might have thought you’d be, you could not possibly have been worse if you were there than if you weren’t.’

Her mother stared for a moment, and then opened her mouth, undoubtedly to wade in with advice on the back of this new revelation. Lucy held up a hand to stop her.

‘That does NOT mean you can get back on the subject of my love life. It does mean I’d really like it if you gave staying on a try. I’m going to have to live here for the foreseeable, I go back to work after Christmas, and I could do with the help sorting out Gran’s care. It might, God help me, even be fun.’

She waited for the vague non-committal reply that any backing into a corner on commitment to stay generally elicited in her mother. There was a long pause.

‘Okay, so we won’t deconstruct Rod’s character over ice cream. I can accept that, but I think you’re making a mistake skipping over a major stage of the healing process.’

For heaven’s sake.

‘Stop missing the point! Will you stay?’

Another enormous pause, and then came a shrug.

‘I’ll let you tell Mother we’re going to be housemates, shall I? She’ll soon be back on her feet, it might even spur her on – she has this inbuilt urge to redo all my household tasks to a higher standard.’

‘Great. I’ll tell her this afternoon.’

‘You’re going to visit?’

‘I’m more than visiting. She’s not staying in that place over Christmas; we’re perfectly capable of looking after her between us.’ She took a deep breath and voiced the plan she’d been turning over for the last twelve hours.

‘I’m going to break Gran out.’

Her mother looked startled.

‘You can’t possibly be serious. She’s far better off in there with the healthcare professionals. I can’t possibly condone something so reckless.’

‘The doctor pretty much told me all she needed was plenty of rest now. She’ll be much happier at home.’

Her mother was shaking her head. Oh, how absolutely typical. There was no way she was going to get behind the project anytime soon, it was far too much like hard work for that. If Lucy needed help, she was looking in the wrong place.


Chapter 11

 ‘I need a getaway driver,’ she said when Jack opened his front door. It definitely had nothing whatsoever to do with wanting to see him again. It had everything to do with him being the only person she could think of who wasn’t likely to tell her it was a crap idea. And then there was the fact that stuffing Gran into the tiny, freezing Mini might not be the best move on her road to recovery.

He leaned on the door frame.

‘Going to rob a bank?’

‘Going to break Gran out of hospital.’

He raised an eyebrow as if he thought she might have finally lost it, and her heart sank.

‘Oh, bloody hell, I thought you of all people would get where I’m coming from.’ She barged past him into the hallway and threw her hands in the air. ‘She is miserable as hell in there. I mean, the staff do the best they can, but they are just stretched so thinly, especially over the holidays. I can’t bear the thought of her in there by herself for Christmas, and I figure if I get everything set up at home I can look after her one-to-one as well as, if not better than, they can.’ She took a breath.

‘And you are asking me because …?’ he prompted.

Because I have officially bowed out of the Carmichael Christmas in favour of the Jackson Christmas, and the only other person currently in that camp is my mother.

‘Because you’re the only person I know who won’t tell me it’s not doable. And you have a car that won’t jolt Gran to hell while freezing her to death at the same time.’ She paused, and gave him what she hoped was a winning smile. ‘Obviously, only if you’ve nothing better to do.’

‘What could I possibly have to do that is more important than breaking a sick pensioner out of a medical facility?’

She couldn’t stop herself from jumping up and down and grabbing his arm.

‘Oh, you are just the best, thank you! I knew you’d be up for it.’

‘Doesn’t matter if I’m up for it. We haven’t got her out yet. You think you’re just going to check her out like it’s some kind of hotel? Think again. She’s been really ill.’

She flapped a hand at him.

‘She’s turned a massive corner. I’ll worry about that this afternoon. I’m going to get the house set up for her first, I just wanted to check if you were in or not.’

He rolled his eyes and grinned down at her.

‘Another pensioner-themed road trip with you? How could I not be in?’

Her stomach gave an odd little flutter and she swept on before she could think too much about why.

‘You might want to not use the word pensioner around Gran,’ she said. ‘She prefers senior citizen, and she’s not afraid to say so.’

Less than an hour had passed before Jack gave in to the clock-watching and pacing. He probably shouldn’t be quite this happy about the prospect of what was undoubtedly going to lead to carnage at the hospital as Lucy tried to discharge an ninety-something woman who, by all accounts, had been unconscious until a couple of days ago. Was this what he was prepared to resort to now in order to be in the same room as her? He really ought to be getting some kind of a grip.

Instead, he got in his car and headed over to Olive’s an hour too early.

The house was quiet when he got there. He knocked and headed inside and down the hallway into the kitchen. There was no sign of Veronica, but through the garden window he could see Lucy, bundled up in a coat and scarf and dragging an enormous pine tree a foot at a time across the frozen ground. He headed outside to help.

‘That thing’s bigger than you are.’

She looked up.

‘I wanted to make it nice and festive for Gran. I’m doing Christmas, and I wanted to make a statement.’

‘A big statement.’

‘I couldn’t see the point of going small. Christmas just isn’t about going small, is it?’

‘Out of the way, then.’

He walked over to her and grabbed a couple of sturdy branches. She didn’t move.

‘I can do it. I can’t just call you up every time I have to shift something heavy, can I? Which is precisely why I didn’t call you up. You’re early.’

‘You can always call me up if you have to shift something heavy.’ He grinned at her. ‘Or if you don’t.’

She rolled her eyes, but there was a definite blush thrown in. He found he could quite happily never get bored of making that happen. He had it bad. Exiting the country really was the best route to perspective right now.

‘Stop bloody protesting and let me do it.’

She stepped aside, and he dragged the tree up to the house, through the French doors, and into the sitting room, leaving a trail of pine needles in his wake.

‘Where do you want this thing?’

She pointed at a corner of the room to the side of the fireplace. He hefted it upright and shoved it into the pot she’d put there. Droplets of melting frost showered him and the floor.

‘I thought you were doing Christmas at your place,’ he said, standing up. ‘Or is this for the benefit of the estate agent’s photos? You know, give it a festive flavour?’

She looked appraisingly at the tree, and pulled a couple of branches into place.

‘Yeah, that. The house sale is on hold. Long story. Having it here now with Gran. Once we’ve got her out. Want to join us for Christmas? I thought I’d do open house. Oh no, I forgot, you don’t DO Christmas, do you?’

‘I’ve got a quiet hotel in the middle of the snow. Log fire, hot chocolate, vodka. Want to come?’

‘Does it have Santa?’

‘Not within miles of it.’

‘In that case I’ll pass. I like my Christmases festive.’ She frowned. ‘When exactly are you off?’

‘Tonight. I just thought I’d drop over early though, there’s no crazy rush.’

He saw her shake her head despairingly as he followed her into the kitchen and switched the kettle on.

‘My mother’s gone out somewhere, so I thought I’d bring the tree in ready for later. She’s probably thinking about breaking her fingernails, the lazy cow.’ She smiled at him. ‘We need to bring a bed downstairs, and she’s meant to be helping me shift it, so she’s made herself scarce. You want coffee?’

She didn’t wait for an answer, just grabbed a couple of mugs from the cupboard.

‘What is it with you and moving heavy stuff around?’

She laughed.

‘It’s not heavy, just awkward. The single bed from the spare room. We can do it between us when she gets back, it’s not a problem.’

‘So what’s happening about your place, then?’ he said, taking the mug of coffee she held out. ‘Why the change of plan?’ He asked the question as if he were asking about the weather, when, in actual fact, he couldn’t remember wanting an answer to anything so badly.

 ‘Long story.’ She held her mug of coffee in both hands. ‘If we have this first, then we can do the bed and go and get Gran. Then later on I can do shopping and stuff.’

 ‘Still stuff on the to-do list, then.’

 ‘To-do list is done with,’ she said shortly.

Before he could question what that meant, she was across the room putting the milk back in the fridge.

‘How come you’re doing Christmas here?’

‘I’ve moved back in with Gran.’ A pause. ‘And my mother. It’s going to be interesting.’

His heart rate zipped into overdrive.

‘Your mother’s staying too?’

She pulled a sceptical face and leaned against the counter.

‘She says she is. Maybe I should just take that and be happy with it instead of expecting too much, expecting her to be someone that’s she’s never going to be.’ The box of decorations lay open on the counter next to her. She looked down at it and ran a hand distractedly through her hair. ‘In my head, as a kid, I had this idea of what a perfect mother should be. I used to feed it when I was at school. My friends’ mothers waiting at the school gate, while mine was in Morocco, or Tenerife, or Benidorm, or just insert any holiday destination with sunshine. Maybe that benchmark was just unfair. Once I moved in with Gran and Grandad, she’d rock back up and think it all ran like clockwork without her.’ She nodded around her, taking in the house with its disarray. ‘It’s so far from clockwork right now that she fits right in. So maybe she will stay this time.’ She looked at him and smiled. ‘I’m glad you came over early,’ she said.

‘Because I helped you shift the ambitious Christmas tree?’

‘No, because I wanted to say thanks again. For coming with me to find Elizabeth and Joseph. For not letting me give up and chuck the whole thing in a skip.’

‘You would have gone anyway,’ he said.

‘I’m not sure I would have. You’ve been such a good mate these last few weeks.’

He crossed the kitchen and stood next to her against the counter, leaned back like she was. Her head just about reached his shoulder. He put his arm around her, and she smiled sideways at him in a way that had him clenching his hands to stop himself from pulling her in tight against him and kissing her until she couldn’t breathe. Somewhere along the way, he had side-slipped into the role of supportive friend. The thing was, that really didn’t feel like it was enough any longer, not for him, not now he knew she might be free. It took a monumental effort. but instead of sliding his hands into her hair and drawing her lower lip, which looked to him like the softest thing in the universe, into his mouth, he pulled her against him and kissed her forehead. The closeness of her, the warm sweet scent of her hair. Every instinct told him to pick her up and take her to the nearest lockable room, and all that stopped him was the thought of what would happen afterwards. She was indispensable now, and that made things a whole lot harder. He’d spent so much time making sure he never dated anyone that he couldn’t do without, and now this had crept up on him in the guise of spoken-for friend, who was now no longer spoken for.

‘I hope you have a fantastic Christmas,’ he said, against the smooth milky skin of her forehead.

He felt her hand tighten momentarily on his shirt at his shoulder blade, and then she stood up straight and walked away, out of his reach, to put her coffee mug in the sink.

The bed was the metal-framed single from the spare room. She had already removed the screws, and it leaned against the wall in pieces to be carried down.

‘Don’t go dropping it or throwing yourself down the stairs now,’ he called up to her. ‘You know what you can be like. I’ve never met anyone so accident prone.’

‘Any Laurel and Hardy jokes, and I’ll set my mother on you,’ she said.

‘Well, I’m obviously the organiser in this partnership,’ he said. ‘Lift that a bit higher over the banister …  that’s it.’ He made sure he took the weight of it.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ she called from the landing. ‘But without me this would just fall on your head, and then you’d be the one trapped under something heavy, right?’

He bolted the bed back together in the sitting room, while she organised bedding.

‘This is perfect,’ she said, adding plenty of squashy pillows. ‘She’ll be right in the middle of everything while she rests up, and she can watch all the trash TV she likes. Plus, she’ll be much warmer in here with the fire. Thanks so much for helping me.’

‘No problem. Now let’s go and cause a security alert at the hospital, shall we?’

Lunch had just been served at the hospital when they arrived. It didn’t seem to matter what was on the menu, it always smelled of meat and unidentifiable vegetables. At the nurses’ station outside the ward, Lucy glanced sideways at Jack.

‘Let’s try and do it by the book first, shall we?’

He shrugged.

‘These people are the gatekeepers,’ he said. ‘Worth a try I guess.’

She leaned over the high counter and spoke to the nurse on duty.

‘Olive Jackson. What are my chances of getting her discharged today?’

The nurse tapped her pen against her teeth thoughtfully.

‘Well, to use a seasonal analogy,’ she said. ‘Imagine a snowball in hell. Then divide that by ten.’

Oh terrific.

‘There is nothing that she’s getting here that I can’t provide,’ Lucy protested. ‘She’s not on a drip, she’s not hooked up to any monitors, it’s just a matter of a few tablets and bedrest, and I am a responsible adult.’

She saw Jack pull an amused face in her peripheral vision and deliberately ignored him. The nurse wasn’t moved.

‘Even if she’s up to it, which is a coin-toss at best, she needs to be checked over by a doctor before discharge, and they’re like hens’ teeth. It’s Christmas, in case you hadn’t noticed, and there’s some kind of emergency in A & E that’s hoovered up anyone with a stethoscope. I wouldn’t pin my hopes on today.’

‘No leeway at all?’ Lucy pressed.

‘Nope. Just giving it to you straight.’

‘Well, that went well. Not,’ she said to Jack as they headed down the corridor. They turned into the ward to find Gran propped up in the bed reading Hello. She looked up at them in such delight that Lucy’s heart sank. How could they possibly leave her on her own in this place?

‘Do you want the good news or the bad news?’ Lucy said to her, pulling up a chair. Jack sat down on the other side of the bed.

‘The good. Obviously.’

‘I’ve got the house ready for you to come home for Christmas. Your house, not mine. Bit of a change of plan, I know, but it’s all good.’

Gran’s eyes lit up.

‘And the bad news is …?’

‘The way it’s looking, you’ll be hanging on for days waiting to see a doctor to be discharged. They’re short-staffed.’

‘Sod the discharge then,’ Gran said. ‘Just tell them we’re going, and get me out of here. It’s not a bloody prison.’

‘It’s not as simple as that. What about a care plan when you get out? What about painkillers?’

Gran flapped a hand.

‘We’ll call up Doctor Dudley when we get home. He’s been my GP for thirty years, he’ll see me right if I need anything. I’ve been perfectly fine for ninety-two years, and I’ve got tights older than half the doctors in this place. I’m not about to run a marathon, I just want a decent cup of tea.’

Lucy met Jack’s eyes across the bed. He smiled at her.

‘Let’s do it,’ he said.

If the bed hadn’t been in the way, she would have hugged him right then and there. How was it that the partner-in-crime vibe he had was so appealing? The way he took her wants and made them feel doable. Literally anything felt possible with him in her corner, she could never tell where they would end up. And, instead of struggling with the unpredictability of this fact, she found herself liking it. Gran would be home for Christmas: the thought filled her with happiness, and she wasn’t sure she would have pushed hard enough to make it happen without him.

Trundling an AWOL pensioner in a wheelchair past the nurses’ station without drawing attention to yourselves was definitely made easier by the fact it was Christmas.

‘They can’t actually stop us, it is a free country,’ Lucy said, tucking a blanket over Gran’s knees. ‘Maybe I should just try and talk them round.’

‘Rubbish,’ Gran said. ‘We’ll be stuck here for hours while they argue the point and make you feel guilty. Get me home and break out the sherry.’

‘Just wait until the nurse is distracted,’ Jack said, draping tinsel around the wheelchair. ‘Put this on.’ He handed Gran a sparkly green party hat. ‘Anyone asks, we’re going to watch the carol singing.’

‘Carol singing?’

He shrugged.

‘It’s Christmas week, there are bound to be carol singers somewhere in this place.’

At the nurses’ station, she put both elbows on the counter and waved her hands, enthusing about the hospital Christmas lunch menu while Gran sped past behind her like Jensen Button, with Jack at the steering wheel.

‘I’ve left a note with my phone number and address, and told them I’ll make sure she sees the family doctor,’ Lucy said, running to catch up. ‘They’ll be glad of the free bed.’

In the car, with Gran settled comfortably in the back seat and the heater on full, Jack returned the wheelchair to the building and walked back to the car. As he crossed the frosty car park he could see Lucy In the car, kneeling on the front seat and talking excitedly to Gran in the back. Lucy’s hair gleamed gold in the light, and she was smiling. His heart upped speed. The last hour had been a laugh. There was no other word for it. He’d had so much fun with the pair of them. The thought of it coming to an end brought in an instant downer. After Christmas with Olive on the mend, he would go back to doing occasional work for her in the garden and the house, Lucy would go back to work. After Christmas, it would be as-you-were. And while he really wasn’t sure that was what he wanted, how could he make it into anything else?

Napping in bed in the sitting room, propped comfortably up with a small sherry, the TV remote and the Christmas Radio Times, Gran looked a million times better already. Jack was shifting the furniture around to give more space and there was just the tree left to decorate. Lucy headed to the kitchen, feeling warm and happy, to get James’s box of decorations. This year she and Gran could look at them and remember. She walked out of the sitting room and fell straight over a bulging suitcase that had appeared in the hallway. She frowned down at it. Not just any suitcase. Her mother’s flashy fake Louis Vuitton suitcase.

What the actual fuck?

Her mother appeared at the top of the stairs as if on cue, weighed down with the rest of the Vuitton collection and wearing a floppy sunhat like it wasn’t minus one degree outside. As if to press the point even more, the honk of a car horn sounded outside the house. A thousand childhood flashbacks gathered themselves into one giant cannonball-sized dose of déjà vu and dumped themselves into Lucy’s brain.

Her mother, true to form, was leaving. After everything she’d said, it was back to the same old same old. And Lucy had fallen for the same old bollocks yet again.

‘You’re leaving,’ she said, watching as her mother manoeuvred herself down the stairs carefully in her flowy jumpsuit and heels. ‘In fact, you’re not even just leaving, you couldn’t actually be arsed to tell me that you are. And what about Gran? You’ve talked to her for five minutes since we brought her home.’

It was that more than anything else. Bad enough that she was heading off, true to form after all the times she’d done exactly this when Lucy was growing up. But after everything that had been said this last couple of days, not to actually discuss the situation first was the thing that really hurt.

‘I’ve talked to Mother. She understands. And the taxi’s turned up early. I was absolutely not going to leave without saying goodbye.’

‘If that’s true, then why didn’t you talk to me about it before you even ordered the bloody thing?’ She held up a hand to stop the excuses, all of which she would have heard before. ‘I’ll tell you why. Because you didn’t want to give me the chance to try to talk you out of it, and most of all, you didn’t want the guilt trip.’

The silence was enough of a reply. She had done this so many times, she just had no will to argue left. Not this time. This time had felt different; she had actually thought they had the beginnings of a relationship going on that might bring more good than stress. Had thought they might even work well as a team now, supporting Gran. What an idiot she had been to get sucked back into this yet again.

‘Where is it this time?’

As if it mattered. It could be any one of a hundred destinations, but that didn’t change the basic facts. She pressed her lips tightly together.

‘Come into the kitchen,’ her mother said.

‘For what reason would I possibly want to do that?’

‘Hang on …’

Lucy watched her clatter down the hallway in her high heels and wrench open the door. Through the open door she saw her teeter out across the icy gravel and say something to the taxi driver. As she headed back inside the driver did a three-point turn and headed back down the drive. Scepticism that she’d delayed him for a bit fought inside her with the hope that she’d just cancelled the whole trip.

‘You’ve changed your mind?’ she said, as her mother ushered her into the kitchen and sat down opposite her at the table.

‘I asked him to come back in half an hour. I can still make my flight, I left plenty of time.’

Scepticism had always been the right option when it came to her mother.

‘Tenerife,’ she said.

As if Lucy even cared.

‘I’ve spent most of my time there over the last few years, I’ve made a lot of friends. I’ve got an invitation to spend Christmas and New Year. Giorgio will be there.’

 ‘What about family? I thought you were finally going to have a bit of a shot at family for the first time in sixty-odd years.’

‘Fifty-odd, darling. Please.’

‘You’re mugging off me and Gran, when we need you, to party on down in Tenerife.’

‘You’re—’

‘Don’t you dare say I’m better off without you.’

‘I wasn’t going to. Even though I think it’s true. It isn’t about partying.’

She reached across the table for Lucy’s hand.

‘I thought I could do what we talked about. I really did. I thought I could settle down and be a part of things here, but I couldn’t do that in my twenties when you were little. I couldn’t do it in my thirties. I still can’t do it now. I’m just not that person, Lucy. It isn’t that I don’t want to be, it’s just that I’m not. I will be back though, I promise you. I will call you, and I will visit you. I know I’ve fallen out of touch in the past, but that won’t happen any more.’

Lucy looked down at her mother’s hand, squeezing hers. There was no point trying to make this into something other than what it was. Their relationship was just always going to be this. It was a matter of accepting it for what it was rather than trying to make it into something else. She was never going to be one of those mums at the school gate. Maybe it was time to quit expecting her to be.

Olive was sleeping soundly now. Jack turned the sound down a little on the TV and headed out to the kitchen. Lucy stood by the table looking down at James’s tree decorations. As he watched, she picked one up and unwrapped it. She looked up as he came in, and he frowned. She looked distant. Then she offered him a smile. Why was it so hard to take his eyes off her when she did that? He saw her gaze dip to his jacket, over his arm.

‘You off then?’ she said. Matter-of-fact. ‘For your non-Christmas?’

 No reason to drop back here after this. Minimal gardening work over January and February. He realised in that moment that he couldn’t leave. Not like this.

‘Would you like to go out?’ he said, before he could talk himself out of it.

She looked blank.

‘What, now?’ She held up the pear decoration, suspended by its faded gold ribbon from one finger. ‘I need to get the tree sorted.’

Oh, for God’s sake!

He strode across the kitchen and took her free hand in his. She glanced down at it in surprise.

‘No, not right now. When I get back. Do you fancy getting dinner, or coffee sometime?’

‘What, like a date?’ She narrowed her eyes as if she were missing the point, when how could he even be more clear?

 Based on his experience, this was not going massively well thus far. Usually, when he rolled out one of those questions, the response involved a date and time.

‘Yeah, what do you reckon? When I get back from this trip.’

‘When you get back from this trip,’ she repeated. She looked down at the glass pear, not at him, turning it slowly in her hand. ‘This trip that you don’t need to take, this trip that’s basically being used to avoid Christmas rather than being about anything you really want or need to do.’

‘That’s the one, yes.’

‘You could stay, you know,’ she said, glancing up. ‘Just bin this bloody snowboarding thing and stay. Come and have Christmas day here if you don’t go to your family – it would still be a step in the right direction. It won’t be much, just a roast dinner, which to be fair I’ll be winging it on, but it would be a laugh. Then just some neighbours and friends might drop in. Might do a board game, or watch a movie.’ Then she frowned, as if she were thinking it over. ‘It sounded a lot more exciting in my head. I can tell you’re not sold.’

Was it that obvious? It all sounded far too much like his own family Christmas for comfort. The urge to put as much distance between himself and anything as festive as a turkey dinner or charades was right there making his muscles tense up.

‘Maybe I’ll do it next year. Just take this time out and get my head straight. So when I get back, what do you reckon?’

The want. The desire just to say yes immediately. All the while listening to him, to the way he avoided the subject, knowing she would have to say no. How could she possibly do anything else now, how could she just instantly put herself back up there for him, when her mother had just knocked her down? The happiness, the anything-is-possible high she’d felt after bringing Gran home, disintegrated. Her mother had just checked out of her life. She’d called that one the wrong way once too often. How could she possibly trust her judgement now with this? It would be madness. He clearly couldn’t bear the thought of family closeness, and the idea that she could somehow fit into his quest to live life like there was no tomorrow was just stupid. She would be lucky if it lasted a few weeks, and she couldn’t do this again. She couldn’t buy into this situation only for it to crash and burn.

He was kidding himself. She could see in his eyes that he knew he was. And the rigid future she’d just stepped away from might have been too much to live with, but she really wasn’t sure she had room in her life for another person who had the ability to show up and disappear at random.

‘I reckon there will always be a next year,’ she said.

Years could pass, and he would still be saying the same thing, stuck in this place and unable to take the next step forward. Escaping whenever it became too real for him.

 She smiled.

 ‘I’d love to, Jack. I really would.’

 He knew her well enough to pick up on that not being a yes.

 ‘But?’

 ‘But I really can’t be one of those girls you date who is happy with the all-night-wonder thing, or whatever it bloody well is, and who then don’t bat an eyelid when you duck out to go on this trip or that trip because your need to distance yourself kicks back in. I might have changed my mind about knowing the year I buy my first home, or where I will go on my next five holidays or my retirement age, but I haven’t quite achieved happy-go-lucky to that degree. I need someone I can count on. And I’ll drive you nuts within a week because of that. Maybe we’re just better as mates.’

He looked so gorgeous when he smiled at her that her inner self wanted to take back every single word that she’d just spoken. In the long pause that followed, she wondered if he might try to persuade her. But of course, that was never going to happen.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll let you get on with your Christmas then, and I’ll call in sometime and see if you and your mother are still speaking when I get back in the country.’

He stepped forward and pulled her into a hug. She breathed in the warm scent of his aftershave. She could feel the muscles of his back beneath his shirt as she pulled him in tight. In that hug was the hope that he would get past this. That she had Gran back, but that Sean was still gone. Jack had encouraged her to run with Gran’s past history when she had no one else who saw the importance of it, when Rod had told her not to waste time, and he had been right all along: it had been worth it to know the past, even if it had cost her the present as she knew it.

A relationship with him would be the polar opposite of what she’d had with Rod, and she just wasn’t ready for slapdash on that kind of level. She wasn’t sure she ever would be. She couldn’t leave herself open to the let-down that would come at some point, sooner or later. It always did. Her mother had proved that point perfectly. At least this way she got to keep him as a friend, even though her body clearly hadn’t got the memo on that, and their hug had made her heart rate jump way back through the roof.

She took a deep breath to stop the burn at the back of her throat as she stepped away. And the pear decoration, still caught in her fingers, slipped and fell to the kitchen tiles, where it smashed into tiny pieces.

There was a long silence as Lucy’s brain processed what the fuck she’d just done.

‘It’s an omen,’ she said dismally, staring down at the shards of pale green glass. ‘What have I done?’

Tissue-thin glass had flown in all directions across the floor, under the table, beneath the range cooker. Only part of the leaf and stalk lay intact. It had survived half a century in the attic. It had been handed down for who knew how long before that. It had carried one of the last sentiments from James to Gran before she lost him for ever, and now she’d dropped it because she’d been preoccupied thinking about how delicious it had felt to be hugged by Jack and how she had to let him go.

‘Don’t be a muppet,’ he said. ‘It was an accident. And it’s a tree decoration. Try and keep some sense of perspective here. The sentiment isn’t gone just because it’s broken.’

‘It was antique. It was part of a set.’ She couldn’t take her eyes off the mess. Gran would be devastated when she woke up.

‘Which already has one piece missing, and has an overall meaning that won’t be remotely changed by the fact another piece is broken.’

‘Maybe some Superglue,’ she said, doubtfully. Some of the pieces were too tiny even to pick up with tweezers.

‘Seriously? Superglue is when you break a plate and it falls into two pieces. It’ll take more than Superglue to fix that.’

She wrenched a hand into her hair. ‘Oh, bloody HELL!’ she wailed. ‘Something that precious just isn’t safe in my hands. It’s symptomatic of my crappy ability to manage relationships. Love is a ticking time bomb in my clumsy paws. How on earth am I going to tell Gran?’

‘Olive will not want you to be upset over something like this. You know that. It was an accident. They happen sometimes. Give yourself a break here.’

She picked up what she could of the glass shards and swept the rest up into a paper bag. It seemed too brutal somehow to vacuum it up.

‘I’ll tell her later, when she wakes up, if she seems okay,’ she said. ‘It could set her back.’

‘Of course it won’t set her back. She will understand. The whole deal behind James’s notes was not to settle for material things, real life is more important than stuff, right? Try and think of it like that.’

She managed a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it smile and obviously pulled it off well enough, because he smiled back. She stood outside the kitchen door and watched him walk across the gravel and drive away from Christmas and from her.


Chapter 12

An hour later and Jack loaded his flight bag into the back of the car and locked up the house.

A knockback. That alone would be a novelty for him. The fact that it bothered him was even more of one. He got behind the wheel and started the engine. The Santa light display on the side of the neighbour’s building flashed in his peripheral vision. In a matter of hours he would be out of here.

That thought didn’t bring its usual sense of relief. He looked through the windscreen across the icy street at the Christmas decorations. Escaping had always felt like the better option, getting away seemed to alleviate the sense of gaping absence. As if denial was commensurate with distance somehow. Now it felt as if he was missing out on something better by taking himself away.

He pulled his wallet out of his pocket and dug out Sean’s bucket list. Old and dog-eared now, folded and unfolded so many times. Two or three things they had done together, then cave exploration and the Great Wall of China Sean had done alone. Taking on the rest himself had felt like some way of honouring Sean, of keeping him alive through the things that had sparked his interest and made him who he was. It had given him a sense of purpose, a structure on which he could move forward.

Except that he hadn’t really been moving forward at all. He switched the engine off and headed back indoors.

‘It really doesn’t matter,’ Gran said. ‘It couldn’t matter less.’

She was propped up against the pile of pillows on the bed that Jack had helped Lucy bring downstairs just a day or two ago, just to one side of the fireplace with a high table next to her so she could reach drinks and the Christmas nibbles Lucy kept bringing out, in an effort to build her up. She had heard nothing from Jack since he’d left. He was probably in the middle of the mountains somewhere now, out of mobile phone range, and feet deep in snow. Good for him with his Christmas avoidance, because the sitting room was deliciously festive and cosy, and he would not like it one bit. A log fire burned in the grate, she’d lit lots of candles on the sideboard, and strung fairy lights around the tree along with James’s decorations. All except for the pear of course. Her stomach still lurched whenever she thought of it.

‘I wish I could believe that,’ she said. She sat on the edge of the bed and reached for Gran’s hand.

‘It’s true.’ Gran squeezed her hand gently. ‘Lucy, that pear decoration had sat in the loft for half a century. Do you think the fact I never looked at it in all that time meant I didn’t think about James? They’re just things. Material things don’t matter. I’ve got him up here.’ She tapped the side of her head.

‘And you married Grandad in the end,’ Lucy said.

‘Yes, I did. Not for a long time though. That’s the thing about love like that, you see. What happened with James was just so special. I’d been courting your grandad for a while. James knew about him. You can see in some of the notes he sent that he worried I would just carry on and settle down, take the easy route, the one that carried no risk because everything was laid out in the future waiting for me. He wanted me to wait for him, even though he knew that was never going to be the easy option. Things were different in wartime; our paths would never have crossed if it hadn’t been for that. I’d probably have carried on living at home, eventually settled down with Arthur, and never been any the wiser.’ She smiled at Lucy. ‘But I would not have undone those few months for anything, despite how devastated I was when James was killed. I was oblivious that there was more. I’d thought that I was happy. I could see a future with Arthur, a perfectly comfortable, perfectly good future; the future my parents were so keen on. In those days he was really a catch for a girl like me. I would have been secure and looked after. We would have had good prospects. And then I met James, and it was as if I’d been asleep and had woken up. It felt like there was a shift in the universe, like everything was suddenly aligned perfectly. That kind of feeling is very hard to let go.’

‘Did you break things off with Grandad? While you were working the land, I mean. When you met James?’

 ‘I did. For a few years, in fact. We remained friends. And over time there was a mutual respect, a real affection. He was a very good person. I did love him. But I never loved him with that fire I’d felt for James.’

‘There’s something I meant to ask you,’ Lucy said, suddenly remembering. ‘What about the Five Gold Rings? The decoration for the fifth day of Christmas. It’s missing from the set, and Jack and I searched the loft for it, but then Elizabeth and James’s brother both said that decoration was left out. It seemed so strange to me that the set was never completed. Was there always one missing?’

Olive smiled, looking across the room at the tree. The decorations twinkled in the firelight.

‘There was never a tree decoration for the fifth day, that was true,’ Gran said. ‘When they arrived, they came one at a time. One each day. By day three or four of course my friends and I were so excited to see what would come next, and then, on day five, there was nothing. No decoration turned up. Nothing at all. I checked in the morning, and I checked when I got back from work in the evening. And I asked everyone I could think of in case someone had taken the package by accident. But there was nothing. I thought that would be it, four. There wouldn’t be any more. But then the following day there was another, and it started up again.’

‘Nothing ever arrived for the fifth day?’

‘Not for that day, no.’ Gran smiled wistfully. ‘But then on day thirteen, James came back and brought me something else.’

The romance of it just took her breath away.

‘What was it, the gift? We didn’t find it in the loft with the other decorations.’

‘I didn’t keep it in the loft. I keep it in my jewellery box, up in the bedroom. Pop upstairs and get it for me, darling.’

There was still a vague smell of plaster and fresh paint lingering in Gran’s bedroom from where Jack had fixed the mess where she’d fallen through the ceiling. She looked up, and thought of Jack. Exactly what she’d been trying not to do. Had it really only been a few weeks since they’d met? She pushed the thought away, hard. He was in the middle of nowhere shutting out responsibility, and mulling after him was not going to change that fact.

She found the jewellery box and picked it up. It was years old, made of black leather, with lots of tiny hidden drawers and slots for rings, spaces for earrings, and a mirror laid into the inner lid. She had happy memories of watching Gran when she was a little girl, sitting at the dressing table and choosing her jewellery from it. She took the box downstairs and settled back down next to Gran.

‘He came back,’ Gran said. ‘He had one day and one night of leave just before Christmas, and he just showed up without any warning. It was dark so early and absolutely freezing. I’d finished work, and I was filthy dirty, covered in mud, trudged up the lane to the hostel, and there he was waiting for me. And he gave me this.’

She pulled a tiny drawer out in the base of the jewellery box. In it was a piece of paper with something hard at its centre, folded into it. Gran handed it to her.

She unfolded the note and a ring fell into her palm. It was gold, with the dark dull gleam of age.

‘I’ve read that note hundreds of times over the years,’ Gran said.

There’s usually five, but there’s only one of these because there’s only one of you.

‘He asked if I would marry him when the war ended. We had that evening. That one perfect night, and then, early in the morning, he had to leave.’

‘Oh, Gran.’

Her heart was clenched. To have had that, to have had the future lined up, and to have lost it.

‘It was the last time I ever saw him. There were no letters from him after that. There was just nothing. I was used to that because you could go months hearing nothing. I waited. I would have waited as long as it took. And then his brother got in touch a while after Christmas to tell me the news. He’d been shot down a few weeks after I saw him.’

That moment where everything you feel you should say is an inadequate cliché. She said it anyway because she couldn’t bear the silence.

‘Oh Gran, I’m so sorry. That’s so sad.’

Gran shook her head slowly against the pillow and smiled.

‘Sad would have been if I’d turned him down,’ she said.

‘You kept the ring?’

‘I wore it for a long time, not on my wedding finger. I was determined to be strong about it and not be some ridiculous Miss Havisham type hankering after what might have been. I got on with the war effort. What else was there to do? When the war ended, I went back to my old life, came back to Canterbury, and moved back in with my parents. That wasn’t the easiest of things either, I’d got used to the freedom of living away. I missed the open land and the fresh air. Even though the hostel was managed, it was very different to living by my parents’ rules. I got a job, and went out to work, I got on with life. That didn’t mean I forgot.’

‘And then you married Grandad.’

‘Not for a long time afterwards.’ She pressed her lips together. ‘Arthur was always a mainstay in my life. He didn’t give up on me, and I knew I could always count on him. What we had was very much built over time. A very different kind of love. When I made the choice to marry Arthur, I put James’s ring away. It was the right thing to do. And I kept the decorations too, but I didn’t trawl them out every year, that really wouldn’t have been fair.’

Mainstay. That was what Rod would be, if he waited for her to ‘find herself’, as he called it. Was that how Grandad had seen it, waiting for Gran? Completely reliable, always there to be counted on? A future with Rod would be secure and predictable, and there was a lot to be said for that. The question was, whether it would feel like just settling now, when she knew there could be something more.

There was a delicious smell of roast turkey and stuffing drifting from the kitchen, and Christmas music coming from somewhere inside the house. Jack took a deep breath and knocked on the door at Olive’s.

‘You pulled off Christmas, then,’ he said, when Lucy opened the door. She was wearing a Christmas jumper with a reindeer on it, and her eyes sparkled when she smiled. Having Olive home had obviously made her happy. ‘It seemed like it was touch and go for a while there, with that list of yours.’

She laughed. His heart jumped a little at the sound.

‘I actually seemed to do better once I binned the list. I know I will have forgotten something somewhere, but I remembered the wine and the turkey, right?’

She narrowed her eyes.

‘What are you doing here, Jack?’

He held up two bottles of wine, one red and one white.

‘I come bearing gifts. And I thought there was this thing called open house.’

‘There was. There is. I mean what are you doing here? In the country. Where Christmas is going on at full pelt. Weren’t you meant to be holed up in a log cabin somewhere like Grizzly Adams?’

He’d kind of been hoping for a bit more of an enthusiastic welcome.

‘I changed my mind at the last minute,’ he said. ‘The cabin thing lost its appeal.’

‘And you’ve got nothing at your place, and the shops are shut?’

‘That is absolutely NOT why I am here. But yes.’

She rolled her eyes and smiled.

‘Come on in then.’ She headed down the hallway and into the dining room and put the wine on the sideboard. The table was set with candles and crackers and a couple of placemats.

‘Just the two of you?’ he said, nodding at it. ‘What happened to your mum?’

She pulled a face.

‘Long story. Let’s just say she got a better offer that included sunshine.’

‘She left?’

‘The day you helped me with Gran, she did. Again.’

 The rueful smile didn’t fool him.

 ‘I’m sorry. I know how you must feel.’

‘Yeah, well,’ she shrugged. ‘Maybe I just needed to quit expecting too much of her, trying to make her be something she isn’t. I think I ended up with such a stereotype of what she should be like that she had no chance of even living up to a fraction of it. Like she’d be no help with dinner, all she really does is drift around stirring things and pouring wine. But …’

She smiled a little.

‘…  but it still would have been cool having her around,’ he finished her sentence for her.

‘It really was quite cool having her around. Once you accept what she’s like.’ She took a deep breath. ‘So yes, anyway, just two of us for lunch. You want to stay? As mates, obviously.’

His pulse kicked into action. Had to add the caveat, didn’t she?

‘Not sure I want to do the mates thing,’ he said, biting the bullet.

She looked up at him. He almost grabbed her right then. Pulled her into a kiss.

‘Jack, we went over this. We are poles apart.’

‘We are not that bad. Look at you winging your Christmas dinner without a list. And ripping up the long-term retirement plans and stuff.’

‘I still have plans. Not rigid ones like I had before, but I still have Gran, and I can’t just wing it with her. I need some level of game plan, or the whole thing will fall apart. Whereas you are always going to be one short step away from getting on an aeroplane and buggering off out of it when it all gets too much. Your girlfriends are pastimes, not serious relationships. I might have realised that planning the next fifty years is a step too far, but I’m still never going to be someone’s pastime. Living like there’s no tomorrow is just too extreme for me, Jack. My family already has its life-is-a-cabaret member. I’m not saying you need to draw up a life spreadsheet, but I’d need to know that you’re going to be around three weeks from now instead of walking in the Hindu Kush.’

He dug in his back pocket and pulled out the dog-eared sheet of paper that he’d carried around for over a year now. He handed it to her and nodded at her questioning expression.

‘Have a look,’ he said.

She unfolded it slowly and smoothed it out with her fingers.

‘Dive the Great Barrier Reef,’ she read aloud. ‘Run the New York Marathon. Hike the Appalachian Trail.’ She glanced up at him, frowning. ‘These are all crossed out.’

He nodded.

‘That’s Sean’s bucket list. From years back when we were kids. I found it in his flat when I cleared it out after he’d died. He’d done a few things on it, a couple of them we’d done together.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t in a great place. I took the list with me without even thinking about it, and then the idea just grew on me that it could be one way that I could still do something for him, even though he was gone. Something that might mean his influence was still around at least.’ Just saying those words still had an unreality about it. ‘I just really saw an appeal in doing something in this life that he had planned and wanted to do but never got the chance to, if that makes sense.’

She smiled at him.

‘It does make sense. I think it’s a really great way to honour his memory. And you’ve finished it, that’s so great. You must have a real sense of achievement from that.’

‘I finished it over six months ago,’ he said.

She looked at him, puzzled.

‘I thought you were still working your way through it, like wasn’t this the whole thing that’s been driving your trips away? This trip you were meant to be on now, snowboarding in the Alps or whatever it was?’ He watched as she quickly scanned the sheet of paper. ‘Hang on, that’s not on here, is it?’

He shook his head.

‘Nope. The last few things I’ve done have been add-ons. I thought I’d get to the end of the list and it would be done with, but somewhere along the way it became more than just about finishing something Sean started. I picked something else, just something we’d once talked about doing, this shark diving trip in South Africa. I felt okay again for a while once I’d done that. I researched the trip, I planned the finance, I booked the travel. I had something to focus on instead of absorbing the fact that Sean is gone from everyday life as I knew it. It’s like my whole life has been revolving around the next chance to escape reality.’

‘You’re saying you can’t stop.’

He looked up at the ceiling for a moment, thinking that she’d actually just got closer to the root of it than he had managed to.

‘Pretty much.’

She pulled out a couple of chairs next to the dining table and sat down, nodding at him to do the same. He sat down. Her gaze was understanding, sympathetic. He found himself avoiding her eyes because this all sounded so lame spoken out loud.

‘So what happened when you got to the end of the list?’

‘I got to the last thing back in the summer. It was actually to tandem skydive. I’d put it off until the end because it was one of those ones that we’d talked about doing together now and then over the years, and neither of us had ever gotten around to pinning the other one down to it. For some reason it felt like a big deal because of that. I set it all up back in the summer. Went through the training and everything, went through with the jump, and it was awesome.’

‘Okay.’

He stopped and thought back down the last the few months. How to articulate the utter dead-end despondency that he had felt driving home after the skydive.

‘I thought there’d be this sense of relief. Or at least maybe some sense of achievement. Instead, it just hit me that it was over. It felt like I had no sense of purpose any more. I’d become so engrossed in distracting myself with this stuff that I’d let the business dwindle, really; I just maintained the contracts I had, didn’t really have any interest in building up any new ones. It certainly wasn’t challenging me, I just went from one trip to the next. I didn’t have the time or inclination for relationships, so I didn’t bother beyond the odd date.’

‘You thought this was a way you could deal with your grief, but what you’ve ended up doing is delaying it and stopping yourself from moving on. You’ve never given yourself long enough to experience real life without Sean in it, so the moment you stop with the escapism it hits you all over again.’

‘I didn’t realise I was stuck in this loop until these last few weeks, when I met you. That’s what I’m really trying to say by telling you this. This is the first time in eighteen months that I’ve actually absorbed what is going on around me for once. And I’d really like that feeling to stay on. So when you say you need to know I’m going to be around three weeks from now. Or three months. Or whatever. You would know that. I promise you. I might not have a to-do list stuck to the fridge, but if we give it a go, I promise you I would never leave you hanging. I would never disappear at a moment’s notice unless I happened to be taking you with me. And in return I would not moan if you wanted to keep the odd list, although I have absolutely got to draw the line at synching calendars.’

She was smiling now. When she smiled it was the best bloody thing ever. Hope surged in his chest, and he took a deep breath.

‘I brought you something,’ he said, standing up and feeling in his jacket pocket.

Lucy looked up at him. Her heart ached for what he’d put himself through. Stuck in a rut that looked outwardly functioning and fine, but was actually frozen in time. From his pocket he pulled a small box. It was made of wood, not cardboard, and there was a metal clasp on the front and a hinge at the back. She felt that delicious moment of wonder at what could possibly be inside it. He held it out.

‘But I haven’t got you anything,’ she found herself apologising as she took it from him.

‘Of course you haven’t. Just open it. Sorry about the lack of Christmas wrapping paper.’

‘I can’t imagine you have anything remotely Christmassy lying around at your house, it’s absolutely fine.’

She took a breath and opened the box. The hinge gave a tiny squeak.

Inside was something small, wrapped in soft tissue paper, and a folded note. She eased them both out with her fingertips, put the box aside on the table, and carefully pulled away the wrapping.

In the palm of her hand lay a tiny carved pear, so similar to the one she had broken, but carved from smooth polished wood. The leaves on the top, the stalk, every detail was perfect. It was smooth against her skin, and it had a warm and mellow scent of the wood oil she remembered smelling on Jack’s clothes that first day when he’d rescued her from the attic floor. Had that really been only a few weeks ago?

‘You made this?’ she said. ‘And the box too?’

‘I am a carpenter, remember?’ he said. ‘I just do superhero stuff in my spare time.’

‘It’s perfect,’ she said, turning it in her fingers.

 She put it gently back in the box, and unfolded the note.

This one is unbreakable. Because you are possibly the most accident-prone person I ever met. You are also the funniest, kindest, strongest, and most beautiful. If you give this a chance, I promise to never let you down.

She put her hand to her chest, because it felt as if her heart might pound its way out. She read the note over and over.

Was this how Gran had felt all those years ago? A gift out of the blue that was full of sentiment and meaning. Had anyone ever given her anything so personal or heartfelt? Had anyone ever given her a gift that they’d actually thought about in terms of what it would truly mean to her?

Her heart was skipping so quickly in her chest that she felt dizzy with it. He looked like Tom Hardy, and he was good with his hands, and now it turned out he could do sentimental too. Bloody hell, could he even be any more attractive?

How not to just melt and fall at his feet. There must be something.

‘There is one other thing,’ she said, clutching at straws. ‘What about the fact that you don’t do Christmas? Popping around to scrounge dinner because you’ve got nothing in the house does not equate to doing Christmas. You’ve got to buy into it, Jack. Because in this house, we do Christmas. Big time.’

He held her gaze in his. She couldn’t take her eyes away.

‘For you I’ll do party hats,’ he said.

He took a step towards her. ‘I’ve fallen for you. I’ll do crackers. I’ll do turkey. I’ll do that bloody eggnog drink that everyone thinks is so bloody Christmassy but that tastes like puke.’

She couldn’t help but smile at that, and then he brought out the big guns, and she was completely lost.

‘For you, Lucy Jackson, I will do Christmas,’ he said.

He unzipped his jacket and pulled it off. Underneath, he was wearing a Christmas jumper that demanded the highest level of respect, with a giant lurex Christmas pudding knitted onto the front of it, and light-up holly berries on the top.

‘Now that’s a Christmas jumper,’ she said in awe. ‘Respect.’

‘It is. So in actual fact you are wrong. I DO Christmas now.’ He waved a hand up and down the garish jumper. ‘Just like I will do organised. Just like you could do laid back. If we tried.’

She thought of Gran, her fleeting glimpse half a century ago of something that sparked her soul, of something that couldn’t be manufactured, but was simply there or wasn’t. The years since, when she had settled for something that was perfectly fine, all the while knowing how she could feel. Gran’s chance at this had been taken away, but Lucy’s was still here for the taking. All she had to do was try.

‘We could try,’ she ventured.

‘We really could. I’m talking spontaneous, but with a safety net thrown in.’

She pulled a face.

‘What is that? Is that even a thing? It’s like a contradiction in terms.’

He stepped forward and put his arms around her. Even that felt right, as if the universe was in perfect alignment, as if everything had slotted into place.

‘That,’ he said, pulling her in tightly against him and putting his forehead against hers, ‘is us.’
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12 deadly gifts, one killer on a Christmas countdown…
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