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Dedication

For Mum and Dad who sent the best care packages when I lived on the other side of the world . . . chocolate, knitted garments for my children, photographs, and most important of all . . . marmite! 
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Prologue

‘We’re here!’ Hannah announced to Smokey and Bandit as she pulled up outside Lantern Cottage. There was no reply – of course – from her two feline friends, who’d resisted getting into the cat baskets a few hours ago but had since accepted their imprisonment and settled down to sleep in the footwells of the back seats. The next two weeks were going to be fun, keeping them inside the cottage so they’d get used to their new territory. Smokey and Bandit hated being confined anywhere. Rain, hail, or shine, they liked to be free and explore. Hannah got that. She’d waited a long while to feel like her old self and it had taken way more than two weeks. 

She climbed out of the car and stretched after the long drive from Whitby, fanning her T-shirt to circulate some air. She must look like a crazy woman, smiling so broadly standing here on her own, but she couldn’t help it – because here she was at last, in Lantern Square, the heart of the cosy Cotswold village of Butterbury, in front of her new home. Named on a weathered sweet-chestnut plaque next to a soft-green ledged-oak front door that showed its age, Lantern Cottage was the home she’d saved diligently for. Buying her own place had been a long time coming and, with everything in her life being so spectacularly thrown up in the air, it was as though it had all come down to the ground again, settled, and marked a fresh start. 

Beautiful spring blossom from the trees in the square carried a subtle scent her way as Hannah turned and waved at the sound of a loud toot-toot. She’d managed to fit plenty into her tiny car along with the cats, but her dad had followed her in a van filled with the rest of her belongings, and here he was pulling up behind her. She checked her bumper, but she couldn’t move any closer to the car in front unless she wanted to touch park. She spoke to her dad through his open window because four doors down the charmingly named Honey Cottage had a driveway and the van was so long that it well and truly blocked access. ‘Let me go and have a word with one of my new neighbours. I’m sure they won’t mind us being here to unload.’ Hannah had already seen a curtain twitch when she’d used hand signals to guide her dad, who was out of his comfort zone in this van, being used to his modest Golf that shunted him and Hannah’s mum from A to B. 

‘Right you are.’ Crunch. Bless him, he drove an automatic car and the van had gears which he wasn’t used to, though he’d announced it was going to be fun reverting to a manual.  

Hannah knocked on the door of Honey Cottage, noting its plaque was in much better repair than hers. Well-tended window boxes, filled with purple and white blooms that looked as though they’d escaped the April storms that had battered every other inch of the country a few short days ago, flourished in front of pristine glass. 

The door opened a crack. 

‘Hello, I’m Hannah, and I’m moving into Lantern Cottage today.’ She beamed a smile at the occupant when the door opened some more. ‘I wonder if you’d mind us parking here while we—’

Hannah didn’t get any further before the woman said, ‘You’re blocking my drive.’ She looked older than Hannah’s dad, perhaps mid-seventies, with beady brown eyes flecked with glimmers of gold. She was keeping the door ajar just enough that she could engage in conversation, and closed enough that she could slam it quickly if she didn’t like who was on the other side. 

‘I know and I’m very sorry. There doesn’t seem to be anywhere close enough to park other than here and we have furniture to unload.’ 

‘That’s not my problem, young lady.’ 

‘It’ll only be for an hour. I’d really appreciate it.’ 

‘Fine, one hour. Then I’m calling the police if you don’t move.’ And with that she shut the door. 

Hannah stood on the path of Honey Cottage and took a deep breath. The estate agent listing hadn’t remarked on a crotchety old woman four doors away and she hoped not all of the residents were as unwelcoming. 

‘Good to go?’ Her dad had already opened up the rear doors. 

She chose not to elaborate about her awkward neighbour in case her dad worried. ‘I should’ve taken up weight training before I insisted I didn’t need to pay removal men to do this,’ she joked as she climbed into the truck after him to take one end of the tabletop. 

‘Don’t make me laugh or I’ll be too weak to lift,’ he said, smiling, and with a surge of necessary energy, they got going. Hannah would let the miserable neighbour stew inside her cottage. Nothing was going to ruin moving-in day for her if she could help it. 

It took over an hour and another knock on the same woman’s door to make sure she didn’t follow through and call the police before Hannah and her dad were done with the unloading. Hannah’s arms were probably stronger than some, but this was one job she’d readily admit needed a couple of big strong men.  

‘I hope your neighbours make you welcome.’ The worry lines on her dad’s forehead deepened as he set down the last of the boxes by the door to the kitchen. 

‘It’ll take time to settle in, but I’ll get there.’ 

‘It’s different from London, that’s for sure.’ He held up his hands in defence. ‘I’m not criticising.’ 

‘Mum is, though.’ 

‘She worries, that’s all, but doesn’t always show it in the same way as I do.’ 

‘Mum doesn’t seem to understand this is what I need.’ She didn’t understand that Hannah didn’t need her boyfriend Luke any more either, or that she’d chosen to change career. Big changes didn’t come along in her mother’s life and in some ways she was treating Hannah’s recent decisions as a personal slight. All Hannah wanted was for her mum to see things the way she did, or if she really couldn’t, then maybe keep her opinions to herself. Surely that wasn’t asking too much? ‘Are you sure you won’t stay for a cup of tea?’

‘And upset Mrs Busybody four doors down?’ More curtain twitching had given the game away. ‘And you know I’m more of a coffee person – at least, when your mother isn’t looking. I’ll grab one at the services, might even sit and read the paper for a bit before I take the van back.’ 

‘It’s a long drive up to Whitby.’ 

‘I’m not past it yet, love. I’ll be grand. And your mum gave me enough sandwiches to cater for a town picnic. I’ve still got those to keep me going.’

‘At least have a cold drink. I know this box has glasses in.’ She wasn’t going to take no for an answer and produced a glass from between sheets of newspaper, gave it a wash and filled it at the tap. From the speed at which he glugged it back she knew she’d made the right choice. 

He set his empty glass down by the sink, narrowly avoiding tripping over Bandit, who, happily released from the cat carrier, had been weaving in and out of their ankles. ‘You cats are going to like it here,’ he said to him. 

‘These two are going to hate being shut inside, more like.’ She watched Smokey go off on the prowl, most likely upstairs.

‘Only two weeks, guys. Two weeks to settle in to your new home.’ He hugged Hannah tight. ‘I’d better leave you to unpack and organise yourself.’ 

They’d got everything in and, aside from the big items put in their proper places – the bed upstairs, the table which Hannah had struggled with even though the legs had been taken off for transport and her dad had taken most of the weight, the sofa and armchair in the sitting room – there were boxes cluttering every available bit of floorspace. Hannah had never been one for pristine living quarters, but even she couldn’t wait to get it sorted.

‘Do you need anything before I go?’ 

‘I’m fine, Dad. Stop worrying.’ 

‘It’s in the job description.’ And with a characteristic wink he scooped Bandit up and gave him a cuddle. He put him down to exchange him for Smokey but couldn’t see him. ‘Where’s the other one gone?’ 

It was then Hannah felt a cool breeze lick around her bare arms. ‘Keep hold of Bandit!’ she yelled, running down the hall towards the sunlight blasting through the door she’d been forewarned could be temperamental and down the path, just in time to see and hear a sleek black car come to a screeching halt outside. 

Smokey shot past her, back into the cottage he’d been so desperate to escape, and Hannah was confronted by the driver of the car as her dad shut the front door to stop the same thing happening again. 

‘I almost swerved and crashed!’ the man yelled from behind dark sunglasses. 

‘I’m so sorry.’ She shielded her eyes to get a better look at him. The fresh air mingled with a woody aftershave from the man in tailored suit trousers, a crisp white shirt and a tie obediently unflappable in the spring breeze. 

‘I should think so too. Bloody irresponsible.’ 

‘There’s no need for foul language,’ she said, although she found it hard to reprimand someone as attractive as he was. First impressions counted and, right now, his height and broad chest that suggested superior upper-body strength she could’ve used about an hour ago as she and her dad wrestled the bed posts and frame up the narrow staircase, made her nerves flutter away in her body despite his rudeness. 

His mouth set in a firm line, he climbed back into the fancy car and pulled away with another screech of tyres. 

‘Maniac!’ Hannah yelled after him. Arrogant, unwelcoming tosser, she wanted to add. But she wouldn’t, not out loud. She wanted to at least attempt to make a good impression on day one of living in Lantern Square. 

But moving day troubles weren’t over yet, because the same woman from earlier was right behind her. ‘Only been here an hour or so, and you’re already upsetting the locals.’

‘It’s not my intention, I assure you. Who was that anyway?’ Her interest wasn’t only platonic, judging by the way the butterflies in her tummy did a giddy dance. Despite his rudeness, the man had been good to look at. She supposed nobody had ever taught him anything as basic as manners. 

‘That was Joe; he’s the local GP.’ 

The butterflies disappeared entirely. ‘You don’t mean Joe Altringham?’

‘Dr Joe Altringham, yes. Do you know him?’ 

‘In a manner of speaking.’ Today wasn’t the first time she’d had cause to dislike the man. After she’d bought her cottage she’d lined up an on-air interview with the local radio station to talk about her new business and generate more custom but at the last minute Joe Altringham had come along and they’d pushed her aside, just like that. She wondered what he was like with patients, given his apparent disregard for anyone else other than himself, both on the road and off. 

She reiterated the sorry tale to her new neighbour, thinking it might help their relationship, but she got no sympathy, so instead of talking about the local GP she tried to make peace with this woman in a different way. ‘We don’t seem to have got off to a very good start. As I said before, I’m Hannah.’ She held out her hand. 

‘Mrs Ledbetter.’ The woman took her hand with an air of suspicion. ‘Is it just you moving in?’ She eyed Hannah’s little car parked outside. ‘Just the one car?’ 

‘Don’t worry, the van is a one-off. Moving-in day and my dad’s helping out.’ 

‘You had an awful lot of boxes for one person.’ 

So she really had been taking it all in from behind those curtains, not just watching and waiting for parking time to be up. ‘I run my business from home, so I have a lot of things delivered in bulk.’

‘Business? What sort of business?’ Mrs Ledbetter eyed Hannah suspiciously, as though expecting her to announce she ran a brothel or an illegal gambling den. 

‘It’s a care-package business – I deliver gifts to people as a pick-me-up, something to make their day a little brighter.’ The business had started as a seed of an idea a long time ago, and Hannah would always be glad that something wonderful had come out of such a painful personal experience. 

Mrs Ledbetter seemed unimpressed. ‘I hope you’re not going to have delivery vans dropping off or picking up at all hours of the night.’ 

‘Strictly a daytime business, I assure you.’ She was rescued from further questioning when a voice behind her called out to greet her neighbour.  

‘You’re glowing this fine day, Mrs Ledbetter.’ A man in his early thirties bumbled across the street from the square. He had mud all down the front of his overalls, a spade in one hand, a cap in the other as he let the air get to the riot of auburn curls on his head. 

Hannah almost gawped as Mrs Ledbetter reversed her demeanour completely. It was like seeing a totally different woman. ‘Good morning, Rhys,’ she said warmly. ‘How are you?’

‘Grand.’ His smile was as wide as his deep-set eyes. ‘And who’s this?’ 

Hannah thought it best she take the lead. ‘I’m Hannah, I just moved in to Lantern Cottage.’ 

‘Well, congratulations and welcome to Butterbury,’ he said, beaming. ‘I won’t shake your hand, I’m filthy. I’m Rhys, gardener extraordinaire, employed to look after the gardens in the square.’ He pointed across the street to the wrought-iron railings that ran all the way around Butterbury’s famous Lantern Square. ‘The flower beds are looking really great, even though I do say so myself.’ 

He certainly was chatty. At last, someone friendly. ‘Do you live here too?’

‘I wish I did. I live in the next village. Any gardening you need, give me the nod. And if you need evidence of my talents, you could check out the flower beds here in the square. Tulips, bluebells, lilacs – all my handiwork.’ He put his cap back on and tipped the peak. ‘Actually, I’d better get on soon or the council will put me on a warning for slacking off. Got to oil the wooden benches, Mrs Ledbetter, so no sitting down on your way through there for a few days. We want them looking pristine for the summer fair in August.’ 

‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’ Was that a smile she managed? ‘And I’d better get on too. Lots to do.’ She made sure she was the first to walk away. 

‘Don’t worry.’ Rhys leaned a little closer. ‘Her bark really is worse than her bite.’ 

‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Hannah grinned. ‘What’s the summer fair?’

He briefed her on what it entailed: the community coming together with stalls, food, even dancing. ‘I think you’re going to like living in Lantern Cottage.’ 

‘I think you might be right. The cottage needs a little bit of attention, though.’

‘The front looks tired, but settle in first, there’s no rush. And don’t let Mrs Ledbetter’s cottage put you off. The rest of the residents only aspire to have the fastidiousness of that woman.’ 

Hannah managed a giggle. ‘Is she always so disapproving?’

‘Not when you get to know her.’ 

Hannah reached for a tall, dark-stemmed weed by the gate and began to pull. ‘Better start attending to the weeds out here before I give her anything else to complain about.’ 

‘Whatever are you doing, woman?’ He stepped forward to rescue the plant. ‘It may not look like much at the moment, but any day now this will have bright crimson flowers.’ 

‘So not a weed, then.’ 

‘Definitely not a weed.’ 

‘I’m not exactly green-fingered.’  

‘Tell you what, I’ll pop over when I’ve finished doing the benches, give you a quote for a spruce up of the front and back, plus maintenance should you want it. No pressure. But if you’re interested, it could stop you killing off any more innocent plants.’ 

She agreed and when Rhys went on his way she returned inside to rescue her dad from cat patrol so he could go home. 

She was buoyed by meeting the friendly face of the local gardener, the sunshine gracing the square on her first day here and the promise of new beginnings behind the weathered front door of Lantern Cottage. The only thing that made her frown again was when the sleek black car honked its horn as her dad began to pull away from the kerb, then roared on past, its owner not in the least bit cautious of other vehicles, a man crossing the road up ahead, or the possibility of cats darting out from surprising directions.  

Lantern Square was picturesque, a pretty perfect place to start again. But Hannah guessed you couldn’t have everything. It seemed the locals might well take a bit of getting used to.





Four months later . . .





1

Hannah’s first few months in Lantern Cottage had flown by in a whirlwind of unpacking, working, meeting the locals and starting to make friends as she went about her daily routine, exploring the village to get her bearings. 

The day after she arrived she’d seen an advert in the post office window asking for volunteer companions at Butterbury Lodge, the care home at the top of the hill that led out of the village, and so Hannah had decided it was the perfect way to immerse herself in the community. Mostly it was friendship that was required, or reading books to residents, playing card or board games, and through her regular visits she was slowly getting to know more and more people. The square was beginning to hold the promise that it could be her forever home, a notion she’d thought unattainable not so long ago. 

Despite her best efforts, Hannah hadn’t managed to entirely avoid Mrs Ledbetter’s disapproval since she arrived, whether it was complaints about her cleaning her car and the water trickling towards her neighbour’s garden path, Hannah and her new friend, Lily, chatting outside Lantern Cottage after the pub one night, or the many other complaints the woman had listed. And today, Mrs Ledbetter’s opinion looked set to take another nosedive. 

‘I promise it won’t happen again,’ she told Mrs Ledbetter as with a bit of manoeuvring she scooped Smokey from her neighbours’ arms. Hannah had soon come to realise that the local busybody liked to have her nose in other people’s business whenever she could, and for some reason her disloyal cat had taken to the woman. 

‘The last car to go past almost squashed him beneath its tyres!’ Mrs Ledbetter continued her lecture, looking Hannah up and down, unimpressed with her tatty dungarees and old T-shirt underneath. ‘You really should keep a better eye on him.’ 

‘I will. And sorry, again.’ 

Mrs Ledbetter readjusted the handbag looped over one arm. ‘I do hope you’ll wear something a little smarter to the summer fair today.’ She primped the back of her salt-and-pepper hair in case holding Hannah’s cat might have in some way ruined her pillar-of-the-community image. ‘It’s an important event on the social calendar.’ 

‘I’ve heard it is, and yes, I’ll blend in well, just like everyone else.’ At least she hoped so. She wondered whether she’d stick out like a sore thumb, being new to the summer fair, and Mrs Ledbetter’s observations weren’t helping matters. 

Mrs Ledbetter didn’t miss the opportunity to wave at the local doctor, who chose that moment to roar past in his sleek, sporty black car. He had a real habit of doing that. 

Hannah cuddled her cat close, but in the interests of fitting in, gave a reluctant wave to Joe, a man she found to be arrogant and quite frankly, right up his own arse. She wouldn’t mind betting he’d glimpsed her standing at her front gate in her scruffy clothes with a piece of wool hanging from her bobbed brunette hair – Smokey had just alerted her to the problem by retrieving it with a swipe of his paw – and decided she lowered the tone of the neighbourhood. However, Butterbury was full of characters with a jumble of personalities, and ever since she’d moved to the little village Hannah had felt as though she’d soon fit in. More so, in her opinion, than the village GP who wore well-cut suits as though it was a uniform for that car of his. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen him in casual clothes. Maybe he didn’t own any.  

‘You youngsters don’t value your possessions, that’s the problem.’ 

‘I can’t be with my cats twenty-four hours a day,’ Hannah retorted, bristling, although she told herself that she should know by now to just let it go. Ever since she’d moved in to her cottage she’d been fighting a losing battle, trying to be chummy with this particular neighbour. Everyone else seemed to be welcoming enough, but not this local. Instead of continuing to argue back, Hannah put a smile on her face and said, ‘Looks like the summer fair has brought plenty of visitors to Lantern Square.’  

‘Hmm . . . I’ll be glad when they all go home. Your cats probably will be too. Less chance of getting run over.’ 

She’d walked right into that one. ‘He’s safe now. Anyway, I’d better get back to work. Maybe I’ll see you at the fair later.’ She couldn’t help being friendly! Hostility wasn’t something she’d come looking for in Butterbury. She’d had enough of that to last her a lifetime.

When Mrs Ledbetter harrumphed, Hannah gave up and went back inside her cottage. She could still hear the woman mumbling something or other even when she’d shut the door behind her.

‘You need to stop getting me into trouble,’ she told Smokey, who promptly leapt from her arms and trotted in the direction of the dining room. Mrs Ledbetter was forever finding fault with something. Last week she’d even taken umbrage to Hannah’s music – soft to any ear, even if you were sitting right up next to the speaker – which had apparently drifted four doors down from Hannah’s cottage while she had her windows open to grab a bit of fresh air on a warm summer’s evening. 

‘And don’t even think of going anywhere near the table,’ she called, as she followed Smokey into the room at the back of the cottage with its double doors that opened out onto her little garden. Her latest packages were waiting for her trademark finishing touches that had built up the brand for her care package business, Tied Up with String. 

Hannah had launched the business twelve months before from her old bedroom in her parents’ house. Not ideal, but it had been a start, and now Hannah’s home at Lantern Cottage doubled as her business space. She also designed her own greeting cards, selling them via her website or, more recently, to Castle Cards, a boutique stationery shop on the outskirts of Tetbury. Thanks to her involvement with Castle Cards she’d had write-ups in both the local and national press – and she’d even had a mention in Mrs Ledbetter’s personal ‘village voice’. As much as she disliked gossip, Hannah had to admit that Mrs Ledbetter’s description of ‘a strange girl who sent mysterious boxes to strangers’ had been perfect advertising, piquing local interest only weeks after she moved to the area, and even got her business a double-page spread in the local newspaper when a journalist heard about Tied Up with String and wanted to do a feature. Her nosy neighbour had made the business sound more illicit than it was, but Hannah had been able to make the publicity work to her advantage. Tied Up with String had started slow, but soon transitioned from a business that was just about coping, to one that was almost overwhelmed with requests. And her neighbour’s interference, which had led to the extra exposure, was probably the only reason Hannah had never lost her temper with Mrs Ledbetter – or told her, quite simply, to bog off !

Hannah got back to fulfilling her orders, which she’d been in the middle of doing when Mrs Ledbetter’s thump on the door had made her jump. She made up a flat-packed piece of cardboard into a postal box and wrestled its sides until they slotted together. When Bandit decided to get in on the action by leaping up on to the table, she shooed him away and he protested by leaving the room entirely for the front room, no doubt to curl up in the shaft of sunlight that came in through the latticed windows there. His brother had already taken custody of the big carver chair in the corner of this room and the remaining chairs were taken up with all manner of paraphernalia, and all alternate shelf spaces were full to the brim. As well as a long sideboard along one wall stacked high with clear boxes containing inventory, all clearly labelled with stickers to save rifling through each one every time, there was a large cupboard in a corner of the room which was filled with smaller items for her business – plentiful supplies of clear adhesive tape, rolls and rolls of traditional brown packaging paper and the balls of string that went so well with it, bubble wrap rolls, tissue paper reams and polystyrene chips that could be used to cushion and protect items in transit.

If she worked hard now, she’d soon be able to head over to Lantern Square where the summer fair was well underway. She’d seen the excitement mounting when she passed by on her way home this morning from buying some of the regular and most popular supplies for care packages – tea in all manner of flavours, from Earl Grey to peppermint and chai, novelty chocolates plain, milk and white, various scented candles, soaps in different shapes and sizes, and more of the blush champagne ivory confetti to add a finishing touch should the customer prefer it to the ice-blue alternative she had in the cupboard. When she’d stood talking to Mrs Ledbetter out front she’d glanced over at the square where children were playing in the sunshine that looked set to stay all day. A kite was tangled in the huge oak tree that dominated one end of the square, a toddler was wailing after dropping his ice-cream in the gutter, and the cake stall already had a queue snaking all the way out of the square’s gates and into the road, getting in the way of anyone who tried to pass through Butterbury on such a busy day. Somehow, though, Joe had managed it in his posh car. He was one of those men people seemed to just get out of the way for – although quite why, she had no idea. 

It was late August and soon many kids would be off to university for the first time or returning to their studies, a few tackling the separation from home with bravery, others revelling in their newfound independence. Hannah had already put together a few dozen care packages and sent them on their way, but the order she was working on now had come in later than the rest and she really wanted to catch the last post. She picked up the printed email and reread the list she’d agreed with her customer, lining up the items: three small pots of single-serve instant porridge – all banana and strawberry flavour – a reusable takeaway coffee cup and a collection of individual coffee sachets, a packet of disposable razors, shaving foam, a small first aid kit which Hannah hoped wasn’t related to the previous few items, plus a jar of Marmite, a portable phone charger with spare cable, and a couple of pairs of extra-warm socks. She wrapped everything individually in blue tissue paper – she’d hate to have lost concentration and picked up the roll of pink paper, only for this male student to be teased by his new friends as he unwrapped the package – before placing everything carefully in the brown box. 

When she’d started Tied Up with String she’d imagined, as the song from The Sound of Music went, brown paper packages, tied up with string, heading out to customers far and wide. But her research had soon proven this notion to be completely impractical. Unlike in the past, where a cutesy package could have been wrapped exactly the way she’d intended, both domestic and international postal services had to contend with faster sorting and delivery services, introducing the hazards of conveyor belts for string or loose wrapping to get caught in, and sorting machines that would jam if she didn’t make up her parcels properly. Reputation in business was everything, and so Hannah wrapped each parcel the way she intended, but each went into another box filled with biodegradable chips for protection in transit, ensuring recipients didn’t miss out on the enchanting, olde worlde feel with the brown paper and tied, distressed string when the care package arrived at their door. 

This particular parcel she was working on was not to have any confetti added to it, not even the ice-blue kind, an omission the recipient would likely appreciate as much as the blue tissue paper rather than the pink. And with every item safely tucked inside, she retrieved the traditional brown paper from the cupboard, cut it to size and neatly wrapped the box, folding any cut edges, securing them with clear tape and finally tying the whole thing with brown string, ending in a neat bow ready to be tugged open. She set the brown paper package inside a white box, sealed the whole item, and copied the delivery address from the email onto a label and stuck it onto the package. She added her company stamp, a gift-shaped outline with crescent writing saying Tied Up with String over the top of the illustration, and she was done. Another parcel ready to go out into the big wide world and put a smile on someone’s face. 

She left the package on the large wooden table – the only item of furniture she’d brought with her from the townhouse she’d shared with her ex, Luke. It had at least appeased him when she had the removal men take it away. He’d never liked that table. They’d bought it on a whim, more on her impulse than his. It had barely fitted inside their kitchen – something that generated a loud ‘I told you so’ from her other half – and in the entire thirteen months they’d lived together, furnishing a rented home, making plans for their future, they’d never really used it apart from the Christmas before they split up when she invited her family to stay with them, something that hadn’t gone down well at all. Whereas she got on with her in-laws famously, he’d struck up a rapport with her mum but never really clicked with her dad. 

She glimpsed the tiny dent in the edge of the pine. The wood was softer than it looked, and the removal men had knocked it as they tried to get it on the truck. Looking at the mark now reminded Hannah of how hurt Luke had been the day she’d told him their relationship was over. She ran her hand across the wood of the table, which looked so much more at home in Lantern Cottage than it ever had in the city, its patina in keeping with a home that was itself a little quirky and lived-in. Not entirely perfect – but perfect for her. Lantern Cottage had been rewired the year before Hannah bought it, and apart from the boiler going on the blink and needing replacement within three weeks of moving in, the only other signs of age were the ones that gave the place its character – the exposed stone area in the hallway with several segments discoloured from years of being the main thoroughfare, the knotty beams in the ceilings above, the small stained-glass window in the downstairs toilet which was no bigger than a coat cupboard and only for the most petite of guests. Coming to Lantern Square had marked a new beginning in a different part of the country where nobody was around to question her decisions or bring her down, and already Hannah was starting to feel happy again. 

She checked her watch. She had just enough time to change so she’d look at least semi-respectable for the fair so she ran upstairs to put on some fresh clothes. She’d been so overwhelmed with orders recently that as well as dropping the ball on housework, she’d also neglected her laundry. She rooted through her drawers and her wardrobe twice in case she’d missed something the first time. But no luck. The only items still on their hangers were either too wintry for this beautifully hot day or more akin to what you’d wear if you were decorating your house. That was another benefit of working from home. She wore her scruffs whenever she liked – just like now. She even wore pyjamas some days, or simply threw on leggings and her treasured Robbie Williams T-shirt, complete with a hole from gradual wear and tear that was only safe from exposure if she popped a cardigan or coat on to go outside. But there was no way she was turning up to the Lantern Square summer fair in what she had on now or anything threadbare, torn or unwashed. 

She shut the doors to the freestanding wardrobe that slotted in neatly beneath the ceiling beam and slumped down onto the bed. All she could think about was Mrs Ledbetter and her claim that this was an important event on the social calendar for Lantern Square. Hannah didn’t want to make a bad impression; she was fitting in well so far, and she wanted to keep things running smoothly, to become even more a part of the community. Over the last few weeks she’d heard the fair being discussed in passing, and it sounded as though it wasn’t like any of the village fairs she’d been to before. According to Dawn, who ran the Lantern Bakery along with her husband Troy, people made a real effort, particularly for the dancing and evening entertainment, which gave the event a certain air of sophistication. 

Bandit had climbed the stairs and jumped up onto the bed next to her, stretching out languorously as Hannah tickled the top of his head and down his nose, making him purr and dribble. ‘What am I going to wear, eh, Bandit?’ He nudged her hand when she stopped fussing and she resumed stroking but not for long. She had to get a move on if she wanted to make it to the post office in time. 

With Hannah preoccupied, Bandit decided she wasn’t paying him nearly enough attention and skulked back downstairs, leaving her to sift through her laundry basket beside the wardrobe to see whether anything was salvageable. But when she caught her little toe on one of the wardrobe’s feet her eye was drawn to a sealed dress box pushed underneath, gathering a thick layer of dust. Her mum had stored it for a long time – it hadn’t been something Hannah had been comfortable taking with her when she moved in with Luke – but she’d brought it here with her to Lantern Cottage when she’d moved in, mainly because her parents’ place wasn’t much bigger than here and, now she was in her thirties, it was high time she stopped storing her excess baggage with them. At least in the physical sense, anyway. But this box hadn’t been opened in a very long time. Not since that terrible day.

Hannah could hardly believe it herself when she saw an opportunity. But it was either be brave and wear the dress and fit in with everyone else who’d made an effort, or not go to the fair at all. And she so wanted to go – she wanted to put on something nice and be reminded that, even after everything that had happened, she was allowed to be happy. 

She was particularly looking forward to the grand finale of the fair, which had been so vividly described to her by Cate, one of the friendlier locals who had once run after Hannah to return the credit card she’d dropped leaving the post office in a hurry, and now always stopped for a chat. According to Cate, once the sun went down, lanterns on top of the gateposts would glow against the darkening sky and residents would dance the night away to a live band that would carry on until midnight. Cate had told her that it wasn’t a dance where you needed to have a date or feel silly without one either. Cate had been on her own the year before last and danced with a whole cast of characters, including Terry Granger, who ran the local sweetshop and had secret talents doing the waltz, and some of the workers Rhys knew from the farms dotted down the long lane extending out of the village past Hannah’s cottage. Dancing was a free-for-all, with everyone whirling around right up until the music stopped, when shoes were kicked off, people hobbled home, and everyone yearned for their beds. And, right now, Hannah longed to be a part of all that. 

Determined, Hannah lifted the box and sat back on the bed with it on her lap, brushing the dust from the top and letting the grey fluff fall to the floor for her to pick up later. She tugged at the ribbon that still secured the box together and, holding her breath as if jumping off a high ledge into water, she tore off the lid. Her fingers tentatively touched the beautiful material. 

She took off her clothes, dumping them on the bed, lifted out the vintage polka-dot, navy-blue dress and slipped it on before she could change her mind. She was surprised to find herself smiling as she wiggled up the side zip, glad it still fitted over her curves. She flipped her head over so she could tie the bow of the halterneck and smoothed out the full skirt. In the bottom of her wardrobe she found her gold ballet flats that went so well with everything, and slipped them on to complete her outfit. Deep breath in, deep breath out. She’d done it; and now she was ready to join in with the people in the village who had been going to this event for years.  

With the parcel in her arms, she stepped nervously out of the cottage and into the sunshine, wondering what she’d say if anyone asked the perfectly normal question, ‘where did you get that dress?’ She tugged the door firmly and double-checked it was closed. It was unbelievably temperamental, as she’d found the hard way when Smokey nearly got crushed under the wheels of Joe’s car on moving-in day, and again last month when she’d come home to find the door wide open. She’d stood at the gate, too scared to go in for fear that a burglar would still be inside. Unluckily for her, Joe was driving past at the time, and had pulled up and wound down his window. She’d been obliged to explain what was going on and, even worse, forced to let him save the day by inspecting her house for intruders and concluding that she hadn’t shut the door properly. And she’d had to thank him, of course, which didn’t come easy when they hadn’t exchanged a single nice word since her arrival in Butterbury. 

She’d only just shut the front gate to her cottage when Lily, who worked at the Butterbury Arms, called out to her. Rhys had knocked on the door of Lantern Cottage exactly a week after Hannah’s arrival to tell her that she’d had plenty of time to settle in, and now it was time to go to the local pub. He’d introduced her to Lily that night, and Hannah had been in there a couple of times on her own when she’d had a quiet evening and craved a bit of company. She’d passed the evenings chatting across the bar with the bubbly pub worker who had a diamond nose stud and striking two-tone ombre wavy hair, deep brown at the roots through to a natural blonde at the ends. 

‘Hey, Hannah!’ Lily adjusted the potted sunflowers she was carrying as she headed towards her parents’ home on the opposite side of the square. ‘Quicker to go round than cut through,’ she laughed. ‘Gorgeous dress!’ 

Hannah might have known she wouldn’t escape the inevitable comments when most days she hung out in completely different clothes. ‘Thank you,’ she said and managed to smile.  

‘Go get some flowers for the cottage before Rhys sells out,’ Lily encouraged. ‘These sunflowers are mum’s favourite. I’ll see you later. I’ll be back for the dancing.’ 

‘Give your mum my best wishes,’ Hannah called over. 

Lily’s mum had recently undergone heart surgery and was now recuperating at home. The day she’d been taken away in an ambulance all the residents of the square had rallied round, and Lily had come to stay with Hannah at the cottage while her dad, Tony, sat at her mum’s bedside. Hannah had immediately occupied Lily by getting her to help put together a care package for when Liz came out of hospital: two books by her favourite author, a selection of herbal teas, a wheat pack scented with lavender, her favourite cookies from Dawn and Troy at the Lantern Bakery and a special sleep balm to rub on her temples. Both having recently turned thirty-three, Hannah and Lily had plenty in common, and it was nice to be forging a good friendship – especially since Hannah’s falling out with her former best friend, Georgia. They’d gone into business together and Hannah had found out the hard way that not everyone had the same moral standards as she did. 

Hannah set off in the direction of the post office at the far end of the high street. Lantern Cottage was at the opposite end of the village, where the road beyond twisted and meandered towards farming fields, some dotted with cows, others with sheep, many with crops. And all of them emitting unfortunate smells at regular intervals during the day, but it was all part and parcel of life here in Butterbury and slowly she’d got so used to it that it felt more normal than the traffic fumes and the noises of a big town or city.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Addington,’ Hannah called across the street, her voice managing to carry over the brass band playing from a raised stage inside the square. The golden coating of the instruments gleamed in the sunshine and reflected the light through the trees as the sounds of trumpets, tubas and a trombone filled the air.

‘Be sure not to miss the fair,’ Mrs Addington smiled. ‘It gets better every year.’ She was someone Hannah always called by her full name, never Judith. Maybe one day she’d feel more comfortable and do so, but the retired judge commanded a certain respect – perhaps because she lived in the grandest thatched cottage in the village, or because of her eyes that glittered with wisdom, and missed nothing. And she never stood for Mrs Ledbetter’s nonsense either. Lily had told Hannah that when Mrs Addington’s son had come out and moved in with another man, even kissing him in daylight near the local pub, Mrs Ledbetter had set the local gossip mill turning by telling whoever she could – but Mrs Addington had quickly put a stop to it. Hannah could tell that this woman would’ve left nobody in any doubt as to who presided over the courtroom when she was a judge. 

Mrs Addington held up a jar of something and after a trio of kids had run on past with their ice-creams precariously hovering on wafer cones, said, ‘It’s local honey, meant to be wonderful.’ 

‘Just got to get to the post office and I’ll be over,’ Hannah assured her. 

‘Make sure you try the honey.’ 

‘I will.’ 

Hannah walked on. She’d wanted to be at the fair earlier today, perhaps even to help out Rhys on the flower stall, but her business had to come first. She adjusted the parcel in her arms, not wanting to get all sticky and sweaty even though the sun had other ideas. Malcolm Styles, the local teacher she’d met when Rhys introduced them beneath the cloudy skies of early May, raised a hand to wave across at Hannah as he emerged from the square, his thick-rimmed spectacles in place as usual but with his cords and button-down shirt replaced with shorts and an airy white polo shirt. Hannah smiled her hello, not daring to loosen her grip on the package. 

His wife, Miriam, caught him up and waved enthusiastically. ‘Gorgeous dress, Hannah!’ Miriam, who had once been a teacher, too, now ran the haberdashery right at the far end of the high street and was a wonderful seamstress, so beautiful clothes were never going to fly under her radar. Today she had on a floaty blue and white sundress, cinched at the waist with a thin, shiny red belt. 

‘Thank you, Miriam.’ Hannah swallowed hard, glad that the quaver in her voice was disguised by the brass band cranking it up a notch. She’d once been told that this dress was made for her, that it skimmed over her curves beautifully, and the day she’d heard those words she’d twirled until the skirt flared up, almost revealing too much. But since that day she’d put it back in the container it had come in – it had arrived as a gift in a posh box with its own silky white ribbon – and the painful memories it evoked meant she hadn’t worn the dress until now. 

She checked her watch for the time and quickened her step. With the long summer days and daylight that lasted until way beyond nine o’clock, it was easy to forget the time, and it was already ten minutes to five. But when she arrived at the post office Hannah found it relatively empty thanks to the fair, and with swift service from Marianne Temple, who’d worked there for nineteen years – about as long as she kept you talking some days – Hannah was in and out quickly. And when Hannah saw Mr Temple sitting on a chair in the corner, waiting for his wife to close up, she realised they were as eager as everyone else to get to the summer fair. Perhaps Marianne had called a moratorium on conversations so she’d be able to get away quicker today. She hadn’t even passed comment on Hannah’s unusually smart appearance when normally she’d have one or two things to say about anything out of the ordinary. 

Smiling to herself, Hannah left the post office, a spring in her step, a confidence that came from either the sunshine or her outfit, her black velvety bag over her shoulder. Another parcel done. Another person who would receive a little gift of kindness to lift their day and brighten their world. Another cog turning in the wheels of the business she’d loved starting and making a go of. 

She turned the corner, ready to cross over to the square to join in the fun, and bam, she bumped straight into someone whose coffee cup sloshed right onto the neckline of her dress, splashing all over the polka-dot fabric.  

She looked up to see Joe, coffee all over his hand, a look of horror on his face. He pulled tissues from his pocket and waved them at her.

‘I’m so sorry. Hey, at least it’s iced coffee!’ She could tell he was trying to console her, but his sense of humour, or charm, or whatever it was he was trying to convey, didn’t work. Especially not today. 

Hannah turned and fled and didn’t stop running until she reached Lantern Cottage. She never should’ve worn the dress. Plain and simple.

Because bad things happened when she did.
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