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Author’s Note

This novel is very much an uplifting, feel-good love story, but for those who would prefer content warning in advance, the story does include mention of parental loss at an early age, and implication (unsubstantiated) from certain characters that this loss may have been caused by suicide. The tone for this is light touch and focuses on parental love and healing. The novel also contains mild swearing and soft spice.


Prologue

Oakwood, ten years earlier

‘Promise you’ll always be my friend, even if things change.’

‘Things won’t change. What would change?’ Flynn stretches his arms behind his head and peers up at me with those cornflower blue eyes. He’s lying on his back on the grassy bank overlooking the lake, and I’m sitting cross-legged next to him, leaning against our favourite giant oak tree, threading a daisy chain like I always do on these lazy September evenings after school.

I smile to cover the sigh that escapes despite my best efforts. This has been such a perfect day, full of laughter and easy friendship, and I want to keep it like this forever, but a small voice inside me keeps whispering, reminding me that things don’t stay the same, that life can change in an instant, and you can’t expect people to stay with you, for you, no matter how much you want them to. For some people, loving them is just not enough. But I don’t think I could bear to lose Flynn. He’s been a huge part of my life these past few years, and lately he’s starting to feel like the most important part.

‘Promise me.’ I trace my fragile petalled chain across the line of freckles that spatter the bridge of his nose, and he twitches and pulls himself up to ease the flowers from my fingers.

‘Here, let me put this somewhere safer.’ He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and drops the chain of daisies across the top of my honey blond waves. I sit very still as he arranges my delicate tiara. My eyes are dangerously close to his mouth and I’ve spent way too much time lately picturing those lips touching mine. All I can hear is Flynn’s soft breathing and the sound of my heart beating, tapping out a message that I’m not sure I’m ready to send.

He ducks his head to peer into my eyes, then presses his fingertip to the crinkle that appears above my nose when I get anxious. ‘Hey, don’t worry, I know it’ll be different this year, and we’ll need to get our heads down and study, but that’s okay, we’ll help each other.’

‘It’s not that.’ I blow out a shaky breath. I’m not sure how to explain. It’s not only that our teachers are telling us it’s time to get serious. It’s not even the idea of going to different colleges in a couple of years and not seeing each other every day like we do now. It’s this uneasy feeling, a strange sense of dread, like I’m going to lose something or someone important. Again.

‘Is it the anniversary? I can go with you to the grave tomorrow, if you like?’ Flynn gives my hand a gentle squeeze. ‘I know it’s hard.’

I pinch my lower lip. ‘Thanks. But Mam wants it to be just the two of us.’

I go with it, the fact that Flynn assumes it’s Dad’s first anniversary that’s affecting me. And it is, but it’s not only that. I have so many mixed-up emotions inside me, and I don’t know what to do with them, how to hold them all in. And I have to, for Mam’s sake. For everyone’s sake. Mam and Flynn are the two people I share almost everything with, but I don’t know how to share this. This feeling that my relationship with my best friend is turning into more, on my side at least, and I don’t know what to do about it, or if I should do anything at all, if it’s worth risking everything for what could be just crazy, stupid hormones, a passing teenage crush.

‘Just promise me, Flynn, please,’ I say again.

He stands and holds out his hand to help me up.

‘I promise. You’re my best friend in the world, Gracie. And I hope I’m yours. Always.’
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Ten years later

I think I can squeeze one last pumpkin onto the top of this spinner stand before Gertrude comes back from lunch and starts lecturing me again. I can’t seem to please that woman, no matter how hard I try. But I’ll keep trying anyway. Because that’s what I do. No matter what life throws at me, I tilt my chin up and smile, and I shove the hurt back down.

There’s no point in wallowing. It didn’t work all those years ago when I watched my best friend laugh his head off at the idea of taking me, Gracie Sullivan, to the school’s Halloween Ball. I cried for a whole week, but he upped and left me behind anyway, despite all the promises he made.

And maybe that’s why I didn’t feel like crying when I found my boyfriend of ten years in bed with another woman. After I left my family, my friends, and the job I’d dreamed of since I was fourteen years old, to follow him all the way to London. Because Jamie said he was bored with Oakwood, that moving to a big city would give our relationship the spark it had been missing for too long. He found the spark he was looking for all right, but it was his new work colleague, Olivia, that lit the match, not me.

I was so cross. I was furious. But I can’t honestly say I was heartbroken. Because I let a boy break my heart once, and I don’t intend to make that mistake again.

But none of that matters now. I’m here where I belong, back in my beloved Oakwood, and I know what I need to do. I’m going to focus on my career and the new independent life I plan to lead. And I’m going to start with making this library the closest thing to an autumn wonderland our village has ever seen. Now, if I can just stretch a teeny bit more . . .

I pause mid-reach as I hear the swish of the automatic doors. Feck, Gertrude’s back early, and it sounds like she has company. Unless she’s muttering to herself again. It wouldn’t surprise me, but I can’t turn around as I’m barely holding on as it is. And this chair is even wobblier than it looks. One wrong move and I’ll bring down the entire cosy crime display, and she’ll never forgive me for that.

‘Heh, hem.’ I catch the disapproving cough that means she’s off, and I might as well climb down and let her get on with telling me everything that’s wrong with my approach to managing her library. And why I’m the last person who should take over when she retires.

Gertrude was librarian here when Dad brought me to my first story time as a toddler. It was our thing. Mam worked Saturday mornings at our local medical centre, so every Saturday, all through my childhood, Dad and I would stroll through the village and spend our morning in the library. Story times in the early years, craft workshops when I was old enough – the library was where I first learned to crochet. And later, just sitting together, reading, and chatting about our favourite books.

This was our place. A place where I felt connected, cherished, inspired. I was barely into my teens when I decided I wanted to work here. I think I was fourteen when Gertrude first put out a suggestion box so customers could offer ideas on how to improve the service. I’m pretty sure that was the county librarian’s idea, not Gertrude’s, but she did let me lead a teen focus group, and she even took some of my suggestions on board, like creating teen and young adult book clubs, and decorating the library for more than just Christmas.

She was the nearest thing I had to a mentor, and when the time came to think about careers, she encouraged me to study library management. I worked here every summer all through college, and Gertrude was so pleased when I got my job at headquarters that she told me she hoped I’d take over from her, managing Oakwood, one day. She was delighted when I was assigned as her assistant a little over two years ago. Everything was going to plan.

But then I followed Jamie to London, and Gertrude took it as a personal rejection, like I decided that her library, her village, wasn’t what I wanted after all. Maybe she had a point, because by the time I left for London, I wasn’t sure what I wanted any more.

Once upon a time, I was close to having everything I ever dreamed of. And then it all fell apart. And it felt safer to focus on what I could have, who I could build a life with, than waste my time mourning long-forgotten promises and broken dreams.

And now I’m back in Oakwood. Alone. And there are two library manager positions opening up, with interviews planned for next month – one spot in Abbeyville, and one here in Oakwood, taking over from Gertrude when she retires in November. I have my degree, and plenty of experience, but I could use Gertrude’s support to make sure I have a decent chance of getting back on track with my dream of managing Oakwood Library. But she’s finding it hard to let go. And even harder to accept me back into the fold.

I take a deep breath and ready myself for whatever she’s about to unload.

‘I’m happy to help with the garden but I guess you’re okay for indoors. Looks like you could knit your own Christmas tree at this rate.’

That’s not Gertrude. Unless she’s had a sex change instead of her usual soup and sandwich. But something about that voice, low and easy, feels familiar. And knitting our own Christmas tree . . . that’s not a bad idea. It’s only mid-September; we might just have time.

And then he laughs. And I turn. And everything comes crashing down. Me, my wobbly swivel chair, a pile of cosy crime paperbacks, a jumble of multicoloured crochet pumpkins. And my heart.

‘You crazy girl! Look what you’ve done now.’ Gertrude grips the spinner stand that she managed to catch halfway to the floor. Miss Marple, Agatha Raisin, and Poirot lie scattered at her feet.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ She straightens the spinner stand, then flattens down her silver-grey bob. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

I don’t answer her. I’m too stunned to speak. I slump on the worn, scratchy carpet squares and stare up at the sandy-haired man in the red flannel shirt. He looks almost as shocked as I feel.

‘Gracie.’ He leans over me, eyes wide and blue as a summer sky. ‘Are you okay? Are you hurt?’

I smooth down my floaty lemon skirt and swallow hard as I peer up at him. I’m not hurt, but my vocal cords won’t co-operate and all I can do is sit and stare at his very handsome face.

I haven’t seen Flynn Anderson for ten years. Not since we were sixteen and he casually broke my heart, then left without even a goodbye note. And considering we’d spent nearly four years writing each other silly, and sometimes serious, scribbled notes about everything under the sun, from the first day we met at Oakwood Secondary School, that hit even harder than him laughing his head off at the idea of us becoming more than just friends.

‘Gracie! Gracie! Guess who’s—’ Sarah bursts through the library front door, screeches to a halt, then opens and closes her mouth like a goldfish before she finishes, ‘back.’

‘Hey, Sarah.’ Flynn arches his brows at my best friend. The friend who stepped in and picked up the pieces when he left. Then he turns and looks down at me, still gazing up at him from my spot on the floor. He reaches out and plucks a length of yarn from my hair.

‘I thought you lived in London now.’ He tucks the yarn into his jeans pocket. ‘With Jamie.’ He hesitates, mouth twisting. ‘Don’t you?’

I chew my bottom lip as my heart sinks further in my chest. I’ve spent the last few weeks since I moved home trying to avoid talking about my ex. It’s not losing him that hurts so much. It’s the lies, the betrayal, how much of a fool he made me feel.

Sarah’s the only one I’ve told all the details to. I’ve been too embarrassed to tell anyone else, even Mam. I’m definitely not ready to tell Flynn Anderson. I shared my deepest secrets with that boy from age twelve to sixteen. I thought he was my closest friend in the world. Until he let me down. Then disappeared. And now he’s standing there asking me why I’m here. Like I’m the one who owes him an explanation. There’s no way I’m opening my fragile shattered heart to the boy who was responsible for the first cut. Time to do what I do best. I brush myself down, pull myself up to my full five-foot-three, and pin the brightest smile I can muster across my face.

‘Flynn has offered to help with our garden,’ Gertrude announces as she places Miss Marple, Agatha Raisin and Poirot back in their designated slots. ‘I was in Pat’s Plants and Herbs at lunchtime, looking through the clearance stock, and I happened to mention that we needed assistance—’

‘Really?’ I squeak.

What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve never had a problem using my voice. Mam teases me all the time that I started chattering as a toddler and haven’t paused to draw breath since.

‘You did ask if I knew of anyone locally who could help,’ Gertrude says accusingly, as though I’m backing out of a plan we’ve been hatching for weeks, not a casual comment I made yesterday while pouring her morning tea.

‘Yes . . . but Flynn’s not local,’ I mumble, instead of what are you doing here, and why did it take you so long? I watch as he gathers my crochet pumpkins and sets them on top of Gertrude’s paperback stand. ‘He lives in New York.’

I know this. He stopped sharing secret scribbled notes the day Sarah asked him to go out with me. No more silly sketches or poetic jottings dropped in my locker or tucked between the pages of my school journal. But he does send a Christmas card every year with a few lines about his life in the States. The first year it was just Hi from the U.S. of A. Happy Holidays with a big sad upside-down face etched underneath. The notes got a little longer as the years passed. But he never mentioned a thing about coming home.

‘Nonsense,’ Gertrude quips. ‘His mother’s family founded this village, he’s more local than you are. And more loyal.’

She mutters that last part under her breath, but I hear her, and it stings.

I’ve always prided myself on being a loyal person, faithful, and good at staying the course. But sometimes you have to choose where your loyalties lie, and two years ago, I chose Jamie over Gertrude’s beloved library service. And I think that will always pick at her. Flynn’s eyes flick between us, and his brow furrows. Gertrude was like my doting aunt when he left, and it’s clear he’s confused at the disapproval in her tone.

‘It’s good to see you, Gracie,’ he says, and I nod.

He still sounds like Flynn, but his voice is deeper, and there’s a faint twang from living across the ocean all these years. He asks me again quietly if I’m sure I’m okay. I flick my gaze to Gertrude with a mini eye roll, and he smiles and turns to face her.

‘I live in New York State, not the city,’ he tells her. As soon as I mentioned New York, she gave him the same disapproving frown she usually saves for me. ‘Cricket Falls is more like Oakwood, with wider streets and bigger cars. Oh, and larger portion sizes too.’ He grins and pats his stomach.

Flynn’s definitely grown since I saw him last. I still see the boy I knew, but his sandy fringe is a little longer, and there are creases at the corners of his eyes, signs of weather on his tanned, golden skin. And he seems larger, broader, in a good way. Really good. His flannel shirt is rolled up past his elbows, and his white T-shirt is stretched across his chest, and all I can see is tanned lean muscle.

I squeeze my eyes shut and give myself a mental shake. Do not stare at Flynn Anderson’s chest. And if he happens to turn around, do not under any circumstances stare at his ass. That’s what caused all the trouble in the first place. If Sarah hadn’t caught me staring as he walked ahead of us to biology class, she never would have suggested he ask me out. And he wouldn’t have laughed in her face, then moved as far as possible to get away from me. Well, that’d be the South Pole, or someplace like that, but you know what I mean.

The worst part was I had to find out from Sarah that he was leaving. I didn’t go to school the day after I saw him laughing, and he didn’t come in again after that. I didn’t see him at all until I called to his house with his leaving present, and okay, he did hug me goodbye, but he looked at me like I was breaking his heart, and not the other way around.
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‘Why didn’t you tell me Flynn was back?’ Sarah asks as I turn the lock on the automatic doors. She had to dash off to a meeting earlier but raced back after work to quiz me.

‘I didn’t know.’

‘Really?’ She hitches her golf umbrella above our heads to fend off the soft September rain. I lose every brolly I buy, but Sarah likes to keep her raven black pixie cut perfect at all times and never leaves the house without hers.

She squints as I turn to face her. ‘Don’t you follow him on Instagram? And doesn’t he write to you every Christmas?’ A soft smile breaks over her face. ‘Like some long-lost lover from one of those soppy novels you read.’

My cheeks warm at the idea of Flynn sending me love letters but I breathe out hard and push the notion firmly out of my mind. ‘He sends me a card with a few lines at Christmas. You know that’s all it is.’

I don’t mention the letter I wrote two years ago, after Jamie and I broke up, before I relented and followed him to London. I was lonely and confused, and I still missed the boy I once thought would always be there for me. But I should never have written that. Flynn had his own life to live. It wasn’t fair of me to burden him just because I missed his friendship, even though he had clearly moved on.

‘And he’s not into social media.’ I sigh. ‘He posts photos of trees and lakes, the occasional rare plant. But he never posts anything personal.’

He used to, back when he was with Natalie. The girl he was with all through college, and for a few years after, until they broke up two years ago, about the same time I moved to London.

I knew things were hard for him after he left Oakwood. I didn’t know the details, just that his mam wasn’t well and he was doing his best to be there for her. I used to scroll way too often back then, through those pics of him and Natalie. And I was glad he had someone in his corner. Someone he loved and who clearly loved him too.

I don’t add that his current girlfriend tags him all the time in a stream of endless selfies, gushing about what a wonderful guy he is. He’s only appeared in one photo though, and that was a group shot, so I often have a giggle and tell myself it’s all only happening in her head. Now that I think of it, she hasn’t posted for weeks, apart from some cryptic quote about not giving up on her dream. She didn’t say what her dream is, but I have a feeling Flynn plays a starring role.

Sarah’s eyes soften. ‘I’m sorry, honey. I was only teasing.’ She wraps one arm around me and squeezes. ‘I forget sometimes how hard it was for you when he left.’

‘That’s okay.’ I force myself to smile. ‘It’s so long ago now, I barely even remember myself.’

That’s not at all true but there’s no point making Sarah feel worse. We’re an odd couple, total opposites, but we get each other, and I know she’ll always have my back and I’ll always have hers. Her family moved to Oakwood the year before Flynn’s family left for the States and luckily for me, she decided almost immediately that I should be her new best friend.

That was a bit tricky, as Flynn and I were so close, and she couldn’t understand how I could be such good friends with a boy. But then he left, and she took over, and now I’m crashing in her spare room in the house she shares with Scott, her fiancé, who also happens to be Jamie’s cousin and best mate.

And they hate Flynn, by the way. Not Sarah. Just Jamie and Scott. Even though they haven’t seen him in ten years, when we were all in the same class at school. But every Christmas after I’d get Flynn’s card, Jamie would crack some sneery joke about Flynn being soppy and preferring to hang out with girls, even though he had more male friends than Jamie did. And he was the star of the school football team, which I think is what pissed Jamie off most of all, because he’d been their star player before Flynn arrived on the scene. I’m not sure Scott hates Flynn, really. But he and Jamie grew up together, and he backs him every time.

‘Did you two talk at all? After I left?’ Sarah scans my face for clues.

‘I didn’t get time to talk to him.’ My throat feels tight as I swallow down my hurt at Flynn disappearing so easily. Again. ‘I had to sort out our knit and crochet group. They’re up to ninety with schemes and notions for the festival. I’m going to turn around one of these days and find I’ve been crocheted into the belly of a patchwork pumpkin.’

Sarah scrunches her nose. Crochet is not her thing, and she’s never understood how obsessed our group gets about the wonders of yarn. ‘But what about Flynn? Where did he go?’

‘I don’t know.’ I shrug as though it’s no big deal. ‘Last I saw, Gertrude was ushering him towards the walled garden out the back. I went to make tea for the group, and when I came back, he was gone.’

‘He didn’t even say goodbye?’ She purses her lips. She doesn’t add again but she doesn’t need to, I know she’s thinking it. Sarah always liked Flynn, but she never forgave him for laughing when she suggested he ask me out, even though I begged her not to. She was so convinced he’d say yes, she went ahead and did it anyway. And he laughed in her face. And I guess, if I’m honest, I’m still really, really hurt about that.

‘Grub’s up.’ Scott greets us with a satisfied grin as we stroll into the kitchen of the beautifully renovated townhouse they’re renting, on the opposite side of the road from the library. Sarah bought him a cookbook a while back, after he said they were eating too much junk. He’s only mastered one recipe, but it’s his pride and joy, and every Friday, freezing fog or scorching sun, Scott cooks easy fish curry, and we all go around smelling of coconut and cumin and lime pickle for the rest of the weekend.

We never complain. Sarah’s big on positive reinforcement and she doesn’t do cooking, so it’s either train up Scott or live on sandwiches and takeaway. Or keep me in their spare room forever, which is absolutely not an option. I’m not a bad cook when I get around to it, but I am a third wheel, and I feel awful about invading their space for so long. I don’t have much option at the moment though, as there’s no place in town available to rent, and I’m definitely not in a position to buy.

‘Yum, that’s smells delish, darling.’ Sarah leans over the pot and inhales like she’s about to pull a Meg Ryan in that scene from When Harry Met Sally that I’ve watched at least a dozen times.

‘Hey, save that for later.’ I swat her arm with a tea towel. ‘No orgasms in the kitchen, fake or otherwise.’

‘Pah.’ She ruffles my hair. ‘You’re the closest we’ve got to a Meg Ryan lookalike around here. And you’re the people-pleaser, honey, not me.’ She laughs and then turns and runs her thumb across Scott’s furrowed brow, and reassures him, adamantly, that all her orgasms are very, very real.

I pretend to laugh too as I reach into the cupboard for plates, but her words remind me of what Mam said when I told her I was moving home, and that Jamie and I were finished, for good this time.

Just promise me you’ll do what’s best for you, Gracie. I know you like to keep everyone happy, but you deserve to be happy too.

I wasn’t sure if she was really talking about me. Or reassuring herself that it was still okay to rent out her bungalow and head off on her Eat, Pray, Love adventure, now that I was moving back. I promised her I had everything under control, and that Sarah had offered I could stay with her for a while, and all she needed to do was finish packing her suitcase and send me lots of great photos from her trip.

I wolf down my dinner and dash upstairs to change into my favourite blue jeans and floppy jumper. I promised the knit and crochet group I’d see them at the village meeting, and back their proposal for a cosy Halloween festival this year. There are grandparents in the group, and quite a few young mothers, and they’re campaigning for a change from the usual ghastly ghouls and vampires. And especially from the blood-soaked headless horseman that terrified the life out of the smallies last year.

‘Are you sure about all this cosy stuff?’ Sarah asks, as we stroll down the lantern-lit street towards the Corner Bar. ‘I saw a fab Morrigan costume in Abbeyville with giant black feathers and wings. I could scare the wits out of half the village with an outfit like that.’ She cackles gleefully.

‘That would look great on you.’ I grin. ‘Go for it. Nothing wrong with a good scare.’

I hesitate, because Sarah loves Halloween, and for her, it’s a case of the gorier, the better, but she still offered to join me at the meeting to support our cosy cause.

‘But it’s not everyone’s thing,’ I say cautiously. ‘And maybe we could be more inclusive this year. Have more cosy in the library, and in the village throughout the day, and still have creepy in the Corner Bar after dark, and for the movie night too. We’ll have something for everyone then.’

‘Sounds fair.’ Sarah nods. ‘And speaking of cosy, I do love pumpkin spiced lattes, but you can’t get those anywhere in this village.’ She nudges me with her elbow as we reach our destination. ‘Hey, if you can find someone who can make decent coffee for the festival, I’ll back any plan you want.’

‘I’m sure I can manage that. I think Conal, our temporary library assistant, trained as a barista.’ Then I groan. ‘But I also need to convince Finbarr and Gertrude, and the rest of the committee. And I’m not in their best books since I took off for London, so just for tonight, don’t mention ravens or crows, and pretend that you really love crochet and pumpkins.’
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We don’t have a village hall, so we’re holding the meeting in a room at the back of the Corner Bar. It’s the only space suitable and it gets used for everything – meetings, discos, the annual Halloween Ball. I wish the library was large enough to accommodate more gatherings, but we barely have space for books, and there’s only one small room upstairs that all our many groups have to share. I raised this with our county librarian as soon as I came back from my career break, but Gertrude reminded me, abruptly, that she was still library manager, and it wasn’t up to me to start making demands. So, for now, I’m staying quiet and keeping my head down.

A waft of spiced apple and cinnamon hits as soon as I open the door. We’re running late and most of the knit and crochet group are already gathered around a table at the back. I peek through a gap in their huddle and I spot Flynn, ladling out drinks from a large metal urn.

‘You go grab seats,’ I tell Sarah. ‘And I’ll get us a drink.’

I don’t think she’s seen Flynn yet, so I usher her towards some empty seats up the front then I turn and make my way towards him. I push back my shoulders and try to project confidence. He’s standing there all breezy and carefree, and I want to show that I’m breezy too. I’m not miffed that he didn’t bother to say goodbye earlier, and I’m definitely not still part of the walking wounded because he abandoned me when I needed him most. That was years ago now and I barely remember it. I wish.

I have a whole light-hearted speech ready to go, but when I open my mouth the only word I manage is Hi and even that comes out strained. What the hell is wrong with me? Flynn Anderson used to be the one person in the world I could say anything to. Now my throat closes in his presence and my head’s a cloud of cotton wool. My arms ache to reach for a hug, but there’s a three-feet-deep table and a large metal urn between us. And ten years of distance and unanswered questions and papering over the cracks in my heart.

He hands me a glass of mulled cider and holds out a plate of oat and raisin cookies. Then I realise he’s speaking to me, so I take a gulp from my glass and pray to God there’s alcohol in there to settle my fizzing nerves.

‘It’s non-alcoholic.’ He smiles. ‘Gertrude thought it would be safer. She said these meetings can get heated.’ Then he laughs that gorgeous warm laugh, and my stomach feels like an aeroplane taking flight. God, he looks good.

‘I’m sorry I had to dash off earlier. I’m helping my uncle do a clear-out and I got a call to say the removal van had arrived.’ He bites his lower lip and I swallow. ‘I did want to nip upstairs and say goodbye, but Gertrude said you were too busy and she’d tell you I had to go and that I’d be here tonight.’

Gertrude had told me nothing of the sort, but I nod and say, ‘It’s good to see you again.’ I hesitate a beat before I add, ‘It’s been so long.’

I want to say why didn’t you let me know you were coming back? But Flynn didn’t know I’d be here either. Our last contact was Christmas. And my last Instagram post was a pic of me in London, with Jamie. I’ve taken that down now, but I haven’t posted a single thing since. Flynn’s face clouds and he hesitates. And I stand waiting like a fool, hoping he’ll say something sweet, like Yeah, it’s been way too long.

But there’s no chance for him to say anything as Moll Stringer barges past me, muttering about young ones holding up the queue, then she leans on her gnarly old walking stick as though it’s the only thing keeping her upright. I watch as Flynn switches his gaze, and his smile, to her.

I want to growl and tell her to back off. I was here first. But I don’t, of course. I grab a tray and some napkins, then add another glass of cider and turn to her. ‘Why don’t I bring this over for you, Moll? And would you like some cookies? You go and sit down, and I’ll be there with these in a tick.’

‘It’s far from cookies you were reared,’ she grunts at me. ‘But I’ll take two of them biscuits. And two for my brother as well.’ She gives me a curt nod then waggles her stick at two women behind me to make way. In fairness, they are holding full glasses and half-eaten cookies, yet they’re still standing at the front of the queue, practically drooling over Flynn.

I take my tray and nod goodbye to him. His eyes crinkle at the corners like they always used to. And my heart skips like it used to all those years ago too. But I give myself a mental kick and remind myself to cop the feck on. Sure, he has a gorgeous soft smile, but he shares it with everyone, even Moll. It was never mine to keep, and after all the time we’ve spent apart, I can’t think of it as mine any more.

I deliver my offering to Moll and take my seat beside Sarah. I’m about to offer her a cookie when I spot a folded scrap of paper in the centre of the plate. I noticed Flynn jotting something down when I was talking to Moll, but it never occurred to me that his note was for me.

I’m going to stay for a pint after the meeting. It would be good to catch up, if you’re free.

I get a warm feeling in my chest at the thought of spending more time with Flynn after the meeting, and hopefully, finding out why he’s back, and for how long. The fact that he wrote me a note, like old times, feels like maybe our friendship, our connection, isn’t as faded as I’d feared.

I take a sip of my mulled cider and try to focus on the meeting. Gertrude and her husband, Finbarr, are leading from the front. Finbarr stands tall behind his lectern and Gertrude is seated to his right with her laptop balanced on her knees. Finbarr smooths his neat grey beard, then taps his mic and booms, one two three, one two three. The room’s not that large, and his voice is loud enough to carry to the next town, but he likes to remind everyone that he’s our community council chair – the nearest thing we have to a mayor – and as far as he’s concerned, he’s the man in charge around here.

The meeting gets underway, and everyone agrees that the potholes on the road into the village are a thundering disgrace, and Finbarr volunteers to lead a delegation to County Hall to demand immediate repair. Then it’s on to raffle tickets, and Moll Stringer takes to the floor waving her stick to insist that banging on doors after dark should be made a criminal offence.

After a bit of huffing and puffing – mostly Moll – it’s agreed that the community council, even Finbarr, doesn’t quite have the authority to go that far. But most sympathise with the sentiment, and Gertrude offers to email the local paper and church leaders with a plea to cease and desist – knocking on doors late in the evening – to be read out on the pulpits and printed in the parish newsletter and the Oakwood weekly notes.

I check the time on my phone and wonder when we’re going to get to the Halloween festival, or Seachtain na Samhna, as we’ve decided to call it this year. It was definitely on the agenda that Gertrude sent out this afternoon. Quite a few of our regulars are new to the village and don’t have any Irish, so I had a lot of fun helping everyone pronounce that.

Shock-tin na Sow-na was as close as I could get. Seachtain means week and Samhain (sow-in) marks the end of the harvest season and the beginning of winter. A time of endings and new beginnings. A time to reset. I like the sound of it, and I love the idea of linking our festival week to Celtic traditions, as long as it’s not only terrifying ones like the headless horsemen, or An Dullahan as Finbarr insists on being called when he dons his gory costume every year.

I scan Gertrude’s email and see that Festival Planning is last on the list. We’re almost there but still have to get through Keeping our village garden centre open. I’m pretty sure the garden centre she’s referring to belongs to Flynn’s uncle, Pat, as opposed to the whole village, and last I heard he was planning on retiring after Christmas and moving to Spain. If Gertrude and Finbarr are about to propose a community takeover, we could be in for a long night.

It’s been a few minutes since we sorted the door-knocking dilemma, and the crowd’s getting restless. Finbarr peers towards the back of the hall then taps on his lectern.

‘We might as well move on to the main business of the evening, folks. Seachtain na Samhna.’ He sighs heavily. ‘We were supposed to look at ways to save Pat’s Plants and Herbs, but the man himself can’t be bothered to show his face, and I, for one, am deeply disappointed.’

Sarah rolls her eyes.

‘You need to calm down,’ she calls up to Finbarr, doing her best Taylor Swift impression, hand flick and all.

And he stares at her, horrified, while she stifles a smirk. Then he squints hard at me, as though he suspects I’m to blame for this affront.

I tug at her sleeve, but she bats me away. ‘Pat just messaged me,’ she declares. Loud enough for everyone to hear. ‘So have a bit of patience. He’s on his way.’

I wonder why Flynn’s uncle would message Sarah, but I don’t get to ask as the door creaks open and all heads turn to watch Pat amble in, rocking his double denim and long grey ponytail. He gives an easy nod towards his audience and takes a seat in the very last row. Flynn strolls out from behind his table and sits down beside him, and they both lean back in their chairs, folding their arms as if to say, go on then, don’t mind us, carry on.

But Gertrude’s having none of it and she hops up from behind Finbarr, swipes his mic, and barks out, ‘Item three on tonight’s agenda, Pat’s Plants and Herbs.’ She thumps the lectern with her fist and even Finbarr flinches in surprise.

‘I, for one, want to know what you intend to do, Patrick McArdle. Are you still planning to sell your family business?’ she booms. ‘A business that has been at the heart of our village for generations. And to a pound shop chain, no less.’

All heads in the room swivel back to Pat.

‘Euro,’ he pipes up cheerfully, then coughs into a handkerchief. But I see his cheeks lift and I think he might be burying a grin.

‘Excuse me?’

Everyone swivels back as Gertrude’s brows soar towards her scalp.

Pat coughs again, then his eyes crease as he clarifies, ‘It’s a euro chain that’s after my shop. We’re still in the republic here as far as I’m aware. I’d never sell out to the Brits.’

Sarah chuckles loudly, then mutters in my ear, ‘But he has no problem dating one.’

Finbarr is still staring our way, and he glares at me again, even though I’m not the one chuckling and muttering. This is not helping my cosy cause. By the time I get to say my piece, he’ll be too pissed off to agree with anything I suggest.

‘Quiet, troublemaker.’ I nudge my giddy friend, but I can’t help the giggle that escapes me all the same.

Finbarr joins Gertrude at the lectern and whispers something in her ear. Then he eases the mic from her hands and ushers her back to her chair. Every muscle in her face is pinched tight and she’s glaring down at Pat. He’s completely oblivious, or at least pretending to be, as he rolls his tobacco and softly whistles ‘The Foggy Dew’.

‘Ahem.’ Finbarr shoots his wife an apologetic glance and faces the crowd. ‘It’s clear we won’t make much progress on the sale of Pat’s Plants and Herbs this evening. Although, I would like to convey on behalf of our community that we are all very concerned, very concerned indeed, and whilst this is not the time nor the place, perhaps we could arrange a meeting with the village business association to discuss the matter. At your convenience, Pat.’

‘Right so.’ Pat tucks his rollie behind his ear and wipes his hands on his jeans. ‘I’ll be out in the main bar if anyone wants me. For business or pleasure,’ he adds with a cheeky grin.

Nobody else seems to have noticed, they’re all too busy tutting and puffing, but Tim from our knit and crochet group is seated right in front of me and I saw his face light up when Pat stressed the word pleasure, and I’d bet my entire second-hand yarn collection that Pat added that specifically for him.

‘Ciúnas! Ciúnas!’ Finbarr roars half an hour later with cheeks purple as a bruise.

And Tim jerks back, clearly wondering if Finbarr just cursed us. It certainly sounds like he did. Tim’s English and lived most of his life in Brighton until he retired, so I doubt his Irish is the best. I lean forward to reassure him, ‘It means quiet, please.’

I think in Finbarr’s case ciúnas, pronounced queue-nas, actually means would ye all shut the feck up, but I offer the sanitised version. Things are heated enough as it is.

The crowd is split down the middle as to whether Halloween or Samhain should be soft or scary this year. The knit and crochet group are firmly in the cosy camp, but Finbarr and the Stringers are holding out for gorefest all the way. I’m hoping for a compromise, so all my translations of Finbarr’s Irish will be the warm, fuzzy version from now on.

The man himself looks battered but resolute. The crowd may have quietened but they’re jittery like pre-schoolers hyped up on Halloween treats. I can feel a row building and that’s the last thing we need. Finbarr won’t like it, but it’s time for me to step up. For the sake of our knit and crochet group, and for my beloved village too.

Oakwood has changed since I was a teenager. We still call it a village, and it still has that close-knit village feel, but there’s a supermarket now, and two beautiful new housing estates, with houses I definitely can’t afford. There are even plans for a luxury spa retreat that will revitalise Oakwood House, which has been looking a little faded these past few years. And Audrey told me she intends to refurbish the back of the Corner Bar so that she can hold more music sessions there. She’s on the regional tourism board and says they have big plans to promote Oakwood as a premium destination over the next decade or so.

It all sounds wonderful, and I knew as soon as I came home that I wanted to be part of that process of putting Oakwood on the map. And making sure it happens the right way, at the right speed for our community to absorb.

This place has always been a hive of creative activity, and with the lake and the woods, and the many beautiful walks on our doorstep, our village has soul. I want to make sure we hold onto that, even as we grow and share our hidden treasures with the wider world. I think everyone here does. But we have different ideas about the best way to do it, so I need to tread carefully.

I catch Sarah’s eye and she squeezes my knee and whispers, ‘Go on, you’ve got this.’

I stand up straight, pin on my best smile, and raise my hand like I’m back in school. Finbarr was principal there for years and he loves to have this noted. The way this night is going, a small gesture of goodwill can’t do any harm.

‘Can I make a suggestion?’ I ask cheerfully as if we’re all getting along wonderfully and I’m only hoping to add one more bright idea to the mix.

Finbarr’s brows knit together as though he’s expecting more trouble. And I smile to reassure him that I only want peace. So far, I’ve smiled and nodded amicably at everything, apart from Moll Stringer’s suggestion that we put any late-night ticket sellers in stocks and pelt them with rotten pumpkins on Halloween. There were a couple of enthusiastic cheers, but one was from her brother and the other from Moll herself. Hopefully, that won’t gather too much traction as it’s not quite the positive festive spirit that we need.

‘All right then, carry on,’ Finbarr says gruffly then folds his arms across his chest. ‘As long as you don’t offer to crochet a patchwork cloak for my costume. I’m perfectly happy with the one I have, thank you very much.’ His frown deepens. ‘And as long as it doesn’t create any more work for me. I’m a busy man and I don’t have time for all these shenanigans. If everyone doesn’t settle down and come to some sort of agreement, I’ve a good mind to cancel Halloween.’

Sarah snorts, but most of the crowd gasp as if Finbarr could actually do that. I’m fairly sure he can’t but I smile sympathetically and say, ‘Actually, I hope to reduce your workload, at least when it comes to Seachtain na Samhna.’ I make sure to use his preferred term. ‘I’d like to help co-ordinate the festival plans this year.’

I switch my smile to Gertrude and try to ignore the fact that her eyes narrowed to slits at my proposal. I plough on and I don’t stop for breath. One brief pause is enough for a hostile takeover, most likely from Moll Stringer, but I wouldn’t rule out my co-worker either.

‘Gertrude does a brilliant job of managing the admin, but I’d like to offer my services as her assistant.’ I make sure to stress the word assistant.

‘I spent the last eighteen months helping to run a community centre in London.’ I keep smiling as I speak. ‘And I gained a lot of experience co-ordinating events. Most of the basics are already in place, so it’s just a case of tweaking to make sure the varying approaches can be accommodated.’ I almost say warring but swerve to varying just in time. Phew.

‘I could help gather ideas from everyone and go through the suggestions to come to a workable compromise. If you like, I could do a report for the next meeting with recommendations for a festival that offers something for everybody.’

There’s muttering behind me that sounds like Barty Stringer: ‘I suppose you want us to sort world peace while we’re at it.’

I pretend not to hear him and sweep my gaze around the room to gauge the mood. It seems friendly, and Flynn’s eyes twinkle as he gives me a thumbs up from where he’s sitting by the door. My heart lifts in response and I feel more ready to go on.

‘We still have six weeks to Halloween,’ I say in my most confident voice, the one I practised in the mirror when I ran up to change my clothes. ‘That should give us plenty of time to organise a festival that everyone in the village can be happy with.’

‘Hmm. I suppose it might be worth a try.’ Finbarr eyes me suspiciously as though he hasn’t made up his mind whether I’ll be a help or a hindrance. ‘As long as you don’t stray too far from our traditions.’ He leans on his lectern. ‘Okay, folks, submit your suggestions to Gracie as soon as possible, by email or to the festival WhatsApp.’

‘Or just write a note and drop it to me in the library,’ I chip in. ‘Or call in and tell me in person, if you prefer.’ I know from my job that the easier I make this for everyone, the better the outcome is likely to be.

‘And we’ll reconvene here, same time next week, to consider Gracie’s report. All agreed,’ he declares, leaving no room for objections.

Everyone nods along, apart from Moll and Barty, and my shoulders relax as I gaze around the room. This day next week doesn’t give me much time, but at least we’ve agreed on something, so I decide to go with it for now.

Then my eyes land on Gertrude, and her face is set in stone. She hasn’t said a word since her altercation with Pat, and she hasn’t given any clue how she feels about my offer to assist. But it’s not looking good.

I grab my yellow rain jacket from the back of my chair and look around for Flynn. He’s nowhere to be seen. I feel put out that he didn’t wait for me even though I’ve no right. It’s been so long since we were close and he doesn’t owe me anything. I’m not the same girl I used to be and he’s not the same boy. In fact, he’s definitely not a boy any more. He’s all man.

‘Are you okay, Gracie?’ Sarah peers at me. ‘You’re off in dreamland there.’ She gives me a sympathetic head tilt. ‘Oh, were you looking for Flynn? I saw him earlier down the back.’ She glances around then winces when it’s clear he’s already gone.

‘I wasn’t looking for him.’ I shrug. Okay, maybe I was. ‘He asked me to stay for a drink after the meeting, but he must have gone ahead to the bar.’ Without me.

Sarah pulls on her jacket and wraps her scarf around her neck as we make our way towards the door into the main bar. ‘Well, I’m going home to Scott, but you should stay for a drink.’ She hesitates, then eyes me with concern as she adds, ‘Just don’t expect too much, okay.’

‘I don’t expect anything.’ My voice cracks as it hits me that I can’t expect anything. Every man I’ve ever cared about has let me down. Including Flynn.

‘It’s been a long time, honey, that’s all I mean,’ she says softly. ‘But you can still have a nice night. Just think of it as two old friends catching up. And have fun.’
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Walking into the bar is a total contrast to the basic back room. It’s like stepping through time, with the long mahogany counter, old whiskey mirrors, and dimmed copper lights. The tables are dark reclaimed wood, and the seating is all faded brown leather couches and cushioned, timber-backed benches.

Flynn’s sitting on the couch down the end, next to the stove with its crackling coal fire. He looks up and waves when he spots me. His smile is soft, and his hair’s all tousled, and he looks like he could be starring in an ad for Guinness or Kerrygold, or even ‘hot guy in local village pub’ for the next Irish rom-com. Then he peels off his hoodie, and his T-shirt rides up to reveal a flash of taut, golden skin. And my stomach jolts like I’ve taken a plunge off one of those wild river water rides. Christ, Gracie, get a grip. Don’t you dare start catching feelings. Not again.

Pat’s perched on the bench across from him, flattening a cigarette paper like some ancient treasure map that needs to be handled with care. I never actually see him smoke a cigarette, and he can’t in here anyway, but he always seems to be rolling one, preparing to roll one, or tucking one behind his ear. He turns as soon as Flynn waves.

‘Gracie, girl, sit down.’ He stands and gestures for me to take his place. ‘Sorry I dragged Flynn away early, but I needed to talk to him about something confidential. Now, you’ll have a drink?’

‘That’s okay, Pat, I’ll get them.’

‘You will not.’ He ushers me onto the bench opposite Flynn. ‘Sit yourself down, I’d rather be up at the bar anyway.’ He waves over to Tim, now seated at the bar counter, and shoots him his trademark cheeky grin. Then he turns back to me. ‘What’ll you have?’

‘Em, a glass of red wine, thanks.’

I squeeze past him and settle across from Flynn.

‘You were great tonight,’ he cuts through my muddled, horny thoughts. ‘You always did know how to work a crowd.’

He smirks over to the old-style jukebox that’s been in the back alcove forever, and that we used to play tunes on and sing along at the top of our voices. Well, I did, murdering my favourite song from Twilight, and trying not to make it obvious who it was that I’d love for a thousand years. Flynn was always more the strum-a-guitar-at-the-end-of-the-night type, as opposed to my Queen of Karaoke, Irish style. Not that we spent many nights hanging out in bars as teenagers, but every Oakwood family occasion from weddings to funerals ends with a trad session or a sing-song in the Corner Bar, and nobody gets left behind.

‘I can’t believe that jukebox is still there.’ He takes another mouthful of Guinness before he adds, ‘I take it the Stringers gave up their protest in the end.’

‘Oh God, I’d forgotten about that.’ I shake with laughter at the memory. ‘They spent that whole winter after you left traipsing up and down outside the front door. They had big cardboard placards ranting about foreign music taking over the village, but it rained so hard the first week all the ink ran, and nobody could read them any more.’ I clutch my stomach. ‘Sarah took to throwing coins at them, pretending she thought they were doing performance art.’

We’re both creased laughing when Pat arrives back with our drinks. ‘I see you two haven’t changed.’ He mock rolls his eyes as he hands me my wine.

And I wonder if he’s right. If Flynn and I can fall back into our old easy friendship. Maybe. If I can stop my stomach sky-diving every time he reveals a glimpse of bare skin.

‘Well, I’d better get back to the bar.’ Pat lays a friendly palm on my shoulder. ‘The barmaid’s flirting with Timmy again and someone needs to let her know she’s wasting her time.’ He arches his brows playfully. ‘I think that might have to be me.’

Two drinks later and we’ve chatted about the meeting, and plans for the festival, and what everybody in the village has been up to apart from Flynn and me. The mood is upbeat but there’s a dull, persistent ache in my chest and I can’t hold back any longer. One more gulp of wine and I’m going to blurt out the questions I’ve been holding back for ten years too long. Why? Why did you laugh? And why did you leave without saying a proper goodbye?

Flynn tilts his head, eyes narrowed. ‘Are you okay?’

I take a swig of my Malbec and ready myself to say no, I’m not okay. I’m tired of saying yes, I’m good, everything’s great, and smiling through it all. I’m worn out pretending because I’m starting to realise that I haven’t felt okay for a very long time. Maybe not since those days under our favourite oak tree by the lake . . .

‘Is it the memories?’ Flynn rubs at his jaw.

Okay. We’re doing this. It seems like we’re finally ready to talk about what happened.

‘I guess it must hurt.’ His eyes are filled with concern.

So he does feel bad about the way he handled things. The way he ghosted me that week before he left. Then barely spoke when I gave him his leaving gift. Best friends don’t do that.

I take a deep breath to help me drag up the words. ‘It definitely hurt at the time.’

I’m about to add that it’s okay, I moved on, but I would like to understand what happened. I’d like him to tell me.

But Flynn’s not finished. ‘I mean, it’s ten years since that ball you and Sarah organised.’ His face flushes. ‘That you went to with Jamie. And now you’re here, on your own, organising Halloween for the whole village. I’m guessing you’ve broken up again.’

‘What? No. That’s not—’

‘Sorry, I just presumed—’

I don’t get why he’s going on about me and Sarah. And Jamie, for God’s sake. When all I want to hear about is him, and us, and why he treated me the way he did back then, when I thought he was the one person who would never hurt me.

I throw my hands up, in frustration. ‘Why are you talking about Jamie? I thought we were going to talk about us. Our friendship. Why you stopped being my best friend.’

His shoulders sag and he leans back into the brown leather button-back as though he needs the support. ‘That’s what I still don’t understand, Gracie.’

‘Huh?’ I pull at a clump of my hair. What kind of an answer is that? It’s been ten long years and he owes me a proper explanation.

He kneads his forehead with his knuckles, and he seems to be trying to decide whether to say any more, but then he huffs out a breath. ‘I never got why you chose Jamie. He was always so full of himself. I didn’t believe it when Sarah said you really wanted him to take you to the ball. That she only asked me as a joke.’

Shit. I did not know Sarah told him that. She must have been really mad at him for laughing.

‘And then he asked you, and you said yes.’ He sighs. ‘I know it was a long time ago, and maybe he’s changed. But I doubt it. He was never right for you, Gracie.’

My jaw drops. Like Flynn has any right to tell me who I should or shouldn’t date. It’s not like he ever wanted me.

‘That’s not what happened. You know that. Sarah asked you to go with me first. And you laughed. You just laughed. That’s why she said that about Jamie.’

I burn at the memory and share the part I’ve never told him until now. ‘I was there, standing right behind Jamie and Scott. I know you didn’t see me. But I saw you. And I heard how you laughed.’

Flynn’s face goes ashen and he looks like he’s about to be sick.

‘I’m sorry, Gracie, I get how that must have looked.’ He tugs a hand through his hair and his voice is raw and tight. ‘But I promise, I wasn’t laughing at you. I’d never have laughed at you. You were my best friend.’ He squeezes his eyes shut and his face contorts as if he’s in pain. ‘I was in shock after finding out my father had decided to move us so far away. I’d only just found out. And I was in bits at the thought of leaving you.’

‘Really?’

He watches me frown. ‘You know I was. I told you. In my letter.’

‘Did you?’

‘Yeah, you know I did.’ He looks hurt.

I scrunch my face in concentration as I try to picture that first note Flynn sent after he left. I presume he means the one after the card that said Happy Holidays. Because that was barely a line. The next one was hardly a letter, but at least he did write and tell me a little about his life, even if it was only a few lines on a card.

I feel bad that I don’t remember it properly, but it was a long time ago, and there was a lot to process in that note, now buried in a box in Mam’s attic. It was the first time Flynn mentioned his mother being sick, and his dad being so busy and never there for her, and how it was just as well he didn’t stay in Oakwood (like that was ever an option), as his mam needed him in Cricket Falls.

But that’s all I remember. I don’t remember him saying sorry for laughing or telling me he didn’t want to leave. Maybe I blocked that part out because I was hurt that it came way too late.

‘Okay, well, I guess that makes sense,’ I say eventually. ‘The laughing, I mean. The being in shock.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Flynn hangs his head. ‘You have every right to choose who you want to be with. I shouldn’t have written what I did. I should never have put that on you.’

‘Don’t say that.’ I reach across the table to squeeze his hand. I hate that he feels bad for telling me his mam was sick. ‘You know you can tell me anything. I’m still your friend.’

His eyes find mine and he gives me a relieved smile. ‘Thanks, that’s good to hear.’

I smile back. ‘And I’m glad your mam is better now.’

He frowns, and looks confused, but I go on. I need to say this. ‘But I don’t get why you’re annoyed about Jamie? You weren’t even around when I started seeing him. You’d already left.’

I don’t mention that Jamie was furious at him for laughing at me and came to me the next day and said Flynn was a prick and he didn’t deserve me, and he’d love to take me to the ball. I said no at first. I thought he just felt sorry for me. Or maybe Sarah had begged him to ask me out, to soften the blow from Flynn.

Jamie could have taken anyone. He was the standard tall, dark, and good-looking type, and most of the other girls in school were crazy about him. I’d never taken much notice. Never understood what all the fuss was about. But he persisted for days until I finally agreed. And then he treated me like a princess that night, and afterwards. He really came through for me back then, and if it wasn’t for Jamie and Sarah, I’m not sure how I’d have gotten through that awful time.

I feel like saying all this to Flynn, but he still looks upset, even though he really has no right to be. I’m about to ask again why it bothers him so much, when my phone buzzes at full volume, and it’s as if I’ve conjured up my ex with all these memories. I hit decline, but it starts to ring again immediately.

‘Sorry, I’d better take this. It’ll keep ringing all night if I don’t. I won’t be long.’

‘We need to talk.’ Jamie’s tone is clipped as I pull the door to the beer garden closed behind me and sink down on the bench by the wall.

‘I don’t have anything to say to you.’ I’m not sure what he expects me to say considering this is the first time he’s called since I left.

‘Be reasonable, Gracie. You know Olivia and I are just work colleagues. It was nothing. It is nothing.’ No need for FaceTime, I can picture the downward curve of his lips as Jamie sighs down the line.

I roll my eyes. ‘So, you’re still shagging her then?’

‘Don’t be crude, Gracie, it doesn’t suit you.’

‘You didn’t answer my question.’

‘It’s a ridiculous question. Anyway, I’m not calling to talk about Olivia. I’m calling to talk about you and me.’

‘It’s been almost a month, Jamie. There is no you and me. Not any more.’

‘Gracie.’ He sighs again. ‘I made a mistake. People make mistakes.’ His tone changes to accusing. ‘And you left me, not the other way around. What was I supposed to do? I was upset at the way you treated me, and I needed time to figure out what I wanted. But I’ll be home soon and we’ll work this out.’

‘The way I treated you?’ I sag against the freezing cold wall. ‘You’re the one who cheated. And then didn’t even bother to apologise. I don’t know why you’re finally calling me now, but please don’t call me again.’

‘It was one stupid mistake, that’s all. Come on, Gracie. Nobody’s perfect.’

‘Jamie, just leave me alone.’ I try to sound strong, determined. This time it’s over. It has to be.

‘I have no intention of leaving you alone,’ he snaps. ‘Scott told me, you know. That loser, Anderson, is back. I hope you’re not hanging around with him.’ He huffs down the line. ‘You know he’ll leave again, don’t you? And I’ll be the one to pick up the pieces, like the first time.’

‘Bastard.’ I choke out the word, and I hate that I let him hear the hurt in my voice. Jamie’s always known how to root out my weak spots, especially when it comes to Flynn.

‘You know I’m right, Gracie. Look, I have to go, but I’m coming home as soon as I clear things at work, and we’ll fix this. In the meantime, stay away from Anderson, please.’

I drop my phone onto my lap as he hangs up. And I only realise I’m shivering when I look up and see Flynn coming through the door.

‘Are you okay?’ He dips his head and holds my gaze. ‘I take it that was Jamie.’

He sits down beside me and starts to rub my back to stop me shivering, but then pulls away again, as if he’s not sure it’s okay to touch me. I close my eyes and lean my head against his shoulder. I shouldn’t. I’m only confusing myself even more. But I’m cold and I’m shaky, and Flynn feels so warm, and solid, and safe. Just like he always used to feel when I needed a shoulder to lean on. And God knows I needed him a lot that last year. Before he left.

‘I’m sorry. I should go home.’ I try to smile but it doesn’t take. Instead, I release a shaky sigh as I stand and look down at him, wondering how ten years can feel like it’s passed in the space of a heartbeat. ‘Maybe we can catch up again before you leave.’
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‘No way! Not happening!’

‘But what else can I do?’ Scott’s voice is high-pitched and pleading. ‘I promised.’

I pause at the top of the stairs. I’m barefoot and wrapped in a towel and on my way to grab a glass of water. Scott and Sarah usually go for a jog around the lake on Saturday mornings and I get the house to myself for a few hours. I’m surprised they’re back so early and even more surprised to hear them arguing. They’re generally in great form after a run, high on dopamine and fresh forest air. But this sounds serious, and none of my business, so I turn to pad as silently as possible along the landing to my room.

‘And what about Gracie?’ Sarah yells. ‘She’s my best friend. And after what Jamie did, you expect me to tell her that you’ve invited the bastard to stay with us.’

Her words hit like serum freezing the blood in my veins.

‘But Jamie’s my best friend. And he’s family. His new place isn’t ready yet, and he says he needs to be in Oakwood, and there is nowhere else.’

That’s exactly what Jamie would say. Even though his parents have a mansion, and his father manages almost every rental property in the county. And Jamie always worked out of their head office in Abbeyville, so there’s no reason for him to base himself in Oakwood, apart from me.

My hands shake as I sit on the bed and try to pull on my jeans. I should have seen this coming. London was only meant to be for a couple of years. Then we were supposed to come back together and crash with Scott and Sarah until we found a place of our own. Or until Jamie persuaded me to move even further. I hoped we’d stay in Oakwood, but Jamie had his sights on Australia long before we broke up.

After everything that happened, I assumed he’d stay in London. Or go on to Australia without me. And it’s been almost a month since the incident. Why is he only contacting me now? Was he really too upset? Scott did tell Sarah Jamie was devastated when we finished.

We’ve broken up before, when I told him I didn’t want to move to London because he ‘felt like a change of scene’. But as far as I know, he never cheated on me while we were together. At least, that’s what I believed until I saw the smug look on Olivia’s face.

Olivia worked in their head office in Abbeyville as a trainee estate agent. She’d only been with them a year when Jamie’s dad told him he was opening a branch in London, and Jamie decided it was the perfect opportunity to make his mark.

Then Olivia asked if she could go too, to work as his assistant. I was surprised when he agreed. I thought he’d want someone with more experience, but he said she was keen and that was the most important thing. She was keen all right, and looking back, I don’t know how I missed the signs.

Okay, maybe I was caught up in trying to make the best of my new job, and make new friends too, so London would start to feel more like home. Then I could convince myself I had made the right choice when I decided to move. And maybe I had let myself and Jamie drift apart. But that doesn’t mean I can forgive him for sleeping with Olivia. Can I?

Oh God, I can’t stay here another minute. Jamie’s already in my head. And he’s not even home yet. I have to find a bed somewhere else, before I let him persuade me, yet again, to share his.

I lace up my runners, pull on a hoodie, and tiptoe down the stairs. The door to the kitchen is closed and their voices are muffled, but it’s clear Scott and Sarah are still arguing, and I feel so guilty that I’m the cause. I open the front door quietly and make my way down the street. I need a walk to clear my head and figure out what I’m going to do, where I’m going to live now that I’m soon to be homeless.

I can’t let Sarah and Scott fall out over me, and I can’t blame Scott for backing Jamie. He usually goes along with whatever Sarah wants and he’s been really kind to me since I moved in with them. But Jamie and Scott have been joined at the hip since they were born, and Scott will always take Jamie’s side.

I cross the road and pass the library, between Pat’s house and his plant shop on the corner and then take the turning onto the trail that leads to the woods and the lake. And to Oakwood House and Gardens if you keep going far enough. Green leafy trees, calm water, and lots of deep breathing, that’s all I need, I tell myself, as I trudge along the grassy bank, avoiding the squelchy mud that passes for road after the early-morning rain. It’s clearing now and as I look up to take in the hazy sunshine, I spot Flynn coming down the path from the pretty stone-faced cottage that belongs to his parents.

It’s set in the middle of a small garden filled with pink roses and bright purple asters and cordoned off from the fields that surround it by a wild hazel hedge. I think the field between the cottage and the shop belongs to Pat, but I’m not sure. I never asked Flynn about it as I know his dad and his mam’s brother, Pat, don’t like each other much. And I always got the impression that all this property, which used to belong to Flynn’s grandparents, is a sore subject, and Flynn does his best not to take sides.

‘Hey, I thought you’d be at the library,’ he calls out to me. ‘I was about to drop in and see how you’re doing.’ He doesn’t mention Jamie, or last night’s phone call, and I’m grateful. I need to put Jamie out of my mind and focus on my main concern right now, finding myself a bed for next week. One that I don’t have to share with my ex.

‘I only work every second Saturday,’ I say when I reach the cottage. ‘Gertrude’s on today, with our library assistant, Ella. They should be settling in for story time now, if you fancy it?’

‘Maybe next week. We could team up.’ His cheeks crease with a smile as he adds, ‘But only if you promise to wear that cute pumpkin costume. It’s adorable.’

I roll my eyes, and Flynn nods earnestly. ‘I’m serious, you look so cute, I used to rewatch that library Instagram post all the time. The one of you singing “Five Little Pumpkins”.’ He presses his fist to his cheek with a groan. ‘Not all the time. Damn, I sound like a stalker. I only saved it so I could tease you sometime.’

‘Stop digging, you’re already buried.’ I smile, but I feel my face warm at the idea of Flynn watching me, and the fact that he took it for granted we’d meet again sometime.

I have one video of my own that I rewatch now and then, especially when I’m feeling a bit low. The one of Flynn and me singing at Sarah’s seventeenth birthday, the summer before he left and everything changed. Her parents let her have her party at the Corner Bar, as long as we all promised not to drink alcohol. We paid her older brother to buy us a naggin of vodka, and we hid it in Sarah’s bag beneath our table to top up our Cokes. I topped up Flynn’s a bit too generously, and he got tipsy, and I managed to persuade him to join my heartfelt rendition of the theme song from Gilmore Girls.

I’d made him watch the show with me every Sunday the previous autumn, so he knew all the words. But despite holding my hand and staring into my eyes as he sang ‘Where You Lead, I Will Follow’, two months later he was gone. And all I had left was the video Sarah took, of Flynn singing, his voice low and warm, and those gorgeous blue eyes, and the way he looked at me that night that made me wonder if maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t the only one starting to feel differently about our friendship.

Flynn drops the toolbox he’s carrying and turns back to open the gate. ‘Sorry, I forgot to lock the door. I was fixing a loose slat on the porch. Back in a sec.’

I’m fairly sure he told me last night he was staying with Pat, which makes sense seeing as how he’s back to help with the sale of Pat’s property. And I notice there’s no car in the gateway to the side of the cottage where visitors usually park. And if Flynn’s locking the door, that means there’s nobody inside. I wonder.

‘Your parents rent out that cottage, don’t they?’ I ask as he pulls the gate behind him and picks up his toolbox again.

‘Yeah, it was booked solid all summer.’

‘But there’s nobody staying there now?’

‘The last lot just left. I called to pick up the key.’

I’m about to ask if there’s any chance his parents might rent it to me, when Pat’s pickup drives down the lane, and Flynn waves him down. Then I remember that Scott’s office handles the rentals anyway, so there’s no need to ask Flynn and involve him in my latest drama with Jamie.

He leans over and throws his toolbox in the bed of Pat’s truck, and I watch the muscles ripple in his forearm, his shirt stretch across his shoulders. My throat goes dry, my body heats, as he straightens and rubs at the faint golden stubble along his jawline, and too slowly I realise Flynn’s staring at me, studying me, and I blink out of my haze.

‘Catch you later,’ I say lightly, as if I haven’t been caught drooling.

Flynn nods, his eyes fixed on mine. And I have to look away, focus on the murky puddle at our feet. Because his eyes are still that gorgeous cornflower blue, and his face is still as handsome as ever. But I’m still searching for that boy I lost, and this man standing here in front of me feels so familiar, but also out of reach. Like a stranger I’m meeting for the first time, but with this sense that we’ve met before, in another life.

‘That’d be good.’ He gives me an easy smile as he hops into the passenger seat and leans out the window, and Pat waves from behind him. ‘I’m booked up all day today, but if you’re free tomorrow, maybe we could get a coffee, or a walk?’

‘Sure. I’ll text you,’ I say steadily, doing my best impression of a woman who knows what she wants and expects to always get it. Because I need some sense of control over us meeting again. I feel like I’ve been waiting forever for Flynn to come back into my life. And now he’s here, but he keeps disappearing, and deep down, I know I’m already preparing for him to leave me again.

‘I don’t know.’ Scott’s face is tense. ‘Would you not be better off staying here, Gracie?’ He grimaces. ‘Hazel Cottage is expensive.’

Sarah leans her elbows on the kitchen table and scowls across at him. ‘She would be better off staying here, if you hadn’t invited Jamie to take over our spare room.’ She presses her chin into her clenched fists. ‘And you can do her a deal on the rental. It’s off season, and it’s your fault she has to pay rent in the first place.’

Scott dips his head with a muttered, ‘Sorry.’

‘I can’t stay here. You know that.’ I sigh. ‘And you know there’s nothing else going in town. It was pure luck I ran into Flynn and found out his parents’ place is free.’

I’m leaning against their white Shaker cabinets, gripping the chrome handle behind me for support, tapping my foot on their glossy ceramic tiles. Sarah keeps asking me to sit, offering me cups of tea. But I can’t stay still. I’m too agitated with the need to move myself out before Jamie arrives.

‘But Hazel Cottage?’ Scott winces. ‘I don’t know how Jamie will feel about that.’

‘Fuck Jamie,’ Sarah fumes, and I can practically feel the steam coming off her. ‘If he hadn’t spent so much time feeling his assistant, Gracie wouldn’t be homeless right now.’

Scott fiddles with the handle of his coffee mug. ‘Okay, fair point. But I don’t deal with rentals, you know that.’ He gives us both a pleading look. ‘Maeve takes care of those. Gracie can email her on Monday.’

‘You’re the manager, for feck’s sake. You don’t need to wait for Maeve.’ Sarah rolls her eyes. ‘And why isn’t it on the online system anyway, like the rest of your short-term lets?’

‘Because Elaine always loved that cottage,’ I say quietly, as a memory lands of me sitting on the stone wall, watching Flynn help his mother weed the pretty garden at the front. The cottage belonged to Flynn’s grandmother, but it was getting too much for her, and Elaine always took care of it, with Flynn’s help. We were barely thirteen and we’d only known each other a few months. But I was starting to learn how much he loved plants and trees and gardening. And I was discovering how much I loved watching him too.

‘She’d want to be sure anyone who stayed there would take proper care of it.’ I give Scott a steady, determined look as I go on. ‘And I promise I’ll do that. I’m so sorry to put you in this position, I know it’s not fair of me to ask—’

‘Gracie.’ Sarah glares over at her fiancé. ‘Scott made this mess in the first place by telling Jamie he could stay here. This is the least he can do.’

Scott winces, and I can feel him relenting, then he frowns. ‘But why didn’t you just ask Flynn if you could move in? Didn’t you say he had a key?’

I press my fingers to my forehead and sigh. ‘Because I didn’t want to involve him in my relationship problems. And I don’t think Jamie would want him involved either. It will be easier for everyone if you help me sort things. And I’ll let Flynn know when I see him.’ I close my eyes for a beat as I picture him. ‘I doubt he’ll care anyway, it’s been rented all summer, what’s another few weeks?’

‘I suppose it would make things easier.’ Scott rubs at his neck, clearly still conflicted, but then he nods. ‘Okay, I’ll go and get you that key. And I’ll let Maeve know on Monday.’

Sarah leaps up and kisses his cheek as he adds, ‘When do you want to move in?’

‘This afternoon, please.’ I give him a grateful smile.
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‘This place is gorgeous.’ Sarah pulls the door closed behind us and scans the open-plan room, with its sage green kitchen cabinets and circular oak table at one end, and dusky pink two-seater couch and matching fireside chair, facing a beautiful cast-iron stove at the other.

Scott did as he promised and drove to the office for the keys, while Sarah and I packed up my belongings. And now here we are, with my suitcases, and rattan basket filled with needles and yarn, about to move me in.

‘I love that.’ My eyes widen as I point to the stove, with matching cast-iron holder, piled high with logs alongside it. ‘No wonder the place feels so cosy, that would heat the whole cottage in no time.’

‘Also, because it’s tiny.’ Sarah chuckles. ‘It’s basically one room.’

‘There’s a bedroom and bathroom upstairs.’ I park my case by the newel post and peer up the timber staircase that divides the kitchen and living nook. ‘It’s plenty big for me.’

Then I spot the flatscreen on the wall above the stove. ‘And you can come over and watch Gilmore Girls when Scott’s off at football training. It’s almost time for my annual binge-fest.’

Sarah flops down on the two-seater, lays her head on the armrest, then stretches her legs over the other end. ‘Gilmore Girls?’ She laughs. ‘I think you’re confusing me with Flynn.’ She sees my face fall and her eyes soften, and I know she remembers that video from her party. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry. It must be strange seeing him again after all this time. I didn’t mean to reopen old wounds.’

I wrap my arms across my ribcage and shrug as lightly as I can. ‘It’s fine. No big deal.’ I smile to cover the heaviness settling in my chest. ‘But if you really want to make it up to me, we can start on season one next week.’

‘You’re determined to drag me to the cosy side.’ She lifts her hands in surrender. ‘Okay, you’ve got me. One season only, though.’ She pats the soft chenille throw draped over the back of the couch. ‘This is comfy. I can even stay over if we drink too much wine.’

‘I think you might have to take the bed.’ I throw her a wry smile. ‘Your legs are too long for that couch.’

It’s a generous two-seater, I’d be okay, but Sarah’s a lot taller than me.

‘I’d be fine.’ She hops up. ‘Come on, I’ll give you a hand with those cases. I want to have a nosy up there anyway. And then we can head back to ours for food and a movie. Scott said he do a full roast chicken dinner, with all the trimmings.’ She chuckles. ‘He must feel really bad.’

Three hours and two glasses of wine later, I’m back at Hazel Cottage. I made my excuses as soon as they started watching their movie. Partly because they picked out a horror, but mostly because I can’t help feeling I’ve overstayed my welcome, even though Sarah keeps insisting that I haven’t.

Because Scott is still Jamie’s best friend, and as far as he’s concerned, I’m the one who ran without waiting to hear his side of the story. And I know from Sarah that Jamie’s been piling it on thick with every phone call and every text he’s sent to Scott, even though he didn’t contact me. Not once, until last night.

I smooth the throw on the couch and take a look around downstairs before I switch off the light. I packed everything away in the wardrobe upstairs and tucked my cases under the bed. And I haven’t even made a cup of tea yet, so it all looks pristine. That won’t last long, I’m not the tidiest, but for now I’m keeping my promise to take good care of Elaine’s cottage. If anyone came to view, they wouldn’t even know I’d been here.

The bedroom is just as pretty as downstairs, with pine floorboards, voile curtains, and an enormous king-size bed. I pull down the blackout blind leaving only the soft glow from the bedside lamp. I nip to the bathroom, change into pjs, and switch off the lamp. Then I climb into bed and bury myself deep under the daisy print duvet that reminds me of a time when everything felt easier. Before my world fell apart.

My mind drifts back to those soft September evenings, before Dad died, when Flynn and I would spend hours lying on the grassy slope looking out over the lake, chatting, and threading daisy chains. Well, okay, the daisy chains were just me, but we did both spend hours talking, and laughing, and sharing our plans for the future.

Flynn wanted to study horticulture, maybe go into business with his uncle, and eventually open up a garden centre of his own, focusing on native, wildlife-friendly plants. His dad wasn’t happy. He wanted him to follow in his footsteps and pursue medicine. But his mam was adamant that when the time came to choose a course, the choice should be Flynn’s. So was his uncle, Pat. And so was Flynn.

I wanted him to make the right choice for him, but a small seed of hope began to take root in my heart. Flynn and I working side by side. Literally. Him in his dream garden centre and me, next door, in my beloved library. I hoped as we grew and nourished our shared dreams, that he might eventually fall in love with the librarian next door. Of course, that was long before Oakwood grew from a village to a town, and I realised our narrow two-storey would need a serious upgrade to become the thriving community library I dreamed about. And before Flynn left me behind for a brand-new life, and new dreams.

I try to quieten my overactive mind. I need to stop thinking about the past. About Flynn, about Jamie, about all the ways my life hasn’t turned out the way I hoped it would. I’ve still got my job, even if I’m not sure where that’s going. I’ve got a roof over my head, even if it isn’t my roof. I’ve got Sarah. And Mam, when she gets back from her travels. We’re due to have a FaceTime tomorrow, and I want to make sure she sees me smiling when we do.

There’s no point dwelling on hopeless dreams I had as a teenager. When I assumed the people I cared about would always be in my life. More fool me. First Dad left. Or was taken. I’m still not sure what to believe, but either way, I lost him. Then Flynn left, and didn’t bother to keep in touch, not really, not properly, apart from those yearly Christmas cards. That one flimsy thread holding us together all these years.

Oh feck, two glasses of wine and I’m maudlin. I need someone to give me a good talking-to. Cop on, Gracie. Flynn will be gone soon, and you need to stop wallowing and move on. Like you did the first time. Or at least, tried to. And okay, life has thrown you a few curveballs, but that’s how you learn to make better choices the next time. I hope.

I pull the duvet over my head and sink deeper into the mattress. Then I hear a loud creak. Feck, I should not have watched the start of that horror. It’s probably nothing, or just the wind, or . . . Shit! That’s not nothing!

The creaking gets closer, and it’s definitely someone or something coming up the stairs. Someone large by the sound of it, with heavy boots, and maybe an axe like that guy in the movie.

Oh shit, I’m going to die, all alone, and I never even got to tell Flynn how mad at him I am. How much he hurt me. How much he meant to me back then. And how he was all I ever really wanted, until he left and broke my heart.

I dart my hand out from under the duvet and grab my lavender spritz from the locker. It’s not much of a weapon, but it’s all I have. Maybe if I take the intruder by surprise and spray him right between the eyes, I can race down the stairs and escape. Or maybe he’s just here to steal stuff, and if I lie very still, he might not even notice me. I’m small and this duvet is thick. Maybe he won’t realise I’m under it.

The door creaks open. Oh God.

‘Ow!’ I yell as something heavy lands on my chest. The bastard just threw a ton of bricks at me.

I lift my head above the duvet and spray my lavender spritz wildly at the looming hulk approaching through the dim, hazy light. I scramble off the bed to make my escape, but the hulk moves, and I barge into a wall of solid muscle. Oh shit, I’m dead.

‘What the fuck? What the fuck?’

I blink as I realise that voice sounds familiar, and that shape looks familiar too. My vision adapts to the faint light coming through the slightly open door, from the landing. And I take in the tall frame of one very annoyed male, stepping back, and waving his hands vigorously as if to clear thick smoke from his path.

‘Flynn?’ I croak, my voice barely audible, and sounding strange, even to me. But in fairness, I have just had a near-death experience.

Flynn coughs a few times and straightens, then he blinks and tries to focus. ‘Jesus Christ, who is that? You could have blinded me.’

Yep, that was the plan. But I don’t say that. I just croak again, ‘Flynn?’

I drop back down on the bed, because my legs feel weak all of a sudden, and I need to sit down.

Flynn stretches over and switches on the bedside lamp. ‘Gracie?’ He sounds horrified.

His eyes are open wide and it doesn’t look like he’s blinded. My aim is not as good as I’d hoped. But I guess that’s a good thing, considering the circumstances.

‘Are you okay? I’m sorry. Did I get you?’

‘Get me?’ He stares at me like I’m crazy.

‘I was going for your eyes.’

‘Seriously, Gracie? What the fuck?’

‘Sorry, but you’re okay, aren’t you?’

‘Well, my T-shirt is soaked, and I smell like I took a bath in lavender oil.’ He sounds exasperated. He tugs his damp T-shirt to his nose and sniffs, and I try not to stare at the muscles of his stomach, the line of his hip bones.

‘But I think I’ll live.’ He peers down at me as I drag my eyes back up to his face.

‘Me too.’

‘What?’

‘You threw a bag of bricks on my chest.’

His eyes drop to my chest, and I remember I’m only wearing a very flimsy cami and no bra. I watch a muscle clench in his jaw, and he snaps his gaze away, as though he can’t bear to look at me. Wow. Thanks, Flynn. I know I’m not exactly well-endowed, and definitely not stacked like that girl who keeps posting about you on Insta, but you don’t have to look appalled at the sight of me.

‘I did not throw a bag of bricks on you.’ He huffs indignantly, then he spots the leather holdall beside the bed. ‘Oh, that. That’s just my clothes.’ He winces. ‘And my shoes. And some books. Hardbacks. Damn. Sorry.’

I grab a blanket from the end of the bed and wrap it around me, then I scramble back up to lean against the headboard.

‘Flynn, what are you doing here? It’s after midnight.’

He sits down at the very end of the bed and squints at me, hard. ‘Gracie, what are you doing here? In my house? In my bed?’

What? I jerk back and whack my head against the pine headboard. Ow.

So much for my new cosy sanctuary. This is not turning out how I planned. I glare back at Flynn. Because my head hurts, and my chest, and I feel nauseous, and I think I might be getting the start of a hangover, even though I only had two glasses of wine. Although, maybe it’s an overdose of lavender. Why can’t I just have one peaceful space to myself, without men who’ve already chosen to abandon me, or cheat on me, or whatever, following me, and wrecking my head.

‘Flynn, this is not your bed. It’s my bed. I’m renting the cottage from your parents.’

His eyes widen and he shakes his head slowly. ‘I don’t think so, Gracie. I told Maeve yesterday afternoon not to take any more rentals.’ He tugs at his sandy fringe, looking completely bewildered, and I almost reach out to stroke his baffled brow. But I manage to hold myself back. Just about.

‘How did you even get in here? Did I not lock the door properly earlier? Did you sneak back in after I’d gone?’ His frown deepens. ‘Christ, Gracie, I know I teased about stalking you on Insta, but that was a joke, and if this is some sort of prank to pay me back, it’s not funny. It’s pitch-dark, and the last thing I expected to find was someone waiting in my bed.’ His sigh is sharp and frustrated. ‘I could have seriously hurt you.’

You did seriously hurt me, I almost say. But now is not the time to start digging up the past.

‘Scott gave me a key,’ I blurt, then I screw my eyes shut as I immediately regret telling Flynn that. Scott works on sales, and even though he’s the manager, he shouldn’t be giving out rental keys without checking with Maeve first.

‘But he didn’t want to. It’s not his fault. I made him.’ My words come racing out in a nervous rush. ‘You see, Jamie’s coming back—’

‘No!’ Flynn jumps to his feet and starts tugging at his fringe again. ‘No way, Gracie. If you think I’m going to let you move in here and set up some little love nest with Jamie.’ He shakes his head furiously. ‘Just no.’

‘What?’ My mouth hangs open as I try to process the idea of Jamie here, in Hazel Cottage. Why would Flynn even think that? He knows Jamie and I are finished. Doesn’t he?

I bury my face in my hands and try to clear my muddled thoughts, but I feel like my head is about to split open, and before I can figure out how to explain any more, Flynn lets out another weary, frustrated sigh.

‘Gracie, I’ve had a really long day, and I’m just back from driving Pat to the airport. Whatever this is, whatever you and Jamie have planned, I can’t deal with it tonight.’

I open my mouth to protest, but he holds up his palms and shakes his head repeatedly as he backs towards the door. ‘Just save it, Gracie. I’m going downstairs, and I’m going to try to get some sleep. We’ll sort this out in the morning.’

He lifts his brows as though he’s asking for my agreement, giving me a choice, but what choice do I have? I badly need to lie down, maybe take some ibuprofen, and hope to God that I wake up tomorrow morning and realise that I had a really crazy bad dream.
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Flynn’s fast asleep when I make my way downstairs the next morning, blue chenille throw tucked under his armpits, and bare shins dangling over the edge of the couch. That can’t be comfortable, but he looks peaceful enough, considering how upset he was last night.

I feel slightly calmer too. I slept pretty well, once I’d knocked back a couple of ibuprofen, although it might have been all the lavender mist still floating around that knocked me out. I’ve had a shower, and I’m dressed, and I just got a text from Sarah to insist I call over to her place for brunch, to let her know how my first night went. I’m not sure where to even start explaining that.

But I can’t go anywhere until I find out if Flynn sleeping on this couch is temporary, or if he really did mean it when he said I’d stolen his bed. Hopefully, he just mislaid his key to Pat’s house, or something like that, some minor issue he can sort easily. And hopefully he was just tired last night, like I was, because the Flynn I used to know was never that grumpy. But he was definitely grumpy last night, and I didn’t like it one bit. Even if it was all my fault.

I fill the kettle and take two mugs from the overhead cupboard. I don’t bother to go easy when I set them on the table, because seriously, he needs to wake up. I make a pot of tea and scrape my chair across the flagstones as I pull it out to sit down. But, nope, still nothing. Elaine always used to joke that Flynn would sleep through a hurricane. Clearly, some things haven’t changed.

I pour two mugs of tea then I stroll over and give his arm a gentle shake. Nothing.

‘Flynn!’ I shake harder.

He groans and blinks his eyes open, then jerks in surprise. ‘Gracie?’ He sits up, bare-chested. And I freeze.

Sixteen-year-old Flynn was fit, and beautiful in my eyes, but now . . . there’s just so much more of him than I remember. My eyes track the exposed skin and muscle, the dusting of sandy hair across his chest. He’s not overly chiselled, but he’s clearly been lifting more than a few plant pots these last few years. My mouth waters, then I realise I’m staring in a way that I definitely should not be staring at an old friend.

‘Gracie,’ he says again, and I lift my gaze to his face. He looks baffled. ‘Oh, that’s right,’ he says sleepily. ‘You’re here. You took my bed.’ He grabs his T-shirt from the coffee table, where it’s folded with his jeans, and pulls it on.

‘I made tea, if you want some,’ I say, as if that will somehow make up for me stealing into his parents’ cottage. And drooling over his bare chest. ‘Milk?’

‘Sure.’ He reaches for his jeans, and I turn away fast and pretend to be engrossed in my task of stirring milk into his tea. I’ve never been shy about naked bodies, but this is Flynn, the boy who used to be my friend, and now he’s all man, and my body is having the weirdest reactions, and I can’t, I just can’t. I hope to God he can find that key, or get a locksmith, or something, because I can’t have him sleeping on my couch for another night. Not looking like that. It won’t work.

‘Did you get locked out? Lose your key?’ I ask as he pulls up a chair at the kitchen table.

He frowns and looks baffled again. ‘No, I have my key, you know that. I got it from Maeve last week to do those repairs to the porch.’ He takes the mug I’m holding out. ‘Thanks.’ He takes a sip. ‘You bought milk.’ He frowns again, as though this is almost as strange to him as finding me upstairs.

‘I meant your key to Pat’s place,’ I say, ignoring his comment about milk, because of course I stocked up on the basics. I’m renting the place now. I’ve fully moved in.

‘Oh.’ Flynn leans back in his chair. ‘I still have a key to Pat’s. I have to head back there this morning to pick up the rest of my stuff. I was too tired last night after the drive to the airport.’

I gulp a mouthful of hot tea. Ouch. ‘Your stuff?’

‘Yeah. To bring it here. We spent the last few days clearing Pat’s place out.’ He scrubs at the faint stubble on his jaw. ‘I told you last night, I’m staying here. That’s why I kept my key and told Maeve not to take any more rentals.’

My eyes bulge. ‘You were clearing his house? I thought . . . I presumed when you said clearing, you were talking about the shop.’

‘No. Not yet. I’m going to start on that next week, while Pat’s in Spain.’

‘Is he selling the house too?’

‘I’m not sure. He said he’d tell me more when he gets back. Whatever he has planned seems to be all very confidential at the moment, and he said he didn’t want anyone putting pressure on me to tell all while he’s away.’

‘Oh.’

‘Not you, Gracie. He didn’t mean you.’

‘Okay.’

I hope whatever they have planned doesn’t affect our library. Our narrow two-storey is squeezed between Pat’s grander Georgian and his even larger plant shop with its collection of sheds and greenhouses running behind. It’s all prime retail space.

Flynn’s eyes sweep my face. ‘Don’t worry. You know Pat wouldn’t sell to anybody who doesn’t have the best interests of Oakwood at heart. Don’t you?’

I swallow. ‘Sure. I know.’

I don’t want to offend Flynn, or Pat, but I’m not sure at all, because between Jamie cheating, and Flynn reappearing, and stirring up all these mixed-up unrequited feelings, I don’t know if I can be sure of anything any more.

Flynn drains the last of his tea and fixes those cornflower eyes on mine, his expression turning even more serious. ‘Gracie, why are you here?’

I drop my eyes to where my hands are gripping my mug like a lifeline, and my cheeks flame from the sheer embarrassment of it all. ‘Because I don’t have anywhere else to go.’ I meet his gaze again, and he stares at me blankly.

‘That doesn’t make sense.’ He frowns. ‘Why aren’t you staying with your mom? You two always got on so well.’

‘Mam’s away until the end of October. She rented her house out to friends while she’s gone. They’re moving and their new place won’t be ready until the week before Halloween.’ My shoulders sag. ‘And they have five kids, so there’s no way they can squeeze me in.’

‘Oh, so that’s why you’re staying at Sarah’s. But why can’t you just go back there?’

‘Because Jamie—’

‘Jamie.’ Flynn’s eyebrows arch. ‘Of course. You told me. But surely his father can find him a place. He owns a whole chain of estate agencies. Doesn’t he?’

‘Yeah.’ I chew my bottom lip, twist the sleeve of my cardi. ‘Actually, Jamie has a place, but he’s getting some work done, and it won’t be ready for a few weeks.’

‘So, you thought you’d move him in here?’ Flynn clenches his jaw, and his eyes are so cold, like I’ve never seen them before. What the hell is happening? Where’s the sweet, gentle boy I used to know?

‘No!’ My throat burns, and I sit very still. I am not going to cry. I cried enough over Flynn Anderson, and I’m definitely not going to let him see me cry now. Only, my body doesn’t seem to have got the memo, and I can already feel one warm salty tear trickling down my face.

‘Gracie.’ Flynn looks shocked, and he reaches out to touch my hand, but he stops short, as though he’s decided at the last minute that’s not a good idea. Or maybe he just doesn’t want to touch me, which feels weird, and so hurtful, because Flynn and I were always comfortable with each other, and once upon a time he wouldn’t have thought twice about reaching out to take my hand if he thought I needed him.

‘We’re not together any more. And Scott told Jamie he could stay with them. And I can’t stay there if he’s there.’

‘You’re not together?’

‘No.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘No.’

‘Okay.’ Flynn’s eyes hold mine. ‘For what it’s worth, you’re way too good for him. You always were.’

I slouch in my chair as another tear starts to fall. Because all I can think is yeah, sure, but I wasn’t good enough for you.

I hear a low growl, and realise it’s coming from Flynn, from somewhere deep in his chest. ‘I hate that that bastard made you cry.’ He pulls his chair next to mine, wraps an arm around my shoulder, and says softly, ‘It’ll be okay, Gracie. I’ve got you. I promise. You can stay here for as long as you need.’

‘Don’t promise,’ I whisper into the soft flannel of his shirt.

Because promises are made to be broken, and I can’t bear to go there again.
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‘This looks great, thanks.’ I reach across the table for a slice of the hot buttered toast Sarah made for me, along with a fresh pot of coffee and a glass of pink grapefruit juice.

Flynn wanted to talk more, but I needed space to clear my head before I think about how I’m going to sleep in that tiny cottage, with him under the same roof, looking like that. Feck, I thought I fancied him when we were sixteen, but now . . . I can hardly look at him without wanting to touch him, or lick him, and every time I get a flash of bare skin, all I can think about is more.

So, I told him I was late to meet Sarah, and we’d talk as soon as I got back. And I did plan to tell Sarah everything, but now that I’m here, and she’s being so nice to me, I don’t want to compromise her again. Because, if I tell Sarah, Sarah will feel bad if she doesn’t tell Scott. And Scott will tell Jamie. Then Jamie will lose it if he finds out I’m staying with Flynn. And Flynn won’t be happy if Jamie comes knocking at my door. His door. And soon, everybody in my life will be upset.

‘It’s the least I could do.’ Sarah drops her greasy spatula into the sink and turns back to face me. ‘Last brunch instead of last supper, to make up for my boyfriend’s betrayal.’

Sarah usually reads the Sunday paper while Scott makes breakfast for them both, and I hate that my mess is causing a rift, because I know she adores him, and I know he’s a good guy, even if he does make too many excuses for Jamie. But they are family and I understand the inclination to stay loyal. And I know all too well how hard it can be to decide who truly deserves your loyalty sometimes.

She sets a plate of fried tomatoes, mushrooms, and scrambled eggs in front of me, and leans back against the sink, face pinched, fists curled. ‘I’m sorry, Gracie. I could strangle the pair of them.’

‘It’s not Scott’s fault,’ I say as I pour two mugs of coffee and breathe in the fresh earthy smell. ‘He promised Jamie ages ago. I know that.’

‘That was before we found out he’s a liar and a cheat.’ Sarah slams down on the chair opposite me. I push the plate of toast across to her and she grabs a slice and tears it in half. ‘I can’t believe he had the cheek to call you and ask you to take him back. As if you’d forgive something like that over the bloody phone.’

I drop a cube of sugar into my coffee and stir. ‘It was one stupid mistake, according to Jamie.’

I don’t add that he didn’t ask me to forgive him. He didn’t actually ask me anything now I think of it. Just told me what he wanted and how I should react. And I try not to dwell on the fact that Sarah added over the bloody phone as though getting back with Jamie might still be an option if he makes more of an effort and promises not to cheat on me again.

‘I’m sure he told Scott he’ll be doing us both a favour by letting him stay. By giving him a chance to talk me round.’

‘Scott did say he was really upset that you left without giving him a chance to explain.’ Sarah leans across the table, combing me for clues. ‘But he cheated on you, Gracie. I know you said things weren’t good between you in London, and that you’d drifted apart, but that doesn’t excuse what he did.’ She sounds like she thinks I need convincing.

‘I know.’ My jaw tightens. ‘Even Jamie can’t talk his way out of this.’

‘Good.’ Sarah sags back in her chair, relief etched across her face. ‘I used to think Jamie was good for you, especially after . . . well, you know.’ She doesn’t say Flynn, but yeah, I know.

‘But these last few years, he’s started to take you for granted, and it all seems to be about him.’ She sighs. ‘I wish Scott could see that.’

‘They’ve been best friends for years. And Scott does work for Jamie’s dad,’ I remind her. ‘That makes it a lot harder for him to say no.’

Scott took over as lead agent at the Abbeyville office when Jamie decided he fancied sharing his skills on the London scene. Although, considering the office his dad found for him was in the back end of Dagenham, that didn’t turn out quite as glamorous as he’d hoped.

‘I suppose you’re right.’ Sarah rolls her eyes indulgently. ‘Especially as Seamus thinks the sun shines out of Jamie’s arse.’

‘I’m sure Olivia thinks it shines out of every pore.’ I slather a spoonful of strawberry jam across my toast and take a bite.

‘I can’t believe she’s moving back too. Talk about cheek.’

‘She does still work for them.’ I shrug and take another sip of coffee. ‘At least, I presume she does. I don’t suppose sleeping with the boss’s son counts as a fireable offence.’

‘I can’t believe he was so stupid.’ Sarah sniffs. ‘He’s probably keeping her on as backup in case he can’t persuade you to give him another chance.’

‘Well, she’s in luck so.’ I chew my lip.

‘Oh, Gracie, I’m sorry. She’s such a bitch.’

I shrug again. ‘I almost feel sorry for her. I think she’s had a crush on him since she started working there.’

‘Half the girls we went to school with had a crush on Jamie.’ Sarah’s nostrils flare. ‘But they didn’t sleep with him behind your back.’

‘As far as we know.’ I force a half-hearted grin and she gives me a sympathetic smile. If you asked me a year ago, I would have sworn Jamie would never do that. But I’m not sure of anything now.

‘You don’t want me to drop you back?’ Sarah asks as she stands in her doorway, facing onto the street. She holds out an upturned palm. ‘Feels like it might rain.’

I smile. ‘I’m only around the corner. I’ll be fine.’

‘And you’re sure you have everything? If you need any extra pots or pans—’

‘I’m sure. Oh, actually . . .’ My throat tightens around the words as I remember I don’t have everything. Jamie still has some of my belongings in London. ‘I left my books and some craft bits with Jamie. I couldn’t carry everything on the plane, and he’ll be driving back.’

I don’t add that I left in such a hurry, I forgot that most of my favourite books were still in a box under the bed. We did have a bookshelf, but that was crammed with Jamie’s books on sales, and marketing, and how to win friends and influence people. My ice cream-coloured covers didn’t fit. According to Jamie, at least.

‘He’d better bring them with him or he’s not setting foot inside this house.’

‘I’m sure he will,’ I say. And I mean it. Because it will look like he still cares. And maybe he does, just not enough to stay faithful, or stay in Oakwood, or ever put me first.

I’m about to walk away when Sarah’s eyes widen. She puckers her lips suggestively. ‘Oooh, verry nice.’ She points across the street to where Pat’s truck is parked, further down, outside his house, or what used to be his house, before he sold it to God knows who.

Flynn leans over the back, drops his toolbox into the truck bed, then he straightens and turns to face us. He’s wearing a navy plaid shirt over a white T-shirt, and faded blue jeans that hug his thighs, and his sandy hair is all messy and windswept. He looks like he should be chopping wood, or hiking up a mountain, or maybe even striding out of a lake. Wow.

Sarah arches her brows. ‘That’ll take your mind off Jamie.’

‘Stop.’ I grin as I nudge her arm with my elbow. ‘Don’t objectify my friend.’

As if I haven’t already spent way too much time drooling over him myself.

‘Me?’ She snorts. ‘I just saw you lick your lips.’

I’m about to protest when Flynn spots us and waves. ‘Hey, want a lift?’ he calls across to me. He strolls down the street towards us, and I feel like I’m watching in slow motion.

‘You’re a star,’ Sarah yells back. Then she smirks. ‘Gracie can give you a tour of her new lodgings.’ She presses her fingers to her lips like she might have spoken out of turn. She whips around and hisses in my ear. ‘You have told him, haven’t you?’

‘Yep,’ I say, as he starts to cross the road. ‘It’s okay, I’m coming,’ I call over, and he nods and doubles back. The last thing I need is Flynn and Sarah chatting before I’ve had a chance to explain to Flynn that I haven’t quite filled Sarah in yet.

‘See you later, honey,’ she calls after me. ‘Be good. And don’t worry, I’ll be over for lots of girlie nights.’ She yells louder, ‘I mean, it’s only fair. Now that you have that gorgeous, cosy cottage all to yourself, and I’m stuck here sharing with a boy.’

Flynn’s eyes flick to mine, but he doesn’t contradict her. He waves goodbye, then opens the passenger door and leans in close, his breath warm on my cheek as I climb in.

‘All to yourself, huh?’ He gives me a wry smile and my face heats.

Shit.

He climbs in the driver’s seat, rolls up his sleeves, and stretches his lean muscled arms across the steering wheel. And my whole body feels like it’s overheating now. I lower the window, lean out, and try to slow my racing breaths.

Flynn doesn’t say any more, just gives me a reassuring smile as we pull up outside Hazel Cottage.

‘I should have told her,’ I say quietly. ‘And I will. It’s just . . . Jamie.’

‘It’s okay.’ He grips the steering wheel tighter. ‘You don’t need to explain. It’s none of my business.’

My stomach hollows. There was a time we used to tell each other everything. Well, almost everything. But even if Flynn doesn’t care, I still feel the need to explain.

I stare down at my lap, at my hands clasped like I’m saying some sort of prayer. ‘The problem is Sarah will tell Scott, and Scott will tell Jamie, and I’m not sure when he’s coming back. But I need a few days to get my head together, to figure out how to deal with him when he does.’

Flynn leans across and tilts my face with his fingertips, angling me towards him as he says, ever so softly, like he’s worried his words might break me, ‘You two are finished, Gracie.’ His eyes are like lake water lapping my face. ‘So, you moving in here has nothing to do with him.’

I choke out a weak laugh. ‘You’ve obviously forgotten what Jamie’s like. As soon as he hears, my phone will be buzzing until I pick up.’

‘I haven’t forgotten.’ Flynn leans back again, still watching me closely. ‘But you could block his number. Unless you want to hear from him.’ He sighs, then he shakes his head ruefully as he adds, ‘I never understood what you saw in him. Why you stayed with him for so long.’

This again. My chest tightens and something bubbles inside me, embarrassment, anger, hurt . . . maybe a mix of all three. Reasons swirl through my mind. Because you left. Because he made me feel like he wanted to be with me. Stay with me. Because I needed something or someone to fill the gaping hole in my heart that you left me with.

‘He was good to me for a long time,’ I say as evenly as I can manage. ‘I mean, okay, he was always a bit possessive, and he likes to be the centre of attention, but we had a lot of fun, before London, at least.’

I don’t mention that things really started to go downhill after Jamie found me staring at Flynn’s card last Christmas with tears in my eyes. I missed Oakwood so much after moving to London. And whenever I missed Oakwood, I missed Flynn.

‘Right. Sorry,’ he says, his voice like rough gravel. ‘Well, you know best. Like I said, it’s none of my business.’

He opens his door and hops out, and I follow him inside, wondering how we can make this work, when Flynn seems so pissed off over Jamie, and I’m still so hurt over stuff that happened years ago. And I’m also ridiculously, stupidly, attracted to him. And this cottage is tiny. And there’s only one bed.

He goes back out to get his stuff, and I curl into the dusky pink fireside chair and try to figure out what to say next, how to make this crazy situation easier for both of us, or at least for Flynn.

He dumps his holdall at the bottom of the stairs and sits on the couch, palms flat on his thighs. ‘I’m sorry, Gracie, take no notice of what I said. I shouldn’t be so judgemental. God knows, I haven’t made the best decisions myself when it comes to relationships.’

I’m not sure what bothers me most – the fact that Flynn considers my love life none of his business, or the regret in his voice that makes me wonder if he’s missing that girl back in Cricket Falls. Or the girl before that. Natalie. They were together for so long, and I know it hit him really hard when that ended.

Then he smiles, and it’s so tender, and it reminds me of the way he used to smile at me. Before. And I think maybe we can do this. It feels strange. It feels different. But he’s still Flynn. I’m still me. And I’ve missed him so much. Maybe I can have my friend back. If I’m careful. If I stop myself messing things up by hopelessly wishing for more.

I decide right then it’s best if we don’t talk about Jamie, or Natalie, or that girl with the perky breasts that I’m pretty sure aren’t real, the one who’s been posting about him for months like they’re an item, even though he hasn’t mentioned her once. Meghan, I think.

‘This place is lovely,’ I say because talking about Hazel Cottage feels safer. Although maybe not. Not when we still have to deal with the fact that there’s only one bedroom.

‘Yeah, Mom and I gave it a revamp when we came back a couple of years ago.’

‘Oh, that’s right. You came back.’ When I was safely out of the picture. In London. With Jamie.

Flynn gives me a long look, as if he’s deciding how much to say. ‘Yeah, Mom finally got the all-clear, and she wanted to come back and see the place. And visit Pat too, of course. They were always close until Dad got so hot and bothered over Gran’s will. And insisted Mom take his side.’

Oh, okay, so that’s why he sounds so careful with his words. His family’s property has always been a sore subject, especially between Pat and Flynn’s dad. Flynn’s grandad died decades ago, and his gran died just a few months after my dad. Sixteen was a tough year for both of us. And we helped each other through it, until he left.

‘And then you sent me that letter, about breaking up with Jamie.’

Shit. Please, please, don’t go back to talking about Jamie. Or that letter. The one you never replied to. I’m still so embarrassed about that.

‘Sorry, that was stupid. I shouldn’t have sent that.’

Flynn’s face clouds, and he wraps his arms around his ribcage. ‘Of course it wasn’t stupid, Gracie. I was glad you wrote to me. I always hoped . . .’

He shakes his head, sinks back into the couch. ‘Anyway, I wanted to check up on you, make sure you were okay. And Pat had already asked Mom if I would come with her, as he needed to talk to both of us about Gran’s land, and this cottage.’

‘It really is lovely. The cottage, I mean,’ I cut in, grasping for safety again, because I don’t want to talk about Jamie, or that letter, or all the stupid feelings I let myself feel for those two months, before I decided I needed to get real. Real meaning London with Jamie. Yeah, that decision really backfired.

‘I especially like the daisy print duvet,’ I say teasingly, trying to lighten the mood. ‘You always did like my daisy chains.’

His smile is shy now, and his face colours, and he looks more like the boy I remember, and my heart melts at the sight.

‘I picked that out. Mom dragged me to Abbeyville to help choose some of the soft furnishings.’ His smile gets wider. ‘I spotted that in Dunne’s and it reminded me of you.’

Then he gives me a look that tells me we’re about to start talking about the awkward stuff. ‘I guess it’s a good thing you like it, seeing as you’ll be the one sleeping under it.’

I shake my head. ‘No. Absolutely not. This is your house. Well, your family’s, at least. And that’s your bed up there.’ I give him a determined smile. ‘You told me so yourself.’

‘I’ll take the couch. You’re taking the bed. And I’m not taking any argument.’ He crosses his arms and gives me a stern frown. Mock-stern, because I can already see his mouth twitching. But still, it’s unsettling, how much I like this bossy side of him, how it makes me want to push back, just to keep him looking at me like that with those smouldering eyes.

‘Flynn, you can’t sleep on that. You don’t fit, you’re too big.’

And I’ll have to see your bare chest every morning, seeing as how you sleep half naked, if this morning is anything to go by, and I’m already having enough inappropriate, horny thoughts as it is.

‘I’ll be fine.’ He grins as though he’s reading my mind. God, I hope not. ‘And I’ll sort some pyjamas, or at least a T-shirt and sweatpants. You won’t have to endure my naked body over your morning coffee, don’t worry.’

I’m not worried. Okay, maybe I am, but I’m a big girl, I can do this. ‘Okay, I suppose we could give it a try.’

I don’t have much choice. And at least, it means I’ve got my friend back. What have I got to lose? Nothing. Except maybe, my self-respect, if I can’t rein in all this unrequited lust.
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‘Turnips.’

‘Sorry, what?’ I stare across the desk at Moll Stringer. I don’t easily lose my patience but that woman is driving me up the walls.

I’ve thrown myself into work these last few days to take my mind off the fact that Flynn’s sleeping underneath me every night. Well, not precisely underneath me, there’s a ceiling between us, but it’s all I can think about, and I’m strangely disappointed that he waits until I go to bed before he crashes. And by the time I come downstairs every morning, he’s already gone.

I wonder if he senses that I’m having feelings, horny feelings, and wants to make sure I don’t get any crazy ideas, like he might be feeling something back.

And Jamie’s due home this week, and I definitely don’t want to think about that. Although, it’s Thursday now, and there’s no sign of him. And now that I think of it, he’s barely entered my head since Sunday. I’ve been more than a little distracted by Flynn sitting across from me at dinner, or on that dusky pink couch in the evenings, sketching in his notebook, or leafing through a poetry book, while I curl up on the fireside chair and crochet endless mini pumpkins to keep myself calm.

And then at night, stretched out on that very same couch, with the covers kicked off, breathing softly like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

Okay, full disclosure, I may have conveniently forgotten to take up a glass of water, more than once, and I may have taken a few peeks when I sneaked back down. I’m only human.

‘Turnips!’ Moll hisses, eyes bulging. Oops, I forgot she was there.

She points accusingly to the giant crochet pumpkin that I placed in the window of the children’s area this morning. ‘Those abominations are everywhere.’ She glares at my smiley pumpkin like she’s trying to scorch him to ashes with her eyes. ‘And not one proper jack-o’-lantern to be seen.’ She slaps her palm on the counter, scattering the flyers for our autumn poetry workshop. They land behind the desk, and I bend to pick them up.

‘It’s not right, all these foreign notions. Barty will have turnips ready any day now and he’ll give them to you for a good price.’

I take a deep breath as I set my bundle of flyers on the countertop. ‘It was Irish immigrants who introduced Halloween traditions to North America,’ I tell her. ‘So, it’s more of a fusion, really, a mingling of cultures.’

‘Well, I don’t abide by mingling. And I want my request noted in that book of yours.’

‘Okaay.’ I grab a stray scrap of paper and hold up my pen. ‘And what is it that you’re suggesting, exactly?’

‘That you get rid of those smiley pumpkin yokes and make proper scary stingy jacks. With Barty’s turnips.’ She swipes the paper from my fingers. ‘And I want that noted in that big red folder I saw you with yesterday. You’re not fobbing me off with scrips and scraps. You might turn other folks’ heads, but you don’t fool me, missy. I know you’re only trying to impress that Yankee lad.’

‘Sorry, who?’

‘The lad that used to live here. You know.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘That has the look of a young Robert Redford, back in the day.’

Oh, right. I would have said a young Johnny Flynn, but I get where she’s coming from.

‘He’s Irish.’ I throw my hands up because, honestly, I know I’m wasting my time. But I can’t help myself, so I add, ‘Okay, his dad’s American, and yes, they live there now, but Flynn’s Irish. He was born here.’ I sigh. ‘Anyway, we’re just friends, that’s all.’

I see by her sneer she doesn’t believe me, so I swerve back to vegetables. ‘But if you’d like to give us some turnips, that would be great. I was thinking of doing a workshop with the older children. I know they’d love to carve some scary lanterns.’ Maybe not quite the horrors Moll has in mind but no point telling her that. I just say, ‘Pat’s already offered to donate a pile of pumpkins, but turnips would be very welcome too.’

‘We’re not made of money.’ She sniffs. ‘You’ll have to pay something for them.’

I nod because there’s no point arguing with the woman. ‘I’ll check the petty cash and see what I can do.’

‘And that folder? Aren’t you going to put me in your book?’ She strides over to the lime green tub chair facing the desk, and sits, arms folded and jaw set.

‘Sorry, I left it at home. I’ll have to nip back at break.’

I was going over my notes in bed, when Flynn was asleep, and I forgot to bring it downstairs this morning. I was almost at the library when I remembered and ran back to get it. But when I opened the cottage door, Flynn was on the flagstones, doing push-ups in his shorts. He was facing away from me, with Chappell Roan blaring ‘Hot to Go!’, so I don’t think he heard me, but I darted back down the path before he could catch my flaming face.

That back. Those shoulders. Those muscles. I swear I’m going to have to start wearing that yellow concealer stuff. Ever since Flynn moved into Hazel Cottage, my cheeks, and other parts of my body, feel like they’re permanently on fire.

Moll looks up at the clock on the wall behind me, then over towards the stairs as Gertrude makes her way down. ‘Her ladyship’s back. I’ll wait here.’

Gertrude doesn’t look any happier than me to see Moll and she goes straight to her chair and stares at her screen.

‘I can’t wait all day,’ Moll grunts. ‘Ask the boss if you can take your break and go and get that book now.’

I sigh in frustration and Gertrude looks up with a scowl. But before I get to say anything, she stands and glares across at Moll. ‘Gracie doesn’t need to ask my permission. She’s due her break anyway. And she needs it.’ She arches her brows, still glaring at Moll. ‘That girl works too hard, and she puts up with far too much guff.’

I’m still dazed when I reach Hazel Cottage. Did Gertrude seriously just defend me? I need to sit down, and I need a mug of strong tea with two spoons of sugar for the shock. I switch on the kettle and make my way upstairs to fetch my folder.

I’m standing on the landing about to open the bedroom door when Flynn strolls out of the bathroom, earbuds in, hair dripping, wearing nothing but a white fluffy towel around his hips. And belting out the lyrics from ‘Good Luck, Babe!’ as though he’s feeling every word. I clutch my stomach and shake with laughter and sheer relief that I caught him singing along to Chappell Roan, and for once his cheeks are pinker than mine, and I’m laughing, not drooling, for a change.

‘Good luck to you too, babe,’ I manage to choke out between giggles.

‘I’d flick you with this wet towel, babe, if I didn’t need it so much right now.’

He grins and my eyes drop to said towel, and then his hip bones, and my core clenches. I almost lose all control as my gaze sneaks up his stomach to his broad chest and shoulders, before it glides along his throat to those lips, full and pink, and twisting in a crooked smile as, on cue, my face heats like a furnace, and I’m right back to drooling again.

‘Get yourself a girlie magazine, Sullivan. I’m not here to be ogled.’ He laughs and sweeps past me to jog down the stairs, and I’m still standing mortified on the landing when he arrives back a few minutes later wearing a T-shirt and jeans.

‘I’m kidding.’ He dips his head and peers into my eyes, and I gulp and drop my gaze to the floor. I’m searching for a witty comeback, when he lifts his hand to the side of my jaw and tucks my hair behind my ear. Then he puts his fingers beneath my chin and tips up my face. ‘Gracie, it’s me. I’m only messing with you. I know you don’t look at me that way.’

Then he smiles that soft smile that melts my heart, and the rest of me. ‘You haven’t changed a bit, you know. You were always way too easy to tease.’ He laughs and tweaks my nose. ‘Seriously, Sullivan, you gotta toughen up.’

I’m tempted to give him a dig or at least a little pinch, but I’m half afraid of what I might start if I do. And I’m already fizzing like a can of apple cider that he’s shaken way too hard. So, I scrunch my nose and say, ‘Noted, Anderson. Thank you for that pearl of wisdom.’ Then I smirk. ‘And maybe you could throw some clothes on and stop running around in the nip in the middle of the day.’

I dash past him and grab my folder from the bedside locker and he’s still leaning against the wall of the landing when I emerge a few seconds later, as though he’s waiting to check up on me and make sure I really am okay. He looks so at ease and unruffled, and damn, Moll Stringer has a point. I close my eyes for a second and wish hard that I could wipe the last ten years, and Flynn and I could go back to before life got so complicated. Back to the way we were.

I land home that evening with my folder packed with notes and lists, and my phone jammed with messages and emails that I need to read through again. Flynn’s on the couch with a pencil in his hand and a notebook open on his lap, and the whole room is filled with a hearty, mouth-watering smell.

‘Hey you.’ He smiles up at me. ‘Busy day?’

‘It’s always a busy day,’ I say lightly. ‘But I don’t mind, it keeps my mind off other things.’

He frowns and it feels like he’s about to ask me what I mean, but then he sits up and points to my folder. ‘Are you surgically attached to that?’

‘I think so.’ I set my folder on the table and grab my laptop from the shelf by the window. ‘I have to type up the festival report this evening. I didn’t have time at work. And my lunch hours have been spent listening to ideas and opinions about Halloween.’

I pull out a chair and flop down, propping my chin on one hand. ‘Most people have been really helpful, but then you get the odd one who just wants to rant about how everyone else’s suggestions are rubbish, and theirs are the only ones worth listening to. Moll. But I still have to work through them and come up with an acceptable compromise.’

Flynn hops up from the couch and goes straight to the oven. ‘Well, at least have some dinner first.’

It’s only when he opens the oven door that I realise I’m so hungry. I managed an apple and a packet of crisps for lunch while I listened to the knit and crochet group fill me in on their Halloween costumes, and then I gulped a quick cup of tea at the counter this afternoon when Gertrude came back from her break. She hates anyone eating or drinking at the desk, so I’m in her bad books again after this morning’s reprieve. But Ella had a dental appointment, and there was after-school homework club, and a queue all afternoon. I didn’t want to leave Gertrude to deal with that all on her own, so I barely had time to draw breath.

I gasp as Flynn sets the dish on a placeholder in front of me. ‘Oh wow, that smells delicious. What’s in there?’

He grabs a plate from the shelf overhead. ‘All kinds of root veggies, lentils, tomatoes, herbs. You okay with oregano?’

‘Love it.’

‘Great, and there’s some paprika, and lots of garlic.’ He grins as he sets a heaped plateful in front of me. ‘Hope you don’t have a hot date later.’

I hold up my folder and wave it at him. ‘This is the only hot date I’ll be having for a while. And I’ll cook at the weekend, I promise. You’ve been feeding me all week.’

‘I like feeding you. And you need to sit down and take a breath.’ He pours me a glass of water and sets it down by my plate, then takes the seat opposite. ‘I was thinking we could get takeout on Saturday. Remember how we always used to watch a movie on Saturday evenings, and your mom would get us pizza. It was my favourite night of the week.’

‘Really?’ I assumed he’d forgotten those evenings, even though I haven’t. I think about them every time I watch When Harry Met Sally, or our favourite small-town series, Gilmore Girls. Well, my favourite series, but Flynn always humoured me, back then.

‘Yeah, really.’ He chuckles. ‘Apart from the bit where I’d have to run to the bathroom for loo roll because you’d used up all the tissues, and then I’d have to get the mop—’

‘Shut uuup!’ I throw the tea towel that he used to lift the casserole dish at his head, and he leans over and ruffles my hair.

‘I’m only messing with you; you know that was my favourite part. Now eat your dinner.’ He gives me that soft smile again, but I catch the glint in his eye as he adds, ‘Good girl.’

I manage to recover from almost choking on a carrot cube, and I give a reasonable impression of being unbothered and unruffled, as I organise my notes into cosy and creepy piles, and a small bundle in the middle that could go either way.

Flynn has his back to me loading the dishwasher and I’m trying not to stare, but damn, he doesn’t make it easy. I love that he feels relaxed enough to tease me again, and I want us to be friends the way we used to be. But I can’t seem to control the effect he has on me now. And yes, he was already starting to have an effect all those years ago, but I was late to the whole boy/girl stuff, and even with Flynn it was more a romantic teenage fantasy, the idea of him holding my hand and kissing me . . . that’s about as far as I had pictured before he upped and moved away.

I wish that’s all I was picturing now. Good girl. I think I might have let out a tiny whimper before I choked on that bloody carrot. Hopefully, nearly killing me with his wicked sense of humour was enough to make Flynn wipe that memory from his brain.
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‘Are you coming to the meeting?’ I ask Flynn on Friday evening as I wolf down my cheese sandwich.

‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’ He sits opposite me at the kitchen table. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to heat up some casserole? There’s some left.’

‘No time.’ I take a gulp of water and slide my report into the front pocket of my folder. Then I look across and notice he’s spattered with paint and has what I think is a hazel twig hanging from one side of his sandy blond head.

‘God, you’re a mess.’ I reach over to pull the twig from his hair. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘Just more clearing.’ He shrugs lightly. ‘But never mind me. You need to focus on your meeting, and I need to grab a quick shower, otherwise I’ll miss all the fun.’

I give him a thumbs up as I drop my plate into the sink. ‘I’ll keep tomorrow evening free, I promise.’

I realise as I dash out the door that apart from a few breezy chats across the dinner table, we haven’t spent much time catching up since I moved in. I’ve been busy working on my festival report, and Flynn seems preoccupied too. When he’s not off doing jobs for Pat, he’s buried deep in papers or jotting in that notebook he carries all the time.

Or strolling around in a skimpy towel playing havoc with my fizzing hormones. Okay, that was only once, but the image is scorched in my brain, and at night when I’m alone in my bed, with Flynn downstairs, sound asleep, that picture plays in glorious technicolour like I’m watching some steamy erotic movie and Flynn’s the hot leading man.

But he’s not my hot leading man. He’s my friend. And I want to make sure that this time we hold on to our friendship, even after he leaves. Maybe tonight, after the meeting, if everything goes well, we can open a bottle of wine, and I’ll ask him about his life in Cricket Falls, and I’ll tell him about my life in Oakwood, or at least the parts that don’t feature Jamie. Maybe tonight, if everything goes well, we can reconnect.

I’m first into the meeting hall apart from Gertrude and Finbarr, posted, as usual, up the front. I emailed my report as soon as I finished it last night, and I spotted it open on Gertrude’s screen this morning at work. They’re both holding what looks like printed copies, so I presume they’ve read it by now.

‘What do you think?’ I venture hopefully when I reach the small stage. ‘Obviously the recommendations are a first draft, and I’ll amend based on any feedback we get.’ I take a quick breath. ‘I’ve listed all the suggestions on the following pages, but I’ve only put the shortened version as there’s no way I could include everything.’

Gertrude sniffs. She was beside me at the desk yesterday when I finally told Moll that three pages of objections was way past the limit, and I really did have to close at half past five as I needed to get home to type it all up.

‘It’s very ambitious.’ She purses her lips.

‘Is it?’ It really isn’t. Not compared to a lot of festivals these days.

‘There’s a lot to organise. And a lot to supervise.’

‘Ah, not really. Not if we divide up the jobs.’ I nod encouragingly, although I think it’s me I’m trying to encourage, as much as her. ‘I’ll put out a call for volunteers once we agree our events plan. And if we ask people to help with one activity each that’ll spread the workload. I think we’ll be fine.’

She tuts. ‘That just gives us more people to supervise. Even more work.’

‘No, that’s my point.’ I nod again. ‘Each person will be responsible for their own task, we’ll just let them get on with it.’

Her eyes widen in horror, and I rush to reassure her. ‘Of course, the younger kids will need a grown-up to help them. But the adults can manage their own events. And the older teenagers can supervise the movie night.’

‘The teenagers?’ Gertrude almost shrieks. ‘You want to leave a gang of teenagers alone in a deserted back yard? With a movie projector, and a chiminea, and God knows what else.’ She’s on her feet now, pacing, and I follow, keeping my voice as steady as I can. I need to let her know I’ve got this.

‘It’s not a deserted back yard. It’s down the end of Pat’s shop yard and the area is covered by a pergola. It’s really well laid out and he’s been showing old movies there for years. And he’s happy to set it up and leave them to it. He even offered to drop in between their movies, and tell a few ghost stories, if they want.’

Gertrude presses her hands to the side of her head and stares at me bug-eyed. ‘Are you out of your mind? The last person you want supervising a bunch of rowdy teenagers is Pat. He’s far too laid-back. He’ll probably supply them with a vat of his home-made cider.’

‘I’m sure he won’t,’ I tell her. ‘And their parents will either be across in the Corner Bar or home at the end of a phone, so they can’t come to much harm.’ I sigh, not ready to give up. ‘I’ll ask Ella if she’s willing to help. I don’t think she’s planning to go to the Samhain session, and she already runs their teen book club, so the movie night was her idea.’

And I’m sure I can trust her to strike a balance between letting everyone have fun while also keeping things safe. I think about telling Gertrude that if the teenagers are not safely tucked up at Pat’s, then they’re likely to be lighting a bonfire of their own down by the lake. But she looks hassled enough as it is.

Finbarr stands and gestures for me to take the seat next to Gertrude’s. ‘You’re first up on our agenda. So why don’t you read out what you have. And we’ll see what everyone makes of it, eh?’

I’m not sure I like that smug expression on his ruddy bearded face.

‘Great, we’ll be here for the night,’ Gertrude mutters, just loud enough for me to hear.

One hour later, we’ve agreed a draft programme for the festivities, with children’s story time and craft workshops throughout the week at the library, a treasure trail and nature walk through Oakwood Forest on the day itself, and on Halloween night, a spooky Samhain music session at the Corner Bar for adults and the scary movie get-together for teenagers at Pat’s.

The meeting has gone more smoothly than I expected, thanks to the fact that Moll and Barty have just come down with nasty colds and have taken to their beds. We have a jam-packed schedule for the Friday afternoon, but I have made sure to include a Scary Stingy Jack contest using Barty’s turnips, as well as Pat’s pumpkins, so I’m hoping that will be enough to keep them off my back when they’re up and about again.

‘Last on the list,’ I announce, ‘is our Pumpkin Sculpture Contest, Oakwood style. We’ll need donations of pumpkins, if anyone can help with that. But you can use whatever you like for the sculpture. Timber, wire, old clothes, crochet yarn. And of course, pumpkins. Anything at all, as long as the finished sculpture resembles a pumpkin, or pumpkins.’

I smile around the room to let everyone know there’s no need to take this competition too seriously. ‘The main thing is to get creative, express yourself, and have fun. Oh, and by the way, the theme is Pumpkin Love. You can interpret that anyway you choose.’

Finbarr rolls his eyes, but I ignore him.

‘We’re going to need an empty shed or covered space where the teams can work on their sculptures. In case it rains.’ I look around hopefully.

Flynn’s in the front row and he raises his hand. And my eyes widen as I wonder how he can possibly help.

He stands, turns to smile at the crowd, then back to me, and says, ‘I can help you with that.’

‘Really?’ My eyes pop wider. I can’t imagine where he has in mind, unless he’s going to offer the garden at Hazel Cottage. But that’s not very big and it only has a tiny shed.

‘Sure. You can use the yard directly behind Pat’s shop, and the main shed. I cleared it out completely this week, so there’s plenty of space, and you’re welcome to it.’

He sits down again, and I stand here frowning, about to ask if he’s sure, and should he not check with Pat before he promises. But then a chair scrapes down the back, and a familiar, confident voice booms out, ‘And what about the new plastics factory? Are you sure they won’t have moved in by Halloween?’

Jamie? When did Jamie get here? And what is he on about? Plastics factory? There’s no plastics factory in Oakwood. I realise I’ve said this last part out loud as he pushes back his chair, marches up the aisle, and on to the stage. He eases the mic from my fingers as if he’s doing me a favour before he turns to address the crowd.

‘Not yet.’ He presses his palm to his chest and sighs heavily. Those after-school drama classes weren’t wasted. ‘I hate to be the one to break this to you all.’ He carries on as though every word is causing him pain. ‘And I hope it’s only a rumour, but you know what they say, there’s no smoke without fire.’

‘Spit it out, for goodness’ sake,’ Gertrude snaps, and I wheel around to see her scowling. He shoots her a benevolent smile, then focuses on the front row. Flynn leans back and arches his brows. As if to say Go on then, give us your best shot.

The rest of the crowd don’t look nearly as relaxed, and Finbarr jumps to his feet to face Jamie. ‘What are you on about, man? If you know something we don’t, and if it is what it sounds like, then you’d better speak up. And speak up fast.’

Jamie nods and holds up his palm to shush his audience. At least a third of them are on their feet, shouting at him to tell them what he knows. I wish Sarah was here – she’d march Jamie right back to his seat. Or even Pat – he’d put him in his place with a witty takedown. But Sarah has a late meeting and Pat’s off sunning himself in Spain. I scan the room for any sign of support, and my eyes land on Flynn. He gives me a reassuring nod as if he’s telling me I can handle this. Can I?

‘I have it on good authority,’ Jamie lifts his chin as he booms haughtily, ‘that Patrick McArdle intends to sell his land and his premises to an international plastics company. I’m sure Mr McArdle would prefer that nobody finds out and has a chance to stop him destroying our village. But I couldn’t keep this from you all.’ He glares down at Flynn. ‘I may have been away for a while, but at least I still care enough to stand up for what’s right.’

Gertrude sways to one side, and I reach out to grab her before she falls off her chair. ‘But the library, our plans,’ she keens like she’s lamenting at a wake. ‘Surely, Pat wouldn’t do this.’

Finbarr rushes over, wraps his arm around her shoulders, and tells her not to worry; it’s only a rumour, and he doubts that it’s true. But she stares up at me, her eyes pleading for answers. And all I have are questions of my own. What plans? Nobody mentioned any plans to me. Gemma, the county librarian, did say she’d set up a meeting with me soon, but I’ve only been back in Oakwood a month, so she hasn’t had time yet.

I was hoping it might be about assigning another library assistant. We’re getting busier by the week. But I can’t worry about that now, because, according to Jamie, my beloved library is in danger of being swallowed by a monstrous plastics giant. But I can’t imagine Pat ever allowing that.

I look up to see Flynn walking towards the stage, and I mouth the question I’m almost afraid to ask, Is this true?

He shakes his head, but before he reaches me, Jamie starts again.

‘And so, everybody, what I want to say to you—’

No. No way. I’ve had ten years of Jamie taking centre stage. But being back in Oakwood, and working on this festival, has made me feel part of something special again, and I’m not prepared to let Jamie take that away from me.

I dart over and take the mic from his hand. ‘No! We’ve heard more than enough.’

He jerks back in surprise, but I ignore him and step up to the lectern. Gertrude’s in bits, and Finbarr needs to focus on her. Somebody has to take charge. Looks like it’s me.

‘Excuse me, everyone,’ I call. And nobody pays the slightest bit of attention. They’re all head down in huddles, moaning and groaning, as though Jamie’s announced the village is about to blow up.

‘Ciúnas!’ I yell as loud as I can.

Silence descends and I stare at a sea of shocked faces. I may be a librarian, but I’m not the type to call for quiet, and nobody in Oakwood has even heard me say shush. I fire a glance to my side, and I see Flynn has stepped up to block Jamie now. He gives me a reassuring nod, and I take a deep breath.

‘Thank you.’ I address the crowd again, a bit more softly this time. ‘I know Jamie has told you he heard a rumour, and I’m sure we’ve all heard lots of rumours over the last few months. Only last week it was a pound shop, or a euro store, or whatever, and next week it’ll probably be an Aldi or a Tesco, or maybe even a space station, who knows. My point is these are all just rumours, and Pat will be back next week, and we can ask him then if any of them are true.’

I look over at Flynn. He’s still blocking Jamie, and he mouths you’ve got this, and I feel a bit more strength seep into my bones. Jamie scowls over Flynn’s shoulder, and I shake my head furiously to let him know I have no intention of listening to anything else he has to say. I turn and face the crowd again.

‘We all know Pat well enough to know that he wouldn’t do anything to harm Oakwood,’ I say in my most determined voice. ‘This is his home. He loves this place.’

‘Is that why he’s moving to Spain?’ someone shouts from down the back.

‘I don’t think that’s definite.’ I sigh. ‘But even if he is, he still offered to help with the festival. And that is why we’re here tonight. If we can make our Halloween festival a vibrant, welcoming event for everyone, we could build on that for next year, maybe even replicate that feeling for more festivals throughout the seasons. We have so many natural treasures on our doorstep, with the forest, and the lake, and all our beautiful woodland trails. And we have so much talent and community spirit in our town. I want us to tap into that and put Oakwood on the map for all the best reasons. So, please, if we could focus on what’s really important, and forget about rumours and scaremongering for now, until we can ask Pat for more information.’

I throw a stern glare in Jamie’s direction, and he takes a step towards me, but Flynn blocks him again.

‘Why don’t we ask him?’ Jamie pouts like a sulky child as he points at Flynn’s chest.

‘Because it’s not Flynn’s land. It’s Pat’s,’ I say firmly.

‘That’s okay.’ Flynn shrugs, and holds out his hand, and I pass him the mic.

‘I can’t say much at the moment,’ he says calmly as he faces the crowd. ‘There’s a lot to be signed off on, but one thing I can say is that Gracie’s right. You do all know Pat, and I want to reassure you that he loves this place. We both do. Whatever Pat decides to do, whatever happens, the best interests of Oakwood will be at the heart of any future plans.’

‘So, you haven’t a clue what his plans are,’ Jamie growls.

‘That’s the point, Jamie,’ I snap back. ‘None of us has. If you want to call a meeting of your own to discuss it, go ahead. But not on my time. Now, sit down, and let me wrap up this meeting.’

I feel proud of myself for standing up to Jamie, for insisting that my dreams, my priorities, are important, for me, and for Oakwood. But as I watch him retreat, his snide comments echo in my brain. I really don’t have a clue what Pat’s plans are. And I have even less of a clue about Flynn’s.
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‘You’re a goddess.’ Flynn presses his hands together and gives me a bow as I close the door behind the last of the stragglers. Apart from Gertrude and Finbarr, still hovering by the lectern, watching us like hawks.

‘Don’t be daft,’ I say, laughing.

‘No, seriously, you handled that so well. It was good to see you standing up to Jamie.’

I blink in surprise. ‘I couldn’t let him blacken Pat’s name, or mess with our festival.’ My spirits lift as I think about what we could achieve. ‘I’m hoping if it goes well, we’ll get funding for more festivals throughout the year.’

‘That sounds great.’ Flynn gives me an encouraging smile.

‘Anyway, maybe Jamie thought he was helping. Probably heard a rumour and had to get his spoke in immediately.’ I shrug. ‘He tends to assume he knows best.’

Flynn keeps his eyes fixed on mine. ‘But he doesn’t. Especially when it comes to you. Only you know what’s best for you, Gracie.’ He swallows, eyes pleading. ‘Don’t let him convince you otherwise. Please.’

I jerk back, but I don’t respond. Because all I can think is you lost the right to give me relationship advice a long time ago. Then I look back and see Gertrude and Finbarr still hunched on their seats by the lectern, and still looking anxious and pale.

‘Right,’ I say, my voice flat. ‘Well, if you’re sure Pat’s not about to sell out to a plastics factory, we’d better go ease Gertrude’s worries before we leave.’

Finbarr frowns at Flynn a few minutes later, after he’s done his best to reassure them.

‘I’ve known Pat all his life, and I can’t believe he would do anything to harm Oakwood, but it sounds like you’re no wiser than we are as to what the future holds.’

‘I wouldn’t say that.’ Flynn looks at Finbarr and then over to Gertrude. ‘I can’t break Pat’s confidence, and there’s a lot to be worked out when he gets back from Spain. But I promise you both, my uncle cares about this village as much as you do. And so do I.’

‘Yes, but you’re not the one buying or selling,’ Gertrude snaps, then she turns to me and tilts her head. ‘Are you not with that Roche boy any more, Gracie?’

‘No, I’m not.’ I do a double take. I presumed she’d guessed that when I came home without him. And I was grateful she never mentioned him, as the thought of telling Gertrude, or anyone apart from Sarah, about Jamie and Olivia, made me feel like throwing up.

‘Good,’ she says firmly. She wipes her palms together as though she’s brushing away any trace of him. ‘Now why don’t you two head off and Finbarr and I will lock up.’

I think about asking her what she meant about plans for the library, but she looks wiped out, and she’s had more than enough upset – we all have – so I say thanks and tell her I’ll see her next week.

A wave of tiredness hits me when we get back to Hazel Cottage, and I pull off my boots and curl up on the couch, tugging the throw right up to my chin – the one Flynn’s been using as a blanket – and I almost moan at the sweet earthy smell. There’s a hint of citrus and I recognise that shower gel he uses. But it’s mixed with something woody, like Oakwood Forest, and pure Flynn. I want to inhale it like a drug and wrap it around me to keep me warm.

‘I asked if you want a glass of wine, Gracie?’ Flynn holds up a bottle of red, with an odd expression on his face.

Oh shit, did I just let out that moan?

I clear my throat. ‘Sure. Why not? I think we’ve both earned it.’

Yep, that sounds reasonable. Not horny in the least. And not bothered by what he said earlier about Jamie. Even though I am. Horny, and bothered, and confused. But there’s no way I can let Flynn see that. Because we’re only starting to find our way back to being real friends again, and I do not want to mess that up.

‘Just the one,’ I say with a lilt in my tone, and my most platonic smile plastered across my face. ‘I volunteered to take story time tomorrow and those kids take no prisoners.’

‘Sure. Good plan.’ Flynn grabs two glasses from the shelf and peers at the bottle. ‘Warm and spicy with luscious blackberry. How’s that sound?’

‘Perfect.’ My voice is upbeat. Cheery.

He fills a glass to the two-thirds mark and hands it to me. ‘If you’re only having one, you might as well make it a large one.’ He fills his own to the same level, drops down on the rug, and leans against the couch by my feet. ‘I’ll just have one too, I don’t want to risk missing story time.’ He grins. ‘Please tell me you’ll wear your pumpkin costume.’

I nudge his shoulder with my foot. ‘I think we should get you your own costume if you’re that obsessed. Which one would you like?’

He laughs and clinks my glass. ‘Well, you’re happy, so that’s gone. And I’m definitely not sad. Not any more.’ He fake frowns. ‘And I hope I’m not grumpy.’

My brows lift. ‘Flynn, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you grumpy.’ I giggle. ‘Well, apart from that time when you accused me of stealing your bed.’ I take a sip of my wine and lick my lips. ‘Yum, this is delicious, thanks.’

He takes a sip too and tips his head back as he savours it.

‘I think you should be sleepy,’ I tell him. ‘You know you conk out like a light every night as soon as your head hits that pillow.’

‘Do I now?’ His tone is light and teasing, eyes twinkling as he turns to face me, elbow resting on the edge of the couch, just inches from my bare feet. My skin tingles at the closeness. But I ignore that. I have to.

‘How do you know?’ He hikes his brow. ‘Do you sneak down to check up on me?’

‘Yeah, sure, and then I sit on that fireside chair for hours and watch you sleep. And listen to you snore.’ I scrunch my nose in mock disgust. Even though I’ve never heard him snore.

‘Do I snore? Honestly?’ Flynn takes another slow sip of his wine. ‘Because nobody’s ever mentioned it before. Of course, nobody’s ever sat watching and listening to me sleep, as far as I know.’ His mouth twists in a teasing grin. ‘Until now.’

‘Oh really?’ I reach out and scruff his hair. A friendly scruff. ‘I popped down once or twice for a glass of water. But I wasn’t watching you, I promise.’ Well, not for long.

Then I scoff, ‘But judging by the adoring comments she makes on her Insta posts, I’d say that girlfriend of yours has lain awake plenty of nights gazing at you like a lovesick puppy.’

Flynn jerks his head. ‘What girlfriend?’

‘Meghan, isn’t it? I presume you only have the one.’

‘How do you know about Meghan?’ He looks uneasy, and now I feel uneasy too.

‘She’s always posting about the two of you,’ I say. ‘I don’t follow her or anything, but she tags you and sometimes it pops up on my feed.’

I feel guilty all of a sudden, like I have been spying on him.

He buries his face in his hands and shakes his head. ‘I’m such a shit.’

‘Huh?’ That’s the last thing I was expecting.

He lifts his head again. ‘Is she really still doing that? Sorry, I’m not on social media much. And I haven’t checked anything since I got here.’

I think back. ‘Actually, there’s only been one post since then.’

He reaches for his phone and starts scrolling, and I lean in and try not to make it too obvious that I’m focusing on his screen. He frowns as he pauses on an image. Flynn and his parents with another older couple, and Meghan, centre stage, with her arm hooked through Flynn’s. Her head is tilted towards him, almost resting on his shoulder, but not quite. It looks like they’re outdoors at a barbecue and Meghan’s all perky with a gleaming white smile.

Now that I lean closer, there’s something forced about her expression and that grin doesn’t reach her eyes. And Flynn just looks really uncomfortable, as though he’d rather be anywhere else. I watch his face pale as he stares at the image, and my eyes land on the highlighted text at the bottom of his screen. Always hold on to your dream.

‘That was taken ages ago.’ He drops his phone on the rug and drags his hands through his hair. ‘Damn, I thought I got through to her last time we talked.’

‘So, she’s not your girlfriend?’

He sighs wearily. ‘No, but it’s complicated.’

‘Wanna talk about it?’

‘I’m so embarrassed.’ He leans his head against my leg and rubs his jaw. And I try to focus on his feelings, and not the way my joggers have ridden up, and Flynn’s soft, sandy hair is caressing the bare skin above my ankle. Oh God.

‘Her parents are friends of my parents,’ he says. ‘Her mom’s a surgeon at the hospital Dad works at and they visit all the time. Dinner, barbecues, the usual. After Natalie and I broke up, Mom started inviting Meghan too. I think she was hoping to set us up.’

‘That’s quite a while ago, isn’t it? Since you and Natalie . . .’

He takes a gulp of wine, draining his glass. ‘Almost two years. But Mom only started inviting Meghan this last year. I hadn’t been on a date since Natalie and I finished, and I think she was beginning to worry.’

I watch him closely as I sip, he looks so sad. He and Natalie were together since college, and they broke up not long after I moved to London. After Jamie wore me down by persuading me that moving there would bring us closer together, because it would be just me and him, away from any distractions. I only realised later he meant my family and friends.

‘I thought you two might go the distance,’ I say. ‘You seemed to really like her. Natalie, I mean.’

‘I did really like her.’ Flynn sighs.

‘And Meghan?’

He shrugs. ‘She’s a nice girl. We hung out a bit. Well, more than a bit. For a while there, she seemed to turn up everywhere I went.’ He hesitates. ‘And then one night, I had a bit too much to drink.’ He winces. ‘Way too much. And I woke up the next morning in her bed.’

‘She took advantage of you?’ My chest tightens.

‘No.’ Flynn hangs his head. ‘It’s my fault, I was a bit lost at the time. If anything, I took advantage of her.’ He sighs. ‘That morning, after I woke up, she made it very clear she was available for whatever.’

‘Okaay.’

‘I told her I didn’t want a relationship, that I wasn’t looking to get involved.’ He looks up and holds my gaze. ‘That I was hung up on someone else, and probably always will be.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ I reach out and squeeze his shoulder, but he drops his head again and closes his eyes, and I try not to stare at those silky lashes and sun-freckled cheeks. I want to kiss away the hurt that I can see he’s locking down, but I’d be the one taking advantage then.

He never told me exactly what happened with Natalie. Or why they split up. But it’s clear he’s not over it.

‘So, you and Meghan had a “friends with benefits” situation?’ I steer the conversation away from Natalie. I know how losing someone cuts, and how it’s better not to open old wounds.

Flynn grimaces. ‘I guess so. At least, that’s what I thought. I didn’t mean it to keep happening, but Meghan kept showing up, telling me she only wanted something casual.’ He tugs at his hair. ‘And it was fun, so I told myself I believed her. But I think I knew all along she was hoping it would turn into more. God, I’m a bastard, aren’t I?’

‘It’s not your fault. You were honest with her. She’s the one who didn’t play straight.’

‘But I wasn’t honest with myself. Friends with benefits never works. One person always wants more.’ He shakes his head. ‘One person always gets hurt.’
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‘See you next week.’ I wave goodbye to the little ones and drop down on a purple pouffe. I’m still in my pumpkin costume and Flynn’s over to the side of the children’s area, leaning against the door to the library garden, and grinning like a kid opening presents on Christmas morning. I wave, it’s all good, we can just be friends.

Then he runs his fingers through his messy fringe and starts strolling towards me, all loose-limbed and easy, and my nerve endings spark with every move that he makes.

And I tell myself to breathe through this, forget this. I can’t have this. Flynn may have the starring role in my dreams, but after last night, hearing what he said about Natalie, I know I’m not his leading light and I never will be.

I’ll always be the sweet goofy sidekick, the faithful best friend. If I don’t screw up this chance that the universe has been good enough to grace me with at last. I promise myself again I’ll give it my best shot. I know all the standard buddy lines, and I’ve even nailed the costume this morning, and that’s the first thing he comments on.

‘Oh man, this was worth flying home for. You should sing that song for the Samhain session and wear this outfit too.’ He grins as he pokes my padded orange middle, and I screw up my face and stick out my tongue. If I’m going to play the part of a smiley stuffed vegetable, I might as well give it all I’ve got.

‘How long are you home for?’ I ask him at last. I’ve been skirting around this question since Flynn arrived back and I’m not sure why I’ve finally managed to let it out. Maybe it’s everything we talked about last night. Knowing that he’s still hung up on Natalie, and that things weren’t as easy for him as I assumed when he left. I wonder if that’s part of the reason he seems in no rush to get back. Because he needs a friend to talk to. And because maybe I’m not the only one who needs a fresh start.

‘I’m not sure yet.’ He rubs at the crease above his nose; the same place he used to smooth out for me when I’d get anxious. ‘It depends on Pat. I have to talk to him some more when he’s home next week. There’s a lot we need to work out. And to discuss with my parents.’

‘Sounds serious. Is everything okay?’

‘Yeah, it’s all good. Well, with Pat anyway.’ His jaw tightens. ‘I’m not so sure about my parents.’

‘But you don’t want to talk about it?’ An old familiar ache tugs at my chest. Maybe Flynn doesn’t need me after all.

‘Oh, Gracie, I do.’ He crouches in front of me and takes hold of my hands. ‘But nothing is decided. And I don’t want to get your hopes up and then let you down.’

‘You mean when you have to leave again,’ I say quietly.

His eyes linger on mine as he squeezes my hands. ‘No, it’s not that. I promise as soon as I’m sure about everything, you’ll be the first one I’ll tell.’ He tilts his head. ‘Okay?’

‘Okay.’ I take a quick glance over to the desk, where Conal, our temporary library assistant, is working his way through the queue of customers. He spots me checking and gives me an I’ve got this wave.

I turn back to Flynn. ‘I’d better go and change before we lock up.’

‘Sure.’ He lets go of my hands and stands up. ‘I’ll check out the gardening section while I wait. And I thought we could go for a walk down by the lake after lunch, if you’re up to it.’

‘’Course I’m up to it,’ I scoff as I rise from my pouffe. ‘I might not do push-ups every morning but I can manage a lakeside walk.’

‘Well, that was a pretty energetic workout you just did.’ He grins, then his eyes narrow and I see the question forming in his mind before he speaks. ‘How do you know I do push-ups?’

My face warms. ‘I heard you talking to Conal earlier about football, about keeping up your training. And there’s no gym in Oakwood, so I presume you work out at home, when I’m not there . . .’ I’m getting hotter by the minute, as I try to cover up my blunder, and picturing Flynn pumping up and down, wearing nothing but those teeny white football shorts, is definitely not helping me cool down.

‘Anyway, I have to run.’ I puff out a breath. ‘I’ll pass out if I don’t take this costume off.’ I jog across the library, and upstairs to the staffroom, and pray Flynn believes it’s only too much woolly padding causing me to overheat.

We have lunch in the Corner Bar, at our favourite table by the stove, and Flynn spends the hour cartoon drawing locals in Halloween costumes, with speech bubbles that capture everybody just right. He draws Jamie as a sequence of puffed-up pumpkins with a middle that gets larger every time he speaks, until he eventually explodes, and there are speech bubbles flying everywhere.

He’s flicking the pages to animate the sketches, setting us off with the giggles, when Jamie blasts through the door. He veers for the bar and I don’t think he’s seen us. But as he reaches the counter, the door swings open and Olivia bursts in, her face pale and streaked with mascara. She makes straight for Jamie and grabs hold of his arm, and he turns around to face her, looking so distressed that I almost feel sorry for him.

‘Olivia, please, I’ve told you we can’t keep doing this,’ he says, loud and exasperated and seemingly oblivious to multiple cocked ears. The Corner Bar regulars love a good gossip.

‘Because of her,’ she howls, and I feel guilty listening. She sounds stricken and desperate and nothing like the over-confident ice queen I’ve always taken her to be.

‘When you’re not even sure she’ll take you back.’ She lets go of Jamie’s arm and her mouth twists as she calls out, to him and the entire lunchtime crowd, now hanging on every word, ‘He’s back too, you know. My cousin told me all about him, how she never went anywhere without him, before he ran off to the States. And how she’s hanging out with him again. All the time. So don’t come crying to me when you find out she’s been using you the same way you’ve been using me.’

Shit, I forgot Olivia has relatives in Oakwood.

Every head in the room jerks towards our table, and Jamie and Olivia follow the trail, until they’re both open-mouthed, gaping at Flynn and me. Olivia, fair play to her, gathers herself first.

‘See, what did I tell you.’ She shoots out an accusing arm. Then she turns on her high heels and storms straight back out.

Jamie moves to go after her, but he pulls himself back. He tilts his head from side to side as though he can’t make up his mind which way to turn. He looks unsure, which isn’t like him, and I wonder if Olivia has hit a raw nerve. But then he pushes back his shoulders and scowls straight at Flynn.

Jamie never liked Flynn. Because Flynn got at least as many admiring glances from girls, and he took absolutely no notice of Jamie, until he asked me to the ball. And if there’s one thing Jamie hates, it’s to be sidelined or ignored, especially by someone like Flynn who didn’t even want the attention Jamie craved. Sarah always said that what pissed him off most was when their football coach made Flynn captain of the under sixteens. Jamie had always been team captain. His father made sure of it. But they got a new coach, one who didn’t give a damn about local politics, and Jamie sulked so bad he quit the team for a year.

I think he might still be sulking, but I’ve more important things to worry about, like the way he’s furiously scowling at Flynn. Does he really believe I’ve been pining for Flynn all this time? And can I honestly tell him, and myself, and the entire gawking crowd, that Olivia’s got this all wrong? That I’ve only ever seen him as my friend.

Jamie starts walking towards us, and it’s like everything’s happening in slow motion, except my heartbeat which feels like it’s galloping towards a solid brick wall. Flynn reaches a hand down to give mine a squeeze under the table and whispers, ‘It’s okay, I’ve got you.’ And I let myself breathe.

Jamie towers over us, glaring at Flynn. Then he turns to me and his face softens a smidge. ‘Gracie, please.’

Am I forgiven already for cutting off his performance at the meeting last night? I never know with Jamie. His moods can change with the breeze.

Flynn keeps one hand on mine beneath the table and uses the other to close his notebook before Jamie has a chance to spot himself exploding across the page.

‘Gracie and I are friends. That’s all we’ve ever been.’ He looks straight at Jamie, and it sounds like he believes every word. ‘She’s not interested in me that way, so whatever it is you’ve done, whatever mess you’ve made, it’s all on you. Not Gracie.’

Jamie clenches his fists and glowers down at Flynn, then his eyes flick to mine again and I blink and shake my head. And Jamie sighs with what sounds like relief.

He thinks my head shake means no. No, I don’t have feelings for Flynn. No, I haven’t been nursing a wounded heart for ten years. No, you weren’t just my shiny consolation prize.

And I can’t tell him otherwise, not with a bar full of locals hanging on our every word. Oh God, how did I not see this? Was I the world’s worst girlfriend? I guess I’m not great best friend material either. I feel nauseous as I look from Jamie to Flynn and back again.

Remembering how Jamie treated me like a princess that year after we got together at school. And for a long time after, he seemed proud that I was his girlfriend. Sure, he’d get annoyed when he’d see Flynn’s Christmas cards. But I wasn’t about to hide a card from an old friend. I swore to him that Flynn and I were only friends. And I honestly believed that, because I’d long ago given up hope of anything more.

And I think Jamie believed me too, until Flynn called me in London, after he broke up with Natalie. I’m not sure why he called, I think he just needed someone to talk to. But I didn’t get to ask him how he was or help him talk through the heartbreak of losing the girl he’d been with for years. Because Jamie interrupted and then went into a sulk telling me I cared more about Flynn than I did about him. It didn’t help that he saw me in tears, holding Flynn’s card, the following Christmas, even though I think I was just missing Oakwood and old friends. I told Jamie that, but I don’t think he believed me, and it feels like he’s been testing me ever since.

These last few months when I looked back, desperately trying to figure out what went wrong, I convinced myself it was all down to Jamie. But maybe he did only sleep with Olivia because he thought I didn’t care about him. Or that I didn’t care enough. Oh God, I feel more confused than ever now.

‘We need to talk,’ Jamie snaps. ‘I need to talk to you.’ He jerks his head towards the door. ‘Come on, Gracie, you owe me that.’

And he’s back. The old Jamie. The one who’s good to me if I play the game according to his rules.

‘You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.’ Flynn leans close so only I can hear, and I release a ragged breath, and feel my resolve slowly seep back in.

I might be confused, and I do feel guilty about these strange, muddled feelings I’ve been harbouring about Flynn. But I’m tired of centring my life around Jamie. And I feel proud of the way I handled him last night, in front of Flynn, in front of everyone. I can’t let him derail me again.

He frowns when I don’t respond. ‘Aren’t you coming?’

I shake my head. ‘No, I’m not.’

His nostrils flare. And Flynn squeezes my hand again, and I hear what sounds like a low growl come from somewhere deep in his chest.

‘Gracie and I have plans.’ He lets go of my hand but not before giving it another squeeze. Then he stands and eyeballs Jamie. ‘And if you really do want to talk to her, try asking properly next time.’

Jamie’s face turns puce and he looks ready to explode. My eyes fall to Flynn’s notebook, and I have to clamp my lips tight to force back my grin. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to look at Jamie again without seeing him as a puffed-up pumpkin cartoon. And that feels like a gift, my own personal superpower to stop him wearing me down. Flynn’s gaze follows mine and I catch the spark in his eyes.

Jamie gasps as he stares at me, eyes wide with outrage. ‘Are you laughing at me?’

‘No, of course not.’ I clamp my lips tight to quell the giggles threatening to burst out. ‘But I am busy this afternoon. And I have your number, Jamie. I’ll call you when I’m ready.’

‘This is all your doing.’ He points his finger at Flynn’s chest and scowls before he turns back to me. ‘I told you he’s a bad influence. I hope you realise that before it’s too late.’

He’s still standing there furiously shaking his head – waiting for me to apologise, I think – when my whole body starts to shake, and before I can stop myself, I’m giggling like a mischievous schoolgirl, and Flynn covers his face with his hand to stifle a snort.

And the whole bar gapes at us like we’re their lunchtime soap opera. Jamie cast in the role of the bleeding-heart victim and me and Flynn the cold, heartless villains. Only, I think everybody here knows us too well to believe that.

As Jamie storms out, Flynn gives me a proud smile, and I get a weird fluttering in my stomach. Then I remember Olivia’s accusations, and Flynn reassuring Jamie that there’s never been anything between us, and I remind myself I can’t go there. No fluttering allowed.

Now that I have him back in my life, what I want more than anything is to hold on to that friendship. And the last thing I need is to mess that up with unrequited feelings, again. I might not have been the best girlfriend to Jamie, but I can try to be a better friend to Flynn. Mind you, it would help if he could just keep his shirt on.


13

‘Thank you,’ I say as we stroll by the lakeside, and the late September sun bathes us in a warm, hazy glow.

‘What are you thanking me for?’

I look up at Flynn, his tousled sandy hair, his light golden skin spattered with freckles, how his mouth curls at the corners as though he’s always on the brink of a smile. Those devastating blue eyes. And the way he’s looking at me now as if he’s telling me, I see you. I’ve got you. I’m here.

‘Thank you for making me laugh, for making me feel better.’

He reaches for the stray strand of hair that tickles my face in the breeze, then he tucks it carefully behind my ear. ‘You don’t need to thank me for that, Gracie.’ He presses a finger to the tip of my nose. ‘I like making you feel better.’

We follow the trail that takes us through the woods and around the lake, and Flynn tells me the names, and the stories, of all the trees we pass along the way. Walnut, and horse chestnut, handkerchief, and Indian bean, and dozens more that I’ll ask him to name for me again on the way back. It’s the same game we used to play when we’d walk here before he went away. I loved listening to him talk about them as if they were treasured friends.

‘You remember every single one,’ I say. ‘Why won’t they stay in my head like that?’

‘Pat took me walking here every weekend, from the very first week we moved here, remember. Told me the name of every tree, every flower, over and over.’ He smiles at the memory. ‘Even the weeds. And the stories behind them, where they came from, the ones to avoid, and how to use the good ones for healing, especially the herbs. He was teaching me this stuff since I was twelve years old.’

Flynn’s family moved a lot before they came back to Oakwood, his dad chasing career moves all the way to his dream job as chief of surgery at the hospital near where he grew up, back in Cricket Falls. They left Oakwood when Flynn was five, and he hardly saw his mam’s family again until he was almost thirteen, when his father got offered a position at the nearby regional hospital and decided it would look good on his CV.

‘You and Pat always clicked, didn’t you?’ I watch him, the way his eyes close for a beat, the corners of his mouth curling at the memories.

‘Yeah.’ He nods. ‘We still do.’

‘You must have missed him a lot when you left.’

‘I sure did.’ His voice is low and wistful, then he adds, ‘But I missed you more.’

Really? I stop strolling and stare out over the water. The woods are quiet this afternoon and it’s just the two of us walking this earthy lakeside path.

‘I missed you too.’ I thread my arm through his and rest my head against his shoulder. ‘I wish you didn’t have to leave again.’ I tilt my face to his, and he dips his chin and meets my gaze as I say, ‘I wish you could stay.’

‘Me too.’ He takes hold of my other arm and twists me gently so we’re facing each other now. ‘I want to.’ His teeth skim over his bottom lip and it feels like he’s deciding how much to share.

‘But only if you’ll be here, Gracie. I’m not sure I want to be here if you’re not.’

‘You know I’ll be here. Where else would I go?’ I pull back and stare at him, and he tilts his head as though he’s not sure if he believes me.

‘I might have to work in Abbeyville, or further, depending on what happens with Oakwood. But I’ll buy a little second-hand car and commute.’

It’s been my dream since I was a little girl to manage Oakwood Library. To develop it into the amazing community space that I know it could be. But if that’s not possible, I might need to rethink where I’ll ask to be based.

‘So, you’ve no desire to leave again?’ Flynn’s eyes narrow as he watches the faraway look in mine. ‘Maybe go back to London? Or Australia?’

My jaw drops. ‘How do you know about Australia?’ I presume he means Jamie’s plans.

‘I wasn’t going to say anything. I didn’t want to upset you.’ He drags a hand through his hair, scraping the back of his scalp with his fingers. ‘I heard Scott talking to Coach Murphy about it at football training the other night.’ He shakes his head. ‘I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I was in the shower drying off and they were standing outside the open window. Scott was asking Coach about clubs in Sydney in case he decided to move there. He was laughing about it, how Jamie would move the whole football team out there if he got his way.’ His jaw twitches, and I know that twitch, I remember it from before, whenever Flynn was worried or upset about something, usually another argument with his dad.

‘What difference does it make to you if Jamie emigrates?’ I scan his face. ‘If it’s the football team you’re worried about, Jamie’s no great loss. He hasn’t trained properly in years. And I don’t think Scott will go, not without Sarah.’ And why should Flynn care? It’s not like he’s planning to join the team again. He might wish he could stay, but it’s not like he’s planning to. Is he?

I chew my lip as my mind spins back to Sarah. I hope Sarah won’t go. I’ve been trying not to think about it since I got back, the possibility of losing another person who means so much to me. But I know how persuasive Jamie can be and how he’s especially good at getting around Scott. And if Scott does really want to go, if it means the chance of a partnership in his own agency, I’m not sure Sarah will say no. Especially as half her friends from law school are in Sydney or Melbourne or Perth. And she’s forever giving out that, judging by their social media, they spend half their time surfing or sailing or topping up their tans at the beach.

Flynn’s gaze drops to my mouth, where I’m still worrying at my lip. ‘And what about you?’ he asks quietly.

‘Me? Why would I go to Australia.’ I shake my head. ‘Yes, okay, Jamie asked me, ages ago. He wanted us to start applying for visas even though I told him I only wanted to come back to Oakwood.’

I throw my hands up, exasperated. Flynn doesn’t look convinced and I can’t believe he thinks I’d follow Jamie to Sydney. ‘But that was before . . .’ I wince at the image that lands in my brain. ‘Before I found out my boyfriend was a liar and a cheat.’ I swallow the lump in my throat. ‘That woman at the bar, Olivia. He slept with her in London, while we were still together.’

‘Bastard.’ Flynn’s eyes flash with anger.

‘So, you can see why I don’t want to go anywhere with Jamie.’

‘Yeah.’ His voice is flat and his brow furrowed. ‘But that lying cheat doesn’t seem to want to go anywhere without you.’

‘So?’

‘Gracie, I saw your face when you heard what Olivia said back there, like you were rethinking everything.’ He digs his hands into his jeans pockets and kicks at a clump of grass at the edge of the path. ‘And you’ve told me before how good Jamie is at persuading you to do that.’

I shake my head, hot tears burning, and Flynn shrugs an apology, but his face is still fraught.

‘I’m sorry, but I heard Scott tell Coach, Jamie won’t go unless Gracie goes. He told Scott he made one mistake, but he’s determined to fix it, and he won’t rest until you take him back.’ Flynn watches me closely. ‘He seems fully convinced he can persuade you to.’

I shake my head again as I stare out across the lake. ‘He can’t.’

Flynn stands and stares out over the water alongside me. He doesn’t say any more. But I get the sense he’s not sure if he believes that. And it bothers me, because I’m grateful for his support. But I need to stand on my own now, and I need to prove that I can. To Flynn. And to myself.

Flynn’s gone for takeout when I arrive downstairs after my shower, later that evening. He still seems determined to recreate our old movie nights. I think he’s hoping that will ease the tension between us. I hope so too.

I spot a note on the coffee table, with a sketch of me stuffing my face with a giant slice of pizza, and instructions to pick out a movie and make sure it’s soppy. I smile as I throw myself on the couch, tuck my legs underneath me, and start flicking through options. I keep looping back to Friends with Benefits and How to Lose a Guy in Ten Days.

Not sure why those two are popping out at me, maybe it’s what Flynn said about Meghan and how friends with benefits never works. And I guess I’m hoping for tips from How to Lose a Guy on ways to get Jamie off my case. Although neither of those movies ends with the outcome I’m hoping for. I don’t want Flynn flying back to the States to set up a flashmob for Meghan. And I don’t want me and Jamie singing to each other at the Corner Bar, even if that song ‘You’re So Vain’ does fit him perfectly, because he really is.

Flynn empties a carrier bag of supplies into the fridge when he gets back, then makes straight for the spot beside me on the couch. He’s wearing grey trackpants and an oversized blue hoodie. As he pulls off his trainers and socks, even his feet smell citrusy and fresh, like he’s bathed them in lemon water, which I guess he sort of did. He had a shower before me and the bathroom smelled like a lush Mediterranean garden. I was tempted to steal that fancy verbena gel for myself.

He opens two pizza boxes on the coffee table, and I lean forward and sigh dreamily as I inhale the warm herby smell. When I look up again, he’s got one arm propped on the back of the couch, face resting against his palm, staring at me with a big soppy grin.

‘I love how food makes you so happy.’

I roll my eyes and reach for a slice. ‘Flynn, this is not just food, this is Toni’s award-winning rocket and mozzarella.’ I take a bite and let out a soft purr as I chew, and Flynn shakes his head fondly. I keep going, mouth half full as I point to the second pizza. ‘And people travel from all over for her smoky barbecued chicken, so you’d better show your appreciation.’ I tug at his chin. ‘I want to hear at least one really good moan.’

He laughs and tears off half a slice, then leans back and makes obscene grunting noises as he shoves the lot into his mouth and starts chewing.

‘Are they your best fake orgasm noises?’ I snort. ‘Because I pity the poor woman who ends up with you if that’s what she has to listen to every night.’

He yanks my legs from underneath me while he’s still chewing and then pulls until I’m lying on my back with my calves draped over his lap, and in a flash, he’s leaning over me, tickling my waist, and I squeal. Then he stops just as abruptly, looking like he’s not sure what just happened, or why he did that. And his eyes settle on mine. And my heart skips a beat.

He leans back slowly, lifts my legs off his lap. And my stomach sinks. Flynn and I were always physical, both big huggers, or linking arms, and we always used to be so comfortable with each other. Sixteen-year-old Flynn wouldn’t have thought twice about tickling me, and I hate that there’s this awkwardness between us now, as though neither of us is sure what’s allowed.

I sit up straight and nudge his thigh with my foot. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.’ I tilt my head and smile because it’s easier to pretend that’s what this awkward moment is about, just my silly teasing, not the touching, and tickling, and heavy looks. Thankfully, he smiles back.

Then he arches his brow and puts on his best deep, offended voice. ‘I don’t make fake orgasm noises, Sullivan. And neither do my women. They don’t need to.’

I almost choke on a tiny morsel of mozzarella as I scoff in his face. ‘Your women? How many women do you have?’ I jerk my head to look over his shoulder and scan my eyes around the room. ‘And where exactly are you hiding them all?’

His eyes crinkle, and my mouth shoots before my brain gets a chance to shut it down, ‘Oh, I know. In your dreams.’ I let out a giggle. ‘Yeah, I definitely heard you moan in your sleep the other night and I don’t think you were dreaming about pizza.’

Flynn swallows and colour creeps up his face. He looks embarrassed and I want to kick myself. We’re back to awkward again. But part of me feels confused. Have I really crossed some imaginary line? I know it’s not ideal sleeping on the couch, and he has absolutely no privacy. And I guess it’s not completely appropriate that I sometimes tiptoe down for a glass of water and stay an extra minute to watch him breathe. He looks so sweet.

And it’s not my fault he sleeps with no top on and kicks off the covers, or that he trains so hard, and I can’t stop picturing him doing those push-ups. With me underneath.

‘I’m sorry. Flynn, I’m sorry.’ I lean forward and grab hold of his upper arm. ‘I’m just kidding, I’ve never heard you moan.’ I lean in closer. ‘But even if I did (I totally did) what would it matter?’ I chance a smile as I squeeze his arm. ‘We’re friends, aren’t we? What’s a little moaning between friends?’

He swats my hand away lightly with his fingertips. ‘Behave. Or I’ll make you sleep on the couch, and I’ll take that enormous comfy bed for myself.’

‘You should, you know,’ I say, all joking aside. ‘It’s not fair you have to sleep down here. It’s your house and I’m way smaller than you.’

He shakes his head. ‘No way, you need your privacy. Maybe I’ll get an airbed.’ He rolls his shoulders, and it occurs to me now that I’ve caught him doing that before. And rubbing his lower back when he thought I wasn’t looking, even though he hasn’t once complained.

I flop against the armrest. ‘Nope. That’ll be even less comfortable. We’re swapping.’ I cross my arms. ‘I’m not the one who needs privacy.’ I grin. ‘At least I can keep my top on.’

And my bottoms. But I don’t mention that his cover was on the floor and he was stretched out in his boxers when I came down for water last night.

His eyes widen.

‘I was thirsty. I forgot to bring a drink up.’

He swallows. ‘Sorry, I can’t sleep if it’s too warm.’

‘It’s no big deal.’ I squeeze my eyes shut. ‘I barely saw anything. You’d be wearing less on a beach.’ I shrug. ‘But it would be less of a deal if I slept down here instead.’

Flynn shakes his head with a smile as he reaches for another slice of pizza.

‘I’m not arguing with you, Sullivan, but you are not sleeping on this saggy couch when there’s a comfy king-size bed upstairs.’ He grins. ‘With a daisy print duvet that is definitely more your style than mine.’

I scoff as I point to the dusky pink couch, then the soft blue throw he shrugs off every night.

He stifles a grin. ‘Still not happening. Now, tell me what we’re watching. Oh wait, hold on.’ He reaches down to the shelf underneath the coffee table and produces a box of jumbo-sized tissues. ‘Better make sure we’re ready before the flood starts.’

I kick his thigh and he grabs my bare foot, and then the other one, and keeps hold of them on his lap. I relax back against my cushions and smile. This feels fine, this feels friendly. Not awkward at all. Just two friends kicking back and chilling out.

‘At least you got the man-size tissues for that giant honker of yours, Anderson,’ I snigger. ‘Good call.’

‘Give me that. And be quiet, woman.’ He rolls his eyes but his grin stretches wide as he pulls the remote from my fingers and presses play. He leans back and starts watching the opening credits, with his hand on my foot, and his fingers tracing circles on the side of my ankle.

I don’t think he realises he’s doing it – in fact, I’m sure he doesn’t – and I try not to overthink. I need to focus on the movie and ignore the warm thrumming sensation at the top of my thighs. But Flynn’s eyes are fixed on the screen, and his fingers are still lightly circling, and it’s not easy to ignore.

I hadn’t made up my mind what to watch, but the icon was hovering on Friends with Benefits when Flynn grabbed it, and it looks like the universe has decided we’ll be watching Justin and Mila get sexy and steamy, with Flynn absent-mindedly giving me a foot massage that’s streaming liquid heat through my core.

Oh God, we’re supposed to be hanging out, reliving innocent teenage memories, from back when Mam used to be wedged in between us. If I don’t distract him soon and make him stop tracing circles on my ankles with his fingertips, there’s a danger I’ll break and end up begging him to touch me other places too. But it feels so good.

‘You okay, Gracie?’ He lets go of my feet and I almost groan in protest as I open my eyes. Oh no. Was I making faces? Moany faces?

He squints at me. ‘Did you . . . did you just fall asleep?’ He coughs out a laugh. ‘I haven’t seen this movie before. Is it that bad?’

‘No. Nope. It’s great. But will you pause for a bit so I can nip to the loo.’ I jerk my legs up, plant them on the cool flagstone floor, then run upstairs before Flynn has a chance to say another word or touch another part of me.

And I warn myself sternly to stay at my end of the couch and tuck my legs tight beneath me when I get back down. Because there’s no way I’m going to be able to focus on watching a rom-com, or eating my lovely pizza, or even breathing normally if Flynn starts playing with my ankles again.

And the worst part is he doesn’t realise he’s doing it, or the effect he’s having. Because for him it’s not complicated. He’s hanging out with an old friend. I just need to figure out a way to make it less complicated for me.

It’s only ten when the movie finishes, and Flynn asks if I want to watch another.

‘What I really want is some ice cream. I wish I’d thought of getting some earlier.’

He leans back and rubs his stomach. ‘We ate two whole pizzas.’

‘Amateur,’ I scoff, and he throws out his hands and stands up. Then he walks over to the kitchen, grabs something from the freezer, and turns to me with the widest, smuggest smile as he holds up a familiar cardboard tub with a Toni’s sticker on the side.

‘Well, this here amateur bought a tub of Toni’s chocolate and ginger for dessert.’

My mouth opens wide on a gasp. ‘How did I miss that?’

I saw him empty a carrier bag with milk and a few other bits, but how did I not sniff out my favourite treat? I think being around Flynn and feeling all these weird feelings is messing with my signal detectors and scrambling my brain.

He leans against the fridge, eyebrows arched. ‘But now I’m thinking I might have to eat the lot to prove I’m not as pathetic as you think I am.’

‘Don’t you dare!’

‘As if.’ His face erupts in a grin. ‘I’d like to live a little longer.’ His expression changes, warm and tender, as he adds, ‘I’m enjoying this, being back in Oakwood, with you.’

He gives himself a small shake, barely noticeable, but I see it, because I do that too when I’m reminding myself to be sensible, get a grip, damp down any silly notions about what might happen.

‘How about we don’t watch another movie,’ I say as he reaches into the drawer for spoons. He doesn’t grab bowls, just hands me the tub and my spoon, and then sits opposite and waits for me to take the first scoop, the way he always did. One tub between us, Flynn insisting I take the first and last scoop every time, even if it wasn’t my turn.

‘How about we just sit and chat,’ I say. ‘I feel like I’ve missed so much of your life, and I want to hear it all.’

‘Really?’ His brow furrows and I notice a flicker of uncertainty in those cornflower blue eyes.

‘Really.’ I hold out the tub and pull it back again, just a smidge. ‘One story per spoonful, that’s the deal.’ I place the tub in his lap and sigh softly. ‘Now start at the very beginning, when you first arrived in Cricket Falls.’
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Flynn swallows his spoonful of ice cream, and I nudge him and say, ‘Off you go, first impression of Cricket Falls.’

He hands back the tub and takes a deep breath, but as I watch him psyche himself up, my phone buzzes on the coffee table, and I look down to see Mam flash across my screen. I’m not expecting a call tonight.

I grab it and hit accept, unfurling myself from the couch, then I point at the ceiling to let him know I’ll take the call in the bedroom. She knows he’s back and I’ve told her I’m staying in Hazel Cottage, but I haven’t mentioned that Flynn’s staying here too. I need to bite the bullet and tell Sarah before I tell anyone else, but she’s been up the walls at work, and I haven’t seen her since last Sunday morning.

‘Hi, how are you?’ I smile as Mam’s face fills the screen as I climb the stairs. Her usually pale cheeks are golden and glowing, and her bouncy brown curls have a glossy sheen. It’s years since I’ve seen her look so healthy and relaxed.

‘Is everything okay? I thought you were calling me tomorrow.’ Mam messages twice a week with an update on where she’s at. But she always FaceTimes on Sundays for the unabridged version, complete with video tour of her latest surroundings, and an intro to any travelling companions she’s picked up along the way.

‘Sorry, love.’ She beams into the phone. ‘We’re going hiking early in the morning and plan to camp overnight, and Cal’s just told me the coverage isn’t great out there, so I thought it’d be safer to call before we go.’ The guy next to her, who I presume must be Cal, throws an arm around her shoulder and gives me a cheeky smile and a wave.

‘All my fault, Gracie, blame me,’ he says in a thick Scottish accent as if he’s known me all his life. He’s stocky and only a little taller than Mam, with that day-old stubble and rugged outdoorsy look that I know she likes, even though the woman has never been outdoorsy in her life. Well, not until this year when she turned fifty and decided she wanted to try hiking and wild swimming and hanging out with strangers on remote mountaintops, instead of eating pizza and rewatching all her favourite rom-coms, like we used to do all the time before I left.

She leans back into him as if she’s known him all her life, and she seems different somehow. She looks happy, really happy. Mam’s always been smiley and upbeat, and the kindest person I know. But ever since Dad died there’s a sadness beneath the surface that I recognise, that I’ve watched her push back down. I’m not sure anyone sees it but me and I never call her on it. I know that would only make it worse, especially as I’m the person she works hardest to convince.

‘This is Cal, by the way.’ She reaches for his hand on her shoulder and gives it a squeeze. ‘I’m not sure if I’ve introduced you two yet.’ She squints into the screen as if she’s trying to locate the memory.

‘You haven’t,’ he says in that thick Scottish accent, and his face creases in another smile. His eyes are crinkly and weathered, but they also look honest and kind, as far as I can tell from our two-minute interaction over the phone.

‘But I feel I know you already, Gracie,’ he goes on. ‘Your mum’s told me so much about you.’ He wraps his other arm around her waist and leans his head on her shoulder, and she curls into him like it’s the most natural thing in the world. My mother. Who hasn’t even dated, not once, as far as I know, since she lost her teenage sweetheart, the man she married when she was only twenty-two.

And I think now that this Cal might have been in every group photo she sent since the first stop on her journey, back in Chania, in Crete. And he’s had an arm around her shoulder in a couple of the more recent pics. But only as part of those groups, and I assumed it was a friend thing, like me and Flynn. Although, I guess if it really was like me and Flynn, at least some small part of her might have ached that it couldn’t be more.

‘You look happy,’ I say brightly. ‘Where’s next on the bucket list?’ I want her to know that I’m happy for her too.

She curls her hands in fists and wiggles them in front of her chest, and she sounds as excited as a kid on her first trip to Disneyland as she fills me in. ‘After the Cinque Terre we’re going to drive along the coast to the Côte d’Azur and on up through Provence. And then we’re going to drive all the way to Paris.’ She laughs easily. ‘Well, Cal’s going to drive, I don’t think I should be let loose on the wrong side of the road. Not in Paris anyway.’

‘You definitely shouldn’t.’ I grin but I’m not kidding. Mam is the worst driver I know. She’s great fun to go on a trip with, always laughing and telling funny stories and pointing out interesting things along the way, but rarely keeping her eyes where they should be, on the road. She promised she’d get trains and buses all through Europe and not dream of renting a car. But clearly, she’s already decided that this rugged, handsome Scotsman will be her travelling companion and chauffeur for the remainder of her trip.

‘And you’re still planning to be home in time for Halloween?’ I’m not sure why I ask. I know her itinerary and that she’s due back near the end of October. I even checked in with her tenants last week when Mam asked me to, to make sure their new place would be ready in time for moving before she gets back.

‘Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I know how much work you’re putting into the festival and I can’t wait for Cal to see Oakwood.’ She claps a hand across her mouth, and I see the realisation land in her brain that this is the first time she’s mentioned bringing her Scotsman home with her.

‘Oh yes,’ she says, eyes wide and apprehensive. ‘I haven’t had a chance to tell you yet. Cal’s going to visit. He loves Ireland but he’s only been along the west coast, and I told him how beautiful it is in the midlands, so many hidden treasures, and he’s dying to see for himself . . .’ She’s rambling now, the way she does when she’s anxious. The way I do too, just like her.

‘That’s great.’ I smile as brightly as I can. ‘And you’ll love the Samhain session.’ I nod enthusiastically at Cal to include him, and to let Mam see that he’s welcome. ‘You’ll have to dress up, just to warn you. Full-on Halloween costume. You can go cosy fall or scary monsters, that’s up to you, as long as you go all out.’

‘Challenge accepted.’ He gives me a thumbs up. ‘If you want a scary monster, I’m your man.’ Mam laughs as though the notion of Cal frightening anybody is hilarious, and I decide it’ll be good to meet him, to see her happy and comfortable with someone.

‘And Cal’s invited me to stay with him after Christmas.’ She sighs dreamily. ‘He’s invited both of us but we can talk more about that when I’m back next month.’ She gives a little shimmy, like she can hardly believe so much great stuff is happening in her life. ‘He’s got an outdoor centre in the Highlands. Isn’t that amazing? His son’s running it while Cal’s away. And guess what? There’s even a castle.’ She almost squeals that last part, and Cal snorts over her shoulder.

‘It’s more of a ruin, a few walls of what once was a castle. But I’ve plenty of space in my actual house, and proper walls and windows too.’ He smiles. ‘God knows we need them in the Highlands in wintertime.’

‘Well, love, we’d better go.’ Mam lifts her hand and wiggles her fingers. ‘Early start. I’ll message when we get back from camping and I’ll send more photos.’ She blows me a kiss, and Cal calls Bye, Gracie, lovely to talk to you over her shoulder, and they’re gone.

Flynn taps on the bedroom door about twenty minutes later. ‘Are you okay in there, Gracie? You’ve been gone a while.’ I’m propped on the bed, leaning back against the headboard, staring at the lakeside landscape on the wall.

‘Hi, yeah, sorry, come in.’ I force a smile as the door opens and he enters. ‘That was Mam, she’s doing the Cinque Terre, it sounds amazing.’

He nods. ‘That’s good. When you said she’d headed off on her Eat, Pray, Love journey, I pictured her on a beach in Bali, but the Cinque Terre sounds great too.’

‘The budget only stretched as far as Europe and that’s always been her priority anyway.’ I pat the duvet and Flynn sits on the edge of the bed, facing me.

‘I remember.’ He grins. ‘Didn’t you two have plans to backpack across Europe before you started college, like Lorelai and Rory?’

‘Yeah.’ I sigh. ‘Turns out college is expensive and we couldn’t manage it. We thought about it a couple of years ago when we both had savings built up.’ I hesitate, unsure if I should be sharing this, but I go on anyway. ‘Then Jamie started talking about London, and I wasn’t sure what I wanted, but I didn’t want to blow all my savings on a trip in case I did decide to go.’

I chew my lip as I remember us arguing about it.

‘He said he couldn’t understand why I would happily leave Oakwood to travel around Europe with my mother, yet I wouldn’t commit to moving to London with him.’

Flynn arches his brows. ‘It’s hardly the same.’

‘No. But he didn’t want to hear that.’

‘And then you went. To London. With Jamie,’ Flynn says, his voice flat.

‘Yeah, and I blew all my savings on my share of our deposit and rent.’ I stare down at my hands, remembering again. How Jamie convinced me it would be the making of us, and if I did this for him, chose London and him, it would prove that I was committed to us. I felt like I’d been trying to prove that for years.

And then we got there, and nothing was as exciting or as glamorous as he’d hoped, not his office, or his clients, or his work colleagues. I think he’d spent too long watching those high-flying property shows and thought he’d be selling apartments in Mayfair to movie stars and royalty. His cousin in Dagenham had talked it up on every visit home and he’d made the business sound like it had way more potential than it did. Things went sour after that. I threw myself into my new job at a community centre and even made some new friends. I was trying to stave off the loneliness of missing home, but I only seemed to make things harder for Jamie. He said I was too busy with my friends and my work to focus on us.

I close my eyes as I hear his last words. The day I found him with Olivia. What did you expect, Gracie? You’re never here for me. We don’t even have sex any more. At least Olivia cares.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

I feel Flynn’s fingertip lightly touch my cheek as though to wipe away a tear, even though I know I haven’t let one fall. But it’s gone before I’m even sure it happened. Maybe I just imagined it.

I open my eyes and bring my legs up to rest my chin on my knees. Then I slowly exhale while I try to collect my thoughts and figure out the best way to answer without coming across as needy or pathetic.

‘I’m here if you want to talk,’ Flynn says softly. ‘About Jamie, or your mom, about your phone call. You’ve been gone a while, and you seem upset.’

I lift my chin and manage a weak smile. ‘No. Everything’s fine. Mam’s having a wonderful time. She called a day ahead because she’s hiking up the side of a mountain tomorrow and she’s not sure about coverage. It’s all good.’

He tilts his head. ‘Gracie.’

‘Flynn.’

‘It’s me. You don’t have to pretend.’ He moves to the top of the bed and nudges me over so he can sit next to me, and we’re side by side, leaning against a mountain of pillows when he adds, ‘It’s okay to be sad sometimes. It’s okay to miss someone.’ He takes my hand and props it against his thigh then he wraps his other hand around it and says, ‘You don’t have to pretend when you’re with me.’

‘Mam met someone.’ I turn my head towards him. ‘He was on the call with her.’

‘Ah.’ He nods and waits for me to go on.

‘He’s Scottish. He seems nice. And just her type. Well, her rom-com type anyway, all stubbly and rugged-looking. I don’t know what her type is in real life, apart from my dad.’

My breath catches as a long-forgotten scene flashes through my mind, and I shut my eyes tight to gather myself again. I wasn’t expecting that memory to drop from some dark corner of my brain and steal centre stage. My father, with his mop of curly blond hair and dancing green eyes, twirling my mam around the kitchen as he sang to her, the way he used to all the time. I haven’t let myself picture that for a very long while, and it’s the most beautiful memory, but it hurts like hell.

‘I think it’s serious,’ I say, dragging my focus back to the present. I’m glad it’s Flynn here beside me, but even so, I don’t feel anywhere near ready to talk about my dad.

Flynn lets go of my hand and puts his arm around my back, and he gathers me in so I’m leaning with my head against his chest, my arm across his stomach. He strokes my hair as he voices what I can’t, not yet. ‘And you’re worried Lorraine might move to Scotland to be with him.’

I let out a low groan as I bury my cheek in the soft fleece of his hoodie. ‘I’m so selfish. Mam’s put me first for the last twenty-six years. The least I could do is be happy for her. It’s only Scotland, even if she does move there.’ I shake my head. ‘Which she probably won’t. She’s only just met this man.’

Flynn wraps his arm tighter around me and I keep going. ‘But even if she does, it’s only an hour on the plane. It’s not like she’d be moving to America or Australia or . . .’ I start to shake now and I breathe out hard. ‘It’s not like I’d be losing her forever.’

We stay like that for a while, me talking, Flynn listening, then he hugs me tight and says he’ll nip downstairs to clean up and give me a chance to get changed.

‘I’m taking the couch,’ I call after him as he walks away. I feel better, lighter. Light enough to sleep on that couch that’s definitely too small for Flynn.

He doesn’t answer, just shakes his head as he goes.

I brush my teeth and change into my pjs, then I hear Flynn go into the bathroom, so I take my cue to sneak downstairs and nab the couch. I should have brought my blanket, but I like the way that throw smells all woody and citrusy, like him.

Then I hear footsteps on the stairs.

‘Not happening, Sullivan.’

He does his best to look like he means business, hands on hips, lips pursed, but I can see he’s stifling a grin.

I look up and pull a face as I shrug one shoulder. ‘Tough, I’m here now, Anderson. And there’s nothing you can do about it, so go on, get to bed. Your bed.’ I dismiss him with a wave, and he snorts out a laugh.

‘We’ll see about that.’ He grabs the end of my throw and tugs hard until I’m coverless, wearing only my strappy pyjama top and shorts.

‘Hey, that’s not fair.’ I sit up and pout at him. ‘Do you want me to freeze to death?’

He bites back a grin as he concentrates on smoothing the throw and laying it neatly over the back of the couch. I reach for it and he stretches his arm out to block me.

‘Don’t even think about it.’

I swat his hand away. ‘I’m not going to freeze because you’re a stubborn old mule.’

He laughs. ‘Old? I’m only two months older than you.’

‘Yeah, well, it shows.’ I cross my arms tightly to let him know I’m not budging. ‘Now go on up to bed and get some beauty sleep. You need it more than I do.’

‘That’s it, woman, you leave me no choice.’ He bends down and scoops one arm around my back and the other under my bare knees, and then he lifts me easily (all those push-ups, I suppose) and turns towards the stairs.

He carries me up the stairs and into the bedroom. And all the way up, I’m thinking this can’t be good for his back. I’m definitely going to make him take the bed, no matter how much he protests.

I’m also thinking it’s really, really hot. But I’m trying not to dwell on that.

He drops me gently on the bed. And does his best not to grin as he points his finger and says firmly, ‘Now, stay.’

I kneel up and set my hands on my hips. ‘Flynn Anderson, don’t you dare order me about. I’m not a naughty puppy, you know.’

He doubles over and covers his mouth.

‘And don’t you dare laugh at me.’

‘I’m sorry, Gracie, but your face. And you do remind me of a cute cocker spaniel. You know, those little golden ones, all bouncy and affectionate.’ He quirks his brow as I glare. ‘Of course, this is not based on right now. You don’t look very affectionate at the moment.’

‘Grrr.’ I pick up a pillow and fire it at him. ‘Well, if I’m a cocker spaniel, then you’re a bossy Alsatian.’

He gives up all pretence and honks out a laugh, then he flops down beside me on the bed. ‘An Alsatian. Really?’ He nudges my arm. ‘I’ve been told I’m more of a golden retriever, like those book boyfriends in those cute-covered novels you used to read.’

I elbow him in the ribs, but only lightly. I still read those when I get time, but I’m not giving him any more ammunition, so I shoot back instead, ‘Who told you that? Your mother?’

‘Ah, now, that’s just mean.’ He pushes me back on the pillows and leans over me, and I let myself get dangerously distracted by those thick brown lashes and dreamy blue eyes. And the way he’s looking at me. Maybe it’s my imagination, wishful thinking, but it feels like we’re having a moment. Then he straightens and his voice is low and husky as he says, ‘Seriously, I am not letting you sleep on that couch, no way.’

I almost whimper as he pulls away from me, but I manage to hold it in, just about.

He pats the duvet and sighs. ‘Come on, Gracie, take the bed. Please.’

I give in and slide under the covers, then I look up at him and hesitate before I make up my mind. ‘Only if you stay here too.’

He squints down at me, and I get that he’s not sure exactly what I’m saying. I’m not sure either, but I know I don’t want to be on my own. That conversation with Mam, and that memory of Dad, unsettled me. And Flynn being here makes me feel easier, safer, cared for, and I want to hold on to that feeling for a little while more.

But I also don’t want to risk messing things up. Flynn’s been the best friend to me this evening, listening and making me laugh, and that’s what I need more than anything.

‘It’s a huge bed. You can have your side and I’ll have mine. You can put pillows down the middle, if it makes you feel better. God knows there’s enough of them.’ I give him a pleading look. ‘You can’t keep sleeping on the couch, and with the night I’ve had, Mam’s phone call, and everything.’

I let my mouth twist in a teasing smile. ‘And then being bossed about and flung around the place.’

He throws back his head, laughing easily, and I decide to take a chance and not worry about pretending to be strong, or cool, or anything at all.

‘Well, that part was fun, but I am still feeling fragile after Mam’s call. And a bit lonely.’ I turn down the edge of the duvet and peer up at him. ‘I could use a friend beside me. If that’s okay?’

He pulls back the duvet and smiles at me softly. ‘I promised you once, Gracie, I’ll always be your friend, and I meant that.’ He gives my hand a squeeze and climbs in, leaving a pillow’s width between us but still holding my hand.
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I wake the next morning with Flynn’s chin nestling at the nape of my neck, his arm draped across my waist, and his left knee pressed against my thigh. I lift his arm carefully and slide out from under the covers, and he stretches as though he’s reaching for something, but he doesn’t wake.

Thank God. I have a feeling he’d be mortified if he knew he was spooning me.

He stretches again, still sound asleep, and it hits me that I could stand here all morning and look at him. I want to curl my fingers through that ruffled sandy fringe and drop my lips to every freckle along those cheekbones. I close my eyes and picture his face as he leaned over me last night, and I wonder if I imagined that flash of longing in his gaze before he pulled away.

But he did pull away, and he did fall asleep chastely by my side, still wearing his T-shirt and trackpants. I’m not sure which of us moved closer, but it felt like the most natural thing in the world when I woke, like this is how we sleep now, and not only in my dreams. But of course, it’s not. We’re going to need a bigger pillow mountain. And I need to get dressed and get out of here before I do something I regret.

I sneak to the bathroom with my clothes, and ten minutes later, I’m on my way to the front door when I spot a small blue notebook on the coffee table, resting on a well-worn copy of Seamus Heaney’s Opened Ground. It’s not the notebook that makes my heart skip, it’s the pen lying diagonally across the cover, the slim silver Parker I gave Flynn the day before he went away. I had it engraved, To Flynn, from Gracie. Always.

I know that notebook is where he writes the thoughts he doesn’t share with anyone. He always kept one private journal, back at school, and that’s why I gave him the pen as a leaving gift. Something of me to hold on to and keep close, and I love that he brought it with him. He has scrapbooks and jotters all over the place, with sketches of plants, notes, and poems, and funny cartoons. But he carries that notebook in his pocket, and when I asked him about it, he smiled shyly and said Maybe I’ll show you one day. I love that he trusts me enough to leave it lying out, and I would never betray that. But what gets me even more is that it’s my pen he’s using to document his most private thoughts. He must have kept it, tucked away, all this time.

I should write him a note before I head out. He’d like that. Something brief and easy-going, to show that last night was really no big deal. I tear a loose page from a jotter, and my skin sparks as I pick up his pen. I scrawl:

Gone to meet Sarah for a walk and brunch after. See you later, x.

Perfect. That sounds friendly and breezy and not at all like a woman who can’t stop drooling over her platonic male friend. I lay the pen gently on his notebook, then I pad back upstairs, drop my note onto the pillow next to Flynn, and take my leave again. I need a long walk and a good chat with Sarah to help gather my thoughts and all my crazy muddled feelings before I face him awake.

‘You like him. You really like him.’ Sarah grips her mug of black coffee as she leans across, eyes wide, like she’s trying to drag confirmation out of me through sheer force of will. No wonder she makes such good money as a lawyer. Any minute now she’ll shine a light in my face.

I push my French toast to one side and rest my chin on one hand. ‘Of course I like him.’ I shrug, deliberately avoiding her point. ‘He was my best friend.’ I backtrack fast as her eyebrows soar. ‘As well as you. You’re my best friend now, you know that.’

‘But you don’t fancy the arse off me.’

‘Shush.’ I cringe as a woman at the next table, who I’m fairly sure is Olivia’s cousin, swings her head around and stares. Sarah gives her a withering glare, and she jerks back and starts zipping up her jacket. But I can feel her ears burning as she whispers to her friend, and both of them shoot another furtive glance in my direction. Thank God, they’d already paid and were getting up to leave when Sarah decided to share my unrequited lust with the room.

I wait until they’re gone before I say another word, and Sarah sits across from me with a smug smile and a gleam in her eyes.

‘Okay, all right, I may have certain feelings.’

I told her about Flynn moving in. And I gave her a blow-by-blow account of last night as we walked around the lake, so she knows Flynn and I shared a bed. Platonically.

‘But that’s all they are,’ I insist. ‘Feelings. And that’s all they can ever be.’

‘Why?’ She stares at me open-mouthed. ‘You just spent the last hour telling me that you have no intention of getting back with Jamie. And I promise Scott hasn’t said a word to him about Hazel Cottage, even though he knew before I did.’ She fake scowls at me now.

‘Sorry, yeah, I forgot he had to talk to Maeve about it. My head’s been a bit all over the place.’ I huff out a sigh. ‘And I don’t have any intention of getting back with Jamie. I don’t even care if Scott does tell him about Hazel Cottage. I need to get the message through to him anyway that we’re well and truly over.’

Jamie hasn’t come near me since Olivia’s meltdown in the Corner Bar. But from everything Sarah’s told me, he’s been working on her and Scott since he got back, and he’s planning some sort of grand gesture, although he hasn’t shared any details, just that he’s absolutely determined to win me back.

‘So, you keep having thoughts about Flynn.’ Sarah wiggles her eyebrows suggestively. ‘And you had a moment.’

‘I only said we might have had a moment.’ I sigh. ‘It was probably wishful thinking on my part.’

Sarah narrows her eyes. ‘I don’t know. I always wondered if he fancied you. At school. Remember that night at my party. He kept staring at you with that soppy look.’

‘Flynn’s not soppy.’

‘I know that.’ She smiles. ‘I mean the way he used to look at you sometimes.’

‘He was tipsy that night, Sarah. We were always just friends. We still are.’

I swallow as the memory floats across my mind. Flynn singing, soft eyes searching mine. I push it back to the dark corner where it belongs. He was tipsy, that’s all.

‘Well, all I’m saying is maybe you could be more.’ She shrugs. ‘What’s the harm in thinking about it?’

‘The harm is I could lose him.’ I try to keep my voice steady. ‘Don’t you remember what happened when you told him to ask me to the Halloween Ball? How he laughed and barely spoke to me for the whole week before he left.’

I shake my head slowly. ‘He says he was in shock then about having to go to America and everything, but sometimes I wonder if the idea of me liking him that way freaked him even more. He never came to talk to me, not properly, not like we always used to talk about things. And he barely said a word when I gave him his leaving gift. It almost feels like he expected me to seek him out, wanted me to be the one to open up. But he was the one leaving. I thought he’d at least write me a letter, or even a note.’

I stare at the paper napkin I’ve been tearing to shreds, and I gulp hard to swallow down the hurt. ‘That’s what he always did when he wanted to talk about anything serious. He’d write it all in a letter, and leave it in my locker, and I’d read it and come and find him, and we’d talk.’

I squeeze my eyes tight as if that might shut down the memory, and the pain. ‘But he didn’t. And I felt like I lost him forever then.’ My throat feels like it’s closing as I choke out the words. ‘I can’t risk losing him again.’
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‘You handled the situation well at the meeting Friday night.’ Gertrude looks up from her screen when I join her at the desk Tuesday morning.

My jaw nearly hits the floor and I’m about to mutter thanks when she continues.

‘The Roche boy, I mean.’ She takes off her glasses and wipes them vigorously with her cloth. ‘The cheek of him. Trying to take over our meeting. I never understood why you chose him instead of the Anderson boy. When you two always seemed so close.’

I count to five and do my best to come up with a balanced response. She did start by saying something positive, and there’s no point reminding her that I didn’t choose Jamie over Flynn. You can’t choose someone who lives halfway across the world, and who’s never shown any interest in dating you, even laughed when the idea was suggested. But at least I know now he didn’t mean that the way it seemed.

‘Flynn and I are just friends.’ I keep my tone light. ‘And Jamie and I have had our differences recently, but things were good between us once.’

‘Hmph.’ Gertrude sniffs. ‘That boy’s always been too full of himself.’

My whole body stiffens. She’s right. Jamie is full of himself. But he was there for me when I was going through the hardest year of my life. It was Jamie, along with Sarah, that picked up the pieces after Flynn left. So, even though I’m angry and upset over Olivia, I still feel I owe it to him to defend him, despite everything.

‘He is confident.’ I shrug. ‘But why shouldn’t he be? He’s good-looking, has a good job, and he always goes after what he wants.’ I toss up my hands, not sure if I’m going for carefree or indignant as I huff, ‘And he’s always planning something new, always looking for the next adventure.’

‘Sounds exhausting, if you ask me.’

I can’t win with this woman.

‘Anyway, Jamie and I are history, and my focus now is the library and our festival events.’ I amble over to the trolley to clear our returns before we open, but Gertrude throws me another curveball.

‘Let me know if there’s anything I can help you with, for the festival.’

I swing around in surprise. There’s not a hint of sarcasm in her voice, even though I’m supposed to be assisting her and not the other way around. I feel like an autumn leaf whirling through Oakwood Forest with no clue where I’ll end up, but I decide to go with the flow.

‘That would be great, thanks. I’ll have a look through my notes. I think we’re okay for most of the library activities.’ I smile. ‘And did you say your book club is reading Dracula?’

‘Yes, they’re loving it.’ She turns and gazes fondly at the copies of Bram Stoker’s masterpiece claiming pride of place on the shelf behind. Then she frowns. ‘I had hoped the teenagers would choose it for their Halloween read. I even got extra copies. But no, apparently not.’ She narrows her eyes accusingly. ‘Ella tells me you agree with her about that silly vampire fluff.’

She means Twilight of course. I grip the handles of my returns trolley and try not to scowl. ‘I think it’s a beautiful love story.’

‘Pah.’ Gertrude huffs. ‘To think they could have been introduced to a classic.’

‘I think a few of them have read Dracula, but they wanted to pair their book choice with a movie, and most of them voted for Twilight.’

I throw her a bone. ‘But they’re going to watch Wolfwalkers first. It’s Irish and it was nominated for an Oscar.’

Gertrude lifts her chin slightly.

‘Followed with Samhain-themed ghost stories. And then Twilight. They’ll have popcorn and toast marshmallows and hopefully still be able to sleep afterwards.’

‘Well, at least they’ll be watching an Irish film, that’s something.’ She sighs. ‘I’ll pull some classic Celtic folk tales for their storytelling.’

I almost tell her Pat has that sorted, he’s been telling old Irish ghost stories every Halloween for as long as I’ve known him, but Gertrude already knows that.

‘That’d be great, thanks.’ I wheel the trolley past the desk and over towards the travel section, then I turn back. ‘There is something else you could help with.’

‘Yes?’

‘We need someone to judge the stingy jacks competition.’

Her eyes flash with interest and I go on. ‘You and Finbarr would be perfect.’ I pause for a few seconds, wondering if I should tell her the reason. ‘We’re using Pat’s pumpkins and Barty’s turnips.’ I try not to grimace. ‘And somebody needs to keep an eye on Moll and Barty, in case they upset anyone, or start throwing turnips. They’re still complaining that pumpkins are foreign, even though Pat grew the ones we’re using himself.’

Gertrude chuckles and my shoulders loosen. ‘You leave it with me. And I’m sure Finbarr will be glad to help. He loves a good stingy jack.’

It’s great to hear her laugh and it feels like she’s starting to forgive me for leaving Oakwood when the library door swishes open and I see Jamie heading straight for me, with a bouquet of red roses and a determined look on his face. Feck.

‘Just listen to me, please, Gracie,’ he says as he reaches the desk, and he sounds almost nervous. I mutter an apology to Gertrude and usher him down the back, behind the ancient history section. Of all days he has to pick this one. Ella’s on late shift, our book delivery is due any minute, and there’s a parent and toddler meet-up at eleven. If I don’t get Jamie out of here fast, my dreams of workplace harmony are dust.

I frown at the offering he holds out. Seriously, what a cheek. Sorry, I cheated on you weeks ago, and barely bothered to contact you since, but look, I got you a dozen fancy roses, are we good? I keep my hands by my sides and shake my head. ‘I told you I’d call when I’m ready.’

‘I know.’ He lowers the bouquet. ‘But I thought if I had a chance to talk to you properly, away from that loser—’

‘Excuse me?’ I glare at him. I don’t need to ask who he means.

‘I didn’t come here to argue. But we really need to talk.’ He glances back to the desk, and I turn to see Gertrude scowling through a gap in the shelf. ‘Not here, obviously. But I have your books and some of your knitting stuff. You’ll want those back.’

‘Sarah can drop them over. Or I can call when you’re out.’

‘Gracie, be reasonable, please.’ He drops the roses onto a nearby table and grabs hold of my hand. I flinch and pull it back.

‘What, I can’t even touch you? After all these years?’ He looks upset, but I think that’s mostly frustration at not getting his own way.

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

‘Maybe Olivia was right.’ He pouts. ‘You have been waiting for him to come back all along.’

There’s a flash of hurt in his eyes, and a pang of guilt stabs at my chest. Jamie watches my expression change and he pounces. ‘He’s a waste of time. And a college dropout.’ His upper lip curls in a sneer. ‘He only came back to see what he can get when Pat sells that land. And he won’t stay, Gracie, you know that yourself. He’ll leave you again.’

I can’t believe I just defended him to Gertrude and here he is trashing Flynn again. That’s the last time I’ll ever defend Jamie to anyone. I’m so angry I could scream, but I don’t want to cause a scene, so I wait for him to finish, even though I’ve heard it all before.

‘I didn’t leave us.’ He clenches his jaw. ‘You’re the one who left. And all I’m asking for is one conversation. One evening where it’s just the two of us and we can talk properly without anyone else getting in the way. Is that too much to expect?’

I want to tell him to get lost. But maybe he has a point. Maybe we do need one more conversation. A final one.

‘Please, Gracie,’ he starts again. ‘One evening. That’s all I’m asking for. I’ve booked us a table at Oakwood House for eight o’clock on Saturday.’

‘Saturday?’ I was looking forward to a movie and takeout, and Flynn and me curling up on the couch.

‘I thought you might have a meeting on Friday, but I can change it if you want.’ He leans closer, eyes pleading. ‘It’ll be private in Oakwood House and we can talk properly.’

‘And you’ll listen to me?’ I ask, my voice tense, throat tight. Jamie nods.

I do have a meeting on Friday, even if it is only with Finbarr to go over a few festival details. And the restaurant at Oakwood House is a lot more private than the Corner Bar. And I do have things I need to say, to finally get through to him, once and for all, that no matter how much he thinks he can persuade me, this time we are most definitely over for good.

‘Okay, Saturday night. I’ll meet you there.’ I turn and point to the door. ‘Now take your pathetic flowers and go.’

‘I’ll feel a lot better if you let me drop you off and pick you up later, after I catch up with Pat.’ Flynn skims a stone across the calm blue water of the lake, on Saturday afternoon.

‘Are you sure? I was going to ask Sarah, but they’re at a wedding.’ I hold my hand over my eyes to block out the afternoon sun as I look up to check that he really is comfortable with driving me. I didn’t like to ask, but I don’t want to walk through the woods in the dark. And I definitely don’t want Jamie to drive me home after dinner. If we make it through the meal.

‘Yeah, of course, I’m sure.’ He hesitates and his voice comes out strained. ‘Although, I’d feel better if you hadn’t agreed to meet him at all.’

I sigh. ‘I need to clear the air. And I need to make sure Jamie accepts that we’re over.’

Flynn drops down on the bench behind us. ‘He won’t give up easily.’ He peers up at me with an anxious frown. ‘I told you, from what I overheard, he’s dead set on persuading you to go to Australia with him.’

I shake my head impatiently. ‘That doesn’t mean I will.’

‘Are you sure?’ His voice is low, uneven. ‘You did agree to a romantic dinner at Oakwood House, after all.’ He tugs at his fringe, and sends it all scruffy, and he looks so gorgeous I almost groan.

I turn around and focus on a heron standing completely still by the edge of the lake. It’s easier than staring at Flynn. He’s too distracting.

‘I’ve already told you, and Jamie, and anybody else who’ll listen, that we’re over. I have no interest in moving to Australia, or anywhere that’s not here.’ I turn back and join Flynn on the wrought-iron bench. ‘It will be good for me to be on my own.’ I lift my chin as I face him. ‘It’ll give me time to focus on what I want for a change and not revolve my life around someone else’s plans.’ I feel proud of myself as I say this and realise it’s true.

‘I hope you tell Jamie that,’ Flynn says quietly, then his voice takes a serious tone. ‘And I hope you do focus on what you want, Gracie. You spend so much time and energy trying to keep everybody happy.’ He peers into my eyes as I turn to face him. ‘You deserve to be happy too.’

My eyebrows lift. ‘You sound like my mam.’

He smiles. ‘Good. Lorraine always did talk a lot of sense.’

‘What I want is to get my promotion, and for some miracle to happen so our library can be upgraded. Oakwood needs a proper community library. There’s hardly room for all the books, never mind all our activities and group meetings. We’re even starting to get more tourists these days, but we don’t have enough staff or space to cope with it all.’

‘That still sounds like you’re thinking of everybody else.’

I shrug. ‘Maybe. But it would make me happy too.’

‘I hope it works out.’ He rubs at his forehead. ‘Didn’t Gertrude say something about library plans at the last meeting?’

‘Yeah, but I don’t know what she means. And when I ask, she says she’s not sure what will happen, and Gemma will fill me in when she has news. I know Gemma’s always wanted to extend.’ I huff on a laugh, and it comes out more sarcastic than I mean it to. ‘But the only place we could extend to is Pat’s shop. And, so far, we’ve had rumours of a discount store and a plastics factory, and I’m sure neither of those are true, but I’ve heard absolutely nothing about Pat selling his shop to the council for a new library.’

Flynn stares out across the lake, and even though he doesn’t move, I feel a distance open up between us as I watch him think about how much to share.

‘Pat won’t sell the shop to the council. I know that. But that doesn’t mean you won’t get your library.’

‘Well, I can’t see how.’ I toss my hands up. ‘At least not the library I’m hoping for. Because, if we don’t have somewhere to extend, or move to, then we can’t cater to people’s needs, and my worry is they’ll go somewhere else. Go to Abbeyville for their books, or even join the groups there, if we can’t squeeze them in. And if we don’t have space to accommodate all the festivals I want to plan, then the funding will go to another village or town. And maybe I’ll have to go too, because I think it might be heartbreaking to stay if I can’t help Oakwood grow.’

‘I really hope you don’t need to leave. I’m sorry.’ Flynn drags his hand through his fringe again, and he looks so sad, my heart melts, and I rush to reassure him.

‘It’s not your fault. Anyway, it’s fine, I’ll still live in Oakwood. It just means I’ll need to buy a car and move back in with Mam until I can save for a deposit for a place of my own.’ I roll my eyes with a smile. ‘Unless she ups and moves to Scotland, in which case I’m screwed.’

He lowers his head and groans into his hands.

‘Hey, what’s wrong?’ I nudge his arm. ‘Like I said, it’s not your fault.’

‘It is in a way.’

I turn and take hold of his shoulders. ‘I know you like to look out for me, but you can’t fix everything, and seriously, you don’t need to, I’ll be fine.’ I scruff his hair, partly to reassure him, and partly because I just can’t help myself. ‘Whatever Pat decides to do with his property is his business. It has nothing to do with you, or me, or anyone else. And I don’t want you feeling bad about stuff you have absolutely no control over.’

He pulls back and swallows before he says, ‘But I do, Gracie. You see, the thing is, Pat told me before he left for Spain that he wants me to take over the shop. There’s a lot to work out, legally, financially, and we’re still looking at the best way to handle things. I haven’t decided yet, so we’re keeping it under wraps until I do.’

My jaw drops as I stare at him. Does this mean he plans to stay? I know he’s been working at a garden centre in Cricket Falls, but it never occurred to me that he might consider doing that here. My heart hammers as I wait for him to tell me if he will.

‘I wasn’t expecting it, and it’s not why I came here. I didn’t realise he was still so set on the idea.’ He scrubs at his jaw. ‘He asked me if I’d be interested a couple of years ago, when I came back that time for a visit.’

‘You mean when I was in London?’

‘Yeah.’ He sighs. ‘When you were in London. But I thought you’d be here. I booked my flight after I got your letter about you and Jamie breaking up. You sounded so upset.’

My chest tightens as I scan his face. He travelled all that way to comfort me, and I wasn’t even here when he arrived. I hadn’t even bothered to let him know I no longer needed comforting.

‘I wish I’d known you were coming. I would have held on a few more days.’

‘I was going to let you know, but I called Pat first to tell him I was coming. And he told me you’d changed your mind. That you’d already gone. But he asked me to come anyway, and I needed to get away, clear my head.’ He sighs. ‘Things had gotten messy with Natalie, and I needed space to figure that out.’ He swallows. ‘We broke up after I got back. I think I mentioned that when I called you.’

‘I’m sorry. I wish I’d been here.’

‘Maybe it was for the best. It would have only made it harder, to see you for a day or two.’ He shrugs. ‘When you were going to London anyway.’

‘Yeah. And I’m sorry about that call, by the way . . . the way Jamie interrupted. I should have called you back to check if you were okay.’

‘No, don’t worry about it. I was only calling to make sure you were happy, that you were sure . . . sorry, it’s just, after your letter . . .’

I watch his eyes fill, though he doesn’t shed a tear. It’s clear I wasn’t the only one who needed a friend two years ago. I know he and Natalie broke up a few weeks after I had that row with Jamie. I don’t know why they finished or who ended it, but from that sad, lost look on his face, it seems he’s not over her still. I take a deep breath, and I grip his hand tight, and I promise myself, and Flynn too in my head, that from now on, I’ll be a better friend.
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‘Is something wrong? You’ve barely touched your food.’ Jamie points at my salmon with his knife. ‘I can send it back if it’s dry.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with the fish.’ I set down my fork. I’ve been nudging the same sliver of spinach around my plate, waiting for Jamie to stop ranting about Australia, the opportunities for anyone with ambition, and money behind them, and how his father has offered to set him up in Sydney if that’s what he wants.

‘Why are we here, Jamie? Why am I here?’ I tip my chin and glance around the room, the fancy linen tablecloths, ornate corniced ceiling, and the crystal chandelier above our heads. I press my fingers to my temples and rub up to my scalp. If I have to listen to one more word about Jamie’s ambitions, I’ll pull out my own hair. Or his.

‘Because I need you to understand. This is the right move for us. This could be the making of us, Gracie.’

‘Now where have I heard that before?’ I grit my teeth and dig my fingers into my linen napkin. Jamie opens his mouth to say something, but either he thinks better of it, or he’s speechless for once.

‘Oh yes, that’s right.’ I hold my voice steady even though I’m fuming inside. ‘Two years ago, when you asked me to leave my job, my friends, my life, and move to London.’ I lean forward on my elbows, eyebrows arched. ‘To have more time on our own, to make sure we were right for each other.’ I curl my mouth in distaste as I think about him and Olivia in our bed, and her speech about how Jamie had been using her all along. ‘Well, look how that turned out.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Jamie groans into his palms. He even sounds like he means it when he looks up and says, ‘I’ve been a fool.’ He reaches across the table, but I pull back and bury my hands underneath it, clutching the soft cotton of my skirt.

‘Olivia and I are done, I promise. It’s over.’ His face softens, eyes pleading. ‘Please, Gracie, you have to believe me, you’re the one. I know that now.’

I wince like I’ve swallowed something sour. I don’t even believe in the one. I’m starting to realise that life is about the choices we make. And I need to make better choices.

My tone is clipped as I ask, ‘What finally made up your mind?’

‘Seeing you with him again,’ he snaps out. His face tenses and it’s clear he didn’t mean to say that, but Jamie never backtracks. He stares me down and carries on. ‘I know you had a crush on him at school. I couldn’t even get you to notice me when he was around. You were too busy hanging on his every word.’ His nostrils flare. ‘And he didn’t even want you. Half the school heard him laugh at you. Have you forgotten that already?’

I stare at him coldly. That’s cruel, even for Jamie.

He shakes his head and sighs. ‘I’m sorry, I’m just frustrated. I’m not accusing you of anything and I’m willing to forget everything Olivia said. I know she’s jealous.’ He reaches across the table again, even though my hands are still on my lap, curled in tight fists. I’m too angry to speak, so I let him drone on, his words an irritating buzz in my ears.

I won’t have to listen for much longer. I messaged Flynn under the table fifteen minutes ago, when I knew I couldn’t stomach much more of Jamie’s rubbish. And my phone just vibrated with a message to let me know he’s waiting outside in Pat’s truck.

‘I’m not asking you to cut him out completely.’ He sighs, as though this is a major concession, but one he’s willing to allow. ‘Although I’d rather you did. But if you want to keep sending each other those Christmas cards, even when we’re in Sydney, I won’t say a word.’

He holds up his hands as though he’s offering a truce. In his war with Flynn.

‘I’ve made my choice. And I think it’s time you made yours.’ He stares across at me, waiting for me to look grateful. But I keep my face blank, as I picture Flynn waiting for me in Pat’s truck.

‘You need someone who’ll stay, Gracie.’ He reaches into the breast pocket of his jacket and pulls out a small navy box. He opens it and holds it out across the table, and I stare at the enormous pear-shaped diamond that might be the ugliest ring I’ve ever seen, even if it does look like it cost more than my last car. ‘And that someone is me.’ He shrugs. ‘I’ll even get down on one knee, if you want.’

My stomach heaves, and I’m not sure if I want to scream or hurl into my salmon. I stare aghast at Jamie with his big shiny ring, and his half-baked proposal, and his complete inability to listen to a damn word I say.

‘Don’t bother, Jamie. It wouldn’t matter if you got down on both knees. You could crawl across the floor and beg for all the difference it would make to me.’

I feel like a tightly coiled spring as I spit out the words. ‘I don’t want anything from you any more, especially not a ring.’ My chest heaves as I try to hold it together. I have no intention of allowing Jamie to see that he can still bring me close to tears, even if they are only tears of frustration that I wasted years of my life with someone who barely sees me at all.

‘Okay, I get it, it’s too soon. You’re obviously still annoyed about Olivia.’ He tucks the ring back in his breast pocket. ‘But you know me. I don’t give up easily.’ His face is smug and his tone condescending as he holds up his palms. And I want to slap them right back down just to make him shut up.

‘Believe whatever you want. I don’t care.’ I stand and pull on my slouchy green cardigan and wrap it close around my chest. ‘Because I have made my choice. I choose me.’

He shakes his head, exasperated. ‘What does that even mean, Gracie?’ He clicks his fingers at a passing waiter for the bill. ‘Okay, if you insist on leaving, I’ll take you home.’ He pushes back his chair and stands too, flicking his gaze to the only table close to us. A stony-faced older couple, heads tilted the other way, doing their utmost to act like they haven’t noticed we’re here.

‘We need more privacy anyway.’ He sniffs. ‘Sarah and Scott are away. We can have a nightcap back at theirs and talk this through properly like grown-ups.’

‘What?’ I almost stumble, I’m so stunned. ‘Are you crazy? You can’t seriously think you’re taking me home.’

I turn and march to the hallway that leads towards the exit, and the car park where Flynn’s waiting. I hear Jamie’s footsteps behind, but I keep going until I reach the main door, then I swivel back and scowl. ‘And what do you mean, like grown-ups?’

Jamie shakes his head as though I’m the one trying his patience. ‘Of course I’m taking you home.’ He folds his arms across his chest. ‘You hardly think I’m going to let you walk through the woods by yourself. And you are acting like a stubborn child this evening. It’s because you’re spending too much time hanging around with Anderson again.’ He doesn’t bother to hide his sneer. ‘The sooner he goes back to where he came from, the better.’

‘Don’t you dare talk about Flynn like that.’ I set my hands on my hips and stare Jamie down. Then I hear a honk and I turn my head to see Flynn parked at the bottom of the steps. And opening the driver’s door as though he’s planning to come inside. I pull my phone from my cardi pocket and fire off a text to ask him to wait. I don’t want Jamie making snarky comments to his face. Flynn won’t give a toss, but I’ve had more than my fill of Jamie’s snide remarks.

‘Who are you texting?’ Jamie snaps. He looks over my shoulder and his nostrils flare as he clocks Flynn in Pat’s truck. ‘Him! You are not going home with him!’ He puffs out his chest, and I almost snort a laugh as I picture Flynn’s cartoon.

‘We live in the same house. Of course I’m going home with him.’

‘I know. Scott told me.’ He growls. ‘I was going to go over there and talk sense into you. But then your loser buddy reassured me that you’re nothing more than friends.’ He scowls over my shoulder. ‘I don’t know what crazy idea you’ve gotten into your head now, Gracie, but you’re wasting your time. He’s not interested.’

His expression darkens and he takes hold of my arm. ‘Don’t you remember how he laughed? And how he left you. He didn’t even write you one of those precious letters you were always sending each other before he moved away. Don’t you think if he cared a damn about you, he’d have told you how he felt.’ He lets go of my arm and clutches his fist to his chest, in classic Jamie overacting style. ‘If it was me, I would have begged you to ask me to stay.’

There’s no way Jamie would have begged me for anything. But I still feel the sting of his words even though I won’t let it show. I know that’s what he’s aiming for with his spiteful barbs. So, I turn towards the car park, and I see Flynn leaning against the side of Pat’s truck, scrolling through his phone. He looks up as though he senses me, and he mouths the words are you okay?

I nod and push back my shoulders as I make up my mind. I can’t get Jamie to listen, and softly, softly doesn’t work with him. I picture his amateur dramatics when he tried to take over our meeting. And I decide I need an Oscar-worthy performance of my own to show him, once and for all, that we’re done.

I swing back around. ‘You’re wrong, Jamie. We’ve been pretending we’re just friends because I didn’t want you making a fuss. You know how pathetic you can be.’ I give him a good sneer, to match the ones he’s given me so many times this past year. ‘But believe me, we’re a lot more than friends. Flynn came back as soon as he heard I was home. And if you’ve been talking to Scott, you must already know we’re sharing a bed.’

Jamie’s jaw drops and his eyes widen with shock. And I stride confidently down the steps to Flynn, waiting patiently like it’s no trouble at all. I curl my arms around his neck and whisper in his ear. ‘I’m sorry about this but I’m going to have to kiss you, it’s the only way I’ll convince Jamie to leave me alone.’

I gulp down my fear. Flynn won’t laugh this time, he knows I’m only asking as a friend. I lift my chin and meet his eyes, warm and bright and questioning in the low evening light, and I say what I should have said ten years ago, the night I gave him that pen. ‘Stay with me, please.’

‘Is this okay?’ I move closer, so close I can feel the warmth of Flynn’s breath on my mouth.

‘Um, yeah.’ His voice is low and husky as he slides an arm around my waist.

‘Is Jamie watching?’

‘Uh huh.’ He swallows, then his mouth quirks in that mischievous smile. ‘I guess we’d better give him something worth watching.’ He lowers his forehead to mine and drops one hand to the curve of my hip, and a faint moan spills out of me as he skates his thumb across my lower lip. And then his mouth is on mine, his hand beneath my hair, kneading circles up my neck. His tongue parts my lips and tracks softly over mine, and his kiss is deep and intense, but also gentle, too gentle, like he’s holding too much back.

A pleading hum climbs my throat and my body moulds to his. Flynn groans low and hungry and grips my hip tight. And something splinters inside of me, tiny fireworks erupt under every inch of my skin. He tastes of ginger and chocolate. He tastes like my favourite ice cream. He’s kissing like he means it now and he tastes like all that I’ve been craving since I was barely sixteen.

I feel him harden against me and he goes to draw back, but I don’t even think about it, I wrap my arms around his waist and pull him as close as I can get. My body feels like it’s on fire and I can’t remember why I’m doing this or why I thought this couldn’t work, because this is perfect, this is everything I want. Then I hear a car door slam and the screech of burning tyres. And my skin turns icy cold. Jamie. I’d forgotten he was there.

Flynn tips up my chin and skims it with his thumb. ‘Are you okay, Gracie?’ Then he rubs up and down my shoulders like he’s trying to keep me warm. ‘You almost jumped out of your boots. I guess we really pissed him off.’

‘I guess we did.’ I guide my lips into a smile, although my voice sounds breathless still. ‘Looks like the plan worked. And yeah, I’m fine, thanks, just got a fright from the noise.’ It’s not like I can tell him I’m trembling from his kiss.

He walks around the truck to hold open my door. ‘Okay then, let’s get you home.’

‘Cup of tea? Or something stronger?’ Flynn asks when we’re back in Hazel Cottage. Like it’s another sleepy Saturday night. Like he didn’t just have his hand on my ass, his tongue in my mouth, his body hot and hard against mine.

I closed my eyes as soon as I climbed into Pat’s truck and we drove home in silence, although he did reach over and squeeze my hand tight. Now I’m curled on my end of the couch, flicking through channels for something to take the edge off my frazzled nerves. I look over at Flynn, leaning lazily against the kitchen cupboard like nothing special happened, and that kiss wasn’t everything we’ve been missing for ten aching years.

‘Do we have any brandy?’ My voice is shaky and I need a stiff drink before I ask him if he wants to talk about it all. ‘Sorry, I mean do you have any brandy? I’ll do a shop soon, I promise. It’s been so hectic these last few weeks.’

He smiles easily. ‘It’s been a whirlwind all right.’ He bites down on his lower lip and now I wonder if he is thinking about our kiss, then I realise I’m staring greedily at his mouth. I grip the remote and switch my focus to the screen.

‘Brandy, no, I don’t think so.’ He turns and reaches into the glass-fronted cupboard above his head. ‘I do have a bottle of Irish Mist though.’

His voice seems less even, almost scratchy as he goes on, ‘Good for settling the nerves, all those herbs, and the honey . . . I might have a glass myself.’

He sounds like me, the way I ramble when I’m not sure how I’m landing, if I’ll get the response that I’m hoping for. Maybe he’s not quite as unruffled as I thought.

‘Sounds good,’ I say.

He grabs two whiskey tumblers from the shelf and starts to pour. He walks over and hands me my glass. ‘It’s medicinal. Just what you need to take your mind off things.’

I notice he said your, like he’s over it already, but he’s worried that I’m not. Then I remember what he said about Meghan. Friends with benefits never works. But I’m not Meghan, and this is us. I’m still trembling inside, my skin tingling from the memory of his touch, but I’ll never try to hold him if he doesn’t want to stay.

I need to let him know that it was only a kiss, really no big deal. Such a tiny, tiny deal, that it wouldn’t do any harm if we tried it again. Like maybe now. Please. I’m running through the words in my mind, plucking up the courage to let them out, when Flynn tilts his head, gives my shoulder a squeeze.

‘You must feel pretty cut up about having it out with Jamie. It’s got to be hard after being together for so long.’ He shoots me a sympathetic smile. ‘You know you can talk to me if you need to.’

Then he walks back to lean against the cupboard, and it feels like he’s miles away, like there’s an ocean between us again. Did what happened in the car park not affect him at all?

I almost cry out that I don’t give a damn about Jamie, that he’s not the reason I’m trembling on this couch, that now I’ve tasted Flynn’s sweet, perfect kiss, I’m not sure I can ever go back to seeing him only as my friend. And for a few crazy moments, as he ran his hands through my hair and moaned into my mouth, I hoped he might feel the same.

I should have known he was only doing me a favour. But did I really just imagine all that hot desperate want? I’ve been so confused and horny these past few weeks, and I’ve conjured up so many steamy scenes since he came back into my life, that I’m not sure I’m in any state to figure out what’s real. But I can’t risk our friendship for some fantasy, and I need to step back from this very shaky ledge.

‘How’s Pat?’ I ask, switching topics to what feels like safer ground.

Flynn jerks his head, squints in surprise. But I’m done talking about Jamie, and Flynn clearly has no interest in dissecting that kiss, so we might as well move on.

‘Did he have a good holiday?’ I ask, before he can swerve back to Jamie again.

‘Yeah.’ He shrugs. ‘He looks suntanned and rested. The break did him good.’

I let my shoulders loosen. I think I’ve got us off that ledge and I need to keep us off it now. ‘Pat works way too hard.’ I take a sip of my honeyed whiskey and sigh. ‘Although, I guess not any more, if he’s retiring and selling the shop.’

Then I remember what Flynn told me, this afternoon by the lake. ‘Or, if you are? Selling it, I mean.’

I look up, my forehead creased in a frown. I’ve had so much in my head since we spoke, I almost forgot what Flynn told me about what Pat wants to do, and what that might mean for Flynn, and for me.

He pulls out a kitchen chair, sits down, and gulps a mouthful of whiskey before he starts. ‘I can’t sell it. I’m not even sure I can accept it.’ He scans the room like he’s searching for the answer. ‘It’s complicated.’

‘Land in Ireland usually is.’ I give him a sympathetic smile.

‘Yeah.’ He huffs a wry laugh and takes another gulp from his glass. ‘My grandparents only had Pat and Mom, and after Grandad died, Gran said she was leaving everything to Pat. He tried to change her mind, asked her to leave it equally between him and my mother.’

‘That was fair of him.’

‘Yeah, he’s a fair guy. But Gran refused. Said she wanted to keep it in the family, and Dad would only persuade Mom to sell it all to the highest bidder, which he would have.’ Flynn sighs. ‘But Pat kept working on her and eventually she compromised and willed the cottage and the field next door to me.’

‘This is yours?’ I stare at him wide-eyed. ‘I thought it belonged to your parents.’

‘It was left in trust until I turned twenty-five. Mom managed it until then. Gran wanted to make sure I was old enough to cope with any pressure from my dad.’

‘To sell Hazel Cottage?’

Flynn drains the last of his whiskey. ‘Yep. I guess she knew us both pretty well. He’s still trying to get me to sell and use the money to go back and study medicine.’

‘But that’s crazy. Didn’t you spend the last two years studying horticulture?’ I climb off the couch and amble to the counter for the whiskey bottle. I pour Flynn another measure and add a drop to my own before I sit back down.

‘Yeah, but my father’s not impressed by a part-time diploma in horticulture. He’s never forgiven me for dropping out before I finished college first time round.’

‘But you were looking after your mother.’

‘As far as he’s concerned, she didn’t need me, he was already paying for enough help.’ Flynn stares into his whiskey and he looks so sad I want to go back over and curl my arms around his neck, but I’m half afraid he’ll think I’m making another move on him, so I don’t.

‘If it wasn’t for Natalie, I’m not sure how I’d have gotten through it all.’ He stares into his glass and swirls the tawny liquid, lost in a memory I can’t intrude on, so I wait. He looks up again, sets his jaw. ‘I’ve never had any interest in following in my father’s footsteps, no matter how much that disappoints him. He’s a big shot at the hospital now. A real hero, saving everybody.’ He takes another long sip of whiskey. ‘Except the people who need him most.’ His face twists with pain and my heart breaks for him.

‘Was she very angry with him for not being around more?’

‘Mom doesn’t do angry. Sometimes I wish she would.’ He sounds weary. ‘Maybe if she didn’t bottle it all up and pretend everything’s perfect when it’s not . . . Maybe she wouldn’t have gotten so sick.’

I gulp, because bottling up seems like something both Flynn and I are experts at, but this doesn’t feel like the right time to say that. ‘Is she okay now?’ I ask instead.

‘Yeah, she’s good. She got the best treatment money could buy. At least he could do that for her.’ His jaw clenches. ‘And she’s so grateful. She talks all the time about how wonderful he is. It’s like her world revolves around him and she can’t see any of his flaws.’ He sags on the wooden chair, and I pat the space beside me on the couch.

‘Come sit here, please.’

He does as I ask and drops down at the opposite end, clasping his tumbler with both hands. ‘I know it was hard for her, being so sick, and she was on so many drugs, most days were a blur.’ He lifts one hand and drags it along his jaw. ‘But it’s like she’s forgotten everything, like it never happened. Sometimes I think she’s forgotten I was there.’

I want to edge closer and pull him into a hug. But it feels like he’s got thoughts he needs time and space to process, conclusions he needs to come to on his own.

‘I doubt that, Flynn.’ I reach out and touch his wrist to let him know I’m here if he needs me. ‘You’re not easy to forget.’

He lifts his head and stares at me, and he looks sadder than I’ve ever seen.

‘I’m not so sure about that, Gracie. You did.’
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‘I’m sorry,’ Flynn whispers Sunday morning, as I lie facing the window, wondering how I’m going to navigate this crazy situation I’ve put myself in.

Because it’s all down to me. It’s all my fault. I kissed the boy who made it clear that that’s the last thing he wants from me. Although, that didn’t feel true last night when his lips were on mine.

His hand finds my waist, the barest of touches, and the bed dips as he moves a little closer. My breath hitches, and I force myself to lie very still. Not break the fragile contract we made about how we share this space. I’ve already broken all the rules of our friendship with that kiss. I just hope I haven’t ruined everything.

Last night, I didn’t know how to respond to what he said about forgetting him. Part of me felt so upset because he was the one who left in the first place. Then I remembered how sad he seemed our first night in the Corner Bar, when he talked about what he wrote in that second Christmas card. I know he had no control over any of it. His family moving, his mother getting sick, me choosing to focus on Jamie because it hurt too much to think about Flynn.

All I said was, I never forgot you. And he said, I know. And then he put down his glass and said he’d promised Pat that he’d drop back the keys to his truck. And I pretended to be asleep when he came home and climbed in beside me, leaving what felt like an ocean of space, as a safety zone between us.

But now his hand is at my waist, his breath warm against my neck. And I have to hold myself back, for both our sakes.

‘It’s okay,’ I say, and I put my hand over his and squeeze tight. It’s my friendship that he needs, not my horny, crazy dreams.

‘I know you didn’t forget me.’

The warmth of his sigh caresses the bare skin of my shoulder, and I keep myself still.

‘It just felt like that for a while. And last night was a weird night for me. I was freaked out about you having dinner with Jamie, and I know I’d no right to be, but I don’t like that guy.’

I lift his arm and turn around, edging back so I can see his face. ‘I get Jamie can be arrogant but I was perfectly safe.’

His fingers tug at the end of my pyjama top, twisting the fabric. ‘But I still worry, Gracie. Because you two have finished before and you always got back together. He always managed to persuade you to change your mind.’ He lets go of my pyjama top and moves further away towards the edge of the bed. ‘But I don’t believe he makes you happy.’

He releases a strained breath. ‘I’m sorry if it’s not my place to say this, but I won’t forgive myself if I don’t. I wanted to every time I got your card, or heard the news from Pat, and it was clear he’d manipulated you again.’

I sit up and pull a pillow into my lap. ‘You’re making me sound pathetic, and I’ve had enough of that from Jamie.’

Flynn sits up too. ‘Of course you’re not pathetic. You’re amazing.’ He shakes his head. ‘But you always see the best in people, even when they don’t deserve it.’ He goes quiet for a beat, then his voice comes out raw. ‘I’ve spent my whole life watching my mother give up everything for my father. Her family, her career, all the friends she made here in Oakwood. Then he wasn’t there for her when she needed him.’ He squeezes his eyes shut and drags his hands down his face. ‘I couldn’t bear for that to happen to you.’

I reach out and glide my finger across his cheekbone, tracing the tiny freckles that I love so much. ‘That’s not going to happen. Jamie and I are finished. And maybe you’re right, maybe I did go along with his plans, but it was more because I didn’t want to focus on what was missing in my own life, the things I felt sad about.’ I sigh and finally voice the thoughts that have been circling in my head since last night. ‘Jamie’s not perfect. But neither am I. I spent ten years with someone that I don’t think I was ever in love with because I didn’t want to be on my own. I might be even more selfish than he is.’

Flynn presses his palm over my hand and holds it against the side of his face. ‘You could never be selfish, Gracie.’

I look into his eyes, sad and soulful, and I feel like I’m staring into the depths of a deep blue lake. But I know it’s time to swim to the surface and stand on my own.

‘I’m not so sure. I keep freaking out about everybody leaving. Mam, Sarah, you. When I should be thinking about what’s best for the people I care about. Being on my own will be good for me. I have to learn to rely on myself. And stop expecting everyone to be there for me whenever I need them.’

‘But that’s what friends do.’ Flynn squeezes my fingers. ‘I like being here for you.’

I shake my head, close to tears, I’m so frustrated with how I’ve handled things. ‘But look how I thanked you. Messing with our friendship. Making you kiss me just to get rid of Jamie.’

‘That’s okay, I forgive you.’ A smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. ‘It wasn’t that awful. I’ll survive.’

I pull my hand from beneath his and easy laughter bubbles out of me as I push against his chest. ‘The nerve of you, Flynn Anderson. That was a damn good kiss and you know it.’

‘I do know. I’m the one who kissed you, remember, and you’re welcome.’ He grins cheekily. ‘Anytime. Like I said, always happy to help a friend.’

And just like that, it feels like we’re almost back to us, laughing like there’s no awkwardness between us. Like there never was, and never could be, no matter what.

‘Is this enough?’ Aisha from our knit and crochet group calls from the children’s section, later that week. The group have yarn-bombed the entire adult library with strings of knitted pumpkins and garlands of crocheted gold and copper leaves. And now Aisha’s decorating the children’s area with bright yellow sunflowers, complete with smiley ghosts at the centre of each crocheted bloom. More Casper than Bogeyman, for sure.

‘It looks perfect,’ I call from behind the desk. Then I smile. This feels like my happy place, exactly where I’m meant to be. I’ve managed to make it to Thursday afternoon without a word of criticism from Gertrude, no awkward moments with Flynn – we’re both still acting like that kiss was no big deal – and not one single sighting of Moll or Barty to put a damper on my mood. I even found time to crochet some of those beautiful sunny flowers.

‘They should be pissybeds!’

I whisk my head around to see Moll and Barty stomping towards me with scowls on their faces and mucky black plastic sacks dangling from their arms.

‘Piss-ee-beds?’ Aisha frowns at them.

‘Pissybeds, pissybeds,’ Moll rants as though it should be obvious what she means. ‘Dandelions.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Those fancy French flowers are not Irish at all. I blame it on the EU. We never should have joined.’

I count to five and breathe deep as I’ve long ago learned to do whenever the Stringers appear. No point assuring her that we definitely haven’t received an email from the European Parliament instructing us to cover the library in sunflowers. Or mentioning that they’re native to North America, not France. That would only make it worse.

‘We’re going for bright and cheerful for the children’s section,’ I say as Moll and Barty reach the desk and deposit their sacks on the countertop, and I breathe a sigh of relief that I managed to scoop up my festival flyers just in time.

‘But thanks, that’s helpful, dandelions would look cheerful too.’ I smile pleasantly. ‘And I’ll ask Pat to share a few folk tales about them. The children would love that.’

I know Pat uses dandelions in those old Irish herbal cures he makes for himself. I also know he sometimes shares them, and he’s given some to Moll and Barty. Free of charge.

Moll’s face softens but Barty just grunts.

‘Humph. Him. That’s why we’re here. That and these turnips.’

He opens his sack, lifts out a mucky specimen, and plonks it on the counter. ‘We’ll say fifty cents a head and that’s a bargain. Now, how many of these lads do you want?’

‘Em, it’s a bit early, Barty. The lantern workshop’s not on for another two weeks.’

‘I’ll bring another batch for the workshop so. You can leave these lads on the counter. I got a sign made up and everything.’ He pulls out a laminated placard from his sack, then shoves it back inside and pulls out a smaller sign that reads Stringers’ Stingy Jack Turnips. Best Price. Pay at Desk.

My mouth opens, torn between a gasp and a howl of horrified laughter. ‘We can’t sell turnips in the library. Even if they are very fine turnips.’ I bob my head to stress how impressed I am with his great unwashed offering, despite the fact that my nice clean countertop is cloaked with a layer of earthy dust.

Moll looks less impressed with me now. ‘Typical,’ she mutters, but she doesn’t say what it’s typical of.

‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’ I say as sweetly as I can, and Barty doesn’t wait for me to finish my sentence before he whips out a laminated placard and hoists it in front of my face. Three words in large black capitals on a plain white sheet. Down With Plastic.

I clamp my lips tight to stop myself pointing out the irony. He’s standing in front of me, holding up a protest sign, laminated in clear plastic, and pulled from a black plastic sack.

‘We want you to give these out tomorrow night,’ Moll says. ‘And we’ll march on Pat’s Plants and Herbs as soon as the meeting is over.’

‘You want to march on Pat’s business? Which you do realise is closed down and fully cleared out. So, there won’t be anybody there on Friday night.’ I lean my head closer. ‘Am I hearing that right?’

Moll looks down at the countertop, then back up at me. Her faces flushes. ‘We’ll march on the Corner Bar then. He always goes for a pint Friday night.’

‘Let me get this straight. You want to march against the man who brought you a flask of his special elderflower tea the night before he left for Spain, because he heard you were coming down with a dose.’ I stare at her. ‘And it seems to have worked. You certainly have your voice back.’

Her veiny cheeks flush deeper, but I keep going. ‘The same man who called over to you every night with a fresh poultice when Barty cut his leg on those briars.’ I arch my brows. ‘And the same man who let you set up your cart to sell vegetables in the yard behind his shop.’

She looks over at Barty, and I can almost see her relenting, but then she purses her lips. They’ve been protesting every change in Oakwood for years, as though any progress is a personal attack. And even though Pat has helped her and Barty in more ways than anyone I know, she still hasn’t forgotten him standing up to her on my behalf.

It was Moll who first sowed the seeds of doubt in my mind about Dad, muttering that she didn’t know why my mother kept insisting he slipped and fell into the river that stormy night in Portville, when nobody else was there and nobody knew for sure. Flynn was with me and told her she was talking rubbish and to not dare repeat her ignorant comments again. Then he told Pat, and he had words with her too.

‘You know well that Pat has no intention of selling his property to a plastics factory.’

She shifts from foot to foot, but then Barty chips in, ‘We heard different.’

I don’t bother to ask what he heard, or who from.

‘Barty,’ I almost growl, ‘if you don’t take those placards out of my sight, right now, I will tell every person who comes in here, and everyone who comes to the meeting tomorrow night, that every single one of your turnips is rotten to the core.’

I would love to order them out, but my ethos of keeping the library as an open, welcoming space runs too deep. Thankfully, Aisha and her gang are doing such a good job of freezing them with icy glares that I don’t need to say another word, and they both slink out silently, dragging their mucky wares in their wake.


19

‘Tell. Me. Everything.’ Sarah props her elbows on the table as I take a seat on the bench across from her. We’re in our usual spot in the Corner Bar, and I glance over my shoulder, although I’m not sure why I bother. Between the dim yellow lighting and all the cosy nooks and crannies, you could hide an army of spies in this place.

‘Relax, there’s not another sinner apart from Audrey. Nobody comes in here this early on a Thursday. Here, I got you a sparkling water.’ She hands me my glass. ‘Now, come on, spill.’

‘I told you already. We kissed. That’s it.’

I take a sip of my iced water and smile as I wait for her reaction. There’s no way Sarah will let me leave it at that. She was away all weekend, and she’s been in Dublin for work since Monday, so all we had was a quick phone call on Sunday evening. She’s been messaging all week with reminders to meet her after work on Thursday for the lowdown, and I know she won’t let me out of here until I give her a blow-by-blow account.

‘You told me sweet feck all.’ She tosses her hands up. ‘And I’m sorry I didn’t call you back but work has been bananas. I only got home this afternoon.’ She lifts her glass and clinks it against mine. ‘And I wanted to see your face when you describe to me in detail what happened. Now, tell me everything. Where were his hands? Tongue, no tongue?’

I close my eyes, and I swear I feel the warmth of Flynn’s breath on my face, his hand at my neck, thumb tracing my bottom lip. The squeeze of his fingers on the curve of my hip.

‘Oh my God!’ Sarah’s staring at me open-mouthed when I open my eyes again.

‘Hmm,’ I say weakly.

‘Your face.’ She stares at me. ‘I’d offer to get you a brandy but you look more like you could do with a dose of smelling salts.’

‘I’m fine, honestly,’ I manage, though my voice comes out breathless, and if Sarah makes me relive that kiss again, she’s going to find me in a puddle on the floor. ‘I, um, haven’t eaten properly today, that’s all.’

‘Yeah, right. I knew it. I knew he’d be a good kisser.’

‘What? How can you tell something like that?’ I fake frown, but I can’t hold back my smile, because yeah, I think I always knew too.

‘Because Flynn’s the sort of guy who pays attention to stuff. He always was, especially when it came to you.’

I sigh, and Sarah narrows her eyes. ‘Are you two an item now? Is he staying? Has he decided about the shop?’ She clamps her hand over her mouth as her face drains of colour. ‘Feck. Forget I said that. I shouldn’t have said that. Pat will kill me. Or fire me, at least.’

‘It’s okay. I already know. Flynn told me.’

She heaves a sigh of relief.

‘But I didn’t realise you knew.’

Sarah specialises in property law, but I didn’t know she was working on Pat’s.

She winces. ‘I’m sorry, Pat’s my client. I couldn’t break his confidence.’ She looks like she’s struggling with how much she can say. ‘I still can’t, even though I really wish I could. But things should be sorted soon.’ She crosses her fingers and smiles wryly. ‘You know, I could strangle Pat sometimes, he’s such a messer.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘A loveable messer, but a messer all the same.’

‘What do you mean?’

She grins. ‘Who do you think spread all those rumours in the first place?’

My jaw drops and she goes on. ‘You know what this village is like. Well, some people in this village. They object to everything. Pat decided it would be a good idea to give them a chance to consider a few alternatives before he shares his actual plans.’

I throw my eyes up because Sarah’s right, Pat is such a messer and this sounds exactly the sort of thing he’d do. ‘But a plastics factory?’ My voice rises in horror at the thought of it. ‘Surely, he didn’t expect us to fall for that.’

Sarah arches her brows. ‘I heard the Stringers made placards. And they’re planning a protest march. And didn’t Jamie gatecrash your meeting to share the news?’

‘Jamie knew well it was never going to happen.’ My skin pricks with irritation at the thought of him. ‘He just wanted to play the hero in front of the whole village.’

‘And in front of you,’ Sarah says quietly.

I press my face into my palms. ‘Everyone must think I’m such a bitch. First, I laugh at him, then I kiss Flynn right in front of his face.’

‘Gracie.’ She stares at me. ‘He slept with another woman. In your bed. And then told you it was your fault. I think you’ve a long way to go before you’re even, or anyone can call you a bitch.’

I take another gulp of my water. ‘That’s not what I’m trying to do. It’s not about getting even.’ But what am I doing? I’m not sure what I’m at, apart from making a mess of everything still.

‘All I know is Jamie gets in my head.’ I stare down at the table, tugging at a soggy coaster until it comes apart between my fingers. ‘Especially about Flynn. I need time on my own to figure out what I want, without someone always telling me how to feel.’ I’m talking to myself as much as Sarah, thinking out loud, trying to process, but Sarah’s used to me by now.

‘So, I guess you won’t be hooking up with Flynn then?’ I look up and she gives me the head tilt she normally saves for funerals and break-ups and all the worst kinds of news. ‘Pity. But I see your point. Ten years is a long time and maybe you do need to take a breather, focus on you for a change.’

‘Yeah, I think I do.’ My chest feels tight as I heave out a breath. ‘Anyway, I don’t think Flynn’s going to be in Oakwood much longer.’

I picture his face this evening when I dashed back to change my clothes. He was on the couch, staring at his phone. I asked if he was okay, if he wanted to talk.

And he sighed like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders and said, Dad’s putting pressure on Mom to persuade me to sell Hazel Cottage. So, I called and told him that it’s my life, my cottage, and I’ll decide what to do with it. He wasn’t happy, and now he and Mom are fighting. She’s really cross with him, which isn’t like her. I think she’s worried I won’t come back. I need to go home and talk to them both. About my future. My plans.

‘Taking on the shop would be a huge commitment,’ I say. ‘Maybe he and Pat will rent it out instead. And Flynn could keep renting out Hazel Cottage. Then he could go anywhere he wants.’

‘So could you.’ Sarah nods encouragingly. ‘You’re free as a bird now.’

‘I’m exactly where I want to be.’ I sip my water, take a breath. ‘I love being back here, working in the library, walking through the woods at the weekends, sitting on our bench looking out over the lake.’

‘Our bench? Do we have a bench?’

‘What? No. I mean a bench . . . sitting on any bench.’

I mean mine and Flynn’s, of course. Our bench, our favourite tree, our same spot on the grass where we always used to sit when it was warm. Oh God, maybe Sarah’s right, maybe I do need to go somewhere else, shake myself up a bit. Then I remember London, and even though I liked the city, my job, and the friends I made, I ached every day to be back here, to be home.

‘It’s a shame they can’t sell it,’ I say. ‘The shop, I mean. It’s been in their family forever and his gran wanted to keep it that way.’ I shrug. ‘But she did love her books, and the library, and this village. I think she’d be okay with Flynn selling the shop if she knew it would be used for an extension so we could finally have the library that Oakwood needs.’ I swallow as it hits me that I’m not sure I want this to happen now. Not if it means Flynn leaving again.

‘I’m sure you’re right.’ Sarah perks up. ‘I’m sure she would approve of her family’s property being used to build a better library. And who knows, that might happen.’

Her eyebrows draw together, and she gets that look on her face that I’ve seen so many times, especially when we were teenagers, the one that always means trouble.

‘So, you really don’t think Flynn will stay?’ She watches me closely.

I shake my head.

She sinks back in her seat, eyes glinting. ‘Well, in that case, I have an idea.’

‘Of course you do.’ I throw my eyes up, and she huffs in mock indignation.

‘Just hear me out.’ She gives me her best serious lawyer face. ‘You don’t expect Flynn will stay in Oakwood for much longer. And you need to keep Jamie at bay until he gets on that plane to Australia. Or he gives up and accepts that he and Olivia deserve each other and he might as well give her that bloody ring and be done with it.’

I nod cautiously and her face lifts. I can see she’s only warming up, and there’s no point trying to halt Sarah when she’s on a roll, so I lean back and wait.

‘You and Flynn are getting along fine as friends, even though you clearly had one hell of a kiss.’ She cups her chin and gives me that shrewd look she gets. ‘Even though anyone with a pair of eyes in their head can see you’re both harbouring a crush.’

I shake my head desperately. ‘Flynn’s not crushing on me.’

Is he? My mind drifts back to our kiss. Could he?

Sarah ignores my protest and carries on.

‘So, why not make the most of that ginormous bed?’ She claps her hands together and her face lights with glee. ‘You’re both single, you’re both free, and you both seem to be on the same page about keeping it that way. But you clearly have chemistry. So why not shag it out of your systems and be done with it.’ She grins. ‘You just need a plan, a shag Flynn Anderson plan.’ She ignores my look of horror as my heart leaps from my chest and slams down on the floor.

She taps the table with her knuckles to drive home her point, then switches tack and smiles wistfully. ‘Think of it this way, it’ll be a sweet memory to look back on when you’re old and grey and still sending each other cards, like long-lost lovers from another century, or from one of those soppy movies you watch.’

She starts ticking the benefits off on her fingers, and I breathe deep and try to focus on those. And not the splintering cracks threatening to tear through the wall I’ve been building brick by brick around my heart.

‘You get your new library. You get to stay single, concentrate on you, and take the break you need before getting into another relationship. You get to stay friends with Flynn. And you hopefully get some decent sex as a bonus.’ Her eyes sparkle with excitement. ‘It’s all good. You get everything you need. And you have absolutely nothing to lose.’

My breathing steadies, and my worries ease a little, as Sarah beams hopeful vibes across the table. And I wonder if maybe she’s right. Maybe this is just a lingering crush that I need to get out of my system so Flynn and I can go back to being friends. And maybe if I do this the right way, if I’m careful and don’t mess things up, this plan could actually work.
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There’s a note on the coffee table when I get home.

Gone to dinner with Pat and Tim. Hope you had a good chat with Sarah. See you later, if you’re still up when I get back, x

I hate how my stomach dropped when I opened the door to find the place empty, reminding me that I won’t always see these notes on my table, or left on my pillow like the one from this morning:

early morning training, gone to do a few of those push-ups you love so much, ha, ha, x

I grab an apple from the fruit basket and climb the stairs to change into my pjs. I need to wrap myself in cosy flannel and soft blankets before I think any more about Sarah’s advice and what I should do about it. I pull the voile curtains to help keep out the cold October draught, then I gather my comfort supplies and sit on my bed, our bed, and think about what Flynn said while I was drooling over his half-naked body in that towel, that first week.

Seriously, Sullivan, you gotta toughen up. I know he was joking, but he did have a point.

I grab a sheet of paper from the spiral-bound notebook Flynn left on the locker, then I lean back against our mountain of pillows and bite into my apple. I need a strategy, something with bullet points and recommendations highlighted in red. I do this all the time at work and I do it well. It’s time to apply that same focus to my own life, to get past the crazy fantasies I’ve been harbouring about Flynn, and to build more resilience to deal with the pain I can already feel coming for the next time he leaves.

I make up my mind. I’ll get ready for bed, write out my plan, then go downstairs and read while I wait for him to come home. I’ll give him the general gist and ask what he thinks. I need him to know that I’m not another Meghan. All I’m asking for is the chance to get this crush out of my system. And if that kiss is anything to go by, he might appreciate the same. And then we can put it behind us and go back to being friends.

It’s pitch-dark when I wake later. I forgot I’d turned off the light to rest my eyes. I reach for the bedside lamp and flick it on to find Flynn standing by the bed wearing nothing but a pair of navy-blue boxers and a lopsided smile.

‘Hey, sorry, didn’t mean to wake you.’

‘S’okay, what time is it?’

‘About midnight, I think.’ He drops down on the edge of the bed. ‘We had dinner and got talking, and Pat opened a bottle of whiskey, and, well . . .’ He lets out a low chortle. ‘You can guess the rest.’

‘I think I can.’

I laugh lightly. Clearly, he’s tipsy. He’s forgotten he wears clothes to bed now. I pat the duvet. ‘Flynn, come to bed.’

Feck, that didn’t come out quite the way I meant it.

‘Is that an invitation, Sullivan?’ He winks at me, and he looks so damn gorgeous, I almost say maybe. But I can’t. He’s had too much to drink, and I want us to talk things through properly before we do anything either of us might regret.

I smile and shake my head. ‘No, it’s not.’

He climbs under the duvet, right over by the edge, like he always does when he gets in first. He rubs at his eyes, and the soft light casts a glow over his freckled cheekbones, and he looks so boyish and beautiful that I’m close to losing all resolve. Then he reaches to turn off the lamp, and my heart leaps out of my chest as I see his fingers land on the sheet of paper I dropped on the locker before I drifted off.

‘Flynn, no!’

Oh God, no, please, please don’t let him read my ten-point plan with step-by-step bullet points of exactly what I need to do to get my horny, erotic fantasies out of my system for good.

He leaves the light on and sits up straight, holding my notepaper in his hands.

‘I don’t remember writing . . . Huh?’

He holds the sheet out in front of him like a hand grenade and stares at the large black caps scrawled across the stark white page:

Shag Flynn Asap

Oh shit. I forgot I decided my plan needed a title, something snappy to encapsulate the main thrust of the argument (there was a lot of thrusting in those fantasies, to be fair). Please don’t turn the page, please don’t turn the page, I say over and over in my head. Although, I’m not sure that could make it any worse, Flynn looks shell-shocked as it is.

I grab the notepaper out of his hand and fling it on the floor by my side of the bed. ‘It’s nothing, Sarah and I were messing earlier about making a plan. It’s just a joke.’

‘A joke?’ He blinks at me. ‘You think the idea of being with me is a joke?’ He frowns. ‘Was our kiss really that bad?’

‘No, God no, Flynn. I’m not explaining this right. I can’t explain, not now. You’ve had more than a few drinks and I’m half asleep. I need us both sober and thinking straight before I can talk to you about this.’

‘About what?’ He scrunches his face. ‘What is it you want to talk about?’

‘About us shagging, that’s what.’ I ignore his wide-eyed shock and shove a pillow down the middle of the bed before I reach over him and turn off the lamp. ‘But we can’t talk about this now. We can talk tomorrow evening when I get home.’ I pull the duvet firmly up to my chin.

‘And that kiss was fantastic by the way.’ I smile softly to myself as I picture it. ‘Now close your eyes, go to sleep, and stay over on your side. Please.’

Flynn’s sound asleep when I leave for work and I’m grateful. I’m not a morning grump but I need a shot of caffeine before I can think straight, and I barely have time to grab that before I dash out the door.

There’s a lot to talk about, so I’d rather wait until we’re chilled on the couch with a bottle of wine at the ready before I broach the subject of my shag Flynn asap plan that I blindsided him with last night. Besides, I’ve a jam-packed day ahead, and a meeting after work with Finbarr and Gertrude about the festival, and Finbarr’s just sent a text to say Pat will be joining us too.

I’m not late but Gertrude’s in ahead of me, and I stroll through the automatic doors to find her admiring the colourful garlands adorning the pillars on either side of the desk. The knit and crochet group have put their all into this project and now that everything’s in place it’s like they’ve crocheted an autumn forest in here.

‘Looks good, doesn’t it?’ I say, and she smiles.

‘It certainly does. And I went through the monthly stats yesterday and they look good too. Our book issues are well up. And that revamp you did of the craft section has paid off. Loans have doubled.’

The day passes in a whirlwind with three class visits before lunch, and Ella and I spend most of the afternoon putting the place back together while Gertrude talks Dracula with her book club in the meeting room upstairs.

I wave the last of our customers out at half past five, and two minutes later the doors whoosh open and Finbarr and Pat stroll in, looking chilled out and pleased with themselves. Well, Pat looks chilled and Finbarr looks pleased, and I have high hopes for getting this meeting wrapped up fast so I can head home.

‘You look well, Pat,’ I say as I lock the doors behind them. ‘Did you and Tim have a good holiday?’

They’re officially a couple now. Flynn told me that Pat moved into Tim’s before they went on their trip, and Pat plans to buy them an apartment in Spain for the winter so they can share more sunny holidays like the one they’ve just been on. He looks happy, and I’m happy for them.

‘The best, girl.’ He beams at me and I grin back. Pat’s been calling me girl for as long as I’ve known him and I’d never take offence. It’s all in the tone, warm and affectionate, and protective too, since Dad died. Not at all the same girl that Moll and Barty practically spit at me whenever they storm in with their latest gripe.

‘Pat has good news.’ Finbarr puffs out his chest, in full peacock mode.

‘Why don’t we let Gracie sit down first.’ Pat rolls his eyes.

I could seriously do with sitting down. I feel like I’ve run a marathon today and weightlifted hundreds of books. I make a mental note to put at least one new library assistant at the top of my agenda for my meeting with Gemma next week.

‘Gertrude’s upstairs in the meeting room,’ I tell them. ‘And I’m sure she has the kettle on. Do ye want to come on up?’

‘Now will you tell them,’ Finbarr huffs as soon as I’ve taken my first sip of hot milky tea.

Pat leans back in his chair and rolls his cigarette paper lazily with his fingertips. And it amazes me again how these two are still friends. How you can disagree with someone on so much minor stuff, ignore so many sharp corners and cracks in the pavement, if you’ve both shared the same ground since the year you were born, and you both want only the best for the place.

‘You’ll be getting your new library extension.’ Pat leans forward, elbows on the table, holding out his perfectly formed rollie. ‘At least, I hope so. I’ve done my bit, signed all the papers. It’s up to Gemma and the council now to do the rest.’

‘You’re selling to the council.’ Gertrude leaps from her chair and bounces on the balls of her feet. ‘You’re not selling to a plastics factory. Oh my, oh my.’ She pats her cheeks and sways back and forth, and I think she might be about to dash over and embrace Pat, but Finbarr wraps an arm around her shoulder and eases her back into her chair.

‘In fairness, we never did really believe that one.’ He drops a kiss onto the top of her head, the first public display of affection I’ve seen from Finbarr ever, but I guess he knows how much this means to her, and how special it must be to hear the news while she’s still at the helm. Although, it must sting that she won’t be the one seeing it through.

Gertrude turns to me and smiles. ‘And you’ll do a wonderful job making the most of it, dear. You’ll get your promotion, I’m sure of it, and you can finally have the library I know you’ve always dreamed of.’

I nod and do my best to look as pleased as I should be at the news.

‘Are you okay, Gracie? You look a bit pale.’ Pat gives my arm a gentle squeeze. ‘I know it’s a lot to take in but this is what you’ve been hoping for. Isn’t it?’

‘Of course, of course.’ I lean over and return the arm squeeze. ‘Thank you so much.’ I breathe deep and try to arrange my face to read grateful and excited and all the things I should be feeling at hearing the news I’ve been dreaming about for so long. But something cold dropped in my stomach when Pat made his announcement, and now it’s sitting there like a stone. Not the small, smooth stones that Flynn and I skim across the water. More like a heavy grey boulder that’s threatening to drag me to the depths of a deep, murky lake.

Pat’s selling. Flynn’s going home. Pat’s selling. Flynn’s going home, the same thoughts dragging me under again and again. I didn’t even realise I was still holding onto hope.

But if Pat’s selling his shop rather than signing it over to Flynn, that must mean Flynn doesn’t see a future here in Oakwood. He must have persuaded Pat to sell after all.

‘Don’t thank me,’ Pat says. ‘Thank Flynn. He was the one who persuaded me that my mother wouldn’t turn in her grave at the idea of me selling the property to the council. I forgot how much she loved her books, and she was always a great supporter of the library.’

He taps the table decisively. ‘Flynn’s right. This is the best possible option. And now Tim and I will have somewhere warm to go in the winter.’ He sighs. ‘My poor mother was crippled with arthritis before she died, so I think she’d understand me selling a part of my inheritance to get a bit of heat into these old bones.’

We nod, and Gertrude hold outs her plate of chocolate chip cookies as a thank you.

‘Sorry, but I have to go.’ Pat pushes back his chair. ‘I need to check in on that nephew of mine. He’s been all week in the shop, scrubbing and painting and getting the place clean. He’ll have himself worn out if I don’t call in and remind him to take a break.’

He tucks his rollie behind his ear and stands to leave. ‘Now, before I go, not a word about this to anyone, please, at least not until you talk to Gemma next week. I promised her I’d let her handle any announcements, and she’ll fill you in on the details. But I know ye’ve been worrying and that’s partly my fault, so I wanted to ease your minds.’

He zips his fingers across his mouth to remind us again. ‘Not a word, promise. Flynn knows too, I’ve just told him, but apart from that, this stays between the three of us.’ We all nod in agreement and Finbarr follows Pat downstairs to lock the door behind him.

Gertrude stands, and she looks ready to hug me, but I can’t seem to lift myself off this chair. She pats my shoulder instead. ‘Is it the promotion you’re worried about, Gracie? Because you don’t need to. You’ll sail through that interview, I know you will.’ She tilts her head. ‘It must be a shock, but when it all sinks in, you’ll be over the moon.’ She smiles fondly and I do my best to smile back, though I don’t feel very smiley. I don’t honestly know how I feel except maybe a bit numb.

‘Flynn persuaded him,’ I say, as much to myself as to Gertrude. ‘Flynn told him to sell.’ I don’t add instead of signing over to him. That was private between Pat and Flynn. And me and Sarah, I guess. There’s no point telling anyone that Flynn could have stayed. Could have opened his own garden centre, like the place he loves working at back in Cricket Falls. There’s no point thinking about it, if he’s already made up his mind that’s not what he wants.

‘Well, that doesn’t surprise me in the least, dear,’ Gertrude says cheerfully. ‘Even when you used to come in here as teenagers, that boy would do anything for you. And from what I’ve seen since he came back, he still would.’
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Flynn’s not home when I get back to Hazel Cottage, so I pop upstairs to take a quick nap. I only mean to lie down for a few minutes and then get up and have a shower, but I wake an hour later to find a note on my pillow:

Gone for pizza, see you in a bit, and maybe we should have that talk, x.

My hair is stuck to the side of my face and I’m pretty sure that’s drool on my pillowcase. Not the seductive vibe I need to kick-start my shag Flynn plan. I wonder if that’s such a good idea, after all. Maybe some things are not meant to be memories, only dreams.

I drag myself into the shower, and the bathroom smells of sweet verbena, and as hot steam surrounds me, all I can think about is the smell of Flynn’s neck, the taste of his mouth, and the feel of his hands on my body. And by the time I’m back in the bedroom, rooting through my underwear drawer for something sexier than my usual plain cotton, I’m glad I bought a pack of just-in-case condoms because I know I’m going to follow through on my plan. Otherwise, I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering. Otherwise, I’ll go out of my mind.

I find my powder-blue lace undies and put them on, then I hit shuffle on my phone and laugh when ‘Guess’ by Charli XCX pops up. I’m singing along to the Billie Eilish bit when I remember I shoved the sheet of notepaper under my side of the bed. Flynn’s already seen the headline, but I don’t want him going through the fine print until I have a chance to explain.

I lean over the edge of the bed and sing out loud to the music as I scrabble along the floorboards to locate my secret sex strategy. It won’t be a secret for much longer if Flynn and I do have that talk. And between my nap and this raunchy music and the feel of soft lace on my skin, I almost feel ready.

‘Pizza time. Woah. Fuck. Wow!’

‘Aagh.’ I pull my head up from the floor, but I’m too startled to move more than that.

Flynn’s clearly startled too. He’s frozen on the spot, staring down at me, stretched across the bed in flimsy blue lace that barely covers anything, and clutching a crumpled sheet of paper listing all the things I want to do with him, and all the things I want him to do for me. I go to drop it behind me on the duvet, but a sneaky draught from the open window whips it from my shaking fingers and shoots it like a missile straight to Flynn.

He reaches out and grabs it and sweeps his eyes along the page. His mouth hitches with a mix of amusement and surprise. Then he swings his gaze back to me. His eyes widen as they travel down my almost naked body, the blacks of his pupils drowning out the blue. He points to the crumpled sheet he’s holding. ‘So, this your plan, Gracie? This is really what you want?’

‘Nooo . . . well . . . maybe.’

I pull myself up on my knees and grab a pillow to preserve my modesty, although I think that went out the window when Flynn read my notes. I glance about for something else to wrap around me, a cardi, pyjama top, anything, but Flynn’s standing at the foot of the bed, and every stitch I own is in the wardrobe behind him. And I’m too mortified to move.

‘Throw me a cardi, please, I’m a bit exposed here.’ I shuffle down the bed and point to my slouchy cardigan dangling on a shelf to his left.

He folds his arms and shoots a cheeky grin. ‘Hmm, you know, I’m not sure I should.’ He moves closer so he’s right at the end of the bed. ‘You’ve done more than your share of ogling me half naked in a towel. And doing my morning push-ups.’ He stretches to see around my pillow and my cheeks blaze. ‘Maybe it’s my turn now.’

‘Flynn!’ I lift my pillow to flick at his chest but he’s too quick for me. He grabs it and throws it aside then takes hold of my hands, gentle but firm, and my legs turn to jelly. I smell forest air and lemon and the scent of a man who’s been working his muscles hard, and the thought of those muscles beneath his T-shirt has heat pooling low in my belly and sparks pricking fire beneath my skin.

‘So, this plan of yours. I thought we were supposed to talk about it first.’ He leans over me and arches his brows, but my throat feels raw and all I manage is a soft whimper. I stare up at him and he’s so close the cool cotton of his T-shirt brushes my breasts, and his eyes drop to the flimsy see-through lace. His voice comes out hoarse as he says, ‘Do you still want to talk first, Gracie?’

I shake my head, my body betraying me. I should say yes, let’s talk. I should at least explain where I’m coming from. But right now, talking is the last thing on my mind. Flynn lets go of one hand and hooks his thumb under the strap of my bra, sliding it along my shoulder. Then he skims his fingers down my arm and across to the thin strip of lace at my hip. His eyes meet mine, raw and hungry, and my head spins, my body pulses. I’ve never felt this before in my life. Not with Jamie, not with anyone. I’m so aching with want, I’d do anything Flynn asked of me, just to feel him inside me, to have his bare skin cover mine.

‘It’s up to you, Gracie,’ he says softly, although the look in his eyes is anything but soft, his body betraying him too. ‘I can get you that cardigan and we can go downstairs and have pizza, and talk, if that’s what you want.’

‘It’s not.’ I shake my head frantically.

I hear the catch in his breath, the low rasp at the back of his throat. He twines his fingers through mine, and the next thing I know, I’m on my back on the daisy print duvet and Flynn’s leaning over me, knees straddling my hips, palms pinning mine by the side of my head.

He dips his head and his teeth graze the line of my neck, nip at my collarbone, drag to the soft blue lace of my bra. ‘Is this what you want?’

‘Yeah.’ I nod twice. ‘Please.’ I arch my body to get closer. He feels too far away and I need my hands free to tear off that T-shirt and those jeans. I push against his palms and he smiles down at me like he has all the time in the world, though his body tells me otherwise. He presses a silky kiss to my mouth, and I quiver and arch again as he pulls back.

‘Flynn.’

‘Gracie.’ He rolls over and pulls me with him, one arm firm around my waist, the other stroking down the curve of my hip to the top of my thigh.

‘You want to shag me?’

I nod. God, yes.

‘Not have sex with me? Not make love to me? Shag me?’ He shakes his head, fake frowning like he’s so disappointed, but I can tell by the upward curve of his mouth, the light in his eyes, that he’s not. I want that mouth on mine, his eyes on my body, those damn clothes off his body now.

He loosens his grip on my waist, and I pull up a few inches to slide my hand between us. God, I need him naked, so bad. ‘I don’t care what you call it, Flynn. Screw, shag, whatever. Just take these off.’ I snatch at his T-shirt, tug the top button of his jeans.

‘So rude.’ He grips me tight again and lands one firm slap on my ass, and I gasp into his chest. Oh boy, we are way past friends now. Then I’m on my back again, and Flynn’s T-shirt is gone, and I’m fumbling desperately with the buttons of his jeans.

‘Gracie.’ He takes my hands, pins them with his palms again. ‘I’ve waited ten years. I’m not going to rush this.’ His eyes hold mine and I’m not that sixteen-year-old girl any more, and he’s not that boy. But we’re still us. I feel it deep in my centre. It’s everything.

His lips brush mine but they don’t linger. His mouth sweeps down my throat to the swell of my breasts and his teeth tug at the lace of my bra. ‘You’re so sexy. This is so sexy. But it has to go.’ He releases my hands and reaches behind me to unhook the clasp, but I get there first. My nipples are tight, my whole body on fire, but Flynn takes his time like he said he would, mapping my body like he’s burning me into his brain. And it should feel weird, this is Flynn and me, but it feels so right, it feels perfect, like sweet summer rain on parched desert sand.

His eyes lift to mine then he lowers his head, inhaling, tasting, devouring me with his mouth until I’m trembling and gasping and moaning out swear words I’ve never used before, not once in my life. His hands take over, thumbs circling my nipples, teasing, and pinching, and driving me crazy as his tongue licks down my belly, inching lower until his lips graze the powder-blue lace between my thighs.

He trails his fingers down the curve of my waist to my hipbone, hooks one thumb beneath the strip of lace at my side. ‘These have to go too.’ His voice is low and urgent, but he moves his hands to either side of me, leaving me space, telling me with his eyes this decision is mine. I don’t hesitate; there’s no doubt in my mind. I reach down and tear off the last scrap of fabric between my body and Flynn’s. I need him free. Unconstrained. I need him everywhere.

He dips his head between my thighs and the rasp of stubble against skin blazes heat through my core. I never craved this with Jamie, I always felt too vulnerable, too exposed. But everything about this feels natural, and Flynn’s touch is so careful and deliberate, like he’s been planning this for years. My body pulses, my mind unravels, and my hands twist through his hair, as his tongue licks and flicks and circles, and fingers follow, purposefully stroking, over and over, until a hot jolt of pleasure shoots through me and I cry out his name.

Flynn groans low and satisfied as though he’s the one coming back from a mind-melting orgasm, body trembling with aftershocks, but I’m pretty sure that’s me. I gaze down as his eyes lift to mine, glinting through the low dusky light.

‘You okay, Gracie?’ The corners of his mouth curve as he glides up to meet me, but all I manage is a soft silky purr. His eyes glisten. ‘Think you could take a little more?’

His smile is delicious, and he nuzzles my earlobe, and that sweet verbena smell mixed with musky male sweat drives me crazy, and my gaze travels down his broad chest to the tight, toned lines of his stomach, and I feel him hard and pulsing against me.

Fuck. That’s not little. But I want it. I’ll take it. I’ll take everything Flynn wants to give me and I know I’ll always crave more. My breath catches, my mouth waters, and my head fills with all the ways I could make Flynn cry my name the same way he made me cry out his. But I’m still drowsy, sinking beneath the warm, heady weight of pleasure, and I’ve waited too, years of yearning, years of missing him so much, and I need his body in mine.

I clutch at the waistband of his jeans. ‘I left condoms in the locker.’

He lifts his head, and he must see the sheer desperate greed in my eyes because he reaches into the locker then tugs off his jeans and boxers with a groan even hungrier than my own, and I almost come again at the sight of him. I don’t even know who I am any more.

‘Fuck, Gracie. Fuck,’ is all he says, voice hoarse, breath ragged, as I arch up to take him, mouth moaning swear words into the soft skin at his throat, fingers clawing the firm muscle of his thighs, because I can’t get close enough, I just can’t, until I can, and as the wind howls outside our window, and Flynn moves harder, faster, deeper, all those sad, lonely years of missing him so much wash away, and my vision goes blurry and heat surges through me, and I’m lost on a wave of pure, perfect pleasure, and I don’t think about the morning, I don’t think about tomorrow, because nothing else matters, because we’ll always have this.
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‘Should we talk now? About this? About us?’ Flynn threads a hand through my hair, rubs the nape of my neck with his thumb. We finished the pizza he went downstairs to heat up, and he told me while we were eating that he’s booked a flight home to talk to his parents about Pat’s plans. But we haven’t talked about anything else yet. We haven’t talked about us.

His voice is tender, expression hopeful, as he waits for my answer. And I should say yes, let’s rip off that plaster and get all the stuff I’d rather not think about out of the way before we do this again. But he’s leaving early Sunday morning, and I know he’s coming back, but I also know that the next time he leaves it might be forever. And I’d like to hold on to the feeling that this could be real, for one more night.

‘Talk about what?’ I say teasingly. I wrap my leg around his and shuffle over so I’m lying on top, my arms bracketing either side of his head, my hair loose and messy and tickling his bare shoulders and chest. ‘You shagging me? How many times now?’

‘I did ask nicely first.’ He laughs. ‘Anyway, you’re the one who put it out there that you planned to shag me, like some guy you picked up in a bar.’ He drops a light smack to the top of my thigh, but he doesn’t look the least bit offended to me.

‘I couldn’t think about anything else all day.’ He rolls me over so he’s the one on top, and by the look he gives me I don’t think we’ll be talking for much longer. ‘You’re lucky I didn’t climb in beside you earlier before I went for that pizza. But I’m glad I didn’t.’ He closes his eyes for a beat, and I know exactly what he’s thinking, but he tells me anyway. ‘Fuck, Gracie, the sight of you stretched across that bed, like you were waiting for me, like you were every single fantasy I’d been picturing since I picked up that note.’ His eyes go dark. ‘Everything I’ve wanted for . . .’

He stops talking and his mouth finds mine, and part of me wonders where that sentence was going. Has Flynn been crushing on me for as long as I’ve been crushing on him? But the rest of me is lost to this feeling that right now I have everything I can ask for. I’ve got my best friend here with me. I’m having the best sex of my life. I’m making all the perfect memories I told myself would be enough to get me through the lonely times when Flynn goes back to Cricket Falls.

I’ve spent my whole life trying to be the good girl, the one who keeps people happy in the hope that they’ll stay. And just for one night I want to let myself feel what I feel and not worry about the consequences, not care about tomorrow. Just for one night I want to feel like I could be enough. I pull back from his kiss and drink in his face in the warm golden light. I want to hold this moment so the imprint will linger long after he’s gone.

‘Maybe we can talk tomorrow, or when you get back from Cricket Falls.’ I trace my finger across the curve of his lips, soft and swollen from all our kissing. ‘Let’s just enjoy this for now. We only have one more day before you leave again, let’s make the most of our time.’

‘If you’re sure that’s what you want, Gracie. Whatever you want.’ He kisses me again, slow and tender, then tracks a path down my throat to the hollow between my breasts, dropping kisses soft as velvet, like ripples across the lake on a light autumn breeze.

And this time it’s easy, sleepy morning sex. We’re barely moving, just holding, my core clenching around him, like I can keep him like this, like I’ll never let him go. And Flynn’s heart thrumming in time with my own, and the swell of him inside me, filling me completely, and I’m floating, waves building, crashing over me and through me, every molecule of my body shuddering and breaking, and I don’t even know I’m crying until he wipes away a tear and kisses me softly and asks if I’m okay, and I whisper yes, I’m perfect, you’re perfect, because this is all I’ll ever want, all I’ll ever need.

I make cheese and mushroom omelettes the next morning as we’re both starving. I stretch as I watch the pan sizzle, and Flynn laughs because he knows every muscle in my body aches in the most delicious way. He might be used to working out, but I haven’t had a workout like that in a very long time. His phone rings while we’re finishing our breakfast and when he moves over to the couch to take the call, I point to let him know I’m going upstairs.

‘Okay, Mom, sure,’ he says as he drops down on the couch with his back to me. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing you too.’ Then after a short pause, ‘Don’t worry about it, it’s not your fault. And it’s okay, I called her again, I sorted it out.’ I’m wondering who he’s talking about when he adds, ‘Meghan’s a lovely girl. She’s just not the girl for me.’

My heart lifts as I turn towards the stairs. But I can’t let myself get carried away with silly notions like maybe I could be that girl. Flynn’s leaving, and this was never meant to last. My plan’s working and I need to keep on track, and if I don’t get a move on, I’ll be late for opening up.

At least it’s only for the morning and then we can spend our afternoon by the lake. He did suggest borrowing Pat’s truck and heading off for a drive up the mountains. But I want one perfect day with my favourite person, in my favourite place in the world, before I have to pull myself back to reality, before I have to deal with letting him go.

Flynn laughs. ‘You need to stop worrying about my love life, Mom. I’m doing fine.’ Then something shifts in the way he holds himself, the way he’s listening, and his body stills. ‘Natalie,’ he says, and his voice lifts, like this is a person he wants to hear more about. ‘You met Natalie?’

I should leave. I should climb these stairs and let him have this conversation in private, especially as he seems to have forgotten I’m even here. But I feel like I’m in some sort of trance as I turn back around, my hand on the newel post, my eyes glued to the back of Flynn’s head.

‘Yeah, Mom,’ he goes on. ‘I know you’ve always been fond of her, I know you two were close. Yeah, I heard Kev asked her to move in with him . . . No, I didn’t know she moved back to Cricket Falls . . . You think maybe they broke up?’ Then a longer pause while he listens to his mother. ‘Natalie wants to see me? To talk to me?’ Another pause. ‘Of course I still care about her, you know I do.’

I watch the back of his head, his hand tugging through his hair the way he does when he’s working things out, trying to make the right decision. Thinking of everyone else before himself. I worried that was why he told Pat to sell the shop instead of signing it over to him. Because he knows how much I want that extension, because he knows how much it means to me to stay in Oakwood.

‘Of course I’ll talk to her, Mom, if you’re sure that’s what she wants. I’ll go and see her as soon as I get home.’ He sighs. ‘I thought I was making things easier by telling her I wasn’t ready, but I should have been honest. I should have told her how I felt.’

He shakes his head and seems to be talking more to himself now as he leans back from his phone. ‘I’ve wasted too much time holding back and I don’t intend to make that mistake any more. I won’t risk losing the woman I love a second time.’

He drags his hand down his jaw, and I want to walk over and wrap my arms around his shoulders, pull him close, and let him know I’m here if he needs a friend to talk to. But I feel like I’m trapped behind a sheer glass wall. Flynn’s on one side with his thoughts about Natalie and going home to her and Cricket Falls. And I’m all the way over here on the other side, back on my own again. And that’s okay, I can do that. I already knew that was how it would have to be. The last words I hear as I climb the stairs to grab a cardi are, ‘I need to tell Natalie the truth.’

Flynn’s still on the phone when I get back downstairs. I wiggle my fingers and mouth see you later as I walk past the couch towards the door.

‘Hold on a sec, Mom.’ He drops his phone on the armrest. ‘Sorry, I didn’t think I’d be so long. It’s just Mom, checking in.’ He reaches out and tugs my hand to pull me closer, but I hold myself back.

‘Hey, don’t I get a kiss before you go?’ He smiles as though nothing he’s said, nothing I’ve overheard, has anything to do with what happened last night. And that cuts. How can he think it’s okay to kiss me if he plans to go back and fight for Natalie? If he’s already made up his mind that she’s still the one he wants.

I get that he’s letting me down gently, like he did with Meghan. But I don’t want his pity kiss, and I won’t be another mistake to regret. The whole point of my plan was to get sex out of the way so we could go back to being friends. I didn’t bank on it being so damn incredible, but I don’t care how much it hurts, I’ll make it clear he has no need to worry. This was only ever meant to be a fling. But I don’t have time now, and I need to do this right.

‘Sorry, I’m running late. I’ll see you at lunch.’ I drop a quick peck on top of his head, grab my rain jacket from its hook, and dash out the door before I lose all composure and break down in tears.

‘What the hell?’

I’m powerwalking against the wind as it’s five minutes to opening, and it’s Gertrude’s morning off so I’m the only one with a key. I’m almost grateful for the gale as at it gives me an excuse for my red, bleary eyes.

But as I reach the junction with the shop on the corner, I see Pat, Finbarr, and Gertrude standing in a row, staring up at garish red letters plastered across the gable of Pat’s Plants and Herbs.

Down With Plastic. Screaming scarlet in huge block capitals. All over the side wall that faces the road down to Hazel Cottage and to Oakwood House and Gardens. And visible from the main road into the village too.

Pat looks all of his seventy years, and I catch the shake in his hand as he lights up his rollie. It’s a cold, grey morning and this bitter wind is threatening to brew up a storm. He looks fragile for the first time since I’ve known him, and he takes a long drag of his rollie – the only time I’ve ever seen him smoke one – and blows out hard.

‘I may go tell Flynn.’ He tips back his head. ‘It’s my own fault, I thought this damn village could take a joke.’

‘This wasn’t the village, Pat,’ Finbarr says gruffly. ‘I’ve a fair idea who did this but they don’t speak for anybody in this village except themselves.’

‘They most certainly don’t.’ Gertrude lifts the hood of her padded coat to fend off the October chill. ‘Everyone around here knows you ran the most sustainable shop in the county.’ She lays her hand on Pat’s arm. ‘You’re the last person that would sell out to a plastics company. We’ll get to the bottom of this, don’t you worry.’

‘Damn right we will,’ I say, and Gertrude looks up as though she’s only just noticed I’m here. She nods at me. ‘You go with Pat to fetch Flynn, Gracie, and I’ll open the library. Take as much time as you need and make sure to give this man a strong cup of sweet tea as soon as you get back to the cottage.’

‘Go on in and put the kettle on, girl. I’ll finish this first.’ Pat leans against the stone wall at the front of Hazel Cottage. He plucks his half-smoked rollie from behind his ear and sighs. ‘It’s taken ten years to get the lad home, I only hope this doesn’t put him off.’ Then he shakes his head and gives me a wry smile. ‘Nah, what am I saying. Sure, we both know there’s not enough paint in the world to keep him away this time.’

Not enough paint, but Natalie dumping her boyfriend and asking to see Flynn again might do the job. But I won’t mention that now. Pat has more than enough on, between retiring, moving in with a partner for the first time in his life, and selling his beloved shop. And now this nasty, vindictive vandalism putting a damper on all his plans

I’m glad he has Flynn here to help, at least for a while. But then that’s what Flynn does. Drops everything to be there for the people who need him most. He did it for his mam, he’s here now for Pat. And he’s been here for me too, listening, standing up for me, even kissing me when I asked. It’s time he put himself first and I need to make sure that he does. But right now, I need to make Pat that pot of tea. And break the bad news.

Flynn’s loading the dishwasher when I open the door. He’s got a tea towel draped over his shoulder and his hair’s tousled from all that tugging while he talked to his mam.

He looks cute, way too cute, so cute I almost forget why I’m here.

‘This is a good surprise.’ His eyes widen as I shrug off my jacket. ‘Did you decide you could make time for that kiss after all?’ He closes the dishwasher and starts walking towards me with that impish smile when Pat coughs, raps the door, and walks in.

‘What’s going on? What happened?’ Flynn stares at his uncle, eyes narrowed, forehead creased with concern. I don’t think Flynn’s ever seen Pat look fragile either.

Pat leans against the doorframe and rubs at his jaw, just like Flynn does when he’s worried or upset. ‘Leave that, Gracie, there’s no need,’ he tells me as I reach for the kettle. ‘Flynn, lad, you’d better come with me. There’s something we need to show you.’

‘Idiots.’ Flynn huffs an exasperated sigh as we stand in the yard at the back of the shop and survey the rest of the damage. ‘What a waste.’

‘At least we have a fair idea who it was.’ I lift the empty paint can out of the mucky black sack that I found stashed behind the mound of smashed-up pumpkins. There’s bright red paint everywhere, streaking the battered chunks and pulpy seeds, and pooling over the patch of grass by the wall where the pumpkins were piled, ready to be collected for decorating next week. The mound of turnips at the other end is fully intact and paint-free.

‘Christ,’ Pat grunts. ‘If they’d just bashed them without all that bloody paint I could have used them for compost.’

‘Do want me to give the sergeant in Portville a call?’ Finbarr asks. ‘He can send someone to file a report.’

‘Ah, it’s not worth the hassle.’ Pat shrugs. ‘It’s not like we need an investigation.’ He points to the paint-spattered remains. ‘This has Barty written all over it.’

‘It sure does.’ I hold up the black plastic sack which looks exactly like the sack Barty was carrying the day he deposited his mucky turnips on my desk. It even has the same earthy clumps clinging to the ridge at the bottom.

‘He’s not the brightest.’ Pat rubs at his neck. ‘And him and Moll had a hard life. My mother told me all about it.’

‘Plenty of people had a hard life,’ Finbarr growls. He folds his arms across the thick wool of his long winter coat. ‘But they don’t go around trying to make other people’s lives even harder.’

‘Maybe. But I’m not sure that was all their idea.’ Pat points to the gable wall. ‘Gracie told me they came into the library waving laminated placards with the same exact words. But they don’t have a car and there’s no way they have a laminator. The only place around here selling paint was my shop. And I only sold the eco-friendly stuff for garden furniture and fencing, not that toxic stuff they’ve plastered everywhere.’ He shakes his head deliberately. ‘Something doesn’t add up.’

‘Pat’s right.’ Flynn sighs. ‘There’s no point getting the guards involved. What are they going to do? Lock them up for smashing a few pumpkins and throwing a bit of paint around?’ He nudges a battered husk with his boot. ‘I’d rather focus on what we can do to get this place cleaned up.’

‘Well, I’m not letting them off that easily.’ Finbarr pulls his car keys from his pocket and waves them in his fist. ‘I’m going to go have words with the pair of them and I’ll tell them that I’ve made an executive decision. They’re barred from our Samhain Fest. There’ll be no Halloween for the Stringers this year.’

Flynn chuckles, and I have to smile. Only he and Pat would take this so lightly and focus on how to fix things rather than worrying about revenge. I’m not feeling quite so kind.

‘And while you’re at it, Finbarr, tell them I’m proposing a motion at the next village meeting. If they defy your barring order and turn up at any of our events, the villagers will gather on Samhain’s Eve, and we’ll put the pair of them in stocks and pelt them with turnip mash. Tell them I’ll organise it myself.’

Flynn and Pat both crease forward, shoulders shaking, trying not to laugh.

‘When did you become so tough on crime?’ Flynn grins at me. ‘What happened to the sweet, gentle girl I used to know?’

I hike one shoulder, grin back. ‘Somebody told me I needed to toughen up.’


23

‘Thanks, it was really good of you to do this,’ I say breathlessly as I dash in behind the desk to relieve Gertrude.

‘Nonsense.’ She flicks her hand. ‘It’s no trouble. I only hope they get it cleaned up before the rain comes in.’ She smiles as a young mother drops an enormous pile of picture books on the counter, but I swoop in and grab the scanner.

‘I’ve got these, you go on ahead, honestly.’ I point to the story nook. ‘Looks like Ella’s happy to take story time, and I’m sure the teen book club can manage on their own for a bit.’

‘Okay.’ Gertrude nods. Then her brow furrows as though she’s considering something before she turns and strides purposefully up the stairs. She already has her coat and keys in her hand, but I don’t have time to ask where she’s going as my pile of picture books is waiting to be checked out and my stressed-looking customer has a toddler swinging impatiently from her arm.

Ten minutes later, I’m on the phone, explaining to a customer why I can’t research their entire family history while they hold, when I look up and see Gertrude leading a line of teenagers past the desk. ‘Bye now,’ I say cheerfully as I hang up the call.

I have two customers waiting, and everyone else is gathered down the back of the children’s library, watching Ella in her witch costume read Room on the Broom. She’s drawn spiderwebs on her porcelain cheeks and matched her lipstick with her jet-black choppy bob. She looks more pretty than scary, and the children are hanging on every word.

But her teen book club have disappeared out the door, and all I can do is cross my fingers and pray that Gertrude’s not planning to meddle with their movie night plans.

The rest of the morning passes without incident and we manage to get everyone out on time before we close for the day.

‘Thank God it’s Saturday,’ I say as I wave goodbye to Ella. At least I have some time before dark to help Pat and Flynn clear up that mess.’

I pull the hood up on my jacket as I turn the gable corner. The wind has eased since this morning but the sky’s a lot darker and I feel the first drops of rain in the air. Between the miserable weather, and the even more miserable Stringers, my plans for a stroll by the lake are well and truly down the drain.

‘Come and have lunch,’ I call to Flynn. He’s halfway up a ladder scrubbing hard at the gable and he still has three of those garish red letters to go.

‘Yeah, I’ll get the rest later.’ He starts to climb down. ‘There’s heavy rain on the way.’

I stare up at the looming black clouds. ‘Maybe we should clear the pumpkin patch now, before it starts.’

‘All done. Pat binned what we couldn’t salvage for compost.’ He shakes his head ruefully. ‘That’s what upset him the most. And me. The sheer waste.’

‘Thank God he has a backup stash and we don’t have to disappoint the kids,’ I say as we turn into the yard. Then I gasp as I stare across the space. ‘Wow, I’ve never seen this place so clean.’ I lean against the back wall of the shop and take it all in. Every inch looks like it’s been scrubbed and there’s not a trace of red paint. ‘How did Pat do all this in one morning?’

‘We had help.’ Flynn leans next to me. His bare wrist brushes the sleeve of my rain jacket, and I want to tug it right off to feel his skin against mine. I close my eyes and count to five. Focus on the plan, Gracie. The moving-on plan. And breathe.

‘Finbarr came back with his power washer,’ he says. ‘And Gertrude came back with a gang of teenagers. They’ve been brilliant, sweeping and scrubbing all morning. They’ve only just left.’

‘That’s Ella’s book club. I wondered where they were off to.’ I press my palms together, proud and relieved all at once. ‘That’s amazing, they’re great kids.’

‘Kids?’ He nudges my arm with his. ‘You’re only a few years older.’

‘Excuse me,’ I huff haughtily. ‘I’m a mature responsible library manager. Or at least I hope to be soon.’

‘Hmm.’ He twists around to face me, then pulls down my hood, leans in close, and threads his hand through my hair. And my heart flips in my chest as his eyes flare into mine. Don’t look at me like that, that’s not helping me move on.

‘A mature responsible library manager with a very filthy mouth.’ He draws his thumb across my lips, and every shred of my resolve burns to ashes at his touch.

‘So bad.’ His thumb slips inside my mouth and I skate my teeth across his skin. Then I wrap my hands around his neck and groan into his ear as his body crushes mine.

‘Lunch,’ he says abruptly and pulls back from my grip.

His mouth twists in a wicked smile as my body screams in silent protest. But I rally, catch my breath, and remind myself that Flynn’s right, we have to stop, we can’t do this.

Until he adds, ‘You’re the special, by the way.’

I know exactly what I should say. But you’re going home to Natalie. And I’m not Meghan. I’m not some tasty snack to nibble while you wait.

But he’s tugging my hand now and walking fast towards the cottage. And Meghan and Natalie fly out of my head. All I can think about is this.

We race to the cottage and Flynn pushes me through the gate, the look in his eyes telling me I’ll be lucky if we make it to the couch. He murmurs luscious plans in my ear, and I scramble frantically with the lock. I let out a grateful gasp as the key clicks into place.

Then a horn honks loud, and Finbarr’s gruff voice bellows, ‘Caught ye just in time.’

Nooooo! I bang my head against the door.

‘I thought ye’d be home for lunch all right,’ he roars from his rolled-down window, oblivious to flushed faces and disappointed groans.

He hops out of his Audi and pulls open the back. ‘C’mon, you two, out.’

The sight of Moll and Barty with their lank greasy hair and twisted-down mouths is an ice bucket straight to my pelvis, freezing every fragment of lust in my veins.

‘Fuuck.’ Flynn shoots me a look of pure pain before he turns around too.

‘These two have something to say to you, Flynn.’ Finbarr ushers them out of the car and they stand on the footpath, heads hanging, like two sulky children who’ve been told to hand back their sweets.

‘We’re very sorry,’ Barty mutters.

‘It was a misunderstanding,’ Moll grunts. Finbarr pins her with a glare that could split concrete and she clears her throat roughly. ‘Very sorry.’

‘And you’ll be staying home on Halloween. You’ll be indoors for the day, and the night. And you won’t pull dirty tricks like that again.’ Finbarr looms over them, daring them to contradict, but I see a flash of mutiny in Moll’s beady eyes.

‘Don’t worry, Finbarr,’ I say firmly. ‘We’ll get the stocks ready anyway, just in case.’

I suck hard on the inside of my cheek to keep a straight face as Moll’s eyes widen in shock. She’s used to Finbarr taking control, but she definitely wasn’t expecting trouble from me. Welcome to the brand-new Gracie Sullivan, Moll. If you only knew how much fun I’ve had causing trouble these last few days. But the Stringers don’t need to hear about my shag Flynn plan. That’s strictly between him and me. And Sarah, of course.

Finbarr loads Moll and Barty into the car again, and Flynn and I face each other awkwardly. We’ve gone from a thousand back to zero, and I’m thinking maybe it’s for the best when he wraps his arms around my waist and presses his lips to my forehead.

‘I’m going to miss you so much’ is all he says, but it’s enough to split my heart wide open.

I’m going to miss you even more. But I don’t tell him that. I tip back my head, tweak his nose, and shrug. ‘Seriously, Anderson, you have to toughen up.’

‘I hope they’ve apologised to Pat,’ I say as I pour steaming tomato soup into bowls. We decided to have lunch after all as the sight of Moll and Barty was enough to kill off any horny feelings for a while. I set a bowl in front of Flynn and take the seat across the table. ‘It is his property, after all.’

Then I remember Pat said he’d signed all the paperwork. ‘Although, it’s not really, is it? If he sold the shop to the council, it’s Gertrude and me they should be apologising to. Or Gemma, at least.’

Flynn blinks, jerks back his head. ‘Huh?’

‘Well, okay, maybe it’s not finalised completely.’ I ignore the blank stare he’s giving me, eyes wide as though he’s worried I’m losing it. He’s not far off when it comes to me and him, but as far as the library is concerned my mind is crystal clear.

‘But it won’t take long. And you know, it’s not your responsibility to clean the wall. You should call the council and they can send one of their workers to finish the job.’

‘Gracie.’ Flynn leans forward, elbows on the table, eyes narrowing with a look of concern. ‘Pat sold his house to the council, not the shop. I thought he explained that when he told you and Gertrude about the library plans. He’s still hoping I’ll take over the shop.’

My jaw drops as I realise Pat never actually said it was the shop that he sold to the council. I just assumed.

Flynn swallows. ‘The property should have been Mom’s, and I need to talk to her before I can decide if I should take it on.’ He puts his hand over mine. ‘But you know I want to stay with you, for you, if you want me to. Don’t you?’

He dips his head like he’s waiting for my answer, but I’m winded, chest tight, brain whirring with a million muddled questions. Does he really still want to stay, or is that what he thought before his mam told him about Natalie? How she wants to see him, talk to him. How she’s back.

‘You’re right,’ I manage to say, finally. ‘You do need to talk to your mother before you decide what to do.’ I take a deep breath and let it out. ‘And you really, really need to talk to Natalie before you make any promises about moving back here.’

He looks confused but I get it. He’s thinking of the old Gracie, the one obsessed with holding on to the people she cares about. The Gracie still broken from the thought that her dad might have chosen to leave. But I’m not that needy little girl any more. I’m choosing not to be.

‘I don’t need you to stay, Flynn. I’ll be fine.’ I keep my voice steady. ‘It’ll be good for me to stand on my own feet, get a place of my own. I’ve been focusing on other people for too long.’

He shakes his head and goes to interrupt, but I lift my chin and hold firm.

‘And if I get my promotion, I’ll want to focus on work.’ What I’m really saying, what I’m trying to convince myself of, is that I won’t have time to wallow if he gets back with Natalie and decides to stay in Cricket Falls.

Flynn stares across the table, eyes fixed on mine, and I’m waiting for his nod of agreement, the sigh of relief on his breath, when there’s a rap on the door and we both flinch.

‘Sorry to bother you.’ Tim pushes the door open and steps in. ‘Flynn, would you mind coming and talking some sense into that uncle of yours.’

Flynn blinks. ‘Sure. What’s up? Is everything okay?’

Tim sighs heavily. ‘He took a notion to finish cleaning that mess off the wall for you. I was holding the ladder, trying to persuade him to give up before the rain started. Anyway, Finbarr turned up with Moll and Barty in the back of his car just as Pat was climbing down. And of course, Finbarr honked the horn, like he always does.’

Flynn and I share a tight smile.

‘That man can’t go anywhere without announcing himself.’ Tim flicks up his eyes. ‘Pat turned too fast and fell, and I think he might have sprained his ankle.’

We all wince.

‘And he bumped his head, which is even more of a worry. He’s resting on a chair inside the shed. Finbarr’s with him now.’

‘We need to get him to the hospital.’ Flynn jumps to his feet, grabs his jacket from the hook by the door. ‘I can drive your car, if you like.’

Tim nods. It’s clear he’s too shaken to drive.

‘I’ll come too.’

Tim shakes his head. ‘We could be hours, Gracie. If we can persuade him to go.’

‘He’s going,’ Flynn says firmly. Then he turns to me. ‘Tim’s right. We could be all night if A & E is busy.’

‘I don’t mind.’

Flynn’s face softens as he looks at me. ‘Stay, Gracie, please. I’ll be back before I leave for the airport. And we’ll talk.’ He swallows. ‘We need to talk.’

The look he gives me is anxious, and I hate that he’s worried about letting me down, because even if he is still hung up on Natalie, he really cares about me too.

I look into his eyes and do my best to convey with mine that I’m good, I’m strong, I’m well able to cope with whatever happens next. And I don’t need Flynn to take care of me. I want him to start taking care of himself.

‘Go,’ I say softly. ‘I’ll stay here. I’ll be fine.’
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It’s the early hours of Sunday morning when Flynn climbs into bed, and I purr sleepily as he curls himself around me and nuzzles close. I’m vaguely aware that I need to wake up, that we have things we need to talk about. But I’m wrapped in a weighted blanket of pure Flynn, that sweet verbena smell, and his soft breath in my ear, and the next thing I know there’s a buzzing from the locker and a horn honking loud below the window. Bloody Finbarr again.

‘Damn it.’ Flynn jumps out of bed, hits the alarm on his phone, and starts pulling on his jeans. And I curse Finbarr in my head like he’s personally responsible for taking this beautiful man away from me, for dragging him out of my bed.

The horn honks again and two minutes later there’s rapping on the front door.

‘Fuck, I’m so late. I hit snooze and I must have gone back to sleep.’ Flynn grabs his passport from the locker and shoves a toothbrush into the front pocket of his backpack. ‘Finbarr’s driving me. I have to go or I’ll miss my flight.’

‘Go. Go.’ I pull myself up and wave him on as he moves towards the door.

He dashes back over, takes my face in his hands, and presses his forehead to mine. ‘I love you, Gracie. You know that, don’t you?’

‘Do you?’ I mean, I know Flynn loves me, but the way he’s saying it . . .

‘Of course.’ He draws back and smiles. ‘Best friends, always.’

The rapping starts again.

‘Sorry, I’d better go.’

‘I love you too,’ I whisper, almost to myself, as he walks out the door.

‘He told you he loved you?’ Sarah says later as she grips her hood tight and dips her head to fend off the biting wind.

‘He didn’t say it like that.’ I drop down on the wrought-iron bench facing the lake and stare at the swirling carpet of gold and copper leaves at my feet. ‘He said it as a friend.’

She perches at the other end of the bench and turns to face me, nose scrunched. ‘You sure about that?’

Best friends, always. Yeah, I’m pretty sure.

‘Did you not hear what I told you earlier?’ I throw up my hands in frustration. ‘He’s flying home to Natalie. He told his mother he’s going to see her as soon as he gets back to Cricket Falls. He’s never gotten over her. He was in bits after they broke up. You should have heard how heartbroken he sounded that time he called me in London.’

I lost the person I care most about in this world, and I only have myself to blame. I wish I’d tried harder. I wish I’d never left.

And then Jamie interrupted before Flynn could say any more, and started ranting about us being late, making sure Flynn could hear him, and Flynn said he had to go anyway, and to have a good night.

He never got to tell me why it ended or why he gave up trying to fix things with Natalie, and I never even bothered to call him back, because I had long ago convinced myself I needed to move on from Flynn, even though I realise now that I never really did.

‘He was so cut up about losing her, and he needed a friend he could talk to,’ I tell Sarah now. ‘And I wasn’t there for him at all. I really let him down.’

‘That was two years ago, Gracie. He doesn’t seem the least bit sad now. And you said you had the best sex of your life this weekend. Sounds like more than friends to me.’

‘Good friends who have good sex.’ I huff a bitter laugh. ‘Same as him and Meghan. She probably thought it was the best sex of her life too. That’s why she clung so hard even though Flynn made it clear he didn’t want more than a fling.’

‘You mean more than a shag?’

‘Yeah, Sarah, that’s exactly what I mean. And he felt so guilty about it, even though he had no reason to, because Meghan told him that’s all she was looking for. He called her again to sort things out but he doesn’t see her any more. Because he’s worried about hurting her. And I can’t let that happen to us. I won’t.’

‘What will you do?’ Sarah stands and rubs her gloved hands, stomps up and down on a bed of soggy leaves. A not-so-subtle hint to get moving, back to the cosy crackling stove in the Corner Bar where Tim and a fully recovered Pat are waiting to meet us for lunch.

I stand and start walking the lakeside path that leads to Hazel Cottage and Sarah falls into step beside me. ‘I’m going to write a letter and send it to his home in Cricket Falls.’

‘A letter?’ She cocks her head, throws me a questioning look. ‘Would it not be better to talk to him?’

‘He’ll be gone for twelve days. He has to talk to his parents, he has to sort stuff out at work, and he has to talk to Natalie.’ I sigh. ‘The last thing he needs in the middle of all that is me on the phone wanting to chat about our hot night of passion and how I don’t think we should do that again. He’s got bigger fish to fry.’

Sarah frowns, but I keep going. ‘Letters work for Flynn. They’re his love language.’

‘His what?’

‘His love language, the way he likes to express himself, process things. We always wrote letters to each other, even when we were sitting a few tables apart in the same class.’

I swallow the lump in my throat, remind myself to breathe and let go of old wounds.

‘I was hurt that he didn’t write a letter that week before he left. I was so sure he would, and it would have made all the difference to know why he laughed, why he left without telling me how he felt about leaving me behind. But he’s written every year since, even if it’s only just a card. And I’ve written back. And it’s been our lifeline. The thread that’s held us together.’

‘What will you say?’

‘I’m not sure yet. I don’t think I’ll know until I start writing, until I see the words on the page. Maybe it’s my love language too, my way of processing.’

Sarah smiles softly. ‘I’m pretty sure your love language is singing soppy songs.’

I try to laugh but it’s strained as my chest aches at the bittersweet memories of Flynn singing at Sarah’s birthday party, and me murdering my favourite song from Twilight so many times. ‘Maybe when I was sixteen. But those days are gone and I’m done being soppy. I’m done pining for someone who was only ever truly mine as a friend.’

I lift my chin as we pass by Hazel Cottage.

‘I still love him as my friend.’ My voice sounds as heavy as my heart as I try to help Sarah understand. ‘And I want to keep him in my life, even if all that means is a few lines every Christmas, to know that he’s happy, to let him know I care. So, I’m going to write him a letter, and explain. And he can take his time to think it over, and when he’s ready, when he’s back here in Oakwood, he can come and find me, and we can talk.’

‘I’m so sorry, Gracie,’ Pat says as we tuck into lunch a small while later. ‘I should have made it clear I was talking about the house.’

We’re in the back corner by the stove. Sarah and I are on the couch, and Pat and Tim are across from us on the bench. And the table between us is piled high with bowls of steaming soup, pots of tea, and plates of toasted sandwiches and garden salad.

‘It never occurred to me that you’d think I meant the shop. It was always the house Gemma wanted for the extension. I thought you and Gertrude knew that.’

He takes his knife and slices through his ham and cheese toastie. ‘And I know Flynn told you I want him to have the shop. It’ll be his eventually anyway, and I have more than enough from the sale of the house and the land behind to keep me comfortable.’

‘He did tell me,’ I say. ‘But I assumed he decided not to accept it or that you’d both agreed to sell it on.’ And I thought that maybe he hoped helping me realise my dream would make up for leaving again.

Pat furrows his brow as he chews on his sandwich. He seems to be considering something, making up his mind. ‘He needs to talk to Elaine. I get that. It should have been hers in the first place. But she’ll want him to have it, I know she will. That husband of hers might have other ideas but it’s none of his damn business.’

He tilts his head, narrows his eyes on me. ‘But it is your business, Gracie. You’re the main reason Flynn would want to stay here. Did you not ask him about it? Did you not try to persuade him to make the right decision?’

I pull back, shake my head. ‘That’s not up to me.’ Because, if he is thinking about going back to Natalie, that’s his choice to make.

‘Really?’ His brows lift.

‘Of course not,’ I say. ‘Flynn has his own life to live. I can’t expect him to move here just so I can keep my friend close.’ I sag into the soft leather behind me. ‘I know he’d enjoy running his own garden centre, and I know he misses you, and this place. But he has a lot of reasons to want to stay in Cricket Falls. His parents, his job . . . And now that Natalie’s back.’

‘Natalie.’ Pat’s face darkens. ‘But she hasn’t spoken to him for two years. I know she keeps in touch with Elaine, but she cut Flynn off completely.’

‘Well, she wants to speak to him now,’ I say. ‘And Flynn wants to talk to her too. He’s going to see her as soon as he gets home.’

‘I hope she doesn’t start all that nonsense about you again.’ He gives an exasperated grunt. ‘I know she was good to him and I know she was a great support to Elaine.’ He shakes his head. ‘But that doesn’t give her the right to tell him who he can and can’t be friends with.’

‘What?’ Sarah jumps in before I get the chance, and I follow with ‘I’m sorry, Pat, I don’t know what you mean.’

Tim lays his hand on Pat’s arm, and I catch a slight shake to his head as though he’s asking Pat not to say too much more.

‘You, Gracie, I mean you.’ He twists back to Tim. ‘I know it’s not my place, but Flynn’s not here, and if Natalie’s laying down the law again, Gracie needs to be told.’

Tim sighs and Pat turns to face me again. ‘You’re the reason they broke up.’

‘What?’ Sarah squeaks across the table. ‘How can it be Gracie’s fault? She didn’t see Flynn all those years.’ She sniffs. ‘He didn’t even come back to visit her. Not once.’

I never got to tell her that the reason he came home two years ago was, at least partly, to comfort me.

‘Of course it wasn’t Gracie’s fault,’ Pat says softly. ‘But Natalie got some notion in her head. I think she found Flynn reading through your letter.’

Sarah swivels her head to face me, eyes wide.

I feel bad I never told her, but she was with Scott, and Scott was team Jamie, and it was easier not to mention it. It was only a letter.

‘I wrote to him after Jamie and I broke up that time. Before I went to London.’ I swallow. ‘I used to tell him everything. Before. And I missed that.’

She nods in understanding and I slouch back against the couch.

Pat clears his throat. ‘Natalie wasn’t happy about it. She told him she wanted him to move in with her, but first he had to choose.’

‘But he didn’t move in with her,’ I say, and Pat shakes his head.

‘No. He didn’t.’

I wonder if that’s what Flynn was talking about when he told his mother that he regretted holding back.

‘I’m not sure what happened exactly, or what was said, and like Tim says, it’s not really my place.’

He goes quiet, then adds, ‘Flynn should be the one to tell you that.’

‘But why would they break up just because he got a letter from a friend? A friend he hadn’t spoken to in years.’

‘I don’t know.’ Pat sighs. ‘But I do know she didn’t want him writing to you, or calling you, or flying back to see you.’

‘Oh.’ My heart sinks like a stone and I drop my sandwich quarter back down on my plate. ‘I see.’

I’ve been wrapped up in worries about losing Flynn’s friendship and fixated on plans to keep him in my life. I haven’t given nearly enough thought to how those plans affect him, how they could mess up his chance of working things out with Natalie.

If our friendship is the reason they broke up, then he’ll have a far better chance of happiness if I give Natalie what she asked for. Flynn promised me once that he’d always be my friend, and I know he won’t go back on that promise. That’s not who he is.

I’ll have to be tough enough for both of us. I’ll have to be the one to let go.


25

‘The library looks fabulous,’ Gemma says as we take our tour of the building on Monday morning.

Gemma looks fabulous too. She always does, with her striking copper bob, oversized retro specs, and tailored teal suit. I’m glad I pulled out my favourite dress this morning. Still ditsy, still floaty, but clean and freshly ironed, and with my fitted green cardi, I hope it says smart, practical librarian. Definitely worth promoting, please.

She scans the space and her eyes widen as she takes in the scene. ‘It’s an autumn wonderland in here.’

‘Thanks.’ I beam proudly. ‘I had a lot of help from the knit and crochet group.’

I lead her through the children’s area and point to the smiling black cat I knitted in my lunch breaks. She’s propped in the middle of our picture book display, wearing Tim’s cast-off specs, and holding up Old MacPumpkin had a Farm.

‘And the children are making Samhain crafts next week. It’ll look more like Halloween town when they’re finished but as long as they have fun.’

‘I’ll have to come back and see that.’ Gemma smiles.

As county librarian, she drops in to each branch every few months to check on progress and chat to the staff. But this morning she scheduled separate meetings with Gertrude and me, to fill us in on her plans. I wondered why she didn’t chat to us together as Ella was happy to cover the desk. But then she grilled me for half an hour on library policy, and I think I had an impromptu mock interview without realising it.

‘You’re doing an excellent job here, Gracie. And you’re ready for Thursday. If you answer the interview questions the way you did mine, you’ll be first on the panel.’

‘Thanks, Gemma, I’ll be glad to get on the panel at all.’ I hold up crossed fingers.

‘Okay, I’m going to stop you right there.’ She comes to a halt next to Gertrude’s cosy crime display. ‘You deserve this promotion. You were a huge help to me when I was drawing up our five-year plan. You managed some very impressive projects while you were working in that community centre in London. And just look at this place.’ She waves a hand around the room.

‘Oh, well, Gertrude—’

‘Gertrude is wonderful.’ Gemma nods. ‘But this is mostly down to you. She told me so herself. And she told me what a great job you’ve done with the festival programme. Encouraging everyone to work together, supporting them to manage their own projects. That’s leadership.’ She fixes me with a look of steel. ‘Now, you go into that interview on Thursday morning and tell them how great you are. You need to believe in yourself, Gracie, and make sure you fight for what you deserve.’

Sarah’s waiting for me in the Corner Bar Wednesday lunchtime, and I go over my latest plan with her. It’s basically work, interview, promotion (hopefully), and move in with Mam when she gets home this weekend.

‘I understand the work part.’ She takes a sip of her coffee. ‘But I thought you loved staying at Hazel Cottage. It’s so cute, so you.’ She gives me a leery grin. ‘And there’s the added bonus of multiple orgasms. You won’t get those back at your mam’s.’

I almost choke on my soup, and I’m still dabbing potato and leek from my chin when Olivia strides past our table. I breathe a sigh of relief when she keeps walking, head high, and seemingly oblivious to my spattered state. But then she turns and beams straight at Sarah, and completely ignores me, of course.

‘Sarah, darling.’

What the hell? When did my Sarah become Olivia’s darling?

‘I was hoping to run into you,’ she goes on, fake smile still plastered across her face. ‘Jamie and I found the perfect apartment in Sydney, only ten minutes from the beach. And it has two bedrooms.’ She tilts her head, pointedly ignoring me. ‘So, of course, you and Scott will be more than welcome once we’re settled. We can’t wait to have you stay.’

Then she turns and makes for a table in the far corner, where I see Jamie waiting. I curse myself for looking, but he ignores me too as he pulls out a chair for Olivia and plants an affectionate kiss on her cheek. As if she was the one he wanted all along.

Sarah buries her head in her hands and growls into her palms.

‘So, Jamie got his visa then.’ I arch my brows. ‘And Olivia’s going too. Wow, she moved fast.’

Sarah lifts her head, jaw clenched. ‘She applied ages ago, as soon as Jamie mentioned he was thinking about it.’

‘She never gave up, did she?’ I almost glance at their table but pull myself back just in time.

‘No.’ Sarah grimaces. ‘And she got what she wanted in the end.’

I shrug. ‘If she wants him that badly, she’s welcome to him.’

It’s not a choice I would make though. No matter how much I wanted someone. Not if I thought they loved someone else more. I give myself a mental shake. I need to stop thinking about Flynn. Thinking about Flynn is not part of my plan from now on.

‘So, you’re going to stay with them, in Sydney,’ I say cheerfully.

Sarah swallows her mouthful of sandwich. ‘We’re considering it, just for a holiday. I was going to tell you.’ She sniffs. ‘Only Miss Prissy-face got there first.’

‘Well, I think it’s a great idea, especially if you’ll have free accommodation.’ I stir my tea and take a gulp. ‘And it’ll give you a chance to get a feel for the place, before you make a decision about anything more permanent.’

‘It’s just a holiday, I promise.’ Sarah sets her mug down so fast she spills coffee across the table, and I dab at it with my napkin.

‘You don’t need to promise me anything. If you and Scott decide you want to give Australia a go, then you absolutely should.’

She winces. ‘We haven’t agreed to stay with them if we do go. I know plenty of people from college who’ve moved to Sydney. We have other options.’

‘Of course you’ll stay with them.’ I keep my tone light and carefree. ‘Your own room, ten minutes from the beach. Jamie’s happy to crash at your place for as long as he needs. Why shouldn’t you crash at theirs?’

‘You don’t mind that it’ll be theirs?’

‘Not at all. If anything, I’m glad,’ I tell her honestly. ‘If Jamie’s with Olivia now, then he’ll leave me alone. At least it means he gets it. That we’re done.’

Sarah’s shoulders loosen on a sigh. ‘I don’t think there was ever anybody else,’ she says gently. ‘I know it’s not great, Jamie did still cheat on you. But I honestly think it was only ever with Olivia. And I don’t think anything happened between them before London.’

She watches me carefully as she goes on, like she’s gauging how much to say in case she hurts me. ‘I used to think Jamie was good for you, and he was always so into you. But the way he’s acted this past year, and the things he’s been saying about Flynn since he moved back. Even Scott’s told him to cop on once or twice.’

She tilts her head from side to side, like she’s questioning herself, questioning her judgement. And Sarah never does that. ‘I didn’t realise how jealous he was, how obsessed. I’m sorry, I wish I’d seen that before.’

I shake my head to reassure her. ‘I didn’t even see it myself. And it really only got bad after that phone call from Flynn. The one Jamie made me hang up on.’ I don’t mention the Christmas card he found me in tears reading. Sarah already knows how much I missed home.

‘I’m not sure it was really me Jamie was obsessed with.’ I glance over at his table. ‘He never did like to come second best. At anything.’

Sarah’s eyebrows arch, but she doesn’t ask me who I think Jamie was, and still is, obsessed with. She knows.

‘So, he’ll be moving out of your place. That’s good,’ I say. ‘I’ll be able to call over for a cuppa, or a glass of wine, give Mam some privacy.’ I told Sarah earlier about Cal, and how he’s coming to stay for Halloween.

‘He’s moving tomorrow. And I told him to leave your boxes. They’re stacked in the back corner by the dresser, so you can pick them up whenever it suits.’

‘I forgot he even had them. Between the festival and the interview and—’

‘And all the sex.’ She grins, and I smile back, because it’s better than my other option, dissolving into tears. And I have no intention of doing that with Jamie and Olivia nearby.

‘I might leave them at yours until the weekend, if that’s okay. I have my interview tomorrow, and Mam’s home Friday night. I’ll move back in with her first, and I can bring them straight there.’

‘No problem, we’ll take everything in my car on Saturday morning.’ Sarah pops the last of her sandwich into her mouth.

I look down at mine, untouched on my plate, and force myself to take a small bite.

‘Have you told Flynn you’re moving out?’ she asks as she watches me.

‘Not yet.’ I swallow. ‘I’ll tell him in in my letter. I want to give him space to sort things out with his parents. And Natalie.’ My voice is tight as I say her name.

I don’t mention that he texted last night to say he went to see her, and it went really well, whatever that means. I think I already know, but I need to hear it from Flynn, face to face, and definitely not over a text.

‘I started my letter but I haven’t finished. I’m going to try again later.’

‘When’s he due back?’

‘End of next week. Friday, I think.’

‘He’ll be back for the Samhain session here in the Corner Bar then.’

‘I hope so.’ I picture us sitting in our favourite spot, laughing and singing like we used to, pretending for one last night that we can still be best friends for always, just like we promised all those years ago by the lake. Or maybe not. Not if Natalie has given the same ultimatum, again.

‘I’d better go. I’ll be late to open up.’

I throw my jacket over my arm and wave to Audrey for the bill. It’s only a quarter to two but Sarah doesn’t question me, and she doesn’t comment that I’ve barely touched my food. She knows how upset I was that Flynn missed our first Halloween Ball.

I thought he and I would go together, as friends, that I’d work up the courage to tell him how I felt on the night. But then Sarah intervened, Flynn laughed and left, and Jamie stepped in. I never told Sarah I planned to tell Flynn that I might be in love with him. But I see by her face that I don’t need to tell her now I still am.

‘I’m going to finish the letter tonight,’ I say before I leave, and I make up my mind that I will, no matter how hard it is to find the right words.

Dear Flynn,

I’ve started this letter so many times, I have a bin full of scrunched-up pages. And it’s helped me understand what it must have been like for you at sixteen, leaving your friends, your home, and your beloved Uncle Pat. I was so hurt at the time, I thought you didn’t care enough to write me a proper goodbye, but now I know it was because you did care, a lot, and it’s not your fault you couldn’t say the words I wanted to hear. I wish I’d been braver and told you how I felt and how much I’d miss you, instead of just handing you a pen.

But we’re both older now, and wiser, I hope, and it’s time to do the right thing, no matter how hard it is. That’s what I’m trying to do here, and I hope you’ll understand. I’m writing to tell you I’m moving out of Hazel Cottage. Mam’s home on Friday and I’m moving back in with her. Until I find a place of my own.

I’m looking forward to this new chapter, living on my own, building my career. I’m even hoping to travel more. Maybe I’ll go visit Sarah and Scott if they move to Australia, which I think they might, and I’m good with that. I’m learning to let people go and not see it as a rejection, not see it as a reflection on me. People have their own lives to live and that’s why I’m writing to you now.

You made a life in Cricket Falls, Flynn. A good one. And you found someone you loved. But Pat told me what happened. I know you lost Natalie because you didn’t want to break your promise to me. And now you have a chance to fix that, to make things right again. And if that’s what you want, then I want you to.

It’s been wonderful seeing you, and it’s been so much fun. But if you do talk to Natalie about us, I want you to make it clear that that’s all it was. Two friends having fun, getting a few unresolved issues out of their system. And it’s over now. It’s done.

I want you to be happy, and I don’t need you to keep your promise any more. Always was always too much to ask. I don’t need you to stay with me, or for me. I need to let you go.

I know you have to come back to wrap things up with the shop and the land, and to say goodbye to Pat. I’m going to hang out at the Twilight movie night on Samhain’s Eve, and you can enjoy your time in the Corner Bar with Pat. If you want to drop over and say goodbye before you go, that’s up to you. But I’ll understand if you don’t. You don’t need to message. You don’t need to write any more. I’ll say it now for both of us, just in case.

Goodbye, Flynn.

Love, always,

Gracie, xxx
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I drop my bottle of Rescue Remedy into my bag along with my notes on Thursday morning. I’ve read them so many times, they’re imprinted on my brain. It’s the morning of my interview and I’ve crammed every evening this week. I’ve gone over every library plan and policy and I could recite them in my sleep. I know I deserve this promotion, but my hands are still shaking when Sarah hands me a coffee as I climb into the passenger seat of her car.

‘Don’t take off the lid,’ she says as I reach to twist it up. ‘The last thing you need is a dirty brown stain down your front.’ She waits until I take a sip before she pulls out. ‘You look great by the way. You should wear suits more often. And heels.’

‘Can you see me doing story time wearing this?’ I laugh as I picture myself trying to touch my head, shoulders, knees, and toes. ‘Or up a stepladder hanging our latest crochet creation?’ I look down at my crisp white shirt and tailored navy skirt. I liked what I saw when I checked my reflection in the landing mirror this morning, but I can’t wait to peel this off later and kick back on the couch in a slouchy top and sloppy jeans.

Sarah’s parked outside when I walk down the steps of the council offices afterwards. I told her I’d get a taxi, but she insisted on waiting.

‘How did it go?’ she asks as she pushes open the passenger door.

‘Tough. I did my best. Not sure it was enough but I’ll find out on Monday.’ I sink back in my seat. Gemma grilled me in the hallway on my way out, and I know Gertrude and Ella will be itching to do the same as soon as I get back. But for now, I’d rather switch off.

‘Well, it’s done, and I’m sure you were great,’ Sarah says as if she’s reading my mind. ‘Close your eyes and catch your breath.’ She switches the radio on low, and I lean back in her comfy passenger seat and hum along to Taylor Swift in my head.

‘You want to share a bottle of wine later, watch one of your old movies?’ she asks as we pull up outside Hazel Cottage. ‘It’s your last night here, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah.’ I look out at the pretty stone cottage, and a pang of loneliness hits me in the chest. I’ve only been living here a few weeks but they’ve been the happiest weeks of my life since Flynn left all those years ago. Now they feel like a faraway dream floating away from me as I wake.

‘That’s okay,’ I say. ‘I need to finish packing and tidy the place up. I’ll probably have an early night when I’m done.’

Sarah narrows her eyes, tilts her head. ‘Okay, if you’re sure you don’t want company.’

‘I’ll be fine, thanks.’ I probably will watch a movie, but Sarah doesn’t need to spend her evening watching me work my way through a bumper box of tissues. She’s done more than enough, and anyway, that was always Flynn’s role.

‘Where’s Cal?’ I ask Mam in her kitchen on Friday evening, after I’ve spent five minutes hugging her. I’m not sure why I assumed she was bringing him home with her, but I did.

‘Scotland, of course.’ She smiles. ‘He needed to get home and check up on his business. And I need time with my daughter.’ She picks up the kettle and heads for the sink. ‘Right, first things first, I want a good strong Irish cup of tea. You sit down and tell me what you’ve been up to since you got back. How did your interview go?’

‘I think it went well, but I won’t know until Monday, so I’m going to put it out of my head for the weekend.’ I take the kettle from her hand and usher her back to her seat at the small kitchen table. ‘Now you sit down, you’re the one who’s been travelling all day, and you’re the one with the exciting stories to tell.’

I might have a few of my own, but I’m not ready to tell my mother about my shag Flynn plan or give her a blow-by-blow account of how that played out. ‘I’ll make the tea, and you can fill me in on your adventures and tell me more about that handsome Scotsman you picked up along the way.’

‘Seems pretty serious between you two,’ I say, when we’re settled on Mam’s living room couches. Cal has featured in every one of her stories and he’s in most of the photos we’ve scrolled through on her phone.

Her face lifts, eyes bright. ‘We had a lovely time together.’ She smiles shyly. ‘It’s been a long time since I’ve wanted someone’s company in that way.’ I notice she’s watching me closely, gauging my reaction.

‘I’m looking forward to meeting him.’ I take a steadying breath. I need to ask the next question but I don’t want her to take it the wrong way. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind me staying here?’ I shift against the cushions as I watch her carefully. ‘You might like the place to yourselves, you and Cal.’

Mam blinks at me. ‘He’s only coming for the weekend, Gracie.’ She smiles. ‘And he’s mostly coming to meet you. And for the festival. He can’t wait to dress up and sing a ghostly Scottish sea shanty for the Samhain session.’

It doesn’t feel like the right time to mention that I’m not planning to be at the Corner Bar, that I’ll be hanging out with the teenagers, watching Twilight instead.

‘I thought he’d be here for longer,’ I say. Part of me hopes Cal will fall for Oakwood the same way he seems to have fallen for Mam. ‘But I’m sure the Scottish Highlands are beautiful too. Are you planning to visit soon?’

‘After Christmas.’ She blinks again. ‘I thought I’d told you that.’

‘I thought you’d want to go sooner.’

‘No.’ Mam stretches on the couch. ‘I’ve missed this. Oakwood, my little house, you.’

‘I’ve missed you too.’ I’ll miss her more if she moves to Scotland, but I want her to be happy, and it will be easier for her to move on if she sees I’m moving on too.

‘I wish I’d been here when you came home, love. It must have been hard. You and Jamie were together a long time.’

‘I don’t want to talk about Jamie, Mam.’ She offered to come home from her trip when I told her Jamie and I were finished, but it was the first time since Dad died that she really had something for her. ‘And I was fine, honestly. I had Sarah.’

‘And Flynn,’ she says softly.

I hear the question in her tone but I’m not sure how to answer.

‘I’m glad he’s back,’ she adds. ‘You two were always so close.’

‘Not always,’ I say quietly. ‘He was gone for ten years.’ And he’ll be gone again soon.

She gives me an understanding nod. ‘I know, love, and I know that was hard for you. But I’m glad he’s back.’ She takes a sip of her tea, and her eyebrows lift with a question as she adds, ‘It was kind of him to let you stay in Hazel Cottage.’

‘Yeah, that was handy,’ I deflect. ‘But it’s good to be home. For a little while anyway. Until I find a place of my own.’

Mam does a double take. ‘But there’s no need. You can stay here as long as you want.’

‘I know, but I might ask for a transfer if I get my promotion. There’s a position in Abbeyville, and I think Gemma will support me if I let her know I’m interested.’

And I won’t see reminders of Flynn everywhere.

‘Everybody else is moving on,’ I say, as much to myself as to Mam. ‘Sarah and Scott might go to Australia. They’re thinking about it.’ Well, Scott is, at least. ‘Maybe it’s time I moved on too. I know Abbeyville is not very far, but it’s a start.’

Mam leans back on her couch and peers at me hard. ‘But you love Oakwood.’

I shrug. ‘Sometimes you have to let go of the things you love in order to move on.’

‘And sometimes you have to fight for them, Gracie.’

‘You can’t fight for someone if they’re not here, if they don’t want to be.’

‘You mean your dad.’

A sad look clouds her face, and I feel guilty. I was talking about Flynn but now I realise I’ve dragged up old memories, painful ones, for both of us. I swallow hard. Mam’s just back from her first real break in years, and I wanted to keep things light and carefree for her. But I don’t feel very light, or carefree, right now.

I’m about to say sorry, we don’t need to talk about it, when she says, ‘We really should talk more about him. About what happened.’

‘We don’t need to.’ Not if it causes her pain. That’s the last thing I want.

‘We do, Gracie. I’m sorry I haven’t wanted to go there before. Those things people said. I was so hurt that people would say that, and I didn’t want to put that on you.’

‘I was hurt too.’ It’s the first time I’ve told her. ‘But I didn’t realise you knew, so I didn’t want to put that on you.’

Mam gives me a rueful smile. ‘We’re more alike than I realised.’ She sighs, but it’s more wistful than sad. ‘I always think you’re so like your dad.’

‘Is that hard for you?’ It’s a question I’ve always wondered but never asked. ‘It must be like looking at him sometimes. I have the exact same hair, and his green eyes.’

Her cheeks lift. ‘And his bright sunny smile.’ She shakes her head. ‘No, it’s not hard. It’s wonderful, Gracie. He was wonderful.’ She reaches over and takes my hand. ‘He loved you so much, you know. All he ever wanted was for you to be happy.’

‘I know.’ At least I think I do.

‘And he didn’t leave us, Gracie. He was taken. But even if he had, that wouldn’t mean he didn’t love us. Sometimes people leave because they don’t feel they have a choice. It doesn’t mean they don’t care.’

I nod. ‘But then we should let them go, shouldn’t we?’

Mam peers at me. ‘We’re not talking about your dad now, are we?’

‘No.’

‘It depends,’ she says gently. ‘You can’t choose – not fully – unless you know what your options are.’ She tilts her head. ‘Gracie, you know it’s okay to ask for what you want.’

But sometimes, I want too much, expect too much. I don’t say that, because I don’t want her to worry, and it’s the first time we’ve talked about Dad in ages, and I get the feeling she’d like to talk more.

‘Could we look through that photo album again, the one from when I was little?’

Mam’s eyebrows draw together. I know it’s not really what she meant, but I’m not ready to talk about Flynn, and it is me asking for something I want. Small steps.

‘Of course.’ Her face brightens and I breathe a sigh of relief that I haven’t upset her, and that she seems happy for us to share more memories of Dad. She reaches for her phone. ‘And I must show you what I came across when I was in Paris.’

She scrolls through her photos and clicks on one of Dad, holding an oversized picture book with five bright orange pumpkins dancing across the front. He’s singing the pumpkin song at the top of his voice as I squeal and grab at the pages. I’d forgotten she had that. We used to look at it all the time before he died, and Dad would laugh as he recounted how my excited squeals almost drowned out his singing. We even showed it to Flynn.

‘You were looking at that in Paris?’

She smiles. ‘I wanted to show Cal.’ She hesitates. ‘He makes me happy, Gracie, but that doesn’t mean I want to forget Jimmy. I wanted to share those memories because they make me happy too, even when they make me sad.’

It’s the first time in a while that I’ve heard her say his name, she usually says your dad, and I like that she knows it’s okay to remember that she lost him too.

I smile back. ‘Do you have any more?’

We spend the rest of the evening leafing through her album and scrolling through more photos, talking and remembering. And I feel lighter, like a weight has lifted from my heart. Because Mam’s right, I do know Dad loved us, but I needed this conversation, these memories, to really feel it again.

And I realise that choosing to listen to the likes of Moll and Barty made me doubt, and hold myself back, when I should have opened up to Mam and told her how I was feeling. When I should have listened to my own instincts, and to real friends, like Flynn and Pat. I always knew deep down that Dad loved me. I just needed to listen to what I knew to be true, in my own heart. And I need to start doing that more from now on.
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It’s Saturday morning and I’ve finished cleaning Hazel Cottage, my belongings stacked by the door, ready to be loaded into Sarah’s car. I take one last look around the bedroom, the daisy print duvet, the space between the bed and the wardrobe where he stood that first time . . .

And I feel Flynn everywhere. His eyes on my face, warm breath on my body, his teeth gently grazing my neck, and his hands holding mine as he asked me, is this what you want, Gracie?

Is this what you want?

I slouch down on the floor by the wardrobe, my head between my knees, and I let my tears flow. It feels like a dam has been broken, one I’ve been working hard to build for so many years, and I need to let it out before Flynn comes back. Because he’s everything I want, but I have to let him go.

I’ve no idea how long I’ve been sitting here when I hear Sarah call my name. I pull myself up, close the window, and make my way out on to the landing. And I have to lean against the wall and count my breaths to stem the tide. I close my eyes, and there’s Flynn in that towel, with that mischievous smile, singing ‘Good Luck, Babe!’ as if he’s singing it for me. And I think, no matter how hard I try, no matter how long I wait, I’m not sure I’ll ever stop feeling this.

‘Take your time,’ Sarah says gently when I reach the bottom of the stairs. ‘There’s no rush, I’m free until lunchtime.’ She’s standing in a stream of morning sunlight pouring through the open door, and I pause on the stairs. I should have splashed cold water on my face to rinse my dried-in tears, tame the fiery blotches on my cheeks. But I don’t need to pretend with Sarah, and she wouldn’t want me to.

‘I’m ready,’ I tell her, and she reaches to lift one of my boxes. I make my way across the room and I’m halfway to the door when my phone pings with a message. A really long message. From Flynn. He’s called a few times, and I’ve let it ring out, and I haven’t called back. I haven’t told him I’ve posted him a letter. He should get that next week.

He sent a text on Thursday to wish me luck. I replied: thanks. He messaged back: let me know how it goes, but every time I think about texting or calling, I picture Natalie by his side, watching, and listening, and worrying if I’m about to come between them again. I scroll down through his message.

Hey, Gracie, hope all went well on Thursday. Sorry I keep missing you, but I know you must be busy with your interview, and the festival, so I understand. It’s been a battle here but we’re getting there. Mom is on my side and she’s taking no arguments from Dad about the property. I’m finding it hard to believe, but she tells me she’s been feeling this way for a while and she’s done living by other people’s rules, and if things keep going the way they are here, she’ll be moving back to Oakwood, and Dad can make up his own mind if he wants to follow. It feels like a miracle, maybe one of those Samhain spells you told me about. A reset, a new beginning, just what we all need. And as I mentioned, everything went well with Natalie, way better than I hoped. I’ll tell you all about it on Friday when I’m home. Miss you, Flynn, xx

Miss you too. And you’re not even gone. Not really, not forever, not yet.

Then I wonder what he means about Natalie and how it went better than he hoped. Maybe she hasn’t asked him to cut me out of his life. But if she hasn’t, that means he hasn’t told her what happened between us. Yet. And when he does – and I know he will, he’s Flynn, after all – then it’s only a matter of time.

‘I think that’s everything,’ Sarah says as she strides back in and scans the room. ‘Are you leaving the keys?’ She points to the set on the coffee table by my phone.

‘I might hold on to them, in case,’ I say, although in case what, I’m not sure. I’ve cleared and cleaned, and everything of mine is packed into Sarah’s car. ‘Flynn has his set with him, and I can drop these to Pat later in the week.’

‘Okay.’ Sarah nods. ‘Have you got a hoodie or a cardigan? It’s cold out.’

‘Everything’s in the car. I’ll be fine for a few minutes.’

‘Here, borrow this, Flynn won’t mind.’ She lifts his navy plaid shirt from the hook behind the door, the one he wore the day he came to her house to pick me up.

I shake my head in protest, but she throws it straight at me and I grab it with both hands as it lands on my face. I’m wrapped in a blanket of soft flannel, inhaling pure Flynn, citrus, and forest, and sweat from the last day he wore this, cleaning up the mess the Stringers made. I bury my head and breathe deep. I want to take it all in, every scent, every memory, the clean and the dirty, the funny and the messy. I want to tuck them all away and keep them in a safe, quiet corner of my heart so I’ll have something to hold when he’s gone.

Ten minutes later we’re unpacking boxes in my old bedroom, and Sarah holds up my padded orange pumpkin costume with the big yellow grin stretched across the middle. ‘Are you going to wear this to the session on Friday night?’

‘Nope.’ I smile brightly. ‘I don’t feel like wearing it this year.’

I’ll do my best to keep my spirits up for the week ahead so I can keep things on track for the festival. But everything will be well underway by Friday night, and I don’t think that giant grin will suit the Twilight watch party vibe, and I know it won’t match my mood. I take a deep breath and think about how to explain.

‘I’m not sure I’ll make it to the Corner Bar for the session,’ I say, keeping my tone casual. ‘I want to give Ella a hand with the movie night.’

‘Seriously?’ Sarah squints at me. ‘But everybody will be at the Corner Bar.’

She flops down on the chair by my old dressing table and fiddles with my make-up brushes, and I get a flash of us dressing for our first Halloween Ball. Sarah as Katniss Everdeen, and me as Bella Swan, complete with wavy brown wig. Scott went as Peeta, but when Jamie asked me what I was planning, all I told him was vampires, so he turned up as Lestat from Interview with the Vampire. I could have told him about Twilight, but I didn’t want him dressing as Edward – that role was already assigned in my head. Not that Flynn was ever the pale, brooding type, except maybe for that last week before he left. But the way I felt about him leaving was brooding enough for both of us. Bella coded, for sure.

Sarah watches me and, after a few moments’ silence, she twigs. ‘Oh,’ she says flatly. ‘Because Flynn will be there.’

I nod. ‘I posted my letter and I’ve told him I’ll be in Pat’s with Ella, in case he wants to call over and say goodbye. But if Natalie doesn’t want him to see me then I’m going to respect that and stay out of the way so he can say a proper goodbye to everyone.’

‘Everyone except you.’ She brandishes a foundation brush. ‘Honestly, Gracie, I don’t know which of you is worse.’ She clamps her lips tight. ‘No, actually, I do. You are. At least, Flynn was only sixteen when he gave up and went along with everything his parents wanted, even though he clearly didn’t want to leave Oakwood. Or you.’

‘He had no choice, Sarah.’ I frown at her.

‘Maybe not, but he could have come back.’

‘No, he couldn’t. Not unless he wanted to abandon his mother.’ I drop down on my bed and pluck at a loose thread on my patchwork quilt. ‘She was sick, Sarah. Really sick. She’s well now, but it took years. And Flynn was the one who took care of her, not his father. Flynn and Natalie. She helped him. She stood by him. He said he wouldn’t have gotten through it without her.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t know that.’ Sarah draws back. ‘That must have been hard for him.’

‘It was.’

She drags her knuckle across her lower lip, stares at me thoughtfully before she says, ‘But if Flynn had to go through all that, pretty much on his own, apart from Natalie, then surely that was all the more reason he needed his friends. Needs his friends still.’

‘You heard what Pat said. Natalie was worried we might be more than friends.’ I tug another thread, twist it around my fingers as guilt churns in my stomach. ‘Turns out she was right.’

Sarah shakes her head furiously. ‘No, she wasn’t. All you had going on back then was a few cards at Christmas.’ She wields her foundation brush. ‘So, you got together, finally.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘But that was only last week. Flynn and Natalie have been finished for two years. What happened in Hazel Cottage is none of her business.’

I curl my legs underneath me and release a slow breath. ‘I wish it was that simple, but it’s not. I still have feelings for him, way beyond friendship.’ I hug my cushion tight to my chest. ‘Our shag Flynn plan didn’t work. I didn’t get him out of my system, and I’m not sure I ever will.’

Sarah stands and walks over to sit down beside me, and says in a low, quiet voice, ‘And what about how Flynn feels? Doesn’t he get any say in all of this?’

I drop my head to my chest, and my voice comes out a shaky whisper. ‘I know how he feels, Sarah. I heard him say it out loud. He lost the woman he loved once and he’s not going to let that happen again.’

Sarah rubs my arm gently. ‘You lost the boy you loved too, Gracie.’

She stands and makes for the door. She’s supposed to meet Scott for lunch, and I know she’s running late. She turns in the doorway and peers down at me, eyes soft but focused.

‘Are you going to let that happen again?’

I don’t answer, because what choice do I have? Fight Natalie for him? Ask him to choose my friendship over winning back the woman he loves? And hey, maybe I’ll throw in a few benefits to help him get over the loss this time around.

Instead, I say, ‘You’d better go, Sarah, you’ll be late. I’ll call over later for my stuff.’

She sighs. ‘Okay, I’ll text when I’m home.’ She scratches at her forehead. ‘Just think about what I said, please.’

Her brows lift in a plea, and I nod. I will think about it. It’s pretty much all I have been thinking about since Flynn left, and I keep coming up with the same answer. I don’t want to lose him, but I care too much to hurt him, and if I have to choose between my happiness and his, I choose his.
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It’s eleven on Monday morning when I get the call. I’m in the children’s area watching Ella demonstrate how to make fun, spooky spiders from pinecones and pipe cleaners, laughing with the little ones, when my ringtone trills across the room. I dash forward with a picture book clutched to my chest, but Gertrude beats me to it and leaps from behind the desk, holding out my phone with a mix of excitement and terror etched across her face.

I know how she feels. Gemma told me to expect a call mid-morning, and that looks like a council number flashing on my screen. ‘Thanks,’ I say, hitting accept and tearing up the stairs. I think my interview went well, but I know there’s stiff competition. I’d rather take this in private in case the news isn’t good.

‘Gracie?’ The tone is friendly but brisk. ‘It’s Nora, from HR.’

‘Yes. Hi.’ I push open the staffroom door, heart pounding in my chest.

‘Congratulations,’ she breezes. ‘I’m delighted to tell you that you placed first on the panel for the librarian position.’

‘Oh my God, are you sure?’ I say, and immediately realise how ridiculous I sound. As if our human resources department gets their kicks from pranking unsuccessful candidates for fun. ‘Sorry, I mean thank you. That’s wonderful news.’ I breathe out my relief and drop down on the nearest chair.

‘That’s okay,’ she tells me. ‘It’s a lot to take in. It was extremely competitive with so many external candidates, but you did really well, and Gemma will be in touch later to talk about the details. Congratulations again.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, and Nora hangs up. My cheeks ache from smiling as I sit and process the news, muttering thank you, thank you, thank you to no one in particular. I’m so grateful, I’m fit to burst. This is exactly what I need to kick-start my latest plan: get over Flynn.

Maybe I should call him, share my good news. Just a quick call, what harm could that do? But I feel like an addict craving one last fix, when I know cold turkey makes more sense. I’m still debating in my mind when I hear a loud knock.

‘Gracie?’ Gertrude inches her head around the door, and I smile and give her a thumbs up. She bounces forward and pats me on the shoulder. ‘Well done, my dear. I’m so pleased for you.’ She sounds like she really means it as she adds, ‘I’m sure you’ll do a wonderful job, and you’ll do our village proud.’

I nod and say, ‘Thanks, I’ll do my best.’

I can’t tell her yet that I might request a move to Abbeyville. She’d rope in Moll and Barty to throw me in the stocks, then pelt me with pumpkins and paperback romance.

The week flies by in a flurry of workshops and story times, and by Thursday morning the library is covered in fake spiders, stingy jacks, and smiley ghosts. There are spooky lanterns and seasonal garlands hanging everywhere, and the entire village looks like a glorious pumpkin patch. All the windows along the main street have crochet pumpkins on display. The knit and crochet group have been distributing those for weeks, and I crocheted a batch for the Corner Bar. Audrey has them on her window ledges, and a row along the shelf behind the bar.

And everybody I meet fills me in on their costume choice, and whether they’ll be opting for cosy or creepy or some hybrid of the two, as if I’m personally responsible for balancing the scales. The knit and crochet group are going with a Derry Girls theme, and they’ve stockpiled the craft closet with school uniforms and tracksuits, and enough scrunchies and recycled plastic bracelets to bring Ireland in the nineties vividly back to life.

I’m about to go for break when I see Aisha walking towards the desk with a silver satin bomber jacket on one arm and a bottle-green school blazer dangling from the other. Her curly black hair is bunched in a high ponytail and she’s wearing enormous hoop earrings exactly like Michelle’s. She settles her laden arms on the counter and says, in what I think is supposed to be a Derry Girls accent, ‘Which is more Michelle?’

‘They both are.’ I grin. ‘But the bomber jacket is more you.’

‘That’s what I think too.’ She raises her fist. ‘Slàinte, Mother—’

I cough loudly before she can finish that quote. Aisha has taken acting classes in Abbeyville and she’s keen on setting up an amateur drama group in Oakwood. But I don’t think Gertrude will appreciate her method acting Michelle Mallon at the library front desk.

She gives me a wink, pulls on the satin bomber, and sashays out the door, almost crashing into our county librarian on the way.

‘This is Maria, the architect.’ Gemma turns to her companion as Gertrude shoos me out to greet them.

Gemma phoned ahead to say she’d be bringing the architect working on our extension plans to meet with us. She still assumes I want to take over from Gertrude.

And I do. But with everything that’s happened, I’ve started to wonder if I should want something else. Something more. Everyone seems to be leaving, moving away, moving on. Should I be moving on too?

But even if I should, I still care about this library, and I want to see what the plans are.

‘Hi, Maria.’ I shake her hand, then I point to the folder tucked under her other arm. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing what you have in mind.’

‘I’ve reserved a table in the Corner Bar,’ Gemma tells me. ‘We can take a look there, if you’re free?’

‘That’s perfect, I’m about to take my break. I can get coffee while we look.’

‘Ella’s almost finished her workshop,’ Gertrude calls breezily. ‘We can manage here. Take all the time you need.’

‘Excellent.’ Gemma nods. ‘We’ll show you the plans, and then we can walk over to the house. Pat’s going to meet us there.’ She looks thoughtful as she adds, ‘It was his home, after all, and his heritage. I’d like to make sure he’s happy with what we have in mind.’

‘That sounds great,’ I say. ‘He’ll appreciate that.’

I fetch my bag from under my desk and follow Gemma and Maria out. They chat about the weather and the village and the fabulous crochet garlands lining our main street. I smile and nod along, but I barely register what they’re saying.

All these years I’ve hoped for this to happen. The opportunity to manage a library that could help Oakwood grow. And now it’s here, I’m considering asking for a transfer. The last few days I’ve been telling myself that it will be good for me to move on, and I should use that as a stepping stone to chase new promotions, new dreams. To leave the sad memories behind. But inside I feel hollow. Can I really hand over my beloved library to someone else? Am I really going to give up and walk away because it feels too hard to stay?

Twenty minutes later, I watch Audrey clear our empty cups and wipe clean the table so Maria can lay out her drawings. And my heart pulses with excitement as I take in her plans. She’s stayed true to the Georgian heritage, but she’s opened up the space and added rooflights and skylights to fill the place with light. Pat’s house is all high ceilings and tall windows, and it will be relatively easy to connect to the existing library.

I notice that Maria’s plans incorporate all the features that Gertrude and I told Gemma we were missing, and this fills me with pride. Gemma really listened and took our ideas on board. She also tells me she’s keen to conserve as many original features as possible and use reclaimed materials for the upgrade, and I know Pat will love that.

‘It’s going to be beautiful,’ I say, and my chest aches at the thought of not being part of it all.

‘Why don’t we take the plans over to the house now,’ Maria suggests. ‘It will all make more sense when we’re in the actual space.’

Gemma picks up her phone. ‘I’ll text Pat and let him know we’re on our way.’

‘I hear congratulations are in order, Gracie,’ Pat says as we watch Gemma unlock the emerald panelled door that leads into his former home. ‘I knew you’d do it, girl. Never doubted it.’ He sighs happily. ‘I thought long and hard about whether I should sell this place, but knowing you’ll be the one to take care of it makes all the difference. You’ll do a great job.’

My stomach drops. His smile is full of hope, his voice filled with pride. Because, of course, he has no clue that I’ve been thinking about letting down the people who believe in me, who’ve helped me believe in myself. My mouth goes dry as my brain scrambles for words, but I can’t think what to say because I’m still not sure what my decision is.

Pat’s eyes narrow as he watches me. ‘Come inside, Gracie,’ he says softly. He holds open the door. ‘I’m sure it must be daunting. I know you’ll want to do this right and keep everybody happy.’ He places his hand lightly at my back and guides me into the wide, open hallway. ‘But I’ve every faith in you. And if you follow your heart, you won’t go wrong.’

I swallow and nod and let him lead me inside, and my eyes widen as I move through the space. I haven’t been in this house since I was a teenager, when Flynn’s gran lived here and he’d bring me along to visit. It was darker then and filled with heavy furniture and floral drapes. Now, the walls are fresh and white, and two large skylights fill the double-height hallway with a soft autumn glow. The windows and doors need replacing but Maria has ideas for how to do that tastefully and bring in even more light.

She pulls out her drawings as we reach the top of the stairs, and I listen as she explains about our proposed gallery and activity space, the cosy reading nooks and sensory-friendly spaces, and the dedicated teen corner we hope to include.

My heart lightens as I picture it all. And I know I can’t leave these plans to someone else to make real. This is my world and I have a chance to make it better. To make a difference to the place and the people I care about. There’s no way I can run away from this.

And there’s no way I will. Even though it will be hard, even though some memories will hurt for a while. I think about my evening with Mam. I don’t have to give up my dream just because it’s not perfect, just because some parts feel hard. If I want it badly enough, it’s worth fighting for. And I know for sure. I want this.

I catch Gemma on her own while Maria’s showing Pat where they’ll open the wall to connect to the existing library space.

‘I can’t believe this is finally happening,’ I say. Then I breathe deep and tell her what I want. ‘I hope you know how much this means to me, Gemma. To manage Oakwood, to be part of all this. I know there are two positions available, but I want to stay right here. It’s always been Oakwood for me.’

‘Gracie.’ Gemma beams at me. ‘I wouldn’t dream of placing you anywhere else. I agree with Pat completely. I can’t think of anyone who’ll take better care of our new upgraded library.’

‘Thank you.’ My face erupts in a smile. ‘I can’t wait to get started, and I promise I won’t let you down.’

‘I know you won’t. And my door is always open if you need support.’

‘There is one favour I’d like to ask now, if you have time.’

She chuckles. ‘Ah, and so it starts. Go on.’

‘Would you mind if I popped back to cover the library? I’d like to send Gertrude and Ella to take a look at the plans and see our new space. It’s their library too and I want them to feel part of this.’

‘That’s an excellent idea.’ She smiles. ‘I’ll make time.’
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Olena, one of our festival volunteers, arrives as Gertrude and Ella are on their way out. She leans on the counter and waves what looks like a bundle of drawings.

‘Is it okay if I photocopy these for the treasure trail?’

‘Of course.’ I peer at the pages. ‘Are those the clues?’

‘Yes.’ Her face lifts. ‘Look.’ She thrusts them towards me. ‘Aren’t they great?’

I take the bundle and leaf through the sheets. There’s a very simple map of the picnic area where we’re holding the trail. And further pages, each with a funny character or item, and a one-line clue to where the treasure is. Perfect for young children and families.

‘These are fab. They’re Flynn’s, aren’t they?’

I’d recognise his drawings anywhere. I have every drawing he sketched for me back at school tucked away in a pretty floral box in Mam’s attic. I look up at Olena. ‘When did he give you these?’

‘He started working on them as soon as we volunteered. He gave them to me before he left, in case his flight gets delayed. And he left maps too, with all the locations to hide the treasure.’

‘Wow, he’s covered everything.’ I don’t add the thought that occurs to me now. In case he doesn’t make it back to say goodbye. ‘What are you using for the treasure?’

‘I made up packages with jellies and chocolate and craft materials with the money we got from sponsors. And Flynn printed certificates and wrote a funny poem to go with each. We’ll set things up as soon as he gets back.’ She bobs her head cheerfully. ‘But it won’t matter if he’s late, I have everything we need.’

‘Sounds like you have it all under control.’ My chest pinches. Flynn never showed me any of those drawings, or poems, or told me about any of their plans.

Olena must notice the flat note in my voice. ‘Does it, Gracie, are you sure?’ She takes the drawings I hand back to her. ‘Flynn told me not to bother you with details until we had everything ready to go. He said you want each group to manage their own event, and that Gertrude and Finbarr aren’t keen on the idea, so we should do our best to prove you right, that you can trust us to manage on our own.’ She tilts her chin, her expression hopeful. ‘I think we’ve done a good job.’

‘You really have.’ I straighten and smile. ‘But I’m here to support you, so if you need anything, you only have to ask.’

‘Thanks, Gracie.’ She waves her bundle then skips around the side of the desk to use the photocopier.

Gertrude and Finbarr are settled in our usual spot when I arrive at the Corner Bar for our final meeting. They’re sipping hot toddies with slices of lemon dotted with cloves. I order a Malbec then shrug off my dripping rain jacket and take the bench opposite.

Finbarr sets his glass to one side, opens his notes folder on the table in front of him, and turns it to face me. He’s made a list of our festival activities in one column, and alongside that he’s drawn three narrow columns with headings. Excellent, good, and poor.

‘Now.’ He pushes the folder towards me and points to the open page. ‘Most of the activities so far have taken place in the library under your guidance. I’d like you to take a look at this list and rate each activity according to how successful you think it was.’ He peers across the table, clearly surprised by the horrified look on my face.

I’m tempted to tear out his carefully curated list and rip it in half. But that’s not my style and I know he means well. Still, I can’t help but choke out a slightly hysterical laugh. I prop my arms on the table, ignore the offending folder, and face Finbarr instead.

‘Finbarr, we’ve had an amazing week. We’ve had workshops and story times, poetry readings and book club meetings. The whole village, especially the library, is covered with crochet colour and there are hand-made decorations everywhere.’ I point to the autumn leaf garlands adorning the nearby shelves and pillars and to the window ledges filled with dried flowers and pumpkins and endless fake spiders.

‘And we haven’t even got to our Samhain’s Eve activities yet.’ I sigh. ‘Do you really think I’m going to check anything but excellent after our fun spooky spider workshop or our lantern-making afternoon? What exactly are you asking me to assess here? If the children laughed loudly enough while they were glueing on beady eyes? Or is it technical precision you’re after? Do I dock points if one of the pipe cleaner legs falls off before Halloween?’

I stop to draw breath as the bartender places a glass of red wine beside Finbarr’s list, and I grab it and take a good slug. I look across at Finbarr, pushing back into the upholstery, staring at me like he’s worried for my sanity. Then I notice Gertrude beside him, silently smiling, and my heart lifts a little. She and I may have different approaches to managing, but we’re equally proud and protective of the library we love, and of the people who do so much to make it special.

‘Gertrude and I will get together with the volunteers when the festival is over,’ I tell Finbarr, and I watch his shoulders drop, the tension ease from his face. ‘We’ll ask the volunteers and participants how they felt their activities went, if there’s anything they’d like to add or tweak for next time, and if they felt supported enough.’

I take another sip of wine and relax back on my bench. ‘We will evaluate, but we’ll be thinking about our performance as much as theirs, and how we can support and build the festival for the future.’

Finbarr leans forward and taps on the table, and I know he’s itching to interrupt just to hear his own voice. I shake my head firmly because I need to move this on. I told Sarah and Scott I’d have a drink with them after the meeting, and it should only take an hour.

‘I get where you’re coming from.’ I offer him my best reassuring smile. ‘But this is a community festival, and yes, there will be things we’ll want to improve on, but there’s no way I will ever rate anyone’s contribution as poor. So, let’s put this aside.’ I close his folder and ease it across the table. ‘Let’s focus on tomorrow and what we can do to make sure everyone has fun.’

We spend the next half hour working through tomorrow’s programme. Pat and I will judge the pumpkin sculptures, Finbarr and Gertrude will judge the stingy jacks. We’re just getting to the treasure trail, and I’m about to tell them about Flynn’s clues, when the side door swings open, and Moll twists her head around the door and scans her beady eyes across the room.

‘All clear,’ she calls over her shoulder, then trudges towards us with Barty close behind.

‘We want diplomatic immunity.’ She thumps a wizened fist on the table. It takes a moment for the request to sink in. I’m busy staring at her frail wrist and purple veins, wondering how this tiny woman managed to smash an enormous mound of pumpkins. But then I remember that was Barty, and I had a feeling, when we confronted them, that Moll wasn’t impressed with him, but she wasn’t about to take our side over his.

‘Since when are you a diplomat, Moll?’ Finbarr gets in first.

‘Immunity from what?’ I follow, ignoring the diplomat part. Moll is the least diplomatic person I’ve ever met. Although Barty might be worse.

‘Immunity, witness protection, whatever you call it.’ Moll sweeps the table with a scowl.

‘Witness protection?’ Audrey claps a hand over her mouth, struggling to keep a straight face. She flew straight over to our table as soon as Moll and Barty came in.

‘We’ll tell you who gave us the paint and the placards.’ Barty elbows Moll aside and leans in over Audrey to focus on me, and the whole table reels from the sour whiff of manure. ‘It was all his idea.’ He growls his at me as though I know exactly who he means.

Moll grabs his arm and hauls him back, and we all breathe. ‘But we’re not giving any names until you agree that we can come out tomorrow evening.’ She puckers her thin lips in a pout. ‘It’s not fair. We’ve been coming here every Friday since before you were born.’ She scowls at me. ‘And we were only following orders.’

Gertrude splutters her drink and Finbarr rolls his eyes. ‘For God’s sake, get on with it,’ he growls. ‘We have work to do.’

‘It was the Roche fella.’ She folds her arms tight and stares me down. ‘He said that young Yankee lad, the good-looking one . . . He said he was bullying Pat into giving him the shop so he could sell it on to the plastics crowd.’

‘For goodness’ sake,’ Gertrude snaps. ‘There is no plastics crowd.’

‘Right, well, I wasn’t sure about it.’ Moll sniffs. ‘He seems all right to me. The Yankee lad. And he’s very easy on the eye.’ She ignores my arched brows. ‘But he said we’d be doing you all a favour, especially Pat.’

‘And he made it worth our while,’ Barty blurts. ‘And he said he’d buy us pints tomorrow night. But now you won’t let us in.’ He glares at Finbarr, and then me.

I ignore Barty and fix my eyes on Moll. ‘Jamie,’ I say. ‘Jamie told you to do this, to vandalise Pat’s shop and smash up our pumpkins.’

Moll gulps. ‘Well, no, not exactly.’ She throws Barty a vexed side-eye. ‘He was cross about them pumpkins. They weren’t in the plan.’

Barty stares down at his mucky boots. ‘I might have got a bit carried away,’ he mutters. ‘Had all that paint left over . . . He only told us to do the side wall, as a warning like, and leave it at that.’

‘Oh, good for Jamie,’ I snarl. ‘Only one wall. How noble of him. And no pumpkins.’ Barty lifts his face and I glare at him. ‘But you couldn’t help yourself, could you?’

‘Go home, for God’s sake, the pair of you.’ Finbarr climbs out and ushers a grumbling Moll and Barty towards the door. ‘We’ll give you our decision in the morning.’ He pulls the door wide and waves them through. I turn to watch them go, and spot Sarah and Scott ordering drinks at the bar.

‘It’s time we were heading home too, before this rain gets heavier.’ Gertrude zips her padded coat, then glances towards the bar and gives Sarah a small wave. ‘You should stay and have a drink with your friends. Take your mind off things.’ She sighs. ‘I never warmed to that Roche boy, but I am shocked he would resort to this.’

‘I’ve a good mind to call over to his father and have a word.’ Finbarr pushes up the cuffs of his shirt sleeves as though he’s readying himself for a scuffle.

‘Finbarr, you do realise Jamie’s twenty-seven?’ And you’re not his school principal any more. I take a gulp of the second glass of wine Audrey evidently knew I needed and carry on. ‘There’s no point upsetting Seamus. He and Pat are friends and he’d be horrified if he knew.’ I shake my head. ‘Let everyone enjoy the festival and we’ll tackle Jamie afterwards.’

Gertrude nods her agreement. But Finbarr grunts crossly. ‘We will tackle him though. He’s not getting away with this.’

‘Yes, we will. Or at least, I will.’ I ignore Finbarr’s head jerk. I’m as close to Pat as Finbarr is, and Jamie needs to learn that I won’t tolerate his bad behaviour any more.
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‘Tough day?’ Scott asks as he drops onto the bench opposite me. I’ve moved across to the couch and Sarah’s still chatting to Audrey at the bar.

‘The day was great.’ I sigh. ‘But it went downhill about fifteen minutes ago.’

‘I presume you mean Moll and Barty. We saw them leaving as we were coming in.’ He leans forward, cradling his pint. I’m still nursing my half-full glass of Malbec. ‘Take no notice of that pair.’ He rolls his eyes. ‘They love to cause trouble.’

Take no notice. What does he mean, take no notice? Is Scott covering for Jamie again? ‘Do you know?’ I frown across at him. ‘Do you know it was Jamie?’

‘What was Jamie?’ Sarah stows her golf umbrella under the bench and nudges in beside Scott. She takes a sip of her gin and tonic. ‘What’s he done now?’

‘I’ve no idea.’ Scott shakes his head, bewildered. ‘I thought we were talking about Moll and Barty. He scratches his forehead. ‘What are we talking about, Gracie?’

‘It’s okay. Never mind.’ If he really doesn’t know, maybe it’s better to keep it that way, at least until after the weekend.

‘Yeah, never mind about Jamie.’ Sarah taps her fingers on the table, eyes bright. ‘What about Flynn? Will he be joining us or are you going to sneak off early to meet him?’

I stare at her blankly. ‘Flynn’s not back until tomorrow.’ And I’ve already told her that I’ve written him goodbye.

‘Nice try.’ She winks at me. ‘I saw him in the passenger seat of Pat’s truck about twenty minutes ago. They drove by our house as we were leaving and turned down for Hazel Cottage.’ She grins. ‘I guess he couldn’t stay away. But your secret’s safe with us. And we won’t be offended if you want to knock back that wine and dash off to your man.’

I sag back in my seat. ‘He’s not due back until tomorrow.’ And you know he’s not my man. But I am confused. How can she have seen him? Surely, Flynn would have texted to let me know he’d be back early. Unless Natalie asked him to keep his distance.

Sarah frowns. ‘Did he not call you, or text?’

‘No. Although, I’ve barely looked at my phone all day, it’s been so hectic.’ I pull it from my jacket pocket, and stare at the screen. ‘Oh, brilliant, it’s dead.’ I press my forehead into my palm. ‘I meant to charge it at lunchtime but I forgot.’

‘Well, there you go.’ Sarah grins. ‘There’ll be a dozen missed calls and messages.’ She waves her hand. ‘You go ahead. Go track him down.’

‘That’s okay. I’ll stay a bit longer.’ I take a gulp of wine and ignore Sarah’s puzzled stare. I’ve told her often enough about Natalie. She really should get it by now.

‘I might nip out to the back bar for a pint when I finish this.’ Scott takes another gulp of his Guinness.

‘You got a fancy woman back there?’ Sarah ruffles his hair.

‘Eh, no.’ Scott looks down at his half-empty glass, then at Sarah, before he turns to me. He clears his throat. ‘Jamie texted earlier, asked if I’d have a pint with him.’ He hesitates. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to tell me what it was you meant, Gracie? If it’s still Olivia you’re upset about, he honestly does feel terrible about the way that happened.’

I screw up my face in frustration. I don’t give a damn about Olivia but I’m tired of Scott making excuses for Jamie.

‘It has nothing to do with Olivia,’ I say, my voice tight. ‘Jamie told Moll and Barty that Flynn was bullying Pat into giving him the shop so he could sell it on to this make-believe plastics company.’

Scott’s jaw drops. ‘That’s crazy. I doubt Flynn has ever bullied anyone in his life.’ He goes quiet for a bit, then adds, ‘I’ve gotten to know him better these last few weeks at training. He’s a good guy.’

‘I know.’ I sigh, but I don’t say any more. There’s no point telling Scott that Jamie was the one who supplied the paint, paid hard cash to vandalise Pat’s shop. At least, not until the festival is over. It would ruin the Samhain session for him and Sarah, maybe for everyone, and besides, I’ve had more than enough drama for one night.

‘But how could Jamie know about Pat signing over to Flynn?’ Sarah clenches her fists, grits her teeth. ‘If he’s been snooping around my office, I’ll kill him.’

‘He wouldn’t.’ Scott gulps. ‘Would he?’

I shrug. ‘It could be just a guess, or maybe Pat told Seamus.’

‘Well, he can get the rest of his stuff out of our place tonight.’ Sarah sets her jaw, fixes her eyes on Scott. ‘No wonder he left that heap of crap on the kitchen table. What a great excuse to keep dropping back to snoop.’

‘Actually, that was Seamus.’ Scott shrugs. ‘I asked him last week at work if he had any old clippings or photos we could use for the team’s ten-year reunion. I knew he kept everything, and he had a look in Jamie’s old bedroom too.’ He rolls his eyes. ‘Of course, Jamie had every newspaper clipping that praised him, just like I knew he would.’

Sarah gives a derisive snort. ‘Yes, and if he knows you have them, it’ll be the perfect excuse to come back and have another snoop in my office.’

‘You’re right.’ Scott takes a swig of his pint and gives Sarah a peck on the cheek. ‘I’ll go get them now.’

‘Finish your drink first.’ She shakes her head with a smile. ‘Jamie can wait.’ She leans across the table. ‘And put him out of your head, Gracie. Don’t let him get to you. He’s not worth it.’

Scott’s eyes fill with concern. ‘But you’ve moved on too. You’re with Flynn now. Aren’t you?’

Aargh. I groan into my hands. I know he means well, and Sarah does too. But I’m so tired of them assuming Flynn wants to be with me when they really don’t have a clue.

‘No, I am not with Flynn. I am most definitely not with Flynn.’ This comes out way louder than I mean it to, but I don’t care. Maybe now they’ll listen. And actually hear what I’m trying to say.

‘Gracie,’ Sarah says slowly, like a warning, and I huff out a sigh in frustration.

‘Sarah,’ I say, equally slowly, as I glare down at the cardboard coaster I’m tearing in half. ‘I told you. I’m fine. Jamie can feck off to Australia with Olivia, and Flynn can feck off back to Cricket Falls to Natalie. I don’t need either of them. I’m perfectly happy on my own.’

I definitely mean it about Jamie, and I hope, if I tell myself often enough, I might eventually believe that about Flynn too. Probably not, but they do say fake it till you make it, and it’s at least worth a shot.

I lift my head to face Sarah and Scott and my blood runs cold in my veins. They’re sitting across from me, silent and slack-jawed. And Jamie’s directly behind them, looming over Scott’s shoulder with a smug look on his face. He must have some dark magic thing going on. Every time I mention his name he appears out of nowhere before I’ve barely had time to blink. He straightens and smirks at me, and, of course, puffs out his chest.

I jump out of my seat, fists curled at my hips. ‘I need to talk to you. Outside.’ I jerk my thumb over my shoulder towards the side door. I’m so cross with Jamie, but I don’t want an audience, and there’s no point spoiling everyone else’s weekend.

‘Sure.’ He arches his brows. ‘My pleasure.’

I’m about to ask what the hell is wrong with him when I realise that Scott and Sarah aren’t looking at Jamie. Or me. They’re still slack-faced, staring at something, or someone, over my shoulder. I twist around to see what the matter is.

My breath catches in my chest and I feel like I’m frozen in time. Flynn’s leaning in the doorway, brow furrowed, hand tugging at his dripping wet hair. He looks soaked to the skin. Oh God. How long has he been standing there? How much has he heard?

‘Flynn.’ My throat’s thick, my head’s reeling. And I can’t think of a single right word to say. I just stand and stare.

But Jamie has no trouble finding his voice. ‘Did you not hear what Gracie said?’ he bellows at Flynn. ‘Piss off back to the States and leave her alone like she asked you to.’

Flynn doesn’t seem to hear him. He stands staring at me, still tugging his hair, and shaking his head, barely, but I catch it. He looks even more stunned than I am.

The only person that seems to have any clue what to say or do is Scott. He leaps over the back of the timber bench and plants himself in front of Jamie.

‘Out!’ he yells, and Jamie flinches in shock. It’s probably the first time Scott has ever yelled at him. It might be the first time Scott has yelled at anyone. He places his palm on Jamie’s chest and pushes, and Jamie blinks in disbelief and inches back.

‘Get out into the back bar and stay there,’ Scott says, his voice quieter now but his tone deadly serious. Jamie flicks his eyes to Flynn and clenches his jaw, but then he turns and storms out through the arch.

‘Flynn,’ I say again, willing him to come closer, to say something, anything.

He lowers his head, shakes it ever so slightly, and then looks up, straight at me. ‘So, it really was just a shag.’

My stomach sinks, my mind races. What can I say? No. I’m in love with you, but you can’t have it both ways. I can’t tell him that. That’s not going to help fix things with Natalie. That’s not going to help me let him go.

‘It was . . . fun.’ I try to sound carefree, but the words catch in my throat.

‘And you don’t even want me as a friend?’ He grips the doorframe for support. ‘Sorry, no, that’s not how you put it in your letter.’ He swallows. ‘You don’t need me as a friend. You don’t need me for anything.’

His face twists in pain, and the urge to fling myself forward hits like a tidal wave. I want to throw my arms around him, cry out that I didn’t mean a word of it, it was all a pack of lies, he’s everything I need.

But I can’t. I have to stay strong. Because I don’t think I’m the one he needs and I can’t let him lose that again. I promised myself I’d be tough enough for both of us. So, I hold myself still, hold everything in, and watch him turn and walk out the door.

‘What are you waiting for?’ Sarah cries. ‘Go after him. Now.’

‘I can’t.’

Can I? My mind reels in confusion. I have no idea what to say or do. What can I say that will make either of us feel better? But seeing Flynn hurting like that, knowing I caused it, makes me feel violently ill. I have to do something, find some way to explain.

‘You have to,’ Sarah says as if she’s reading my thoughts.

I nod sombrely and pull on my rain jacket as Sarah turns back to Scott.

‘I’m so proud of you.’ She presses a quick kiss to his lips. ‘But please, go and get Jamie’s stuff now. I know he’s your cousin, but I don’t want a single scrap of paper belonging to him in our house.’

She stares up at me, still rooted to the spot. ‘You too, Gracie. What are you waiting for? Go!’
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‘Flynn,’ I call into the emptiness. The sky is pitch-black and starless, but the Corner Bar window behind me, and the twinkling festival lights, cast a hazy yellow glow through the softening rain. I pull up my hood and cross the deserted main road, straining to catch a glimpse of Flynn on the way down to Hazel Cottage. But all I see is darkness, along the road, and around the cottage. He hasn’t even switched on the single outside light.

‘Flynn,’ I call again, as I trudge the grassy verge, feeling my way. And again, there’s no answer and I wonder if I should leave him alone. Those words that he heard were so much harsher than anything I would have chosen to say to him. It was myself I was trying to convince. But I can’t take them back. He was right when he said that I need to toughen up.

And I have. I managed two years in London, and I learned I was far lonelier in a relationship that was wrong for me than I ever could be on my own. I wasn’t pretending when I told Scott and Sarah I’d be fine. I meant it. I will be.

I’m almost at Hazel Cottage and I stop to take a breath and try to decide. I picture Flynn’s face as he stood in the Corner Bar doorway, the hurt in his eyes, clear proof of how much he still cares. But if I follow him now, if I knock on his door, I’ll be asking him to choose again. Between his future with Natalie and his friendship with me. I dig my heel deep into the mucky grass, say a silent prayer to the universe for strength, and turn back towards the road and away from the cottage, and Flynn and me.

‘So that’s it, then?’ I hear his voice on the bitter night breeze. He sounds bone-tired and raw. ‘You don’t even care enough to talk any more?’

A dim light reaches into the darkness and I turn, walk the few steps to the gate, then I stop. Flynn’s arm is stretched out towards me, the torch on his phone lighting my way.

‘My phone died,’ I say, as if this explains anything.

He lowers his hand to his side until I can barely make out his face, the only light fading down to the gravel pathway between us. ‘Okay,’ he says, almost in a whisper. ‘I wondered if you were choosing silence as your answer. Again.’

I reel back. Again? What’s that supposed to mean?

‘That’s not fair,’ I cry out. But I sound like a petulant child, so I breathe deep, try to calm my racing pulse. ‘I wrote to you,’ I say, slow and steady now. ‘I’m here.’

‘Because I called you back.’ I hear the hurt in his voice. ‘But why is it always up to me, Gracie? Why do I always have to be the one who puts my heart on the line?’

That’s crazy. Flynn has never put his heart on the line. At least, not for me. And I’ve never asked him to. He reaches inside the half-open door and switches on the outside light. And I blink against the glare, then I straighten my shoulders and tip up my chin.

‘You don’t, Flynn. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’m letting you go.’

He sags against the doorframe. ‘So, our promise meant nothing.’ His mouth twists as he repeats what he said in the Corner Bar. ‘You just decide all of a sudden that you don’t need me any more, not even as your friend.’

I lean my hands on the low wooden gate and summon all my strength. ‘That was ten years ago, Flynn.’ I look up and face him again. ‘Best friends. Always. I should never have asked that of you. I don’t need you to keep that promise. It’s holding you back. It’s holding us both back.’

‘You don’t mean that, Gracie. You’re just scared.’ He takes a step forward and his face softens. ‘And you don’t need to be. I’m here, if you want me.’

I grip the top of the gate and shake my head firmly. ‘No, I’m not. I’m not scared. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I don’t need you to stay. I don’t want to get in the way of you having a real relationship. I messed that up for you before and I won’t let that happen again.’

‘A real relationship?’ Flynn steps back and stares at me, like he’s seeing me for the first time, and he can hardly bear to take me in. ‘Like you and Jamie, you mean. Fuck. I really thought this time you’d ask me to stay.’

He drags his hand through his hair again, tugging harder than ever now. ‘It’s not your fault. You told me straight in your letter. I should have believed you when you said that I was, what . . . some unresolved issue you needed to get out of your system.’ His words scrape through my raw, shredded heart.

He holds my gaze and goes on, ‘I should have believed you the first time when you gave me that pen. What was it you said?’ His eyes drop to the pathway between us, then he whispers, ‘Write to me sometime . . . Yeah, thanks.’

He pushes the door with his foot and turns to go inside, then he stops, spins around, and pins me with those sad, beautiful eyes. ‘I understand if you don’t want me to stay.’ He clenches his jaw tight. ‘But, please, don’t let anyone else tell you what you need. Wait for the love you deserve, Gracie. That’s all I want for you. That’s all I ask.’

He pulls the door shut behind him, and I stand and stare at the space where he stood. I’m cold and I’m shaking. I’m hurt and confused. And inside I’m howling, I would have waited forever if you wanted me. But you’re the one who left.

How can he say that I left it up to him? That I’m the one who should ask him to stay. And why is he still talking about Jamie? You’re the one who matters, Flynn. I’m trying to do what’s right for you. I’m trying to be your friend. The words burn in my chest, and claw their way up my throat, but they barely fall out as a whisper. And I’m sorry if I hurt you. But you’re the one who left, Flynn. You’re the one who left.

I stop at the junction of the Corner Bar and the narrow road that leads to Mam’s house, and I see Scott walking towards me carrying a clear plastic box.

‘Gracie? Is that you?’

I pull down my hood and lift my hand in a half-hearted wave.

‘Sorry,’ he says as he reaches me. ‘Of course it’s you.’ Who else wears a bright yellow rain jacket is what he means, but he doesn’t say that. He smiles kindly and adds, ‘Did you catch Flynn?’

I nod but I don’t elaborate, and Scott tilts his head. ‘You’ll work it out.’

I shrug. I know he means well but I don’t want to talk any more. I only want to get home and crawl under my cosy patchwork quilt, the one Mam and I made together the year after Dad died, the one Flynn and I used to curl up under all the time.

Mam’s gone to Dublin to pick Cal up from the airport, and they’re staying in the city overnight, so the house will be empty, and that’s exactly what I need. Time to process all these thoughts and feelings battering my head and my heart like the cruellest October storm. But Scott stands beneath the streetlight, waiting for more. I can’t tell him to get lost and leave me alone, but I can give him a subtle hint. I pull up my hood to make it clear I’m not going back inside.

‘Those are Jamie’s, I suppose. Shouldn’t you go on in and give them back to him?’ I point at the small plastic box, filled with what looks like old photos and scraps of newspaper, and at the top of the pile, an envelope that looks like it might once have been white, but is now wrinkled and yellowing and curled at the corners, faded and unloved, like it’s been buried under old junk for way too many years.

‘You’re not coming in?’ He does the head tilt again, and I shake my head slowly.

‘No. I’m not.’

‘Okay, mind yourself, we’ll see you tomorrow evening.’ He goes to turn for the door but then he steps back and says, ‘Hey, I almost forgot. I found this in with Jamie’s old clippings.’ He plucks the worn envelope from the box and hands it to me. ‘It has your name on it, so I didn’t open it. Probably some old photos from back in the day.’

‘Oh,’ I say, and I take it from his outstretched hand. It doesn’t look familiar. I’m about to turn it over and check for my name when the main door opens and Jamie steps out.

‘There you are. I was going to send out a search party.’ He scowls at Scott. ‘I hope you’ve calmed down, cuz. You were bang out of order taking that loser’s side.’

Scott grits his teeth and drops the plastic box on the ground in front of Jamie. ‘These are yours. Now take them and go home. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’

Jamie rolls his eyes and goes to reach for the box, but he jerks up again and his eyes light on me, still clutching the worn yellow envelope to my chest.

‘What the fuck?’ He gapes at me. ‘Where did you get that? I threw that away years ago.’

He reaches to snatch it from my hand, but Scott grabs his arm. There was a time he could have shaken Scott off easily, but Jamie spent most of the last two years behind a desk, or out in fancy bars drinking cocktails, and as far as I know the only exercise he got was screwing Olivia, whereas Scott works out every day, and he’s captain of the senior team now, so he’s gotten a lot more used to taking charge.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Scott plants himself between Jamie and me, and I take another step back.

‘That letter. That’s mine.’

‘It has Gracie’s name on it.’

Jamie’s face twists. ‘I wrote it years ago. I don’t want her to have it any more. I thought I threw it out.’ He leans to the side, trying to see me over Scott’s shoulder. ‘Give it back, Gracie, please. It won’t do any good reading it now. It’s over and done.’

I shake my head in disbelief. ‘There’s no way you ever wrote me a letter. You never even wrote me a note.’ I lift the envelope, turn it over, and stare at the faded blue lettering:

Gracie.

‘This isn’t your handwriting.’ I look up at Jamie, and then back down at my name, and I can barely breathe. I know that hand as if it were my own. I sink back and lean against the window ledge because I don’t think my legs will hold me up. ‘It’s Flynn’s.’

Jamie edges around Scott but he keeps his distance as he presses his hands to the side of his head and groans. ‘I’m sorry, Gracie, but you have to understand, I was crazy about you.’ He leans forward but Scott stretches out his arm, shakes his head as a warning, and Jamie straightens again.

‘I could have had any girl in the school, you know.’ His face pinches. ‘But you wouldn’t look at anyone else when he was around. And he’s a loser. He’s not good enough for you.’ He blows out a harsh breath. ‘But you just couldn’t let him go.’ His voice goes flat. ‘You still can’t. Can you?’

‘That’s enough.’ Scott lays a warning hand on Jamie’s arm. ‘Go home. Now.’

Jamie grabs the box from the ground, then he turns back around and his eyes sear into mine. ‘You know he doesn’t love you, Gracie.’ The words tear through my heart like a blade. ‘He would have come back for you if he did.’

I don’t even see Jamie leave. I stare at the ground, and I feel like I’m staring into a deep, black hole and the darkness feels almost welcome. Then Scott’s arm is at my back, and I hear Sarah’s voice, ‘C’mon, honey, let’s get you home.’
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I wake the next morning, groggy and disorientated, and I stretch my arm above my head and scramble for my phone. It’s always on my locker or beside me on my pillow when I wake. But it’s not there, and I can’t see it on the floor when I lean over the side of my bed. I shrug off my quilt, rub the sleep from my eyes, and then I stare down and realise I’m wearing Flynn’s old shirt, the one Sarah flung at me as we left Hazel Cottage.

I bury my nose in the crook of my arm and my senses fill with his warm earthy smell, and I feel his breath on my face, his skin on my skin, his soft, easy smile, and the way he looked at me that night when he told me he’d waited ten years . . . like he loved me, really loved me. And all the memories from last night flood my mind. Flynn in the Corner Bar, then standing in the cottage doorway, the hurt in his eyes when I told him he was holding us back, and the pain in his voice when he said those last words, wait for the love you deserve, Gracie . . . that’s all I ask.

Oh God, what have I done? My head keeps telling me to let go, to listen to the words I heard him say about Natalie, about telling her the truth, and how he won’t risk losing her again. But my heart is lost to those beautiful blue eyes, and the feeling that if I walk this earth for another thousand years, I could never love anyone the way I love Flynn, and he could never love anyone the way he loves me.

I curl my arms around my chest and sink down on my bed, and I feel something chafe against my thigh. I look down and see the worn yellow envelope – the same one I fell asleep holding last night. I thought about opening it, but I felt so bruised and so broken and so utterly exhausted. I knew as soon as I saw the faded blue letters spelling out my name that this was Flynn’s goodbye, the one I hoped he would write all those years ago.

And part of me wanted to open it and read and re-read deep into the early hours, to make up for all those nights when I thought it was still unwritten. But I had already spent every last ounce of strength trying to let him go for the last time, and I didn’t feel ready to deal with the first time he wrote me goodbye.

I breathe out slow and slide the envelope from beneath my bare thigh. It feels warm and soft between my fingers, the tattered edges torn open at one side. I pull out a single faded sheet, with that familiar blue handwriting front and back, and the date etched across the top right corner, 21 September, the same day Sarah asked Flynn to take me to the ball, the same day he laughed, and the same day I found out he’d be leaving.

Dear Gracie,

I’m sorry about this morning, about what happened with Sarah. I guess she’s told you by now. I searched for you everywhere, and I understand if you’re mad at me, but I need to explain.

Maybe it’s meant to be this way. You know I find it easier to write than to say stuff out loud. I want to be brave but I’m not sure how you feel and I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, so I’m going to write it all down in a letter (no surprise there) and leave it in our usual place, and when you read this, you can take all the time you need to decide, and hopefully, come and find me. I’ll be waiting.

I feel such an idiot, but I promise I wasn’t laughing at what Sarah said, and the last person in the world I would ever laugh at is you. This may sound crazy, but when Sarah suggested I take you to the ball, I laughed because it felt like the biggest kick in the guts.

I know it was her idea, not yours, and maybe you wouldn’t want me to ask you. But I want to. So bad. That’s the reason I laughed, because it I couldn’t believe how fucked up my timing is. What a joke. Because my parents announced this morning that we’re moving back to Cricket Falls, and all I can think about is how I can’t bear to leave you, and how I wish I’d told you sooner how I feel.

I’ve wanted to for ages. I came close yesterday by the lake. You looked so pretty, and I wanted more than anything to kiss you. I hope that doesn’t freak you out. We’ve been friends for so long, and I don’t know if you’ve ever thought of me like that, but lately I’ve been starting to feel that maybe, just maybe, you might. But you seemed so sad, and I didn’t want to risk making things worse in case I’d got it all wrong.

If my parents have their way, I’ll be gone in a week. But I don’t want to leave you. You’re my best friend in the world, and if that’s all we can be, I want you to know I’ll be okay with that, and I’ll still be your friend. Always. But I need to tell you that I’ve fallen in love with you. I think I’ve been in love with you since the first day you smiled and said hello. And if you want me to stay, I’ll find a way. Please, Gracie, ask me to stay.

Yours always, Flynn, xxx

I stare at the page in my hands, and I remember the day I called to his door like it was yesterday. Flynn’s parents owned a huge mock-Georgian, about a half mile down the road from Mam’s house, and I walked all the way in the rain, clutching the silver Parker I’d bought as a leaving gift. I was hurt and confused by his silence, but there was no way I could let him go without saying goodbye, without asking him to keep in touch.

That’s all I said after I hugged him. I handed him the box, wrapped in pale green paper with tiny white daisies, and tied with a thin yellow ribbon, and said, Goodbye, Flynn. Write to me sometime. Like he was some guy I passed on the school corridors, maybe shared a few friendly words with after school, and who I thought it might be nice to keep in touch with, in case I needed somewhere to stay if I ever visited New York State.

And I felt so proud of myself for forgiving him, for being strong enough to keep our promise, even though things did change after all, even though he left and broke my heart. But I was wrong, I was so very wrong. Flynn was the strong one. He was the one brave enough to give me his heart. Or at least try to. And I was the one who broke his.

I climb out of bed, run to the bathroom, and brush my teeth while I pee. Then I pull on jeans and a hoodie, grab my runners from the floor, and race barefoot down the stairs. I see my rain jacket bunched in a heap by the door, and I get a flash of Sarah leaning into the hallway, saying, Try to get some sleep, honey, and then, Don’t forget to charge your phone, before she pulled the door closed. Shit.

I bend down and pull my phone from my pocket, and of course, it’s still dead. And I have absolutely no idea what time it is. All I know is I need to find Flynn as soon as possible. I need to tell him that I never got his letter. I pull on my runners and dash down the hall to the kitchen, and I see my charger on the counter, by the kettle, where I left it.

I plug my phone in, grab my keys and jacket from the hall, and race out the door and down the street. I make it as far as the junction when I barge into a buttoned black peacoat that smells of tobacco and spice and betrayal, and I jolt back like I’ve been given an electric shock.

‘You!’ My heart thuds in my chest. ‘You bastard.’

Jamie tugs at the collar of his coat as the colour drains from his face. ‘He would have left anyway.’ His tone is ice-cold. ‘You know he would, Gracie. He would have left, even if you had asked him to stay.’

I gulp as his words confirm what I already knew. ‘You read my letter.’ I glare up at him. ‘You stole Flynn’s letter, and then you read what he wrote to me.’

I flinch from the hand he reaches out. ‘He would have stayed,’ I say fiercely, and my eyes prick with tears I refuse to shed in front of Jamie. ‘And if he couldn’t, I would have waited. And you knew that.’

My chest burns as it hits me how much Jamie took from me, the bond that he very nearly broke, and all the days, months, and years that Flynn and I missed out on. All the choices I never got to make.

I turn away from Jamie and press the button on the crossing. The light turns green and I sprint across the road without looking back. Because I don’t want to waste another minute on this man who never cared how I felt or what I wanted. It was always only ever about him.

I’m gasping for air when I reach Hazel Cottage, and I lean against the door and pound the timber grooves until it’s clear Flynn’s not going to answer, or maybe he’s already gone. Then I remember I still have a key.

‘Flynn,’ I call up the stairs. But there’s no answer. I feel a bit weird as I climb towards the landing, invading his space. What if he’s been up there all along, waiting for me to give up and leave. But I know that’s not Flynn. He’d never hide from me. I’m the one who’s been hiding, from him, and from me.

The door to the bedroom is ajar and I knock and ease it gently open. The window is open slightly too and the voile curtains swish in the breeze. But there’s no other movement, no other sound. My stomach sinks at the thought that he’s already left. Packed his bags and gone home to Natalie and Cricket Falls. Then I see his backpack in the corner, his clothes folded in the wardrobe, and a page with my handwriting, resting on the bed. And I know in my heart he won’t leave again without saying a proper goodbye.

I stand in the doorway, willing myself to move, and the breeze rustles the crumpled paper and sweeps it to the floor at my feet. I bend down and pick up the letter I wrote Flynn two years ago, before I left for London with Jamie.

My eyes land on the line across the top. It’s over! And this time it’s for good! As if those exclamation marks would convince me, and Jamie, and Flynn that this time I meant it and I wouldn’t let Jamie persuade me again to revolve my life around his.

My gaze drops to the bottom of the page and the last lines I wrote. I miss you so much, Flynn. I feel like part of me is missing when you’re not here. Always, Gracie, xx

And he got on a plane. As soon as he got my letter, he dropped everything and got on a plane. And yes, I’ve been telling myself he was upset about Natalie and needed someone to talk to, but I don’t know that for sure, because I never really asked. Not properly. Because I haven’t wanted to hear him say the words out loud, I’m sorry, Gracie, I do really care about you, but she’s the one I love, she’s the one I choose.

Then I think about Jamie and how angry I am that he stole my chance to choose. How he convinced me he knew what I needed, and what I needed was him. And I realise I’m doing the same now with Flynn. Because how can he decide who it is he wants to be with, when I keep pushing him back to Natalie because I’m not brave enough to tell him how I feel?

I think it’s time for a whole new plan.
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I’m still working out my next move when I get back to Mam’s. I promised to make a real Irish lunch for her and Cal, but I didn’t have time to rustle up Irish stew, so I made a detour to the Corner Bar and Audrey came to my rescue with home-made potato and leek soup and brown soda bread.

‘Oooh, that smells delicious.’ Mam grabs one of the paper bags slipping from my arms.

I hear a loud appreciative groan and turn to see Cal in the doorway, eyeing up the soda cake Mam’s just unwrapped like he could devour the lot in one hungry bite. ‘Och, you’re right. That does smell good.’ His crinkly eyes twinkle.

‘Hi, Cal, lovely to meet you.’

He crosses the kitchen to shake my hand, and I smile as brightly as I can to make him feel welcome.

‘The soup should still be hot, Audrey lent me a flask.’ I lift out the stainless steel thermos as Mam scoops bowls from the open shelf behind her. Half an hour later, we’re laughing and chatting like we’ve known each other for years. And Mam reaches over and squeezes Cal’s hand at the same time as she gives me a grateful smile.

It’s the first time I’ve heard her laugh so loud since Dad died, and it lifts my spirits, because she deserves to be happy. And so do I. My mind drifts back to my new plan when my phone pings from the countertop.

‘Sorry, do you mind if I get that?’ I hop up from my chair.

‘Not at all. Go ahead.’ Mam smiles. ‘And don’t worry about us. We’ll potter around the village and catch up with you later.’

‘But I promised I’d help you show Cal around.’ I wince an apology as my phone pings again as I pick it up.

‘I’m big enough and hairy enough to find my own way.’ Cal beams at me. ‘You go do your thing. And thank you for this. Best lunch I’ve had in years.’ He rubs his rounded middle and laughs. ‘And as you can see, I’m a man who likes his food.’

‘Thanks. But make sure you come to the shop yard for three. Pat and I are judging the pumpkin sculptures, and there’ll be hot chocolate, and spiced lattes, and . . .’ I stare down as I see Flynn’s name fill the notifications on my screen.

‘Go, Gracie, honestly.’ Mam waves me on with a smile. ‘We’ll clear up here.’

Cal gathers our empty bowls and sets them on the counter by the sink, and I take them at their word and sprint to my bedroom clutching my fully charged phone.

Hi Gracie, I think I might have missed you earlier.

I flop down on my patchwork quilt and tap to read the rest of Flynn’s last message.

I went for a run to clear my head and I caught that sweet summer smell when I got back, or maybe I just felt you there, I’m not sure. Anyway, I know you have a lot on today and I don’t want to get in the way, but I need to see you later, when you have more time. I’m sorry how we left things last night. I was hurt and I needed time to process. But we need to talk. Really talk. And I want to hear everything, even if it’s not what I’m hoping for. Because no matter what happens, no matter what changes, you’re still my best friend, and I hope I’ll always be yours, Flynn, xx

I sink back onto my pillows and scroll through more messages, mostly festival-related. But I don’t read more than the first line of any, because if I start, I’ll be here until midnight, and my new plan for tonight, for what I need to do, is forming in my mind. I have people to contact, props to make, and a costume to put together.

But first I send a message back to Flynn.

Yes, that was me, I called earlier, and you’re right, I am crazy busy, but I promise I’ll find you tonight. There are things I need to say too. And Flynn, I understand things may need to change and I promise I’m okay with that. But no matter what happens, where you are, who you’re with, I’ll still be your best friend too, in my heart. Always, Gracie, xx

Ella’s at the desk finishing a sandwich when I reach the library to print out my posters.

I’m about to ask her why she didn’t have lunch in the staffroom when Conal strolls down the stairs, and she swivels her chair to face the wall and stares at her phone.

I wish I had time to dig deeper, especially as I’ve caught Ella checking him out when she thinks nobody’s watching. But I know she won’t tell me what the issue is – she’s painfully private – and today is Conal’s last day temping with us, so they’re not likely to be working together again. It’s probably just as well.

‘Sorry I’m late, whew,’ I puff when I reach the shop yard at almost five to three, after dropping home my posters.

‘There’s no rush.’ Pat shrugs. ‘The teams are adding the final touches, and the crowd are busy placing bets on who’s going to win soppiest sculpture.’

‘Not soppiest.’ I chuckle. ‘Most romantic. Make sure you don’t say soppiest when you’re calling out the winner.’

He laughs. And then winks. Oh well, I tried.

Pat opened the shed at nine this morning for the teams to assemble and get working on their sculptures for the day. Our theme is Pumpkin Love, so all the sculptures have to reflect a love story from a favourite book or movie or local folklore. But the love can be romantic or friendship or family inspired.

There are five teams and we have awards for scariest, funniest, most Celtic inspired, most local themed, and of course, most romantic. So basically, everyone gets a prize. Finbarr wasn’t impressed. But the pumpkin sculpture concept was my idea, so I held my ground.

‘Audrey’s giving out free pumpkin spiced lattes, hot chocolate, and treats. That’ll keep them quiet.’ Pat grins.

‘Are you kidding?’ I laugh. ‘Since when has getting hyped up on sugar ever kept anyone quiet?’

A while later, after lots of laughs and mayhem, we’ve handed out certificates and awarded our prizes. The best local-inspired sculpture went to a faithful version of Barty and Moll, made with timber stakes and pumpkin heads, complete with wellington boots, a mucky black sack for Barty, and a giant plastic placard for Moll.

They were chuffed as I made sure to announce that as the ‘local heroes’ prize. Finbarr almost choked on his hot chocolate, but I have a job for them tonight and I need them onside.

And my favourite, the most romantic, went to a grumpy/sunshine-themed pumpkin couple, with a smiley orange pumpkin wearing a bright yellow raincoat, and a highly polished buff pumpkin, with crossed arms and a tie. Yeah, Jamie’s mother was on that team. Not my favourite book boyfriend type. But there’s always next year.

‘What are you wearing later?’ Mam asks as we stroll back to the house together. Aisha spent all week begging her to go as Erin from Derry Girls and she finally gave in. She pushes open our gate and Cal and I follow her through.

‘I’m not sure yet,’ I say. I was thinking Twilight. Flynn’s plaid shirt over a T-shirt and jeans. But Bella downbeat and brooding doesn’t suit my latest plan. Then I get a flash of inspiration as we walk into the kitchen.

‘Actually, Mam, do you still have that black leather jacket you used to wear?’

‘I think it’s in the back of my wardrobe. I haven’t worn it in years.’

‘Could I borrow it?’

‘Of course.’ She drops her keys on the counter. ‘I’ll go have a look for it now.’ She frowns. ‘You know it’s fitted? I’m not sure it’ll work if you’re doing Derry Girls too.’

‘I’m thinking more Washington State Girl. Forks, to be precise.’

‘Ah, brooding Bella’s hometown.’ She cocks her head to one side and scans me up and down. ‘Hmm, blond waves, cute dimples, twinkly green eyes. You might have a of bit work getting into character, Gracie,’ she teases.

‘I’m going with a different take.’ I smile as I wave her out into the hallway. ‘Bella’s final battle. So, the leather jacket will be perfect.’

I gather what I need and lay everything on my bed. I’ve got Mam’s leather jacket and heeled boots, and my black skinny jeans and black top. And my brown Bella wig that I rescued from the attic. My bedroom floor is littered with cardboard sheets, craft scissors, and multicoloured markers. And Moll and Barty’s placards that I plan to redesign.

I’m still deciding what to tackle first when my phone pings, and I stare at the stream of photos Olena uploaded to our festival chat. Flynn features in almost every shot. Sitting smiling on a bench. Crouched on his hunkers, patiently explaining something to a huddle of small boys. Then leading a merry band of followers down a path behind the picnic area as he points to a cedar tree, no doubt passing on one of Pat’s treasured tales.

And the thing that strikes me more than anything is how happy he looks, like he’s exactly where he wants to be, right where he belongs. And any trace of doubt, any trace of guilt about my new plan, ebbs from my mind. I’m doing this for him as much as me.

‘Do you have anywhere I can stash these?’ I give Audrey a hopeful smile.

I spent the evening on my bedroom floor, making signs and placards for my Samhain session theme. Then I roped Sarah in to help carry those and my posters over to the Corner Bar. In fairness, I did call ahead to warn Audrey, and she doesn’t look like she minds.

‘Follow me, ladies.’ She waves us to the wall by the arch that leads to the back bar then she lifts the seat of a long mahogany bench. ‘There should be room in here. I use it to store the beer garden cushions, but I have new storage outside so this is empty now.’

‘It’s perfect, thanks.’ I drop in my refurbished placards and most of my signs.

‘You certainly made enough.’ Sarah grins. ‘One for everybody in the village?’

‘Pretty much. But maybe I should wait for later to put the posters up.’

‘If you’re worried about Flynn popping in, he was here not long ago with Pat,’ Audrey says. ‘Said he was off to catch a few hours’ sleep. The poor lad looked exhausted.’

Sarah’s eyes flick to mine and my stomach sinks. I told her everything that happened after I left the pub. We both know if he didn’t sleep last night, that’s my fault.

‘Maybe someone should wake him later, before the session.’ Sarah gives me a concerned look, and I know exactly how she feels. Flynn could have booked a flight to Cricket Falls tomorrow morning. Or tonight. My heart crashes to the floor. All the plans I’ve made will come to nothing if Flynn leaves before we talk.

‘I should go and wake him.’ My words come out in a panicked rush. ‘Talk to him now.’

‘No!’ Sarah gasps. ‘You have to stick to the plan. It’ll be way more fun.’

Fun for her, definitely. Possible humiliation and heartbreak for me, though. Maybe a chat now, in private, would be best.

‘I told you the poor lad looked shattered.’ Audrey gives me a disapproving frown. ‘Pat said he hasn’t slept since Wednesday night.’ She folds her arms and stares me down. ‘You have to let him sleep.’

But what if . . . what if . . .’

Then I realise I’m doing it again, and I tell myself to stop. Stop worrying that I might mess things up. Or that I already have. Stop believing I can’t cope if that happens. And focus on what I can do. On what I want to do. Then go and make it happen. Or at least, try my very best.

‘What about Flynn?’ Sarah asks as she follows me out into the street. ‘Do you want me to throw a few stones up at his window? Maybe around nine?’ She gives me a meaningful look as she adds, ‘To give him time to change into his costume before he comes to the bar.’

‘I doubt he’s had time to think about a costume.’ I bite off a strip of tape, arrange it along the edges of my poster, and press it onto the glass. Then I pass some to Sarah.

‘I wouldn’t be so sure he doesn’t have a costume planned,’ Sarah says as she tapes her poster to the glass. ‘Scott was in Abbeyville at lunchtime, picking up his costume. And he bumped into Flynn and Pat on their way into the party shop as he was leaving.’

‘Really?’ I squint at her. Then I shrug it off. ‘They were probably picking up a costume for Pat. I doubt there’s much left at this stage, unless they pre-booked.’

And I don’t think Flynn had a costume in mind before he left for Cricket Falls. I asked him if he had, and he spun out a range of crazy options like a Chappell Roan cheerleader, a Paul Mescal gladiator, and a sexy gardener complete with straw hat, dungarees, and bare, fake-tanned chest. None of which I took seriously, and I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if he turns up in flannel shirt and jeans, claiming he’s a young Luke from Gilmore Girls, if anybody asks.

‘Well, there was one costume left that Scott thought Flynn might go for.’ Sarah grins. ‘I think you forcing him to watch Twilight might have given him a clue.’

‘Who? Flynn? We haven’t watched that in years.’

‘I meant Scott. But I’m sure Flynn remembers you’re a fan. I bet you made him watch that movie countless times back then.’

I smile, because Sarah’s absolutely right.

‘Edward or Jacob?’ I ask with bated breath. Because I don’t want to friend-zone Flynn any more. And I’ve never fantasised about a werewolf. But a certain dreamy vampire, well . . . I close my eyes, feel Flynn’s teeth lightly graze my neck, and I shiver.

‘Edward, of course.’ Sarah smirks.

‘You look fab,’ I say when I arrive at the Corner Bar and spot Gertrude at the bar. ‘Terrifying, but fabulous all the same.’ She hands me a glass of Audrey’s blood-red punch. Gertrude has gone all out as an Irish Banshee in a silver-grey dress and matching wig.

‘And not a headless horseman in sight,’ I add, as I spot Finbarr over by the arch in a collared black cape with shiny red lining.

Gertrude rolls her heavily kohled eyes. ‘That was long past its sell-by date, and besides, he looks far more attractive as Dracula.’ She eyes Finbarr appreciatively. ‘Definitely a ten, don’t you think?’

I gulp back my punch. I’ve shared lots of opinions about my former school principal but his hotness rating has never come up. Until now. ‘Em, very . . . convincing . . . Great teeth.’

‘Looks like we’re the first to arrive,’ Finbarr says as he joins us. ‘That’s not like you, Gracie.’ He bares his pointed fangs, and Gertrude gives a little shiver.

‘It’s a big night,’ I say as I try to block out Gertrude’s Dracula kink and stay focused. ‘I want to make sure everything goes to plan.’

I haven’t shared the true motivation with anyone, apart from Sarah and Scott. As far as everyone else is concerned, my efforts are centred on the best interests of our village.

I lead them over to the bench by the arch and pull out two large cardboard sheets with green lettering. ‘These are yours, tuck them under your table until I give the sign.’ I pass them to Gertrude with a grateful smile.

She grabs a green marker. ‘I might embellish mine.’

‘Go for it,’ I say, because I know she’s on my side now.

‘And who are you supposed to be, Gracie?’ Finbarr frowns.

‘It’s obvious, dear.’ Gertrude tuts. ‘She’s Bella Swan, when she gets a bit more gumption.’

‘Right, right,’ he mutters, clearly no wiser.

But I smile because I’m glad Gertrude gets it.

Then I spot Pat coming through the door with Moll and Barty in tow, and I wave him over. He’s wearing a shaggy grey wolf costume, with the scary-looking head tucked under his arm.

‘Have you seen Flynn?’ I look anxiously over his shoulder. ‘I heard he went home for a nap, and you know what he’s like.’

‘Don’t worry, he’ll be here soon,’ Pat says softly. ‘He texted a few minutes ago. He’s going to take a shower and then he just has to fix something with his costume.’

‘Flynn has a costume?’

‘Of course he does.’ Pat’s eyes twinkle. ‘I’m fairly sure he got it for your benefit.’

‘Really?’ My nerve endings tingle as I picture Flynn as Edward Cullen, with diamond glitter on his cheekbones and some understated vampire teeth. He’s already got the messy bedhead thing going on. Although, I hope he doesn’t use colour contacts, I couldn’t bear him to cover those cornflower blue eyes.

‘Yes, really.’ Pat holds up his wolf’s head. ‘Right, I’d better put this on before the session starts. Have you a party piece prepared?’

‘I do.’ My voice comes out a little shaky, because even though I know my song by heart, I have no clue if my words will land the way I want them to, or if my plan will come back to bite me. And not the way I’m hoping for.
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I nip to the loo and when I get back, the place is heaving. Sarah and Scott are at our table by the stove. Sarah’s wearing a wild jet-black wig, raven feather collar, with a fake crow glued to her shoulder. Definitely not cosy, but I love it.

I have to weave through half the cast of Derry Girls to reach them, and I make it as one of the trad musicians starts to drum on his bodhran.

‘Flynn’s awake.’ I lean in to make sure Sarah can hear me over the music. ‘Will you help me hand out the signs?’

‘Of course.’ Sarah turns to Scott and yells in his ear. ‘We need you to do lookout, babe, and keep an eye on Moll and Barty.’

‘I’m on it.’ He gives us a thumbs up and follows us out into the fray. We squeeze our way over to the arch to unload the bench, and I wave to Audrey, standing behind the bar in full Sister Michael regalia.

She lifts her handbell and calls, ‘Time!’ Everyone gasps in horror and starts shouting in protest, until she yells, ‘Not closing time, you fools. I mean Gracie’s plan.’

Ten minutes later, everyone has a sheet of cardboard with green lettering, apart from Moll and Barty as I have an even more important job for them.

‘Great costumes,’ I say as I hand each of them a placard. The ones that until this afternoon said Down with Plastic in black caps, now say Stay. Stay. Stay. in bright grassy green.

‘It’s freezing out there,’ Barty grunts as I usher him towards the door. Moll gives him a dig and pushes him outside. They’re both wearing padded black coats, woolly hats, and fleece-lined wellingtons. And they each have an oversized black sack, torn and tied at the collar as a cape. I’ve no idea who they’re supposed to be, but at least they’ll be warm.

Scott pulls on his long black coat and Nosferatu mask. ‘I’ll wait over on the other side of the road, and I’ll text as soon as I spot Flynn coming up from Hazel Cottage.’

I give him a thumbs up, and Sarah and I grab a table near the door as Finbarr starts the session with an acoustic rendition of ‘When You Were Sweet Sixteen’.

By the time he’s finished, I’m feeling quite emotional, but there’s still no sign of Flynn. Then I feel a blast of icy air as the main door swings wide. I swivel in search of a sexy Twilight vampire. And stare in abject horror as Jamie breezes in.

What the hell? I told him not to come. And Sarah warned him too.

Sarah pulls me back. ‘Stay there and I’ll go get you a wine.’ She glares at Jamie. ‘Piss off, you.’ Then she turns to me. ‘Ignore him, Gracie. I won’t be long. And don’t worry, Flynn will be here soon.’

Jamie hasn’t bothered to dress up, and I’m about to tell him he’s not welcome, but he jumps in first. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not staying, I’m meeting Olivia for dinner. I just wanted to check that you’re okay.’

‘Seriously?’ I arch my brows. ‘Like you care.’

‘Of course I do.’ He huffs frostily. ‘I’ve only ever wanted what’s best for you. And now that Flynn’s back with his ex, I’m sure it can’t be easy.’

I grit my teeth. ‘You know absolutely nothing about Flynn’s relationships.’

‘He hasn’t told you?’ His brows arch, and the smug expression on his face makes me want to hurl.

‘You haven’t seen the photographs?’ He scrolls through his phone then holds it out to me with a face that could curdle the freshest milk. ‘Olivia’s aunt sent these to her yesterday. She grew up with Flynn’s mother and they’re still friends on Facebook. But I’m sure these are all over Instagram too.’

I do my best to ignore him, but he lifts his screen to my face and carries on. ‘It’s for the best, Gracie. You know it is.’

I stare at a photo of a tall, auburn-haired beauty that I know is Natalie, with one arm through Flynn’s, and the other wrapped around Flynn’s mother’s waist. Everybody’s smiling, and relaxed, and so, so together, and my stomach sinks to the floor.

‘Apparently, Elaine has always loved this girl, Natalie, so she’s thrilled it’s all working out. These were taken at his father’s sixtieth, just a couple of days ago. Looks like she’s been welcomed back into the family with open arms.’

‘Are you still here, Jamie?’ Sarah glares at him. She’s back with my wine in double quick time. Audrey must have poured it as soon as she saw Jamie come through the door.

‘Just leaving.’ He shrugs. ‘Check your Instagram, Gracie. Flynn’s tagged in all the photos. I don’t like to say I told you so, but . . .’

Sarah steps past him and pulls open the door. ‘Get the hell out of here,’ she yells, at exactly the same time as my phone pings with a text from Scott:

Flynn’s on his way. At least, I think it’s him coming up the road. He’s practically glowing in the dark.

That’ll be the diamond glitter, I presume. But then again, maybe not. Would he really dress as Edward Cullen for me if he’s happily reunited with Natalie?

I blink back tears as I stare at my phone and try to make up my mind. I’m not going to cry. I don’t have time anyway. But should I really leave Moll and Barty out there with placards begging Flynn to stay in Oakwood if he’s already made up his mind? Even if I can claim they’re asking on behalf of the villagers, and not me.

Then it hits me that I’m letting Jamie control my choices again. And I can’t let that happen. I won’t.

So what if there’s a photo of Flynn linking arms with an old girlfriend? Even if he was in love with her once. He was in love with me too. I saw how he looked at me when he told me he’d waited ten years. I felt how much he wanted me that night. And I read his letter again before I came out. I think I’ve been in love with you since the first day you smiled and said hello. And if you want me to stay, I’ll find a way. Please, Gracie, ask me to stay.

I let him down then, thanks to Jamie. And I should have asked him anyway, even if I never got that letter. I can’t change the past, but I can be braver now.

I stand tall and lift my chin. ‘Signs, everyone,’ I call out. ‘Flynn’s on his way.’

Sarah grabs hers from underneath her stool, and I take mine and disappear down the back to our spot by the stove. I want to watch Flynn’s face as he walks through the crowd and sees everyone holding their signs. And I want to save my signs for last.

It’s almost impossible to see through the throng, so I perch on the table to get a better view, then I take a deep breath and wait for my sexy Twilight vampire to walk through the door.

I clutch my curled fists to my chest as I see Scott’s head appear, followed by his arm in the air, giving me a thumbs up. Then I hear Moll and Barty chanting, ‘Stay. Stay. Stay.’ And everyone joins in. Flynn must be really close.

‘Hold them up properly,’ Sarah yells again and everybody lifts their signs, blocking my view. I climb down from my perch to make my way through.

I peer through the Derry Girls’ ponytails and Sarah’s wicked feathers, and strain to catch a glimpse of diamond glitter or Flynn’s messy fringe. But the only headgear I don’t recognise is fluorescent orange felt, and there’s not a messy Edward bedhead in sight.

Mam comes rushing forward to shoo everyone back. And Pat yells, ‘Make way for Gracie!’ The crowd parts and I see an orange padded pumpkin bumping through the throng. It’s topped with a green-tipped orange hat, twinkling blue eyes, and a mischievous smile.

And it’s making straight for me. Through a sea of smiling villagers holding up their signs. Stay, Flynn, Please, Oakwood for Flynn, and Stay, Flynn, Stay, all scribbled in bright grassy green. Gertrude has improvised with Flynn’s Garden Dreams.

I step out in front of him, feeling every pair of eyes in the bar on my face. But I don’t care.

‘Did you do all of this?’ His eyes are soft on mine. He hesitates before he adds, ‘To make up for the graffiti?’

I shake my head, and Flynn’s shoulders drop, disappointment etched across his face. ‘This wasn’t you?’

‘It was me.’ I reach out and take his hands. ‘But it wasn’t to make up for the graffiti.’ I gulp a breath. ‘I got your letter.’

My gaze drops as I think about the words he wrote. And I spot his padded orange middle with the string of Zzzz’s across the centre. My eyes pop wide as I pull back to take it in. ‘You found a sleepy pumpkin costume!’ I squeal way too loud, but it is really cute.

The whole bar erupts with laughter and my face flames beneath my make-up. I forgot they were still watching.

Flynn laughs so hard his padded middle shakes. ‘Actually, I improvised.’ He taps his chest to catch his breath. ‘I got the costume in Cricket Falls and I put the letters on myself. I thought I’d have to cut up an old shirt, but Pat suggested the party shop in Abbeyville, and they had these stick-on ones.’ He rubs his middle proudly. ‘I think I look cool.’

‘I think you look hot.’

‘Really?’ He leans closer, and I inhale that sweet verbena smell, and my skin tingles. But then Flynn frowns and pulls back.

‘Hold on. What letter?’ He tugs at his fringe and his floppy orange hat falls to the ground, and I notice Sarah ushering people back to give us more space. They are all still watching, though. And listening.

Flynn drops his voice. ‘I got your letter and I jumped on the next flight. But I didn’t write back. There wasn’t time.’

‘Your first letter, Flynn.’ I reach out and take his hand. ‘The one you wrote before your family left for Cricket Falls.’

His eyes drop to the floor. ‘You mean the one you said wasn’t a proper goodbye? That really hurt, Gracie. Maybe I shouldn’t have told you how I felt, but I wanted to be honest.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ I tug his hand and lead him to our table. Then I realise everyone’s still holding their signs, and they’re all still watching and waiting, so I flick my eyes to Sarah and mouth give us five minutes and she gestures for everyone to sit back down. I hear lots of disgruntled murmuring, but I squeeze in beside Flynn and ignore them for now. I’ve waited ten years. They can wait a few more minutes.

‘Your letter was beautiful,’ I say softly. ‘It was everything I hoped you’d write back then.’

‘But then why?’ His voice sounds hoarse and aching, and it kills me to think how much I hurt him.

‘When I said you didn’t write me a proper goodbye, I didn’t mean the letter you wrote before you left. Because I never got that letter, Flynn.’ His face pinches in confusion and I hold his gaze as I go on. ‘Jamie stole it from my locker and kept it from me all this time. I only got to read it for the first time this morning.’

Flynn goes as pale as Edward Cullen, then groans like he’s been stabbed. ‘I’ll kill him.’ He squeezes his eyes shut. ‘I mean, I won’t, but fuck, I really want to.’

‘You’ll have to get in line.’ I take both his hands in mine and hold on tight. ‘And for what it’s worth, I loved you too, and I would have asked. I should have asked you anyway.’

He sniffs hard. I think he’s even closer to tears than I am. I loosen my grip, but Flynn threads his fingers through mine. ‘No, Gracie.’ His voice cracks. ‘I was the one who left. I should have written every day until you answered.’

‘But you thought I was with Jamie,’ I blurt out, my breath coming hard and fast now. ‘And you thought I loved him.’

He shakes his head. ‘I don’t think I ever believed that. Not really.’

‘Then why didn’t you come back?’ I hear the hurt in my tone, and I hesitate, but I need to know. ‘I get that you couldn’t while Elaine was sick, but later, when she was well again . . .’

‘I did come back once,’ he says quietly. ‘But you were gone.’ I hear the agony in his voice as he adds, ‘And I called you after that. But you never called me back.’

I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach as I realise how many awful choices I made. But I can’t change the past. All I can do is make better choices from now on.

I straighten my shoulders and take a deep breath. ‘I know you and Natalie broke up because of me. Because of your promise.’

Flynn scrapes his hand along his jaw. ‘Why do you keep bringing up Natalie? We’ve been over for two years.’

‘Yes, but you still care for her. And I’m guessing she still cares for you.’

He frowns, but I keep going.

‘I didn’t mean those things I said, about us being an unresolved issue, just a shag, but I felt so guilty about your break-up, and I thought I should let you have a chance to be happy. With Natalie.’

Flynn’s eyes widen and he opens his mouth to speak, but I shake my head. I need him to hear this.

‘But Jamie took my choice away from me, and I don’t want to do the same to you. I don’t need you to stay, Flynn. But I want you to. I really want you to. And I want you to know how I feel before you make up your mind.’

‘Gracie, I don’t—’

‘Just let me finish, please.’ I press my fingers to his lips. ‘You’ve been honest with me. Let me be honest with you.’ My voice wobbles. ‘I have a whole party piece prepared.’

I try a shaky smile and his face softens. I reach up and touch his cheek with my fingertips. ‘Let me ask what I want to ask, in my own crazy way. And then I promise, it’s up to you.’

I lift my hand to signal Sarah, and she nods and leans over the jukebox. Then Audrey rings her bell again and roars, ‘Time!’ And everyone stands and holds up their signs again.

I hop onto the table and sit sideways, so I’m facing Flynn, but the crowd can see me too. I promised them a party piece, and I think they’ll have my back, even if I lose it and start crying halfway through.

The opening chords of my song start. Then it hits me that I haven’t told Flynn there’s a theme with this song. I doubt he’s seen those movies in ten years, and I’m not sure he realises I’m Bella. He’s still sitting on the couch, gazing up at me, and I lean down and take his face in my hands. ‘By the way, before I start, this would make much more sense if you were dressed as a vampire.’

He looks up at me, lost, then the corners of his mouth twitch a smile.

‘Twilight,’ he whispers.

And my breath catches because he’s so beautiful to me, even as a fluorescent orange pumpkin. I drop my hands from his face, prod his middle, and smile back. ‘Yeah. But this is way cuter. And more you.’

‘Sing the damn song, honey!’ Sarah yells at the top of her voice, and the crowd cheers.

Christina Perri is already through the first verse, so I summon all my courage and gaze down at Flynn as I belt out the chorus. And I absolutely kill it, though not in a good way.

Then Sarah joins in, and soon everybody’s singing ‘A Thousand Years’ at the top of their lungs. And Flynn wraps his arms around my hips and drops his head into my lap, and I feel him shaking, and I know he’s crying, but I hope it’s because he’s happy, and then I remember.

‘Shit, shit, shit,’ I blurt wildly. Then, ‘Keep singing everyone!’

I lean down to Flynn, head still buried in my lap, and I curl my fingers in his hair. ‘I forgot my signs.’ I kiss the smooth skin at the side of his jaw and my skin sizzles at the warmth of him, the sweet heady scent. ‘They’re the most important part. You have to look.’

He sniffs and wipes his eyes with the heel of his hand. And I grab my bundle from behind him and do a quick check that they’re in order.

And as the crowd belts out the last chorus, I hold them to my chest, and show them to Flynn, one by one. Just like Love Actually, and a million cheesy copies that I’ve seen. Because sometimes you want to be as cheesy and embarrassing as it gets, to prove you don’t give a damn about anything, except the person right in front of you, the person you love most in the world.

I watch his face as he reads.

Stay

Flynn

Please

Stay

With

Me

Always.

Flynn’s body trembles but his eyes are warm and bright as he wraps himself around me and pulls me close. So close I know he’ll never let me go. And I see the promise in his gaze as he holds my face in his hands and whispers the only word I need to hear.

‘Always.’


Epilogue

New Year’s Day

‘Promise me,’ I say as I look out over the lake.

‘I promise.’

‘You won’t take any crap.’

‘I won’t.’

‘And you’ll tell him you expect him to support your dreams from now on, if he wants to have a relationship with you.’

‘I think Mom’s already made that clear.’

Flynn’s parents are arriving tomorrow, for his grand opening on Saturday, of Oakwood Garden Dreams. Elaine booked their flights and told Flynn’s father that if he doesn’t show up for her and their son, she won’t be returning to Cricket Falls.

I peer into those cornflower blue eyes and tug the tuft of sandy blond hair peeking out from under his wool beanie. ‘But you’ll make it clear too? Promise.’

He cups the nape of my neck with his freezing cold hand, and I squeal, then he drops a kiss to my equally cold lips, and I already feel warmer.

‘Gracie, I told my father in no uncertain terms, last October, that I’m staying here in Oakwood to be with the woman I love. And to open my own business in the place I love too.’ He smiles softly. ‘You gave me that, Gracie. Watching you throw yourself into your festival, how passionate you are about this village, and your library. You made me remember how much I love being here, being part of this, with you.’ He leans in and presses his forehead to mine. ‘So yes, I promise, I’ll make sure my father understands how much this means to me. How much you mean to me.’

I wrap my arms around his waist and hug him tight. ‘I can’t wait until your parents see the whole village come out to support you. Scott told Sarah the entire football team are coming.’

I also can’t wait for Flynn to see the garlands of acorns and oak leaves I’ve made with the knit and crochet group. We’re going to yarn-bomb his garden centre, and all along the main street, bright and early on Saturday morning, so it will be an Oakwood Forest wonderland when Flynn goes to open up.

He smiles as he watches a family of ducks climb out of the gently rippling water. It’s too damp to sit on the ground, so we’re on our bench, with the grassy bank behind us, sloping down from our favourite giant oak tree. And ahead, the water is clear silver-blue, dappled by sunlight streaming through bare winter branches. And even on this frosty cold morning, the grass is bright green, and the promise of spring is everywhere.

‘I’m so proud of you. You know that, don’t you?’

‘I do. And I’m even prouder of you.’ He stands and takes my hand. ‘Are you ready?’

‘I am.’

I pick up my hand-tied dried flowers, green spray with white daisies, that we’re going to take to Dad’s grave. I go with Mam once a week, and we’ve started to tell him our news, about Mam’s trip, my new, upgraded library, and about Flynn and Cal. It feels good to share things out loud. And today, on the first day of this brand-new year, I want to bring Flynn. I know Dad always liked him, and I think he’d be happy with the way things are turning out.

We head home to Hazel Cottage once we’ve said goodbye to Dad. I moved back in the morning after Halloween. Flynn and I had waited long enough to be together, and neither of us wanted to wait another day.

‘Do you think we should make costumes for the spring festival launch?’ I ask later as we tuck into warm pancakes topped with cinnamon and melted chocolate.

As soon as we took down our autumn garlands, I got a flash of how amazing the library would look festooned with snowdrops and daffodils and bright purple crocuses. I waited a week before I mentioned it to the knit and crochet group. They’d already started on Christmas wreaths, and I didn’t want to overwhelm them completely.

‘Sure, yeah, we have time. Are you thinking mid-March? Saint Patrick’s Day?’

I almost choke on my pancake. ‘Oh baby, you’ve been away far too long. Spring in Ireland, especially in Oakwood, starts on Brigid’s Day. It’s all about celebrating hope, and renewal, and the first stirrings of spring. I’ll leave Saint Patrick’s Day to Finbarr, I’m way more excited about celebrating our Celtic goddess this year.’

Flynn drops a kiss to the top of my head as he pours out my coffee. ‘I can get on board with that. Now that I have a Celtic goddess of my own to celebrate.’

The look he gives me is delicious and I lose my train of thought as I stare at his lips. He grins across at me because he knows exactly where my mind is heading. Then I remember . . .

‘Oh, and Ella and her aunt, Mia, have offered to organise a Valentine’s festival to follow Brigid. They’re opening a pop-up romance bookshop in February.’

‘Yeah, I heard. Over that new café Audrey’s planning.’

‘Yes.’ I clap my hands in delight. ‘It’s another sign that Oakwood is really taking off. We’re all about hope and renewal too, and we need new festivals to celebrate. Now, any ideas for a fabulous spring costume for me?’

Flynn chuckles as he reaches to wipe a smattering of cinnamon from my chin. ‘I don’t know about a spring costume, but we’ll definitely have to get you a messy pumpkin costume for Halloween next year.’

I scoop my teaspoon into the ramekin of chocolate sauce, and I’m about to take aim when Flynn’s phone pings with a message, and he holds it out for me to see. It’s a photo of his mam at Natalie’s wedding. That’s why she wanted to talk to Flynn, to ask if he’d mind if she invited Elaine.

‘Elaine looks lovely. And so does Natalie.’ I smile. ‘But I’m glad it wasn’t her you were pining for, after all.’

His eyes crinkle. ‘Nope. It was always the messy librarian.’ He grins. ‘The very messy librarian with the very filthy mouth.’

He licks a sliver of chocolate sauce from his lips and grabs the ramekin. ‘Come on, Goddess. We’re taking this upstairs.’ His eyes sweep down the line of my neck to my bare shoulder, in his oversized T-shirt that keeps falling to one side. ‘I have plans for this sauce.’

I don’t need to be asked twice. I make a dash for the stairs.

And later, when Flynn has licked all of that chocolate sauce from places I won’t begin to mention, I turn on my pillow, and run my fingers through his fringe, then down along the line of his jaw, and back to trace the smattering of freckles that I know now by heart.

‘I love you, Flynn Anderson,’ I tell him.

To me, he’s still that boy with the cornflower blue eyes that I fell in love with, lying on the warm grassy bank overlooking the lake. And to Flynn, I’m still the girl he fell in love with the first day I smiled and said hello, or so he tells me, though I’m sure it must have taken a little longer than that.

But we’ve changed too. And grown, in good ways, I hope. Flynn still leaves sweet, funny notes for me everywhere, on my pillow, pinned to the fridge, and in between the pages of the new planner he bought for me, because I do have a lot of plans, and so does he. But we’re trying to say the important things out loud so nothing gets misplaced again.

He holds my face in his hands and presses his lips to mine, gently, softly, then he draws back and holds my gaze.

‘I love you too, Gracie Sullivan. And I will love you forever. Always.’
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