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Dedication

As always, to my love, Ian


Chapter One

The Village Waits

The first day of February dawned clear and cold over Lower Thistlewick, the kind of winter morning that made everything crisp and beautiful. Frost glittered on the village green; each blade edged with silver. The millstream flowed gently beneath the stone bridge, murmuring beneath the arch. Smoke rose from cottage chimneys in lazy spirals, and the air smelled of wood fires and frost still clinging to the ground.

Dimity Armstrong walked hand in hand with Vivian along the millstream path, both wrapped in thick coats, their breath making clouds in the cold air. They’d been together three months now, but Dimity still felt a thrill every time Vivian’s fingers laced through hers.

‘It’s perfect today,’ he said, stopping to look across the meadow where mist lingered in the hollows.

‘The village looks like a painting.’ Dimity squeezed his hand. ‘That’s part of its charm.’

They walked on, past Hawthorn Cottage where Joanna lived—lights on in the kitchen, smoke from the chimney suggesting she was up early baking. Past Lavender Cottage with its dormant garden waiting for spring. Past the Chapter & Verse bookshop, still dark at this hour, though Hugh Morrison would open it soon.

The village was small—barely two dozen cottages clustered around the green, the church with its Norman tower at one end, the pub at the other. But what this little village lacked in size, it made up for in character. Every cottage had a story. Every resident had been changed by living here. There was magic in the air, a magic that couldn’t be explained but only felt.

‘I can’t believe we’re staying here,’ Dimity said as they approached the bridge.

‘I’m happy,’ Vivian said. ‘No more commuting. Just here.’

‘Having second thoughts?’ Dimity kept her tone light. Vivian had come here from a reputable publishing house three months ago to help her edit her Shadowlands book, and sometimes, she still couldn’t believe they had fallen in love. Now, they had decided to stay in the village in the house that Dimity had inherited.

‘None at all.’ Vivian stopped walking and turned to face her properly. ‘This is where I want to be. Although if you decided to pack up and move to the outback, I’d follow you there too.’

‘No chance of that,’ she said with a grin. ‘I love our village.’

They reached the bridge just as Hugh Morrison and Joanna Hartwell appeared from the other direction, clearly returning from their early morning walk to the top of the hill that overlooked the village. Hugh had his arm around Joanna’s waist, and she was laughing at something he’d said, her face pink from the cold.

‘Morning!’ Hugh called out. ‘You two are up early.’

‘Couldn’t sleep,’ Dimity said, smiling. ‘Too excited about everything. You?’

‘Joanna wanted to see the sunrise over the meadow,’ Hugh said. ‘She’s been sketching winter landscapes.’

‘I have a new hobby,’ Joanna added quickly. ‘Just for myself. Learning watercolours.’

‘They’re beautiful,’ Hugh said firmly. ‘I think she should have an art show.’

Joanna flushed, and she shook her head, still shy in company. ‘You’re just biased, Hugh.’

‘I’ll be putting some in Chapter & Verse,’ he said.

The four of them walked onto the bridge together, the traditional gathering spot for village chats. It was wide enough for people to stand and talk, with a low stone wall perfect for sitting. The millstream burbled beneath them, higher than usual after recent rain, and a robin appeared from somewhere to perch on the bridge rail, as if it wanted to be part of the conversation.

‘So,’ Hugh said, looking at Dimity and Vivian with interest. ‘I hear you’ve decided to stay in the village.’

Dimity shook her head. ‘Mrs Willoughby? I swear that woman has telepathy. I didn’t tell her.’ She turned to Vivian. ‘Did you?’

‘No,’ Vivian said, grinning. ‘But yes, Hugh. We’re permanent residents of Lower Thistlewick now. No more weekend visits. We’re here for good.’

‘That’s wonderful!’ Joanna hugged them both, her warmth genuine.

‘The cottage practically decided for us,’ Dimity said. ‘That’s how it felt, anyway. It might sound strange, but that’s the way it was.’

‘That’s how Hawthorn Cottage feels to me,’ Joanna agreed. ‘Like coming home to a place I’d never been before.’

‘And I’m very happy about that.’ Hugh put his arm around Joanna’s shoulder. ‘We just have to hope that you’ll decide to stay. too.’

Her smile was still shy, but Dimity could tell by Joanna’s expression that she wouldn’t be leaving Hugh and Emma. She was sure that their new relationship would strengthen and grow.

They stood together on the bridge, talking about the peculiarities of the village’s cottages—how each one seemed to find exactly the right person, how they helped people heal and grow and become themselves. Dimity tried to imagine having this conversation with her parents in their little town of Yungaburra in Australia, but she knew it would sound like something from her stories. A conversation that would sound mad anywhere else, but here, in this village that believed in magic, it was perfectly normal.

‘Well, I’d better go and open the shop,’ Hugh said, holding his hand out to Joanna.

‘Before you go, I have some news,’ Dimity said, unable to keep the smile from her face any longer. ‘Rather big news.’

Vivian was practically bouncing beside her. ‘She does!’

Hugh and Joanna waited, looking at her curiously.

‘Television. My stories are going to be on television. Netflix,’ Dimity said, the words coming out in a rush. ‘They’ve signed a contract for my Shadowlands series. All five books. They’re making them into television shows. Five seasons already contracted. Worldwide distribution.’

The reaction was immediate and loud. Hugh let out a whoop that scattered the robin. Joanna shrieked and grabbed Dimity’s hands. Vivian was beaming down at her, and Dimity was being hugged by everyone at once.

‘That’s incredible!’ Hugh said. ‘That’s—Dimity, that’s amazing! When did you find out?’

‘I got a call late last night. We’ve been sitting on it since I first arrived, and it took ages for Lila—my agent—to finalise the contract. She was amazing.’ Dimity was grinning so widely her cheeks hurt. ‘The contracts are signed now. Production starts in March. And the big news is…’ She looked up at Vivian.

‘They possibly will film some of it here. In the village,’ he said, looking down at her proudly.

‘Here?’ Joanna looked around as if seeing Lower Thistlewick with new eyes. ‘Our village? On Netflix?’

‘They loved the setting when I described it to them. I wrote the first book here, and I guess it guided my descriptions when I was building my fantasy world. The stone bridge, the cottages, the millstream. They said it was perfect for the atmosphere they wanted.’ Dimity leaned against the bridge wall, still slightly stunned by how much her life had changed. ‘We’ll have location scouts visiting in a few weeks. Nothing’s guaranteed, but they’re very interested.’

‘This calls for a celebration,’ Hugh said decisively. ‘A proper celebration. Shall we meet at The Old Swan tonight? Drinks on me.’

The Old Swan was the village pub, officially named The Old Swan & Millstream but called The Old Swan by everyone local. It was warm and friendly, with low-beamed ceilings and a fire that burned year-round, run by publican Alf Cooper, who’d been pulling pints in the same location for thirty years.

‘I’ll bring champagne,’ Vivian said. ‘We’ve been saving a good bottle for exactly this.’

‘I’ll tell Alf to expect us,’ Hugh said. ‘He’ll want to hear the news anyway. This is huge for the village. Netflix in Lower Thistlewick!’

They were still talking excitedly when a voice called from across the green.

‘Well, well. What’s all this commotion?’

They turned to see Iris Willoughby walking toward them, wrapped in a purple coat with a fox fur collar that had seen better days but which she wore with absolute panache. She was elderly—well into her eighties—but moved with the confidence of someone who’d lived in the same village her entire life and knew every stone of it.

‘Mrs Willoughby!’ Dimity called. ‘We have news!’

They caught her up as she reached the bridge, and her face split into a delighted smile as Dimity explained about the Netflix deal.

‘My dear girl, that’s wonderful! Absolutely wonderful!’ Mrs Willoughby beamed at them all, her eyes bright with pleasure. ‘Such talented young people we have here. This village is blessed, truly blessed.’

She looked at each couple in turn—Dimity and Vivian with their linked hands, Hugh with his arm still around Joanna’s waist—and her smile grew even wider.

‘Two such happy couples,’ she said warmly. ‘It does my heart good to see it. Love is blooming in every corner of our village.’

There was something in her tone, something knowing and slightly mischievous, that made Dimity look at her more closely.

‘You look like you know something we don’t,’ Vivian observed.

‘I’m an old woman. I know many things.’ Mrs Willoughby’s eyes twinkled. ‘But I do have a sense—call it intuition, call it village magic—that we’ll be seeing more happy developments very soon. More joy coming to Lower Thistlewick.’

‘That’s wonderfully cryptic,’ Hugh said, amused. ‘You should write stories.’

‘I like to maintain an air of mystery, dear.’ Mrs Willoughby patted his arm. ‘It keeps me interesting. But mark my words—the village isn’t done working its particular magic. Something lovely is coming. I can feel it in my bones.’

Before anyone could press her for details, footsteps approached from the village shop, and JK Jolie appeared carrying a basket. JK was in her sixties, elegant in a way that suggested French heritage, and she ran the village sweet shop with passionate attention to detail.


‘Bonjour!’ she called, her accent still pronounced despite thirty years in England. ‘I bring offerings!’ She held up the basket. ‘Fresh madeleines, still warm. I was testing a new recipe, and I have far too many. You will help me, yes?’


‘You’re a saint,’ Vivian said, accepting a madeleine and biting into it. ‘Oh, that’s perfect. What’s in these?’

‘Honey and lavender. A little experiment.’ JK looked pleased. ‘And what brings everyone to the bridge so early? Is there news?’

They told her about the Netflix deal, and JK’s reaction was as enthusiastic as everyone else’s. She insisted they must come to the shop later and choose their favourite sweets as a celebration—‘on the house, naturally, for our village celebrity!’

‘Hardly a celebrity,’ Dimity protested.

‘Netflix is Netflix,’ JK said firmly. ‘This is very big. The village will be so proud.’

Alf Cooper appeared next, walking from The Old Swan with his usual unhurried stride. He was a large man, barrel-chested, with a grey beard and the calm demeanour of someone who’d spent decades listening to other people’s troubles while wiping down bar tops.

‘Morning, all,’ he said in his deep voice. ‘JK, are those your madeleines? Save one for me.’ He accepted the pastry she offered, then looked at the group assembled on the bridge. ‘What’s the occasion? You lot look like you’re plotting something.’

‘Netflix,’ Hugh said simply.

‘Netflix what?’

‘Dimity’s sold her books to Netflix. They’re filming it. Might even be filmed here.’

Alf’s eyebrows rose slowly. ‘Well now. That is news.’ He turned to Dimity. ‘Congratulations, lass. Well deserved. Those books of yours are proper good. I’ve read them all.’

This surprised Dimity. Alf had never mentioned reading her work before. ‘Really?’

‘Course. We’ve got a bestselling author in the village. I like to know what she’s writing about.’ He grinned. ‘And the stories are cracking good. Can’t put them down.’

‘We’re celebrating at The Old Swan tonight,’ Hugh said. ‘Will you join us?’

‘I’ll be behind the bar, won’t I? But I’ll toast you properly.’ Alf looked at the group with satisfaction. ‘Good to see people happy. The village has been quiet lately. Nice to have something to celebrate.’

‘Mrs Willoughby thinks more good things are coming,’ Vivian said. ‘She says the village isn’t done with its magic yet.’

‘The village is always up to something,’ Alf said sagely. ‘Just when you think it’s settled down, something new happens. Someone new arrives, or someone figures out what they’ve been missing, or a cottage decides it’s time to help somebody.’ He shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘That’s just how it is here. Magic’s in the stones and the water and the air.’

They stood together on the bridge, sharing madeleines and talking about love and books and the peculiar enchantment of this place they called home. The sun climbed higher, burning off the frost, and the village began to properly wake. Lights came on in more cottages. Someone started playing piano—scales at first, then a recognisable melody drifted across the green.

‘I should open the shop,’ Hugh said eventually. ‘Emma’s probably waiting for me, but I promised I’d have tea ready when she gets back from feeding her gran’s chickens.’

‘And I need to sketch before I lose this light,’ Joanna said. ‘The way the frost is melting—it’s perfect.’

They said their goodbyes with promises to meet at The Old Swan that evening, and slowly dispersed back to their various cottages and businesses. But Dimity and Vivian lingered on the bridge, watching the millstream flow beneath them.

‘Are you really happy?’ Vivian asked quietly. ‘About all of it? The books, the movie, everything?’

‘Happier than I’ve ever been.’ Dimity pulled her close. ‘Three years ago, when I stayed here and began to write, I was happy, but I was lonely. And now look at me. Books on Netflix. Living in a magical village with the man I love. Sometimes I can’t quite believe it’s real.’

‘It’s real.’ Vivian kissed her temple. ‘And you deserve every bit of it.’

‘So do you. We both do.’ Dimity looked around at the village, at the cottages and the green and the bridge that had witnessed so many important moments. ‘Mrs Willoughby’s right, you know. Something is coming. I can feel it too. The village has that waiting feeling. Like it’s holding its breath.’

‘Good something or bad something?’

‘Good.’ Dimity was certain. ‘Definitely good. The village doesn’t wait for bad things. It waits for people who need it. For stories that need telling. For magic that needs to happen. No wonder I can write so quickly here.’

They stayed on the bridge a little longer, wrapped in their coats and their happiness, watching the village come alive around them. And if they’d known that Emma Morrison would discover a girl with silver-blonde hair and flowers in her wake, sitting on this very bridge, reading a book and looking like something out of a fairy tale at dawn tomorrow —well, they might have smiled and nodded and said yes, that sounds exactly right.

The magic was always there, flowing like the millstream, constant as the stones in the bridge. You just had to be brave enough to believe in it, Dimity thought.

***

Emma Morrison crossed the bridge later that day, just as afternoon was fading to evening, her school bag bouncing on her back, her hair escaping from its ponytail. She’d spent the day at school in the neighbouring village, and the school bus had dropped her off at the lane entrance.

‘Dimity! Vivian!’ she called, spotting them still lingering near Pippin’s Nook. ‘Are you really staying? Dad told me at lunch! You’re not leaving anymore?’

‘We’re really staying,’ Dimity confirmed, catching Emma in a hug. ‘Pippin’s Nook is our permanent home now.’

‘That’s brilliant!’ Emma was twelve, all energy and enthusiasm and opinion. ‘I was worried you’d go back to London and we’d only see you on weekends. But now you’ll be here all the time!’

‘All the time,’ Vivian agreed. ‘You’re stuck with us.’

‘Good.’ Emma grinned. ‘Someone needs to keep an eye on you two. Make sure you’re not getting into trouble.’

‘We’re the adults,’ Dimity protested.

‘Doesn’t mean you have to behave.’ Emma looked around the village, at the evening settling over the cottages, at lights coming on in windows. ‘It’s nice tonight, isn’t it? Even though it’s cold. There’s something about February. Like winter’s ending, but spring hasn’t quite started. Everything’s sort of waiting.’

‘That’s very poetic,’ Vivian said.

‘I get it from Mum.’ Emma’s expression softened for a moment—her mother had died four years ago, but she still talked about her often, keeping her memory alive through small mentions. ‘She used to say February was the month for brave things. For making decisions. For taking steps you’d been too scared to take before.’

‘Your mum sounds as though she was very wise,’ Dimity said gently.

‘She was.’ Emma adjusted her school bag. ‘I’m going to sit on the bridge for a bit. Read before dinner. Dad won’t expect me for another hour, and I like it there when it’s quiet.’

‘Don’t stay too late,’ Vivian said. ‘It gets cold once the sun’s down.’

‘I won’t.’


Emma walked to the bridge and climbed up to sit on the wall, exactly where countless villagers had sat before her, her legs dangling over the millstream. She pulled a battered paperback from her bag—The Wind in the Willows, one of her mother’s favourites—and opened it to a dog-eared page.


The millstream sang beneath her. The village settled into evening quiet. A robin appeared and hopped along the bridge rail, keeping her company as she read.
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