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Chapter One


          

          Kate

        

      

    

    
      “Kate!”

      I turn at the sound of my name, my smile widening as I spot my best friend, Carrie Swinton, making her way towards me, two rum and Cokes held aloft as she makes her way her way tentatively through the heaving crowd, careful not to spill our drinks. When she reaches me, I take the glass she offers gratefully, only too eager to take a sip.

      “Thanks, I needed that!” I gasp, ignoring the fact that my bladder felt like it was about to burst.

      “I thought you looked a bit flushed,” she giggled, already more than a little tipsy.

      I shouldn’t judge though; I, too, am a little worse for wear, thanks to the fact that everyone wants to buy me a birthday drink. “Really? How can you tell under all this?” I ask, pointing at my face.

      Carrie giggles again. “You look like you could be on the stage in Wicked!”

      Before I can answer, my name is called again.

      “Kate Marsh! You’ve barely said two words to me all night!”

      I spin round to find James MacKenzie-Thorpe making his way towards me, his gait just a little unsteady now that he’s drunk a few beers; his husband, Cal, isn’t far behind him, an apologetic look on his face.

      “Kate, I’m sorry; I tried to stop him,” Cal begins, his hand on the small of James’ back.

      My grin widens; my fourteen-year-old self would have given anything for James to be this eager to see me back then. Of course, that had been in the days before either of us knew he was gay. “Well, you’re going to be disappointed again, I’m afraid,” I laugh, handing Carrie my half finished drink. “I really have to pee!” And get a moment of peace! I think to myself. Right now, the idea of some alone time, although very much welcomed, seemed practically out of reach.

      James pouts as I turn back to him. “I’ll be waiting right here,” he promises. “I have a little something for you,” he adds with a wink.

      Seriously, there had been a time when that sentence, alone, especially coming from James MacKenzie, would have sent my heart into overdrive. Now, though… I just smile, pleased that I’m still lucky enough to call him my friend.

      Leaving the table, I make my way through the crowd, smiling at everyone, thanking them for coming out; having lived in Appleford my entire life, I’m never surprised by how much love is always on offer. It’s just who we are as a community: everyone’s family, you know?

      “Happy birthday, Katie!”

      I smile at Mabel and Lily Cobb, the sisters who run the village tearooms, The Honey Pot, cringing inwardly at the use of my childhood name; I haven’t been called ‘Katie’ since I was about eleven - at which point I started telling everyone I was too grown up to be called Katie. Everyone in the village had been only too happy to indulge me, everyone except Mabel and Lily, who still call me Katie to this day. I think it’s a generational thing.

      My mum waves to me from the table she’s sharing with my dad and my sister, Sam; she and Dad are dressed as Frankenstein and his wife, while Sam has begrudgingly put on a pair of cat ears I had found for her earlier. I wave back before pushing on, the need to pee becoming more desperate now.

      Just as I’m doubting whether I’ll ever make it to the ladies’ in time, I stumble out of the crowd in the bar, breathing a sigh of relief as the coolness of the back corridor envelops me. Heading to the toilet, I’m only too glad to shut the door behind me, the noise of the bar, which, only a moment ago, had been so overwhelming, now fading to a faint murmur.

      Having relieved myself, I step out of the stall and almost scream at the sight I'm greeted with: when I left the house earlier I had looked somewhat passable as a witch. Now, I look more like a zombie: my green face paint has gone patchy in places, thanks to the heat of the pub, my hat is falling to one side and I seem to have lost the wart that my darling brother, Rob, had  stuck on the end of my nose with Blu-Tack. I shudder to think where that might be now.

      Shrugging, I wash my hands, knowing there’s absolutely nothing I can do about the state I’m in; it’s not like I’m going to go home to re-apply my make-up. After all, I’m surrounded by friends and family who really don’t care how I look - they just want me to turn twenty-nine in style. And any hope I had of impressing a guy vanished the moment Adam left me seven months ago.

      Seven months and eighteen days to be precise.

      So, what am I worrying about?

      Nodding to myself, I walk back towards the door, pull it open and…

      … crash headlong into a solid wall of flesh that sends me flying back into the door to the toilets. “Ow!” I cry just as another voice says:

      “Why don’t you look where you’re going?”

      Clutching my elbow, I blink into the dimly lit corridor, vaguely aware that I’m not alone, although I can’t quite see who is standing in front of me because his face is hidden in shadow. “I was looking,” I spit, trying to ignore the pain now searing down my left arm. “But I wasn’t expecting some idiot to come bulldozing into me as I was leaving the toilets, was I?”

      There is a moment of silence before the man chuckles quietly. “I suppose I really should say sorry before you hex me.”

      Softening a little at the joke, I look up, taking in the newcomer for the first time; he’s about a head taller than me and has a closely cropped beard that really suits him. His dark hair, swept away from his  forehead, brushes the back of his dark blue polo neck jumper. "Maybe you should,” I agree, straightening up in a bid to seem a little less flustered. Apparently, despite my earlier assumption that there would be no one to impress, it appears I was very much mistaken.

      And, now, I’m blushing because it just occurred to me that I’m standing before this handsome stranger and I’m wearing melting green face paint and a witch’s hat! Thank God the wart has fallen off!

      The stranger’s grin widens, his eyes never leaving mine. “I’m sorry,” he says quietly, his eyes twinkling in the half light.

      To be honest, I can’t tell if he’s teasing me or if he’s genuinely sorry but I’m quickly finding that I don’t care; all I care about, right now, is keeping his attention on me for just a little longer.

      “Maybe I could buy you a drink?” he continues as if talking to a woman dressed as a witch is the most normal thing in the world.

      “Um,” I stutter, unsure of how to respond. I know I need to get back to my friends but… this guy is looking at me with such intensity that I can’t help myself and I find myself nodding. “Sure, why not?” I ask. After all, it is my birthday; I deserve a little bit of flirty fun on my birthday, right? “I’m Kate, by the way,” I add as he holds the door open and we make our way to the bar.

      “Brandon.”

      Nice name, I think unable to stop my thoughts drifting to Colonel Brandon from Sense and Sensibility.

      As if reading my thoughts, Brandon blushes and says, “My mum named me after her favourite Jane Austen character.”

      I laugh. “No way! Colonel Brandon’s my favourite character, too!” I gush. “I mean, Darcy’s fine but Colonel Brandon was just so honourable and loyal.” Now it’s my turn to blush. “Sorry; I’m a literature geek,” I confess, more than a little aware that the drink has loosened my tongue. “I suppose you have to be when you work in a library.”

      Brandon raises his eyebrows. “You work in a library? That’s cool.”

      I laugh at his attempt to be polite. “You don’t have to say that; I know it sounds boring to most people.”

      Brandon holds my gaze, for a moment, and leans in towards me, so close that I get a whiff of his aftershave: citrus with a hint of spice. “Well, I’m not most people.”

      I swallow nervously, unsure if it was his proximity or the husky tone to his voice that had suddenly made my heart pound. Taking a deep breath, I steady myself against the bar, never more grateful to see the stony face of Patrick Woods approaching.

      “What can I get you?”

      Patrick wasn’t really one for small talk, granted, but, lately, he had been even more quiet and aloof than usual. In fact, he never even seemed to crack a smile anymore. I’m not sure why Izzy Carter, his partner and owner of The Greyhound, puts up with him.

      “A lemonade and a-” I pause, looking at Brandon expectantly.

      “A pint of lager, please, mate,” Brandon finished.

      With a nod, Patrick sets to work getting our drinks with practised ease. He and Izzy had been running the pub ever since Izzy had inherited it from her granddad ten years ago but it had never bothered him that Izzy’s name was above the door; he seemed more than happy to not have the responsibility of the place.

      Movement from across the bar catches my eye and I spot Carrie waving frantically at me, signalling between me and Brandon as if she’s playing some kind of chaotic charades. I try to shake my head at her in the vain hope that she won’t embarrass me, but it isn’t long before she’s roping James and Cal into this one-sided game of hers.

      “Would you excuse me for a moment?” I ask, turning to Brandon.

      A look of surprise crosses his face for a moment but he quickly recovers.  “Um, yes, of course.”

      Smiling, I turn to Patrick. “Just put it on my tab, please, Patrick.”

      Patrick scoffs and mutters something under his breath which I choose to ignore; the last thing I want is to have an argument with him in front of Brandon. With a final glance and smile at Brandon, I make way back towards my friends, only to find them pushing their way through the crowd towards me.

      “Oh my gosh, who’s the guy?” Carrie demands, her Northern Irish accent stronger now than it had been when I left her. “And what’s he come as?”

      “James Bond, obviously,” James gushes, openly staring at Brandon now.

      I silently thank the powers that be that Brandon isn’t looking in our direction; my friends really can be embarrassing sometimes.

      “Of course he’s not James Bond,” Cal mutters, “he’s not dressed in a tux.”

      I smile gratefully at him, pleased to have, at least, one friend who is capable of not drooling over him.

      “Maybe he’s a modern day Darcy,” Cal continues, taking in the sight of Brandon in a dark blue polo neck and trousers, both of which accentuated his tall, slim frame.  “Ooh, like Mark Darcy from Bridget Jones’ Diary!” he adds, brightening at the thought. “Come to think of it, he does have a bit of a Colin Firth vibe.”

      James tuts and rolls his eyes. “No, he doesn’t; he’s too short for a start.”

      I roll my eyes exasperatedly. “Shut up; you’re all as bad as each other!” I cry, slapping Cal’s arm playfully.

      “Seriously, though, who is he?” Carrie asks again. “I haven’t seen him around here before.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know,” I admit. “His name’s Brandon.”

      Carrie gasps, grabbing my arm excitedly. “Like Colonel Brandon?” she asks; as my best friend, she’s the only one, apart from my mum and sister, who knows about my obsession with the literary hero.

      I nod smugly. “His mum named him after Colonel Brandon.”

      “No way!” Carrie practically loses it at this point, earning strange looks from both James and Cal. Seeing their reaction, she sighs, tugging on their arms. “Come on, I’ll explain,” she tells them, pulling them away from me. Turning back, she points at me, fixing me with a determined stare. “This is too good to be true; you better get a date with this guy, you hear?”

      I laugh, shaking my head as I return to Brandon, who is now dutifully minding our drinks.

      His shoulders loosen when he sees me and he seems to relax, his gaze softening as our eyes meet. “I was beginning to worry,” he says. “I thought that I had been subtly dumped and you’d made a quick getaway on your broomstick.”

      I laugh at his silly joke. “That joke was a little obvious,” I retort.

      He cringes. “It was, wasn’t it?” Gazing around, he seems to take in everyone’s costumes, his eyes eventually returning to me. “So… it seems I’ve picked quite the night to come here. I didn’t realise this was a Halloween party.”

      “Well, it is Halloween,” I point out.

      “Yeah, I know, but…” He shrugs. “I don’t know many pubs that go all out for Halloween.”

      “Well, that’s Appleford for you; we do everything in style.”

      “I can see that,” he says, nodding appreciatively as his gaze wanders again, taking in the ghostly fairy lights strung up around the pictures and menu board, the spider webs hanging from the rafters and Simon, the trusty old skeleton Izzy’s granddad had brought out every year, for as long as I could remember, standing in the far corner.

      “Hey, birthday girl!”

      Before I know what’s happening, I’m accosted by a vampire, throwing a cape around my shoulders as I move away from the bar.

      “Elliot, stop!” I giggle, pushing my friend away.

      Under the make-up, Elliot Barnes frowns, his vampiric teeth biting into his chin, two thin blood-red pencil marks giving the impression they’d pierced his skin. “What’s up?” he asks, his fake teeth giving him a slight lisp.

      “This is Brandon,” I announce with a slight emphasis on his name; I just hope he gets the message.

      “Oh, hey,” Elliot nods in greeting, pulling himself to his full height, which just so happens to be an inch or so taller than Brandon.

      I notice, with some amusement, that Elliot seems to be looking him up and down, as if assessing him.

      “Hello,” Brandon says wryly, clearly not appreciating the suspicious look Elliot was giving him.

      “Elliot, Carrie said she wanted to talk to you,” I say quickly, knowing Carrie will go along with this. “She said something about the school Christmas choir?”

      Elliot sighs, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “What, already? Halloween’s not even over…” he mutters to himself, before slouching off, leaving Brandon and I alone again.

      “Sorry about that,” I say, glancing at Brandon. “Elliot’s a friend; I’ve known him since we were about five.” I leave out the fact that Elliot had had a crush on me for most of our teenage years, a crush that was very much not returned; now, he seemed to be my self-appointed big brother and protector where guys were concerned. It was sweet but could get a little annoying at times.

      “It’s fine,” Brandon assures me, taking a sip of his pint. “So,” he says, raising a questioning eyebrow at me. “Birthday girl?”

      I nod. “Yep; it’s my birthday.”

      Brandon looks around as if seeing the punters for the first time. “This isn’t just a Halloween party, is it?” he asks as the penny finally drops.

      “Nope, this is a time honoured tradition,” I inform him sincerely. “Ever since I was old enough to remember, I’ve always had a fancy dress birthday slash Halloween party.”

      “I suppose it makes a change from all those people you hear about who have to share their birthdays with Christmas.”

      “That’s very true,” I agree.

      “Well, happy birthday, Kate,” he says, his eyes meeting mine as he holds up his glass.

      “Thanks,” I murmur as our glasses clink together. “So,” I begin, the earlier drinks having given me more courage than I would normally have under the circumstances, “are you new here or on holiday?”

      For a moment, Brandon averts his gaze, suddenly finding the beer mat very interesting. “Actually, I’m here on business,” he replies quietly, still not looking at me. “I’m staying in The Apple Tree,” he adds, referring to the bed and breakfast James’ mother runs.

      When he doesn’t elaborate, I try again. “And what do you do?”

      Brandon shrugs, buying himself a few moments by taking a large swig of his drink before replying. “Nothing interesting; it’s quite boring, really.”

      I can’t help thinking his behaviour is a little strange, but, then again, I know not everyone is as happy in their job as I am mine. Take my sister, Sam, for instance; she had hated her job so much that she gave it up and came back home six months ago. In fact, she had hated it so much that we’ve all been banned from talking about it.

      “So, you work in a library?” Brandon asks, clearly looking to change the subject.

      “Yeah,” I nod. “Just down the road, in fact.”

      Brandon raises his eyebrows in surprise. “There’s a library here?”

      “At the ford end of the village,” I confirm.

      Brandon grins. “I’ll have to pay you a visit before I leave, then.”

      I’m not sure if he meant it to sound flirty but it did and the thought of Brandon making a special visit to the library just to see me, set the butterflies in my stomach fluttering again. “That would be good,” I gush, feeling like a teenager. “So,” I continue, in an effort to sound more like the grown-up, twenty-nine year old, I am, “do you have a favourite author?”

      Brandon laughs. “I was wondering when the librarian would ask me that!”

      “What?” I ask, laughing along with him. “I have to know! Or are you one of those philistines who doesn’t read?”

      “I read,” Brandon insists. “Actually, I don’t have a favourite author but I do like The Witcher series; anything in epic fantasy and I’m there!”

      “Oh, then you must read Sebastien de Castell’s The Greatcoats series; I’ve just finished Traitor's Blade and loved it!”

      “Well if you enjoyed that, then you must read…”

      The evening continues like this, both us sharing our love of books and TV, debating the merit of books to TV adaptations and we only stop when Izzy rings the bell behind the bar.

      “Come on, then, everyone; drink up so Patrick and I can get some beauty sleep!” she calls out, earning a few laughs from the regulars.

      Patrick scowls from where he’s cleaning the bar but says nothing.

      Joe Morton, the village butcher, nods darkly towards Patrick. “Looks like you need more than one night o’ beauty sleep,” he mutters, downing the rest of his pint.

      “Speak for yourself, Joe,” Patrick calls after him, glaring at the butcher’s retreating back as he makes his way towards the door.

      Brandon sends a questioning look my way. “Something going on between those two?”

      I can’t help but smile. “They’ve had a feud going on for a while now, ever since Patrick accused Joe of diddling him out of his change; to this day Patrick swears he gave Joe a twenty but Joe swears blind that he gave him a tenner.”

      “And who do you believe?”

      “Now that would be telling!” I jump off my stool; a quick look around tells me that James and Cal have already left, while Carrie and Elliot are chatting happily with my mum and dad.

      Brandon looks around the pub. “It’s like Midsomer Murders with all these battle lines being drawn.”

      “Oh, you’ve no idea,” I agree, “and you haven’t even heard the worst of it.”

      “I haven’t?”

      I shake my head.  “Nope.” I lean in conspiratorially, glad to see him lean towards me, too. “There’s a meeting in a couple days about this new housing estate some big shot, money-grabber wants to build on the outskirts of Appleford,” I murmur. “Stick around long enough and you’ll see some serious battle lines being drawn; Patrick and Joe’s feud will be nothing compared to that.”

      Brandon pulls away, nodding. “Yeah, I can imagine,” he says quietly.

      “Kate, are you coming, darling?”

      I turn to find my mum, pulling on her coat, waving at me; Dad is making his way outside deep in conversation with Elliot. “Yeah, sure!” Turning back to Brandon, I smile. “Well, it was lovely to meet you, Brandon.” I cringe inwardly at how ridiculously formal I now sound.

      A flash of amusement crosses Brandon’s face and he holds out his hand. “It was nice to meet you, too, Kate.”

      I shake his hand, unsure if he’s teasing me but surprised to find that I don’t care if he is.

      “Are you two off or are you going to stand there all night holding hands?” Patrick growls, ruining the moment.

      Dropping Brandon’s hand like it’s about to burn me, I glare at Patrick before walking towards the door, Brandon not far behind. My family and friends are already making their way towards the alley by the side of Joe’s butcher shop, which will take us home.

      “Well, goodnight Kate,” Brandon says.

      “Goodnight, Brandon.”

      I watch him, for a moment, as he crosses the road, heading across the green to the B & B opposite. Suddenly, my need to talk to Carrie about the wonderful guy I just met becomes too much and I’m hurrying after my friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Brandon

        

      

    

    
      I can feel her watching me as I cross the road and it takes everything in me not to turn back, to take one last look at her. Honestly, I’ve never met anyone quite like Kate… Damn! I can’t believe I never even asked her last name.

      But, then, she’d have asked what your last name was, a voice in my head alerts me.

      And, that would have changed everything.

      Pushing that thought away, I cross the road, eager to get back to the B and B. Now that October is nearly at an end, it seems Mother Nature has switched to winter mode and the temperature has dropped dramatically since I left earlier this evening. Reaching the gate, I lift the latch and push it open. The screech of the hinges set my teeth on edge and I make a mental note to speak to Heather about oiling it for her.

      Turning, I lock the gate, taking a little longer than necessary to allow myself time to linger to watch Kate, who is now making her way towards her friend, a strangely sexy zombie nurse. I watch them for a moment as they disappear into the alley between the butchers and the village shop.

      Sighing, I allow myself a moment to replay the evening in my head. Kate was something else; nothing like any of the other women I had dated, who had all been too concerned with their looks and how they appeared on social media. No, Kate didn’t seem to care that she was dressed as a witch and her face paint was blotchy; she had a confidence that rose above all that and, I have to admit, it was refreshing to just talk to a woman for a change instead of having them flirt with me, often in the most obvious ways.

      Frantic barking from inside the house, draws my attention back to the front door and I smile as I make my way down the path.

      “Alright, Henry, alright!”

      Heather MacKenzie’s amused voice drifts out to me as I near the door and I can just imagine her doing her usual nimble dance down the hall as she tries to avoid Henry’s excited movements.

      Just as I reach the front step, the door is pulled open and a tornado of black and white fur flies out to greet me, slamming into my legs as Henry jumps up, his front paws on my knees. Dropping down, I stroke him, nuzzling his furry ears.

      “Hello, mate; have you been a good boy?” I look up hopefully, meeting Heather’s gaze. Tonight had been the first time I’d left him with her and I was praying he’d been good; it’s always a worry, leaving him with someone else.

      But, it seems, I needn’t have worried.

      Heather grins. “He was a love,” she assures me with a wave of her hand. “I told you he would be, didn’t I?” she added knowingly.

      A wave of relief crashes over me and I sigh. “That’s my boy,” I whisper. Gazing into his doleful brown eyes, I feel a pang of emotion so deep that I’m forced to swallow the lump forming in my throat. With a yap of excitement, Henry tries to lick my face but I push him away, laughing as the dog bounds off into the house again. I watch him go as I slowly get to my feet. When I first agreed to take him on, it had been with mixed feelings, but since that eventful day, I’ve never regretted my decision; he is a link to my past that I just can’t let go of. “So, what did you two get up to this evening?” I ask as I follow Heather inside to the guest living room.

      “We watched Antiques Roadshow,” she began, ignoring the fact that Henry had made his way onto the sofa and was now contentedly settling down for a kip. I smile to myself, noting how this dog had clearly worked his way into Heather’s heart, too. “Then we went for a walk to the pond and Henry watched Albus for a while.”

      I can’t help smiling at this: Albus, I’ve been reliably informed by Heather, is the village duck. Apparently, a few years ago, the village primary school held a ‘Name the Duck Competition’ (I kid you not), where all the children put their choice of name into the mix and Albus was the name that had been pulled out of the hat. Just another quirky aspect of village life, I suppose.

      “I bet he enjoyed that,” I comment, glancing at Henry who releases a contented sigh. “He didn’t give Albus any trouble, did he?”

      “Honestly, Brandon, you worry far too much,” Heather scolds me. “He was fine; in fact, I think he may have made a friend in our Albus.”

      I laugh at the thought. “Don’t tell me, I’m going to have trouble pulling them apart when we finally leave, aren’t I?”

      “Very likely,” she agrees. “So,” she continues, clearly doing her best to sound disinterested, “how was your evening?”

      The glint in her eye, though, told me she was anything but disinterested. “It was fine,” I reply, determined not to give anything away. I knew from our first meeting that Heather was a sucker for a good gossip - mostly because, before I’d even made it to my room, she was telling me about a possible romance between one of her neighbours, who also co-owns the village tearooms, and Joe the butcher (I’m really going to have to stop calling him that).

      “Just fine?” she needles, eyebrows raised questioningly.

      I nod, with a smile. “Just fine,” I agree. Somehow, I’m not sure Kate would appreciate me saying anything about our… evening or waking up tomorrow to find herself the talk of the village. Quite frankly, I wouldn’t want that either; I want to stay below the parapet for as long as possible. “Thanks again for looking after Henry,” I say, in another attempt to put her off the scent.

      “Well, you deserved a night off,” she tells me. “I mean, you’ve been hard at work since you got here,” she adds pointedly.

      There it is again: that guilty feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Yeah, well,” I shrug, hoping she doesn’t start asking questions about what I do. It was bad enough when Kate had asked but I’d hate to have to avoid the question twice in one night.

      “When you’re in a village as beautiful as Appleford, you deserve to enjoy yourself,” she added, with a wink.

      Does she know something? Has someone already told her about me and Kate? I mean, it wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility; according to Kate all of the village had been there… Great, now I’m becoming paranoid! In a bid to change the subject, I say, “Oh, I meant to mention: that gate needs oiling-”

      “Oh, I know,” Heather agrees. “Cal was supposed to bring some WD40 from the shop but I suppose he’s just been so busy, what with the shop and Victoria, it must have slipped his mind.”

      I nod, trying to recall who Cal was… her son-in-law, I think. “Well, I could do it, if you like,” I offer.

      Heather shakes her head. “No, I couldn’t ask you to do that!” She’s clearly horrified by the idea. “You’re already working hard enough as it is.”

      I shrug. “I don’t mind,” I assure her quickly. “I used to do things like that for my-” I stop short of finishing that sentence, a new wave of grief rushing through me. “Honestly, I don’t mind,” I insist, not quite allowing myself to meet Heather’s gaze.

      She must have heard something in my voice, seen something in my demeanour, because she nods. “If you insist,” she says quietly.

      I return her nod. “I do.”

      “Well, in that case, I think this calls for a cup of my famous hot chocolate.”

      I laugh. “Oh, no; thanks, but… I’m not a fan of hot chocolate. A coffee will be fine, thanks.”

      Heather’s face drops and she gasps in horror. “Oh, you can’t be serious!”

      Honestly, you’d have thought I’d just tried to drown a puppy; I cringe, suddenly feeling like the worst person in the world. “I’ve never been a fan, I’m afraid.”

      She tuts, shaking her head in denial. “No, I won’t have you say that, not until you’ve tried mine; I’ve won awards for it,” she declares, proudly.

      “You’ve won awards for your hot chocolate?” I ask in disbelief. “Do they even have awards for hot chocolate?”

      “They do in Appleford,” she retorts, crossing her arms proudly over her ample bosom.

      Of course they do, I think wryly.

      She holds my gaze and I suddenly feel like she’s offering me a challenge. I sigh, knowing this is a fight I will never win. “Okay, fine; I’ll have a hot chocolate.”

      Heather smiles triumphantly. “You won’t regret it,” she promises me as she heads towards the door. As she passes the sofa, Henry looks up with a whine and Heather pauses, rummaging around in her ever-present floral apron. Pulling out a treat, she offers it to the dog, who takes it as if he hadn’t eaten for several days. Heather smiles sadly, stroking his fluffy ears. “You know, having a dog here… It’s brought some life back to the old place again.”

      I smile, my heart going out to her. A couple of days ago, Heather had told me of losing her husband, William, a few years back to a sudden stroke and, not long after that, she had lost her beloved Labrador, Ben. The losses had broken her heart and, had it not been for her son, James, his husband and their daughter, she may not have made it through in one piece. “They certainly have a way of making us see the best in the world,” I said softly.

      “They do, indeed,” she agrees, before brightening, and clapping her hands. “So, hot chocolate!” She beams before heading to the kitchen.

      I shake my head, laughing to myself as I turn to the window, looking out across the darkened village green. Thanks to the moonlight, I can just about make out the duck pond and, beyond that, the bakers, village shop and butchers. My eyes drift to the alley I had seen Kate walk down and I find myself wondering what lies at the other end, a thousand questions racing through my mind. Did she have far to walk? What does her house look like? Does she live alone or with her friend? I sigh, knowing I’ll probably never know the answers and am surprised at how sad that makes me feel. What is wrong with me? I never get this sappy about a woman.

      Movement beside me, tells me that Henry has jumped off the sofa and has come to sit by my side. Smiling down at him, I kneel, my hand resting on his back.

      “What’s wrong with me?” I ask him, wishing he had the answer.

      But, Henry doesn’t say anything and I’m left to ponder the question by myself.

      “Here we are,” Heather announces, bustling back into the room carrying two mugs of hot chocolate with a can of whipped cream just peeking out from her apron pocket. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted cream.”

      “No, thanks,” I say, standing up, eyeing the mugs warily as she approaches; somehow, I think there’s already enough calories in the cup, without adding more with the cream. Taking the cup she offers me, I smile uncertainly. “Thank you.”

      Heather nods, watching me expectantly.

      I stare back at her, until I realise she’s waiting for me to taste it. Glancing down, I swallow my hesitation and take a tentative sip, sweetness and creaminess exploding in my mouth. “Wow,” I murmur, staring down at the drink in surprise. “That is-”

      “Hmm?” Heather prompts eagerly.

      “Amazing,” I finish, eagerly taking another sip.

      “Told you,” she states smugly.

      I smile at her. “How do you get it so creamy and…”

      Heather taps the side of her nose before taking a sip of her own drink. “Now that would be telling,” she replies mysteriously. “Sorry, Brandon, but I’m not giving away my secrets; besides, I’ve already promised to leave the recipe to James in my will.”

      “Of course you have,” I chuckle.

      “You know, this is somewhat of a tradition,” she says quietly. “A tradition I haven’t done since my William-” She stops short, her voice full of emotion.

      I give her a few moments to compose herself and then ask, “What tradition?”

      She takes a breath, her gaze fixed firmly on the view outside the window. “Once Halloween was over, William and I would stay up past midnight and have a hot chocolate to celebrate the coming of the Christmas season.”

      Slowly, I turn to her, taken aback by her words. “But it’s only November.”

      She nods. “I know but, here, in Appleford, the lead up to Christmas is a big thing. We have Bonfire Night, the Christmas tree is put up, Carols Around the Christmas Tree where all the little kiddies in the school choir put on a bit of a sing-song; everyone loves it.”

      I nod, turning to follow her gaze. “I can imagine.”

      Staring at the darkness outside, I find myself imagining the village decked out for Christmas; decorations strung from the streetlights, the shops all glistening with lights and tinsel… a Christmas tree on the green.

      But that all vanishes as my mind turns to the meeting in a couple of days time… I recall what Kate had said about it and I can’t help feeling that I am about to become this village’s version of Ebenezer Scrooge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Kate

        

      

    

    
      I wake up the following day to a faceful of soft black fur with sun streaming through the open curtains. I groan, turning over in a bid to stay hidden from the day just a little longer, earning a disgruntled protest from my cat as I do so.

      “Sorry, Luna,” I mutter into my pillow, wincing as Luna hops heavily onto my shoulder. I lay there for a moment, breathing slowly, willing the world to stop spinning. How much had I drunk last night? Shifting slightly, I open one eye and am immediately greeted by a pair of judgemental green eyes staring back at me. I sigh as I struggle into a sitting position. “Okay, okay, I’m up.”

      Luna utters a few more objections as she resettles herself at my side, her purr resonating through the room.

      Smiling to myself, I reach out to stroke her, loving how soppy she always becomes as I do; nuzzling into my hand, she languishes in the moment for a while. I know she would love to stay like that all day but, unfortunately, work beckons.

      “Sorry, baby,” I murmur, soothingly. “We need to get up and get to work.”

      Pulling my hand away, I move to the edge of the bed, wishing I could just stay here a little longer. I sit for a moment, letting my head resettle, laughing quietly as Luna hops over to my side, looking up at me as she does so. Honestly, this cat… I don’t know where I’d be without her. Who knew that such a little grumpy thing could make me feel so complete? “And, yes, I will get you some breakfast,” I mutter, knowing that was, more than likely, what had brought her to my side.

      Getting up, I head to the bathroom pleased to see that there wasn’t a queue; honestly living in your childhood home with your parents and siblings was lovely, most of the time, but it did have its drawbacks; the main one being a constant queue for the bathroom in the morning if you didn’t get up early enough.

      Closing the door behind me, I gaze at myself in the mirror, taking note of the black circles under my eyes. God, I look awful. Then, again, I had drunk more last night than I had in a long time.

      Never again, I promise myself as I turn on the shower.
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        * * *

      

      Once dressed, I carefully lift Luna into my arms, mindful of her missing front leg (she hates being touched there) and carry her downstairs. As I near the bottom, I hear my mum singing along to the radio as she prepares her and Dad’s breakfast and I smile to myself as more than a few off-key notes drift out to me.

      “It sounds like someone’s being tortured!” I joke, depositing Luna on the floor.

      “Shut up, you,” Mum retorts, swishing a tea-towel my way. “I happen to love this song.”

      I pull a face. “I’m not sure how Ronan Keating will feel about you butchering it.”

      “Nonsense, he’d no doubt sing along with me,” Mum insists, turning the radio up a touch as she really hits her stride with the chorus. “Life is a rollercoaster…”

      I shake my head; there had been a time when this would have been the single most embarrassing thing in the whole world to me but, now, I’m just happy to see my mum so happy.

      Pulling open the fridge, I find, not only, my own Tupperware lunch box but a little Tupperware box on top with a Post-It attached in Sam’s handwriting: For Luna X.

      Smiling to myself, I pull the Post-It off, touched by such a sweet gesture. I had to admit, the last six months had been our own version of a rollercoaster, what with Sam coming back home and Mum’s attempts to get her to open up had caused more than a few heated arguments. But, now that things seemed to be settling again, Mum was slowly getting back to her old self. I just wish the same could be said for Sam.

      Thankfully, it isn’t long before the song ends and the kitchen is filled, once again, with the sound of the radio presenters’ banter. Reaching out, Mum turns the radio down, fixing me with a determined stare. “So, about last night…”

      I groan as I close the fridge and, leaving the Tupperware boxes on the dining room table, go to retrieve my lunch bag and rucksack from the hall. “Oh no; what did I do? Nothing too embarrassing, I hope.”

      “Well, that depends, I suppose…”

      I cringe as Mum’s voice trails off, leaving me to wonder just what it was, exactly, I’d got up to last night. It surely couldn’t have been too bad; after all, my parents wouldn’t have let me do anything too embarrassing, would they?

      The front door opens as I reach my bags and Dad steps through the door, the paper under his arm. So much for me being the first one up; it seems only Sam and Rob are still in bed.

      “Morning, sweetheart,” he says, kissing my cheek.

      “Morning, Dad.”

      He follows me back to the kitchen, Luna’s clunky backpack proving more than a little difficult to manoeuvre this morning and I’m more than happy to deposit it on the dining room table.

      Seeing this, Mum tuts. “Honestly, darling, why do you always insist on putting that thing on the dining room table?”

      “Where else can I put it?” I retort, eyeing the cat backpack.

      “Well, seeing as you’re not due to leave for another twenty minutes, and we’re about to eat breakfast, perhaps you could consider putting it on the floor?” Mum suggests, sarcasm lacing her voice.

      I narrow my gaze at her. “You know, sarcasm doesn’t become you, Mum,” I mutter, sliding the cat backpack onto the floor before pouring Luna a bowl of kibble. Seeing this, the cat bounds over to me, only too eager to start her day the right way.

      “Anyway, as I was saying,” Mum says, giving me a pointed look, “are you going to tell us what happened last night?”

      I look between my parents, both of whom are watching me intently. “I don’t know what you mean,” I reply weakly. Obviously, that’s a lie; I do have some recollection of last night, however vague it may be. There was a man, I know that much; a gorgeous man, named Brandon, who loved books and TV shows based on books and who, quite frankly, seemed way too good to be true.

      Especially for me.

      Because my luck with men was abysmal, always had been and, no doubt, always will be. That’s why I prefer to find my romance in books: it’s safer and far more reliable than real life.

      Dad scoffs. “Well, from what I could tell, you looked pretty cosy with… what was his name?” he asks, looking at Mum.

      “Brandon,” Mum says, depositing a cup of coffee in front of me.

      “Yes, Brandon,” Dad says, looking back at me, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

      I shrug, wishing the coffee was cooler so that I might have bought myself some time before answering. “There’s nothing wrong with having a drink with someone, is there?” I ask, a little defensively. Honestly, this was turning into an inquisition!

      “Of course not,” Dad agrees quickly.

      “We just don’t see you having a drink with many handsome eligible men,” Mum reasons.

      “You’re making it sound like something out of a Jane Austen novel,” I laugh.

      “I’d thought that would have been right up your street,” Mum says, grinning like the cat who’d got the cream.

      I roll my eyes exasperatedly, glancing at Luna to check her progress. Good; almost finished - which means my chance of escape is almost here.

      “You know,” Dad says, meeting Mum’s gaze meaningfully, “James was telling me that he’s some high flying businessman from Oxford.”

      Mum’s eyes widen at this. “Oxford, you say?” she asks, giving me a nudge. “Do you hear that, Kate?”

      “I heard,” I mutter, taking a gulp of my coffee.

      “Doesn’t that sound… exotic?” Mum muses, almost to herself.

      “Does it?” I retort, unable to keep the edge from my voice. Honestly, you’d have thought Brandon had flown in from Mars, the way my parents are talking. “I know we live in a little Cotswolds village but, come on, we’re not that provincial! I mean, Oxford is only half an hour down the road, for goodness sake.”

      “I know but how many people from Oxford actually come to stay in Appleford?” Dad asks.

      “Not many,” I concede, finishing my coffee. “But that doesn’t make it ‘exotic’,” I mutter, shooting Mum a pointed glare. “And it’s not like there’s anything to get excited about, anyway,” I continue, rising to put my mug in the sink. “I had a drink with a nice bloke, end of. Anyway, he’ll be leaving soon and we’ll never see each other again,” I add, ignoring the pang of regret I feel at the thought. Seriously, what is wrong with me? Last night was hardly a sweeping, epic romance was it? For all I know he could be leaving today; he may even have  left already.

      Mum gets up, intercepting me as I make my way back to the table. Standing in front of me, she reaches up, cupping my cheeks as she meets my gaze. “Darling, it’s okay to admit you like him,” she tells me gently.

      “Mum-” I begin, revisiting the urge to roll my eyes.

      “Kate, listen to me,” Mum says sternly, forcing me to fall silent. “It’s okay to be disappointed; I mean, it’s not every day you meet a gorgeous man who shows an interest in you, let alone with you dressed as a witch with… well, I don’t know what had happened to your face!!”

      “Gee, thanks, Mum,” I mutter.

      “My point is,” Mum continues regardless, “disappointment is all par for the course when it comes to matters of the heart. Your time will come, do you hear me?”

      This time I do roll my eyes. “Yes, Mum; I hear you.”

      “You may well scoff,” she says, finally releasing me as she makes her way to the sink, “but you know I’m right.”

      And, that’s the trouble: I do know she’s right. Except for that part about my time coming; it’s kind of hard to believe that when all I’ve ever experienced is heartbreak and disappointment. “And, on that cheerful note, I better get going,” I announce, checking the clock on the oven: 8:12. “Come on, Luna.”

      Seeing me open the zipper on the backpack, she hops over, happily jumping into the carrier and snuggling into her doughnut bed.

      “I still can’t believe you got her to do that,” Dad chuckles as I zip up the bag.

      I shrug. “It was easy in the end,” I reply smugly; when I first adopted Luna, she was a shadow of the cat she is now but, with lots of love and hard work, we had developed a loving and loyal relationship. Luna may have her off days, but I wouldn’t have her any other way. “Right, we’re off,” I say, hoisting the backpack onto my back. I can feel Luna moving around inside as she resettles herself. “Have a good day, you two,” I say, kissing both my parents on the cheek.

      “Oh, darling, wait!” Mum calls, hurrying after me with my lunch bag. “You forgot this.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter, still a little sore about Mum’s earlier comments.

      “Just remember what I said, love,” Mum whispers to me, her gaze meeting mine.

      I nod, unable to speak due to the lump in my throat. I know she means well but, sometimes, her forthrightness can be a lot to deal with.

      Opening the door, I almost run headlong into my sister, dressed in her running gear, her key poised to push into the lock. Her dark hair is pulled back into a severe ponytail, wisps of hair are plastered to her face with sweat and she’s staring at me like she’s seen a ghost.

      “Morning,” I greet her, more than a little awkwardly. Since she came back home, things have been a little… different between us; it doesn’t help that she tends to keep herself to herself and, when she isn’t in her room or at work in the village tearooms, she seems to be off, running for miles and miles.

      “Hey,” she pants, pulling her ear buds out of her ears.

      I can hear the tinny bass of whatever song she’s listening to as she steps aside to let me out. “I’m just off to work,” I say, knowing I’m pointing out the obvious.

      She gives me a tight smile. “I can see that.”

      “Right, well,” I say, with a curt nod, “see you later, then.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      I barely make it a few steps when I remember the gift she left for Luna. Turning back, I call out, “Sam! Thanks for Luna’s present.” I still have no idea what it is; the conversation with Mum and Dad having taken all of my attention.

      She smiles, the first genuine smile I’ve seen from her in a while. “That’s okay. I hope she likes them.”

      “Them?” I ask, surprised by the use of the plural. “What are they?”

      “You haven’t opened them?” she asks, sounding surprised. When I shake my head, she grins mischievously. “Let’s just say that Mabel and Lily weren’t too happy that I baked them in the tearoom’s oven.”

      Curiosity piqued, I unzip my lunch bag and take out the Tupperware container. Pulling off the lid, I’m immediately overwhelmed by the stench. “That’s disgusting!” I cry, fighting the urge to gag; let’s just say I can understand the Cobb sisters’ reaction. “What on Earth are they?”

      Sam chuckles. “Liver treats,” she replies with a smile. “Luna will love them.”

      I’m only too happy to put the lid back on and return it to the lunch bag. “I’m sure she will. Thanks.”

      “Just make sure you put it in the fridge when you get to work,” she says, entering the house.

      “Well, that was… disgusting,” I mutter to Luna, earning a little chirrup of interest in my ear; clearly Luna is more than a little curious about what awaits her at lunchtime. I set off again, buoyed, now, by my conversation with my sister; this was clearly one of her better days.

      “Heya!”

      I grin as I spot Carrie almost stumbling out of her house, waving at me as she turns to lock her front door. “Morning!” I call, picking up my pace. That’s the beautiful thing about living in a village like Appleford: you’re surrounded by family and friends. “You okay?” I ask as she comes to join me, struggling with a pile of books and folders in her arms as she drags a heavy-looking crate trolley behind her filled with a rainbow of exercise books.

      Carrie rolls her eyes, already panting. “Not really,” she says, sounding brighter than she probably should under the circumstances. “Thanks to last night, I’m already half an hour late!”

      I check the clock on my phone before looking at her in confusion. “But the kids don’t start arriving for another half an hour; you have plenty of time.”

      She fixes me with a look that I’ve only seen from her and Elliot: the Teacher Stare, as I like to call it. “Do you know how long it takes to organise the class on the first day of a new half term?”

      I shrug. “Not really,” I admire sheepishly.

      “Then shut up,” Carrie retorts, her stare giving way to a smile. “Hello, Luna,” she adds, peering into the carrier on my back.

      I grin back at her. “You’ll be fine,” I assure her. “You’re a pro at this and the kids love you; they’ll forgive a little disorganisation on the first day. In fact,” I add reassuringly, “they probably won’t even notice.”

      Since arriving in the village five years ago, Carrie had immediately made herself at home, both at Appleford Primary and in village life - these days she was considered as much of an Appleford native as me.

      Carrie scoffs at this, stopping as her trolley hits a bump in the road. Once it’s righted again, she says, “They will if I’m not offering Christmas choir rehearsals by this afternoon.”

      “Ah.”

      Christmas is a big deal in this village and the school always performs at the Christmas market and tree switch-on, as well as the Carols Around the Tree evening, not to mention the Nativity play that they always put on. I know for a fact that James and Cal were hoping for their daughter, Victoria, to get a starring role this year, especially as it is her last year before secondary school. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had been hassling poor Carrie at some point last night for any information about potential roles.

      “I mean, we still have the Remembrance Day performance before we can even think about Christmas,” Carrie continues, anxiously running a hand through her hair as a gust of wind attacks us.

      I glance at her. “Are you sure you’re not taking on too much?”

      She laughs at this. “You know, this is all your fault,” she states, pointing an accusatory finger at me as we turn into the alley that leads to the village green.

      “How do you work that out?” I scoff.

      “You could have been born on any other of the three hundred and sixty-four days of the year but, no, you had to come on Halloween.”

      I laugh. “Obviously because I knew that twenty-nine years later, you would be teaching here in this village and, clearly, I just did it to make your life miserable.”

      “Glad you’re seeing the truth of it,” she sniffs, trying, and failing, to hide her grin.

      “Anyway, no one made you drink last night.”

      “That’s very true,” she agrees. “But, hey, I’m Irish and there’s nothing we can do better than handle the morning after effect.”

      “Exactly; there’s always a silver lining if you choose to look for it.”

      Stifling a yawn, she shakes her head. “Seriously, the first thing I’m going to do when I get to work is make myself a large coffee!”

      “Well, I won’t keep you, then,” I say as we step out of the alley next to the butcher’s. “I mean, I would hate to keep you away from your caffeine fix.”

      “I’ll see you later, yeah?”

      “So long as choir practice doesn’t run over,” I say. Honestly, I can’t tell you the amount of times Carrie’s job has ruined our plans. Not that I mind; she loves her job and is never happier than when she’s working with the kids, either in her class or in any of her after school clubs.

      “Carrie, hi!”

      I turn at the sound of James’ voice to see him waving at us.

      “I’ve got to go,” Carrie says hurriedly, confirming my suspicions that James had, indeed, cornered her about Victoria last night. “Bye!”

      “Okay, see ya,” I call after her, more than a little amused by this turn of events and only too glad that I don’t need to worry about the politics of a school Nativity play.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          Brandon

        

      

    

    
      The fried breakfast I’d just eaten wasn’t sitting well in my stomach at all and listening to my friend and business partner, Jake Marshall, chattering on about the meeting the following evening wasn’t doing anything to settle me, either.

      “You still there, Brandon?”

      My friend’s voice, on the other end of the phone, held a note of concern and, despite everything, I smiled; I don’t have a big social circle but I am lucky to have a few people around me that I totally trust. I know it’s probably more than I deserve.

      “Yeah, yeah; I’m still here,” I murmur, pushing my plate away. On any other day, the cooked breakfast would have been amazing but, right now, I can’t even look at the leftovers.

      “You okay?” Jake’s concern was evident; he knows me too well for me to hide behind empty words and assurances.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I say weakly, rubbing my forehead as I feel a headache building behind my eyes. I know we still have a few things to finalise before tomorrow night but all I can think about is Kate.

      There’s a meeting in a couple days about this new housing estate some big shot, money-grabber wants to build on the outskirts of Appleford… stick around long enough and you’ll see some serious battle lines being drawn.

      Suddenly, I feel an overwhelming sense of the room closing in on me and I push myself to my feet, startling an expectant Henry, who had clearly been sitting under the table hoping for a few scraps to come his way. Without thinking, I pick up the remains of a sausage and toss it to him, watching as he eagerly snatches it out of the air before wolfing it down. I walk over to the window, fixing my gaze on the village and instantly feel myself begin to calm down.

      “No offence but you don’t sound fine.”

      I chuckle. “And how, exactly, does ‘fine’ sound?”

      There’s a moment’s pause before Jake’s voice is in my ear again. “I don’t know but you don’t sound like yourself.”

      That was true enough; ever since I’d said goodnight to Kate, her words had been echoing around my head. Movement across the green catches my eye as two women appear from the alleyway Kate and her friend had disappeared down last night. I watch them for a moment, frowning; there was something about the way the brunette held herself, the way she smiled…

      Is that Kate?

      Wow, she’s even more beautiful than I had imagined!

      At the sight of her, my head starts to clear and I find that I’m smiling. “I’m okay,” I murmur, hoping my words sound reassuring.

      “Hmm.”

      Jake clearly doesn’t think so. While I try to think of something else to add, my attention is drawn away from the conversation as I watch Kate and her friend talking.

      “Dad, have you asked him yet?”

      “Not yet, Sophe,” Jake says, earning a frustrated groan from his daughter.

      I smile at the familiar voice of my goddaughter. “Asked me what?” I ask, bemused by the eleven-year-old’s reaction.

      “Dad, give me the phone and let me ask him.” Her impatience with her father is clear.

      “I’m handing you over,” Jake says to me, clearly chastened.

      “Okay,” I chuckle.

      “Hey, Uncle Brandon,” Sophie says excitedly.

      “Morning, Sophie,” I say, my attention very much on Kate, who looks so different without her witchy costume and make-up.

      “You know you’re coming to dinner tonight?” she asks without preamble.

      “Yes,” I reply warily.

      “Well, when you come, can I show you something?”

      For a moment, I’m not sure how to respond; this certainly wasn’t the way I was expecting this conversation to go. “Of course,” I reply, wondering what, exactly, she wants to show me. “And are you going to give me a hint as to what it is you’re so keen to show me?”

      “Nope,” she said and, if I had to guess, I would say she was smiling smugly.

      “What? Not even a little clue?” I ask, feigning indignation.

      “No way!” she declares. “It needs to be a surprise. Plus,” she adds as an afterthought, “I need to put some finishing touches to it before anyone can see it. Apart from Grandma, of course.”

      “Oh, of course,” I agree, my thoughts going to Emily, Jake’s mum. Not having a mum around meant that Sophie was especially close to her grandma.

      “You won’t be late, will you?”

      “Am I ever?”

      There’s a pause as she considers her answer for a moment. “No, actually, you’re never late. Not like Dad; he’s late all the time!”

      “Hey, that’s not fair!”

      I laugh as I hear Jake’s indignant denial.

      “Give me the phone, you little troublemaker and go and finish getting ready for school,” Jake says, his voice clearer now. “Otherwise, you’ll be late.”

      Sophie gasps and there’s a shuffling noise in my ear as she presumably hands the phone to her father.

      “Bye, Uncle Brandon!” she calls, her voice distant now.

      “Bye, Sophie,” I chuckle, knowing there’s no way she’ll hear me.

      “Honestly, that girl, sometimes,” Jake mutters.

      “She does have a point, though; you are often late,” I remind him.

      “I’m going to ignore that as you’re clearly not yourself this morning.”

      I can hear the question in his voice; he wants to know what’s got me all turned inside out. I shake my head at myself; I know I’m being ridiculous. I never get this distracted by anything, let alone a woman, but, as I watch Kate walking towards the village shop, I feel something inside me come alive. There is something about this woman, in particular, that has captured my attention.

      “Brandon?”

      The harsh tone of Jake’s voice heavily hints that this isn’t the first time he’s said my name. “What?” I snap, annoyed that he was pulling my attention away from the window.

      “You aren’t listening, are you?” When I don’t reply, Jake sighs. “Seriously, Brandon, we have a big night tomorrow, you better bring your A-game; you are the face of this thing, remember?”

      I scowl, not caring that Jake can’t see me. “I know and I will,” I promise, my gaze returning to the window just as Kate disappears into the shop. “Look, sorry, Jake, but I’ve got to go; Henry needs to do his business.” I glance at an oblivious Henry, who seems more interested in chasing his tail than going outside in the cold.

      “Okay,” he says, clearly not believing a word of it. “I have to get Sophie off to school anyway. See you tonight,” he continues, before adding, “and, Brandon; whatever’s got you acting strange, sort it out, will you?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I mutter, suitably chastised. Ending the call, I turn to Henry. “Henry, come on; walkies.”

      Hearing something in my tone of voice, Henry’s ears prick up and he follows me to the door, the game he was playing now forgotten. I grab the lead from the peg and, just as I’m bending down to clip it to his collar, the kitchen door opens and Heather walks out, smiling broadly at me.

      “Off out, are you?” she asks, offering Henry a treat.

      “Yeah, thought we’d get a bit of air and give Henry a chance to… you know.”

      Heather nods. “Well, have a lovely walk. Oh, I meant to say; if you get a chance while you’re here, you really should take Henry up to the castle ruins-”

      “There’s a castle here?”

      Heather considers this for a moment. “Well, it’s actually less of a castle, more of a folly, I suppose.”

      So no castle then, I think, slightly disappointed. Maybe this was just another part of Appleford’s quirkiness.

      “There’s a lot of history attached to it, though,” Heather continues, with a sly smile. “You should speak to Kate Marsh about it; she’s our local librarian and a font of knowledge about all things Appleford.”

      Kate Marsh.

      So, I finally know her name.

      I nod, appreciatively at this piece of knowledge, all the while trying to keep the soppy grin off my face for now having a legitimate reason to speak to Kate again. “I’ll do that,” I assure her calmly. At my feet, Henry lets out a mournful whine and I glance at Heather apologetically. “Sorry; looks like we better get going before it’s too late.”

      Heather waves away my apology, practically sweeping us towards the door. “Oh, you go; don’t let me keep you.”

      After a hasty goodbye, I open the front and step outside, grateful to be free of the B and B. Hoping I’m not too late, I set off, Henry trotting happily at my heels, walking determinedly towards the village shop.
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