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The clouds, low, dull and grey, match my mood, and I stare out of the passenger window, not wanting to show my disappointment. Sleet spikes down, spitting onto the windscreen and the wipers squeak, leaving white streaks as they arc across the glass.

Ryan, from the driver’s seat, lays a hand on my thigh. “Cheer up. There’ll be others.” 

“I know...” My throat is unreasonably tight. “It just looked so good in the ad. I’d thought maybe...”

He cuts in, but the cheerful tone to his voice sounds forced. “Vendors are always going to overegg the cake. It did say, Needs Renovation.”

I huff. “Needs complete demolition and rebuilding would have been nearer the mark.” Then, at his answering silence, I realise how waspish I must have just sounded. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it to come out like that. It wasn’t aimed at you.”

He squeezes my knee. “I know. Hey, tell you what. We’re not far away. Let’s go say Hi to the happy family. You can deliver your balloon and your card and whatever else it is you have stashed in the back. They’ll dose you with wine and mince pies and we’ll all get into the Christmas spirit.”

I hesitate.

Do they really want my gloomy mood there? Right now?

“I’d like that, but...”

Ryan persists. “We’ll be looking at properties again in the New Year. Who knows what we’ll find then? There’ll be something.”

I paint on a smile, conscious that it’s a bit watery, but also that Ryan is doing his best...

I love you...

“You’re right, it would be nice to see them. Charlotte will want to show off her new baby.”

“Of course she will.” My thigh gets another squeeze. “And she’ll want to see you, I’m sure.”

He releases my leg to steer; towards a turn-off that will take us to the home of James, Michael and Charlotte. As he drives, he casts around, craning upwards through the windscreen. “Looks like it’s going to be a proper white Christmas.”

“Up the mountain near their house, yes, I should think so.” Even here on the low ground the road is sheened white and black. “You sure that driving will be safe?”

“If it isn’t, I’ll turn around, but the salt truck should have done its work up there by now.” 

Ryan drives carefully, taking the corners slowly on the zig-zag mountain road. When we left the City this morning, it was already cold, with the tang of frost in the air. Now, ascending all the time, the temperature is falling despite the lowering clouds.

The air is frigid, and frozen mist hangs low over the fields. At ground level, the grass and shrubs are thick with rime. But it is stunningly beautiful. Frost picks out individual twigs and stalks, like some spectacular cake icing, and as we climb, grows denser and whiter.

After a while Ryan says, “What have they called her? The baby. D’you know?”

“It was going to be just Cara. But when I rang and asked Beth, she said that at the last minute, Charlotte changed it to ‘Cara Deanna’, to name her after her grandmother... Her father’s mother that is.”

Ryan lets out air. “That sounds like one family reconciliation that’s really coming together.”

We turn the final corner and Michael’s spa hotel swings into view: Life and Beauty.

Ryan guides the wheels carefully over the iced road surface, curving slowly in through the gates and past a parking lot occupied by top-end models. “It’s looking good,” he comments.

“It is indeed. Michael’s making a real success of it. Mind you, I think he had a head-start with being able to call on Beth Haswell’s rich buddies to get it kicked off.”

Ryan flashes brows. “What it is to be friends with the City High and Mighty.” He drives past the hotel and to the rear, pulling up to the side of another vehicle parked in front of the Threesome’s home. “Isn’t that the Haswells’ car?”

“Yes, it is. I think Richard and Beth are here more or less permanently now. Michael said that Beth and Charlotte keep each other company and Richard’s happier that way because it keeps Beth calm. After she almost lost their baby, he’s keeping her where she’s among friends.”

Ryan sniffs. “Don’t blame him. But she’s okay now?”

“As far as I know, yes.”

He gets out, stamping at the ground as he walks around the car, then opens my door.  I’m still not used to this; being with a man who specialises in old-fashioned courtesy, but it’s nice to accept his hand as he helps me up and out.

Opening up the trunk, “Whoops!” He snatches at the air, snagging the string of the silvery heli-balloon as it rises out of the trunk, aiming for the moon. “Don’t forget this.” He passes me our brightly wrapped Congratulations! It’s A Girl! bag.

As he clicks the back of the car closed, “By the way...” he says, “... Before I put my foot in it, do we know who the father actually is? Or whether it matters?”

I suck air through my teeth, considering what I know. “Charlotte was never really very forthcoming about that. I think it's James. And it was James attending the clinic with her while she was pregnant. But I'm not a hundred per cent sure.” I shrug. “I really don’t think it matters. If it did, I am sure one of them would have said something. As it is, they have it set up between themselves and everyone seems quite happy.”

Ryan nods then shivers, wrapping arms around himself. “Hope they’ve got a good fire going inside.”

Stepping carefully to avoid the iced edges of puddles, at the door I manoeuvre my knuckles under the prickly leaves of a holly wreath to reach the brass knocker underneath.

After a few moments, the door opens to the blond, blue-eyed Michael. “Kirstie! Ryan! Great to see you.” He steps back, holding the door wide, aiming an arm inward. “Come on in before you freeze.” From somewhere inside drifts the sound of a choir singing Silent Night.

I hover. “Michael, is it a good time? We were just passing by and...”

He breaks into a broad smile. “It’s an excellent time. Charlotte will be thrilled to see you. She’s showing off Cara to everyone that comes by. And...” He looks quickly back over his shoulder, lowering his voice, “... after everything that happened, we’re doing our best to inject some Christmas spirit. The more the merrier. Now get yourselves inside before any more heat escapes. Here, let me take your coats.”

He waves us along the hall, heading upstairs himself. “Make yourselves at home in the lounge. I’ll go tell everyone you’re here.”

Michael wasn’t joking about the Christmas spirit. Clearly, we have arrived in the middle of the Threesome’s interrupted festivities. The tiles of the long, wide hallway, running right through the house, are heaped with stacks of holly, ivy and mistletoe. A fir tree, all of ten feet high, its branches tied with string, rests by one wall alongside bricks and a bucket of sand. Another one is already standing at the end of the hallway, framing the staircase and waiting to be decorated.

As we enter the lounge, James, looking rakish in an eyepatch, stands on a small set of steps, trailing fairy-lights over the star at the top of yet another tree. “Kirstie! Ryan! Good to see you. We’ll be right with you.” 

He circles the star with the lights and passes them down to the waiting Richard who, on the other side of the tree, loops them once more through the branches.

On a side-table are all the signs of Christmas ‘in action’. Boxes overflow with tinsel and more lights. Glossy magazines are stacked beside another box filled with brightly coloured ornaments. The sideboard is stacked with bottles, chocolates and candied fruit, and Congratulations On Your New Baby cards. A large pink and beige rabbit flops enormous ears over a Welcome Cara! tag.

“We came to give our Congratulations,” I say, nodding towards the display of cards. “It looks like we weren’t the first.”

“And to wish you all a Merry Christmas,” adds Ryan.

James beams. “And both are very welcome. Just give us a moment. We’re all but done here.”

Richard passes the loop of lights back around the tree. “Indeed, they are... That’s the last of this string, James.”

James grunts, leaning back, surveying his handiwork then, adjusting the star, “Is that on straight?”

“Yes, it is,” says Ryan, accepting Richard’s outstretched hand as he disentangles himself from behind the tree. “Merry Christmas.”

“You too, Ryan.” Richard takes me at the shoulders and kisses my cheek. “Happy Christmas, Kirstie. Elizabeth and Charlotte have both been asking if you had been in touch. They’re looking forward to seeing you.” My balloon, bobbing on its string, bounces against his face. He chuckles, batting it away. “And I imagine one more balloon will find a home.”

I stand back, looking square into his face. “How is Beth?”

A smile folds up into his eyes. “Elizabeth is fine. And so’s Adam, despite his attempt at an early arrival. Right now, she’s spending most of her time with Charlotte, cooing over Cara. And Mitch keeps an eye on both of them.”

Ryan stands over the fire, rubbing his hands together, then spreads his palms, bathing them in the heat. “It’s good to be with friends when you need some support.”

“So it is,” says James. Charlotte’s tall, dark dom descends the ladder, moving carefully, as though he is a little stiff. “I’ll set Charlotte and Mitch loose with the rest of the decorations, now.” Then he eyes the still-shivering Ryan up and down. “Hot drink? Coffee? Chocolate? Mulled wine?”

Ryan blows air. “Mulled wine sounds a great idea.”

“Coming right up.” James stoops, placing a poker in the embers at the base of the burning logs. “Sit yourselves down. Make yourselves at home. I’ll be back in a minute.”

From out in the hall comes the babble of voices, then the door swings open. Charlotte appears, hugging a blanket-wrapped bundle. Then Mitch, followed by the hugely pregnant Beth with Michael supporting her. There is something about the way he touches her... one hand at the elbow, another at the small of her back...

What’s happening there?

Then I see Richard’s grey-eyed gaze on me. I tilt my head, just enough to ‘ask without asking’.

He smiles and nods slightly.

So... A Fivesome now...

Quite a family...

Michael breaks from Beth to help Charlotte, easing the ‘bundle’ from her arms as, moving slowly and with care, she takes her seat on the couch.

I watch her, trying not to be obvious about it, wanting to get a measure of how she really is. Usually Charlotte vibrates with energy. But just now, there’s a pallid edge to her colouring and she moves as if tired. Close up, her eyes are shadowed.

What did they do to her?

Beyond her, Michael is watching me, watching her, his face impassive as he passes the bundle back to his wife.

She’s safe now...

Christmas...

Friends...

Seating myself beside her, I inject as much enthusiasm as I know how into my voice, “Is this Cara then? Can I see her?”

Charlotte beams...

The chance to show off...

And, her face lighting up, quite suddenly, she looks much more herself, her green eyes brilliant with enthusiasm. “Course you can.” She flips back a corner of the blanket to reveal the tiny few-days-old Cara. 

Transfixed on her baby, “She’s so beautiful...” she murmurs. “I still can’t believe she’s real.” Her face rises to mine. “Don’t you think she’s beautiful?”

I regard Charlotte’s baby daughter. Only a few days old, red-faced and with a thin swirl of dark hair, her dark eyes are vague and she blows small bubbles from her mouth.

“If I’m truthful, no, I don’t think she’s beautiful...” Charlotte’s jaw falls slack... Then looking around, I realise everyone is staring at me.

Oh, crap...

“... but I do think she’s completely adorable...” I keep talking, trying to rescue myself from my faux pas... “... Like a puppy that you know is one day going to be all silky fur and sleek muscles. But when they’re just born, they all look like a furry sausage with a leg at each corner.”

Richard bursts out laughing. “But people-puppies are never as cute as the real thing? Is that it, Kirstie?”

“Um...” I mumble. “Something like that.”

My embarrassment is interrupted by James returning, carrying a huge tray. He sets it down on the coffee table. “Help yourselves, folks.”

“Shall I be Mother?” Richard shoos off Scruffy, resting a hopeful snout on the edge of the table, then takes a knife to what looks like a large panettone loaf, snowy with powdered sugar. Examining a slice, he takes a sniff. “Smells good.”

James flashes him a smile. “Always one of my favourite Christmas treats when I was a boy.” Then, taking the poker from the ashes, he plunges it into a jug.

Steam hisses and deep red bubbles froth up, carrying with them the fragrance of cinnamon, cloves and oranges. James sloshes a measure into a mug, passing it to Ryan, then another to me. “Plenty more where that came from,” he says. “Help yourselves.”

Ryan inhales, gulps, then clicks his tongue. “I’d better stick with just the one. I’ll be driving in a while.”

“You’d be welcome to stay over if you’d like to.” James aims a finger at the darkening windows. “It’s not as though there’s much daylight left.”

Ryan exchanges a look with me then, “Thanks, James, but we don’t have a change of clothes or anything. And I think Kirstie will want to be at home.”

James glances at me, his forehead furrowing. “Of course...” His gaze lingers. “Is... something wrong?”

“No, of course not.” But Ryan speaks quickly, and the furrows deepen.

My blush is rising again, and I retreat from the conversation, turning back to Charlotte. “Sorry if I sounded rude before...”

But her answering smile is sunny. “Oh, that’s fine. Don’t worry about it. Don’t they always say every mother thinks her own baby is the most beautiful thing in the world?”

But Richard interrupts us. “Kirstie, you look a little tired. Are you quite well? I know you’ve been out of hospital for a while now but...”

His question is loaded and we both know it. “I'm fine, Mr Haswell.”

He sniffs and rubs his nose. “We’re not in work, Kirstie. It’s Richard.”

“Richard. I'm fine, really. But you're right, I am a bit tired. Ryan and I have been out and about quite a lot recently...”

Michael breaks in. “Kirstie, when you said you were passing by... We’re half-way up a mountain. The only place you would pass by to would be a ski slope. You don’t have to make up excuses, you know. You’re welcome to drop in any time you want to.”

“Oh, I wasn’t just being polite.” I’m floundering. “We really were in the area.”

Should I have said that?

Michael regards me, sucking in his cheeks. I look to Ryan, but he just smiles and flashes his eyebrows.

Here we go...

“The fact is,” I say, “... Ryan and I... “We were looking at a property together. It’s not too far away. An old farm...”

All heads swivel my way...

“... We’re... we’re looking to buy a place. Ryan and I are moving in together.”

“Yay!” Michael holds out his arms. “Congratulations!”

Richard pumps the air with a fist. James looks utterly delighted, as do Charlotte, Mitch and Beth.

James stands, heading for the door. “Mulled wine be damned. This deserves champagne.”

“So...” Richard props his face against his fist, keen interest writ large. “...what kind of place are you looking for?”

Spot the property developer...

Ryan blows air, shuffling his feet. “So far, the kind we either can't afford or can't find. We’d like somewhere with plenty of room for everything. Thinking long-term that is. Kirstie’s apartment is small. And mine was only ever supposed to be temporary...” His eyes slide my way... “.... while we were getting to know each other. So, we’re looking for a minimum of space for two, an office for me and room outdoors for Kirstie's dogs.”

Michael, leaning forward onto his knees, alternates between scratching Scruffy’s ear, and feeding him bits of fruit bread. “How do you manage at the moment? In your apartment with four dogs?”

“I don't,” I say. “I rent a small plot behind the building. I have kennels there for my Gang. And a run so they can get outside while I’m at work. But I'd much rather be able to keep them the way you did when you were looking after them for me. When I saw how happy they were, living here... All that outside space... They could just run in and out whenever they wanted. I’d like to do that for them all the time.”

Ryan pipes up. “We'll never afford what we want if we try to buy it outright or in good condition. So, we're looking for something we could renovate. A project. Perhaps an old farmhouse or a run-down restaurant, like you did. Maybe even one of the old warehouses down by the canal.”

“That area’s about to be demolished,” says Richard. “I wouldn't aim down there if I were you.”

Ryan arches brows. “It is?”

“It is.” Richard takes another thin slice of bread, offering it first to Beth. “After recent events, James and I have adjusted the work schedules. We’ve moved that part of the City project right to the head of the queue.”

“Burning out the rat holes...” says James... “...Ousting the rats.” His dark eyes are almost black. “We’ll get rid of the Finchbys of the world. At least from our part of it.”

“Speaking of Finchby,” says Ryan. “What’s happened to him? Where is he?” He looks between the men and falters.

James speaks slowly. “You needn’t worry. Finchby won’t be troubling anyone anymore. But I would prefer that you don’t ask how I know that.”

A short pause... A silence...

“Ah...” Ryan’s head swings around the room. “Um, where is Charlotte’s father? Is Klempner still with you?”

“He comes and goes.” James speaks briskly. “Frankly, I prefer not to know exactly what he’s doing.”

“James...”  I tap at my eye. Nod to his. “How are you? Not just the eye. I can see you’re not moving properly.”

James masks over. “I’m fine.”

The silence stretches out, growing uncomfortable. Then I become aware that my billionaire friend and employer is staring out of the window.

“Richard?”

He swings to me, then Ryan, looking thoughtful. “This project you would like to buy... How would you feel about a watermill? Very dilapidated. In need of complete refurbishment. And I do mean complete. But where it is... the setting... is to die for.”

Ryan lays a hand over mine. We don’t need to exchange words. “A watermill?” he says. “It sounds marvellous. But where? If there was something like that on the market, I’m sure I would have spotted it by now.”

Richard sucks in a smile, shoving hands in his pockets and pacing the room. “It’s not on the market, officially anyway. The point is, would you be interested?”

“Well... I’d certainly like to know more.  Where is it?”

Richard’s eyes twinkle. “It’s not far from here. Want to take a look?”

Ryan exchanges glance with me. “We both would.”

“Good.” He ponders, then reaches into a pocket, jingling keys. “I’ll drive. Wrap up warm.”

*****

[image: ]


James joins us, stretching out his legs in the passenger seat as Richard takes us down the mountain and back onto the main highway. Then, he curves around the base of the mountain before turning off to follow first a side-road; then a narrow country lane.

We pass frozen fields, frigid and sparkling, lined by hedgerows of hawthorn and crab apples, bare of leaves but bright with winter fruit. The fields give way to woodland, the trees stretching naked branches towards the thin sunlight filtering under the grey sky. 

Crossing a humped stone bridge, we cross rushing water; the road narrow enough that Richard slows down, steering carefully to avoid scraping the sides of his car.

Then, as we turn a corner, the woodland opens up to reveal a huge building; neglected and abandoned, four storeys high, built from brick and stone. Even from here, I can see that the windows are barred, much of the glass broken.

“This is it.” Richard draws in towards tall steel-bar gates, razor wire looping over the top. One faded sign declares that Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted. Another, the paint peeling from a security camera icon warns, This Area Is Under 24 Hour Surveillance.

A blue-uniformed guard stands waiting then, as he sees us, pushes the gates open. 

Richard winds down his window. “All unlocked?”

“Yes, sir. I opened up all the doors. Would you like me to accompany you and your party?”

“No, that’s fine. We can manage.” He drives through, pulling up onto cracked tarmac which vanishes under nettles and briars at the edges. What parts of the surface aren’t potholed, are carpeted in lush green moss.

Stepping with care to avoid slipping on icy ground, I raise hands to my cheeks, “Oh. My. God.”

Ryan swings his head, slowly from left to right and back again, turning on the spot through three-sixty degrees. “I’ll give you that one.”

Standing side by side, our fingers lace together as we survey the ramshackle building and the land it dominates.

The mill looms above us; the brickwork dark with soot, green-streaked from the guttering. Small trees sprout from cracks and crevices. Ivy both scrambles up from the ground and, perversely, drapes over the wall from the roof. What might once have been a flagpole juts out, rusty and bare. Pigeons emerge from broken, grey-glassed windows, to perch on cracked sills.

The building is ugly now, but my imagination dances at the thoughts of what it might become. Richard and James remain silent, eyes creasing at our reaction.

Once of a day, this was an industrial landscape, but manufacturing and commerce abandoned it long ago, and this vast, sad, beautiful, shabby, amazing place has all but returned to nature.

“It’s huge,” I breathe.

“About ten thousand square feet in all...” says Richard. His voice is matter-of-fact. “... when you include all the outbuildings. Plenty of space for anything you’re likely to want to do. Live. Work. Run a restaurant... Hotel... Holiday retreat...”

Ryan toes at turf, scraping it to one side to reveal the round domes of old cobbles underneath. He turns to Richard, arms outspread. “This? All of it? The building and the grounds?”

Richard, hands deep in the pocket of his long overcoat, nods. “Ah-ha. The mill, the sheds and annexes. About two acres of grounds in total and the river frontage.”

“Plus...” adds James, turning up his collar... “... a lot of work.”

Richard’s mouth quirks. “Go take a look around. There’s a couple of areas that aren’t safe, such as the old pulping pits. And some of the outbuildings are structurally unsound. But all such areas are either locked up or fenced off. So, if you can get to it, it’s safe to enter.”

Ryan sucks at his teeth. “Pulping pits? What did they do here?”

Richard shrugs. “It was a papermill originally.” He aims a finger towards a corner... “...That’s the old wheelhouse...

We’re by the side of the river...

It’s a mill...

... Of course we’re by the river...

“... The wheel provided power at first, then electricity took over and the wheel fell into disrepair. The site was closed when the environmental pollution regulations forced the owners to clean up their act and stop spilling God-knows-what into the water. So now...” He waves an arm over the glorious ruins... “... Now we have this left. No-one wanted it.”

He reaches out, grinning, lifting my jaw with a finger. “Mouth closed suits you better, Kirstie.” Then, gesturing all around, “Have a wander around, the pair of you. Take a look. See what you think.”

Hands linked, Ryan and I head for the wheelhouse. We find ourselves on a small terrace area by the water, next to a large brick chamber reaching up twenty feet, and down below the river level. The wheel itself has gone, but the remains of gears and mechanisms remain. Ryan regards the mess of metal and rust, chewing at a lip.

Despite the time of year, birdsong echoes around us, competing with the rush of the waters. Ancient willows stoop by the opposite bank, trailing whippy boughs. Beyond that, the trees thicken to woodland and the noisy chaos of a rookery. Close by, a squirrel scrabbles at frost-whitened turf, unearthing something, an acorn perhaps. Holding it between paws, he pauses to inspect his unexpected visitors, chitters at us indignantly, then dashes up a tree.

Ryan shoves hand into pockets. “What’s your first impression?” 

“I’m... stunned. It’s...” I swing, waving arms out over the river. “It’s amazing.”

“But would you want to do it?” he insists. “Would you want to live here if we took the plunge?”

“Are you kidding?” I gaze around me at this neglected and forgotten Garden of Eden. “This is my idea of paradise. You. Me. The dogs. In a place like this? It’s heaven on earth.”

Ryan smiles his teeth very bright against his light tan and dark eyes. Taking my hand, “Come on, let’s take a better look around. The main entrance is around the other side.”

*****
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Chains and padlocks dangle loose from double-doors standing wide. The space inside is dim, beckoning us inside.

We enter, stepping between cones of bird droppings into a single open space, taking up what looks like the whole of the ground floor. Daylight filters through clouded glass and cobwebs from the far side. Pigeons scatter as we enter then resettle, cooing protest at our invasion of their private space. Their calls echo with our footsteps as, without speaking a word, we cross the open floor to the murky windows.

A quick search through my bag produces a tissue, and I swipe over dust to clear a small viewing hole through the grime, just big enough to peer out and over the river.

“We can do better than that,” comes Ryan’s voice from a few feet away.

He’s standing by another set of steel double-doors. Again, a chain dangles free from between the handles and he lifts a locking bar, then swings the doors open. Pale sunlight spills inside, and dust motes sparkle brilliantly in the beams casting to the concrete floor.

He wriggles fingers at me. “Together.”

Hand in hand, we step outside to find ourselves on a stone-flagged walkway, edging the water, perhaps twenty feet wide, stretching to the far end of the building one way and to the wheelhouse the other.

Beyond the edge, the weir stretches over the river, curving across the water in a smooth arc, a good fifty feet across from one bank to the other. Above the weir, the water is a smooth green pool. Then, in a fall of ten feet of so, it froths and rushes, boiling down to the next level before continuing its journey to the sea.

My heart pounds. “This place must be worth a fortune. How could we possibly afford it?”

Ryan heaves in air. “It’s only worth a fortune if someone is willing to put in the work. And...” He swipes a hand through his hair... “I don’t think Richard would have brought us here if he thought it was out of our reach.”

Footsteps clip behind us: James and Richard, talking quietly as they walk around from the side. James aims a long arm upwards towards some feature, I think, measuring a wall by eye.

“How are you doing?” he asks as they join us.

“What do think?” says Ryan. “Could it be rescued?”

James seems quite relaxed. “Oh, yes. The walls are sound. There’s no sign of subsidence I can see.” His eye roams upwards to the squabbling pigeons. “I imagine you’d need new timbers throughout and almost certainly a new roof. And you’d want to have the ground checked over for pollutants. I don’t know off-hand what contamination you might have from the paper industry, but we can find out easily enough. The question is...” He inhales... “How big a project are you willing to take on?”

His eye travels to me... “And if you have to live here while the work’s on-going, are you willing to rough it for a while?”

Ryan nods slowly, then turns to me too. “Kirstie, what do you think? Really? Would you be willing to live on what was effectively a building site for a while? And it could be a while. Certainly, several months. Probably longer. This would be a long-term undertaking. It wouldn’t happen overnight.”

“Yes! I’d do it.” I whirl on the spot, hands outstretched. “I love it. I love everything about it.”

Ryan hooks an arm into mine, then nods to the two men. Excitement ripples behind his voice, blending into apology. “I don’t mean to be rude, but please excuse us for a few minutes. Kirstie and I need to talk.” 

Richard’s lips twitch. “Of course.”

Ryan tugs me away from the others, then takes me by the shoulders, pulling me around to face him. “Kirstie, no-one’s going to hold you to this at this stage, but are you sure? Really? Are you sure? We’d be almost camping here at first. If we sign up to buy this place, we’ll not be able to afford to waste money on rent for somewhere else. We’ll have to live here. Like this. And for quite a long time.”

I set a hand on his, squeezing. “Ryan, I’d stay here in a tent, living on jam sandwiches and weak tea if it meant we could buy the place.”

His smile takes his whole face. He kisses my forehead. “That’s my girl.”

I look up. “Let’s go to the top. I want to see what’s around us.”

*****
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Four floors up, we stand together by an old loading bay. In a house, this might be called a balcony. Here, iron railings are all that stand between us and a sixty-foot drop.

Ryan pokes at the rusty bars. “I think we’ll improve on these.”

“I’m sure we will. But look at the view.”

As far as the eye can see, we look over green fields and treetops, iced silver. One way, the river continues its path to the city and beyond that, to the sea. The other, the land rises inexorably towards the mountain.

“You’re really sure?” says Ryan.

“I’m sure.”

“Fine. Let’s go talk money.”

*****
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We rejoin James and Richard. Both men wait, quiet, but their eyes questioning.

“So, who’s the owner?” begins Ryan. “And how much do they want for it? You said it’s not actually up for sale.”

Richard’s eyes twinkle and the obvious strikes me. “It’s yours, isn’t it?” I say. “You own it?”

He chuckles. “Not exactly. But I have been offered the property. The owner is an old friend of mine. Emphasis on old. He’s retired and wants to liquidate his assets. I rather think he sees his remaining time being spent on a beach somewhere rather warmer than this. He asked me if I was interested but I don’t have an immediate use for such a place. However...” He blows air. “If you two are interested, I’m happy to act as intermediary for you.”

“Could you call him, please. Find out what price he’s asking.”

Richard holds up his mobile. “Already done. He said he’d get back to me within the hour.”

*****
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Back at the Threesome’s home, Michael serves up coffee and cake in the lounge then piles logs onto the fire.

Richard’s phone buzzes. He holds up a forefinger and everyone falls silent.

“Yes? Ah, Brian, thank you for getting back so quickly...” His eyes pass to mine. “Yes, I have them with me... Yes? As per the original asking price? Ah... I understand. Yes, I’ll get back to you.”

He snaps the lid down on his mobile. “That was my old friend, the owner of the mill. He is hesitating because his lawyer has been approached by a third party who has offered him a better price.”

The cake congeals in my mouth. Ryan sags. “Oh... That’s that then. We can’t get into a bidding war. As it is, we’d be way out on a limb financially...”

Richard Harrumphs, then sniffs. “Not necessarily. There’s more to any offer than the price.”

I swallow hard, trying to free my mouth of cake. “I’m not with you. What else is there?”

“Oh...” Richard lifts arms, opens his palms... “Intended end-use.  Reputation of the buyer. Proof of funds...”

My mind whizzes in all directions. “I’m sorry. I didn’t understand any of that.”

Richard perches on the end of the couch arm. “As I mentioned, Brian is an old friend of mine. If he genuinely didn’t care what happened to the site, he could have sold the mill long ago...

“But he does care. He doesn’t want to see either site or area abused. He prefers not to see the building torn down and replaced by ten storeys of boxy white apartments. He does not want to see the site levelled for a shopping centre and the wildlife ousted...”

He takes a mouthful of coffee, apparently considering his words. “And... from the financial angle, he needs proof that any offer is both genuine and realistic: that the buyer can actually back up their offer with either funds in the bank or a mortgage offer from a reputable source...”

He opens his mouth to continue, but his phone rings again. He checks the screen then flashes brows at me and raises a finger to his lips. “Yes, what did he say?  Right... Okay, that’s not a problem... Yes? When? Alright, I’ll get back to you.”

He taps off, tapping a forefinger to his chin. Then, jerking his head at the door, “James, could I have a word please.”

James inclines his head, brow wrinkling, but accompanies him out.

My eyes meet with Ryan’s, but the moment is broken by Michael standing from his seat. “Eggnog!” he announces. “And would you like some more cake? Can’t have Christmas without plenty of both of those.” As he exits, the door swings wide behind him and I see Richard and James, their heads close, talking and nodding.

*****
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James and Richard return, both smiling. “So,” says Richard. “Here’s where we are. My old associate is keen to get his cash. He’d like more, but he’ll settle for fast. Which means that if you two seriously would like to buy the mill, we’d better get the wheels turning before he has time to change his mind.” He looks between us. “Yes?”

“Yes,” I say.

“Yes,” says Ryan. “But we’re all but on top of Christmas and I’ll need to set up an appointment with my bank to discuss a mortgage. They’ll no doubt want cash projections, surveys and who-knows-what else...”

Richard cuts him short. “Yes, of course they will. Which is why this is my suggestion instead. Let me push this through for you. I just wanted a chat with James here for an idea of how much work is going to be passing from my company to yours over the next year or so. That gives me something to work with to get a loan fast-tracked for you...”

“But...”

Richard breaks him off again. “Not to put too fine a point on it, if you go through normal channels, your case will be assessed by clerks and computers. The banks will demand so many checks and measures on you that they’ll effectively cripple you for the next five years. If I step in, I’ll side-step the... um... lower echelons... and get an answer for you from the top. You’ll get a better deal and faster. What do you think?”

Michael cuts in. “Kirstie, Ryan. Why don’t the two of you join us for Christmas?”

Ryan blinks. I think I do too, at the apparent change in subject. “For Christmas dinner you mean?”

“That too,” smiles the big, blond man, “But what I meant was, stay over the holiday. Go home now, pack yourself a suitcase for a few nights, then stay with us over the period. That way you get a good holiday and you’re right where you need to be if you need to talk with Richard. Or if he needs to talk to you.”

I’m torn between excitement and reality. “I can’t do that, Michael. It would be great, but I can’t just leave my dogs.”

Michael waves airily. “Oh, bring the dogs along...” James’ head swivels his way. Michael ignores it. “As you said, they loved it here. And Scruffy will enjoy the company too.”

*****
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​Two Days Before Christmas
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For the second time in two days we pull up at the Threesome’s...

Fivesome’s?

... home, this time with my Gang of Four in the back, howling enthusiasm as they realise where they are; yapping, barking and baying demands to be let out right now.

The door opens to Michael... “Ah, that’s great,” he says. “You made it...” Then he stands back hastily as my Gang barge past him in a hairy, slobbering crowd into their old ‘home’. “Looks like they remember where they are...” he laughs.

“And are pleased to be here too.” I kiss his cheek. “And thank you so much for this.”

“It’s a pleasure, Kirstie, to be able to help. And you too Ryan. We were worrying you might be beaten by the snow.” He cranes out, scanning the sky. “You got here just in time, I’d say. The forecast says there’s going to be a heavy fall tonight and by the look of those clouds, it’s on the way.”

Even as he speaks, a fat snowflake drifts down, lying on the cold ground like the most delicate of lace. A moment later it is joined by another. And another.

“Get yourselves inside,” continues Michael. “I’ll show you your room and you can get settled in.”

“Where do you want these?” Ryan hefts his armful of parcels. I display my bags of bottles, cake and a hastily purchased party-pack for a dozen people.

“Just put them on the side for now. We’re still in mid-decorate. The parcels can go under the tree later when we’ve got it all together.” He leads us upstairs. “I made up the Green Room for you.” His face is suspiciously straight as he opens the door, then steps back, letting us enter first.

Oh, my God...

The room is lovely; brightly lit from wide windows which overlook the slopes down the mountain. A fire burns in the red-tiled hearth, throwing out a radiant glow as logs drop to ashes.

But inexorably, I am drawn to what takes up most of the room: an enormous four-poster bed.

Ryan's eye dance.

What a Merry Christmas...

Michael’s voice is bland, but behind the facade, laughter bubbles as he points across to another door. “That’s the en-suite through there. I believe James will be laying out a buffet in a couple of hours. So, take your time, freshen up and...” His eyes twinkle... “...get yourselves comfortable. We’ll see you downstairs when you’re ready.”

As he exits, he drops me a wink.

Ryan stands by the bed, tracing fingers over the posts, dark timber, carved into heavy twists. His gaze shifts sidelong to mine. “I don't know about you, but I call that hospitality.”

“So do I.”

Before my eyes, he shifts from Lover to Dom. Chin lifting, he takes off his jacket. Despite the travel, his shirt is still crisp, the linen unwrinkled. His hands apparently working independently of his eyes, he slides his tie from the collar, holding it loosely in his hands. The ends dangle, swaying with his breathing. “Kirstie, I wish you to remove your clothes.”

I see it in his eyes. In his mind, I am already naked for him. The action merely underlines his thoughts. I slip off my boots then turn to face away, sweeping my hair to one side, allowing him access. Between my shoulders, the fabric tugs as he slips the single top button open then slides down the tab of the zipper.

He doesn’t hurry, my Lover, my Master; gliding down, inch by inch, tooth by tooth, until the dress falls open and he slides it over my hips and down. Stepping out of it, I hear the soft rustle as he picks it up, folding it neatly to lie over a chair. Standing straight, knowing what he enjoys, what he wishes from me, I wait until I feel the tug and pull of his touch on the catch of my bra. As it unfastens, he slips the straps from my shoulders, leaving me in nothing but my panties.

“Turn around and give me your wrists.”

As I face him, he is already holding up his tie. “Do I bind you to the bar...” His eyes cast up to the top post of the bed... “Or will you hold it yourself?”

“I’ll hold it.”

My arms raised, fingers curled around the top bar, I stand, wearing nothing but the black lace and silk panties. Despite the heat radiating from the fire, my skin prickles.

Ryan moves close behind me, the fabric of his shirt and jacket tickling over my naked spine. One palm resting on my shoulder, he brushes my hair away with the other, opening his mouth over the crook of my neck to shoulder, biting softly. His palms curve around my waist, to right and left, stroking over the slight curve of my stomach. Then gliding down, they ease into the crease of stomach to thigh.

Fingertips slide under the flimsy fabric of my panties, smoothing over the skin.  Tangling into my curls, circling and spiralling, the fingers coil into the hair which grows warmer and damper by the moment. My lungs shudder and behind my ribs, my heart thumps faster.

He presses tight against me to the rear, his shaft hard through his clothes, pushing against me. My pussy flutters, growing warm and fluid...

I want you...

I want you inside me...

The fingers slide down and inwards. He whispers, “Open your legs further.”

Obediently, I shuffle my feet wider, cool air flowing over my exposed sex as I do so.

Your fingers over my clit...

Rubbing and teasing...

Penetrating me...

But he doesn’t penetrate me.

He doesn’t do any of that.

His fingertips slide between my thighs, teasing around my sex but not touching. 

He strokes over my labia with a fingertip. “You want me to finger-fuck you?” Then, shifting the fingertip, he grazes over the tip of my clit. Electricity sparkles through me and I jolt, but the finger has gone.

I swallow. “Yes, I do.”

He nuzzles into my neck. “I’m not going to, Kirstie. Not yet.” The fingers return, rubbing over hot slippery skin and I pulse inside, but they approach no closer than the fine soft skin of my inner thigh where it folds towards my lips

“Oh, God... Ryan... Master...”

“Shhh... I'm not going to fuck you now.” He withdraws one hand entirely, trailing a fingertip between my breasts. “You must wait.” Finger and thumb tweak at a nipple and arousal skitters down through me. “I know what you want. But you will appreciate it all the more when you have had the opportunity to think on it for a few hours.”

He squeezes at the nipple, then twists, to the point of pain. “Later, I will bend you over the bed, push my cock inside you and shaft you ‘til you scream...” My pussy gushes, pumping hot down my thighs... “... but for now, it remains inside your head... And mine.”

I’m shuddering uncontrollably, my knees buckling, and I grip the rail just to remain upright. “Ryan, you can't do this to me.”

He chuckles. “Oh, but I can, Kirstie. We both know that by now. I can do whatever I want with you. And always, you will enjoy it.” Abruptly, he steps away from me, leaving chill air wafting over my spine and buttocks.

“You may take a shower now. And change into some comfortable clothes.”

*****
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Coming down the stairs, my face heating, I brush by Michael. He inhales, eyes crinkling, but he doesn't look at me, instead, suppressing a smile as he heads up.

In the dining room, I find Charlotte and Mitch. Charlotte sits by the fire in an armchair, humming to herself, cradling Cara as though she'll never let go.

Mitch has brush and twigs laid out on the table, knotted and intertwined into a tightly woven whole, six or eight feet long. She winds in sprigs of pine, ivy, and holly, glossy and green, and brightly berried. Then she loops in ribbons of red and gold and tartan, twisting and knotting them with a practiced hand into coils and bows. She looks up, eyes brightening. “Ah, Kirstie. Good timing. Can help me with the swags, please.” 

“You look as though you're almost done.”

“I am...” She twists wire through one end, then the other, “... but it takes two to hang them up. You take that end, I'll take this. Onto the stepladders and we'll snag them onto those hooks over the fire.

The swag drapes over the hearth atop the mirror. It smells of resin and winter and... and...

Does green have a smell?

It does.

Green smells like that swag. It smells of the Winter festival when, for as long as people have gathered in the dark of the year, they have brought nature and the Spring indoors as a reminder that soon, the light will return. 

Green smells of cinnamon and oranges and brandy and apples and cloves.

For as long as I live, green will smell of this Christmas.

In a final flourish, Mitch winds in a twist of mistletoe, then turning, arches a brow at me and drops a wink.

Michael pokes his head around the door. “Ah, there you all are.”

James enters behind him, carrying a tray, loaded with sandwiches and slices of what looks like fruit bread.

Michael perches on the arm of the chair, holding a plate while Charlotte takes a bite from a sandwich. His voice is gentle. “How are you doing, Babe?”

She raises eyes, her green to his blue. “I'm much better today. I've barely coughed at all.”

I’m beginning to feel like a spare part. “Can I help?”

“Thank you, Kirstie.” James unloads his tray onto the table. “Yes, there’s more to bring in.”

In the kitchen, a pot of tea, steaming peppermint, sits waiting beside a coffeepot. “Crackers are in the cupboard over there,” says James, “I’ll get the cheeses.”

But as I arrange crackers onto a plate, James’ mobile rings. He checks the screen then, as he taps in, his eyes flicking to mine, lifts a finger to his lips.

Shameless with intrigue, I follow him out to the hallway, remaining silent as he briefly glances into the lounge, then turns away, ambling to the far end of the hallway. Lurking by the door, I eavesdrop.

“Ah Eleanor, thank you for getting back to me so quickly...

“...Yes, my apologies. I realise it's somewhat of an imposition at this time of year, but you would be doing me a huge favour... Ah, that’s wonderful...

“... Tomorrow then? Christmas Eve? That would be perfect. I’m in your debt. Thank you...” He pauses, listening again. “Ah, yes. Chad. An excellent idea. It will help settle her in to see a familiar face.”

As he taps off, his eyes crinkle. Pressing the finger to his lips once more, he nods me towards the lounge.

I whisper, “What’s that all about? Or shouldn’t I ask?”

“Charlotte’s Christmas present from me and Michael,” he says in a low voice. “We were going to wait until the Spring, but with everything that’s happened, we thought we’d move things forward a little. Give Charlotte something else to think about.”

“What? Besides having a brand-new daughter?”

Rocking his hand, “Let’s say, something else to encourage her back onto her feet and get her back in good physical condition. Having just Cara, so tiny and in the middle of Winter, might tempt her to spend too much time indoors sitting down.”

Time to take the bull by the horns...

“James, while it’s just you and me, I wanted to ask, how is Charlotte? Really? What did they do to her?  What do the doctors say?”

He looks to the lounge door then cups a palm under my elbow, steering me away from the lounge door. Then, dropping his voice even further. “She’s going to be fine, but she was in the most appalling condition by the time we reached her.” His face tightens. “Even before she was abducted, Charlotte was worrying about the birth. She was very nervous about what was coming. But then, when they took her... The conditions they were keeping her in...” His voice cracks and he presses fingers to his forehead... 

“James?”

The distress in him is palpable. He draws a breath. “They’d chained her to a wall, left her lying on concrete. She was in labour, in the cold and the damp, quite alone.”

His throat ripples. “Charlotte hasn’t had an easy life. She knows what it is to suffer. But it’s hard to imagine anything worse that could have been inflicted on her.  She’s not talking much about it, but she must have been terrified.”

James’ expression turns bleak. “It’s not something I want to say to Michael, but if Charlotte didn't want to have another child, I could hardly hold it against her...”

There’s still something...

Something more...

“James, is that all of it? All that’s bothering you?”

He swings his head. “No...” He breathes in. Breathes out. “Of the two men responsible, Finchby...” He stalls.

“Yes? Finchby?”

“Finchby’s dead.” His eyes flick to mine.

“And good riddance,” I say. Relief washes over his stern, handsome features. “What about the other one?”

The relief melts away. “Baxter’s still out there. And, so far as we can tell, hell-bent on revenge.”

What the fuck do I say to that?

“Oh...”

The indomitable James...

It cuts deep, seeing this man, this powerful, unyielding man, who I have always so respected, so deeply upset.

Afraid?

No... Not for himself at least...

Upset... For Charlotte...

He recovers himself. “My apologies, Kirstie. I didn’t intend...”

I lay a hand on his arm. “James, is there anything I can do?”

He takes the hand, squeezes the fingers. “Be there, Kirstie. Be there for Charlotte. She's spent most of her life alone. Not having anyone else to turn to. She needs to know there are people here for her.”

The lounge door opens and Michael exits, giving us a curious look. As though nothing had been said, James, the hand cupping my elbow again, steers me past him and inside. “Kirstie, would you care for some eggnog? Please say yes. Michael’s made enough to float a submarine.”

*****
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Ryan takes the wineglass from my fingers, setting it down on the table. There’s that look in his eye. “Time to retire, I think.”

I take a shot at demure... “I think so, yes.” ... But as his nostrils flare, realise I have failed miserably.

He presses against my thigh, oh, so lightly... And my already warm pussy purrs. Several hours of waiting and the promise of the kind of incandescent sex Ryan offers, have me teetering on the brink.

Which was of course entirely his intention with the day’s earlier performance.

“We’re going to bed,” announces Ryan. “It’s been a long day for us.”

Voices call around us. Heads nod. 

“Of course. Goodnight.”

“See you in the morning.”

“Sleep well.”

I don’t believe I’ll be sleeping for a while yet.

As we exit, Michael, eyes creasing, waves towards the tray of drinks on the sideboard. “Take a bottle up with you and a couple of glasses.”

Ryan chooses a bottle of Rioja. “Very civilised of him,” he murmurs as we make our way up the stairs.

In the bedroom, he closes the door, pushing until the lock clicks.  He runs eyes over me. “You may undress, Kirstie.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. Even as I tug the thick sweater off over my head and my skin gooses, my neck and face are warm.

Ryan makes no attempt to remove his own clothes. Instead, he adds a couple of logs to the fire, using bellows and a poker to rouse the flames, then he turns off the ceiling light, leaving us bathed in the firelight.

He pours wine red as a holly berry into the two glasses then, resting a hip on the end of the bed, sips from one of the glasses, watching as I undress. Fire flickers and dances over the slight wave of his hair, raising highlights in amber and gold. His face is calm, almost tranquil, but his chocolate eyes too, reflect the flames which glimmer against the dark centres.

My beautiful Lover. My Dom.

My Master.

What do I feel for him?

Arousal?

Desire?

Lust?

Love?

I shimmy out of my jeans, then kick off thick furry socks. My bra, black satin and lace, I chose because I know Ryan likes the style, which enhances my not-overgenerous breasts.

The panties too, high-cut at the thighs to make the best of my long legs, and now damp and fragrant with my own arousal, I chose because I know he likes them. Ryan watches in silence as I hook fingers into the side laces, sliding them down over thighs and calves to leave myself naked save the velvet choker at my neck; his gift to me, the symbol of what binds us.

He crooks a finger, beckoning me. Already, my heart beats faster. Moving closer, I stand over him where he sits on the end of the bed. He sips his wine again, then offers it to me. Smooth and dark and heady, it caresses my tongue and throat as I swallow, then pools warm in my stomach.

He takes the goblet back from me, then looking up, trails it, cool and smooth, over the line of my chin and neck. My skin prickles and my pulse begins to race.

Down to the dip of my collar bone, he runs the glass over my chest, then replacing it with a fingernail, descends through the valley of my breasts. 

The nail strays further, tracing a tight, sharp path over my breasts to a nipple, stiffening now in a combination of cool air and arousal.

Ryan pauses, sips more wine, swishing it around his mouth, then setting the glass down, leans in, wrapping his lips around the nipple. My breath jolts at the hot-flesh-chill-wine on my skin. As he cups the breast with a palm, suckling gently, the nipple puckers, hardening further and I hiss at electricity jangling through me.

Biting gently, he teases at me with his teeth, plucking and tugging, drawing out my flesh. His free hand glides south, fingertips sliding through the dark hair at the vee of my thighs.

The sound of pleasure rumbles from his chest. “Already wet for me, Kirstie. But then, I think you have been wet for much of the day. That’s very good. I like that. It makes it easier for me to decide if I will let you come...”

Oh, God...

“Ryan... Master... Please let me come. I’ve been waiting for hours.”

He rumbles again. “We’ll see.” Rising, he releases my breast, but the fingers of his other hand still curl into my loins. He touches the pearl which dangles from the choker. “This... says that I get to decide when and if you will come...”

My knees threaten to buckle, and a hot trickle makes its way down inside my thighs.

“Face the bed,” he murmurs. “Close your eyes. Spread your arms. Hold tight.”

I turn, reaching out to grip the bedposts. 

Behind me, he’s standing close, his body heat on my skin, my naked spine. His clothes brush against me, the woollen fibres of his sweater tickling, the fabric of his jeans scratching my skin.

Sweeping up into my hair, he gathers it in, raising it and exposing my neck. Then with a twist, he pins it up. Laying hands on my shoulders, his breath washes over me, laving me in his heat. I quiver at the softness of his lips brushing over me, then the wet heat, and the soft gnawing of his teeth as he mouths over my shoulders, biting gently.

My pussy purrs then liquifies. I semi-turn, wanting to return the kiss, but his grip on my shoulders tightens. “You may not move. I have not given you permission.”

He nips at me, the bite on my neck sharp enough for pain, and I jolt. “I can smell your arousal. I know you are growing ready for me. But you must wait.”

Wet heat moves down from the nape of my neck to the top of my spine; the soft bite of his teeth, nipping. 

His hands follow, palming and smoothing over my arms then moving over my breasts and down to my ribs. His palms caress me, but his thumbs dig in, the nails short and blunt, pressing at my skin, sending pinpricks of pain cascading down to ravish my core.

“Ryan... Please...”

“Very well.” Without warning, he pushes me, flat-handed, between the shoulders, pressing me forward and down. Losing my grip on the bedposts, I all but collapse, face-down and gasping, onto the mattress.

From behind, hands clutch me at the hips, pulling my ass up. In the same movement, boots shove between my ankles, forcing my feet apart. At the rasping of a zipper, my cunt goes into melt-down and I cry out as he plunges into me, ramming home...

“Yes, I knew you were ready...”

Full-length, he pistons in. No opening me. No gradual waking of the flesh. I was ready for him hours ago and now, as he fills my body with his, I yelp and cry and howl in a rhythm to match his as my Lover...

... My Master...

... fucks me hard.

A hand knots into my hair, pulling back my head, straining me against the other hand planted between my shoulder blades.

My pussy wells and flows, making a scalding fluid trail down my thighs. And now, the throbbing comes, the start of it.

“You may Come for me, Kirstie.”

And released, I ricochet into orgasm, screaming out my rhapsody as repeatedly and again, Ryan sheathes himself deep inside me.

Bucking and writhing, I pulse and jerk and quiver my way through climax, only just aware that Ryan has dropped down on top of me, arms clutched around my body as, grinding his hips against mine, he groans and shivers.

At length, our heartbeats banging a joint crescendo, each through to the other, we lie, sated and sweating.

He nips my earlobe with his teeth. “I call that a good start to Christmas.”

*****
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​Christmas Eve
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Michael strides in, muffled up in a thick roll-neck sweater and a scarf, loaded with firewood. Stacking it by the hearth, he swipes off flakes of snow, which promptly thaw and puddle onto the tiles. “I reckon that’s a good two feet of snow that dropped overnight.”

Beside me, Ryan inhales. “Are we snowed in?”

“Right now, probably, yes...” Michael nudges with the toe of his boot at the heap of dogs lolling in front of the flames. “Budge up you lot.” Grumbling, they shift to make room for him. Scruffy yaps protest. Michael grins, bending down to rub his face then, blowing into his palms, holds them over the fire. “... But the snowplough will be along in a while. And in any case, when James stocked up the kitchen, I think he was planning for the arrival of the Mongol hordes. There’s enough in the house to see us through to the New Year. No-one’s going to go hungry.”

Close by, Charlotte and Mitch sit next to each other at the table, happily making Christmas tree ornaments. Mitch flips through a glossy magazine, admires the photo of a red dress, then rips out the page, folding the paper with practised ease into a multicoloured angel.

Charlotte’s father has appeared overnight. No-one seems inclined to mention Klempner’s arrival or discuss where he might have been, so I hold my tongue. He sits at the back of the room, a whiskey glass in one hand, not drinking, just silently watching the two women.

No... not both of them...

Mitch...

His eyes never leave her except briefly to flick one way or another if someone speaks, but always his gaze shifts back to Mitch.

There is something in his expression as he watches her, something hard to label or categorise...

Love...

Infatuation...

Devotion...

Obsession...

Whatever you want to call it, Klempner watches Mitch as though nothing else exists in the world.

Her fingers are deft. One after another, she tears out multi-coloured pages from glossy magazines, advertising perfume, jewellery and expensive bling. Quickly, she folds paper, sharpens creases and tucks in flaps, producing miniature sculptures in seconds; little paper birds, angels and unicorns. Charlotte is almost as fast, adding in kaleidoscopic stars and icicles.

Beth sits close by, hands clasped over her distended belly, watching Mitch and Charlotte. In his turn, Richard, eyes soft, sits next to her, working through some multi-page document....

The Mill?

... Pen poised in one hand, he makes small corrections and annotations. The other hand rests on Beth’s, absently stroking her fingers, only breaking away to flick to the next sheet.

Making sure she’s calm....

She almost lost her baby...

Their baby...

He straightens up, casts across to me and Ryan. “Nearly done here.” Then he eyes the growing pile of origami’d ornaments. “Aren’t you making rather a lot of those?”

“Three trees to decorate,” says Mitch, her voice brisk. “And none of them are small.” She waves a roll of gold ribbon at Beth. “Would you like to give us some help here.” 

“Sure. What would you like me to do?”

“Attach loops of ribbon to hang these on the trees.” She points across the table. “You’ll find pins, needle and thread, glue and stapler over there. Use whatever works.”

Something jolts onto my shoulder, Michael’s huge hand, and I startle. “Kirstie...” His voice booms by my ear. “How do you feel about some fresh air and helping me get some more holly for the dining room? We’ve run out.”

“Absolutely. Coming Ryan?”

He grins. “Great idea. I’ll just get my boots on.”

Michael turns to Klempner. “You joining us, Larry?”

The tall, withdrawn man blinks, then glances to Mitch. She flashes brows and jerks her head to the door. “Go on, then.”

I stand and pat my thigh. “Walkies.”

Chaos erupts from the hearth as a kind of Gordian Knot of dogs unravels itself from the rug to leap, howling and squealing, for the door.

*****
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Bitter cold though it is, the outdoors are a joy. We’re high up a mountain of course, so the chances of perfect Christmas weather are good in any case, but the scene outside could have been scripted in from some Dickensian novel. 

Snow lies, as they say, deep and crisp and even, well up to the knees. Over field and road and garden, it lies drifted up against walls and seats. Air catches in my throat, the chill inflating my sinuses, and my breath blows out in blue clouds, then hangs in the air, glinting.

The dogs race around, excited and enthusiastic, panting despite the cold. Poor Meg, low-slung and woolly as she is, collects snow on her underside. It balls up to dangle in blobs from her tummy and I keep having to pull them off her.

Wonder what it’s like down by the Mill?

White water rushing with white foam by even whiter snow...

Together we stroll; me, Michael and Ryan, with Charlotte’s father bringing up the rear; around the back of the house and across the courtyard towards the woods.
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