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			‘Uplifting’ Woman & Home

			 

			‘Full of humour, poignancy and ultimately uplifting this is an absolutely gorgeous read. We loved it! Highly ­recommended!’ Hot Brands Cool Places

			 

			‘Like a scrummy bowl of Devon cream and strawberries, this is a tasty, rich and delicious summer read laced with the warmth of friendships and the possibilities of new beginnings . . . The author has the knack of making her characters spring off the pages so real that you’ll care about them’ Peterborough Telegraph

			 

			‘A pleasure to read . . . A summer breezes treat’ Devon Life

			 

			‘Thoroughly entertaining. The characters are warm and well drawn. I thoroughly recommend this book if you are looking for a light-hearted read. 5 stars’ Sue Roberts
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			Friendship can be the greatest gift you’ll ever give …

			 

			Verity is embarking on a better-late-than-never gap year now that her sons have flown the nest, and dreams of turning a lifetime’s hobby of knitting and crocheting into a profitable new enterprise at Lerwick Manor’s gallery.

			 

			Nessie has returned to Shetland after two years spent retraining as a blacksmith on the Scottish mainland. She’s determined to do whatever it takes to reignite the traditional craft and prove that gender is no obstacle taking on her family’s heritage.

			 

			Isla is fresh out of catering college, but she is desperate to prove she has what it takes to run Lerwick Manor’s artisan café. Focused on perfecting her grandmother’s traditional recipes, Isla has no time for anything else – especially not her pesky ex.

			 

			With the island’s Yule Day celebration fast approaching, it’s the ideal moment for their crafts to shine. But they can’t do it alone – and their friendship might turn out to be their greatest creation yet …

		

	
		
			

			To the art of the blacksmith –

			where true beauty is forged through fire and force

		

	
		
			

			People are like stain-glass windows. They sparkle and shine when the sun is out, but when darkness sets in, their true beauty is revealed only if there’s a light from within.

			 

			elisabeth kübler-ross (1926–2004)

		

	
		
			Shetland Glossary

			Peerie – small/little

			Daa – grandfather

			Crabbit – bad-tempered

			Yamse – greedy

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Friday 1 October

			Entry: 09.10.1965

			Bake: a wedding cake (replica)

			Event: 25th anniversary cake

			Serving size: 50 small slices

			Decoration: royal icing with pink roses

			 

			Notes: I spent all day making my parents an anniversary wedding cake. A replica of their original cake, which was made at short notice because my dad, Duncan, had signed up for active service back in 1940. I’ve rationed the amount of sugar and fruit to mimic what they had during wartime. Family donated their rationed goods, apparently. Mum promised to pay them back, plus a little extra as interest, which she did over time. I’ll skimp by using marmalade instead of apricot jam to seal the two tiers. They didn’t have almond marzipan beneath the royal icing, so a smooth finish was difficult to achieve. It’s my present to them, as I have very little money to buy them a nice gift to celebrate their silver anniversary.

			Verity

			‘That’s fifty-four pounds exactly,’ says the taxi driver, turning around in his seat, my ear adjusting to his Scottish twang. ‘I can’t drive any nearer, as there’s very little space at the top of this narrow driveway.’

			I peer at the red digits displayed on his dashboard. A yellow pine-tree air freshener is swinging from his rear-view mirror.

			That’s easily the most I’ve paid for an airport transfer; hardly surprising, given that my last flight was over two decades ago. I ferret in my handbag, grab the bundle of crisp notes from my purse and hand them over. It might seem ungenerous of me, but still, I’m expecting my change. Watching my pennies has become a way of life for me.

			‘Thanks. Is anyone meeting you here?’ he asks, flicking on the interior light before digging into a fabric bag – I assume in search of a pound coin.

			I’m in two minds to lie, but I don’t. Having spent the entire day travelling by train and plane from the Midlands, I haven’t the initiative or energy.

			He seems a friendly chap, mid-thirties, blond hair poking out from beneath a woollen beanie, and sporting matching stubble on his chin. His rugby sweatshirt looks fresh on today, though his jeans could do with a freshen-up in an economy wash, if nothing else.

			‘No. I have instructions to get into the cottage, so I’ll be fine.’ I was relieved when the email arrived yesterday, providing a door code and instructions on where to locate an information folder. I assume that’ll contain everything: from cooker instructions, to emergency numbers and bin collection details. The website states that a complimentary basket of essentials will be awaiting my arrival. I’m hoping for fresh milk, but UHT will be welcomed. All I need at this late hour is the door code, a hot brew and a clean bed.

			Tomorrow, I’ll begin afresh.

			I accept the offered coin before peering out of the window. I can’t see a single thing: it’s pitch black. Worse still, I can’t see Harmony Cottage, which I assume is in close proximity since we’re supposedly parked in the driveway. Peering briefly into the rear-view mirror, I can see my bedraggled appearance. My pale blue eyes look bloodshot and my light brown hair could do with being introduced to a brush despite its fashionably tousled style.

			‘I’ll stay till you’re inside, if that’s OK with you?’ he says, eyeing me cautiously under the yellowish glow of the interior light.

			I act blasé but I’m grateful. The headlights illuminate a section of the driveway, after which I’ll be on my own.

			The driver pops the release on the car boot, leaves the vehicle and collects my single large suitcase from the rear. I follow, ensuring I have retrieved all my belongings from the rear seat, and find myself standing in the darkest darkness I have ever experienced. The night air is warmer than I was expecting. In the distance – I’m assuming it’s the direction from which we’ve driven – I can see a smattering of orange and white lights but very little illumination close by.

			In approximately five minutes’ time, I will be surrounded by a nothingness unlike any I have ever encountered. I will be alone for the very first time in my entire life. Not the alone that I’m used to – where people are in an adjoining room, living next door, or sharing a womb – but totally alone.

			And I can’t wait.

			It might seem abnormal to most, slightly freaky or unhinged to others, but I’m about to be granted the one wish I have craved for a lifetime: solitude.

			‘Your case is fairly heavy,’ says the driver, lifting it from the boot.

			‘I’ll manage,’ I retort. Having lugged it for most of the day, I don’t need reminding. I should invest in a modern lightweight one, with rotatable rubber wheels and a comfy handle, but this battered old case is a faithful friend from my teenage days. I can’t justify expensive luggage, given my home-bird nature.

			‘I’ll carry your case to the door,’ he suggests. ‘It’s not too far,’ he says, heaving my suitcase on to his shoulder and leading the way.

			Once we’ve left the beam of the headlights, I grab my mobile, flicking the screen to illuminate our path. The terrain underfoot is rugged, compacted mud, with large boulders jutting up, which would wreak havoc on the underneath of a low-slung chassis. And he’s right, it is very narrow in places; I wouldn’t wish to reverse a vehicle the length of this driveway in the dark.

			‘I do appreciate your help, but I could have managed, honestly,’ I insist, keeping my eyes on the bulky outline some steps ahead of me.

			‘No problem. I’ll at least know that you got inside safely,’ he answers, before adding, ‘and are not wandering the coastal path by mistake.’

			I can hear him puffing within minutes.

			‘Are you staying for a week or two?’ he asks, after a lengthy silence.

			‘A year,’ I reply. ‘I should have brought more luggage but the flight allowance curbed that idea.’

			‘Wow! That’s unusual, most folks . . .’ His words fade.

			I assume he presumes I’m not most folks. And he’s right, I’m not. I’m Verity Kendal, mother of three, daughter of two, twin of one, aunty to another. But for my forty-third year of life, I’m choosing a gap year. I feel incredibly guilty for wanting or even needing such an indulgence but I’m putting myself first for once. I’ll miss an entire year of family events, Christmases and birthdays, but I’ve been dreaming of this since my three sons were munching on Farley’s rusks. And tonight, I’ve arrived on the eve of three hundred and sixty-five days of pleasing myself.

			Harmony Cottage is my ideal getaway. Proudly sitting in a solitary position high upon a cliff top overlooking the North Sea, within the aptly named Bay of Sound. There’s a different vista from each window denoting a 360° picture-postcard setting. I’ll be surrounded by paddocks, coastal pathways and grazing sheep amidst a backdrop of autumn bracken. The nearest house is a short distance along the lane, so what more could I ask for? I’d been slightly embarrassed asking for a house tour via a flickering iPad screen, but the lady was obliging in every way. ‘It’ll be roomy for a solo occupant,’ she’d said. ‘The usual bookings are families, given the two-bedroom and two-bathroom layout.’ It’s tastefully decorated and partially furnished, which suits my needs. For me, it was simply love at first sight, so I signed the contract as soon as she emailed the paperwork.

			We trek for a few minutes, taking the gentle climb at a steady pace, before the whitewashed walls of a cottage loom out of the darkness, complete with drystone walls on either side. It’s quaint, peaceful and promises complete solitude.

			‘Here we are. The main door into the porchway should be unlocked,’ says the driver, adding, ‘you’ll need the code for the inner door—’

			‘Yes, I know.’ I interrupt, having memorised the details from yesterday’s email. I silently repeat the digit sequence: three, four, six, five followed by hash.

			‘Just punch in three, four, six, five, then the hash symbol before turning the latch,’ says the driver, dropping my suitcase beside the porch door.

			My mouth drops wide as I stare in disbelief.

			‘Get away with ye. You’ll be fine. Folk around these parts are old-school, not like these mainland folks who trust nothing and no one,’ he says, waving aside my shocked expression. ‘We leave our doors unlocked around here. Our motto is, “If it isn’t yours, don’t touch it,” which works a treat in most situations – unless you’ve an allotment plot, but you needn’t worry there.’

			A sudden neighing from beside us makes me jump out of my skin.

			‘What’s that?’ I ask, lifting my mobile to illuminate a five-bar gate set in the adjoining drystone wall. A pair of reflective eyes appear eerily out of the darkness. ‘A pony?’

			‘That there’s a Shetland pony – you’ll find one or two about these parts,’ he says, giving a deep-throated chuckle. ‘That’s peerie Jutt, he’ll not harm you.’

			‘We’ll make friends tomorrow, peerie Jutt,’ I say, stepping into the unlocked porch and finding the inner doorway. I press the number sequence, as memorised, turn the locking device and the door springs wide.

			The driver lugs my battered suitcase into the porchway, before stepping back outside. ‘You’ll be OK, now?’

			‘Fine, thank you,’ I say, feeling along the interior wall for a light switch and illuminating the hallway.

			‘No worries, you’re safely inside,’ he says, striding off into the darkness. ‘See you around.’

			I stand for a moment on the porch step staring out. I can hear the pony snuffling at the gate, the heavy tread of boots descending the driveway, but I can barely see my hand before my face.

			‘Excuse me . . . and your name is?’ I call into the darkness.

			‘Me? I’m Levi Gordans . . . everyone around here knows me.’

			‘Thank you, Levi – I do appreciate your help,’ I reply, before continuing, ‘I’m Verity, by the way.’

			‘Pleased to meet you, Verity. Welcome to Shetland.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Saturday 2 October

			Verity

			I’m woken by my mobile ringing. It’s only half six, I’m in a strange bed but I know who this will be: Avril.

			‘What’s your bloody game?’ screeches my twin sister.

			‘Morning, Avril, how are you?’ I answer, knowing full well that I’m in for a telling-off.

			‘Cut the crap, Verity. You’ve upped and offed leaving a damned note! Where are you?’

			‘I’m fine. I’m taking time out for myself, that’s all. There’s no need to make a major fuss. The lads will be fine, I’ve left provisions . . .’

			‘So I’ve heard. According to your Tom there’s a chest freezer full of sodding lasagnes, apparently.’

			‘Home-made food, not shitty microwave meals which some people live on,’ I say, knowing such a reference to her culinary cop-out will hit a nerve.

			‘Oi, some of us are busy.’ And now she’s twanged my nerve, as always.

			‘Avril, we’re all bloody busy at something. No one in our family has got it cushy.’

			‘Where are you?’

			I take a deep breath; I sense what’s about to follow.

			‘Shetland.’

			‘Where?’

			‘The Shetland Islands.’

			‘Above bloody Scotland?’

			‘Yep, the place with the little ponies and beautiful knitting,’ I declare proudly, knowing she’ll have rolled her eyes at the mention of knitting.

			‘It’s hardly visible on the weather map, let alone being a holi­day hotspot.’

			‘Exactly, which is why it’ll suit me.’

			‘That didn’t happen overnight, so how long have you been planning this for?’

			‘Kind of for ever, or at least since the boys were little. I wanted to say, but you know what our family are like. The minute I mention anything others don’t approve of, you all clan together and quickly talk me out of doing it. So I thought, bugger the lot of you, I’ll do it my way.’

			‘Verity!’

			‘I know, I know. It’s not what you all want to hear, but there are times when I’m smothered by the lot of you.’

			‘Thanks a bunch!’

			‘Sorry, but it’s true. Every day of my life, I’ve got people pulling at me; demanding my time and attention. If it isn’t the three lads, then it’s you, or Mum and Dad. There are times I would simply like to be me. And have no one asking what time I’ll be clocking back in to my “being Mum” role as chef, maid or bottle-washer.’

			‘Don’t you think we all feel like that?’

			‘Perhaps, but you have Francis to share the load with; I don’t have anyone. I’ve been doing it single-handed for nearly eighteen years, and enough is enough.’

			‘We’ve always supported you and yours the best we can.’ I can hear the hurt in her voice.

			‘And I’m very grateful. But now, I’d quite like some alone time.’

			‘How long?’

			‘See what I mean? “Verity, what time are you clocking back in to home life?” That’s precisely what I’m on about, Avril.’

			‘This is ridiculous!’ says my twin, her patience clearly wearing thin. ‘I’m simply trying to establish how long I’ll need to . . .’

			‘You don’t need to do anything. At twenty-three, Jack is more than capable of running the show. I’ve made arrangements for everything: the utility bills, the mortgage and, as soon as I’m ready and settled, regular contact via the iPad. Give me some credit, I didn’t just up and off, you know.’

			‘How long have you booked a room for?’

			‘A cottage actually, and I’ve paid for the year.’

			‘A year!’

			‘Yes . . . but I could be home next week if I choose to be, so don’t worry.’

			‘Believe me, I’m not worrying. You’re obviously out of your tiny mind, being utterly selfish and self-centred. I can’t believe you’ve actually done this, Verity.’

			There’s a long pause.

			I get that Avril doesn’t get it. We may be twins, but we are very different in personality, outlook and how we navigate this world. She’s the yin to my yang. She’d never slope off without her beloved Francis and their young daughter, Amelia, in tow. But then she gets weekly ‘me’ time via her yoga, her mid-monthly book clubs and her weekly gardening group.

			I don’t; my life isn’t like that.

			‘Avril, do you remember when we were children and you always talked about running away, finding a new family or living in a different country?’

			‘Kind of.’

			‘All because Dad wouldn’t let you have your ears pierced or let you stay out till after dark. You were planning a runaway escape once a week, twice in some weeks.’

			‘Yeah, so what’s your point?’

			‘I’ve thought about running away more as an adult than I ever did as a child.’

			I let my words sink in. I hear her sigh.

			‘Is that it? You feel the need to run off and find yourself?’ Her voice is calmer; she’s finally listening.

			‘Not find myself; I already know myself. I simply need some time to do the things I want to do, without anyone calling on me as their mum, sister, aunty or daughter.’

			‘Have you quit your job at the solicitors?’

			‘Yep, that too. A receptionist only needs to give four weeks’ notice.’

			‘And George. Have you told him?’

			‘Have I heck! If you can find George Kendal, then be my guest. In fact, remind him that he has three sons who’ve grown up since he last saw them. He might like to step up to the plate during my absence. And, before you ask, I have the means to support myself. I’ve rented space within a local gallery and started a small business selling knitted and crocheted garments. You know how much I love my knitting, so I’ve turned it from a hobby into a business.’

			‘I see.’

			‘Do you? Because if you do . . . would you kindly relay the details to the others?’

			‘You aren’t going to speak to them?’ Shock returns to Avril’s tone. ‘You realise it’s Amelia’s birthday in a few days.’

			‘Amelia’s six years old – she won’t notice if I’m there or not. I’ll pop a card into the post and send a birthday gift. As I said before, I’ve made extensive plans and left an explanation for the lads. I want this time to myself. To do as I please and –’ I inhale deeply before proceeding – ‘I’m not about to explain myself ten times over to each concerned relative. If they’re angry with me, then so be it. I’m sorry, but it’s frustrating when you know what you want and yet your current life doesn’t permit it.’

			‘Verity, please, Mum’s nerves won’t take kindly to this.’

			‘Avril, give them all my love, tell them I am quite safe. Can you ensure Jack organises the food money? Otherwise Harvey and Tom will blow it on a Domino’s Pizza street party. Tell Amelia that I’ll send a gift. I’ll leave my mobile on charge, but I have no intention of using it purely to hear complaints, OK?’

			‘I think you’re being incredibly selfish, Verity.’

			I’m silent for a moment. That sounds like such a negative judgement, yet she’s absolutely right. ‘Why thank you, I intend to be! I’m putting myself first for once. Love to you all. Bye.’ I swiftly tap the screen, ending her call. I throw my mobile on to my duvet for fear of feeling her wrath burning through the phone casing.

			She’ll be annoyed that she wasn’t able to talk me round; that’s Avril’s superhero power up the Swanee.

			I’m proud of myself and it’s only 6.45 a.m.

			I scramble from the double bed, my feet padding on the stained wooden boards, and head for the kitchen to make a fresh brew. As sole occupant, I don’t need to navigate three young men seeing their mother nipping about in her scanties. It feels oddly liberating to walk about half naked in my underwear.

			Last night I’d been grateful to find fresh milk and decent tea bags awaiting my arrival, so I’d forfeited any exploration of the cottage before succumbing to the comfort of the first double duvet I found. I hadn’t drawn all the curtains, ignited the wood burner or even bothered to unpack my battered suitcase, apart from rummaging for my toothbrush and toothpaste.

			I sip my tea now as I explore each room: there’s a bedroom and bathroom on each floor, a huge open kitchen and a beautiful lounge with picturesque views. I return to my bedroom and sweep the heavy lined curtains aside. And there, less than a metre from my ground-floor bedroom window is a middle-aged man with a mop of unruly brown curls, in a split leather apron, with the Shetland pony’s hoof thrust between his thighs, staring back at me in all my semi-naked Marks and Sparks glory. His metal rasp is suspended in mid-air and the expression on his face suggests that he doesn’t need his eyesight testing. I do the only feasible thing: I grab the curtain, wrap its heavy folds around me and cover my voluptuous figure, before giving a hearty wave and mouthing ‘hello’ as if butter wouldn’t melt.

			I stand there for a moment, attempting to convey an air of confidence, whilst dying inside. The pony is jet black; there’s no wonder I couldn’t make him out when I arrived last night. His back dips deeply from shoulder to rump and his stubby legs are squarely set, supporting a low-slung belly.

			Enough pretending; I can’t sustain such a level of self-confidence whilst wrapped in a curtain. I drop the fabric and swiftly close the bedroom curtains. Thank God he doesn’t realise that he’s the first to witness such a sight in eighteen years – since my youngest, Tom, was born. I vow to keep my bedroom curtains closed for the duration of my stay.

			After replaying my interaction with the local farrier numerous times whilst showering, I grab some comfy yet casual clothing: black leggings and a long tunic.

			I need to begin my day, which means getting to grips with my new business premises. The gallery’s grand opening is tomorrow. And that, I imagine, will take up the majority of my day.

			But first, I grab my tiny make-up bag and dash into the downstairs bathroom. Using my one and only decent kohl eyeliner pencil, I write on the vanity mirror: Do as I wish and please myself!!!

			I stand back to admire my handiwork. The lettering is wonky – but who cares? I’m the only one to see it. And that thought alone fills me with a renewed glee. Wow! I can officially do as I please, when I please, and for however long I please!

			I slam the cottage’s inner door firmly behind me, knowing I don’t need a key. I pull the porch door to, leaving it as I found it last night. Even this small act provides a renewed sense of freedom that I haven’t known since my teenage years, when Avril and I were deemed ‘sensible’ enough to be given a house key.

			The weather is overcast and slightly windy. I’m unperturbed by the threat of rain but pray that the door code works on my return. Modern technology has a knack of malfunctioning for me. Vending machines frequently flex their powers by denying my request, despite the simple instructions. After a full day at the gallery, I’ll feel utterly ridiculous if I have to nip to the nearest cottage to seek help breaking into my new home. One embarrassing incident a day will be quite enough. I scour the lengthy driveway, ensuring it’s empty, for fear of bumping into the visiting farrier.

			The driveway has a paddock on either side. To my left is a large grassy field with a simple wooden fence, homing a rust-coated Shetland pony and a bay horse; both are eating but quit to stare at me as I pass by. To the right is a smaller paddock edged with wire fencing and filled with a formation of sheep busily engaged in synchronised grazing. Their tiny front teeth protrude energetically, revealing pink tongues as their jaws robotically chomp. I shiver slightly as I notice their weird rectangular-shaped pupils stare in my direction. I quickly stride past, causing the sheep formation to slowly turn in unison. My haste is a combination of my short legs and the steepness of the incline. I imagine the sheep can probably empathise. Somehow I never associate beautiful knitting yarn with these animals; their clumpy fleece splattered with droppings and mud looks undesirable in its natural state.

			On reaching the road, I’m greeted by a view that is to die for: an open stretch of furling sea crashing upon the black rocks edging the coastal road. Choppy waters stretch into the distance to be greeted on the far side of the bay by a vast array of purple mountains. A sliver of golden sand curves along a nearby coastline, and at the far end of the headland stands a proud lighthouse painted with broad bands of red and white, its glass fascia sparkling in the morning light.

			I make tracks along the coastal road, heading towards the centre of Lerwick, whilst admiring the landscape. My destination is Lerwick Manor’s gallery, which lies a short distance from the busy town centre.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Nessie

			I never thought this day would arrive. For so long, I’ve dreamt of having my own forge with the freedom to sustain an income from my talent.

			It takes time for my coal pit to burn properly. I begin building the kindling into a neat pile, tucking a layer of coals around it and building my pyre in the centre of the blackened hearth, with a tiny char cloth poking out ready to light. Then I fiddle. I always fiddle, can’t help myself, making sure there is maximum contact with each combustible. It still amazes me that with fire and force I can create such beautiful items that will last a lifetime. It’s like waking a dragon each morning after a long sleep. Within an hour, the coals are glowing. The flaking ash provides a grey frosting on each blackened edge; a comforting sight from the fire pit.

			I’ve previously had observers laugh at the precision with which I approach this morning ritual. If they knew the importance, they wouldn’t take the mick. I know from experience that if I rush my morning fire, I’ll spend the rest of the day regretting it, making for a tiring day; the heat levels won’t reach their maximum if there is an inefficient burn between oxygen and energy source. The heat affects my metals, my creativity and, ultimately, my products.

			I’ve undertaken a major career switch to study, qualify and follow my dream, reigniting the passion for fire within my family. Today is simply day one of the rest of my life.

			My coals are the primary task of any morning, so I don’t rush.

			‘Morning . . . Wednesday, isn’t it?’ says the male voice behind me.

			I turn about to view my recently acquired stablemate at the forge: Isaac Jameson.

			‘Hi, that’ll be me!’ I say, extending my palm to receive a warm handshake.

			His eyes take in my appearance in one fluid glance; he’s certainly not shy. I can guess his opinion, based on first impressions: my pixie-cut hair is dyed a vivid pink, and I’m wearing my standard wardrobe of denim dungarees and vest top beneath my leather apron, with my bulky steel-toecapped boots. I’m not your average woman, but then I don’t have a regular job!

			‘Isaac Jameson, engineer in glassware,’ he says, flashing a white-toothed smile, highlighting his Scandinavian colouring, typical of many Shetlanders: blond hair with piercing blue eyes.

			‘I like it,’ I say, chuckling; a sense of humour will certainly make life easier in sharing our work space. It’s one thing to benefit from a decrease in rent; quite another if the set-up doesn’t work on a day-to-day basis. I want a positive vibe, not a toxic environment that could drain me – physically, mentally, emotionally or creatively – and affect my output. ‘Wednesday Smith, engineer in metal, thanks to force and flames – though friends call me Nessie,’ I say, correcting his original address.

			‘Nice to meet you, Nessie. I’m ready to face the day – and you?’

			‘I will be, once I get my coals going . . . there’s nothing worse, is there, than a bad day of coals?’

			‘A tough day with little reward,’ confirms Isaac, removing his flying jacket to reveal a tartan lumberjack shirt. ‘I’ve wasted entire days trying to temper molten glass over a poor heat, only to smash the lot after it cooled. I can’t stand poor-quality work.’

			‘I’m exactly the same. Shoddy workmanship – there’s nothing worse, is there? I mean to hit the cobbles running, given the short run-up to Christmas.’

			‘Same here, though I have a stash of items in storage. I can bring them in for my displays if customers clear me out – not that I’ll complain, if that happens.’

			‘No, nor me.’ He’s nice, easy to talk to, and on the same wavelength regarding a passion for his craft. ‘I’d best nurture this fire, otherwise today will be a non-starter for me.’

			‘Sure. I’m glad that my furnace is somewhat easier to light.’

			‘What are using?’ I say, nodding to the bulky equipment dominating his workspace.

			‘Oxygen and propane for the furnace – enabling me to control the temperature. Then a sand and limestone mix for my glassware. The set-up works pretty well, to be fair; coal or charcoal wouldn’t give me the extreme temperatures I need. And you?’

			‘Bituminous coal – it gives me the heat I need, with very few impurities to contaminate the metal. Though I tend to call it my coal pit, rather than my forge or a hearth.’

			I reluctantly return to my coal pit, which ordinarily should be well under way by now. Funny how easily distracted I suddenly became – I’ll need to have a stern talk with myself, if that becomes a regular occurrence.

			‘Did you go to Bell’s Brae primary school as a child?’ asks Isaac, as he unpacks his belongings on to his shelving unit. ‘Your name sounds familiar.’

			‘I did, though only for a few years – my parents took me out by year six,’ I say, reverting to the shy kid on the front row.

			‘Did you move house?’

			‘Oh no – I’ve always been a bit . . .’ I gesture towards my pink hair. ‘A bit way out or alternative, as some might say, but that doesn’t always fit in well at school, does it?’

			‘Nope, not always. Kids can be pretty cruel,’ adds Isaac, stopping his actions to focus on me. ‘Sad, really. Especially when you mature and realise that the most interesting folk are those who don’t follow the pack.’

			‘I agree, but then I would, wouldn’t I?’ I jest, knowing that a childhood filled with insecurities has resulted in that flippant answer.

			‘Did you finish school and get your qualifications?’

			‘Yeah. I was home schooled by private tutors – my parents did all they could, once they realised that I really wasn’t happy at school. I followed a typical path after taking my Highers and then started working as an admin assistant in Lerwick, but it didn’t suit me. I was always a hands-on creative type, more practical than any desk job allowed. If you get what I mean.’

			‘Sure. I’m pretty much the same. I went into insurance when my heart really wasn’t in it. I developed my skills for glass blowing as a hobby until, eventually, I made a switch by jacking in the day job.’

			‘Strange, isn’t it? How, deep down, we understand ourselves, yet fall into careers that are totally unsuitable,’ I say, grabbing my small tinder box. I strike the flint hard against the carbon steel; a tiny spark lands on the exposed cloth poking out from my constructed kindle and coal tepee. I could use matches and a splint, but choose not to. I gently blow, encouraging it to take hold. I love how the tiny flame licks the pale kindling and leaves a black scorch mark in a twisted wave before taking hold. I could watch a naked flame all day; only ever stepping away once an efficient burn is under way. Sometimes additional kindling is necessary, but not this morning; the forge’s fire is looking pretty perfect. I only hope that is a good omen for future business here at the Lerwick Manor gallery.

			‘We’ll need to decide where the boundary rope is best placed,’ says Isaac, gesturing towards the pile of moveable metal posts and accompanying bundles of red rope complete with silver hooks. ‘It’ll make an adequate divide between the visiting public and our working space, as long as they respect it.’

			‘They’d best respect it – otherwise we’ll be dealing with nasty burns and all sorts, given our tools of the trade,’ I say, praying we don’t encounter such fools here in the forge.

			I lay out my bench with my vast array of tools, my protective goggles and mitts whilst keeping one eye on the progress of my reddening coals, preparing to make my first item: a coal shovel, not for sale but for my own daily use here in the new forge.

			Isla

			I tenderly finger the oxblood leather cover of my dear granny’s recipe book. How many years did she own it? Was it hers when she left school, or traditionally as a young bride starting out on her married life?

			I flick open the cover to view her neat handwriting; as recognisable as my own, it brings me comfort much like a hug or a kiss used to. As long as I have her recipe book, she’ll never be far from me. In time, I’ll pass this heirloom on to another young woman, be it a daughter, a niece or a daughter-in-law who I hope will treasure it as much as I do.

			This page is titled ‘tattie soup’. She’s listed the ingredients, not aligned to the left margin but filling the entire line to save space. Economical, even at such a tender age. Several amendments have been made to each page, a simple crossing out with additional notes made above the original quantities. I love her quirky little notes, each one dated. I’ve started a similar book of my own recipes, but I rarely use it in preference to my granny’s.

			Today I’ve spent hours flicking through and creating numerous desserts, ready for tonight’s gallery party. I’m desperate to make a good impression; I know my bosses have invited anyone remotely connected to their new venture.

			Having cleaned my working surface, I turn in a circle, eyeing the gleaming stainless-steel surfaces surrounding me. Oh my God! My dear granny would have given her back teeth, right arm and Granddad’s gold pocket watch to be working in a kitchen such as this. Brand new, state of the art, including all mod cons, chrome accessories, a perfect tiled floor and more sinks than I’m used to.

			I’m not used to wearing a sensible shift dress, pinned hairnet and flat shoes, either – all of which adds to the strangeness of today.

			I want to cry with pride, but don’t because my dear granny would never have been so soft in her kitchen, let alone in the work place. My work place: The Orangery within The Gallery, Lerwick Manor. I don’t know why I reel off the full address; maybe I simply like how it sounds.

			I move from the catering area, basically the behind-the-scenes kitchen, and enter the front of house, where another beautifully tiled countertop sweeps the length of the serving area, creating a barrier between staff and customer. And boy, what a customer area! I raise my chin, taking in the full view of the wrought-iron-and-glass architecture spanning gracefully overhead. I didn’t notice how magnificent it was during my interview; I was probably too nervous. Worried that I was actually up against two experienced women – and even more so, as one was the cook from my primary school days, though she didn’t recognise me. I suppose I’ve grown, but my features haven’t actually changed that much.

			The artisan café is dominated by an arrangement of plush couches, upright armchairs and hard-backed chairs arranged around numerous dining tables and low-lying coffee tables in a fusion of designs, woods and paint finishes. My mum turned her nose up when I described it after my interview, but even she said it looked pretty swish when we nipped in for a quick view last week. She called it ‘bric-a-brac’ but I don’t reckon that’s a true style, more like one of her made-up things. My mum does that; she makes up stuff as she goes along in life. Not like me and my granny – we were two peas in a pod. Is that actually a saying, or did I just make it up? It doesn’t sound quite right. Anyway, I know what I mean. Granny always knew what I meant too. That’s the beauty of being two peas from the same pod – heck, that phrase still doesn’t sound quite right.

			I walk around the seating area; there’s plenty of free space for pushchairs, walking frames and even those mobility scooters that some folk have nowadays. My granny would have loved one; it would have given her the chance to remain independent and sociable around town, or at least chatting and busy, until her battery ran flat.

			I tweak the angle of various armchairs as I pass; I have every intention of the café remaining as pristine and delightful as it looks right now. If that means a daily walk-about and inspection during and after opening hours, then so be it. I might be young, according to my mum’s thinking, but I know what I want to achieve. I wish to be as proud of The Orangery as if I were the true owner, and not Ned and Jemima. I recognise how successful he is but I think she’s the brains behind the gallery project, or so someone was telling my mum at the post office. Anyway, this is my little domain; I’ll be treating it like my own. Who knows? One day, way in my future, when I’m my mum’s age perhaps – maybe sooner if I work really hard and save even harder, both of which my granny always told me to do in life – I may be able to buy a café that is truly mine.

			I reach the rear wall of the seating area and scan the view towards the counter. It looks so different standing here, but I suppose some customers will only ever enjoy this view whilst sipping their coffee. My scrutinising gaze traces the outline of the front serving counter, the electric till (which scares me when it buzzes), but most importantly the arrangement of glass cloches awaiting the five delicious cakes I’ll make later today, now that tonight’s party food is prepared.

			Part of me can’t wait for customers to arrive, bringing a bustle of clinking crockery and lively chatter, but my stomach flips each time I think of the sole responsibility. I only left catering college in the summer. I wonder what my college tutor would say if she could see me now? Most of my course mates accepted jobs in hotel kitchens, planning to work their way up. Me, I chanced my hand by applying for this role. Thankfully, my granny’s recipes never let me down during my interview. Perhaps I’ll make a batch of bannocks as a celebratory offering so my dear granny is present on tomorrow’s opening day.

			The heavy glass door from the stable yard swings open, making me jump out of my skin, as a blonde woman carrying a huge cardboard box enters. She heads for the counter area first, before spying me standing at the rear of the room.

			‘Hi, I’m Melissa, one of the artists who will be displaying goods in the glass cabinets.’ She points to the row of display shelving which dominates one section of The Orangery. ‘Is there any chance I can have my key so I can start filling the shelves?’

			‘Sure. I’m Isla, by the way. Jemima gave me a load of keys this morning. She said she’s assigned each artist a specific cabinet and has placed the shelves at various heights depending on the size of your craft goods. Does that make sense to you?’ I say, hotfooting it to the till area to retrieve the box of labelled cabinet keys.

			‘Yeah, I get that, Isla.’ Melissa places her box on the tiled floor. ‘I’m assuming my shelving will have extra depth between each shelf, as my ceramics and textile pieces can be quite large.’

			‘Oh, right, I suppose the jewellery person has more shelves because their items are tiny.’

			‘They’d be lost if the shelf spacing is too big, though some artists are sharing cabinets, I think. Jemima’s worked out a deal that makes sense for everyone.’

			I rummage through the keys to find ones labelled for ‘Melissa – Cabinet 1’.

			‘Jemima thinks of everything, doesn’t she?’ I say, handing over the key ring.

			‘Thanks. She certainly does. She’s quite savvy.’

			‘There’s a spare set kept in the back room here; I believe Ned said he had another set in his office, just in case.’

			‘Excellent. I’m not great with keys, as Jemima knows full well. I’d suggest giving a copy to our old mate, Mungo, purely for safe keeping.’

			I haven’t met Mungo, so I don’t comment.

			She grimaces before adding, ‘Sorry, that’s a private joke between me and Jemima from our allotment days.’

			‘Jemima had an allotment?’

			‘She’s still got it – it belonged to her Granddad Tommy. Obviously, she’s not there much these days, but yeah, she’s still got her girls . . . her chickens, I mean. Which is where we know Mungo from.’

			‘There’s a Mungo here too.’

			‘Bloody hell, no way! He’s kept that quiet.’

			‘He’s an older gent. Ned’s employed him as the handyman-cum-caretaker for the gallery. I haven’t met him yet.’

			Melissa smiles, leans across the tiled countertop and whispers, ‘A word of warning, never ask him about keys unless you want an hour and a half’s lecture about his dedication to security. Should you be bored one day, it’s worth a laugh, but otherwise don’t bother.’

			I like how she pulls a comical expression whilst talking. Melissa, I’ll remember that name. She’s my kind of person.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Verity

			Walking along the gravel drive towards Lerwick Manor, I feel like the new girl at school who’s arrived on the second week of term. I’m sure everyone else has settled in nicely and is prepared for the opening tomorrow. Nerves are dancing in my stomach and I’m praying fervently that I can locate a woman named Jemima on my arrival. Given the enormity of the task ahead of me today, I’m not sure I’ll be leaving here until after dark. I know what to expect; I had a virtual tour of the gallery before signing the contract, much like the cottage rental. The thought of decorating The Yarn Barn in just one day will be a tall order, but I’ll give it my best shot. The promise of a hot bubble bath and a chilled glass of wine will be my reward later tonight – if I manage to nip to Tesco, an unexpected find whilst admiring the coastal landscape. Otherwise, I’ll consume the remainder of my complimentary hamper.

			It has taken thirty minutes to walk the distance from Harmony Cottage to Lerwick Manor; not an issue in dry weather, but I doubt it’ll remain so with winter fast approaching. I don’t intend to purchase a car just for the year; it seems like an unnecessary expense. Plus the prospect of clocking up the mileage on Shanks’s pony might have unexpected benefits for my hips and waistline. The last time I walked on a daily basis was back and forth to school – with a double buggy, and an older child tagging along from the side frame.

			A grand manor house stands ahead. Set within the red sandstone masonry, numerous rows of windows watch as I stealthily approach. The enormity of my recent decisions suddenly feels weighty, threatening to overwhelm me, but I have no other choice. I can hardly turn back, so I continue to plod along the sweeping driveway that leads to a stone archway denoting a stable yard and signposted: The Gallery.

			Standing beneath the archway, a hive of activity is laid out before me. I stand mesmerised by the view; a pretty horseshoe of stable doors, each pinned wide, is set around the cobbled courtyard. At the far end, a large conservatory of painted wrought iron supports plate glass which sparkles in the morning sunshine. There’s a constant stream of people busily criss-crossing from doorway to doorway, indulging in happy chatter and frantic gesturing without time to stop, delivery vans are manoeuvring to unload, and the rhythmical sound of a blacksmith’s hammer rings out across the scene. It’s like a magical world of theatre, as if I’ve stumbled on to the stage partway through Act One, needing to catch up with the script.

			The rhythmical hammering ceases and a woman wearing a long leather apron appears in the doorway of the nearest stable on my right, wiping her brow with a red cloth. Her T-shirt reveals bare shoulders which glisten despite the autumn breeze.

			‘Hi,’ I venture. ‘Can you point me in the direction of Jemima, please?’

			‘Are you Verity?’

			I’m sure I’ll become attuned to the local accent in no time.

			‘Yes, I am.’ I’m startled that a stranger would know my name.

			‘Are you after your keys?’ asks the woman, stuffing the cloth inside her dungarees pocket and wiping her hands down her aproned thighs. ‘I’m Wednesday Smith, the blacksmith here at the gallery.’ Wednesday’s warm palm firmly shakes mine.

			‘Nice to meet you. I’m Verity Kendal,’ I reply, retrieving my hand from her grasp.

			‘Jemima’s had to nip out but she’s left your keys with Isla in The Orangery.’ She gestures towards the elegant conservatory. ‘Go straight through – she’s expecting you, as Jemima said you’d be arriving today.’ Her short pink hair is tousled and cute – and practical, I imagine, given the heat in which she must work.

			‘Thank you, everyone seems so busy,’ I say, glancing at others toing and froing across the cobbles. I now notice that just one stable door remains closed and secure; it must be mine.

			‘Yeah, most artists arrived yesterday. They’re unpacking their goods and creating displays ready for tomorrow’s grand opening. I’m trying to get ahead with a few small items I can display and possibly take orders for. Drop by once you’ve settled in.’

			‘That’s lovely of you, Wednesday.’

			‘Most people call me Nessie . . . it’s easier. I believe you’ve had numerous deliveries. Jemima has stacked them all inside your pitch.’

			‘Thank you, Nessie. Fingers crossed the wholesalers have supplied everything I asked for – I’ll head on over and see you in a short while.’

			After another round of thank yous, I head across the courtyard towards The Orangery, passing a rusty horse trough in which a speckled brown duck glides up and down, rippling the surface of the brimming water – not a sight I see every day. Once inside, I’m taken aback by the level of comfort and luxury afforded by the arrangements of soft couches, armchairs and hard-backed chairs scattered around an array of tables. Obviously, the coordinated mismatched style has been carefully thought through, as the overall impression is designer chic rather than cluttered cast-offs.

			‘Hello there!’ calls the smiling woman behind the serving counter, efficiently unpacking serviettes into a wooden dispenser. ‘Can I help?’ Her auburn hair is neatly pinned beneath a netted cap and her freckles dance as she speaks.

			‘Hi, I’m Verity, I believe you’re expecting me.’

			‘Oh yes. Jemima said you’d be arriving soon, though she’ll be miffed because she wanted to be back in time to welcome you. I’m Isla, the catering manager for The Orangery.’ Her hand sweeps in an arc, encompassing the beautiful surroundings.

			‘Nice to meet you. I’m told you might have my keys.’

			‘I have. Right here, labelled “The Yarn Barn” – nice name,’ says Isla, pushing aside her task and reaching underneath the counter to produce a bunch of keys.

			‘Thank you, I’ve had long enough to think of an apt one,’ I say, knowing simplicity is key in the name game.

			‘Sounds great. Now, don’t ask me which key is which; I’m still fathoming my own out. On here there’s a key for your stable plus a spare, which Jemima wants you to remove and keep safe. There’s a key for the toilet block, which you’ll find in the end two stables on this side, directly opposite the forge.’ Isla nips from behind the counter to stand before the large plate-glass window looking out across the cobblestones, pointing to the far side. ‘There’s Nessie the blacksmith and Isaac the glass blower together in the forge, though I think she’s got the majority of the space. Next is the upcycling man, who literally takes bric-a-brac and transforms it, the handmade cards lady after that, then the weaving ladies, who I haven’t met yet. There’s candle making in the next stable; it’s quite unbelievable how he carves and twists patterns into the wax. Then me here in the artisan café in The Orangery, then in the corner next to me is the soapery where they use local goat’s milk and add other ingredients—’

			I grimace at the thought.

			‘I know. I’d never heard of that before, either. Apparently, it’s full of vitamins and protects the skin’s moisture levels.’

			‘It’s actually good for you?’

			‘So she says. I haven’t tried it yet. But didn’t Cleopatra bathe in milk? Who knows? Then there’s the wood-carving guy; it smells beautiful inside, as he leaves the shavings on the floor. Next to him is the masonry guy and then, finally, the jewellery team are next to the toilets – but they were latecomers so took what was offered. It’s so lovely to stand here and see everyone busy preparing. I’ve only been here a few days and already I can see huge changes as the artists begin to make themselves at home. What is it you’re selling?’

			‘Pretty much everything, from yarn – be it knitting or crocheting – to babywear, adults’ clothing, blankets, even toys.’

			‘Very nice.’

			‘And you’re busy preparing too?’

			‘Yes, I’m catering for tonight’s party but I still have cakes to bake for tomorrow.’

			‘Oh, right,’ I say.

			‘I think you’ll find your invite is inside your premises.’

			‘That’s nice,’ I say, taken aback at the owners’ gesture.

			‘Short notice but nice if you can make it.’

			‘Exactly. I need to get cracking, otherwise I won’t be ready for tomorrow.’

			‘Phuh! Tell me about it . . . but I’ll get there.’

			‘Thank you for these. I’ll hopefully see you tonight,’ I say, jangling my keys.

			‘I’ll be the one flaked out in the corner having a snooze,’ jests Isla, returning to her counter.

			I hastily leave The Orangery with more urgency than before. I now need to get ready for tomorrow’s opening, plus return home to freshen up and come back to attend their party. Not that I had other plans for tonight. But still, I’ll be cutting it fine.

			 

			‘Hello, hello!’

			I straighten up from emptying yet another delivery box to find a petite woman standing in my stable doorway. Her dark hair flows freely about the shoulders of her fawn suede gilet.

			‘I’m Jemima, we’re so glad you made it.’ She strides forward and gives me a brief hug before stepping back amongst the packages of brightly coloured Shetland yarn.

			At a glance, she’s everything I’d imagined: somewhat stylish, yet down to earth in wellingtons; youthful whilst mature in attitude. I instantly like her.

			‘I’m delighted to be here. Thank you for signing for my stock deliveries too. It would have been a job and a half trying to organise their arrival specifically for today.’

			‘No worries. That’s going to be the beauty of the gallery set-up. Any artist can have a delivery arrive, and somebody will sign and keep it safe in their absence. It’s thrilling to see everyone’s crafts coming together – and I can see you’ve wasted no time.’

			‘There’s so much stock to unpack, but I’ll get there. I assume I can use these display racks and shelving units?’

			‘Of course! Ned had those installed for each artist, so just move them about as you wish, it’s your space now, not ours. Your wall-mounted heater might smell a bit when it’s first switched on, but that burnt dust smell soon disappears. The counter and chair are pretty basic but if there’s anything more you need, simply ask. There are mirrors, a few ottomans and a chair or two left over from refurbishing The Orangery, if you’d care for any of them. Just let me know; I realise you couldn’t bring much with you, given your relocation.’

			‘That’s lovely – I’ll do what I can for today, and see how it goes once the visitors start arriving tomorrow.’

			‘Perfect. By tomorrow your door sign will have arrived too. Ned’s placed two hooks on your outer wall, so customers will know exactly what’s what on opening day.’

			‘Gosh, I didn’t expect signage as well.’

			‘Our pleasure, it helps to unify the signage in the courtyard; we copied your logo from the attachments you sent with your application. Anyway, I’ll leave you in peace. Though hopefully we’ll see you tonight for a drink or two?’

			‘Yes, thank you. I found the invite waiting for me, I’d love to join you.’

			‘Excellent. It’ll give you a chance to meet the other artists, plus some of the locals. Bye for now.’

			As quickly as she arrived, Jemima left. There’s definitely an energy about her. On the phone, she’d mentioned that it hadn’t taken her long to get this venture up and running. I can see how.

			Once alone, I stare about the interior with fresh eyes. The newly plastered walls are immaculate; I don’t wish to mark or damage those with displays. The chunky rustic beams accentuate the wooden shelving unit. I decide it will be better positioned against the rear wall, enabling customers to browse without feeling watched from the counter. But as for that hard-backed chair . . . I can’t see my back lasting longer than a few hours sitting on that when I’m between customers. Jemima’s suggestion of a replacement may well be the answer. I can see myself knitting in a cosy armchair before a small heater, serving customers in between casting on stitches and selecting another ball of yarn.

			My head is awash with visions for my little venture; I want to pinch myself. For all the moments in which I’ve dreamt of owning my own business and creating items for sale, I never thought it would feel as good as this. There’s a bubble of excitement deep inside which is bouncing about, igniting my passion. A flicker of sadness pokes at me, jabbing my inner excitement. My three lads complained about having to wear my creations throughout their childhood – like a trio of walking mannequins, identical in pattern, only differing in colour – but I know they would have loved to help unpack these boxes of yarn. I exhale, releasing the sudden rush of emotion. Pulling my mobile from my pocket, I check for any missed texts or calls: nothing. Avril’s explanation must have satisfied their initial concerns and curiosity.

			I’m determined to give this project my best shot and, in a year’s time, come hell or high water, I will return home with a proven business model with which to set up my own wool shop back in the Midlands.

			‘But first there’s another eight boxes to unpack,’ I mutter, eager to begin dressing my display shelves with beautiful yarns.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Nessie

			I’m determined not to drink too much; a hangover on the opening day whilst wielding a hammer wouldn’t be ideal. I’d have preferred a bubble bath and an early night after moving so much gear into the forge over the last few hours. Heavy lifting doesn’t begin to describe it.

			I sip my red wine as I survey the sea of smiling faces surrounding me, seeking out any of the other artists. I’ve managed to chat to a few: the candle guy, the two weaving ladies, the masonry guy, Melissa – the ceramics and textiles woman – and, of course, Isaac. Initially, I wasn’t sold on the idea of sharing my space. But with a hefty reduction in rent, thanks to his contribution, plus his pleasant personality, I can’t see it being an issue for either of us. At least his reaction to my role wasn’t ‘wow, a female blacksmith!’ which is what the wood whittler in the opposite stable block exclaimed. Not that I’m offended; it’s hardly the first time I’ve heard such a remark. If the truth be known, such attitudes only fire me up and push me on to prove a point. It’s not all about biceps and strength; iron and steel succumb to the softest touch once heated to white-hot temperatures.

			I spy Verity at the buffet and nip across.

			‘How’s tricks?’ I ask as she fills her plate with Isla’s delicious treats.

			‘Done and dusted. My main displays are ready and my deliveries are unpacked. Though, to be honest, my day started way before I arrived here.’ She begins to giggle, probably one tipple too many on an empty stomach.

			I love her accent, so different to us locals.

			‘Sounds ominous,’ I say, instantly wanting to hear more.

			Verity quickly tells me about her morning encounter with the local farrier.

			‘A giant of a guy with brown curls?’

			She blushes profusely and nods.

			‘That’ll be our Magnus. Yeah, we’re distant cousins in one way or another. In fact, if you trace the family tree of most folk around Shetland you’ll find a shared bloodline somewhere. He’s a decent sort, you know. He farms sheep just up from you, but he turns his hand to farrier work if folk need him. He’ll laugh it off when you speak to him.’

			‘I’m not speaking to him!’ Verity’s horrified expression makes me laugh.

			‘Everyone speaks to Magnus – he’s one of life’s good guys. Catch you later.’ I drift away, allowing her to eat in peace.

			The music system is blaring out a strange mix of music to which the retro disco lights respond by switching colour and sequence; it’s enough to trigger a migraine, so I head towards the rear of the party. What will I say if Levi asks what I think of his DJing skills? I’ll definitely lie. I wouldn’t wish to offend a lifelong friend. He always makes sure I’m safely home on those rare occasions when I go out and require a taxi. Though I insist on paying the fare, I wouldn’t take advantage of his kindness; a man has to eat.

			‘Dottie, isn’t it?’ I say, as a glamorous older woman in a turquoise evening gown that belies her years appears beside me, offering a rosy smile.

			‘Yes, dear, that’s me. You’re the blacksmith, aren’t you? Such a worthy trade in these parts. I said to Mungo earlier, she’s a chip off the old block for sure.’

			‘Oh, do you know my grandfather?’

			‘Your daa, and your father too . . . but Mungo claims he remembers your great-daa from when he was a little laddie,’ she says, patting my forearm gently.

			‘My great-grandfather? Wow, that’s amazing. I’ll need to pick his brains one of these days for memories of his old forge.’

			‘He’s got a great memory for yesteryear, though take my advice, lovely – make sure you haven’t a busy morning. Love him as I do, he can spin a yarn out for hours when he’s remin­iscing about his boyhood.’

			I giggle at her honesty and her warm manner; she’s definitely my tribe.

			‘I promise to give him all the time he needs. You keep the manor in order, I hear.’

			‘A bit of light dusting here and there. I arrived as a young girl, straight from school, and Ned’s mother made sure I remained on the staff once she married into the family. Poor woman relied on me more than she wanted others to know, but I was grateful for her loyalty. I stay on purely to repay her gratitude; I wouldn’t let her down, not where Ned’s concerned.’

			‘And your allotment. I gather you know Jemima through the local allotment plots,’ I say, enjoying her company too much to let her go.

			‘I’ll always have my allotment plot; my life depends upon it. Even if I reach the stage of needing a sturdy Zimmer frame with a tray top, and it takes me half a morning to reach my gate, I’ll tend my plot in my final days.’

			‘You love it that much?’

			‘If I get my way, one day I’ll provide worm food for my beautiful blooms for an entire season.’

			I’m taken aback, but there’s a cheeky smile adorning her dear face. ‘Oh, you don’t mean that, surely?’

			‘I do. I couldn’t think of a more fitting celebration of my life. Don’t worry, lassie – I’m not always this morbid, but it saves a lot of fuss when the time comes if others know your plans.’

			I have no idea what to say so I raise my wine glass in her direction. Dottie giggles before moving on.

			‘Hi, Nessie, fancy a nibble?’ asks Isla, offering a large platter filled with fancy finger food.

			‘No, thanks, but I appreciate the thought,’ I quip, raising my glass and showing her all I truly need at the moment.

			‘Fair enough, there’s plenty of booze at the bar,’ she says, switching the platter to her other arm.

			‘Have you made all of these?’

			‘Yep, it’s taken two whole days to prepare all the food for this and the opening day.’

			‘That is some achievement for . . . sorry to ask, but how old are you?’

			‘Nineteen.’

			‘You’re very talented, you know that?’ Isla blushes at my compliment. ‘No, you are . . . this isn’t basic baking, this is on another level.’

			‘How can you say that when you’re . . . I don’t want to be rude, either, but you’re the first female blacksmith I’ve ever heard of, let alone seen at work. Earlier today, when I nipped in with the loose change you’d forgotten, I couldn’t believe you were hammering a red-hot strip of metal, gave it a twist . . . and, hey presto, it was a decorative swirl. Surely that’s talent.’
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