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      ‘I hope you brought your sharpest knives,’ Jean said as everyone arrived at her little cottage.

      Now there’s something you don’t hear every day, Daisy thought. But tonight was pumpkin-carving night, so it was a case of all hands – and knives – on deck.

      Jean greeted them all with a cheerful smile, and her kitchen greeted them with the delicious smell of cinnamon toast and spiced tea.

      ‘Sorry about the lack of alcohol,’ Jean said as she handed them mugs. ‘I didn’t think it mixed with sharp implements!’

      Daisy stared at the pumpkins of all sizes lined up on the long, scarred table. ‘Are you sure you have enough, Jean?’

      Her wry comment was met with Jean’s customary twinkle from pale-blue eyes, her face wrinkling along with her smile. ‘You can never have enough pumpkins. Halloween wasn’t a thing when I was a girl, back in the Dark Ages.’ Her broad Yorkshire accent was friendly and down-to-earth. ‘Reckon I missed out, so I’m making up for it now. Besides, think how big the yard is.’ She swept her grey hair up and tied it with a band. ‘How are your carving skills? As good as your art?’

      ‘I don’t know. I’ve never carved a pumpkin.’

      ‘Sorry, Daisy. Me and my big mouth. Well, there’s a first time for everything, and simple designs can be effective. Leave the fancy stuff to the café crew, eh?’ She jerked a thumb at Angie and Sue, who were already getting started.

      As the kitchen filled with chatter and laughter and pumpkin pulp and advice-giving, Daisy watched how everyone set about their task and tried her best with hers.

      Angie, Fox Farm’s café manager, wielded her knife with remarkable capability as she created a complicated design involving bats swooping from a tree branch.

      How does she do that without the whole thing collapsing? Daisy wondered.

      ‘The Halloween Trail’s looking great,’ Jamie enthused. Only eighteen, he’d joined as a summer sales assistant in the gallery, but he was so personable that Jean had kept him on for his gap year. This week, he’d put an orange streak in his hair, and his nails were painted alternate black and purple.

      Daisy thought about the bright scarecrows they had spent Fox Farm’s closing day setting up; and then there were the witches in black cloaks and hats, the ghosts (white sheets over balloons, suspended from trees), and the large rubber spiders and bats they had hung.

      ‘The pumpkins will make the trail even better. Except mine.’ Daisy turned her pumpkin’s wonky frown and angry eyes to face the others. ‘Can’t believe I call myself an artist.’

      ‘Every skill’s different,’ Jean said. ‘I may be a good potter, but I couldn’t paint a beautiful picture like you do in a million years. Anyway, practice makes perfect. Plenty more to do. Would a slice of carrot cake keep you all going?’

      ‘Mmmm, Jean, this is the best,’ Sue, Angie’s café assistant, mumbled as she ate.

      ‘Thank you, but flattery won’t get you out of more work,’ Jean said, laughing. ‘One more pumpkin each.’

      ‘I hope I won’t get too many small children in the gallery this week, all sugared up and with sticky fingers,’ Lisa said as she concentrated, her tongue poking from the corner of her mouth. ‘What specials have you got on at the café, Angie?’

      ‘White-iced ghost ginger biscuits, black-iced bat shortbread, orange and purple cupcakes, and healthy pumpkin soup to offset the sugar rush.’ Angie winked at them all.

      Daisy smiled at the chatter. Good food, good company, friendly noise… Daisy had been used to plenty of noise in the past, but this was a different kind. A good kind.

      By the end of the evening, her arm ached as she waved goodbye to everyone.

      ‘I’ll pop round early in the morning, Jean, to place the pumpkins around the trail for you,’ she offered. ‘Seven thirty?’

      ‘That’s grand, Daisy. You know me – I’ll be up long before then.’

      Daisy shivered against the night chill as she crossed the cobbled farmyard to her studio and hurried inside, straight through to her living space… if you could call it that. Situated at one end of the long, low building, there was only room enough for a bed, an armchair, a cupboard and a tiny kitchenette, with a small shower room attached.

      Previous artists-in-residence had only used the studio as somewhere to work, display and sell. Nobody had actually lived there before. But since the only place Daisy could call home when Jean offered the residency to her last spring was a dilapidated caravan on a local farm, Daisy had been happy to spruce it up. Seven months on, she was perfectly content in her cosy little den. It was yet another temporary living arrangement, but then, Daisy’s whole life had been defined by temporary arrangements. Fox Farm was a particularly nice one.
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      Daisy wasn’t one to lie in. During her childhood, getting up early was often the only peace she might get in the day.

      With a mug of tea in hand, she entered her studio, switched on the lights and checked that everything was ready for Fox Farm’s Halloween week. She’d put a few decorations up – mock cobwebs and strings of cardboard pumpkins – but she hadn’t gone mad. She didn’t want them to detract from her work.

      Daisy had chosen the prints and canvases currently on display for their autumn colours – greens, purples, oranges, browns – in anticipation of this week’s extra footfall, although she suspected that harassed parents trying to corral their offspring around the Halloween Trail would be more interested in bribery at the café than purchasing art.

      Ah well. Time to sort the pumpkins out.

      Scraping her hair into an untidy ponytail, she pulled on jeans, an old sweatshirt, wellies and a cagoule, then stepped outside, enjoying the stillness for a moment.

      Oh, Fox Farm is so perfect!

      Her studio, converted from a cattle byre, lined the side of the square opposite the entranceway to Fox Farm. To her left was the half-converted barn, never completed and currently used for storage. To her right stood the large grey-stone building that housed the café and gallery, once the main farmhouse, with Jean’s little cottage and garden at its side. Jean’s was the original farmhouse, dating back to the late 1700s, around the same time Daisy’s cattle byre was built. The larger farmhouse had been built later, in the mid-1800s, as the farm prospered. All the buildings were of wonderful old Yorkshire stone, their history steeped into their frontages.

      It’s such a shame that Jean changes her studio artist every year. Only five months left for me. What I’d give to stay… Still, I’m a part of it for now, and that’s all that matters.

      Daisy crossed the still-dark yard to Jean’s cottage, frowning as she noticed there was no light on downstairs; no clattering coming from the kitchen. Her gaze drifted upwards. No smoke from the chimney, either, although there was a light on in the bedroom.

      A sense of unease unfurled in her belly.

      She’s had a lie-in, Daisy. It was a long, busy evening, and the woman’s in her seventies, for goodness’ sake.

      Daisy tried Jean’s door. It wasn’t locked. Typical Jean. Old country ways.

      She stepped into the familiar kitchen with its pinewood table and dresser, cream walls and pleasant clutter, dominated by the large cooking range. Daisy had enjoyed many mugs of strong tea sitting in this kitchen these past few months, chatting with Jean.

      But there was no sign of morning activity. The kettle was cold; no smell of toast. The carved pumpkins sat waiting on the table.

      She could get on with placing them along the trail. But she didn’t like this quiet. If Jean were getting dressed, she would hear something, surely?

      Daisy almost called out, but she didn’t want to wake Jean. Instead, she kicked off her wellies and crept upstairs. If Jean was still asleep, Daisy would creep right back down again and feel awful for intruding, but her gut demanded that she should check. She pushed open the door to Jean’s bedroom, wincing as it creaked.

      Jean was in her armchair, fully clothed, slumped and unresponsive.

      Daisy rushed to her side. ‘Jean?’

      Jean didn’t seem to be unconscious… but she didn’t seem to see Daisy, either. Her face looked lopsided.

      ‘Oh, no. Please, no.’ Grabbing the phone from Jean’s bedside, Daisy dialled with shaking fingers. ‘Ambulance, please. I think someone’s had a stroke.’
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      Daisy gripped Jean’s hand. The downside of being so far out in the countryside meant the paramedics would take some time. Fox Farm was only a mile from the nearest village, Winterbridge, but the nearest ambulance station was much further.

      Daisy’s mind raced. None of the staff were due for at least an hour. She should phone someone. Angie? Lisa?

      Jean’s nephew. Alex.

      Jean never had children of her own, but Alex was her favourite nephew. He lived in Winterbridge, though Daisy barely knew him. He came to Fox Farm every Tuesday on its closing day to help Jean with jobs that needed doing, but that was when Daisy was out and about, taking a breather and seeking inspiration, or painting in her studio. They occasionally crossed paths, nodding hello or exchanging a polite comment about the weather, both too preoccupied with their days for anything more. Once, he’d come to fix the heater in her studio and taken time to study her art. Another occasion, they had coincided over a cuppa at Jean’s, but he’d seemed intent on getting back to his chores rather than idling away the time in gossip and chatter. Even so, he was pleasant enough, and attractive in an outdoorsy way.

      Daisy didn’t know his phone number, though. Glancing at the bedside table, she spotted Jean’s mobile. Was it passworded? Of course not. Jean didn’t bother with such things. With relief, Daisy got into the contacts list and clicked on the first entry.

      ‘Aunt Jean. This is early. What’s up?’ Alex’s deep voice sounded puzzled but upbeat.

      Daisy took a breath. ‘This isn’t Jean. It’s Daisy.’ When he didn’t reply, she added, ‘At Fox Farm. I live in the cattle byre.’

      That hadn’t come out right, but it hardly mattered.

      ‘Daisy. Yes. Hi. And you’re using Aunt Jean’s phone because…?’ His tone changed. ‘Is something wrong? Is she okay?’

      ‘No.’ Daisy fought back tears. ‘I’ve called an ambulance. I found her in the cottage. She looks as if she hasn’t been to bed all night.’ A sob escaped. ‘I think she might have had a stroke.’

      ‘I’m on my way. I’m on my way. You’ll stay with her?’

      ‘Yes. Of course.’ But he had already ended the call.
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      Alex stared at the phone in his shaking hand, trying but failing to control the adrenalin rush.

      Aunt Jean. The one stable, stalwart influence in his life since… Since forever.

      ‘Don’t you do this to me, Aunt Jean! You’d better be alright, do you hear me?’

      It was early, but he was already at Riverside, resealing a pane of glass in one of the greenhouses that had felt draughty the day before. Mornings were the best time of day, Alex reckoned. Peace and quiet before the rest of the world intruded.

      Yanking his keys from his pocket, he weaved through the maze of outbuildings and greenhouses to his truck, dialling Jules, his manager, on the way. It went to voicemail.

      ‘Jules, there’s an emergency at Fox Farm. Don’t expect to see me today. Sorry.’

      Starting the truck’s engine, he glanced over at the plant nursery, his pride and joy, forlorn in the early-morning light. ‘Sorry, guys. This comes first.’

      And then the tyres ground into the gravel as he backed out and pulled onto the road that ran alongside the river towards Winterbridge.

      Narrow country lanes lined with solid drystone walls were not ideal for a rushed journey, but Alex knew them like the back of his hand, so he took risks. Anyone else out and about at this time was probably local. Tourists, day trippers and hikers wouldn’t get started till it was properly light.

      As he drove, he panicked about his aunt and mulled over Daisy. He hoped he hadn’t been too curt with her on the phone, but surely she would understand. He didn’t know her well, but Aunt Jean spoke fondly of her, and Alex got the impression the two of them had become close since Daisy had moved into the studio.

      Thank goodness for that, he thought as he reached Winterbridge and turned up the hill for the mile to Fox Farm, swerving to avoid a rabbit taking its own sweet time to cross the road. For whatever reason, Daisy had been up early, found Aunt Jean and called for help. Otherwise, it might have been another couple of hours before Fox Farm’s staff noticed his aunt wasn’t around and decided to find out if there was a problem.

      And so it was with a sense of deep gratitude towards this near-stranger that Alex ignored the parking spaces along the roadside and drove all the way into the farmyard, screeching to a halt outside the cottage. He stormed up the stairs to the bedroom where his beloved aunt was slumped in her chair, dazed and oddly lopsided.

      She looked at him, but he wasn’t sure she saw him.

      Daisy was kneeling on the floor beside Aunt Jean’s chair, patting her hand and murmuring reassurances.

      Alex briefly took in the younger woman’s bedraggled early-morning appearance. It touched him that she had concentrated solely on his aunt and not worried about that.

      ‘Daisy. Thanks for calling me.’ He bent to kiss his aunt’s cheek and squeezed her shoulders. When she didn’t respond, he fought back a tear. ‘Any idea how long the paramedics will be?’

      ‘They were out on another call. They said maybe thirty minutes. Anytime now, I reckon.’

      Daisy tried a wobbly smile, her brown eyes troubled, and Alex’s heart went out to her. This must have been an awful ordeal for her.

      ‘I’m sorry for not finding her sooner,’ Daisy mumbled.

      ‘Please don’t be sorry. If it wasn’t for you, it could’ve been much longer.’ He hesitated. ‘Will you and the others manage today? It’ll be busy, with it being half-term and Halloween week.’

      ‘I don’t see why not,’ Daisy reassured him. ‘Don’t worry.’

      The sound of a siren cut in, and they both sighed with relief.

      ‘I’ll show them upstairs,’ Daisy offered, leaving him to take her place.

      Alex watched her go, her oversized wellie socks flapping, her shapeless sweatshirt doing her no favours at all, and wasn’t at all surprised that Aunt Jean liked her so much.
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      Daisy made tea for Alex, adding two spoons of sugar for shock. He took it gratefully. While the paramedics attended his aunt, she helped him pack a bag with a few of Jean’s things. Once the paramedics were ready to carry their patient downstairs, Daisy took her leave.

      ‘Will you call me later?’ she asked Alex. ‘My number’s on Jean’s mobile.’

      He nodded. ‘You’ll explain to everyone?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Thank you, Daisy. For everything.’

      Back at the byre, Daisy only had time to take a quick shower and pull on smarter jeans and her knitted pumpkin sweater before the others began to arrive.

      ‘I passed an ambulance near the village,’ Angie announced as she unlocked the café. ‘Hope it’s nobody around here.’

      And so it began – Daisy catching each person as they arrived, explaining about Jean and watching their upset, then soothing and reassuring, even though she had no idea whether there was any reassurance to be had. Jean wasn’t just an employer to them – she was much loved.

      ‘What’ll happen?’ Lisa wondered. ‘Who’ll run Fox Farm now?’

      ‘I’ve been managing that café for donkey’s years,’ Angie said decisively. ‘We’ll manage for now, won’t we, Sue? And you’ve been at the gallery a long time, Lisa. We all need to muck in, that’s all. Alex is a capable lad. When he’s got over the shock, he’ll sort it out, I’m sure.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Nearly nine. We’d better get a shift on.’

      ‘The pumpkins!’ Daisy remembered. ‘They’re still in Jean’s kitchen.’

      ‘I’ll do them,’ Jamie offered. ‘Surely nobody’ll be here dead on nine.’

      Fox Farm was barely organised when the first visitors arrived.

      It was a busy day for midweek, with local parents happy to have somewhere to keep their children occupied for an hour or so. Daisy could see from her studio that the café was packed. Besides the Halloween revellers, there would be the usual walkers, day trippers and people bringing an elderly relative out for lunch and a mooch around the gallery.

      Fox Farm’s situation, on a crossroads where three country lanes joined, meant there was always trade. Tourists might spot it on a drive and be tempted to stop. The surrounding countryside, criss-crossed with public footpaths, provided a ready supply of ramblers, keen to refuel with a hot drink and cake or lunch. Locals loved it as a place to meet up, too.

      As she’d expected, Daisy’s studio was only moderately busy, although her distinctive style – acrylics in gentle colours, based on the Yorkshire Dales countryside and villages, with quirky additions like crooked barns and farmhouses, comical sheep, cheeky sheepdogs – generally did well here. For Halloween, she had painted a couple of new pieces – one of a ramshackle farmhouse with a ghost hovering over the rooftop and a cauldron bubbling in the kitchen window, and the other of a herd of sheep chasing a scarecrow across a field. Guessing they might have limited appeal, she had only had a few prints made for now, but she’d enjoyed creating something fun and different, and both were admired by her browsing customers.

      In an effort to distract herself from thinking about Jean, Daisy got on with painting at the work end of her studio. That was another reason she’d snapped up Jean’s offer for the year – a space to create. Potential customers loved to watch her work and ask questions, although that sometimes meant she didn’t get as much done as she’d like.

      It was midday before her mobile rang.

      ‘How is she?’ she asked as soon as she heard Alex’s voice.

      ‘Stable, but she’s in intensive care.’

      Daisy’s heart sank. ‘Is it that bad?’

      ‘It’ll take a while to tell,’ Alex said, his voice breaking a little. ‘They’ve been doing tests. If the stroke happened late last night like we think, then she didn’t get the immediate treatment they’d usually give. That’s detrimental, apparently.’

      When a sob escaped from Daisy’s throat, Alex said gently, ‘Don’t feel guilty about that, Daisy. Jean lives alone. It’s lucky that you live on site and found her when you did.’

      ‘How long will she be in hospital?’

      ‘That depends on how much damage was done and what treatment she’ll need. But it is serious, so she’ll be in for a good long while.’ He sighed. ‘Look, I know this is a hectic week for Fox Farm…’

      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Daisy said immediately. ‘Angie and Lisa can cope. It won’t be the same without Jean around to step in where she’s needed, cover at busy times and so on, but they’ll manage.’ It occurred to her that Alex was neglecting his own business. ‘What about Riverside?’

      ‘They’ll get by without me. My manager, Jules, is the most capable woman I know.’ He chuckled. ‘Apart from Aunt Jean, that is. Look, I’m sorry, but I need to go. Give my regards to everyone and update them, will you? I haven’t time to call them, too.’

      ‘No problem.’ Daisy clicked off and stared through her window, oblivious to the sound of excitable children in the cobbled yard. Jean’s stroke sounded serious. If only Daisy had realised yesterday evening when she’d left Jean that something like this would happen.

      You’re not psychic, Daisy. Like Alex said, she’s lucky you were around when you were.

      Alex had sounded so upset, and his love for his aunt was plain. The fact that he spent Riverside’s closing days helping out at Fox Farm, doing everything from fixing fencing to caring for Jean’s cottage garden, showed how much he cared. Jean had told Daisy that Alex had spent most of his school holidays with her and her late husband, William, hinting that he’d had an unhappy childhood. She’d often said how proud she was of him for making a success of his business, but she hadn’t mentioned a wife or partner. Daisy assumed she would have, if there was anyone. Beyond that, Daisy knew very little about him.

      What she did know was that Alex was more attractive than she’d realised. Their occasional, brief encounters hadn’t given her time to assess, although she had to confess to noticing broad shoulders and a muscled physique in the summer months when he wore a T-shirt. But the time they had spent waiting for the ambulance together that morning had given her the opportunity to take in his hazel eyes, and the overlong brown hair and day-old stubble that gave him an appealingly dishevelled look.

      Daisy winced. Goodness knew what he’d thought of her this morning! She could only hope he’d been too intent on his aunt to notice. She had dressed for dragging a load of pumpkins around the Halloween Trail, not attending a fashion parade.

      Not that it made much difference. Daisy never dressed fancy. When she was working, she was bound to get paint somewhere, so she favoured jeans or dungarees and a jumper or T-shirt. She figured it helped her image in the studio, anyway – people expected artists to look messy and untidy. Today’s knitted pumpkin sweater was an exception, donated for seasonal purposes by Jean, who was a prolific knitter. When she was out hiking, Daisy was no more fashionable, inevitably in jeans or walking trousers and a cagoule. As for her hair, it had always been limited – straight and boring brown. Daisy found it easiest to keep it long so she could tie it up, out of the way.

      Even if she wanted to dress up, do her hair, slap on make-up (Make-up? What’s that again?) Daisy doubted it would make much difference. On a day when she was being kind to herself, she knew she wasn’t glamorous. On a less kind day, she reckoned she was verging on plain. She’d decided a long time ago not to let it worry her.

      Too distracted to work, Daisy gazed through the window at harassed mothers pulling scarves tighter around children’s necks and hats down over ears against the afternoon cold. She couldn’t bear the idea of Jean lying in hospital, attached to tubes and drips and machines, helpless. Jean was a force of nature; indomitable.

      Over one of their many cuppas together, Jean had told Daisy how she and her husband William had inherited the farm from his side of the family, but neither of them were farmers. The little cottage was big enough for the two of them, so over the years, William had converted the other buildings. First, they had opened up a downstairs room of the main house to sell Jean’s pottery, with only a handmade sign to attract customers. Then, recognising the potential for catching passing ramblers, they had started a little café in the room next to it. Local artists and craftspeople began to ask if she would take their work, so they had opened up one of the ‘bedrooms’ upstairs, then the second and third. Jean would only take Yorkshire artists, at a wide range of prices to suit all pockets, and she still stuck to that.

      ‘This is a Yorkshire farm in the Yorkshire Dales,’ she’d told Daisy. ‘Let others sort themselves out!’

      Finally, about ten years ago, Jean had got William to turn the old cattle byre into a studio, her idea being to host a different artist there each year to keep things fresh. Daisy was lucky to have been offered it this year… not least because Jean had made an exception for her and wasn’t charging rent.

      Daisy was in awe at what Jean had achieved over the years. Jean was Fox Farm. What on earth would they do without her while she recovered? If she recovered?

      A tear ran down her cheek. Don’t think that way, Daisy!
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      It had been one of the worst days of Alex’s life. Seeing Aunt Jean slumped in her chair; the ambulance ride; the starkness of Accident & Emergency; the blood tests and swallow test and brain scan and drip attachments and oxygen mask; the wait for a bed… All had taken their toll.

      Alex knew his aunt wouldn’t live forever, although sometimes he wished she could. But at only seventy-two, bird-like yet strong and wiry, her mind razor-sharp, he had imagined she would remain indestructible for a good while yet. This stroke had come as a complete shock, as had the doctors’ pronouncements that it was in no way a minor one. Aunt Jean would be in hospital for some time, and once they found out she lived alone, he was told she would need a lot of convalescence and rehabilitation before being allowed to return home… if that were possible.

      Oh, how Alex hated that ‘if’.

      By late afternoon, the doctors had said there was nothing more he could do and to get some rest.

      On his way out of the hospital, he phoned Jules at Riverside. Business had been quiet, other than the large number of pumpkins sold, which he always bought in specially for Halloween. After this week, Riverside would match Fox Farm with winter hours, closing an hour early and switching from one closing day a week to two. Alex would normally use that extra time to catch up, but with Aunt Jean so ill, goodness knew what would happen. As he drove back towards Winterbridge, the prospect of colder days and darker nights ahead matched his mood.

      Before going home, his mind set on a large glass of whisky, Alex pulled up outside Fox Farm. It was just past five, and all the buildings’ lights were out except for Daisy’s studio.

      She opened the door to his knock, dressed in sturdy walking boots and an open cagoule over a pumpkin jumper.

      Alex smiled at the motif. Aunt Jean’s work, no doubt.

      ‘Hi. I came with an update,’ he said. ‘Are you going out?’

      ‘I need some fresh air. Today’s been hard.’ Hastily, she added, ‘A lot harder for you, obviously.’

      Alex hesitated. ‘Mind if I join you?’

      ‘No problem. I’d like to hear about Jean.’

      ‘I’ll get my boots and jacket from the truck.’

      Kitted out, Alex re-joined her. She’d pulled on a bright woollen hat with a Peruvian-type design. It was cute.

      Crikey. That’s not a word I normally think of. Must be more tired than I thought.

      ‘It’s getting dark, so we’ll have to keep it short.’ Daisy led him over the road to a public footpath that would take them down to the river, a route Alex knew well.

      As they walked, he filled her in on his day.

      ‘Do they think she’ll recover fully?’ Daisy asked.

      ‘She’s strong and determined, so that’s in her favour.’ Touched by the wobble that had been in Daisy’s voice, Alex said, ‘You’re fond of her.’

      Daisy smiled – a lovely, natural smile in what his Uncle William might have called a bonnie face.

      ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘She’s been good to me ever since I moved to the Dales, taking my work in the gallery and recommending other places. When she offered me the studio for this year, I jumped at it. Somewhere to display, work and live? It was a no-brainer.’

      ‘How on earth could you paint in that caravan at old Jack’s?’ Alex asked, curious.

      ‘He let me use one of his downstairs rooms for working.’

      ‘Jack lives in that big old farmhouse all alone. Couldn’t he have given you a bedroom, too?’

      ‘Ha! He said it wouldn’t be proper. Didn’t want everyone thinking he had a young flibbertigibbet in the house, looking after his “needs”.’

      Alex choked out a laugh. ‘Jack’s eighty if he’s a day! Why would he imagine people might think that?’

      ‘It wasn’t just the idea of local disapproval – I’d hope nobody would think that. But he’s loyal to his late wife’s memory, and it would’ve felt wrong to him.’

      ‘So he put you up in a rusting tin can instead?’

      ‘I couldn’t pay much, and he didn’t charge much. I think he liked knowing someone was around.’ Daisy winced. ‘I don’t visit him as often as I should.’

      Alex was grateful they were talking about something other than the hospital. He needed normality right now. They reached the river, but the path there was muddy and the light almost gone. They turned back.

      ‘You’ve settled in well, according to Aunt Jean,’ Alex commented. His aunt had told him just recently that it felt like Daisy was a part of the fabric of Fox Farm – high praise indeed, and not something she’d said about any of Daisy’s predecessors, much as she enjoyed having a new face around each year.

      ‘Yes. There’s something about Fox Farm, isn’t there? The camaraderie, the atmosphere, the beautiful old buildings. And Jean, of course. I liked her before, but since I moved on site… Well, it’s hard not to be friends with her. I’ve felt like she’s taken me under her wing.’ Daisy laughed, the sound ringing out across silent, darkening fields. ‘That sounds silly. I’m thirty-one years old!’

      ‘Aunt Jean’s friendly with most people,’ Alex agreed as they worked their way back up the incline. ‘But the fact that she’s taken you under her wing means you’re special to her. And offering you the studio means she thinks you’ve got real talent.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I like your work. It’s quirky and interesting.’ He glanced sideways at her. ‘Our paths haven’t crossed much before now, have they? Still, we can put that right. Looks like I’ll be spending more time at Fox Farm for a while.’

      ‘What will you have to do?’

      Alex had no idea. His aunt had a good set-up, and the staff were reliable, but until he knew more about her recovery, all he could do was keep everything ticking along.

      ‘I don’t know yet. But I can’t expect everyone to keep going without feeling like someone’s at the helm.’

      Daisy accepted his offer of a hand as she negotiated a stile over a stone wall, although Alex doubted she needed it – she’d managed the hill from the river without any change of pace.

      ‘What about Riverside?’ she asked as they neared the farm.

      ‘We’ll manage somehow.’ When they reached his truck, he said, ‘Thanks for the walk. It was just what I needed.’

      ‘You’ll eat something when you get home?’ Daisy asked, sounding so much like Aunt Jean that it made him smile. ‘Not just have a strong drink?’

      How did you guess? ‘I will. I promise.’

      ‘And you’ll keep in touch? Let us know when Jean can have visitors?’

      ‘Of course.’ He glanced over at her studio. ‘Will you be alright here, on your own?’

      Daisy hesitated. ‘It’ll be a bit weird, knowing Jean’s not around, but I’ll be okay. Thanks for thinking about me.’

      ‘You’re welcome.’

      Suddenly awkward – two strangers thrown together by difficult and emotional circumstances – they went their separate ways.

      By the time Alex reached his small terraced house in Winterbridge, he was exhausted, but he still had a busy evening ahead. Word about his aunt would get around the village through Fox Farm’s staff, so there was no need to trouble himself with contacting her friends and acquaintances. Family, however, was a different matter.

      Throwing together cheese on toast, he glanced around while he waited for it to bubble under the grill. The small kitchen was looking dingy. He’d meant to refit it soon after he moved in. That was five years ago. The same could be said for the rest of the house. Alex had got it cheap because it needed updating – all he could afford at the time – but he’d only managed to give the worst rooms a lick of paint. Riverside took most of his time and resources, and he’d figured he’d sort the house out when he could. It wasn’t like he was hosting elegant dinners or throwing fancy parties. But as he looked around the jaded kitchen, he couldn’t help but compare it with Aunt Jean’s. Hers was a warm, welcoming space, neat and well kept. His was somewhere to chill beer and make cheese on toast.

      Ah, well. It’ll have to wait a darned sight longer, the way things are going.

      Once he’d eaten, Alex had no further excuse. He picked up the phone.

      Aunt Jean’s brother-in-law, Eric – Uncle William’s older brother – was a widower, recently fitted with a pacemaker. He expressed concern but said he wasn’t fit to travel from his home in Devon to visit her. Alex promised to keep him posted.

      Eric and William’s much younger sister, Nicky, also living in Devon, was Alex’s mother. He would need a whisky for that call.

      Gulping it down, he dialled.

      ‘Alex. What a lovely surprise! How are you?’ His mother’s overly cheerful voice was one she employed to ensure they kept in touch – something he wasn’t very good at.

      ‘Not good, Mum. It’s about Aunt Jean.’

      His mother listened carefully, upset that the sister-in-law who had helped take care of her boy in difficult times was so ill.

      ‘I’d struggle to get time off work at the moment,’ she told him. ‘Someone else is off sick. And since it’s such a long way to come, I’d like to get the timing right. Perhaps it would be better when Jean’s more fit for company? Or even if…’ Her voice hitched. ‘If she takes a turn for the worse. You’ll let me know?’

      ‘Of course.’

      There was a long silence. ‘Alex, I know this is hard on you; how fond you are of her. Take care of yourself, won’t you?’

      ‘I will. Bye, Mum.’

      Alex sat brooding for a long time after that, nursing a second whisky.

      It was a testament to his mother’s generosity that she never held his fondness for Aunt Jean and his late Uncle William against them. Releasing him to their care during school holidays, she must have known a strong bond would develop. Had she also known it would make such a dent in their own bond? A dent that was still there, after all these years? Since they weren’t heart-to-heart people, that wasn’t something they were ever likely to discuss.

      Finishing the whisky, Alex steeled himself to inform the one member of the family remaining – Eric’s son and Jean’s other nephew, Sebastian.

      Sebastian was not Alex’s favourite person, and the feeling was mutual. They had never been close cousins, even as children, and that chalk-and-cheese relationship had only magnified as they grew older. Alex owned his small rural business, growing and selling plants; Sebastian was some bigshot city accountant for a company that was called in when large businesses were going under, to either rescue them or put them into administration. It was way out of Alex’s league.

      Uncle Eric hadn’t offered to contact his son, saying Sebastian was embroiled in an intensive job. Alex knew – because Sebastian had importantly bragged about it at many a family gathering – that once Sebastian was on a job, he was unavailable until it was sorted.

      A fat lot of use he’d be with regard to keeping Fox Farm ticking over, whether available or not. Perhaps an email would do.
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      Daisy didn’t feel like eating much. As she reheated some of Angie’s pumpkin soup in her microwave, she worried about Jean and found herself thinking about Alex.

      He’d looked tired and haunted with worry. As Jean’s nearest relative, she supposed he suddenly had a great deal of responsibility on his shoulders. Visiting his aunt and liaising with medical staff would be hard enough, but there was Fox Farm to consider, on top of running his own business. Jean’s stroke wasn’t a minor health blip. This whole situation would be hard for him, both emotionally and in practical terms.

      Still, Daisy was confident he would rise to the challenge. Angie and the others spoke fondly of Alex, and she knew they were appreciative of the way he looked out for Jean and helped around the place.

      She took her soup over to her one chair and gazed out onto the silent farmyard. It felt eerily quiet, knowing the cottage was empty. Daisy couldn’t believe it had been only twenty-four hours since they had all enjoyed Jean’s hospitality in her cheery kitchen.

      Her mobile’s ringtone made her jump. Catching her bowl before she poured golden soup all down herself, she set it aside to answer.

      ‘Hey, you. How’s it going?’ Grace’s cheerful voice instantly relaxed Daisy’s tense shoulders, and she smiled at her friend’s equally cheerful face surrounded by enviable glossy black spiral curls.

      ‘Hey. How’re things with you?’

      ‘Uh-uh.’ Grace wagged a finger. ‘Don’t try that on me. If you were fine, you’d have answered my question first. I know you too well, Daisy Claybourne. Deflection is your middle name.’

      She was right on both counts. Deflection was one of Daisy’s better-honed skills. And Grace did know her too well.

      Daisy had never been one for close friendships. They hadn’t fit well with her childhood – it was painful making friends, only to leave them behind and move on. Her art course in Leeds had been different. Finding herself among like-minded people, she’d made an eclectic group of friends who had promised to stay in touch when their four years were up. That had proved surprisingly difficult, with some moving to London and some venturing abroad. Daisy didn’t have the funds to travel and visit. But Grace had stuck like glue, and for that, Daisy was grateful.

      She told Grace about her day. ‘I can’t bear the idea of Jean in hospital, so helpless,’ she finished.

      ‘That must be hard. I know you’re fond of her.’ Grace hesitated. ‘Do you see her as a kind of surrogate mother, do you think?’

      ‘I hadn’t thought of it that way, but… maybe.’

      ‘Well. That wouldn’t be surprising, given your history.’ Grace hesitated again before asking, ‘Are you worried about your situation there?’

      As usual, Grace had hit the nail on the head. Daisy wouldn’t have admitted such selfish thoughts to herself, but Grace could wheedle them out of her without even trying.

      ‘I suppose so. I’m sure the place can keep going under its own steam for a while. But Jean’s the owner; the driving force. It’s not clear what’ll happen.’

      ‘This nephew of hers will take over, though, by the sound of it?’

      ‘I guess he’ll keep an eye on things for now. But if Jean doesn’t recover – heaven forbid – or even if she does but isn’t well enough to keep the place going, what’ll happen then?’

      Grace frowned. ‘But in theory – and I’m talking in practical, not emotional, terms – that’s not your problem, is it? You’re not an employee who could lose her job. Your year as guest artist finishes in the spring anyway.’

      ‘I know. But even after that, if Fox Farm were to close, I’d lose one of the galleries that takes my work and therefore lose some income. It’ll be bad enough going back to relying on commission again – we both know that’s not much of a living. I’m hardly in the bright lights of London here. We’re talking small galleries and gift shops in country villages and little towns.’

      ‘Hmmm. There’s more going on in that brain of yours. Tell Auntie Grace.’

      Daisy gave in. ‘I really like it here, Grace. You know me – I’m used to having to move around. I didn’t expect to become so attached to a place or the people. They’re kind and fun. And Jean’s become a good friend. She’s taken me under her wing.’

      ‘Were you hoping she might keep you on at the studio?’

      ‘Maybe.’ Daisy sighed. ‘I’ve tried not to think about it, because she’s never done that before – Jean likes to give everyone a chance. The trouble is, I don’t know how I’d manage without the studio now. It’s so light for working in, and I’m getting something like an income for the first time in my life.’ Daisy shrugged. ‘That’s partly because Jean let me have the place rent-free, of course, but I’ve agreed to give her a percentage of my takings, which is manageable, and it all feels… promising. I know the living space is tiny, but it’s better than that grotty caravan at Jack’s. The idea of leaving in the spring? Ah, I shouldn’t hope.’

      ‘Hope comes free, my lovely, but all you can do for now is hope that Jean recovers, keep your chin up and maybe support this Alex guy. He must be having a hell of a time.’ Grace gave her a speculative look. ‘What’s he like? I don’t remember you mentioning him before.’

      ‘That’s because I haven’t come across him much, and I don’t know much about him, other than how fond he is of Jean. He owns a small plant nursery, half a mile outside of Winterbridge.’

      Grace’s dark-brown eyes lit up. ‘Oooh! An outdoor type. With muscles?’

      ‘Since a Yorkshire October doesn’t lend itself to bare-chested endeavours, I can’t confirm that for you.’ Daisy decided not to mention noticing Alex’s T-shirt-clad torso in the summer. ‘Haven’t you got anyone of your own to ogle?’

      ‘Not really.’

      Daisy doubted that. Grace’s striking good looks, flawless skin and incredible hair, added to her flamboyant artistic nature, meant that men – and women – were attracted to her like butterflies to nectar.

      ‘How did the exhibition go?’ Daisy asked her.

      ‘They’ve agreed to another in the summer, but I wish I could paint full-time like you. Standing around selling other people’s work in the gallery day in, day out is boring and galling.’

      ‘That’s what comes of living in London, my friend. If you were willing to brave the wilds of the north and live in a caravan and dine off baked beans, you could do it full-time.’

      Grace laughed. ‘No, thanks. Besides, I don’t think my kind of work could be produced in a caravan, do you?’

      Grace worked on very large canvases that required very large gallery walls to display them, and very rich people with very large loft apartments or office spaces to buy them. They were brilliant, but they had a limited market.

      Grace’s doorbell sounded. ‘I need to go. Dinner with a middle-aged bloke with receding hair and a taste for slimline Italian suits that are too tight for his middle.’

      ‘Does he own a gallery, by any chance?’

      ‘You got it. Or manages one, anyway.’

      ‘Okay, well, go get ’em. And thanks for phoning.’

      ‘Anytime. Chin up, my lovely.’

      Smiling, Daisy took her soup back to the microwave. Grace had cheered her up and spoken sense. She’d helped her to recognise what her secret hopes and fears were. And she’d reminded Daisy that it was too early to worry about what might happen; that she needed to trust Alex to step in and do whatever he needed to do.

      Bless Grace. Although if she thinks I’ll be sizing up Alex for muscle dimensions, she can think again!
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      Alex arrived at Fox Farm early the following morning to thank the staff for holding the fort the previous day… and for the fact that they would be doing so for some time to come.

      Daisy had already updated them on Aunt Jean’s condition, saving him some explanation, and they assured him they would manage. Their concern for his aunt was plain, as was the fact that they didn’t view her as any ordinary employer.

      Angie patted his cheek. ‘Jean won’t let this keep her down, Alex. Come over to the café for something to eat later. You need nourishment. You have shadows under your eyes.’

      That’s hardly surprising, Alex thought as he climbed into his truck to head to Riverside. He’d been awake half the night wondering about the length of his aunt’s hospitalisation, how good her recovery might be, even the possibility that she might need to go into residential care… and where that would leave Fox Farm.

      Jules was reassuring with regard to his business, at least. ‘The forced bulbs for Christmas are at the right stage. We’ll have plenty of poinsettias in time. I spoke to the farm about the Christmas trees. I could do with selling the rest of these bloomin’ pumpkins by the weekend. But swapping to two days’ closing next week makes the staff rota easier if you’ll be away a lot.’ Seeing his long face, she said, ‘It’s as good a time as any for things to go wrong, Alex. It could’ve been spring, when you’re up to your eyes in bedding plants and plug plants and hanging baskets.’

      Alex rewarded her with a smile for trying. He would be forever grateful that he’d employed this petite, capable woman when he started Riverside ten years ago.

      ‘You know you’re a star and I appreciate you to the moon and back and I’d pay you more if I could?’

      Jules laughed, her blonde bob bouncing. ‘Yeah, yeah. Don’t add guilt to everything else you’ve got to deal with. None of us wants to see you look any more down in the mouth than you already do.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll try to be here most mornings, and I’ll spend afternoons and evenings between the hospital and Fox Farm.’

      ‘How much will you have to do there?’

      ‘I don’t know. At the very least, there’ll be paperwork to deal with; bills and salaries to pay.’

      ‘Jean Fox is a capable woman, and that place has been going for years,’ Jules reassured him. ‘You won’t hit any problems.’

      ‘I’m sure you’re right. Thanks, Jules.’

      Alex worked through the more urgent tasks at Riverside, anxious not to let his staff down, before driving to the hospital for afternoon visiting.

      Aunt Jean still looked pale and vulnerable. Her eyes were open, she knew Alex was there and she knew who he was, but that was about all.

      ‘The confusion takes a while to clear sometimes,’ the nurse told him. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of her.’

      Alex wanted to be reassured, but that would take a magic wand. Still, he was a practical bloke. Worrying could take over your life if you let it. He preferred looking at problems head-on, then finding solutions… although he had no idea, yet, what problems there might be. It would settle his mind to know.

      Back at Fox Farm, Alex called in at the café first. The outdoor tables – usually heaving in the summer – were empty in the cold dusk, and there were only a few stragglers left inside. He loved the cosy space – it was like sitting in someone’s large lounge, which of course it once had been, a very long time ago. The walls were a buttery cream colour, hung with labelled artwork to tempt people into the gallery rooms next door and upstairs; the pine tables and chairs gave it a farmhouse feel, with Jean’s pottery jugs of dried flowers to add cheer; the tiled fireplace added to the homey atmosphere. Popping in there cost him twenty minutes of Angie and Sue asking questions, but it also gained him a toasted cheese and tomato sandwich and a large slab of lemon drizzle cake.

      Fortified, he went next door to Aunt Jean’s cottage, so quiet and cold without her. Alex turned on the heating – no point in lighting the range – and peeped into the downstairs room opposite the kitchen, long ago given over to her pottery. Shelves stacked with supplies and unfinished pieces, the floor splattered with clay and glaze, the kiln standing in the corner… All looked forlorn. Would his aunt ever get back to doing the thing she loved most?

      Alex closed the door on the depressing emptiness and went upstairs to the second bedroom that served as an office. Should he ask his aunt’s permission to do this? Alex only had to remember her pale face, her confusion, to know that wasn’t an option. Besides, he’d had tacit permission for a long time. Aunt Jean had made sure he knew how Fox Farm ran.

      ‘One day, Alex, something will go wrong and I’ll need you to step in. No point in you being in the dark when that day comes.’

      Well, that day had come, and it was time for him to step up to the mark.
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      Daisy had had a productive Friday. Now, with the café and gallery closed and dark, the lights at Jean’s cottage stood out. Alex must still be there. She’d noticed lights the previous evening, too, and had been grateful for them – it weirded her out, knowing she was alone every night at Fox Farm.

      Angie had given Daisy firm instructions before she’d left. ‘Alex is over there again. Take him this flask of soup in a little while, will you?’

      Daisy wasn’t sure about that. If Alex was busy and hadn’t come up for air – let alone food – then presumably he didn’t want to be disturbed. But Angie never took ‘No’ for an answer.

      Alex opened the door with his shirt hanging out of his jeans, his hair ruffled. It was a good look, actually. Daisy couldn’t be doing with tidy men.

      ‘From Angie. I’m under instruction.’ She held up the soup flask.

      Alex took it from her. ‘Thanks. Do you want to come in for a cuppa?’

      ‘No, I’m sure you’re busy.’ Daisy stared at the table covered in papers, a laptop, ring binders and box files. ‘Crikey! What are you doing with that lot?’

      ‘If I’m expected to hold the fort, I need to know where everything’s at. Trouble is, I’m going cross-eyed.’

      Daisy gave him a doubtful look. ‘Does Jean know you’re doing this?’

      At that, Alex looked offended – which she supposed she would have, if the roles were reversed.

      ‘Who’ll pay the invoices, the salaries, if I don’t? I know how Fox Farm works, Daisy. Aunt Jean discusses it with me. I just need to get myself back up to speed – it’s a while since we last went through it all.’ He neatly changed the subject. ‘So, what have you been up to today?’

      To make up for her earlier tone, Daisy told him, ‘I made a few sales, finished a painting, decided which of my winter pieces to take to the other galleries. That’s not so hard – they only take a few prints each. My studio’s another matter, though – I need more variety to fill the walls, and I don’t always get a clear run at painting new pieces with people wandering in and out.’

      ‘Do you have to show seasonal stuff?’

      ‘I have pieces that suit any season, obviously. But there’s no point in displaying summer scenes at this time of year. People like to get in the mood. They want to see snowy fields and huddling sheep and windblown trees; white-topped farmhouses and winter wonderland villages. My main sellers will be Christmas cards. People who aren’t willing to cough up for a print, let alone a framed picture or canvas, still need cards.’

      ‘Sounds like you’re busy.’

      ‘Yes. And I can see that you are, too, so I’ll leave you to it. Good luck with… whatever you’re doing.’

      Glancing at the mess on the table as she closed the door, Daisy frowned. When Alex had talked about taking the helm, she’d imagined he meant moral support, a bit of troubleshooting. But it looked as if he was going through every file and piece of paper that Jean possessed. Just to sort out a few invoices and deal with the monthly salaries?
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      Like Fox Farm, Riverside was open all weekend, so Alex spent his mornings there, pottering around his domain. It may not have been the busiest season, but it was a time people thought about planting hedges, trees, shrubs, climbers, bulbs… anything frost-hardy, so they would be ready to thrive when spring decided to arrive. And it wouldn’t be long before they started thinking about Christmas. Alex couldn’t believe it was that time of year already.

      He spent time with Jim, divvying out tasks and deciding which could be given to Kieran, their apprentice. It was good to see Jim, in his mid-fifties, getting on so well with the young lad. Jim had introduced Kieran to Ian Dury and Blondie, and Kieran had got Jim into some of the latest podcasts. They enjoyed plenty of laughs while they worked together.

      Alex’s afternoons were spent with Aunt Jean – thankfully less pale and more lucid, but still not up to much conversation, her speech very slurred. Alex chattered at her anyway, hoping to divert her.

      On Saturday night, his best mate Gary dragged him to the Masons Inn for a pint – well, several pints. Gary was concerned for Aunt Jean, but being the good friend he was, he knew Alex needed to forget all about it. They talked about football, the last movie Gary’s wife Chelle dragged him to see at the cinema, and his eldest kid’s eccentric primary school teacher. It was exactly what Alex needed.

      But by Sunday evening, Alex knew he had to confront what he’d been trying to block out of his mind for the past two days – his discovery while looking through Aunt Jean’s personal and business accounts.

      When he’d first started on her papers, on Thursday evening, he’d only intended to make sure he knew when and how to pay the butcher or baker; deal with salaries; pay commission to artists – ongoing, everyday things.

      But that had got him thinking. If Aunt Jean did come home but couldn’t run the place, could they afford some kind of manager to take on her role?

      And so, on the Friday night – the night Daisy had brought him soup and seemed suspicious about his activities – Alex had decided to look into that possibility.

      He wished he hadn’t.

      It seemed that Fox Farm had been doing well until a couple of years ago. Then profits had taken a downturn – partly, he suspected, through his aunt not bothering to increase prices, even though everyday running costs had increased.

      This past year was the worst. Despite declining profits, Aunt Jean had offered Daisy the studio rent-free for the year. And she’d kept Jamie on at the gallery full-time after his summer stint was over. Alex knew both those decisions were down to his aunt taking a special shine to someone, but they weren’t appropriate for Fox Farm’s state of affairs.

      Then came the shocker. His aunt had not only stopped taking an income for herself – she had no profits to take it from – but she had also used some of her personal savings to cover the shortfall.

      That made Alex sick to the stomach. As a still-young man, he could imagine using his own money to prop up Riverside in difficult times if he knew he could turn the situation around. But at Aunt Jean’s age, it wasn’t wise. And he couldn’t help but be hurt that she hadn’t confided in him. Through pride? Stubbornness? Because she’d decided it was none of his business?

      In an attempt to take his mind off it all, he switched on the TV, a news channel, but he couldn’t say he gave much of a damn about what was happening in the outside world. His world was problematical enough, thank you very much.

      Speculative, Alex took a long pull at his beer before texting the Fox Farm staff and Daisy, apologising for the short notice and the fact that he was contacting them after work but asking if they could come in half an hour early the following morning. He hoped the unusual situation they all found themselves in would allow them to forgive him for his timing, but the fact was, he was going to have to take charge more than he’d expected to, and the sooner he eased everyone into that idea, the better.

      Alex sighed. His initial idea that Fox Farm might employ a manager to take over his aunt’s role was laughable. Instead, Fox Farm was in survival mode, and Aunt Jean couldn’t continue to prop it up with her own money. In fact, Alex felt an obligation to see that that Fox Farm paid her back the savings she’d already used. She might well need those for care costs.

      He supposed obligation was the wrong word, but Alex reckoned he owed his aunt for all those years she’d had him to stay at Fox Farm in school holidays, giving him a much-needed break from the toxic atmosphere at home. A time to feel free and run around in the fresh air; to eat good home cooking without fear that tempers would explode before he’d managed to bolt it down; to sit or lie in his room without listening to shouting and tears. A chance to learn at Uncle William’s side in his cottage garden and vegetable plot, developing a love for growing that eventually gave him his vocation.

      Alex felt a weight settling on his shoulders, knowing that everyone would be looking to him. The Fox Farm staff were brilliant, but they couldn’t be expected to take on more responsibilities at their level of pay. Uncle Eric was too old and far away to help. His mother was also too far away.

      Even cousin Sebastian, usually happy to meddle and lord it over everyone, had merely replied to Alex’s email with platitudes like ‘Sorry to hear that’ and ‘Don’t worry, Jean’s a tough old bird’ and – setting Alex’s teeth on edge – ‘No doubt you’ll be able to do more at Fox Farm, now it’s heading for winter and your own little business will be quiet.’

      Hmmph. Little business? That cousin of mine is a total and utter…
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      The October half-term holiday had passed in a blur. Angie and Sue had been inundated at the café – small children excited by ghosts and ghoulies worked up quite an appetite, and their fraught parents required sustenance, too.

      The staff stayed after closing on Sunday afternoon to take down the Halloween Trail, so Daisy lent a hand packing away the things that could be used for next year and chucking or recycling those that couldn’t.

      Everyone had long gone home when she received a text from Alex asking them all to come in early on Monday morning. Daisy frowned. She presumed it would be an update on Jean, then remembered with unease the mounds of papers that Alex had spread across Jean’s kitchen table. Would he have something to say about the running of Fox Farm?

      Her curiosity was still eating at her when she saw Alex arrive at eight the following morning, well before the scheduled meeting. She walked over to his truck to greet him, noticing the shadows under his eyes in the early-morning light.

      Alex gazed around, puzzled. ‘The yard looks empty.’

      ‘We packed up the Halloween Trail after closing yesterday,’ she told him, wondering if he’d lost track of the days with everything that was going on.

      Alex looked agitated. ‘You didn’t throw the pumpkins away, did you?’

      ‘No. They’re on the compost heap.’

      Alex smiled with relief, and it lightened his whole face – a handsome face, if you didn’t mind stubble or someone never getting round to a haircut.

      ‘Uncle William made me promise to keep that compost heap going,’ he explained. ‘He’d haunt me if I allowed a zillion rotting pumpkins to go to waste!’

      ‘No hauntings this year, then.’

      Alex frowned. ‘Do you get paid overtime for that kind of thing?’

      ‘I don’t think the others do – it’s only once a year. You’d have to ask them. I don’t get paid at all, remember.’

      ‘Ah. No. Sorry. Well, it was good of you to help out. I guess I should have, too.’

      ‘You have enough to do. I have a cafetière of coffee going, if you need to shore yourself up before the meeting?’

      ‘Please.’

      His heartfelt tone made her chuckle. Daisy led him over to her studio and poured him a cup.

      He took it gratefully, glancing at the door to her living space. ‘You live in that crappy old room?’

      ‘Not so crappy any more. I jazzed it up. Throws, cushions. A chair. A bed.’

      Daisy threw open the door for him to peep inside at the cramped but homey space, wondering too late if she’d left knickers on the floor or something equally embarrassing. ‘Warmer and less rusty than Jack’s caravan.’ She closed the door again. ‘How’s Jean?’

      ‘They moved her out of intensive care over the weekend, onto a stroke ward. She’s properly conscious now. But her speech is slurred and she can’t move one arm at all. She’ll need a lot of therapy – speech and physio.’

      ‘What about visitors? I’d like to go. So would the others.’

      ‘I know, but she tires quickly. I’ve had to go in the afternoons rather than the evenings because she’s sleepier later on. Could we leave it until she settles?’

      ‘Of course. Whatever’s best. So, what’s the meeting about?’

      ‘I… just wanted to touch base with everyone for now. There may be further meetings as we go along.’

      Daisy wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that. But since he clearly had no intention of saying anything further, she would have to wait and see, the same as everyone else.
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      With the coffee still spiking through his system, Alex began the meeting with an update on his aunt. Best not mention there’s a possibility she might not come home; that she might need residential care. That wouldn’t do much for morale, would it? Then he asked if anyone had any questions.

      ‘What about the run-up to Christmas?’ Lisa’s tone was rather confrontational.

      Mustering a soothing tone, he said, ‘I’m sure you all know better than me how the café and gallery should run at this time of year. Just keep on doing what you’ve been doing. I’ll let you know if anything changes.’ And it will have to. But changes are best served up in small doses, I reckon. When nobody seemed impressed by this platitude, with trepidation he asked, ‘Why? What do you think I need to know about Christmas?’

      ‘The gallery starts to get really busy from mid-November onwards,’ Lisa said. ‘Jean likes to make sure all budgets are catered for. And we’ll have to switch over to more seasonal pieces.’

      That’s what Daisy was saying last week about her work, wasn’t it?

      ‘You and Jamie will take care of that, surely?’

      ‘This is Jamie’s first Christmas at the gallery,’ Lisa reminded him. ‘And neither of us deal with taking on new work. Jean does that.’

      Alex felt the beginning of panic. ‘Don’t you have stock left over from last year?’

      ‘Some, at the cheaper end of the range, if we bought it outright. But most pieces are taken on a commission arrangement, so any seasonal items are handed back to the artists at the end of that season. We can’t be responsible for storing delicate work for months. Jean usually contacts the artists around this time of year, or they contact her. Do you know how far she got with that?’

      Alex’s panic grew. He wanted to say he had his own business to run. That it was one thing lending moral support and keeping an eye on things, and quite another to be expected to have this level of knowledge and involvement.

      ‘I’ve glanced at her emails,’ he admitted. ‘But only at those that meant anything to me or looked urgent. I don’t suppose either of you…?’

      Lisa shook her head. ‘Sorry, Alex. I’ve got two young kids. I can’t take on extra responsibilities, not in the run-up to Christmas.’

      Jamie shrugged in an amiable way. ‘I’m not an artist. I wouldn’t know how to judge people’s work or discuss it with them.’

      Alex frowned. ‘Judge? Discuss? I don’t understand.’

      ‘Jean doesn’t accept people’s work willy-nilly,’ Lisa explained. ‘They can’t just wander in off the street and hand us things. Imagine what rubbish we’d have on display! Jean knows the artists, judges the quality, decides whether their work fits in and whether it suits the season. It takes an artist’s eye, and sometimes a firm line is needed.’

      ‘I can understand Aunt Jean vetting new artists,’ Alex said. ‘But don’t the regular ones just hand their new stuff over to you?’

      ‘If they’re only topping up with a piece or two, yes. But Jean doesn’t want that to turn into an open invitation, so she holds appointments with the artists a couple of times a year – summer and winter. It’s a kind of quality control, using the seasons as an excuse.’

      ‘Café-wise,’ Angie butted in impatiently, ‘we’ll be switching to Christmas-themed food. And we’re usually heaving from the end of November, especially once all the Christmas decorations go up around the place.’

      Alex ran a hand over his face. ‘You’re talking about the tree in the yard, lights and decorations on all the buildings, the whole rigmarole?’

      Angie nodded. ‘Don’t forget Santa’s cabin every weekend in December till Christmas.’

      ‘Oh no!’ Alex shook his head, adamant. ‘I’m sorry, but I have to draw the line somewhere. That log cabin is a pain to put together, then there’s Santa and an elf to find…’

      ‘Santa is Lisa’s dad. I’m sure Mike’ll do it again this year.’ Angie looked over at Lisa, who gave a noncommittal shrug. ‘Jean usually collars some poor, unsuspecting sixth-former to be an elf. They need the money, so they’re daft enough to do it.’ When Alex said nothing, she went on, ‘It’s an added attraction, Alex. Parents or grandparents bring the kiddies to see Santa, then pop into the café for hot drinks and cakes or lunch, then take a look in the gallery – hopefully keeping those kiddies under control. It pulls the punters in.’

      And that’s what I can’t ignore. More punters. Much-needed income for Fox Farm. Alex sighed. Looks like I’m rebuilding that wretched log cabin this year, after all.
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