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Chapter 1

It had taken me a while to come to terms with it, but deep down I had known my time working in Jordan was coming to an end. I knew even before the loss of corporate funding made the number of aid workers unsustainable.

I had worked for the charity since graduation almost a decade ago, and there was only so long anyone could cope with working in refugee camps across the world. I had overstretched myself by at least eighteen months. My managers had already expressed concern that I was bowling towards burnout but I had doggedly ploughed on, determined to complete my contract before bowing out for a long overdue break.

However, with just weeks to go and under immense pressure as more and more people arrived at the camp, I had made a mistake. A stupid one, a huge one, a potentially life ending one and it had been decided that I would be doing everyone a favour if I stood down early. I was lucky my boss was willing to cite the withdrawal of the sponsorship we relied on as the reason for my premature departure, but I still felt like I had failed.

Six hours after boarding a plane in Jordan I stepped out of Heathrow Airport and was welcomed by a blast of freezing November air that my inadequate cotton outfit had no chance of rebuffing and to the sound of my mobile ringing somewhere in the depths of my backpack. I hastily stepped back inside, out of the way of the wave of travellers also exiting the building, and rummaged until I found it.

‘Paige?’

‘Mum.’ I smiled, surprisingly choked to hear her voice.

‘Paige,’ she said again, this time her tone full of relief. ‘You’ve landed?’

‘Yes,’ I told her, swallowing away the lump in my throat. ‘Just. I’m now about to leave the airport.’

My parents had already set sail on their annual winter cruise when I had announced that I was coming back to the UK earlier than planned. It had been a ruse on my part. I had known I was heading home before they departed, but I hadn’t wanted to be subjected to either their well-intentioned fuss or the inevitable questions so hadn’t said anything until they were long out of the dock. Hearing Mum’s voice then though, I did wonder if that had been the right thing to do.

‘Thank goodness,’ she said, sounding further relieved.

Her tone confirmed that she, as well as Dad, had worked out that there was more behind my premature return than I had let on.

‘Is Dad there?’ I asked before she had a chance to start firing questions. ‘Where exactly are you?’

‘He is,’ she said, her voice drifting away a little. ‘We’re in the Cayman Islands and it’s as hot as hell. We’re going to swim with stingrays later…’

‘Never mind about our schedule,’ I heard Dad bluster in the background. ‘Ask her if she’s all right.’

‘You said not to,’ Mum tutted.

The line went quiet and I laughed as I imagined the pair of them tussling with the phone.

‘Paige,’ came Dad’s voice. He had obviously won the scrimmage. ‘How are you?’

With a lengthy army career behind him, Dad knew that my work in war ravaged countries had never been easy and he had been of the same opinion as my manager, that I was pushing my luck and needed a break.

‘Good.’ I swallowed, the laughter dying on my lips and the words sticking in my throat as he came straight to the point. ‘Great. Looking forward to some time on my own.’

I was still looking forward to that, wasn’t I?

‘Well, that’s a shame,’ Dad then surprised me by saying. ‘About the time on your own, I mean.’

I had assumed he was all for me taking the opportunity to step away and regroup.

‘Is it?’ I frowned, sticking my finger in my ear to block out the noise of the busy concourse. ‘Why?’

The line crackled for a moment and I heard him say something to Mum.

‘Because,’ he then said, his voice louder again, ‘I was going to suggest you headed to somewhere other than the house. Somewhere that you’d find a bit of company, but if you’d really rather be alone…’

‘Where?’ I butted in.

‘Wynthorpe.’

‘Wynthorpe Hall?’ I frowned. ‘Why would you suggest I should go there?’

Wynthorpe Hall was nestled in the heart of the Fens and was the family home of my godparents, Catherine and Angus Connelly. It was a wonderful place, but I knew it was far from the silent sanctuary I had been craving in which to hide out and lick my metaphorical wounds in private. As well as two of the three Connelly sons, Jamie and Archie, their partners lived at the hall too, along with a whole host of staff who were so close to the family they were also considered kin.

‘Because your exasperating godfather has… well, how can I put it?’ Dad struggled to explain. ‘Rather overstretched himself, I suppose you could say.’

I heard Mum muttering in the background and couldn’t help but smile again. My darling godfather, Angus, was always overstretching himself with one madcap scheme or another. His antics were entertaining to hear about, but that was when there were thousands of miles between us and I was in no danger of getting roped into helping with them.

‘What’s he done now?’ I couldn’t resist asking while simultaneously feeling a pang of sympathy for my godmother, Catherine. ‘Surely there’s enough people around and about at the hall to keep him on the straight and narrow?’

‘Well, that’s the thing,’ said Dad. ‘Most of them aren’t there at the moment. The charity Jamie and Anna run has closed for a couple of months, so they’ve taken the opportunity to fly out to Africa to visit the project Jamie worked on before he took over management of the hall.’

‘But why does that matter if the charity is closed?’ I asked, unable to fathom why their absence would be a problem.

‘It matters because Anna does a lot of volunteering locally,’ Dad explained. ‘She’s in charge of delivering groceries, library books and prescriptions to people who live out of town and she does a fair bit of ferrying to appointments and things too.’

‘In that case, why did she and Jamie leave without having sorted some cover first?’ I asked, feeling further confused.

‘Because Angus insisted he would be able to sort it.’ Dad filled me in. ‘He was worried they wouldn’t go at all if they were stressing about finding cover so he said he’d arrange it all and sent them on their way.’

‘I see,’ I said. ‘And there really is no one else who can help?’

‘Apparently not,’ said Dad, ‘and Hayley the housekeeper and her partner, Gabe, who maintains the grounds, are also away now too. There wasn’t supposed to be much of an overlap with Jamie and Anna’s trip but Gabe’s sister had a change to her schedule and the run up to Christmas suddenly became the only time they’d be able to get together.’

‘Crikey,’ I said. ‘So who have they got cleaning the hall?’

I knew that there was more to that particular role than flinging a vacuum cleaner about once a week.

‘No one at the moment,’ Dad explained. ‘And you know what a big deal Christmas at Wynthorpe is now, so there’s all of that to contend with too.’

I’d momentarily forgotten about the more recent festive changes, but the Wynthorpe Hall Winter Wonderland really was a big deal and, according to the plethora of photos I’d seen posted online, a huge seasonal spectacle. It doubtless took endless organizing and, with fewer people to help set it up, would soon become more of a pain than a pleasure.

‘I do know, yes,’ I said. ‘So, this really is rotten timing for the four of them to be off, isn’t it? Whatever was Angus thinking?’

‘Since when does Angus think?’ Dad laughed. ‘You know what he’s like. He just wants everyone to be happy.’

That did sound very much like my godfather. Generous to a fault, but often without a thought for the consequences and repercussions. As this current situation proved.

‘So, what do you think?’ Dad asked.

‘About what?’

‘About going to the hall. Why don’t you go and save the day? You could do the deliveries and flick a duster about the place, couldn’t you? You could have a proper Christmas there too. It’s been years since you’ve been in the country at the right time to celebrate that.’

‘I suppose…’ I said, biting my lip.

‘I know they’d be thrilled to see you.’ I heard Mum chip in. ‘Poor Archie has been pulling his hair out. He’s at his wits’ end with it all.’

I daresay, as the only Connelly brother in residence it was down to him to pick up the pieces and try to find a way to tidy up the mess his well-meaning father had made.

‘It might be just the distraction you find you need,’ Dad then craftily added.

And that was how, just an hour after arriving in the UK on November the fourteenth, I found myself boarding a bus for Peterborough and then another for the Fenland town of Wynbridge.






Chapter 2

Exhausted by the emotion of leaving my old life and colleagues behind in Jordan and further tired out by the endless hours of travelling, I had slept through the larger part of both bus journeys from Heathrow to the Fenland market town of Wynbridge, but there was no rest to be found on the actual drive down to the hall.

‘You can drop me here if you like,’ I soon piped up, taking pity on the taxi’s suspension.

The driver had markedly winced when I’d hopped off the bus in Wynbridge, into the back of his car and told him where I wanted to go. I had wondered why at the time, but bouncing along the Wynthorpe Hall drive, in and out of the potholes, his reluctance was explained without a word being said.

‘You’ll walk?’ he asked, twisting around to look at me.

‘I’ll walk,’ I confirmed. ‘I know where I’m going.’

As soon as I had climbed out, he made a near perfect three-point turn and slowly headed back to the road and I set off along the winding drive, with my rucksack on my back, excited to catch my first glimpse of the hall and its chimneys which towered above the trees.

The moment I rounded the last corner and spotted it my face broke into a smile. I fixed my gaze on the manor house which had been my idyllic childhood playground and knew Dad had been right; it was a good idea to come and I couldn’t wait to see everyone. I only hoped they liked the idea of me turning up unannounced to help out and hadn’t managed to make alternative arrangements since Dad had last been in touch.

With the cold really starting to bite, I rushed the final few steps through the courtyard and then rapped on the back door, which was ajar. When no one answered, I pulled off my shabby woolly hat, shook out my hair, which was far longer than I usually grew it and stepped inside, expecting Floss, the family spaniel, to come bowling through from the kitchen to greet me, but she didn’t.

‘We’ll manage,’ I heard someone insistently say. ‘You know we always do, somehow.’

That had to be Angus.

‘That’s as maybe,’ said someone else, most likely Archie. ‘But we haven’t so far, Dad, and I can’t imagine the situation’s going to change anytime soon, can you?’

He sounded thoroughly fed up, but I was relieved. It sounded as though my arrival couldn’t have been better timed and alternative arrangements hadn’t been made, assuming they were talking about the gaps Anna and Hayley had left.

‘We’re going to have to get that bog-standard cleaning firm in at the very least,’ Archie’s voice came again, confirming that I was right.

‘But Hayley said…’ countered Angus.

‘Hayley said she’d have our guts for garters if we did,’ Archie shot back. ‘I know, but we really have no other choice, do we? She drilled me about what to do in minute detail before she left, so I can relay all of that to whoever comes to take over and we’ll just have to hope for the best. It’s our only option. I can’t do it all myself and there’s no one else.’

‘Not necessarily,’ a third voice then piped up. This one didn’t sound at all perturbed by the stressful situation and I knew instantly who the soft, dreamy tone belonged to. ‘I think the universe has just sent us a solution.’ They then happily continued, ‘And it’s going to manifest any second now.’

A spontaneous cacophony of barking suddenly broke out and rather than find myself welcomed by just one hound skipping around my ankles, I was surrounded by three. Floss was one of them, though she looked much older than I remembered, and there was also a tiny Chihuahua and a colossal wolfhound. What a distinctive doggy pack!

‘What’s all this?’ Angus boomed as he rushed in after the dogs. ‘My goodness, Paige!’ he cried, pushing through them and pulling me into a swift and all-encompassing hug. ‘Is it really you?’

‘It is,’ I croaked, swallowing over the second lump to form in my throat since arriving back in the country. ‘My contract finally came to an end, so I thought I’d come home for a bit.’

It wasn’t the moment to worry about the mortifying specifics or go into the details of my earlier than planned departure. Angus squeezed me tighter and then took a step away to take me in properly.

‘Paige!’ Archie laughed, as he swiftly joined us. ‘I can’t believe it! What are you doing here?’

‘She’s come to stay for Christmas,’ said Angus, relieving me of my rucksack and struggling under its weight. ‘Isn’t that wonderful?’

Not one word had been uttered about Christmas, which was still weeks away, but my godfather was clearly convinced I would be in situ for it. There was little point in suggesting that might not be the case. I was fully aware of how ‘festive-focused’ he could be and like the complications behind my return, I knew it could all wait.

‘I’m actually the cavalry,’ I told the smiling pair. ‘I spoke to Dad almost as soon as my plane landed and he suggested that you might need an extra pair of hands here at the moment.’

Angus positively beamed when I said that.

‘I have no idea if I’ll be any good at any of it,’ I hastily added, before I got his hopes up too high, ‘but I’m willing to try – if you’re willing to show me the ropes.’

Archie was already untying the apron he was wearing. The capacious front pocket had not one, but three different types of dusters, or cleaning cloths, stuffed inside.

‘You’ll pick it all up in no time.’ He grinned. ‘It’s so good to see you. Come on through.’

I followed father and son further inside, just as Catherine came into the kitchen from the other end of the room.

‘Paige!’ she cried, also rushing to pull me into a hug. ‘How wonderful to see you after all this time. What on earth are you doing here?’

I took a moment to catch my breath as Angus filled her in, adding to and embellishing the little I had already told him so I really did sound like the all-conquering hero. I took a moment to look around and further gather my thoughts. Having not visited for so many years, I had forgotten how full-on the kind hearted Connellys could be.

I hoped I was going to be able to cope with their exuberance and enthusiasm. The hall was the complete opposite of the silent, empty space I would have found at my parents’ house. But then, perhaps that was no bad thing. Time to dwell could be as much of a curse as a blessing and at least throwing myself into helping do whatever was needed at Wynthorpe Hall would ensure I didn’t have too much of it.

‘Well, this is wonderful news,’ said Catherine, when Angus eventually drew breath. ‘And so kind of your dear father to suggest that you should come here or even be thinking of us and our dilemma while he and your mother are away on their holiday. We’re honoured to welcome you back into the country.’

‘It is you!’ came another voice, before I could respond. ‘Well, I never.’

It was Dorothy, the Wynthorpe cook. She bustled in, dabbing her eyes with a cotton handkerchief before gathering her wits.

‘Right,’ she said briskly, looking me up and down. ‘Let the dog see the rabbit. Let me see what needs doing. Um,’ she then pronounced, ‘you look like you need a decent meal to me.’

We all laughed because that had always been Dorothy’s stock response whenever anyone arrived at the hall and she knew there was an opportunity to feed them.

‘She’s all right,’ Archie laughed. ‘Nothing like the pale and pudgy Paige I remember.’

I shook my head as I realized, he had already resorted to his teasing pre-teen self and childishly stuck my tongue out to match him, which made Mick, the hall handyman who had wandered in from outside, laugh.

‘Here, my love,’ he said, pulling out a chair for me to sit on. ‘Sit yourself down before everyone feels entitled to express an opinion on how you look.’

‘My dear Paige,’ said the bearer of the dreamy voice, which had so far remained silent, as I made myself comfortable.

‘Molly.’ I smiled. ‘How are you?’

‘That’s exactly what I was going to ask you,’ she responded, pinning me with her pale blue gaze as she tucked an unruly auburn curl behind her ear with one hand and held out the other for me to take.

Out of everyone’s scrutiny, I knew Molly’s would penetrate the deepest. A self-confessed white witch, she lived in a cottage in the Wynthorpe woods and knew the workings of my heart and head better than any of the others.

When I used to visit as a child and teenager, we had enjoyed a firm friendship. Our sisterly solidarity had run deep as a result of having to deal with all three mischievous Connelly brothers, but we had drifted apart in the years since. Not that that seemed to matter now. I had the feeling we were going to pick up exactly where we had left off.

Momentarily unable to meet her eyes, I realized that she would soon suss out that there was more behind my impromptu arrival than I had let on. In fact, a fleeting glance at her face gave me the distinct impression that she already had.

‘Let me get you some tea, Paige,’ said Dorothy, rushing about just as she always had and thankfully distracting Molly in the process.

‘And I’ll tell you more about what’s been going on here,’ added Archie.

‘Or not going on,’ I corrected.

‘Exactly,’ he tutted, throwing his father a look which, true to form, went straight over his head.

Archie told me more about the charity Jamie and Anna had set up, which supported bereaved youngsters and had closed earlier in the year than usual to afford them a break and how Gabe the woodsman, Hayley the housekeeper’s other half, was the newest hall recruit.

‘And what about introducing me to the dogs?’ I asked, as Dorothy poured me another cup of tea. ‘I know Floss, of course, but not the other two.’

‘Bran, the wolfhound, is Gabe’s shadow,’ said Mick, patting the gargantuan serene grey dog sitting by his side. ‘But he’s with us while his master’s away as he’s not a fan of travelling far.’

‘And Suki here,’ said Molly, reaching down to scoop the tiny scrap up, ‘is mine and Archie’s. Dumped here by his ex a few Christmases ago.’

Suki wriggled in Molly’s arms and fondly licked her chin.

‘I’d forgotten you and Archie are a couple now, Molly,’ I said, shaking my head.

This time, it was Archie who stuck out his tongue.

‘It’s quite the surprise, isn’t it?’ said Molly with a wry smile, making her better half pout.

‘Given the relentless teasing that went on between you when we were growing up,’ I laughed, ‘it’s more than that!’

Archie leant across and kissed Molly’s cheek, blushing in the process.

‘But clearly a good one,’ I relented, pleased to see them both so happy.

I was barely capable of stifling the yawns which had descended by the time I’d drunk my third mug of tea and eaten a huge slice of Dorothy’s delicious fruitcake.

‘So, exactly how long have you been back in the country?’ Catherine asked when she spotted my eyelids starting to droop.

‘Just a few hours,’ I told her as yet another yawn developed and I forced myself to sit up straighter. ‘This time yesterday I was still in Jordan.’

‘My goodness,’ Catherine gasped. ‘No wonder you look all in. You must be exhausted.’

‘I am beginning to feel it a bit,’ I confessed. ‘Even though I did sleep on the bus.’

‘In that case,’ she insisted, ‘you must go and rest.’

‘Yes,’ said Molly, making me feel wide awake again, ‘you really must look after yourself, Paige. You need time to recover.’

Did she mean from the travelling or was she winkling out my secret already? I didn’t dare speculate.

‘What’s it like, working in those camps?’ Archie asked.

Catherine and Molly exchanged a look.

‘Utterly exhausting, I would imagine,’ said Catherine. ‘Let’s get you upstairs, Paige.’

‘The Rose Room is made up,’ said Dorothy, making my day.

The Rose Room had always been my favourite. With its own fire and comfy sofa and the deepest tub in the en suite, it was the height of luxury and after so long sleeping on a canvas camp bed, I was going to make the most of it.

‘The Rose Room it is then,’ said Archie, picking up my rucksack.

Just like his father, he was thrown off balance by the weight of it and groaned.

‘What did you expect?’ I laughed. ‘Practically all my worldly possessions are in there.’

‘I would say you travel light,’ he smiled back, ‘but it weighs a tonne. How on earth have you managed it?’

‘She’s stronger than she looks,’ said Molly with a wink.

I didn’t respond to that.



Dinner that evening was the usual jolly Wynthorpe Hall affair and eaten around the scrubbed kitchen table. Dorothy, as always, had cooked enough to feed a thousand and piled my plate high with toad in the hole, mashed root vegetables and thick gravy.

‘This looks delicious, Dorothy,’ I was quick to say, ‘but I probably won’t be able to get through half of it. I’ve been living on rations for so long, I need to be careful.’

I knew from past experience that switching from one diet to another with no settling in period was not a good idea.

‘That’s all right,’ she said, ‘you just eat what you can.’

She sounded sincere but I knew she’d be disappointed if I left even the tiniest morsel.

‘So,’ Angus then keenly said. ‘Shall we pick up where we left off earlier?’

‘Yes,’ said Archie. ‘That’s a good idea, Dad, and with the arrival of Paige it doesn’t feel half as daunting to go through it all again now, does it?’

‘Goodness,’ I said, letting out a breath. ‘I’m not sure my presence warrants that amount of relief, Archie. I am but one person after all.’

‘But one person can make a huge difference,’ Molly prophetically said.

‘No pressure then,’ I tutted and everyone laughed.

‘And you need us every bit as much as we need you, Paige,’ she further added. ‘It’s all meant to be.’

Archie looked poised to ask what she meant, but I cut him off.

‘So,’ I said, laying my cutlery down and making Dorothy’s eyebrows shoot up as a result. ‘I know a bit about Anna’s volunteering, making the deliveries and ferrying people to medical appointments and so on, but what about cleaning the hall? Is it really not possible to employ a specialist firm to come in?’

‘We would have done that with more notice,’ explained Catherine, ‘but with Hayley and Gabe’s plans changing at the last minute we haven’t been able to book anyone.’

‘I’m up to speed with what needs doing,’ said Archie, ‘but all the time I’m doing it I’m not getting on with my own work.’

‘In that case,’ I said, picking my cutlery up again and scooping up a forkful of buttery carrot and parsnip mash, ‘you’ll have to pass your knowledge on to me, Archie. I should be able to pick it up, shouldn’t I?’

I cared very much about the fabric of the beautiful hall and wouldn’t be doing a slapdash job like a regular and time-short Mr or Mrs Mop might have settled for.

‘It would be wonderful if you could,’ Archie gratefully said. ‘And if I can manage it, I don’t see why you shouldn’t be able to.’

‘And what about the Winter Wonderland?’ I asked next. ‘Are you going to need help with that? I’m guessing from what I’ve been told, it’s quite an undertaking.’

I knew there was a trail around the woods for visitors to walk, a variety of seasonal activities to get stuck into, sleigh rides, a Santa’s grotto, visiting reindeers and owls, carol singers and a huge variety of festive food and drink as well as some spectacularly decorated trees to admire. The entire weekend was full of fabulous festive delights and even though it was still a few weeks away, doubtless took a lot of planning and implementing.

‘Mick and I sort the logistics and do some of the setting up,’ Angus told me. ‘But Jamie and Gabe generally provide a bit of muscle, along with Archie.’

‘Just as well I keep myself fit then.’ I grinned. ‘Muscle I can definitely manage.’

‘If you finish your dinner, you’ll have even more heft to offer,’ Dorothy put in, capitalizing on the moment.

‘I’ve got mates in town who will help out too,’ said Archie. ‘To be honest, I think the Wonderland will be fine. It was Anna and Hayley’s roles we were really struggling to fill.’

‘But not anymore,’ smiled Molly.

‘No,’ I smiled back, already grateful for the timely distractions. ‘Not anymore.’






Chapter 3

It wasn’t long after dinner before I made my excuses and went to bed. With a fuller tummy than usual and thoughts of a soak in the Rose Room tub swirling around my head, I was feeling drowsy again in no time and hopeful that my sleep would be dreamless rather than filled with the gruesomely blown-up replay of my mistake that it usually succumbed to. The reality had been dreadful enough to endure but my dream state seemed to relish making it all so much worse and restful sleep had been nigh on impossible to come by of late.

‘Why don’t you come over to the cottage in the morning?’ Molly had suggested before I headed up the wooden hill. ‘We can have a proper chat.’

I accepted her invitation but reluctantly. I was delighted to reform our friendship, but knew that spending time alone with her, especially so soon after my arrival and before I’d had a chance to put some distance between me and leaving the camp, could well lead to me revealing more than I yet wanted anyone to know.

‘And take this,’ Molly had further said, pressing a small cork-topped phial filled with pink liquid into my hands. ‘It’ll help.’

‘I’m not drinking this, Molly,’ I firmly said, assuming it was one of her potions.

‘Good,’ she laughed. ‘It’s for your bath.’

‘Oh,’ I said, feeling my face flush. ‘In that case, thank you.’

I ran myself the deepest bath, pouring the contents of the flowery scented liquid into the steamy stream of water. It mixed seamlessly and created a pleasing amount of bubbles, the soothing scents of lavender, chamomile and something sweet I couldn’t identify filling the room and helping me to further relax. I had no idea of the exact ingredients, but whatever had been in that little bottle gifted me a night of deep, mercifully dreamless sleep and I woke feeling refreshed, revived and surprisingly raring to go.

‘Just a sec,’ I called, pushing back the covers as someone knocked on the door a few minutes after I was awake. ‘Hold on.’

I realized, as I turned the ancient metal key in the lock, that the sound hadn’t actually been a knock, more of a scratch, which was explained when I opened the door and found Bran, the ginormous wolfhound, standing in the corridor. He loped into the room, hopped on to the sofa and stared at me from under his big shaggy brows. He really was too huge to be believed and would have been impossible to usher out.

‘Well,’ I therefore said as I closed the door again. ‘Good morning to you, too. Make yourself at home, why don’t you?’

He patiently waited while I got dressed, pulling on as many layers as I could manage because I was still feeling the cold, and tied up my hair and, together, we went down to breakfast.

‘Here you are,’ said Dorothy, rubbing the top of Bran’s head.

‘I didn’t dognap him,’ I told her. ‘He just turned up at the bedroom door, nosed his way in and then refused to budge.’

‘Well,’ she said, offering me the teapot, ‘that’s interesting, isn’t it?’

Mick shook his head.

‘Is it?’ I frowned, pouring myself a mug.

Dorothy didn’t elaborate, but Bran rested a heavy paw on my lap as if to say, ‘don’t mind her’ and gave me a sympathetic look.

‘I’m going to go and see Molly,’ I said as soon as I’d finished my tea.

‘Aren’t you having any breakfast?’ Dorothy asked, sounding astounded.

‘No,’ I said, wrinkling my nose. ‘I’m not hungry. I’ll have something later.’

I tried to stand up but it was difficult with Bran still welded to my side.

‘You can take him with you if you like,’ smiled Mick.

‘I don’t think I’m going to have any other choice,’ I pointed out, as Bran’s cold nose found its way into my hand. ‘Wouldn’t he be better off with you though, Mick?’

‘Apparently not,’ said Mick, clearly unperturbed by his charge’s change of allegiance. ‘He’s a hound who goes where he’s most needed and right now he seems to feel compelled to cling to you, Paige.’

I didn’t hang around long enough for that particular topic of conversation to develop.

‘Here,’ said Dorothy, thrusting a bacon roll into my hands as I shrugged on one of the many waxed coats which hung for everyone’s use by the back door. ‘You can eat this on the way and you’d better wear wellies. It’ll be wet in the woods.’

It was biting cold too. I daresay it was no chillier than it should have been for the time of year, but it was still a long way off the temperatures I’d been used to. Without thinking, I’d started to eat Dorothy’s roll as I walked along, but memories of the intense heat and then inevitably, thoughts of the near disaster, filled my head and the mouthful I was chewing became almost impossible to swallow.

‘Here, Bran,’ I said, holding out what was left for him to take. ‘You have it.’

He took it with the softest mouth and swallowed it down in one gulp.

‘It’ll be our little secret,’ I smiled, stroking his back as he paced alongside me.

Molly had opened the cottage door even before I’d reached the path which led up to it and I realized I hadn’t given a thought to finding my way. I’d simply followed my feet, marvelling at how everything looked the same, although I knew some of the trees were taller and I could see there was more mistletoe too. Beyond that, however, it was all as familiar as if I’d visited just the week before.

‘You found your way then?’ Molly smiled, bare-footed in the doorway.

‘Of course,’ I smiled back.

‘I wasn’t sure if you’d come,’ she added, stepping aside to let me and my shaggy companion in. ‘I couldn’t help thinking there was a hint of reluctance about your acceptance when you said you would last night.’

‘Not at all,’ I bluffed, even though her deduction was spot-on.

With a roaring fire in the grate, I didn’t mind taking the coat off again and as Molly busied herself in the kitchen, I pulled off the wellies, looked around the room and made myself comfortable among the many embroidered patchwork cushions on the sofa. The place was definitely altered in some respects, but still had the same incense scented and other-worldly vibe. Much like Molly herself.

‘Help yourself,’ she said, when she came back in through the beaded curtain bearing a tray laden with tempting French toast, fresh fruit and a filled teapot. ‘It’s breakfast tea, not one of my herbal infusions.’

‘Is that Archie’s influence?’ I asked, grateful that she wasn’t going to more forcefully press anything on me like Dorothy had.

‘It is,’ she confirmed and I was amused to see her cheeks turn pink.

It was a most un-Molly type of reaction.

‘He’ll be back later,’ she carried on, blushing further. ‘He can’t wait to catch up with you properly. We’re all thrilled you’re going to take on Anna and Hayley’s jobs, but Archie is especially pleased. As you know, Angus means well, but his actions aren’t always thought through and this whole debacle was turning into quite a drama.’

‘No pressure then,’ I said for the second time, making her laugh again.

‘And you’ll get your reward for your kind and generous gesture because everyone will be arriving in time for Christmas and you’ll be able to hand back the reins and properly relax and celebrate then.’

‘I honestly can’t remember the last time I wholeheartedly celebrated the season.’ I sighed, staring into the hypnotic flames of the fire.

‘Well, you’re certainly in the right place to do it this year,’ Molly told me. ‘There’s nowhere lovelier than Wynthorpe Hall in mid-winter.’

We were quiet for a moment and then I remembered the rinsed-out phial.

‘I have no idea what exactly you put in this, Molly,’ I said, handing it over, ‘but I had the best night’s sleep I’ve had in weeks after taking a long bath filled with it. Thank you.’

Molly took the little bottle from me, her eyes trained on my face.

‘You aren’t sleeping then?’ she probed.

‘Oh, Molly,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘You know very well that I’m not. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have given me the phial in the first place, would you?’

‘No,’ she lightly said, then paused before adding, ‘I wouldn’t, but I still can’t fathom the details as to why you’re not getting the rest you deserve…’

Since I had made the colossal error of judgment, I had accepted the fact that I didn’t deserve any rest. It had been such a stupid mistake, which carried such dreadful potential consequences, I felt it was more than justified that I should still be experiencing its sting, even though the worst hadn’t thankfully happened.

‘Paige?’

‘Sorry,’ I said, tearing my eyes away from the flames. ‘What was that?’

‘Have you heard any of what I just said?’

I shook my head.

‘I was telling you,’ Molly tenderly said, ‘that I want to help you.’

‘You can’t,’ I blurted out, my eyes prickling with traitorous tears. ‘You’re right in that there is something troubling me and I know you mean well, but it’s something I’ve got to work through on my own.’

‘Is it something to do with Chadia?’

She asked the question so kindly but the shock of hearing my friend and mentor’s name on her lips felt like a knife piercing my heart. It was a long time since I’d talked to anyone about the friend whose life had been cut tragically short and even though what had occurred in Jordan wasn’t a direct result of what had happened to Chadia, there was a connection. Not that I was willing to acknowledge it.

My fingers strayed towards the precious locket I wore which contained the only photograph I had of my friend, but I soon stopped them, knowing Molly would notice.

‘No.’ I swallowed. ‘Besides, that was years ago.’

‘Just because something happened a long time ago…’

‘It’s not Chadia,’ I tightly responded.

‘Heartbreak then?’ Molly suggested, changing course. ‘Relationship trouble?’

‘Goodness me, no,’ I said, with an elaborate eye roll. ‘I haven’t had a relationship in a very long time.’

‘Perhaps that’s what you need,’ she suggested, raising her eyebrows. ‘Someone to love and someone to love you back.’

I shook my head.

‘Why do loved up couples always want to get everyone else loved up?’ I pretended to pout, reaching for a cushion and hugging it to my chest like an armoured breastplate. ‘There’s no man required in this instance, so don’t even think about blending up a love potion or even a quick fling potion. You know that’s not my style either.’

‘All right.’ She grinned. ‘I’m not sure anything I could concoct would work its way through that amount of resistance anyway.’

‘Well, thank goodness for that.’

‘But whatever has got you vexed,’ she said, turning serious again, ‘feels pretty full on. I can’t make sense of your aura at all.’

I resisted the temptation to look about me to see if I could see what she was looking at. Past experience suggested I wouldn’t so I kept my gaze locked front and centre.

‘I’m sure it will settle down into a more familiar colour now I’m here at the hall,’ I said instead.

‘I’m sure it will too,’ she agreed. ‘Throwing yourself into Anna and Hayley’s roles is bound to help. Immersing yourself in doing something completely different will keep your mind occupied and you’ll heal without even knowing it’s happening.’

I hoped she was right. I might have currently felt that I deserved to suffer, but I didn’t think it was an emotional state I’d want to carry with me forever.

‘Are you going to eat all of this toast?’ I asked, reaching for a slice of the cinnamon and vanilla infused brioche and resolutely changing the subject.

Once we had eaten more of the breakfast than I would ever have thought I could manage, Molly picked up the wrapped deck of tarot cards which were never far from her person. She let out a long breath as she began to shuffle them in a well-practiced way and I smiled as she closed her eyes and drifted off because the situation and her expression felt so familiar. The cards had been in her family for generations, passed down from mother to daughter, and were treated with immense respect.

‘I’ll read yours if you like,’ she offered, opening her eyes and clearly making an effort to make it sound as if the idea had only just occurred to her.

‘No, thanks,’ I quickly said. ‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

‘It might help,’ she said innocently.

‘Help you,’ I shot back with a smile. ‘You’d get far more out of interpreting the cards than I would and I really don’t feel up to sharing yet.’

‘Fair enough,’ she sighed. ‘It was worth a try.’

‘You sneaky minx,’ I tutted as she put the deck down again.

‘Will you carry a crystal instead?’ she then asked.

She picked up a bowl from the mantelpiece and began to lift a few pieces out.

‘Here,’ she said, holding out her palm. ‘Take one of these.’

I gave her a hard stare.

‘Choose one and I’ll stop fussing,’ she promised, not at all perturbed by my less than impressed expression.

‘They all look the same,’ I said, when I peered down at what she was holding.

In her palm were half a dozen pieces of pink crystal. The only real difference between them was their size and a slight variation in their colour. There was one I could see which was shaped a bit like a heart. It was the prettiest of the few she had picked out.

‘Just take the one you’re drawn to,’ Molly insisted, watching me like a hawk.

I bypassed the heart which had caught my attention and went for a smaller piece with rough edges. It was paler than the rest and nowhere near as smooth and tactile as the others looked.

‘Happy now?’ I asked, showing her the piece I’d picked up.

I couldn’t help but wonder if she knew I’d forsaken my favourite.

‘I’m almost always happy,’ she contentedly sighed, carefully settling the other crystals back into the bowl and returning it to the mantelpiece.

‘So, what is this?’ I asked, holding my second choice up to the light.

‘Rose quartz,’ she said. ‘It’s good for self-healing and self-love.’

‘I see.’ I sighed, guessing that my clever Wiccan chum had worked out that I didn’t even like myself at the moment and was therefore miles off feeling anything like self-love. ‘I suppose I’d better get back to the hall,’ I said, standing up and slipping the crystal into my jeans pocket.

‘Just give yourself time, Paige,’ Molly said astutely. ‘By Christmas you’ll be feeling like a whole new person.’

I couldn’t in all honesty believe that, even though it was Molly who had said it.

‘You do know that Christmas is just a few short weeks away, don’t you?’ I said with a wry smile but, on that occasion, Molly didn’t smile back.






Chapter 4

I happily whiled away the rest of the day at the hall, with Bran still welded to my side, and was amused to discover that Archie really was still the same teasing terror he had been when we were growing up. In fact, it was more than that and I would have gone as far as to say that he was turning into quite the chip off the old block.

‘As you’re going to be here while the Winter Wonderland is happening,’ he had grinned as we took our seats for dinner and tugged at my ponytail as if we were in infant school rather than two grown-ups, ‘I’m hoping you’ll be willing to play Santa’s Elf for us in the grotto.’

I rolled my eyes and picked a different chair which was out of his reach.

‘I think she’s too tall for the outfit,’ Dorothy said seriously, eyeing me with interest. ‘But the tights might stretch a bit.’

‘Don’t encourage him, Dorothy,’ I groaned, knowing he’d soon be looking online for a larger sized festive get up if he sensed even the merest hint that I might be willing to take the role on.

‘How do you fancy a trip into town tomorrow?’ he then asked me, dropping the subject of stripy tights and hats with bells on once he’d got a plate of food in front of him. ‘I thought it would be good to introduce you to a few people and get you up and running as soon as possible.’

I can’t deny, I felt a bit nervous, but he was right: the sooner I could make a start the better. Both for myself and the recipients of Anna’s generous volunteering.

‘Sounds good to me.’ I nodded, doing my best to sound more confident than I felt. ‘There’s no time like the present, is there?’

‘Exactly,’ he agreed, with another impish grin.



After a reasonably restful night, I discovered it was a fabulously frosty start the next day and even though I was still feeling the cold, the blue sky and crisp rime enhanced the hall and garden making it look even more picture perfect, and the town was a sight to behold too.

‘My goodness,’ I gasped, as Archie somehow squeezed Anna’s tiny Fiat 500, which was going to be one of the vehicles at my disposal while I carried out her role, into an even tinier parking space beside the market square. ‘I had no idea it would be this busy.’

When I’d arrived on the bus, I’d been too tired to take much of the town in, but a quick glance showed me it was vastly different to the place I remembered from my last proper visit.

‘I know.’ Archie beamed. ‘Isn’t it wonderful? The town has gone through quite a transformation in recent years and it’s always busier on a Thursday because the market has a few extra stalls.’

As well as the busy market, I also spotted a smart looking gallery, café and delicatessen within just a few metres of each other and they all looked idyllic. There were a few festive flourishes too, which I assumed were only to be expected as it was already mid-November and I wondered how the rest of the square would look once it was all properly dressed for Christmas. In fact, given the date, I couldn’t help thinking that it was a little behind where it should have been for the time of year.

‘And the area is fast becoming a magnet for all sorts of artists,’ Archie added, when he saw me admiring the gallery and before I had a chance to ask about the lack of decorations. ‘Which conveniently justifies our first stop.’ He grinned and rubbed his hands together.

He guided me around the market and then through the door of a place called The Cherry Tree Café. The smell of coffee mingled temptingly with the scent of sugar as we crossed the threshold and my stomach growled in response. It was warm too, which made it an even more attractive stop as far as I was concerned.

‘Just who I was hoping to see!’ called a woman with curly red hair who was standing next to the counter. ‘Grab a table and I’ll tell Jemma you’re here.’

‘Brace yourself,’ Archie said to me as we found a seat. ‘I’m not sure how this is going to go down.’

‘What are you talking about?’ I asked, my eyes scanning around and taking in the pretty décor. ‘It isn’t going to be a problem with me taking on Anna’s volunteering, is it? You just gave me the impression that you were happy to be coming in here.’

I sincerely hoped his change of heart about our first stop wasn’t connected to my decision to step into Anna’s shoes. My plan had been to solve problems, not create more.

‘Archie!’ said a different woman, before he could reply. ‘I was beginning to think I would have to come out to the hall myself. Hello,’ she then added, her eyes flicking to me. ‘Sorry, I don’t think we’ve met.’

‘This is Paige,’ said Archie, pulling off his scarf and gloves. ‘Mum and Dad’s goddaughter. She’s staying at the hall for a while and taking on Anna’s volunteering while she and Jamie are away.’

The woman’s eyes widened and she gave me the warmest smile. Clearly, Archie’s concerns weren’t about my stepping into Anna’s shoes after all.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘that’s wonderful news and what a relief. I know Kathleen was beginning to feel quite frantic about it all.’

I wondered who Kathleen was.

‘Your father has a lot to answer for,’ she added, pointing a finger at Archie.

‘Don’t I know it,’ he sighed.

‘But he means well,’ the woman went on, her bright eyes twinkling. ‘And I’m delighted to meet you, Paige. I’m Jemma, the currently frazzled owner of The Cherry Tree Café.’

‘Oh, crikey,’ said Archie, before I could respond. ‘You can’t be frazzled already, Jemma. You’ve still got weeks until it’s Christmas.’

‘I know,’ she groaned, fanning herself with an old-fashioned paper order pad. ‘I’m close to exhausted already and Lizzie’s run off her feet next door. Now, please tell me you’ve got Hayley’s designs, Archie Connelly,’ she added, her tone changing to something far sterner. ‘It’s the deadline soon and I hate cutting it this close.’

Archie looked at Jemma and shook his head.

‘You’re kidding?’ Jemma protested.

‘Sorry,’ Archie apologized, his shoulders visibly tensing up. ‘We still can’t find them and her phone is turned off.’

‘Well, if they don’t turn up soon,’ said Jemma, sounding miffed, ‘we’ll just have to cancel, won’t we? It won’t go down well with her regulars, but there’ll be no other option.’

Once she’d taken our order and gone back to the kitchen Archie told me about the café and its associated businesses. Lizzie, the woman with the glorious red hair, was Jemma’s business partner and a well-known sewing and crafting goddess.

‘She used to run classes in here along with some sort of knit and natter group,’ Archie told me. ‘But when her side of things really took off, she moved into the premises next door. It’s a popular craft centre now, as well as a gallery, and the pair also have a vintage caravan which they take to events all over the county to serve food and drinks from. They’ll be at the Winter Wonderland next month.’

I was amazed Dorothy tolerated that. I had assumed she was in sole charge of the catering, but if she was willing to welcome someone else on site, it went some way to giving me an idea as to just how big an event the Winter Wonderland must be.

‘Oh, and they have a themed market stall too, which sells more of their seasonal makes and bakes than they can stock in here and next door,’ Archie added for good measure.

‘Crikey,’ I said, letting out a breath and feeling rather in awe of the resourceful duo. ‘That’s surely the work of an entire team rather than just two women.’

‘There are more people working with them now,’ Archie conceded, ‘but Jemma and Lizzie are the brains behind the business. They put the rest of us to shame, managing to do the work of ten rather than two.’

He sounded almost disbelieving of what they were capable of and I could hardly blame him. It was an immense empire.

‘And what about Hayley?’ I asked. ‘What did Jemma mean about her designs?’

Archie reached behind him to a display shelf and picked up a mug which had a quirky and bolshy looking little robin painted on it.

‘This is one of Hayley’s,’ he said proudly. ‘She created the robin.’

‘Oh, wow,’ I gasped, taking the mug from him to look at it in more detail.

‘She’s an amazing artist,’ Archie further said. ‘And she specializes in painting species of birds and highlighting their different personalities. She’s created all sorts over the last couple of years and Jemma has them printed on mugs, cushions and stationery to sell on her behalf.’

‘What an incredible talent to have,’ I said, turning the mug around.

‘I know,’ said Archie, also looking at the design. ‘I can’t even manage a decent stick man.’

‘Me neither,’ I laughed.

‘Unfortunately, though,’ he sighed, ‘Hayley is as scatty as she is talented and she’s left the hall without submitting the designs for this Christmas or telling anyone where she’s put them. We’ve looked high and low, but we can’t find them and I know Jemma was hoping she’d have them finished and passed on weeks ago.’

What with it being mid-November, I imagined it was cutting it close to being able to benefit from Christmas present buying too.

‘What a thing to forget,’ I said, understanding Jemma’s frustration.

‘That’s Hayley for you.’ Archie shrugged. ‘Although to be fair, she and Gabe did leave in a bit of a rush after his sister’s change of plan so I can kind of see why it might have slipped her mind.’

‘And why is her phone switched off?’ I asked.

‘Goodness knows,’ said Archie, pulling out his own phone and trying her number for what I guessed was the umpteenth time. ‘Still no joy,’ he sighed, once the call connected and went straight to voicemail.

‘Let’s have another hunt for the designs when we get back,’ I suggested as a waitress came and filled our table with steaming mugs of coffee and two plates of huge swirled buns. ‘Perhaps I might be able to find them. Fresh eyes could be just what you need.’

Archie looked doubtful, but I thought it was worth a shot.

Once we’d eaten every last crumb of the delicious iced and spiced buns which, I had been informed while perusing the tempting menu, were something of a Cherry Tree festive tradition from November onwards, we made our way across the busy square to the library.

We were barely through the door before Archie was accosted.

‘Any joy?’ asked a woman with perfect grey curls and a neat, trim figure. ‘I’m still having more misses than hits, but I haven’t given up hope yet.’

The smart and efficient looking woman was probably in her early seventies, but exuded the energy of someone decades younger.

‘I am delighted to say I have the answer to your prayers, Kathleen,’ said Archie, puffing out his chest and looking peacock proud.

‘You have?’ she hopefully gasped, her eyes widening in surprise.

‘I have,’ he confirmed. ‘Paige, I’d like to introduce you to Kathleen. Kathleen, this is Paige, Mum and Dad’s goddaughter and, as of today, your replacement Anna.’

‘Oh, my goodness,’ said Kathleen, rushing forward, reaching for my hand and vigorously pumping it between hers. ‘It’s fantastic to meet you, my dear.’

‘Likewise,’ I said, feeling rather shell-shocked.

‘How wonderful that you’re going to save our bacon!’ she gushed. ‘You really couldn’t have stepped up at a better time.’

‘Well.’ I swallowed. ‘I’m going to try to save your bacon.’

Clearly, there was a lot resting on my shoulders, certainly more than I’d bargained for and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

‘Come on,’ said Kathleen, dashing back to the library counter, whipping out a folder from behind the desk with a flourish and scattering leaflets in her wake which Archie gathered up. ‘Let’s go and have a look at the list, shall we?’

My stomach twisted a little. The folder looked extremely full. Practically bulging, in fact, and the way she emphasized the list, as if it should have upper case letters, made my heart rate pick up the pace a bit too.

‘Excellent idea, Kathleen,’ said Archie, returning the leaflets to the counter and nudging me along.

The three of us sat in a corner far away from where the majority of borrowers were browsing. Just like the shops and market square, the library seemed to be thriving too. It was a sight which lifted my spirits, in spite of the fact that my tummy was still having a bit of a moment and my heart was beating a tattoo.

‘So,’ said Kathleen, spreading papers across the low table. ‘Here we are. It couldn’t be simpler really.’

It didn’t look all that simple to me.

‘This sheet covers hospital and clinic appointments,’ she explained, pointing at one filled page. ‘The majority of which we’ve got lifts for now.’ That was something, I supposed. ‘And this one,’ she carried on, scooping up another, ‘is the fruit and veg delivery itinerary.’

‘The Dempster family, who supply the produce and have had a market stall for years, used to do the deliveries,’ Archie told me, ‘but with Mrs Dempster, Marie, getting ready to branch further out with her floristry business in the new year, they simply haven’t got the time now.’

‘We did think the delivery of fresh produce was going to have to be cancelled all together until Anna added it to the library books and prescriptions she had already taken responsibility for dropping off.’

‘Not forgetting the regular groceries,’ Archie helpfully reminded Kathleen. ‘And the orders from the butcher’s and the baker’s.’

‘Of course,’ said Kathleen, ‘not forgetting those. The people registered on the round call me once a week and I order, pick up and pack what they need, often with a discount for a bulk order and Anna, now you Paige, then drops it all off. How does that sound?’

‘So, I’m literally just the gopher?’ I asked, wanting to make sure I had no further responsibilities to worry about.

‘Pretty much.’ Kathleen nodded, not quite confirming what I had asked her. ‘There might be times when I call on you to assist with the collecting too. Say for example, if picking something up for someone clashes with my dance classes.’

‘Kathleen runs the dance classes, rather than attends them,’ Archie told me.

No wonder she looked so trim.

‘Would that be all right, do you think?’ she asked me. ‘It doesn’t happen all that often.’

With nothing else to occupy my time, and having already agreed, I couldn’t very well say no to this seemingly minor addition, but I was a little concerned that the parameters of the job were shifting even before I’d started it. I had been hoping for a complete rest from being in charge of anything other than ferrying, especially as my most recent experience of being in charge hadn’t ended well.

‘It’ll be fine,’ said Archie, answering on my behalf.

Kathleen was still looking at me.

‘Of course,’ I said, swallowing hard. ‘No problem at all.’

With my new, and already slightly expanded role decided upon and after a hug from a clearly relieved Kathleen, Archie then took me to the butcher’s, baker’s and the chemist’s. He thought that if I did end up doing some of the picking up it would be helpful for the shop owners to have had eyes on me first. Which I supposed was fair enough.

‘I would have thought at least the chemist’s would have had their own delivery service,’ I said as we made our way back to the car. ‘That’s pretty standard now, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ Archie agreed, ‘but we do things differently here. Anna always spends a few minutes with the people she’s dropping things off to because they’re the most isolated in the community. Business owners don’t have any time to socialize, so this way the recipients get some social interaction and occasionally some help around the house, as well as their books, shopping and so on delivered. It’s a very worthwhile community project.’

The description of the job was growing by the minute.

‘It certainly sounds like it,’ I said, wondering what sort of help around the house I was going to get roped into.

With the housekeeping at the hall to keep on top of too, I was certainly going to have my hands full and there would be little time to dwell on what had happened in Jordan. In fact, during the trip into town I had barely given it a moment’s thought. How surprising was that? Was it possible that the plan was working already?

As I lowered myself into the passenger seat of the car, I felt Molly’s crystal dig into my hip. I was still a long way off feeling inclined to love myself, but having heard more about the benefits of the scheme I was going to help carry on, and in spite of my nerves, I did like myself a tiny bit more. Wonders would never cease!

‘Right then,’ I said as Archie started the car, and I shrugged off my apprehension about being able to pull it all off, ‘let’s get back to the hall and see if we can dig out Hayley’s designs, shall we? And then you can show me how to get to grips with where and where not to waft the feather duster about.’

Archie gave me a sideways look as he carefully reversed out of the tight space.

‘There’s rather more to it than that,’ he told me, ‘but I have no doubt that you’ll rise to the occasion.’

Surely the cleaning had to be more straightforward than the ever-evolving volunteering?






Chapter 5

Back at the hall, and with Bran close by my side again, everyone listened intently as Archie and I relayed the details of what had occurred in town. Molly looked particularly pleased about the situation.

‘This is all perfect,’ she said, in her dreamiest tone. ‘And just in the nick of time.’

I shook my head at her and, picking up that I didn’t want anyone else to get wind of the fact that I’d arrived at the hall with more baggage than just my rucksack, she thankfully lowered her voice so only I could hear.

‘It’s all going to help that crystal I gave you work its magic,’ she whispered. ‘You’ll be feeling much fonder of yourself in no time.’

‘That really would be quite a trick,’ I whispered back, ignoring the fact that I had already experienced the tiniest shift.

‘There’s no trick to it,’ she told me seriously. ‘But by Yule, you’ll be a different person. You’ll see. The time you spend helping everyone will be the perfect distraction from whatever it is that’s got you so vexed. Some distance will give you some perspective.’

Given that I was still spending a lot of my alone time catastrophizing over an outcome which hadn’t even happened I didn’t think some perspective would be a bad idea. I needed to assimilate and draw a line under what had actually happened rather than waste time worrying over what could have occurred.

‘What do you mean by just in the nick of time, Molly?’ Archie asked loudly, making me jump.

‘For the people who rely on Anna,’ she said back, without missing a beat. ‘As Paige is so willing to start the work straight up again, there’ll barely be a hiccup in the operation now, will there? And that can only be a good thing, can’t it?’

I could tell from Archie’s expression that he wasn’t entirely convinced that was what she had implied.

‘That’s true,’ he responded nonetheless. ‘Kathleen was over the moon, wasn’t she, Paige?’

‘Yes,’ I confirmed, thinking of her reaction. ‘She did seem pretty pleased.’

Dorothy sniffed and when I turned to look at her, I found her lips were set in a thin and uncompromising straight line.

‘Are you all right?’ I asked, wondering what on earth could be the matter.

She had a face like thunder.

‘That woman,’ Dorothy grumbled.

‘You don’t like Kathleen?’ I was aghast.

Archie let out a long breath and raised his eyes skywards and I realized I’d said the wrong thing. Although, how anyone couldn’t like Kathleen with her soft grey curls and can-do attitude was beyond me. I would have thought she and Dorothy would get along like a house on fire. However, it turned out their relationship was more fireworks than comforting glowing embers.

‘I wouldn’t go as far as to say that I dislike her,’ Dorothy tersely said, ‘but she’s put a lot of people’s backs up since she waltzed into town and shook everything up.’

I didn’t know what to say to that.

‘The only shaking up she’s done,’ Archie patiently said, ‘is on the dance floor during the tea dances and classes she runs at the town hall.’

‘Don’t you like the dancing?’ I asked Dorothy.

Kathleen certainly looked to be thriving on it, but obviously I didn’t say that.

‘There’s nothing wrong with the dancing,’ Dorothy conceded. ‘What I object to is her going around implying that certain members of the more mature community need to get themselves moving. She’s guilt tripping and goading everyone into thinking they need to be more active if they want to live long enough to make the most of their pensions.’

This comment resulted in the biggest eye roll from Archie and Catherine looked unusually uncomfortable. Personally, I thought it was a justified tactic on Kathleen’s behalf if it helped keep people healthy, and on their toes, whatever their age. However, I got the impression that there was more to Dorothy’s dislike than some clever propaganda on Kathleen’s part.

‘And a few of us offered to supply an afternoon tea to go with the dances, in line with tradition,’ Dorothy then said, turning red, as she got to the true heart of the matter, ‘but she wouldn’t have it. Apparently, all that stodge, as she put it,’ she snapped, sounding increasingly outraged as she banged down the wooden spoon she was holding, ‘isn’t good for the pipes and she turned us down. What’s the good of raising pulses, I heard her snippily say to someone, to then suppress them with all those calories. What a cheek!’

‘And Dorothy hasn’t spoken to her since,’ Archie neatly finished up, drawing a line under the topic. ‘Now, where are we at with the vehicle insurance, Mick?’

‘All done,’ he nodded. ‘Paige is now a named driver on the policy for Anna’s Fiat and the hall Land Rover, too. You can drive them both now, my love.’

‘Do you think you’ll be all right in the Land Rover?’ Archie asked, as Dorothy continued to mutter.

‘Well, I was all right driving through tricky terrain in armour plated vehicles in Jordan,’ I told him. ‘So, I should be able to handle it.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mick, my sarcasm going completely over his head. ‘She can be a bugger on the gear change from second to third.’

‘I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it,’ I told him as Angus guffawed in the background.

‘And you know who has sorted the hospital and clinic runs so you won’t have to worry about getting folk in and out of either the tiny Fiat or the high Land Rover,’ Archie reminded me in a hushed tone.
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