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To Oliver


One for you at last


Merry Christmas




Chapter 1


Most people, at some point during their adult lives, struggle to come up with what to put on their Christmas list, but not me. Asking for the same present every year since I turned eighteen has ensured that I’ve never encountered that particular problem and now, almost twenty years later, it’s still my first choice.


My longed-for gift of working every day of December, including right through the Christmas holidays, might not be everyone’s cup of tea, but for the last two decades it’s proved an absolute sanity saver for me. However, this is one present that I have to sort for myself and it simply has to be wrapped up well in advance of the Big Day. So, to give myself the best possible chance of securing the right post, I begin the search when the first leaves fall in autumn, and this year was no exception. By the middle of November I had the choice of two situations, but it was the isolated location of one of them which left me powerless to resist.


‘And just how remotely situated would you say Wynthorpe Hall actually is?’ I asked, during the brief telephone interview with Angus Connelly, the hall owner, who was keen for me to take the temporary job he had to offer.


‘Very,’ he cautiously replied. ‘And is that going to be a problem do you think, Anna? Because this really isn’t the sort of place where you can just pop round the corner for a bag of sugar, I’m afraid. It’s more like a forty-minute round trip into town and there are no other houses nearby.’


Little did he know it of course, but his words were music to my ears. The other job I had been offered was back in central London and although the pay and perks were vastly different, so was the atmosphere at this time of year. The city would already be awash with lights, cheesy tunes and festive cheer and as far as I was concerned that was far too hefty a price to pay for an extra zero on the salary. Hunkering down in the barren and frosty Fenland landscape, without so much as a carol singer in sight, would be a much appreciated soothing balm to my troubled soul and I mulled it over with relish.


‘Of course I appreciate that compared to some, we don’t have much to offer in terms of inducements,’ Mr Connelly continued, no doubt taking my hesitation for a refusal, ‘but the work is light and it will be quiet here for most of the time. My wife, Catherine, is recovering well from her surgery now so—’


‘And that’s what I don’t really understand,’ I interrupted. ‘According to your email your wife had knee surgery some weeks ago. Surely if she’s up and about she doesn’t need someone to look after her now, especially as you just said yourself you have no grand plans for Christmas this year.’


I know I sounded blunt, but I needed to secure a position that would keep me busy and occupied. I couldn’t abide wasting time during any month of the year, but especially during December. Twiddling my thumbs would lead to thinking, and thinking when the decorations were out of the loft was the one thing I never allowed myself to do.


This telephone call was my one opportunity to ascertain that I wouldn’t be besieged by free time, or conversely that I wouldn’t be roped into helping to prepare some grand country-house Christmas either, and therefore I was determined to have everything settled in my mind, every wrinkle smoothed out, before I made my final decision.


‘Well, you see the thing is, I can’t help thinking she’s started to overdo things a bit,’ Mr Connelly elaborated, lowering his voice a little. ‘She won’t have it of course, but I think she’s taking on too much. She insists she’s just pottering about, but I’m afraid she’s going to suffer in the long run and she’s come so far. I’d hate to see her slipping back to square one.’


His voice trailed off, but the tenderness in his tone had penetrated my heart and unexpectedly made my eyes mist up a little.


‘If she had someone here she could delegate to,’ he continued with a sigh. ‘Someone discreet and unimposing with whom she could do things, someone who could keep a subtle eye on her . . .’


‘Well, I am discreet,’ I acknowledged.


‘So you’ll come?’ he quickly cut in. ‘She doesn’t want to let me or the rest of the staff do much for her at all so she may take some talking round to begin with, but you’ll take the job, won’t you?’


I thought back over the last three contracts I had worked, caring for a succession of rather spoilt under-eights in various cities dotted around the country and the idyll of a child-free, low-key Christmas in the sticks looked and sounded more appealing than ever.


As an experienced ‘Girl Friday’ I could turn my hand to a variety of jobs including nanny, housekeeper, secretary, companion and carer. I loved all of my chosen roles, most of the time, and this position, according to the advertisement in the recruitment pages of The Lady magazine, looked as if it combined practically all of them, along with the added benefit of avoiding anything to do with a commercial city Christmas of course.


Even if my charge was initially going to need careful handling, this was exactly the sort of brief and straightforward arrangement I was looking for to tide me over until January when I would be ready to jump back on the treadmill as soon as Twelfth Night was ticked off the calendar.


‘All right,’ I said decisively, ‘I’ll take the job. I’ll see you next Friday afternoon, Mr Connelly.’


‘Oh that’s marvellous!’ he exclaimed. ‘And please, call me Angus.’


‘Angus,’


‘And you’re quite sure you don’t want to come and have a look at the place first, just to make absolutely sure you’ll be happy here?’


I had already had a brief glimpse at Google Maps to confirm the hall really was the perfect spot to see out the silly season for a ‘bah humbug’ like me, and with regards to my happiness, I didn’t think a few weeks was anywhere near long enough to warrant taking it into consideration.


‘No,’ I reassured him. ‘But thank you. That really won’t be necessary.’


‘Well in that case,’ he sighed, sounding well pleased, ‘we’ll see you next week.’


•   •   •


The weather had turned foggy and frosty by the following Friday and the driving conditions from my last post in Winchester to my new one bordering the furthest reaches of Wynbridge couldn’t have been worse. I hadn’t planned to stop en route at all, but as the three-hour journey turned into four I began to flag, and knew that if I wanted to present myself in the best possible light at the door of Wynthorpe Hall, I was going to need to freshen up first.


My heart thumped hard in my chest as I crossed the bridge into the little market town and my eyes fell upon huddles of locals rushing about with clipboards, strings of lights and boxes of enormous baubles. The hall might have been planning a simple festive celebration, but here in town it looked suspiciously like the preparations for Christmas were already in full swing.


‘What can I get you?’ asked a waitress wearing a cupcake-patterned apron as I bagged myself a tucked-away table in a place called The Cherry Tree Café. ‘We’re just about to start serving lunch if you fancy something hot.’


The delicious aroma wafting from the kitchen was enough to set my stomach growling and although I didn’t normally eat a hot meal at lunchtime I thought the chill in my bones justified the extra calories on this occasion. I had only walked a short distance from the car to the café, but my winter go-to ‘first impression outfit’, comprising of a grey pencil skirt and soft cream cashmere jumper, did little to stave off the chill, even though I was still wearing my Burberry quilted jacket.


‘We’re launching our special Winter Warmer menu today,’ the woman continued, sensing I was about to crumble. ‘The soup is butternut squash, served with pumpkin bread, and the roasted vegetable quiche comes with a twice baked cheesy jacket potato and winter salad.’


‘In that case, I’ll have the quiche please,’ I surprised myself by saying, ‘and a coffee.’


‘I’ll have your coffee sent straight over,’ she smiled, watching as I rubbed my hands together and blew on my fingers. ‘It’ll warm you up.’


It didn’t take long to thaw out inside the cosy café and as I hungrily devoured the delicious quiche I watched with interest as customers bustled in and out, most of them taking with them a slice of something sweet packed inside a cherry-patterned box, doubtless destined for afternoon tea at home.


‘Are you always this busy?’ I asked the curly-haired waitress who came to clear away my dishes.


‘Always,’ she grinned, ‘but especially on days like this. It’s the grand switch-on tomorrow night, so the market is heaving. Are you going to be in town for the party?’


‘Oh no,’ I said, perhaps a little too quickly. ‘I’m just passing through.’


‘That’s a shame,’ she tutted. ‘It’s going to be quite a celebration.’


‘I can imagine,’ I said, looking out of the window as two enormous trees were being hoisted into place at either end of the market. I quickly averted my gaze, pretending to be engrossed in something on my phone.


‘Would you like another coffee?’


‘No thank you, but the lunch was delicious.’ I replied, suddenly noticing the time on the screen. ‘I really should be getting on. I’m expected at Wynthorpe Hall this afternoon.’


‘Not passing through far then,’ she grinned. ‘You aren’t Anna by any chance, are you?’


‘Yes,’ I frowned, taken aback. ‘Yes, I am.’


‘Angus is so pleased you’ve agreed to take the job,’ she continued, plenty loud enough for everyone to hear and as if we were picking up the thread of a former conversation.


So much for being discreet.


‘He’s been really worried about Catherine rushing her recovery.’


‘Which is ironic really, isn’t it, Lizzie?’ added the other waitress, who had tuned into the conversation, ‘because usually she’s the one fretting over him.’


‘He’s known around here as Mr Toad, isn’t he, Jemma?’ Lizzie expanded. ‘Because he’s always up to mischief with some crazy scheme or another.’


‘But he’s an absolute sweetheart,’ Jemma beamed.


‘Completely eccentric of course,’ Lizzie laughed, ‘but thoroughly lovely.’


I didn’t know what to say. I’d literally just arrived in the county and already my presence was common knowledge and my employer was being described as a comical, if somewhat exasperating, fictional character. It was an unusual situation to say the least. I was used to the anonymity of city living and working in places where my employers’ idiosyncrasies weren’t commented on.


‘Did I hear that right?’ boomed a man’s voice from the other side of the café. ‘Are you the lass who has taken the job up at the hall?’


‘Yes, Chris, she is,’ confirmed Jemma, before I had a chance to even open my mouth.


‘Then would you do me a favour and take their fruit and veg order with you when you go? I’m rushed off my feet today, what with the deliveries taking twice as long in this fog, and the tree-decorating to oversee ahead of tomorrow night.’


‘All right,’ I agreed, too shocked to refuse as I fumbled in my bag for my purse.


I thanked and paid the Cherry Tree ladies for my lovely lunch, then led Chris Dempster, who declared himself the very best fruit and veg trader in the local area, over to my car where he proceeded to dump my suitcase on the passenger seat and stock the diminutive boot with enough produce to feed a small army.


‘I won’t ask you to help,’ he said, taking in my outfit. ‘Not in that gear.’


I picked up a large bag of potatoes and hauled it onto the back seat, keen to show that despite what he may have assumed about me, I was certainly no princess. He chuckled and raised an eyebrow, but didn’t comment.


‘Are you sure this is their order?’ I asked, taking in the bulging bags of carrots and sack stuffed with sprouts when I had got my breath back. ‘There seems to be an awful lot here for so few people.’


‘They’re no doubt stocking up ahead of Christmas,’ he said, tapping the side of his nose and making my heart hammer in my chest again.


‘But that’s weeks away,’ I said with a squeak, my cool facade slipping a little in my panic. ‘And Mr Connelly told me they’re planning a rather low-key Christmas this year.’


‘Well, I shouldn’t worry,’ Chris grinned, before adding with a throaty chuckle, ‘this lot won’t last five minutes at the hall. That cook of theirs likes to keep the troops well fed. By this time next week you’ll no doubt be heading back for more of the same.’




Chapter 2


Thanks to Mr Dempster’s in-depth knowledge of the local lanes I didn’t approach the hall via what he called the ‘treacherous river road’, but instead drove down a meandering track which, although it took longer than the route suggested by my satnav, was apparently far safer given the increasingly icy conditions.


It was barely two o’clock when I pulled through the ornate black iron gates and onto the narrow strip of drive, but because of the thick cloud cover it was already getting dark. I slowed down to negotiate a tight right-hand bend and the drive narrowed again, the towering shrubs crowding in to hide the wider landscape and making the approach feel more like an overgrown woodland trail than a journey to somewhere spectacular.


In the interests of preserving my little Fiat 500’s suspension I slowed to a snail’s pace to negotiate the final bumps and dips and gazed open-mouthed as the darkness thinned and the shrubs were replaced by pillars of towering trees which seemed to take a step back before revealing the secret at their heart.


‘Wow.’


My Internet search had presented me with a plethora of photographs and descriptions, all announcing the hall as an historically important Grade One listed Elizabethan manor house, complete with majestic vistas, landscaped grounds and the obligatory lake, but in reality Wynthorpe Hall instantly appeared to be so much more than what its high-spec online credentials had suggested.


I let out a long breath and shuddered as something deep within me seemed to stir and shift, and I couldn’t help thinking that for somewhere so grand the hall looked disarmingly comforting and homely. I gazed up at the ornate hexagonal chimney stacks, stone mullion windows and decorative terracotta-coloured brickwork and realised that what had appeared imposing online was comfortably informal close-to, and reassuringly worn around the edges. This hall was clearly a ‘real home’ as opposed to a ‘show home’, and I congratulated myself on making what I already knew would turn out to be the right choice.


I followed the drive around the side and through a small gate which led to a high-walled stable block. The place didn’t look as if it had seen anything even remotely equine in years, but there were a variety of haphazardly parked vehicles along with various piles of machinery, an ancient cherry picker, some garden furniture and, unnervingly, a set of wooden stocks. The motley collection suggested the area was still in use, but as what I wasn’t quite sure. Perhaps it was some kind of upper-class junkyard, or possibly it was the place where the things that had formed the basis of Mr Connelly’s toad-like schemes went to die.


A sharp tap on the passenger window brought me quickly back to my senses.


‘You can park where you like,’ shouted a man’s voice, ‘as long as it’s not behind the Land Rover.’


I tucked my little car as far out of the way as I could, swapped my driving pumps for my Manolos and smoothed down my dark hair, ready to meet my new employer.


‘Hello,’ I said, smiling up at the man who, judging by his threadbare boiler suit and wellies, clearly wasn’t Angus Connelly after all. Or was he? Given what the ladies at The Cherry Tree Café had said, I wasn’t so sure now. My assumptions about who to expect had taken a bit of a knock. ‘I’m Anna.’


‘I know,’ said the man, whipping the bobble hat from his head, ‘and I’m Mick. I’m the handyman here.’


Not the boss then, but a friendly-looking face nonetheless. ‘I’m pleased to meet you, Mick.’


‘I’m also the gardener,’ he added.


‘Right,’


‘And the builder.’


‘OK,’


‘And I have been known to unblock the occasional drain and build the odd wall.’


‘I see.’


‘The job descriptions here are a bit sketchy,’ he laughed, rubbing his stubbly chin before shoving his hat back on his head. ‘You have to be prepared to take on whatever the place throws at you really.’


‘Well, that’s fine by me,’ I smiled. I was always happy to adapt to whatever the job required. ‘But thanks for the heads-up.’


I guessed Mick was in his mid-sixties, but judging from the list of roles he had just reeled off he wasn’t quite ready to retire just yet.


‘You’ll no doubt find the set-up here all a bit strange to begin with,’ he carried on, stepping forward and fiddling with the boot catch on my car, ‘but give it six months and you’ll think nothing of it.’


‘I’m only going to be here a few weeks,’ I told him, as he began to quickly unload the fruit and veg that had been packed back in town. ‘How did you know I was bringing this lot with me?’


‘A few weeks, eh?’ he cut in with a wink.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Chris phoned ahead,’ he explained, returning his attention to the boxes and bags. ‘He told Dorothy, the cook here, that you were on your way. He said he’d sent you the long way round. What were the roads like?’


‘Not too bad,’ I said, thinking that what with the grocery delivery and the town-to-country network announcing my arrival, this really was the strangest introduction to a place I’d ever had. ‘A bit icy in places.’


‘Would have been far worse if you’d come by the river,’ he said darkly. ‘Come on, let’s get you inside.’


The entrance to the sprawling kitchen was via a little courtyard and a welcoming porch that housed a muddle of wellington boots, abandoned coats and umbrellas.


‘Hello, hello!’ called another voice, the second Mick and I had crossed the threshold. ‘Come on in and get warm.’


Struggling a little with my bags and tripping over an excited black and grey bundle, which turned out to be a fluffy little cocker spaniel called Floss, I weaved my way through a part of the kitchen that housed sinks, cupboards and various antiquarian gadgets and into another.


‘Here you are at last, my dear,’ laughed a man who could only be Angus.


As wide as he was tall, with an unruly head of wispy grey hair and a pair of broad red braces, he rushed to set aside my bags and steered me towards the seat closest to the Aga.


‘I can’t tell you how lovely it is to finally meet you,’ he beamed, his eyes sparkling and his cheeks aglow. ‘We’re all so delighted you agreed to come.’


Had I not known better I would have thought he was Father Christmas rather than Mr Toad, and the arrival of a petite white-haired, elderly Mrs Claus, wearing a flour-marked apron, only compounded the illusion.


‘You look frozen solid,’ she tutted, rushing to fill the kettle. ‘Let me make you some tea – or would you prefer coffee, my dear?’


‘I’m Angus,’ confirmed the man, before I had time to answer her, ‘and this is Dorothy, she’s our trusty—’


‘Cook,’ I interjected with a knowing smile towards Mick.


Angus, Mick and Dorothy all began to laugh and I couldn’t help but join in.


‘She’s got the measure of us already,’ Dorothy giggled, setting down a cup and saucer and a plate of chocolate digestive biscuits. ‘I daresay you wouldn’t normally,’ she added, with a nod towards the plate after she had looked me up and down, ‘but just this once won’t hurt.’


Obviously she had got the measure of me as well. Always careful about my calorie intake I knew the lunch and biscuits combined would put me well over my daily allowance, but I forbore to comment. Dorothy didn’t look like the kind who worried about keeping count when it came to food and nor did either of the men for that matter.


‘I hope you’ve saved me at least one of the custard creams, Mick Weaver,’ pouted a young woman who noisily marched in through a door at the other end of the kitchen. She was carrying a vacuum cleaner, which she managed to bump on either side of the frame, and was poured into the tightest pair of jeans I had ever seen.


‘I haven’t had a chance to eat anything yet,’ tutted Mick, as he put his hands above his head in a gesture of surrender. ‘Let alone the custard creams you covet so ruthlessly. Come and say hello to Anna.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Anna,’ she said, her over-made-up eyes swivelling in my direction as she smiled broadly and clattered the vacuum cleaner on the stone-flagged floor. ‘I’m Hayley. The Wynthorpe Hall dogsbody and—’


‘A bloody nuisance,’ teased Mick.


‘I throw the Hoover around most days,’ she explained, pointedly ignoring Mick. ‘And sometimes I flick a duster about, but only if I feel like it. I don’t live here though.’


‘Although we do keep a room ready for her, should she want it,’ said another voice.


‘Catherine,’ said Angus, rushing to his wife’s side. ‘This is Anna, my dear.’


Taller than both Dorothy and Hayley, and slender, with an abundance of silvery grey hair escaping a loose bun, Catherine had slipped unseen into the kitchen through the door that had announced her youngest employee’s considerably noisier entrance.


I noticed she didn’t carry a stick and that she moved elegantly, without so much as a hint of discomfort or unease. She didn’t look to me as if she needed any assistance at all, but she did look surprisingly pleased to see me. After all, Angus had suggested on the telephone that she was somewhat reticent about the idea of having some help and I had expected a far chillier welcome, from her at least.


Self-consciously I stood up, walked around the table and held out my hand.


‘I’m so pleased to meet you, Mrs Connelly,’ I smiled. ‘As I’m sure you are aware, Angus has asked me to come and stay for a few weeks, until you are completely recovered from your surgery.’


She took my hand and shook it warmly, her grey eyes never leaving my face. I couldn’t make out what she was thinking, but tried my best not to look away as she scrutinised my appearance.


‘Of course,’ she nodded, eventually looking over at Angus and smiling.


I couldn’t fathom the look that passed between the pair, but something very definite was communicated between the two in that moment.


‘My husband is very naughty to assume that I needed some help but, having spoken to him about the details of your application, I can understand why he picked you, and of course you are most welcome, my dear, even if you are going to be here for such a short time.’


There was a hint of amusement in her tone, as if the suggestion that I would be leaving so soon was laughable, but I didn’t have time to reiterate that I would be leaving for another job in January because Hayley was off and running again.


‘Staying for just a few weeks,’ she snorted, rolling her eyes as Dorothy ushered her mistress into a comfortable chair. ‘Now where have I heard that one before?’


‘And please call me Catherine,’ Mrs Connelly insisted. ‘We don’t stand on ceremony here.’


‘That’s true enough,’ agreed Mick, passing Hayley two custard creams and pouring everyone tea.


I looked around the vast high-ceilinged kitchen, where every surface seemed to be stuffed to the gunnels with paperwork, postcards, magazines, plants and curios, and then at the smiling staff who were clearly as welcome as family around the massive table, and wondered whatever kind of non-Christmas I had let myself in for.


‘Come on then,’ said Hayley as soon as we had finished our tea. ‘I’ll take you up to your room if you like.’


I followed her through what seemed to be a never-ending maze of rooms and corridors. More than once I stopped to admire an interesting portrait or particular piece of furniture and almost got left behind.


‘Don’t stress about getting lost,’ she grinned over her shoulder as I caught her up and we negotiated a flight of spiral stairs and yet another winding corridor. ‘Everyone takes a while to get their bearings, but you’ll manage it in the end,’ she added, before stopping to appraise me, ‘though I daresay you’re used to finding your way around fancy places like this, aren’t you?’


‘Sort of,’ I admitted, ‘but I don’t think I’ve ever been employed by anyone like Catherine and Angus before.’


Hayley grinned and hoisted up her jeans.


‘You won’t have been,’ she said. ‘They’re the best. I wouldn’t work anywhere else, not even for double the money.’


‘So how come you don’t live here?’ I asked. ‘From what Catherine said earlier, I’m guessing you’d be more than welcome.’


I couldn’t help thinking that the hall staff were the most eclectic mix of characters and ages I had ever come across. First there was Mick, then Dorothy, who wouldn’t see seventy again and, if her apron was anything to go by, was a Baking Queen, then Hayley, only just out of her teens and a bundle of energy, responsible for keeping the hall spotless – apart from the muddle in the kitchen that is. And now here I was, wondering where I would slot into this strange but fascinating household.


‘It’s a long story,’ she said, coming to an abrupt stop outside a massive oak door. ‘This is you,’ she announced, throwing it open.


‘Bloody hell!’


The words were out before I could check them and Hayley grinned. I was annoyed to have let my circumspect demeanour slip, but given the room I had been allotted, the faux pas was hardly a surprise. However, I was still relieved that it was Hayley rather than Catherine or Angus who had shown me upstairs. Swearing in front of the boss was not something I would ever want to do and especially not on my first day.


‘I know,’ she beamed.


My bags were already on the bed, the massive four-poster bed, that is. The one hung with old-fashioned tea-rose-patterned drapes that matched the curtains and the cushions on the little sofa positioned in front of a roaring log fire.


‘Angus said to put you in here,’ said Hayley. ‘It’s called the Rose Room. Obviously. He seemed to think you might like it.’


Sudden tears sprang into my eyes and I furiously blinked them back. The pattern had instantly dragged me back to another bedroom, nowhere near as grand, but achingly familiar nonetheless. I gave myself a little shake, thinking that if I had been prone to superstition I would have said there was some sort of magic playing out within the walls of Wynthorpe Hall.


‘No need to get all teary,’ nudged Hayley.


I shook my head, telling myself it was just a coincidence, nothing more.


‘Well, not until you’ve seen through here anyway,’ she added.


She pulled me into the en suite, which was almost as big as the bedroom and as warm as toast. The tub was huge and there were stacks of soft towels and beautifully packaged, exquisitely rose-scented Jo Malone soaps.


‘Are you sure this is the right room?’


This was all far more boutique hotel chic than employee accommodation. Most of the historic homes that I’d worked in were draughty and dilapidated, not cosy and cosseting, and you were more likely to wake with frost inside the windows than a glowing fire in the grate.


‘Yeah,’ said Hayley, plonking herself on the bed and curling her feet under her as Floss nestled close. ‘In case you haven’t worked it out, everyone gets treated the same here. Family, pets, friends and staff, we all get looked after. Some parts of the building might be getting a bit rough around the edges, but when it comes to hospitality, there’s always a warm welcome at Wynthorpe Hall.’


I ran my hands over the rose-patterned drapes and nodded, struggling to push down the rush of emotion I thought I had become so adept at keeping a lid on.


•   •   •


‘So what are the plans for tomorrow night?’ asked Angus at dinner that evening.


I sat agog as he piled plates high with hearty stew and dumplings before handing them to Dorothy, who then added as many vegetables as the plate could hold. Chris Dempster had been right about her keeping the troops well fed, and it was more than obvious that these friendly folk had no comprehension of portion control.


‘Are we going to take the car and the Land Rover, or just the car and make two trips?’


I’d eaten such a massive lunch in town, and then two biscuits with my afternoon tea, that I didn’t think I could manage Dorothy’s stew as well, but I took the plate she offered so as not to appear ungrateful.


‘Help yourself to more gravy,’ she said, pointing at the boat, which was steaming and full to the brim.


‘Thank you.’


‘I think it would make more sense to take both,’ said Mick. ‘That way we can take Hayley along with us and travel back separately if we don’t all want to come back at the same time.’


Mick had already driven Hayley back to Wynbridge for the night. Ordinarily, she had explained as she keenly helped me unpack my bags and surreptitiously tried on my precious shoes, she would cycle to and from the hall, but with the roads currently so treacherous, Mick and Angus were taking it in turns to ferry her about. It was my intention, in line with what Mick had said about the blurred job descriptions, to make myself available to take her as well, should I be needed.


‘Well, that sounds like an excellent idea,’ Angus agreed. ‘I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to it, especially now Ruby and Steve are back in town.’


‘What are they talking about?’ I whispered to Dorothy as I tentatively tasted the first mouthful of succulent steak, which melted on my tongue and tempted me to take another bite.


‘The Christmas switch-on,’ said Angus, his eyes alight with childlike excitement. ‘It’s happening in Wynbridge tomorrow night and the young couple kicking the festivities off were responsible for regenerating the market a couple of years back.’


‘Well, turning around the fortune of the market was mostly down to Ruby really,’ Dorothy put in.


‘Well, yes, I suppose it was,’ mused Angus. ‘Anyway, Ruby and her other half Steve—’


‘Who happens to be Chris Dempster’s son,’ said Dorothy, filling in another blank.


‘Have been off travelling the world.’


‘Not unlike our Jamie,’ came Dorothy again.


‘But they’ve made it back just in time to kick off Christmas in Wynbridge.’


‘Unlike our Jamie,’ Catherine sighed.


‘And everyone’s so excited to see them again.’


‘Who’s Jamie?’ I asked, trying to process the names and information I had just been bombarded with.


‘Our youngest,’ elaborated Angus. ‘He’s been away from home for a few months now.’


‘It’s actually been nearer a year,’ corrected Catherine.


I got the impression that she was missing her son and although keen to hear more about him, I felt it wasn’t my place to ask, especially as I’d literally only just arrived.


‘So,’ said Mick, thankfully pulling everyone’s focus back to the matter in hand, ‘we’ll all head off together then.’


I suddenly realised that I was being included in this festive outing to town.


‘It’s all anyone’s been able to talk about for weeks,’ said Catherine, her enthusiasm for the event gaining momentum as talk moved on from her currently empty nest.


‘And it’s going to be an even bigger celebration than usual,’ agreed Mick, looking over at Angus and winking. ‘Because rumour has it that Santa’s going to put in an early appearance.’


I swallowed hard and stared at my plate as my plans to see out a quiet Christmas in the sticks slipped further from my grasp. From what I’d already seen for myself back in town, if I didn’t put the brakes on now, by this time tomorrow I was going to be up to my neck in festive frosting. I shuddered at the thought.


‘Would you all mind if I didn’t come with you?’ I blurted out, thinking it was best to nip the assumption that I would be tagging along in the bud.


The four of them fell silent and looked at me in amazement.


‘Not come?’ gasped Mick incredulously.


‘Only I’m not all that keen on crowds,’ I added creatively. ‘And if I didn’t come then you could all squeeze in the car and not have to take the Land Rover at all.’


‘But we might not all want to come back together,’ Mick reminded me.


‘And if you don’t go,’ said Dorothy, looking crestfallen, ‘then Catherine can’t go.’


I looked from her to Catherine.


‘It’s fine,’ said Catherine, shaking her head.


Her expression suggested that she was somehow aware of my reluctance, even though she had no inkling as to the reason behind it, and I was grateful for her kindness and consideration. For about thirty seconds.


‘It would probably be too much for me anyway,’ she added, trying to justify her reason for missing out. ‘After all, I’ve only pottered around here since coming home from hospital and Anna’s right, it will be crowded.’


‘I could chaperone you,’ said Mick.


‘But you’re going to be serving the hog roast,’ Catherine reminded him, ‘and Dorothy,’ she continued before the lady had a chance to speak up, ‘you’ll be rushed off your feet with the WI.’


This was terrible. I felt awful knowing I was setting myself up to be the reason she was going to miss out on all the fun, and it was hardly the way to make the good first impression I was always so keen to secure.


‘But what about you, Angus?’ I suggested, hoping he could step into the breach.


‘Ho ho ho,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders and pointing at his belly.


Clearly he had important duties of his own to see to.


‘Oh well, all right then,’ I swallowed, painting on a smile and knowing I really didn’t have any choice. ‘In that case . . .’




Chapter 3


Even after the hour-long soak in the massive bubble-filled tub I still couldn’t sleep that night. There was nothing unusual in my inability to nod off during my first night in a new bed, but that particular night I had an awful lot more to think about than the firmness of the mattress and the somewhat disconcerting familiarity of the rose-patterned fabrics.


The whole set-up at Wynthorpe Hall was a completely new experience for me. I’d never worked anywhere so grand, where the family and staff lived cheek by jowl like one big, happy clan. In my capacity as nanny I had occasionally eaten meals with my employers, but more often than not that was because I was expected to keep control of the unruly children I was in charge of, not share news over a glass of wine at the end of a long day.


I had no idea how to behave in front of these people or which persona to adopt. My head was telling me to keep it professional, but my heart suggested a more personal touch was going to be required and, truth be told, I wasn’t sure I could remember how to be ‘personal’. Surely that would mean being ‘me’, wouldn’t it?


And, on top of trying to come to terms with the potentially claustrophobic family feeling I was so unused to, there was now the grand Wynbridge Christmas switch-on to get my head around as well. So much for a quiet few weeks in the countryside, I thought as I thumped my pillows into what I hoped would be a more sleep-inducing shape.


•   •   •


Early the next morning I skimmed through the contents of my wardrobe and decided, having taken on board what everyone else had been wearing the day before, that I should swap my slightly impractical skirt for a pair of smart trousers, boots and a warm jumper and scarf. I was still unsure as to exactly what my duties were going to be, but I was pleased I had opted to arrive wearing a formal outfit as, over the years, I had learned it was far easier to ‘dumb down’ in the clothing department than ‘dress up’ when settling into a new role.


There was yet more food on offer when I went down to breakfast and I was amazed to find myself drawn towards the sizzling bacon rather than the blueberries, but I resisted temptation and reached for the granola.


‘Will you want one boiled egg to go with your cereal, or two?’ asked Dorothy from her station in front of the Aga.


‘No eggs for me, Dorothy,’ I insisted, ‘but thank you.’


‘Perhaps a couple of slices of toast and honey, then?’ she suggested, whipping a loaf out of the old-fashioned bread bin. ‘It’s granary, homemade.’


‘All right,’ I caved, ‘but please, I can get it myself.’


Dorothy shook her head.


‘I cook and serve the breakfasts,’ she explained. ‘You lot deal with the dishes while I take Floss for a walk around the garden.’


That sounded fair enough.


‘Do you think Catherine and Angus would mind if I went for a run around the grounds in the mornings?’ I asked.


‘A run?’


‘Yes, I like to get a few kilometres behind me before the day starts,’ I explained. ‘That way keeping in shape doesn’t interfere with my duties. Do you think they’d mind?’


‘I wouldn’t have thought so,’ she shrugged, eyeing me shrewdly. ‘I’ve been wondering how you keep so trim.’


‘Well, now you know,’ I smiled.


‘Oh look out,’ she tutted, cocking her head to listen as the back door opened and was then slammed shut. ‘Here we go. Brace yourself, my dear, here comes the north wind.’


‘Morning,’ said Hayley, breezing in and bringing with her a blast of what felt like Arctic air. ‘Anna, you look like—’


‘Careful,’ warned Mick, who had traipsed in behind her.


‘Well,’ she said, considering the dark circles under my eyes before speaking again. ‘You look knackered. Did you not sleep? And what’s all this about you not wanting to come to the switch-on tonight?’


For someone who had known me for less than a day, she certainly didn’t hold back. Tact, I guessed, was an unknown concept to someone as straightforward as Hayley.


Dorothy shot Mick a look behind her back and he shrugged and mouthed ‘sorry’ to me.


‘Good morning, Hayley,’ I said. ‘No, I didn’t sleep particularly well, but I rarely do in a new bed and I am coming to the switch-on.’


‘Well now,’ she said, reaching across the table and grabbing the two rounds of toast that I had just lightly buttered, ‘that’s all right then. So what was all the fuss about, Mick?’


‘There was no fuss,’ he said exasperatedly. ‘I told her there was no fuss, Anna. I just said that for some reason, to begin with, you didn’t fancy coming to town.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I said, guessing that Hayley liked to make a drama about anything she could. ‘It’s fine and I’m definitely coming tonight, so that’s that.’


I realised I was going to have to watch my step as far as Hayley was concerned. I got the distinct impression that she could winkle out secrets in a heartbeat and I had absolutely no intention of letting anyone know why I was planning to work my way through Christmas for the umpteenth year on the trot.


After preparing a breakfast tray for me to take to Catherine, Dorothy took Floss for her walk and Hayley, having pointed me in the direction of the room referred to as the morning room, charged off to finish the dishes and begin her mammoth vacuuming session. There was no sign of Angus anywhere.


I knocked quietly on the door and reversed inside to avoid bumping the tray. Catherine was sitting at a desk in the window staring intently at a large photograph in a silver frame.


‘Oh my goodness,’ she gasped, when she saw what I was carrying. ‘Now this is a treat; normally we all eat breakfast together in the kitchen, but I seem to have lost track of the time this morning. This all looks lovely,’ she added, taking a peek at the carefully laid-out tray. ‘Very Downton Abbey.’


‘It was Dorothy’s idea,’ I told her. ‘Shall I pour your tea?’


‘Yes please,’ she said, ‘but two cups. You will join me, Anna, won’t you?’


Her suggestion was yet another nod to the unusual nature of the Connelly household. The breakfast tray might have been Downton Abbey, but the relaxed attitude was definitely Wynthorpe Hall.


‘All right,’ I agreed. ‘Thank you. Then perhaps we can talk through what it is you would like me to help you with while I am here.’


‘Oh there’s no rush,’ she said, waving the idea away. ‘I’m sure we’ll come up with something for you to do at some point.’


I was beginning to wonder if I was actually going to have to work for my living at the hall at all.


Once Catherine was comfortably settled, and I had poured us both tea, I sat on the edge of the sofa opposite with my cup and saucer.


‘So, what do you make of our three boys?’ she asked, nodding towards the photograph that had held her attention when I came in. ‘They’re a handsome trio, don’t you think? Or is that just a doting mother’s bias talking?’


I put down my tea and went over to the desk. Three Connelly brothers laughed up at me. They were all certainly handsome, the perfect combination of Angus’s mischievous personality and Catherine’s stately features, but hardly boys. These guys were all somewhere in their thirties, possibly even forties.


‘That’s Christopher on the right,’ Catherine explained. ‘He’s our eldest and by far the most sensible, now married with two sons of his own. He celebrated his fortieth this summer. Jamie is on the left,’


‘It’s Jamie who’s travelling, isn’t it?’ I asked, taking in the abundant freckles and foppish hair. He was very handsome and, looking at his eyes, I couldn’t help wishing the photograph was in colour rather than black and white.


‘That’s right,’ said Catherine, an edge of melancholy creeping into her tone. ‘I was rather hoping he would have come home by now, but . . .’


Her voice trailed off and I stole a quick glance in her direction. Just like the evening before, when we had been eating in the kitchen and talk had turned to her absent son, she looked incredibly sad.


‘And that’s Archie,’ she said, with a nod back to the photo. ‘He’s the middle son, currently living, and allegedly working, in London.’


She sighed, but didn’t add anything else, and I was left with the distinct impression that there was definitely more to the relationship between these three brothers than the photograph let on. From the little I knew for myself of family life, it didn’t seem to me to matter where you lived or what your social standing happened to be, it was usually complicated, occasionally excruciating, and personally, in that moment, I felt blessed not to be troubled by it.


We sat quietly for a while, each lost in our own thoughts as Catherine finished her breakfast.


‘Do you know what I would really like to do this morning?’ she asked when I had taken the tray back to the kitchen.


I had always been proud of the fact that I could second-guess the wants and needs of those I worked for, but this was going to prove a tricky question to answer, given that this time yesterday I hadn’t even met Catherine. I played for time, straightening the cushions, and thought back over the conversation from the night before.


‘My guess is that you’d like to get outside and perhaps have a look at the garden,’ I eventually began. I was instantly encouraged by the smile that lit up her face and continued, ‘because you said yourself last night that you’ve hardly been out since you came home from the hospital and you probably want to see if your knee will stand up to walking about on uneven terrain before we go into town this evening.’


‘Well I never,’ she laughed, clapping her hands. ‘Bravo, Anna, bravo!’


•   •   •


We took a leisurely stroll around a small part of the gardens, stopping to admire the fiery skeletons of the dogwoods in all their winter glory and watch the blackbirds squabbling over the remains of the glossy red pyracantha berries. The fog had finally begun to thin and it was just about possible to make out the watery outline of the sun, but it was still bitterly cold.


‘Let’s go and sit in the summerhouse in the fern garden,’ suggested Catherine, who appeared much invigorated by the bracing air and birdsong. ‘We can see how the hellebores are coming along.’


Sitting in the little house at the furthest end of the currently dormant fern garden, Catherine was grateful for the blanket and flask I had brought out with us.


‘Now,’ she began, sounding concerned. ‘About this trip to town tonight, Anna, if you really don’t want to go, I won’t mind.’


‘No,’ I fibbed, ‘it’s fine, honestly. I don’t mind at all. Last night I was just tired from the journey and didn’t think I’d be up to it, but I’m feeling much better today.’


‘But you said you didn’t want to go because you don’t like crowds,’ Catherine frowned. ‘And I wouldn’t want to put you in a position where you felt uncomfortable.’


My mum had been right – you should never tell lies. Now, not only was I feeling guilty for lying, I had also made someone else feel responsible for putting me in an awkward position, which they weren’t. My problem was dealing with Christmas. Christmas trees were a nightmare, Christmas carols sounded like hell on earth and Christmas lights were annoyingly upbeat, but coping with crowds I could manage no problem.


‘I’ll be fine,’ I insisted, but truth be told I was a little aggrieved that my overwhelming desire to distance myself from all things festive had already landed me in a tight spot in a job where I hadn’t for one second imagined it was ever going to be an issue.


‘Well, as long as you’re really sure?’ Catherine quizzed.


‘I promise,’ I told her, my fingers crossed in my jacket pocket, ‘but how about we take my car along with the Land Rover instead of Angus’s? That way,’ I proposed, ‘if you get too tired or I start to flag again, we can come back together, under our own steam, without having to trouble everyone else.’


‘That sounds like a wonderful idea,’ she agreed. ‘And that way, everyone will be happy.’


Not quite, I thought, but I was going to do my utmost to make it look that way.


•   •   •


Walking around the bustling little market town of Wynbridge arm in arm with Catherine that evening, I felt it was a shame that every blow life had dealt me had struck when the Advent calendar was putting in an appearance, because the switch-on would have been the perfect event to stock up on Christmas spirit.


The place was awash with smiling families, excited children, exquisite handmade gifts (many of which, I discovered, were made by Lizzie from The Cherry Tree Café), and enticing aromas. The carollers were perfectly in tune, the gingerbread families were fabulously frosted, and even the clouds had cleared to give the firework display a celestial backdrop.


It was quite a blow to acknowledge that my pain and bitterness towards the season was for the first time ever tinged with sadness because I was unable to properly join in. I didn’t know how to. I had spent so long avoiding such gatherings that I had forgotten how they worked. I had forgotten how it felt to be looking forward to something so wholeheartedly, and that wasn’t just me being over-the-top, Hayley-style melodramatic. My Christmas cheer really was beyond reach and, given the fluttery feeling in my chest, my heart rate was heading a little out of control.


‘Are you all right?’ asked Catherine, as I let out a long breath to try and calm my nerves.


I pulled myself out of my reverie, knowing it was my job, quite literally, to be asking her that question.


‘Yes,’ I said, pulling the cheery smile back into place. ‘I’m fine. Just still a bit shell-shocked from seeing Angus take that lap around the square in his sleigh at such speed.’


Angus had thoroughly enjoyed playing the role of a very jolly Santa Claus, and the children he had handed out the presents to were completely convinced of his authenticity.


‘He was rather good, wasn’t he?’ laughed Catherine. ‘Even better I think than the last time he did it.’


‘So this wasn’t his first appearance then?’


‘No,’ she explained, ‘and it won’t be his last either. There was a problem one year when it was discovered the former Santa preferred rum to reindeers. Steve stepped into the breach on that occasion but now the role belongs to Angus and I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he doesn’t commandeer that sleigh for the hall.’


She sounded really rather concerned but I couldn’t help thinking it was more likely to end up in the stable yard, along with all the other bits and pieces that had briefly held his attention over the years, rather than being pulled around the gardens.


‘Oh look,’ she said, banishing the thought, ‘there’s Ruby. Ruby!’ she called.


‘Hello!’ shouted back a pretty dark-haired girl, dragging a man who I guessed was her other half and one time Santa, Steve, behind her.


‘It’s so lovely to see you,’ beamed Catherine, pulling her into a hug. ‘And you, Steve. What an honour to be asked to turn the lights on this year! Gosh, you both look amazing.’


‘Well thank you,’ said the pair, grinning at each other with unadulterated adoration.


‘So tell me,’ asked Catherine, ‘how was the world?’


‘Exhilarating,’ laughed Ruby.


‘Enchanting,’ added Steve.


‘But surely Jamie has told you all that?’ said Ruby, looking over her shoulder as if she expected the man himself to appear.


‘No,’ Catherine sighed, her smile suddenly faltering. ‘He hasn’t come home yet.’


‘Oh,’ said Ruby, looking surprised. ‘When I spoke to Mum about him a couple of months ago I got the impression that he was going to be back at Wynthorpe well before winter.’


‘Well, that’s what we thought too for a while,’ said Catherine sadly. ‘Anyway,’ she added, turning to me. ‘Anna, please forgive my shocking manners. Ruby and Steve, I would like to introduce you to the newest member of the Wynthorpe team. This is Anna. She only arrived yesterday, but she’s already part of the family.’


I felt very flattered to be referred to as family and my curiosity regarding the reason behind Jamie’s prolonged absence from home was now well and truly piqued.


‘Hello, Anna,’ said the pair in perfect unison.


‘Hello,’ I smiled back.


‘So,’ said Steve, ‘how long are you planning to stay at the hall?’


‘Literally just a few weeks,’ I explained. ‘I’ll be long gone by mid-January.’


‘That’s what they all say, isn’t it?’ he laughed, reminding me of the comments Mick and Hayley had made the day before.


Catherine nodded, but didn’t contradict him.


‘I don’t know about you,’ she said instead, ‘but I think it’s getting far too cold to stand about out here. I think we should all go and find a cosy spot in The Mermaid.’


‘Sounds good to us,’ chorused the happy couple.


The pub was warm, busy and, for me at least, a welcoming refuge from the carols and chaos in the market square. The delicious cider, mulled and infused with an extra hit of cinnamon, soon chased away the chill and within a few minutes the entire Wynthorpe clan, along with Ruby and Steve, were gathered around the fire, fussing over Catherine and comparing purchases from the market.


‘I found these on the Cherry Tree stall,’ said Dorothy, holding up two strings of pretty bunting made from scraps of festive fabric. ‘I thought they would look lovely in the kitchen, above the Aga perhaps?’


‘And these,’ butted in Hayley, producing a pair of slightly overstuffed felt robins and some cellophane-wrapped bags of fudge, ‘were from the primary school stall. Not that I expect the fudge will make it until the first of December, let alone Christmas Day!’


When everyone had finished emptying out their bags, all eyes turned to me.


‘Didn’t you buy anything?’ frowned Hayley, checking out the empty space around my feet.


‘No,’ I said, my voice catching in my throat and inconvenient tears springing up out of nowhere. ‘Not tonight.’


I tried to look relaxed and was determined to play down the fact that I wasn’t at all comfortable to have been singled out as a purchase-free zone.


‘Wynbridge is the perfect place to buy locally made presents,’ Dorothy rushed on. ‘We have so many talented craftspeople here in town, you know.’


‘Not even one thing?’ Hayley persisted doggedly.


‘No,’ I said again, sinking further back into the sofa cushions in the hope that they would swallow me up. ‘I didn’t need anything.’


‘Don’t you have anyone to buy for?’ Hayley pounced.


I sat back up again.


‘I hardly think that’s any of your business, do you?’ I snapped.


I shook my head, hating myself for losing my temper. It was so unlike me, and poor Hayley looked mortified. I think she was as shocked by my outburst as I was.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I quickly apologised as she and Dorothy exchanged glances. ‘I didn’t mean to bite your head off.’


Catherine sat up a little straighter and levelled her gaze at her youngest employee.


‘I’m quite sure that Anna is perfectly organised, thank you, Hayley,’ she said, sounding almost stern. ‘She’s no doubt finished her Christmas shopping already. Isn’t that right, dear?’


Her suggestion couldn’t have been any further from the truth of course, but I wasn’t about to admit it, especially not with Hayley hanging on my every word, although I did feel bad for getting her in trouble.


‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘I’m all set.’


‘Well, that’s all right then,’ Hayley shrugged, her cheeks glowing as she eyed me curiously. ‘For a second there I thought I’d put my foot in it. I had you down as a right old Billy-no-mates. Now, who wants another cider?’




Chapter 4


It was really rather fortunate that Mick had decided not to join the rest of us drinking cider that evening as the brew turned out to be far headier than I first realised. When it was time to head off I was surprised to find that even though I had supped very little compared to some, my legs were a bit wobbly and there was no way I was going to drive myself back to the hall. Legally I was undoubtedly under the limit but I certainly wouldn’t have felt comfortable climbing back behind the wheel.


‘Don’t you worry about it, Anna,’ Mick reassured me as he, Hayley and I wandered over to the market square after The Mermaid had closed. ‘You can come back with me now and we’ll pick your car up later tomorrow.’


He had already driven Catherine, Angus and Dorothy back earlier in the Land Rover, but I had stayed on with Hayley after my generous employers had insisted that I should enjoy the rest of the evening, especially as the next day was Sunday and everyone would be having the day off anyway. I had spent most of the time apologising for biting Hayley’s head off, but she didn’t seem worried by my out-of-character reaction at all. Probably because she hadn’t known me long enough to know how out of character it was.


‘You know what,’ I said to her, as we set off to take her home.


‘What?’ she said, looking soberly across at me as I marvelled at the fact that she had drunk three times as much as I had, but didn’t seem even remotely squiffy.


‘You were right really.’


‘About what?’


‘About me being a Billy-no-mates,’ I said, my usual reticence to talk about myself rather reduced by the impact of the delicious two halves of Skylark Scrumpy.


‘Well, of course you’re a Billy-no-mates,’ she tutted, before bursting out laughing.


I stared at her open-mouthed and feeling really rather appalled that she found my brave announcement, and indeed my alcohol-induced despair, so amusing.


‘That’s why you’ve ended up at Wynthorpe Hall, love,’ Mick said quietly.


I had no idea what he meant.


‘What?’


‘When Angus was sorting through the applications for the job—’ Hayley began.


‘Hayley,’ warned Mick, but she carried on anyway.


‘Yours was the only one that didn’t specify that you wouldn’t be able to work Christmas Day. All the others said they wouldn’t be available on the twenty-fifth because they would be spending the day with their families, but yours didn’t.’


‘Not that he discussed anyone’s application in any real detail with us,’ said Mick defensively.


‘Well, no,’ Hayley relented, turning slightly pink as she finally realised just what she was suggesting, ‘more mentioned them in passing, is what he did, but yours stuck out like a sore thumb apparently,’ she added, thrusting her thumb under my nose to hammer home the point. ‘And he knew.’


‘Knew what?’ I sniffed.


‘That he’d found the right person for the job.’


‘What, because I came across as so lonely, unloved and unwanted?’


Even in my relaxed state I didn’t feel particularly comfortable with the idea that it was my solitary, sad, home-alone status that had secured me the job, rather than my wealth of experience and glowing references.


‘Exactly,’ said Hayley, leaning across to pat my knee as she undid her seat belt. ‘He felt that you and your solo microwave-meal-for-one existence were the missing link in the Wynthorpe chain and I think he was right. I’ll see you Monday, Mick,’ she shouted as she jumped out, ‘and cheer up, Anna. There are worse places you could have ended up.’


•   •   •


I didn’t have even a hint of a hangover and was out of bed before my alarm on Sunday morning. In the kitchen I pulled on my trainers, fired up my Fitbit and cajoled Floss into joining me for a run around the grounds before the rest of the world was awake.


I thought back over snippets of the conversation from the night before as I limbered up, then set off, my feet pounding the frosty paths with Floss panting before we’d even reached the garden. Thanks to the calming impact of the cider I’d slept well, but I still felt uncomfortable that I’d mentioned my one-is-fun, non-celebration Christmases.


It was just starting to get light when I arrived back at the porch door some forty minutes later and I was amused to see the little dog, who had been trailing behind and complaining practically the whole time, have a final burst of energy as she caught the salty scent of bacon as it drifted through an open window and out into the ether.


‘Good Lord!’ squawked Dorothy as I shut the back door with perhaps a little more force than was entirely necessary. ‘Where on earth have you sprung from?’


‘I’ve been for a run,’ I panted, pulling my trainers off again and filling Floss’s water bowl.


‘You scared me half to death,’ she tutted. ‘What on earth do you want to be running about in this weather for? There’s nothing of you to run off as it is.’


‘Like I told you, it’s my way of keeping in shape,’ I shrugged. ‘And it’s not that cold.’


‘What’s the point in me going out of my way to feed you up,’ she complained, shoving a plate of scrambled eggs and yet more crispy bacon into my hands, ‘when you keep tearing about and burning the calories off? You need some meat on your bones if you’re going to survive a Wynbridge winter, young lady.’


‘But I’m not going to need to survive a Wynbridge winter, am I?’ I said, sliding the plate onto the table and heading for the door. ‘I’ll be long gone before winter really digs its heels in.’


•   •   •


I might have managed to avoid the belly-busting breakfast, but there was no escaping the Sunday roast.


‘Although we all get a day off on Sunday,’ explained Dorothy, who was still very much in charge of the kitchen, ‘we all like to eat together if we haven’t got anywhere else to be and that way we can discuss any plans for the following week.’


That sounded like a lovely idea to me, and the accompaniment of roast beef with – my number one guilty pleasure – ginormous slabs of Yorkshire pudding, made it all the more appealing. If Dorothy really was going out of her way to feed me up then she was doing an excellent job, because I could have sworn my waistbands were already feeling the strain. So far I had been trying to resist all temptation but after just a couple of food-filled days in the Fens I was beginning to crumble. I was also beginning to settle in far more quickly than I would have ever thought possible. Wynthorpe Hall had a magical way of making you feel at home, right from the very first moment you crossed the threshold.
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