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  Praise for the Star and Sixpence series:


  ‘A fresh new voice, brings wit and warmth to this charming tale of two sisters’ Rowan Coleman


  ‘You’ll fall in love with this fantastic new series from a new star of women’s fiction, Holly Hepburn. Filled to the brim with captivating characters and

  fantastic storylines in a gorgeous setting, Snowdrops at the Star and Sixpence is simply wonderful. I want to read more!’ Miranda Dickinson


  ‘The Star and Sixpence sparkles with fun, romance, mystery, and a hunky blacksmith. It’s a real delight’ Julie Cohen
 

  ‘Like the dream pub landlady who

  always knows exactly what you want, Holly Hepburn has created the most delightful welcome to what promises to be a brilliant series, in the first Star and Sixpence. The

  sisters who inherit a tired local and must bring it back to life are warm and intriguing, the neighbours are (mostly!) friendly and the gossip is utterly addictive. I was very sad when it was time

  for last orders, and am already looking forward to the next round. Especially if a certain blacksmith happens to be at the bar . . .’ Kate Harrison


  ‘Warm, witty and utterly charming, Snowdrops at the Star and Sixpence is the perfect book to curl up with on a cold winter’s day. It left

  me with the most wonderful happy glow’ Cally Taylor


  ‘Warm, witty and laced with intriguing secrets! I want to pull up a bar stool, order a large G&T and soak up all the gossip at the Star and Sixpence!’ Cathy

  Bramley


  ‘A super sparkling star of a story and I can’t wait for part two’ Alexandra Brown
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    To Pauline and Francis,


    because I don’t think I ever thanked you
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    Mrs Vanessa Blake


  


  23 Westmoreland Avenue


  Godalming


  Surrey


  GU7 8PB


  20th August 2015


  Dear Mrs Blake


  I write in connection to the estate of your father, the late Andrew Chapman, Esq. As executor of his Will, it is my duty to inform you that you and your sister, Miss Samantha Chapman, are the

  sole beneficiaries of Mr Chapman’s estate, comprising the property known as the Star and Sixpence Public House, Sixpence Lane, Little Monkham, Shropshire, SY6 2XY.


  I should be grateful if you would contact me at your earliest convenience to indicate your acceptance of the inheritance and to complete the necessary paperwork thereafter.


  

    

      Yours faithfully,


      Quentin Harris


      Harris and Taylor Solicitors


    


  





  



  Chapter One


  Nessie peered through the windscreen at the night, staring into the darkness that even her full-beam headlights were doing little to disperse. ‘Are you sure it’s

  the next left?’


  There was a short sigh from the passenger seat beside her. ‘That’s what the sat nav says, although we’re so far from bloody civilisation that it’s probably as lost as we

  are.’ Samantha gave the sat nav an experimental tap and stared at the screen again. ‘Left turn in fifty yards.’


  Nessie pressed her foot against the brake, gazing in vain for a break in the inky trees. ‘Only I don’t think there’s a road.’


  ‘You’re the one who’s been here before,’ Sam fired back. ‘I thought you knew the way?’


  I did, Nessie wanted to explain, but it was daylight last time and I had a solicitor’s assistant to guide me, instead of a sister who thinks

  I’m directionally challenged and zooms from calm to cross in four seconds flat. She didn’t say any of that, however. She also didn’t point out that if Sam had been ready

  when she was meant to be, they wouldn’t be driving in the dark. Instead, Nessie concentrated on locating the turn Sam insisted was coming up.


  After a few more seconds, she saw it: a gap that was more of a dirt track than a road, with a five-bar gate across it and a heavy chain holding it shut. She slowed the car to a halt.

  ‘I’m pretty sure this isn’t right.’


  With a huff of irritation, Sam wrenched the sat nav device from its holder on the windscreen. ‘For God’s sake, the postcode must be wrong,’ she snapped, stabbing at the screen.

  ‘Did you check it before you put it in?’


  Nessie knew she had; she’d read the solicitor’s papers over and over to make sure she had exactly the right address details, to reassure herself that she hadn’t in fact dreamed

  up the whole inheritance. But faced with Sam’s flash of anger, she felt her certainty drain away. She stared down at her hands, tight and jittery on the wheel. ‘I thought I did. Maybe I

  typed it wrong.’


  Sam let out a long slow breath. ‘No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lose it, it’s just been a rough few weeks, you know . . .’ Her mouth twisted into a crooked smile

  and she held up the device. ‘There’s no signal out here anyway. We could be nearer Luxembourg than Little Monking for all this thing knows.’


  Nessie smiled back in spite of her anxiety. ‘It’s Monkham, not Monking. As featured in the Domesday Book, no less.’


  ‘It’s the arse end of nowhere, that’s what it is,’ Sam muttered, dropping the sat nav into her lap. ‘So, now what? Does anything look familiar?’


  Nessie gazed around, trying to picture the road in daylight. Think, she told herself. What came after the humpback bridge? A crossroads? A

  roundabout? ‘There might be a junction around the next bend,’ she said slowly, hoping her memory wasn’t playing tricks on her. ‘I think we went left.’


  Sam sat back in her seat. ‘Let’s find out.’


  Taking a deep breath, Nessie put the car in gear and set off once again. ‘So, what’s this place like?’ Sam asked. ‘Are we completely mental?’


  Nessie pictured the Star and Sixpence, sitting at the top of Little Monkham’s immaculate village green, its black and white timber frame bright in the winter sunlight. ‘Like I told

  you, it’s old, built around 1600, I think.’


  A pained look crossed Sam’s face. ‘Ugh, old. Tell me there’s a shower, at least, and central heating?’ She shuddered as she glanced at the sat nav again. ‘And

  Wi-Fi?’


  Nessie thought of the dripping showerhead over the chipped enamel bath in the flat upstairs and the vast stone fireplace that dominated the middle of the pub’s wood-beamed lounge. She

  nodded. ‘There’s a shower and heating, although they could both do with some TLC – the whole place could, to be honest. I’d be amazed if there’s Wi-Fi but that’s

  easily fixable if we want it.’ She hesitated for a fraction of a second, then plunged on. ‘I thought you might want a bit of a break from the internet, to be honest.’


  Sam was silent as they rounded the bend and, not for the first time Nessie wondered what would have happened if the father they hadn’t spoken to for over twenty years hadn’t left

  them this pub. For her, probably nothing – she’d still be with Patrick, caught up in the inertia of a marriage that had run its course. But Sam was different; she’d been in more

  pressing need of a way out and help had come from a source neither of them could have predicted.


  A signpost loomed into view at the side of the road. ‘Little Monkham, one mile,’ Sam said triumphantly. ‘Who needs technology?’


  Nessie didn’t know whether she meant the sat nav or the internet or both but it was another reminder that at least part of the reason they were going to Little Monkham was to hide away.

  Then again, where better to lick your wounds than a place nobody could find?


  ‘Exactly,’ Nessie replied, pointing the car along the road that led to the village. ‘Maybe there’s something to be said for being lost after all.’


•   •   •


  The village green was bathed in amber from the streetlamps as they drove into Little Monkham. A man was walking his dog past the war memorial and stopped to tip his hat as they

  drove by. Nessie raised a self-conscious hand to wave while Sam simply stared back.


  ‘We’ve gone back to the 1950s, haven’t we?’ Sam said. ‘There’s an old blue phone box over there or is it the Tardis?’


  ‘I expect it’s a phone box,’ Nessie replied mildly. ‘Not everyone has a mobile.’


  Sam raised her eyebrows. ‘But they do have landlines? They don’t all queue up to use the public phone?’


  Nessie laughed. ‘Maybe. Look, there’s the pub.’


  The Star and Sixpence stood at the head of the green and was lit by a lone old-fashioned streetlamp just outside its door. A sign hung from a wooden pole, a painted silver sixpence next to a

  bright star, swaying gently in the wind. The windows were inky holes in the white paintwork and the roof sagged above as though tired from its battle with gravity. Sam shivered. ‘It

  doesn’t look very welcoming.’


  Nessie pulled into the car park and hauled on the handbrake. ‘It will once we get the lights on. Come on.’


  It wasn’t until they got inside and flicked the light switch that Nessie thought to wonder whether the electricity was still connected. ‘Oh,’ she said, feeling like an idiot.

  ‘I suppose it’s been cut off.’


  Sam tapped on the torch on her phone. ‘Maybe the power has tripped. That used to happen sometimes at the flat. Where’s the fuse box, do you think?’


  Nessie thought back to her whistle-stop tour at the hands of the thirteen-year-old assistant. ‘I don’t know. There’s a cellar. Down there, maybe?’


  Her sister’s nose wrinkled in distaste. ‘Marvellous. How do I get to this cellar?’


  The windows were small and let in little light from the solitary streetlamp. Sam’s phone illuminated her face and the floor when she pointed it downwards, but not much else. There were

  shadows and pools of darkness everywhere. ‘Um . . .behind the bar, I think,’ Nessie said, trying to ignore the prickling unease between her shoulder blades. ‘There’s a door

  and some stairs. Hang on, I’ll show you.’


  But Sam was already moving, the light from her phone bobbing in the dark. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll find it.’


  ‘Be careful!’ Nessie called. From what she remembered, the cellar steps were worn and narrow – easy to fall down in the blackness. Nessie waited, feeling in her pocket for her

  own phone, the pay-as-you-go one she’d bought when she’d left Patrick. It was cheap and plasticky and definitely didn’t have a light. It didn’t even go online. But it was

  okay for keeping in touch with Sam when she needed to. Who would she have called anyway? Her friends had turned out to be his friends, which she’d discovered made it

  easier to cut all ties and start again.


  The silence stretched. The darkness felt heavy and Nessie’s mind began to race. In an unfamiliar place, at night . . .wasn’t that the start of a million horror movies? There was no

  one else there but even so, she couldn’t stop her imagination. You’re thirty-five years old, she told herself, not five – too old to

  be afraid of the dark. It made absolutely no difference. She was about to go in search of Sam when there was a flash of light through the window at the entrance of the pub. The door

  clattered open, silhouetting a hulking figure that almost filled the frame.


  Nessie swallowed a scream. ‘Who’s there?’ she called, taking a step backwards and hating the vibration in her voice. Her legs bumped against something hard and she gripped it

  for support: a table, she decided, not exactly something she could throw.


  Torchlight swept over her face, temporarily blinding her, and then turned upwards to reveal a man’s face with a shock of black curls above it. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘You must

  be the new owner.’


  Nessie’s fingers tightened their grip on the table. Stupid, stupid, he’s not a crazed psychopath. Her heart thudded and thundered in her chest all the same.

  ‘That’s right,’ she said, as evenly as she could. ‘I’m Nessie Blake. Who are you?’


  ‘Owen Rhys,’ he said and Nessie noticed his lilting accent. ‘From the forge next door. Pleased to meet you.’


  Her shoulders relaxed a fraction as she cast her mind back to her visit a few weeks earlier – there’d been a solid-looking building next door, with a yard and a picture-postcard

  cottage off to one side. So that was a forge, was it?


  ‘I would have been here to meet you, only we thought you were arriving much earlier,’ Owen went on. Nessie was relieved to see that he hadn’t moved from the doorway and seemed

  to be waiting for some kind of invitation before he came any closer.


  ‘We . . .we were held up,’ she explained. ‘Sorry if you were waiting around.’


  ‘No problem,’ the man said easily. ‘I live in the cottage beside the forge. My boy, Luke, has been keeping an eye out for you since it got dark.’


  Nessie nodded, then realised he wouldn’t be able to see the movement. ‘Right.’


  Silence hung between them. ‘So, shall I come in and put the lights on? I expect the switch has tripped; the electrics are older than they should be and it doesn’t take much of a

  surge to knock them out.’


  ‘Actually—’ Nessie began but she was interrupted by a triumphant shout. Suddenly the room was filled with sickly yellow light. ‘My sister, Sam,’ Nessie said,

  squinting. ‘It looks like she found the fuse box.’


  She blinked as her eyes adjusted. Owen Rhys was around six feet tall, with jet-black curls that tumbled haphazardly across his forehead and dark eyes that were fixed on her. He looked like a

  blacksmith, she decided, although she wasn’t sure how she knew that, since he was the first she’d ever met. He stood in the doorway, slightly stooped under the thick wooden lintel, the

  torch in one hand and a basket covered with blue and white gingham in the other.


  ‘You look like your father,’ Owen said, clicking off his torch. ‘You have the same eyes. I’m sorry for your loss, by the way. He was a big part of village life, was

  Andrew.’


  Nessie swallowed an involuntary snort of derision and turned it into a cough. Green eyes were the only thing she and Sam had in common with their father and she knew Sam had gone through a phase

  of disguising hers with blue contact lenses, her way of distancing herself from him. It was difficult to imagine him being a valued member of any community. But then Nessie remembered where she was

  and felt the tiniest bit guilty. Whatever Andrew Chapman’s other failings, and there’d been plenty, he’d given his daughters somewhere to go when they’d needed it.

  ‘Thank you,’ Nessie said, unable to think of anything else to say.


  They stood for a moment, watching each other, and Nessie felt more of her tension drain away. For a big man, Owen was curiously unthreatening, perhaps because he’d kept his distance. She

  gave herself a mental shake, tried a smile. ‘Would you like to—’


  Owen started to speak at exactly the same moment. ‘Do you need me to—’


  They stopped and another small silence formed. ‘After you,’ Owen said politely.


  Nessie took a breath. ‘I was going to say, would you like to come in?’


  He nodded. ‘And I was going to ask if you need me to help you with anything, bring any bags or boxes in?’ His gaze flickered to the fireplace, which was cold and blackened. ‘I

  can get the fire going if you like? It warms the place up lovely once it’s burning.’


  Nessie dared to take her eyes off him then and looked around the pub, taking in the dusty, unmatched tables and the worn carpet. The brasses over the bar were dull, the wood in front of the beer

  pumps was stained and unpolished, the beamed ceiling was yellowed with age and old nicotine. More than half the bulbs in the hideous 1970s wall lamps were blown. Everywhere she looked, she saw the

  signs of neglect. It needed a lot of work. Then again, what else did she and Sam have to do?


  She dragged her gaze back to Owen. ‘I think we’ll be okay. Thanks, though.’


  ‘You wouldn’t believe how filthy it is down there,’ Sam said, bursting into the room from behind the bar. ‘There’s a spider the size of Shelob –

  oh!’


  She stopped when she saw Owen, her eyes widening.


  ‘This is Owen, from the forge next door,’ Nessie said. ‘He’s a blacksmith.’


  ‘I bet he is,’ Sam said as she looked him up and down. ‘A real life blacksmith. Good Lord, I feel like I’ve walked into a BBC period drama. I’m Sam, by the

  way.’


  Owen nodded a greeting and took a step forward. He lifted the basket and held it out. ‘This is for you, just a few things we thought you might need.’


  We, Nessie noted. He must mean his wife, of course. Hadn’t he mentioned a son too?


  Sam pushed past her, taking the basket. ‘Brilliant,’ she said, lowering it to a table and pulling off the gingham. ‘Is there a bottle of wine in here?’


  Owen’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. ‘No, just milk, cake, bread, that kind of thing. I didn’t think you’d need wine, this being a pub and all.’


  ‘Good point.’ Sam glanced around and seemed to take in her surroundings for the first time. She stared at a large oil painting, a rough seascape full of broiling waves and angry sky,

  hanging on one of the bare brick walls. ‘Bloody hell, that has got to go.’


  Wait until she discovers the ship inside the bottle, Nessie thought, recalling the minimalist calm of Sam’s London flat. She’ll want a

  skip to clear this lot out.


  ‘That’s Henry Fitzsimmons’ work. I dare say he’ll take it back if it’s not to your tastes,’ Owen said. His tone was mild but Nessie thought she detected an

  undercurrent of disapproval.


  ‘We’re not making any snap decisions about what stays and what goes,’ she said hurriedly, giving her sister a meaningful look. ‘Thanks for the supplies, though.

  It’s very thoughtful of you.’


  Owen’s gaze lingered on her for a moment but he took the dismissal with no obvious sign of offence. ‘A pleasure. Like I said, I’m just next door if you need anything. All you

  have to do is shout.’


  He nodded first at Sam, then at Nessie and ducked under the doorway, disappearing into the night as fast as he had arrived. ‘Well,’ Sam said, grinning at Nessie with undisguised

  approval. ‘You didn’t waste any time.’


  ‘Sam—’ Nessie began.


  ‘What?’ Sam replied with raised eyebrows. ‘You could have charged half the National Grid from the electricity I felt when I walked in on you, that’s all I’m

  saying.’


  Nessie felt her cheeks growing hot. ‘Really, you do talk rubbish sometimes. He’s married.’


  Her sister cocked her head. ‘Maybe not him, then, but I bet there’s someone else here who’ll help you get back on the horse.’


  ‘Sam!’ Nessie protested, blushing even more. ‘Stop.’


  ‘It’s okay, Ness. Getting divorced doesn’t have to mean game over, you know.’


  It must seem so straightforward to Sam, Nessie thought, feeling a surge of emotion and willing herself not to cry. She couldn’t know what it was like to walk away from fifteen years of

  marriage; although she hadn’t got as far as divorce – not yet. One step at a time, Nessie told herself.


  Sam’s voice broke into her thoughts again. ‘It’s time you moved on, that’s all I’m saying. Now, where do you suppose our father left the wine? Or do you think he

  drank it all before he died?’


  



  Chapter Two


  An insistent rumbling whine woke Sam early the next day. Clamping the pillow around her ears, she closed her eyes but it was like trying to sleep through roadworks. She stared

  at the bumpy, unfamiliar ceiling for a while, summoning the courage to poke her toes out of the covers and into the chill morning air. It was a long way from her life as a PR golden girl with a

  chic little flat in Kensington, she thought with a rueful sigh. She and Nessie hadn’t been able to get the central heating working the night before so the only source of warmth in the bedroom

  was an electric heater that glowed radioactively in one corner and looked like it might spontaneously combust as she slept. Deciding to brave the cold, Sam had unplugged it.


  The bed, which looked as though it had been hijacked from Antiques Roadshow, had proved unexpectedly comfortable and once she’d adjusted to the peal of church

  bells marking the hour, she’d slept well. Until now. It was probably a good thing she hadn’t been able to find a single drop of alcohol in the pub or she’d have had a hangover to

  contend with as well as London withdrawal. But either someone had done an excellent job of hiding the booze or Andrew Chapman really had drunk the place dry.


  The rumbling finally drove Sam out of bed. She winced as her feet connected with the thinly carpeted bedroom floor – she’d have to invest in some heavy duty slippers or possibly some

  snow boots for these early winter mornings: her fat-burning flip-flops were going to be no use here. Shivering, she tugged on some clothes and crossed the creaking floorboards to the window. It was

  hidden behind thick wooden shutters but she could see a crack of brilliance around the edges, suggesting sunshine outside, and the illusion of warmth. Tentatively, she pulled the shutters open,

  half-expecting an avalanche of spiders but the doors came open easily, with no nasty surprises. They revealed blurry leaded diamonds and beyond them, a sea of emerald grass: the village green

  bathed in the bright December sun.


  Sam blinked and took a step back. ‘Coffee,’ she croaked, rubbing her arms to get the blood flowing. ‘That’s what I need. A vat load of coffee.’


  The upstairs rooms of the pub were even more in need of TLC than downstairs, Sam thought, as she negotiated the narrow landing that led from the bedrooms. Technically, it was a duplex, with a

  living room, bathroom, kitchen and two bedrooms on the first floor, and three more bedrooms in the attics above, but not even the most optimistic estate agent would have described it that way. Sam

  and Nessie had taken one look at the dark and crooked stairs to the attic and agreed to leave exploring up there until they’d settled in a little more. Or possibly a lot more. They had

  explored the tiny kitchen, which boasted an assortment of scruffy wall units, a fridge-freezer that leaned alarmingly to one side and a sink that seemed to have been used as a tea-urn. A small

  round table and two wobbly chairs took up the rest of the space. The living room held two mismatched sofas, an empty bookshelf and a boxy old TV.


  ‘Let’s get the beds made,’ Nessie had suggested, trying to stifle a yawn. ‘It’ll look better in the morning.’


  Sam found Nessie downstairs, doing battle with the kind of vacuum cleaner that looked like it had come out of the seventies. It had a gigantic, heavy-looking plastic base and a blue bag

  ballooned above it. Nessie was using both her hands to push it around the floor. She’d grouped all the tables at one end, piled the chairs on top in a precarious-looking pile, and there was a

  bucket of dirty water next to the much-cleaner fireplace. What time did she get up? Sam wondered. Had she even been to bed?


  ‘Ness!’ she called, over the thunder of the cleaner. ‘Nessie!’


  Her sister’s head jerked up, like a startled meerkat. She relaxed when she saw Sam and reached for the off switch. ‘Morning. How did you sleep?’


  ‘Pretty well,’ Sam admitted. ‘How about you?’


  ‘Not bad.’ Nessie glanced away and Sam knew it was a lie. She wondered exactly how many times her sister had got up to check the door was bolted shut, or to investigate a noise she

  couldn’t identify. The pub was an old building, full of creaks and groans, and Nessie could be anxious at the best of times. She’d probably been awake all night.


  ‘Fancy a coffee?’ she asked.


  Nessie pulled a face. ‘No coffee. Sorry, I thought I’d brought some.’


  ‘No problem, I’ll go and get a jar. There must be a shop somewhere here.’


  ‘I think the Post Office sells groceries,’ Nessie said. ‘You’ll probably get some in there.’


  ‘Excellent,’ Sam said, her mouth watering at the thought of a deliciously dark roasted blend. ‘I’ll see what I can find.’


•   •   •


  The Post Office was on Star Lane, which ran along one side of the green. Sam grinned as she passed the phone box, half-expecting an eccentrically dressed stranger to leap out

  waving a sonic screwdriver but it was empty, unused. The war memorial held a handful of names, villagers who’d gone to fight for their country and never returned. Just like every other

  village in England, Sam thought, decimated by a war they thought would be over by Christmas.


  The shop was split between a glass-fronted, unattended Post Office counter at the back and another counter nearer the front, with a woman stood behind it. She was thin and grey-haired and her

  eyes gleamed when Sam walked in. She peered over the top of her wire-rimmed glasses. ‘Hello. Now let me see . . .you must be Samantha Chapman.’


  Sam blinked. ‘Uh, yes, I’m Sam. Hello.’


  The woman held out a paper-skinned hand. ‘I’m Franny Forster, postmistress and Chair of the Little Monkham Preservation Society. How are you and Vanessa feeling after your long drive

  from London?’


  ‘We’re okay,’ Sam said cautiously. Was this how everyone behaved in a village, acting like they knew all about you even though you’d only just met? Maybe Nessie had run

  into her when she’d visited the pub originally, although she’d never mentioned it. ‘I’ve come in search of coffee.’


  ‘Of course you have,’ Franny said, bustling out from behind the counter. ‘You arrived so late last night that I expect you need a bit of caffeine to boost your energy levels.

  Of course, you’ve got a lot of work ahead of you if you want to get the pub back up and running in time for the grand re-opening.’


  She plucked a blue-lidded jar from a shelf and handed it to Sam.


  ‘Grand re-opening?’ Sam echoed. ‘I don’t think we’d got as far as planning—’


  ‘Oh yes, you must have a re-opening party,’ Franny said, returning to her position behind the counter and stabbing at the till. ‘The Star and Sixpence has been part of village

  life here for over four centuries. It’s never been closed, not even through the wars, until your father’s unfortunate demise. So we thought Boxing Day for the re-opening, if that suits

  you?’


  Sam felt her mouth drop open. ‘Boxing Day? But that’s less than a month away. Three weeks, in fact. And it’s Christmas first.’


  Franny’s eyes gleamed. ‘That is how it usually works, yes. So I expect you’ll want to get back there, won’t you? To get on with things?’


  ‘Yes,’ Sam said faintly, feeling more in need of coffee than ever. ‘Yes, I suppose I will.’


  ‘That’ll be three pounds ninety-nine, then,’ Franny said with a satisfied nod, holding out her hand. ‘For the coffee.’


  ‘Fucking hell!’ Sam burst out, glancing at the cheap-looking jar in her hand. Franny sniffed, as though she didn’t approve of such language and took the note Sam gave her.


  Sam decided two things on her way back to the Star and Sixpence: life in Little Monkham was going to take a lot of getting used to, and they needed to find somewhere

  else to shop.


•   •   •


  There was a man peering through the windows of the pub. He was bent low, one hand shading his eyes as he stared inside. Sam felt a stab of alarm and broke into a run.


  ‘Hey!’ she shouted the moment she was near enough. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’


  He straightened up at the sound of her voice and turned around, just as Sam skidded to a halt in front of him. ‘I was looking for the new owner. I guess that might be you?’


  He was taller than her, maybe a year or two younger, she guessed, which made him late twenties. He was fair-haired with a slightly untidy beard and bright blue eyes that were fixed on her with

  undisguised interest. His waxed jacket had seen better days and his jeans were faded but when he smiled, his eyes twinkled with warmth and Sam realised he was quite attractive, in spite of the

  beard. He didn’t look like trouble but she wasn’t about to lower her guard, not yet. Ignoring his outstretched hand, she narrowed her eyes. ‘Who wants to know?’


  His smile faded. ‘Joss Felstead. I came about the job.’


  ‘Job?’ she echoed. ‘What job?’


  ‘I used to be cellarman here, for Andrew, and I reckon you’re going to need my help to get the place ready for the re-opening. It’s only—’


  ‘—three weeks away,’ Sam interrupted. ‘Yes, so I’ve been told.’


  She stared at him and he met her gaze, relaxed and apparently confident that she wasn’t about to turn his offer down. Sam upgraded her opinion from attractive to good looking. He was

  nothing like the immaculately groomed men she encountered in London PR circles but cleaner – fresher – somehow, and more appealing. The confidence was familiar, though, the in-built

  awareness of his own charm that so many men seemed to have; arrogance, almost. She bet he was a real heart-breaker among the village’s female population.


  ‘What makes you so sure we need your help?’ she asked, raising an eyebrow.


  Joss shrugged. ‘I worked here for eleven years; I know the cellars like the back of my hand. I know what beers do well, which ones need a cool corner, which ones won’t settle on the

  uneven bit of floor. I know how to flush the pipes and clean the lines and you’ll forgive me for saying this, but you don’t look like you know much about any of that.’


  Sam let out a small huff of disbelief. What had the residents done, issued a newsletter with their names and photographs before she and Nessie had arrived? It was weird, that’s what it

  was. And where did he get off, telling her what she did and didn’t know? ‘I might,’ she said, haughtily. ‘I might know everything there is to know about beer and . . .and

  pipelines.’


  He smiled. ‘If that’s the case, then I suppose you don’t need me after all. Sorry to have bothered you.’


  He turned and began to walk away. Sam knew – just knew – he was waiting for her to call him back, to admit she didn’t know the first thing about

  ridiculously named beers like Badger’s Arse and Rusty Ferret. He was probably counting to ten, a smug, self-satisfied grin hovering around

  his beardy mouth. She wouldn’t give in, she wouldn’t, she wouldn’t . . .except that the entire village was expecting the pub to re-open on Boxing Day;

  they’d practically thrown down a gauntlet challenging the two sisters and Sam wasn’t one to refuse a challenge. More than that, she wasn’t one to fail a

  challenge. And the trick to always winning was knowing when to accept help.


  ‘Wait!’ she called, despising herself a little bit for doing so. ‘Wait. Are you any good with spiders?’


•   •   •


  ‘Nessie?’ Sam called, pushing open the door and walking into the pub. ‘There’s someone here I think you should meet.’


  Her sister popped her head above the bar, rubber gloves on her hands and a dripping sponge clenched between her fingers. ‘What?’


  Sam led Joss forward, hoping he hadn’t seen the wary look Nessie aimed his way. ‘This is Joss. He used to look after the cellars before the pub closed.’


  ‘Hi,’ Joss said, and flashed an easy smile. Sam decided it was something he did a lot, a weapon he used to get his own way. And then she thought of all the times she’d done

  exactly the same thing back in London, to swing an important deal or charm a big client.


  ‘Joss wondered if we could use his help to get things ready to re-open.’


  Nessie frowned uncertainly and lowered the sponge to the bar. ‘Oh. Well, yes, I expect we will do, when the time comes but there’s a lot to do before then.’


  ‘That’s the other thing I need to tell you,’ Sam said. ‘Apparently, we’re having a grand re-opening. In about three weeks’ time.’


  ‘Three weeks?’ Nessie squeaked, her nervousness about Joss vanishing. ‘Says who?’


  ‘Says Franny Forster, chairwoman of the village Preservation Society,’ Joss said gravely. ‘And trust me, Franny is not someone you want to be on the wrong side of, especially

  if you are trying to run a business in Little Monkham.’ He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘The last shopkeeper to cross her ended up closing down and moving four hundred

  miles away.’


  ‘That’s ridic—’ Sam began, but then she thought of the way Franny had known who she was and where she’d come from before she’d even stepped over the threshold

  and she shivered. A woman like that in charge of the village Post Office might know an awful lot about people. Maybe it wasn’t so ridiculous that she wielded a lot of power in Little Monkham.

  Sam looked at Joss and found him already watching her. ‘Right,’ she said, swallowing a rueful sigh. ‘When can you start?’


  



  Chapter Three


  The clean-up began in earnest after that. Sam set up an office on the kitchen table and spent most of the morning on the phone, speaking to the breweries and builders,

  arranging for deliveries and getting quotes for skips.


  ‘It’s a good thing I did my licensee course and all the legal stuff before we came,’ Nessie said, reading through the paperwork from the local council. ‘We’ll just

  have to hope the premises licence comes through in time, although Christmas is going to be a problem. Everything shuts down for the holidays.’


  ‘It’ll come through in time,’ Joss said, as he came up the cellar stairs with an armful of mouldy cardboard. ‘Franny will make sure of that. She’ll sort your

  builders out too. You won’t have any problems, as long as you do what she wants.’


  ‘I’m a little bit scared of Franny,’ Sam said.


  Joss shook his head solemnly. ‘Don’t underestimate her. She’s basically Darth Vader in a dress, but she gets things done.’


  Nessie wasn’t sure what to make of Joss yet but she had to admit he worked hard; the cellar had been cleared of spiders and debris, and he’d shifted all the tarnished old kegs to

  make way for the incoming fresh ones. She’d been horrified to discover her father had been paying him in cash for as long as he’d worked there and Joss had been less than enthusiastic

  about setting things straight; in fact, he’d brazenly negotiated a pay rise to cover the tax he’d have to pay once they added him officially to the payroll. Nessie didn’t like the

  way he looked at Sam, either; his gaze lingered a fraction too long when he spoke to her and his smile became just a little bit more charming. He was making an effort. Sam might be too busy to have

  noticed yet but Nessie knew her sister well; it was only a matter of time before she started to pick up on Joss’s interest and then Nessie would have to remind her that she was technically

  his employer – fooling around would only complicate things. At least Joss hadn’t tried to flirt with her – then again, she knew she lacked her

  sister’s sparkle. Sam was only four years younger but she turned heads, not because she was classically beautiful but because she shone. Nessie had never been able to compete; she had learned

  long ago not to try, so it was no surprise that Joss had barely looked her way. She was actually glad of her invisibility – she’d forgotten more than she ever knew about flirting but

  the havoc she’d seen Sam wreak was enough to put her off for life. Nessie preferred to busy herself cleaning the tables and chairs, doing her best to match them up and fit them into the

  pub’s nooks and cubby holes. Once she’d finished those, she began polishing the brass until it gleamed. By the time she was done, the pub looked reasonable, if a bit haphazard.


  ‘Hey, it doesn’t look half-bad. Nothing that a bit of paint and some decent lighting won’t fix,’ Sam declared, when she came downstairs from the cramped kitchen. She

  peered around the back of the terrible oil painting she’d pointed out the night before. ‘And it’ll be even better once I get rid of this.’


  Nessie hesitated. The painting was awful. ‘Don’t damage it.’


  Sam unhooked the mock-gilt frame and lifted it off the wall. ‘I’m not sure I could. And the others are even worse.’


  She waved a hand at the other paintings on the walls, all with the same frame, all less than brilliant. Nessie counted three seascapes, a still life and a nude that made her wince. A snippet of

  conversation from the night before floated through her head: Owen had mentioned the name of the artist, hadn’t he? Frowning, she tried to remember who it was. ‘It was someone from the

  village. We should try to find out where they live, give the paintings back.’


  ‘You want Henry,’ Joss called across the bar. ‘World War Two veteran and pillar of the Little Monkham community. Can’t paint much but it doesn’t stop him

  trying.’


  ‘See?’ Sam demanded, glancing at Nessie. ‘No one likes them. I don’t know why they’re even here.’


  ‘Henry and Andrew had an agreement,’ Joss said as he unscrewed one of the empty optics and lifted it carefully down to soak. ‘The paintings were displayed here and when someone

  bought one, they split the money.’


  ‘Like a gallery,’ Nessie said.


  ‘Yeah,’ Joss replied. ‘There aren’t any around here so this was a way for Henry to show off his handiwork.’


  ‘And how many did he sell?’ Sam asked.


  Joss looked up at the ceiling thoughtfully. ‘Let’s see now, I worked here for eleven years and I reckon, in all that time, they must have sold . . .’ he paused to count on his

  fingers, then nodded. ‘None. They never sold a single one.’


  ‘That settles it,’ Sam said firmly. ‘They’re gone.’


•   •   •


  It didn’t matter how much Nessie argued with her, Sam’s mind was made up. She had a vision of how the revamped interior of the Star and Sixpence was going to look

  and it most certainly did not involve any dodgy art by local residents. Nor did it include any ships in bottles, although none of them knew who that belonged to so she’d agreed to stash it in

  one of the unused bedrooms upstairs for now. The paintings she’d loaded into the back of the car and driven round to the address Joss had given her for Henry Fitzsimmons.


  She’d found Mulberry Cottage opposite the square steeple of St Mary’s Church. The garden was immaculate, the flowers lining the path standing to stiff attention and the grass mowed

  with military precision. When no one answered her three sharp raps on the door, she knocked again. Silence.


  ‘Now what?’ she muttered, glancing around. There was no sign of anyone, no obliging neighbour pottering in the garden she could leave the paintings with. She knocked at the cottage

  next door just to be safe – no one in there either.


  ‘Henry is at the village council meeting,’ a helpful voice called.


  Sam looked up to see a man in a dog collar standing at the gate of the churchyard, watching her. ‘He’ll be a little while yet, I expect. The meetings are usually lengthy

  affairs.’


  ‘Oh,’ Sam said grumpily. ‘Thanks.’


  ‘No problem,’ the vicar said, his face splitting into a cheerful smile. He turned and walked up the shallow hill to the church and disappeared behind its wooden doors.


  Sam began to get back into the car, then paused and looked up at the sky. It was cold but dry, and still light. Surely if she left the paintings on Henry’s doorstep, he’d find them

  when he got back from his meeting and take them inside. Then he would have his precious art back, and Sam wouldn’t have to hand them over face to face. It was a win-win.


  Checking the vicar hadn’t reappeared, she took the paintings out of the car one at a time and stacked them carefully underneath the pointed porch of the cottage, leaning them against one

  wall. Then she got into the car and drove away, without looking back.


  



  Chapter Four


  It was early evening when Nessie knocked at the cottage beside the forge. An elegantly carved sign declared it was Snowdrop Cottage, with a delicate pair of white flowers

  painted beside the name. Nessie touched it, smiling gently; snowdrops had been her favourite flower as a child. Glancing up, she saw a blackened iron horseshoe above the door – wasn’t

  there an old superstition about iron keeping witches at bay? Her smile deepened; it was hard to imagine solidly built Owen believing such things, but he was a blacksmith and the job did have a

  touch of ancient magic about it.


  The smile faded as she braced herself to lift the door knocker; she would have preferred not to bother the Rhys family at all, would rather have waited until she ran into Owen in the village to

  thank him and his wife for the welcome basket they had put together, but when cleaning out the enormous metal grate in the fireplace of the pub, she’d discovered a jagged hole in its middle.

  Which meant she needed to order a new one and it seemed rude not to ask the village blacksmith, especially when he lived right next door.


  The door opened wide and a petite, dark-haired woman gazed enquiringly out. ‘Hello, how can I help?’ Then her brown eyes lit up. ‘Oh, you must be Nessie, from the pub. Owen

  told me all about you last night; how lovely to meet you. I’m Kathryn.’


  Nessie smiled, noticing the woman’s identical Welsh accent. Childhood sweethearts, she decided. ‘Hi Kathryn. Thanks so much for the things you sent us. I’ll bring the basket

  back over later.’


  ‘Whenever you’re ready,’ the woman said easily. ‘No rush. So are you after Owen for something or can I tempt you in for tea?’


  Nessie hesitated. There was something charming about the undisguised interest on Kathryn’s face, an uncomplicated curiosity that was so refreshing that Nessie was almost tempted to accept.

  But there was a mountain of work waiting for her at the pub. ‘Another time,’ she promised. ‘What I really need is a new grate for the big fireplace. If I tell you what I need,

  could you pass the message on to Owen, please?’


  Kathryn shook her head. ‘Not on your life, I’d only get it wrong. I’ll tell you what, he’s working in the forge. Why don’t you pop in and tell him

  yourself?’


  She pointed at the wooden door opposite the cottage.


  ‘Oh, I don’t want to bother him,’ Nessie said. ‘I can always come back later if he’s busy.’


  ‘Owen is always busy,’ Kathryn said, snorting. ‘Go and interrupt him. He might stop work at a reasonable hour then and come home in time to read his son a bedtime

  story.’


  There wasn’t a trace of malice around the words, just affection and good-humoured resignation, and Nessie felt a stab of envy. It had been a long time since she and Patrick had been that

  way; for the last few years they’d almost lived separate lives. This fleeting glimpse of Kathryn and Owen’s warmth made her suddenly realise how lonely she’d been.


  She forced a smile. ‘All right.’


  ‘No need to knock, just pop these on and walk right in,’ Kathryn urged. She held out a pair of plastic safety goggles. ‘And I’ll hold you to that promise of tea, okay?

  Little Monkham is fine once you get used to it but it scared me half to death when I first moved here. You need to know we’re not all power-crazed slave drivers.’


  With another friendly smile, she closed the door, leaving Nessie with no alternative but to cross the yard to the forge.


  She wasn’t prepared for what she found inside. The forge was hot, so hot that her clothes stuck to her skin the moment the door closed behind her. Red-hot coals blazed under a vast steel

  hood against the far wall and there were heavy metal tools ranged everywhere she looked. A round metal barrel filled with water stood in front of the fire. But the most striking sight of all was

  Owen himself. He stood with his back to her, bending over a low anvil with a hammer in one hand and tongs gripping a piece of glowing orange metal in the other. The white t-shirt he wore stretched

  across his muscles as he raised an arm and brought the hammer down hard on the anvil. Sparks flew out as metal struck metal and he lifted his arm again.


  Nessie stood mesmerised, watching him work. The heat was stifling and sweat began to bead on her forehead but she couldn’t take her eyes from him. Eventually, she managed to look away and

  coughed as loudly as she dared. Instantly, he stopped hammering and turned around.


  His eyes widened behind the goggles. ‘Nessie. What brings you in here?’


  She took a step backwards, then got hold of herself and moved closer. ‘Kathryn sent me over here. I need a new grate for the fireplace, is that something you could do? I could probably get

  one online but it seemed silly with you being right next door.’


  The words tumbled out before she could stop them. Now that she was closer, she could see streaks of dirt on his face, mixing with sweat. The flames danced and flared and the air was rich with

  sulphur. Owen nodded, turning away to plunge both the metal and the tongs into the barrel of water. It hissed and bubbled into a cloud of steam. ‘Sure, I could do that,’ he said,

  straightening up. ‘I think I’ve still got the measurements for it, somewhere. Do you want me to do a quote for you, drop it over?’


  Nessie shifted uneasily. She wasn’t sure she wanted another man in the pub and especially not one who looked like Owen. Not when he made her feel so strange and not when his wife was less

  than a hundred yards away looking after their son. ‘Oh no, we’ll pay whatever it costs. Just let me know how much.’


  ‘Right,’ Owen said. ‘How are you settling in? Is there anything you need?’


  ‘No, I don’t think so,’ Nessie said, puffing a few strands of hair from her damp forehead. ‘We’ve taken on Joss Felstead to look after the cellar. And apparently

  we’re opening again on Boxing Day.’


  Owen smiled. ‘You’ve had your orders from Franny, I see. If you think it’s too soon then say so.’


  ‘Does anyone say no to Franny?’ she asked. ‘I mean, I’ve heard some pretty fearful things about her.’


  He laughed, a deep throaty rumble that Nessie was surprised to discover she liked. ‘Don’t let her bully you,’ he said. If there’s anything I can help with though, just

  let me know.’


  ‘Thanks,’ Nessie said.


  She was about to ask what he’d been hammering on the anvil when the door flew back and a boy of around eight or nine tumbled in. He skidded to a halt when he saw her, regarding her

  seriously with deep blue eyes from underneath a floppy white-gold fringe. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘You must be our new neighbour. Have you met Elijah Blackheart yet? He’s the

  ghostly highwayman who haunts the building. Did he try to murder you in your bed while you slept?’


  ‘Luke!’ Owen warned, his eyebrows beetling together forbiddingly.


  The boy turned an injured gaze upon him. ‘What? There is a ghost, Andrew said there was. It roams the corridors of the pub at night, waiting to kill the

  unwary.’


  Owen sighed and glanced at Nessie. ‘This is my son, Luke. He has quite an imagination, as you can see.’


  Nessie smiled. ‘Hi Luke, I’m Nessie. I’m afraid I haven’t met Elijah yet but we’ve only been there one night. Maybe he’s waiting until we’ve settled in

  before he murders us.’


  Luke regarded her gravely. ‘I expect that’s it.’ He turned to Owen again. ‘I came to say supper’s ready. And then I need you to help me with my English homework. I

  have to say three things I liked about the book I’ve just read and I can only think of two.’


  Nessie studied them, marvelling at how different they were: blond and dark, blue eyes and brown. Luke was a sunny day and Owen was midnight. But there were similarities too – the same

  shaped mouth, the same jaw. He might be all legs and freckles now but Luke Rhys was definitely cut from the same cloth as his father. ‘I should be getting back,’ she said, suddenly

  aware she was staring. ‘Sam wants to look at carpet samples this evening.’


  Owen nodded. ‘I’ll pop in to measure up for the grate and get it done as soon as I can.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Nessie said. She smiled at Luke again. ‘It was lovely to meet you. If you hear screaming in the night, it probably means the ghost has shown up.’


  ‘Awesome!’ Luke said, his eyes gleaming.


  Nessie laughed and handed over her goggles. She risked a final look at Owen, standing in the glow of the fire. ‘See you later,’ she said, reaching for the door handle.


  Outside, it was cool and fresh but she still fanned her too-hot cheeks as she hurried back to the pub. Really, it had been unbearable in the forge but she knew Sam wouldn’t believe that

  was all there was to it. Nessie paused under the lamppost, letting the night air soothe away the worst of the heat. The last thing she needed was a guilty-looking flush to feed her sister’s

  imagination.


  



  Chapter Five


  When the door thundered and rattled in its frame around seven o’clock that evening, both women froze. They were sitting at a battered wooden table in the cramped kitchen

  upstairs but the sound still freed a sprinkling of dust from the ceiling to dance beneath the bare yellow light bulb. Nessie lowered her knife and fork with a frown.


  Sam pushed back her chair. ‘I’ll get it, shall I? It’s probably that sexy blacksmith, come to show you his red hot poker.’


  It wouldn’t be Owen, Nessie thought as the hammering began again. His knock would be more respectful – whoever this was, they were bullish and determined . . .and angry. But if it

  wasn’t Owen, who was it?


  ‘Maybe it’s Franny, coming to check how we’re getting on with the refurbishment,’ she said, doing her best to match her sister’s lightness of tone.


  ‘Or Sotheby’s, wanting to value the carpet in the bar.’ Sam paused and looked at Nessie. ‘Shall we find out?’


  If it had been up to Nessie, she’d have pulled the door open carefully to peer through the crack. Not Sam, though: she snapped back the bolts so that they cracked and hauled the door wide

  to stand defiant and imperious. ‘Yes?’


  An old man with a short white moustache and reddened, thread-veined cheeks scowled back. ‘Was it you who dumped my paintings on the doorstep of my house?’


  Nessie stepped forward in dismay. ‘Oh Sam, you didn’t?’


  Her sister folded her arms. ‘I knocked and no one answered. What was I supposed to do? We’re modernising the pub and the paintings don’t fit in with the new look.

  Sorry.’


  The trouble was she didn’t sound the least bit sorry, Nessie thought, and Henry Fitzsimmons obviously agreed. ‘This pub has been here for centuries,’ he growled, his bushy

  old-man eyebrows bristling. ‘She’s an old lady, a local in every sense – the heart of our community, cared for by people who recognised her importance. You’ve got no right

  to modernise her. I don’t know who you think you are—’


  ‘The owners,’ Sam interrupted in a silky smooth tone, clearly unimpressed by Henry’s lyrical comparisons. ‘So we have every right to do whatever we like. Look around you

  – have you ever seen a place more in need of modernisation? If this pub is a woman, she deserves a facelift.’


  ‘And I suppose you’ve no place for art in this modern pub you’re planning?’ Henry snapped.


  Nessie heard a low-level buzzing in her ears as the argument escalated. ‘Sam, maybe we should think about—’


  ‘No, we should not,’ Sam said firmly. ‘We don’t want the paintings. Now Mr Fitzsimmons here can find a new home for them. Preferably somewhere dark.’


  She spun and crossed the room without a single backward look, leaving Nessie to try and minimise the damage.


  ‘Look, Mr Fitzsimmons, I’m sorry Sam didn’t take more care with your paintings.’


  Henry stared at her through narrowed eyes for a moment, then his lip curled in disgust. ‘Your father often said his daughters were nothing like him. I see exactly what he meant

  now.’


  He turned on his heel and stalked away, the light from the streetlamp turning his hair to silver. Nessie closed the door with a sigh and pushed the bolts home.


  ‘Moron,’ Sam called irritably, as Nessie trudged back upstairs. ‘I wouldn’t mind if he’d been any good but you saw the paintings. That spider in the cellar had more

  artistic talent.’


  Nessie closed her eyes briefly, picturing the incensed look on Henry Fitzsimmons’ face. ‘You didn’t have to be so rude. At some point we’re going to need customers and

  it’s going to be a real struggle if you’ve insulted half the village.’


  ‘One old man is hardly half the village,’ Sam scoffed.


  Perhaps not, Nessie thought as she sat down to finish her now cold dinner. But Henry hadn’t struck her as the type to bear his grievances quietly. And word spread fast in small

  communities. The last thing they needed was a mob with flaming pitchforks at their door.


•   •   •


  Nessie lay awake long after they’d gone to bed that night. It wasn’t the sound of the freezing rain hammering against the leaded windows that troubled her, or the

  whistle of the wind through the gaps between the walls and the frames. It wasn’t even the thought of Luke’s murderous ghost, grinning evilly outside her door, blood-stained sword in

  hand, although that image made her burrow under the covers a little deeper. The argument with Henry whirled around and around in her head, especially his parting shot about how unlike their father

  they were. Afterwards, Sam had declared that could only be a good thing – who wanted to be a degenerate, alcoholic loser anyway? At the time, Nessie had agreed but now in the dark

  half-silence, she knew that wasn’t what Henry had meant. She got the sense Andrew Chapman hadn’t been a loser in Little Monkham. Owen’s tone had been respectful when he’d

  spoken of their father, although he had been offering his condolences at the time. Joss seemed genuinely fond of his former employer and the anecdotes he’d shared as he worked that afternoon

  had been wryly affectionate. And she’d yet to meet the formidable Franny but she didn’t sound like the kind of person who would tolerate an incompetent drunk to run something as

  important as – what had Henry Fitzsimmons called it? – the heart of their community. No, whatever she and Sam remembered of their father, the residents of

  Little Monkham clearly knew him as someone else. Someone they’d liked and respected. And some of that goodwill had been inherited by his daughters, along with the Star and Sixpence, but it

  would soon evaporate if Sam treated everyone the way she’d treated Henry.


  Nessie heard the clock strike two and turned over in the vast iron-framed bed. Maybe she’d find out from Joss what the old man liked to drink and send him a bottle or two over by way of an

  apology. It wouldn’t do much to unpick the hurt Sam had caused but it was a start. And it might just calm Henry’s wounded pride enough for Nessie to show him they were worthy custodians

  of the Little Monkham’s heart after all.


•   •   •


  Nessie’s eyes were gritty and sore the next morning. She lay in the dark for a few moments, blinking up at the dark-beamed ceiling, before accepting that going back to

  sleep was not an option and levering herself out of bed. Sam had arranged for the local paper to send a photographer to cover the story of the pub’s renovation and had told Nessie in no

  uncertain terms that she would need to fly the flag.


  ‘Can’t you do it?’ Nessie had asked in dismay, casting an envious glance at her sister’s sleek blonde bob. ‘The camera loves you.’


  ‘It’s too risky,’ Sam said. ‘I know it’s only a local paper but if the wrong person picks up on it then I’m in trouble. Besides, there’s nothing wrong

  with you that a decent concealer and a haircut wouldn’t fix.’


  Her hair was in need of a cut, Nessie conceded as she splashed cold water on her face in the freezing bathroom. And her concealer was so old it had cracked in its plastic tube – it had

  been a long time since she’d felt like making an effort. She studied her image in the age-spotted mirror over the sink, noting the downturned curve of her lips and faint purple smudges under

  her eyes. Maybe it was time she started to take some pride in her appearance again, for the benefit of her battered self-esteem. And if she was completely honest, perhaps a tiny bit for the

  Cotswold Chronicle photographer.


  The milkman had left two bottles at the door. Nessie took a deep breath of sharp morning air as she stooped to collect them and glanced across the green as she did so. The grass was covered in a

  blanket of frost, turning it an enticing silvery green. Beyond it, she could see thatched roofs and whitewashed walls nestling beneath a peach and lemon-streaked sunrise. As views went it

  wasn’t half bad, she decided, straightening up. Sam thought Little Monkham was twee, an overblown caricature of the stereotypical English village, but Nessie liked its Christmas card

  perfection.


  A movement to her right caught her eye. Luke tumbled out of Snowdrop Cottage, a woolly hat jammed snugly over his ears and a scarf trailing behind him as he half ran, half skidded across the

  yard.


  Kathryn appeared in the door frame. ‘I told you not to run, it’s too icy!’


  Grinning, Luke slid the rest of the way to the old Land Rover and thudded his gloved hands onto the bonnet. ‘I can’t slide properly if I don’t run.’


  Nessie watched Kathryn pick her way across the treacherous yard. When she reached the car, she snaked out an arm to pull Luke close. ‘Where’s my morning kiss?’


  ‘Urgh, get off!’ the boy replied but Nessie noticed he didn’t wriggle away. Instead, his arms encircled Kathryn and he returned the hug. They stood like that for a second or

  two before Kathryn dropped a kiss onto his forehead and released him.


  ‘Now, get in the car and let’s take our chances on the roads.’


  The fear of imminent death didn’t appear to bother Luke. He slithered around to the passenger side, catching sight of Nessie as he did so. A flicker of something crossed his face –

  curiosity? Disappointment that the ghost hadn’t finished her off yet? – then he raised an arm to wave at her. Kathryn looked up too, ice scraper in hand. ‘Morning!’ she

  called. ‘Brisk today, isn’t it?’


  Nessie nodded, suddenly aware of the goosebumps on her arms. She wrapped her dressing gown around herself a little more tightly. ‘Morning. Yes, it’s freezing.’


  ‘Wait until January, we’ll need a blowtorch to defrost the windscreen then.’ Kathryn’s expression brightened. ‘Hey, are you free later for a cuppa?’


  Nessie thought of the morning ahead: the plumber was coming to look at the antiquated heating system, the carpet fitter was due to measure up and of course there was the dreaded interview to

  deal with. It would be nice to have something to look forward to, she thought. ‘I’d like that.’


  ‘Great,’ Kathryn said, smiling. ‘I’ll be back around four if that suits you? Just knock when you see the car.’


  ‘Okay,’ Nessie said, returning her smile. ‘See you later.’


  Luke rolled down the window and fixed her with an intense stare. ‘Unless you see Elijah first.’


  Nessie laughed and stepped back into the pub. The Land Rover swung around and Kathryn cracked her window down a fraction. ‘Four o’clock, then. Bring cake!’


  Nessie nodded and waved as they drove away. She shut the door with a sigh and trudged back to the stairs. Soon she’d have to start the epic task of making herself presentable for the

  camera but not before she’d had tea and a bacon sandwich. Everything would feel easier then.


•   •   •


  ‘So is it fair to say you and your sister are novices in the hospitality business?’


  Joe Poole of the Cotswold Chronicle had a charming smile and an easy-going manner but Nessie couldn’t shake the worry that every question he asked had a double

  meaning. Sam had given strict instructions on how much information Nessie could reveal. ‘Stick to the pub and the story of how we got it but don’t get drawn into our family

  history,’ she’d said, when Nessie had presented herself for inspection. ‘Talk about how we envisage making the Star and Sixpence the centre of Little Monkham life, in symbiosis

  with the village. And try not to mention my name if you can help it.’


  ‘How am I supposed to do that?’ Nessie had asked, her head spinning with all the dos and don’ts. ‘He’s bound to ask about you.’


  ‘Give me your surname, then,’ Sam replied promptly. ‘No one is going to be searching the internet for Sam Blake.’


  ‘It might look that way on the surface but I managed a bookshop for years and a lot of the skills are transferable,’ Nessie told Joe, smiling. ‘There may be some things that

  are new to us but we’re fast learners and we’ve got some expert help from Joss Felstead, who used to run the cellar for our father. The villagers have been great too. Running the Star

  and Sixpence is going to be a real community project.’


  She hid her crossed fingers in the pocket of her chunky cardigan and pushed the image of Henry Fitzsimmons firmly out of her mind. Joe glanced down at his notes. ‘Great. Well, I think

  I’ve got all I need, except for your full names and ages.’


  He smiled again and Nessie decided it wasn’t charming at all; there was something of the wolf about it, too many teeth. She didn’t smile back as she told him how old they were,

  adding a year each for good measure.


  ‘And your names? I know you’re Vanessa but I don’t think I caught your surname.’


  She hesitated for a second, wondering how to keep Sam out of things, and realised that she couldn’t. ‘Chapman,’ she said at last. ‘I’m Vanessa Chapman and my sister

  is Sam Blake.’


  It wasn’t much, Nessie knew, and Google would make the link anyway but if anyone was looking for Sam, it might buy her a little more time. ‘Okay,’ Joe said, snapping his

  notebook shut. ‘The story should hit next week’s edition, just in time for Christmas. We thought outside for the photo, if it’s not too cold for you?’


  ‘Fine,’ Nessie said, reaching for her coat.


  



  Chapter Six


  Sam was huddled at the bottom of the cellar steps, straining to hear the lower tones of male voices. Shivering, she wished for about the hundredth time she’d worn a

  thicker jumper – the cellar was cold. It smelled strange too: yeasty and damp, although Joss was meticulous about cleanliness so there wasn’t a speck of dirt. She wrapped her arms

  around herself and shifted from one foot to the other. What was taking Nessie so long? It was supposed to be a quick chat about their plans to drag the Star and Sixpence into the twenty-first

  century, not Newsnight. Surely they must have finished by now?


  The door at the top of the steps opened and a bulky figure loomed into view. Sam shrank back, peering upwards warily, then let out a silent sigh of relief when she realised it was Joss.


  ‘Hello,’ he said from halfway down the wooden stairs, spotting her skulking between two steel beer kegs. ‘What brings you down here? Come to check on the Goblin’s

  Grail?’


  ‘Maybe,’ she said, glancing sideways at the Best Before label on the top of one of the kegs. She had no idea if Goblin’s Grail was a proper beer name or one he’d just

  made up. ‘I’m just checking everything is in order.’


  He studied her then, his blue-eyed gaze dancing with amusement. ‘Right. And is it?’


  She folded her arms and reminded herself that this was her pub; she had every right to be in the cellar if she wanted to be. ‘Seems to be.’


  Joss crossed the flagstones and checked the digital thermometer on the wall. ‘Good,’ he said solemnly. ‘I’m glad we got that sorted out. Anything else I can help you

  with?’


  ‘No. Just pretend I’m not here,’ she said, listening again for the tell-tale murmur of conversation from upstairs.


  His lips quirked but he didn’t say anything and began checking the lines leading from each of the kegs. Sam watched with half an eye. Now that the cellar was almost operational, she was

  glad all over again that they’d taken Joss back on to take care of things; quite apart from the muscle required to manhandle the full and empty kegs, there was no way either she or Nessie had

  time to fathom the maze of tubes leading out of each barrel and up to the mass of copper pipes and narrow cylinders filled with amber liquid. And Nessie might be horrified at Joss’s relaxed

  approach to paying tax but neither sister could fault his methodical approach in the cellar.


  He had his back to Sam, drawing samples from each of the kegs and examining them closely. As far as she could tell, he’d taken her at her word and seemed to have forgotten she was there,

  which allowed her the opportunity to study him. Today, he was wearing a faded charcoal t-shirt with an almost illegible list of concert dates on the back and comfortable black jeans. His fair hair

  needed a trim; it was starting to curl against the freckled skin of his neck. Clearly he wasn’t the type to visit the barber every two weeks, although she’d noticed his beard had been

  trimmed. He tilted his head, holding a beer sample up to the light, and gave her the chance to examine his profile. He had a good nose, she decided objectively, and decent, kissable lips; not

  pencil thin and hard-looking, like her last one-nighter. Now he’d been a poor kisser . . .a poor everything, really, but she hadn’t expected more. He’d

  simply been in the right place at the right time when she’d needed a distraction. She’d left before it was light the following morning, promising to hook up again soon. They

  hadn’t.


  ‘You should just admit it, you know.’ Joss broke into her thoughts without turning around.


  Sam blinked. ‘Admit what?’


  ‘Well, I assume from the fact that you can’t keep your eyes off me that you fancy me,’ Joss said. ‘But you don’t want to admit it because you’re my boss and

  you think it would make things awkward. It wouldn’t.’


  Sam’s mouth fell open. She’d known he was cocky, but this? He ought to be working in the City with brass like his. ‘Really? Is that what you think?’


  He turned towards her. ‘It’s okay. You wouldn’t be the first woman to find me irresistible and I dare say you won’t be the last.’


  She couldn’t help herself: she laughed. ‘So you’re Little Monkham’s answer to Casanova, are you?’


  ‘I do all right,’ he said easily. ‘I’m no Owen Rhys, mind you.’


  Sam felt her forehead furrow. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


  ‘Haven’t you noticed? Half the women in the village are pining away for Owen,’ Joss said. ‘A tragic past equals gold with the ladies. Not that he does anything about

  it.’ He shook his head. ‘Such a waste.’


  Interesting, Sam thought, and she stored the information away for future consideration. ‘Sounds like he’s got some morals. Unlike you.’


  Joss didn’t look in the least bit offended. ‘I don’t lead anyone on and everyone has a good time.’


  Until the woman wants to get serious, then I bet you’re off like a hare. Sam threw him a cool look. ‘Even if I did fancy you, Joss, and I’m not saying

  I do, there isn’t the smallest chance I’d do anything about it. Firstly, I’m your employer and secondly, I am far too busy to help you add another notch to your overloaded

  bedpost.’


  Joss shrugged. ‘Fair enough,’ he said, turning back to the kegs. ‘I’m a patient man.’


  She wanted to wipe the smug arrogance from his face, to tell him how ridiculous he sounded. She’d met his type before, the kind who thought they were too good to pass up, and she knew how

  to deal with them. The trouble was that she couldn’t afford to be too scathing – Joss was a good cellarman and they needed him. So she fought the urge to take him down a peg and

  contented herself with a sub-zero smile. ‘You’ll be waiting a long time.’


  ‘Sam?’ Nessie’s voice floated faintly down the stairs. ‘Where are you? The coast is clear.’


  Joss glanced over, one eyebrow raised. ‘Hiding from something?’


  Summoning up a withering glare, Sam hurried upstairs. Apart from anything else she was freezing and the way things were going she wouldn’t put it past Joss to offer her a warming hug.


  ‘How did it go?’ she asked when she reached the ground floor, taking the cup of coffee Nessie was holding out. ‘When are they running the article?’


  ‘Next week, they said.’ Nessie frowned at the cellar door. ‘Did I hear you talking to Joss down there?’


  Sam pulled a face. ‘Yeah. We’re going to have to keep an eye on him. He’s convinced I fancy him.’


  Nessie folded her arms. ‘You do. There might as well be a flashing sign on your head, it’s so obvious. Just keep your mind on the job and don’t encourage him.’
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