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To Clare Marchant,

fellow mermaid and fabulous friend!






Chapter 1

I was certain my heart skipped more than just one happy beat as I stood on the drive with Tink, my beloved King Charles spaniel, and waved off the last of that year’s paying guests.

‘Come on, then, my love,’ I said cheerfully, bending to stroke her silky ears. ‘We’ve got a party to get ready for and some celebrating to do!’

My best friend Jeanie, who, a few months before, had returned to Wynbridge, ostensibly to help her aunt and uncle run the Mermaid pub, but really nursing a broken heart, had spent weeks organising a Hallowe’en party, and I, being more adept with a sewing machine than both her and our other friend Holly, was in charge of costumes.

‘Let’s go and find your wings,’ I said to Tink, and she yipped in response.

Once we were transformed, we set off on foot, rather later than planned. We received more than a few double takes along the way, but that was only to be expected, because it wasn’t every day that you saw a lion walking a flying monkey along the pavement in a Fenland market town.

‘I was beginning to think I was going to have to send out a search party,’ said Jeanie, looking pointedly at the clock behind the bar as she let us into the spookily decorated pub. ‘I thought you’d got waylaid moving back into the house.’

I handed over the bag containing her costume with a smile.

‘I haven’t even been inside the house yet,’ I told her as she locked the pub door behind us. ‘I had hoped to be on time, but my mane scuppered the schedule.’

I had triumphantly teased my thick blonde curls into an unruly lion’s mane, but it had taken more product than I’d ordinarily use in an entire year to achieve the wild result.

‘Well,’ said Jeanie, as she cocked her head and looked at me appraisingly, ‘I suppose it was worth you being a bit behind time, because you look amazing.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, twizzling the tail on my costume and hoping my whiskers weren’t going to come unstuck, ‘and so will you by the time I’ve finished with you. Let’s get you changed before it’s time to let everyone in.’

As Jeanie was working behind the bar that evening as well as hosting the party, I’d had to adapt her costume so that she could move freely. The silver lurex catsuit was a somewhat slinky take on the Tin Man, but it achieved the overall impact we’d been hoping for and gave her the ability to walk without the necessity of an oil can.

‘Can we tighten the chin strap up a bit?’ she requested as she pushed the plastic funnel that I’d sprayed silver further back on her head.

‘Here’s the third musketeer,’ said Jeanie’s uncle Jim as he came up the pub stairs ahead of Holly, who was going to complete our ode to Oz. ‘Hey,’ he then tutted, ‘that’d better not be my funnel.’

Thankfully the arrival of the Scarecrow with a flying monkey of her own saved Jeanie from having to confess that it was.

‘Oh my god!’ Holly laughed as she stepped into the room. ‘You two look hilarious.’

‘You’re pretty amusing yourself,’ I couldn’t help but giggle.

‘The straw’s a bit scratchy.’ She wriggled as I admired the attention she’d paid to putting the finishing touches on the costume I’d started off for her. ‘I hope I’m not allergic.’

Jim shook his head and left us to it, and Holly put her little rescue terrier, Jasper, down to readjust some straw which was poking out of the bottom of her patched trousers. He and Tink greeted each other ecstatically.

‘You’ve got Jasper’s wings on upside down,’ I pointed out. ‘He’ll never take to the skies like that.’

‘I knew there was something wrong with them,’ said Holly, rolling her eyes and scooping him back up again. ‘Can you help me sort them? And then we’d better take some photos for me to send to May.’

‘Oh yes,’ laughed Jeanie. ‘She’s bound to want to see, isn’t she?’

Holly had only moved to the area a few months before Jeanie returned to town, but the three of us had quickly become firm friends. Sometimes, when Jeanie and I were reminiscing over school days, we’d forget that Holly hadn’t been around for ever and would have to fill her in on what we were talking about.

Holly’s life had changed beyond all recognition since she’d divorced and met her new partner Bear and his flamboyant actress mum, May Madison. May had a great fondness for dressed-up dogs, hence the photocall. Just like me on the work front, Holly was also following her creative passion and her heart’s desire. And talking of hearts…

‘So,’ said Jeanie, turning to me with uncanny timing, ‘tell me why you assigned us these characters for the party tonight, Bella?’

I could have fobbed her off with the explanation that in Oz, Dorothy had three friends and that the character each of us was portraying was accidental, but I knew she wouldn’t believe me. It was time I came clean about the choices I had made.

‘Because I thought they genuinely suited us,’ I therefore told her. ‘As in, they match where we’re all at in our lives. Thanks to you two, I’ve found my courage this year in starting to further expand my business, and Holly has certainly been using her brain to make a success of her work, which ties in with the Scarecrow.’

Holly’s debut book, Tall Tales from Small Dogs, which she had both written and illustrated, featured a dachshund called Monty and a bull terrier named Queenie, who, in real life, belonged to May and Bear respectively. The book had been a bestseller from practically the moment it hit the shelves.

‘Which leaves…’ I said, biting my lip.

‘My heart,’ huffed Jeanie, with her hands planted firmly on her hips.

‘Your heart,’ I echoed softly. ‘It’s about time it got some exercise.’

The broken heart Jeanie had returned to town with had been carefully glued back together, but she hadn’t yet tested it out, even though there was someone wonderful still keenly waiting in the wings to whisk her back off her feet.

‘And we know just the man—’ Holly began to say, but Jeanie cut her off.

‘But what about your heart?’ she said to me bluntly. ‘You could just as easily have been the Tin Man. Your heart could do with a proper workout, too.’

‘My colouring’s all wrong for silver,’ I said lightly, while focusing on fiddling with the rearrangement of Jasper’s wings.

‘Jeanie does have a point, though…’ Holly started.

Thankfully, just at that moment, Jeanie’s aunt Evelyn stuck her head around the door and cut Holly off, so I didn’t have to convince my friends that my own major organ was perfectly healthy. I was genuinely very happy with my single status; that said, I was willing to indulge in a quick dalliance if the right opportunity happened to come along.

Jeanie, on the other hand, had always been more content when she was one half of a pair and, unlike me, had been willing to risk the heartbreak of a committed relationship not working out; therefore she was the one who now needed some encouragement to have a look around the love department again. I was fine staying out of it.

Mum’s awful experiences with the two father figures in my life and then losing my decades-long devoted grandparents within weeks of each other ensured that I preferred to keep the few men who entered my life at arm’s length. From what I’d witnessed and felt the sting of, it didn’t matter how relationships ended – the heart was always compromised in some way and, for me, it simply wasn’t worth the risk of putting it on the frontline and getting it broken.

‘I take it you’re aware of the time, Jeanie?’ Evelyn said, having looked over what we were wearing with nothing more than a slight twitch of her lips. ‘Ten minutes until opening time, and I can hear there’s already quite a crowd outside clamouring to be let in.’

Jeanie looked thrilled. She’d put a lot of effort into promoting the party and had really gone to town on the pumpkin decorations, bloated body balloons and spooky streamers.

‘Can you take our picture, please, Evelyn?’ Holly politely requested, before the woman who was always on the go disappeared again. ‘Then we’ll be straight down.’

With the three of us, five if you included the dogs, hamming it up for the photos, I just knew it was going to be a night to remember.



‘So, tell me again,’ said Holly, her voice raised so I could hear her above the din which had escalated as the pitchers of creepy cocktails had been enthusiastically emptied and refilled, ‘when are you moving back into the house?’

We were standing at the end of the bar, which was crowded with mummies and warlocks, vampires and ghouls, because there wasn’t a seat to be had. Tink and Jasper, having been admired, had been taken back upstairs so they didn’t get trodden on, and I hoped they were having a snooze rather than causing havoc.

‘First thing tomorrow,’ I said excitedly. ‘I’ll give the place a quick clean and then move my stuff from the apartment back downstairs and unpack everything else.’

My grandparents had spent their entire married life living in the beautiful house which, thanks to their generosity, now belonged to me, and I adored it. Renting the main part of the property out to visitors for nine months of the year meant I could afford to keep it and also that I generated an income while I properly got my dream business off the ground.

‘I daresay you’re going to appreciate the space to spread out in now that you need to make so many extra fairies.’ Holly smiled.

‘Yes,’ I said, and swallowed as my heart switched from thumping with excitement about moving back in to trepidation about the extra workload. ‘I hope I haven’t overcommitted.’

My online business, Away with the Fairies, had recently really taken off and, with Jeanie’s and Holly’s encouragement, I had signed up to sell a selection of peg and pipe cleaner fairies at various local festive events. I usually stuck to bespoke, one-off commissions sold via an online retailer, but was now branching out.

Unfortunately, however, thanks to some deep-seated teen trauma, I was feeling more nervous than I deserved to be about selling direct to the public. That was also why I was still dithering over whether to accept an offer to lead a workshop at the Cherry Tree Café. I was definitely channelling the Cowardly Lion about that, not that Holly was aware of my mortifying past experience. That was something I hadn’t got around to filling her in on.

I felt a pang of envy as I recalled how the café’s co-owner Lizzie made teaching crafts look so easy, but I daresay she hadn’t been laughed at by classmates during a high school presentation and lost her confidence in front of a crowd as a result.

‘You’ll manage it all somehow,’ Holly said with a sincere smile. ‘I know you will.’

Her unshakeable faith in me was both genuine and reassuring.

‘Thanks, Holly,’ I nodded, trying to sound stoic. ‘You’re right. I’ve got this.’

‘Cheers to that.’ She beamed, clinking her glass against mine.

‘Cheers,’ I said back. ‘And Bear will be back soon,’ I reminded her. ‘You’re in for such a wonderful winter with him staying with you here in Wynbridge.’

As a garden restoration expert, Holly had told me, her partner didn’t work during the harshest winter weather. Not outside, anyway.

‘I can’t wait to see him,’ she said, raising her glass again. ‘Now I’m properly settled, it’s going to be the best Christmas ever, even if it will be a squeeze for the two of us and the dogs in the railway carriages.’

‘Christmas!’ I sighed dreamily, feeling warmed as the thought of it filled my head and made me forget my former worries. ‘I’m so excited for it this year.’

‘According to Jeanie,’ Holly laughed, ‘you’re excited for it every year.’

‘Well, of course I am.’ I grinned. ‘And I know she’s told you why.’

I had so many special memories attached to the festive season. It was the one time of year that Mum could properly stop working, and we’d spend the whole of the holidays staying with her parents in the house which was now mine. I’d always spent the school holidays with my grandparents because of Mum’s epic workload, but Christmas was the one time we’d all be there together, and I had loved that.

We embraced every festive tradition, and I had enthusiastically carried them all on. I’d even added a few of my own, and in just a few short weeks the entire house would be transformed into a veritable grotto. Both inside and out.

‘Hooray for Christmas!’ I cheered, as I pictured myself setting up my advent calendars, decking the halls and snuggling down with Tink under a fleecy blanket with a mug of hot chocolate from the festive station in the kitchen to watch Christmas movies.

Holly and I both jumped as the pub doors crashed open and in marched the Wicked Witch of the West, Glinda and Dorothy, a.k.a. three Wynbridge firefighters who must have just finished their shift. At the sight of what they were wearing, I did a double take.

‘I don’t believe it!’ Holly burst out laughing. ‘What are the odds of that?’

I laughed along with her, amused by what an unbelievable coincidence it was that we should have all picked the same film to celebrate the spooky season. That was, until I caught sight of Jeanie’s unhappy expression.

‘Look out,’ I warned Holly, in the hope that we could duck away before Jeanie reached us, but, squeezed in with everyone else, there was no hope of that.

‘Which of you two told them?’ Jeanie demanded. I was doing an extremely convincing impression of the cowering Lion as she loomed over us. ‘Did you let something slip about our costumes, Bella?’

‘No,’ I insisted, vehemently shaking my head, ‘I didn’t say a word to anyone.’

‘Is that Tim?’ Holly giggled, her cocktail hitting its mark at the most inopportune moment. ‘Is that Tiny Tim, your high school sweetheart, dressed up as Dorothy, Jeanie?’

‘Yes, it’s Tim,’ I said, confirming what she was witnessing when Jeanie didn’t answer and as I tugged at Holly’s straw-filled sleeve to try to rein her hilarity in.

‘He’s not my tiny anything,’ Jeanie tutted, which made Holly snort and laugh all the harder. ‘Not anymore.’

‘I don’t know why you’re so resistant to our match-making…’ I started to say, but she quelled me with a look.

‘Given that Jeanie and Tim were a couple back in the day’ – Holly hiccupped – ‘surely we’re trying to rekindle rather than matchmake, aren’t we?’

‘Holly—’

‘That was years ago,’ Jeanie muttered, firing more daggers in my direction.

Tim spotted Jeanie and attempted to walk through the crowd towards her. He’d only taken a couple of steps in his bright ruby slippers before he turned his ankle over and blurted out a few very un-Dorothy-ish phrases. He tried to regain his composure, but it didn’t really work given that he was wearing a dress that was too short for his tall frame.

‘Evening,’ he said, having firmly yanked down the hem ahead of limping the final few steps. ‘Don’t we all look grand?’

He leaned heavily on the bar with a pained grimace, and his wig slipped to one side.

‘You idiot,’ said Jeanie, unable to stop herself from smiling as she leaned over the bar and readjusted his hairdo.

‘What do you mean, “idiot”?’ Tim grinned back, the pain in his ankle forgotten in the face of Jeanie’s reaction to him as he batted his fake lashes. ‘I think I’m a dead ringer for Judy G.’

‘We need more photos,’ said Holly, pulling out her phone as Glinda and the Wicked Witch joined us and, absent monkeys aside, completed the cast.

I gave an involuntary shudder. I’d always been scared of the Witch, and knowing that it was an annoying lad I had been at school with called Owen under the green face-paint was little consolation.

‘It’ll have to be later,’ said Jeanie, her eyes still on Tim. ‘I’ve got folk to serve. We’re swamped back here.’

‘Need a hand?’ offered Tiny Tim, who was anything but. ‘I can still remember how to pull a pint.’

‘No, thanks,’ Jeanie said lightly, finally looking away. ‘I don’t trust you not to stand on me in those heels.’

‘Wait!’ he said, bending down to pull them off and narrowly avoiding his forehead clashing with the bar. ‘They’re going,’ he said, thrusting first one shoe at me and then the other. ‘They’re gone.’

‘I don’t want them,’ I objected, handing them to his hairy fairy-queen companion.

‘Oh, come on, then,’ Jeanie relented, looking at Tim again. ‘I’ll tell you what measures are in the cocktails, and then you can start refilling the empty pitchers.’

Holly and I nudged one another as Tim smoothed down his wig and joined her behind the bar. Everyone in the place knew that he was still the man for Jeanie, except her, but I hoped an evening working together and having a laugh might open her heart a little and help her see what the rest of us could.

As for what she’d said to me earlier about my heart, it really was perfectly fine. Left to my own devices and away with the fairies suited me down to the ground.






Chapter 2

I’d never been much of a drinker, so the following morning I was feeling the impact of every single one of the cocktails I’d downed the night before. Rather than walk home, Tink and I had crashed with Jeanie in her room at the pub, while Holly and Jasper had gone back to the railway carriages at Cuckoo Cottage in a taxi.

‘Don’t, Tink,’ I said, and grimaced, pushing her off as she sat on my chest and licked my face.

‘She’s offering you hair of the dog,’ Jeanie laughed, sounding far too sprightly for my liking.

‘Ugh, don’t even think that,’ I said, pulling a pillow over my head to block out both Tink’s unwanted attention and the light. ‘Let alone say it.’

‘Perhaps you should have stuck to the mocktails,’ Jeanie teased.

‘I didn’t know there were mocktails,’ I groaned.

‘Well, there were, but they’re long gone now. How about a bacon sarnie instead?’ Jeanie offered. ‘I’m having one, with extra brown sauce.’

‘I should really get back,’ I said, my voice muffled, as I tried not to think about gloopy sauce, brown or otherwise. ‘This is not how I wanted to feel today.’

‘Some carbs and protein will sort you out,’ Jeanie said sagely. ‘Come on,’ she added, quickly tugging the pillow away. ‘Let’s have breakfast and then I’ll drive you home. Save you having to do the walk of shame in that lion costume.’

It was lunchtime by the time she dropped me off and I still wasn’t feeling much brighter – even less so when I opted to have a quick look around the house ahead of shedding the costume and taking a shower in the apartment.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ I muttered as a rush of emotions, none of them positive, coursed through me. ‘Just as well we didn’t see all this yesterday, hey, Tink?’

Had I known the house had been left in such a state, it would have ruined the party.

‘What would Nanna and Grandad say if they could see this?’ I tutted.

There were only a few requests I made for the guests to fulfil ahead of their departure, but the last visitors had selfishly ignored them all. The beds hadn’t been stripped or the bins emptied, and the dishwasher was haphazardly stuffed full of crockery, cutlery, pots and pans with food so firmly welded on that it would doubtless take more than one cycle to come clean. There was what looked like a red wine stain on the sitting room carpet, too, and I was sure I could smell cigarette smoke in the downstairs bedroom.

Tink, I noticed, hadn’t ventured far over the threshold, and I couldn’t blame her. Having pulled on a pair of rubber gloves, I sorted the dishwasher, turned off the heating and opened all the windows, then headed up to the apartment for strong coffee and the heavy-duty cleaning supplies. The longed-for shower would have to wait, but I did get changed.

‘The thing that really pees me off,’ said Mum, who had telephoned for a catch-up while I was mid mucking out session, ‘is that you can’t complain about them.’

‘I know,’ I huffed.

‘They can rate you and the house online,’ Mum ranted on, ‘but you can’t give them a one-star review for being slovenly and disrespectful visitors, can you?’

Having sorted as much as I could, I flopped down on the sofa to carry on with the conversation. I went to run a hand through my curls, but with limited success because it was still full of the product which had transformed it into the Lion’s mane.

‘Oh, never mind my guests,’ I sighed, wanting to change the subject. ‘Let’s talk about something else. Tell me, how’s Alain? How’s France?’

Mum had moved across the Channel a while ago. She had initially been lured to look at French property by programmes such as Escape to the Chateau, but had soon realized that she had neither the skills nor the exuberance of the Strawbridge family to make a success of a huge renovation project and opted instead to buy a small, but comfortable, house on the edge of a traditional market town, which needed nothing more specialized than cosmetic updating.

I admired my mum immensely. Having been abandoned by my father when I was a baby and then by my wicked stepdad a few years later, she’d thrown herself into work and forged herself a hugely successful career.

For years, she had worked harder than anyone I knew, and her comfortable retirement and home in France were the much-deserved rewards of her endeavours and the very decent returns on a number of shrewd investments. Retirement had given her a whole new lease of life – and now she had time, men were finally featuring on her radar again. Alain being the latest.

‘Oh,’ Mum said lightly, ‘Alain went back to Provence a few weeks ago. Ask me how Henri is instead.’

‘Oh, Mum,’ I laughed, thinking that we were peas in a pod when it came to our attitude towards relationships. ‘Fleeting but fun’ could have been our joint mantra. ‘How’s Henri?’

‘He’s very well,’ she said, and I could tell she was smiling. ‘But France is freezing, so I’m having extra radiators put in and a stove installed in the kitchen to run them off.’

‘Is that all happening now?’

‘Hopefully within the next couple of weeks,’ she said. ‘I won’t make it back for Christmas, though. Is that all right?’

‘You’d already said you wouldn’t,’ I reminded her. ‘And it’s fine. I’ve got so much extra work to do, I’ll probably sleep right through Christmas.’

‘Oh, Bella,’ Mum laughed. ‘You couldn’t sleep through Christmas if your life depended on it!’

‘That’s true.’ I laughed along with her. ‘And that’s down to you, isn’t it? Well, you, Nanna and Grandad. The three of you always made Christmas so special for me, and I want to continue that feeling, but I do think I’ll be yawning through the celebrations this year.’

‘It’s good that you’re busy, though,’ Mum said keenly. ‘The business is really taking off, isn’t it?’

She was proud of my venture, even though the line of work I was committed to was nothing like hers had been. You didn’t tend to find fabric fairies on the corporate ladder.

‘It is,’ I proudly confirmed. ‘And moving back into the house couldn’t be better timed.’

‘Will you set up a production line for the new range?’ Mum asked. She knew all about the new fairies I would be selling on the market and at fairs. ‘Make all the bodies first, then paint the faces, add the wings—’

‘Of course not,’ I cut her off. ‘I’m going to carry on making them all one at a time, even though I’m sure your suggestion would be much quicker.’

‘But with much less heart,’ Mum added kindly. ‘I was only teasing. I know you’ll carry on making them individually and add that special brand of Bella magic as a result.’

‘I certainly will,’ I said as my cheeks began to glow. ‘You know they’re all unique and special to me.’

‘And you’re special to me,’ Mum said with emphasis. ‘And so is Henri,’ she added playfully. ‘He’ll be back from the boulangerie any minute, so I’d better go and get the table set for lunch.’

‘Lunch,’ I tutted, as my stomach growled. ‘It’s practically dinnertime.’

‘Not for me,’ she said contentedly. ‘I go slow here.’

‘Give this Henri my love,’ I said, smiling. ‘And save some for yourself, won’t you? We’ll talk again soon.’

‘Yes, my darling. Love you, sweetheart.’

‘Love you, too.’

I sat for a few minutes, curled up with Tink on the sofa, and mulled over some of what Mum had said. By the time I had finished thinking and processing, I had made up my mind about the workshop at the café.

‘Come on,’ I said to Tink as the apartment shower began to call to me. ‘It’s freezing in here. Let’s fire up the heating and move back in properly later when it’s warmed up a bit.’



The next morning, I took my time rearranging what had originally been my childhood bedroom and further personalising the whole house with my cushions, throws, paintings and nicknacks – my style was the opposite of minimalist – as well as carrying down the collection of plastic crates which contained everything I needed to create my fairies.

Some were filled with fabric, others with buttons, sequins and lengths of ribbons and tulle. I hoarded anything I was drawn to in the knowledge that it would come into its own at some point. Jeanie often called me a magpie, and it was a fitting description.

It was getting close to midday by the time I’d got everything organized and, with my decision about the workshop filling my head with ideas and my tummy with butterflies, I headed into town to talk to Lizzie and Jemma.

‘Bella!’ Lizzie called, beaming, when I walked in and set the brass bell above the café door tinkling. ‘See, Jemma, she isn’t avoiding us.’

Jemma shook her head and blushed.

‘I have been a bit,’ I confessed. ‘But now I’ve finally made a decision—’

‘Please say it’s a yes,’ Lizzie begged and crossed her fingers.

‘It’s a yes,’ I said, feeling my legs wobble, even though I was certain now that it was the right answer.

It wasn’t that I didn’t have faith in my work; my former hesitation had been all about the reaction my love of fairies had received during a high school GCSE presentation. When I’d previously put my passion for my winged friends in the public domain, it had been met with teasing, taunts, derision and then, as my confidence completely faltered, a total tech mess-up as the PowerPoint I’d prepared froze and the un-sympathetic teacher failed my efforts. Jeanie had stood firmly by me during the fairy fallout (as she’d called it), but the experience had entirely put me off any sort of public speaking.

However, the conversation I’d had with Mum about my fairies being special had got me thinking. The people who signed up to a specific workshop to make them were bound to already be believers, weren’t they? They would already be of the opinion that fairies were special, and that would hopefully knock my nerves on the head.

‘Oh, thank goodness!’ said Jemma, fanning herself with a paper order pad. ‘Because we’ve just had two workshop cancellations and we were really hoping you would agree to fill them.’

‘Two workshops?’ I squeaked as Lizzie guided me to a table.

‘I was going to ring you about it this afternoon,’ she told me.

‘I see.’ I swallowed. ‘Well, I hope the dates aren’t too soon, because—’

‘It’s this Friday and Saturday.’ Lizzie winced, pulling an apologetic face.

‘What?’ I gasped. ‘You’re kidding.’

‘I wish.’ She sighed. ‘And I know it’s short notice—’

‘It’s not short notice,’ I countered, wondering if I had enough of everything I was going to need. ‘It’s no notice. You haven’t even got a week to advertise it.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ said Jemma, waving my words away. ‘We’ll fill the spots, no problem. A few of the people who had signed up for the cancelled workshops have already said they’ll come along to whatever we can find to run in their place.’

That put paid to my hopes that potentially the attendees would definitely be fairy fans, then.

‘You’re right that time is of the essence, though, Bella,’ Lizzie said, even though I hadn’t put it quite like that, ‘so email me some pics of what people will be making while you’re here, and I’ll get some posters made up.’

‘Email you now?’ I repeated.

‘Yes,’ Lizzie laughed at my dazed reaction. ‘Here’s the Wi-Fi code if you can’t get a signal.’

I numbly unlocked my phone and sent her images of the simplest fairies I could find, and she rushed off to design the posters and an online ad for the website and Facebook page before I had the chance to say I’d changed my mind.

‘Depending on numbers,’ Jemma told me, ‘we’ll either set you up in here or in the gallery next door. Now, what can I get you for lunch? It’s on me.’

‘Whatever you’ve got on the specials board, please,’ I requested, as it was easier than trying to focus on the menu in my current shocked state. ‘The veggie option if there is one.’

Jemma soon returned with a huge vegetarian sausage roll and a hot chocolate that was the size of a sundae. As I began both, I looked at the photos I’d sent Lizzie and mentally broke the fairies down into their component parts. I then ran through their construction and thought of ways I could keep my instructions simple and concise, but still add some magic.

I knew it wasn’t half-term that week, so the Friday workshop would be made up of grown-ups, but there might be youngsters coming along on the Saturday. Something else to consider. Tiny fingers might not be as dextrous as mine…

‘What do you think?’ asked Lizzie as she thrust an A4 poster in front of me. ‘I’ll put one in the window here as well as next door, and it’s already up online.’

‘It’s perfect,’ I said, feeling surprised at how well the photos had transferred. I then experienced an unexpected, but most welcome, rush of excitement. ‘I wasn’t expecting to feel like this, but I think I might actually be looking forward to it.’

Jemma looked delighted by my reaction.

‘And so you should be,’ Lizzie said, smiling, not knowing the traumatic reason behind why I might not have been. ‘I know you’re going to be in demand.’

I was amazed to leave the café with a spring in my step and my former annoyance over how the last guests had left the house completely forgotten. This was it. I was going to throw myself into everything I’d somehow managed to manifest and, best of all, I was going to achieve it all while I was home for Christmas.






Chapter 3

I spent the rest of Saturday happily settling back into the house and sorting through potential fabrics, buttons and ribbons for the suddenly imminent workshops, and Sunday thrillingly dawned with the promise of a visit to a home I loved almost as dearly as my own.

I had been invited to Wynthorpe Hall, the family seat of the Connelly clan. The huge and stunning hall was set in the Fenland countryside, and in spite of its size, it still managed to feel cosy, warm and always welcoming, most likely because of the wonderful people who lived there. They might not all have been related by blood, but a few of the residents had been drawn to the hall by some seemingly invisible thread and had settled there to form one very happy household.

Dear Catherine and Angus, the owners of the hall, both felt like family to me. They had been friends with my grandparents and a part of my life for as long as I could remember. They had also helped when I undertook the house conversion, suggesting an architect and builders, and had been on hand from the moment Mum moved abroad to advise and support me if I ever needed a more mature listening ear or the benefit of their combined wisdom – which, on occasion, I had.

That Sunday, I was visiting in a professional capacity, but it didn’t make any difference to my reception. I had barely taken a seat at the huge kitchen table before a lunch invitation had been issued and Tink had been absorbed into the eclectic doggy gang which was comprised of a ginormous wolfhound, a miniscule chihuahua and an average-sized spaniel.

‘It’s roast beef and all the trimmings,’ Dorothy, the hugely talented cook, told me as she hung my red wool coat on a peg. ‘And you know I always cook for dozens rather than the actual dozen who are likely to descend, so there’ll be more than enough to go around.’

‘In that case,’ I responded, as she opened one of the Aga doors and treated my senses to a wonderfully warm waft of what was already cooking, ‘I’d love to stay. Thank you.’

‘And there’ll be a bowl for Tink, too,’ she added with a smile.

My little friend looked delighted.

‘Hello, Bella!’ Archie, one of the Connelly sons and the partner of Molly, who I had come to see, beamed as he rushed in, red-faced and looking even more like his father than the last time I saw him. ‘You’re here to see my girls, aren’t you?’

‘Hello, Archie.’ I smiled back. ‘Yes, I am.’

‘They shouldn’t be too much longer,’ he told me. ‘Demelza slept late, so we’re a bit behind this morning.’

‘Lucky you,’ said Jamie, his brother, as he came in from the other end of the kitchen carrying his son, Alby. ‘This little blighter had us up half the night, so I’ve taken him to give Anna a break. She’s feeling all-in thanks to this teething lark. And not to mention the early start Dad kindly gifted us all…’

I wondered what that had been about but didn’t ask.

‘Poor little man,’ Dorothy crooned at Alby, who grinned, his cheeks glowing. ‘And poor Anna, too. I’ll do her a tray if you like. Treat her to a late breakfast in bed.’

‘And I’ll head over to the cottage, if that’s all right, Archie?’ I suggested, standing up again and reaching for my coat. ‘I can just as easily talk to Molly there.’

It would probably actually be easier now that the Connelly kitchen was filling up.

‘Absolutely.’ He nodded. ‘But watch the courtyard path. The frost is lingering this morning, and it’s a bit slippery out there.’

I pulled my coat back on and made my way through the woods to the cottage where Molly, Archie and Demelza lived. It was truly a hidden gingerbread gem. Perfect for someone with white witch heritage, which I knew Molly had. Generations of her female relations had lived in the cottage before her, and I felt a twinge of excitement as I spotted smoke from the chimney curling up into the sky and pushed open the wooden gate, which creaked fittingly.

Molly opened the door even before I had knocked.

‘Bella,’ she said warmly. ‘You looked like Little Red Riding Hood coming through the trees just now.’

‘As long as that doesn’t make you the wolf, I don’t mind that description,’ I laughed.

‘Absolutely not,’ she said, smiling. ‘I’m sorry I’m so late. Did Archie tell you we slept in?’

‘He did, and it’s fine,’ I reassured her.

‘You don’t have anywhere else you need to be?’

‘Only seated at the Connelly kitchen table,’ I explained as I crossed the threshold into the incense-scented interior and closed the door behind me. ‘I’ve just been invited for lunch, so there’s no need for us to rush.’

‘Well, thank goodness for that,’ she said, scooping up Demelza, who giggled ecstatically. ‘I won’t have to blame you for Mummy’s tardiness after all, my little cub.’

Demelza was identical to Molly. From her red, curly, flyaway hair to the mole on the bottom of her left foot. The cutest clone I’d ever seen. She beamed at the sight of me, and I felt warmed right through as a result.

‘So, Molly,’ I said, stroking Demelza’s chubby little arm. ‘Tell me what sort of fairy you have in mind for me to make for this special one.’

I held Demelza while Molly made us warming mugs of spiced cacao, and then we sat in front of the fire, with Demelza between us, as Molly painstakingly described all of the elements she wanted me to include in the keepsake fairy she had asked me to create. She was hoping I would be able to complete it in time to gift it to her daughter at the beginning of Yule.

‘And if you can manage it in the few weeks available,’ she went on, as I finished scribbling notes and suggesting fabrics I thought might work for the fairy’s dress, ‘I’d like you to make one for Anna, too.’

‘I’m sure I can fit it in,’ I said, even though I knew I was committing to working even more hours than were probably available in the run-up to Christmas. ‘Is Anna okay?’ I asked. ‘Archie said that Alby’s teething, among other things, was taking its toll on all their sleep.’

My concern for Anna was the reason I had agreed to taking on the extra commission. One of my fairies might be a welcome highlight at such an exhausting time.

‘It is,’ Molly agreed, discreetly not answering my enquiry about Anna. ‘And of course, Alby takes after his grandfather,’ she added. ‘So he’s already creating mayhem up at the hall, in spite of the fact that he’s still a babe in arms with sore gums. That similarity is going to be a blessing in the future, but for now, it’s heavy going for both Anna and Jamie.’

‘I see,’ I said, easily imagining that it must be and again hoping Anna was okay.

I knew Angus well. His projects and schemes were either completely over the top or entirely eccentric (or even a combination of both), and he was relentlessly full of energy and exuberance, too. I did love him dearly, mostly in small doses, but I could see how his personality presenting itself in baby form could be… challenging.

‘An extra special fairy for Anna, then,’ I decided, making yet more notes.

‘Which I’ll add some extra special magic to myself,’ Molly added mysteriously.

Back in the hall, we were greeted with an even busier kitchen and, as Dorothy bashed the brass gong, I counted settings at the table for ten adults, one baby and umpteen dogs. The only thing missing was a partridge in a pear tree. And Angus.

‘Here he comes,’ said Catherine, releasing me from the wonderful hug she’d enveloped me in the moment she saw me. She readjusted her silk shawl, just as a rousing rendition of ‘Joy to the World’ broke out in the corridor beyond the kitchen.

‘The Lord is come!’

Angus charged in, making the adults either smile or roll their eyes and Demelza jump. I thought she might start to cry, but rather than crumple, her little face broke into a smile when she spotted Angus, and he beamed straight back.

‘Here we all are, then,’ he said, taking his seat at the head of the table. ‘Bella!’ he then boomed. ‘I didn’t know you were going to be here.’

‘I came to see Molly,’ I said, smiling. ‘And I didn’t expect to be fed—’

‘Well, you should have,’ said Dorothy as she began doling out vast Yorkshire puddings. ‘That’s one thing you can always rely on here. I know Anna and Jamie are eating later, but has anyone seen Jude?’ she asked, having spotted that the chair next to mine was still empty.

‘I think I heard his car heading down the drive a few minutes ago,’ said Hayley, the hall housekeeper.

‘Well, he might have said,’ Dorothy tutted.

‘Who’s Jude?’ I asked, not recognising the name.

I wondered if the hall had collected yet another clan member since the last time I’d visited, but Catherine’s subsequent explanation suggested not. Not a full-time clan member, anyway.

‘He’s the young man Angus has commissioned to write a book for us about the architecture and history of the hall,’ she told me.

‘Oh wow,’ I said, smiling. ‘How exciting is that?’

That was bound to make interesting reading.

‘He started out as a historical buildings inspector but has turned his hand to writing about properties as well as surveying them,’ Angus added. ‘And he’s a cracking chap. Really knows his stuff. He’s already unearthed some fascinating documents from the archive in the loft that we’d never taken much notice of before.’

‘Dad’s right,’ Archie joined in, adding piles of crispy roast potatoes to his and Molly’s plates. ‘He is a decent chap, but he doesn’t seem to hang around here much if he can help it.’

‘Is it any wonder?’ Dorothy said reasonably as Angus began pulling silly faces to make Demelza laugh.

‘He just needs drawing out of himself a bit, that’s all,’ Angus said when he realized we were all looking at him. ‘Then he’ll join in a bit more.’

‘Perhaps he doesn’t want to be drawn out,’ Molly said softly. ‘Maybe he’s happy as he is, keeping himself to himself and quietly getting on with the job he’s been employed to do. He might simply need some peace and calm to focus on his work.’

Angus looked astounded at the thought of that.

‘He takes himself right off and away when it all gets too noisy for him to handle here,’ Catherine continued to elaborate.

‘Which, as you can imagine, Bella, is quite often.’ Archie winked at me, and I wondered where Jude took himself off to.

‘But not usually when one of my dinners is on offer,’ Dorothy pointed out.

‘No,’ Catherine frowned, ‘you’re right, Dorothy. But he told me earlier that he isn’t sure he’s going to be able to see the project through. Apparently, the early start you treated us to this morning, Angus, felt like the final straw. He was just about to settle down to start writing the opening of the book when you… roused us all.’

I wondered how the household had been woken. I’d bet that Anna and Jamie, already worn out from a night with a fractious Alby, hadn’t appreciated whatever had happened.

‘I needed to be sure the bugle still worked before I tried to sell it,’ Angus said defensively, before Catherine shot him a censorious look.

‘Is it really so important that Jude stays on site?’ I asked as I helped myself to Dorothy’s rich and flavoursome gravy. ‘Couldn’t he research here and write up what he finds elsewhere if he needs peace and quiet in which to do it?’

Personally, I loved the busyness, fun and mayhem that happened at the hall, but then I didn’t have to live and work in it, did I? I could appreciate that those small doses I experienced were all well and good, but living with it all, full-time, when you were trying to concentrate on something important would be a different matter, and it was only going to get even busier in the run-up to Christmas. The Connellys were hosting a fair as well as the Winter Wonderland weekend in December, and preparations for both would begin soon.

‘Perhaps he needs a proper bolthole,’ I suggested. ‘Rather than just some time out in his car. That is, assuming he just drives around for a bit before coming back.’

Catherine turned her gaze to me, and her expression immediately softened.

‘It’s funny you should suggest that,’ she smiled warmly.

‘Oh?’ I swallowed, for some reason feeling like a rabbit caught in blinding headlights.

‘I know you don’t generally have guests staying in your house beyond the end of October, Bella, but would you consider putting him up?’ she practically pleaded.

I felt my heart sink in my chest.

‘Angus would be prepared to pay double what you usually charge,’ she quickly added.

‘Oh, would he?’ Angus laughed. ‘That’s the first he’s heard of it.’

‘Given that he’s predominantly the reason behind the problem, I’m sure he’d agree that it’s the least he could do,’ Catherine said pointedly.

‘Well, yes,’ he relented, clearing his throat. ‘I suppose so.’

‘He’s meticulously tidy,’ Dorothy told me. ‘Jude, not Angus. And quiet as a mouse.’

‘Again,’ Archie laughed, ‘Jude, not Dad.’

‘You wouldn’t even know Jude was there,’ Catherine said beseechingly. ‘And it’s only until the first of December. That’s the day he’s finishing up and leaving.’

Having only just moved back into the house, I couldn’t bear the thought of squeezing into the apartment again, especially when I had so much extra work to do and fairies still to make. Though I supposed there was no reason why I couldn’t put Jude in the apartment and keep the house for myself. And if Angus really was offering to pay double my usual fee, it would be a most welcome boost to my bank balance just before Christmas.

‘But don’t feel obliged to say yes,’ Catherine said sincerely when I didn’t give an immediate answer. ‘I’m sure there must be other places I could try. Is there anywhere you could recommend, Bella?’

I thought of all the times that she and Angus, and even Jamie and Archie, had rushed to help me when I’d needed them, and all the kind words and company Catherine had offered as I became acclimatized to living in the house alone when Mum left for France and I was still getting used to her being so far away. Surely, I could do this simple thing for them in return?

‘I can’t think of anywhere off the top of my head,’ I therefore took pleasure in saying. ‘But that doesn’t matter, because he can stay with me.’

Catherine dropped her cutlery and clasped her hands together.

‘Are you sure?’ she gasped.

‘Yes.’ I nodded. ‘I’m sure. I can tell how much seeing this project through means to you, and I’ll be fascinated to read whatever Jude writes for myself.’

‘But surely you’ve only just moved back into the house, haven’t you?’

This was from Molly.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘literally this weekend.’

I was just about to explain that I would put Jude in the apartment, but I didn’t get the chance.

‘And that makes your decision even more generous,’ Catherine said. ‘There’s no way Jude could spread out all the papers, drawings and historical documents he’s unearthed and make sense of them in your tiny apartment, Bella, so I truly appreciate you letting him have the run of the house. He’ll certainly need the space it will give him.’

I swallowed hard, wondering if I could go back on my promise, but the look of relief on Catherine’s face halted the thought and Hayley’s next comment further banished it, too.

‘And that means I can have my studio back,’ she said gratefully, referring to the conservatory the family had adapted for her to draw and paint in. ‘Jude commandeered it the other day, and now there’s not an inch of empty surface to be seen and I need to get in there to finish my Christmas designs for Jemma and Lizzie. I’m already way behind.’

I knew the hall wasn’t short of rooms or space in which Jude could spread out, but guessed that he’d hoped the conservatory, which was a little out of the way, would be quieter.

‘So that’s settled, then,’ said Angus, clapping his hands together. ‘Shall we say that Jude can come to yours on Tuesday, Bella? That’ll give you time to move back into the apartment again, won’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I squeaked, then cleared my throat. ‘Yes,’ I repeated a little more clearly. ‘Tuesday will be fine.’






Chapter 4

Jeanie hadn’t been at all impressed when I’d messaged her and said I wouldn’t make our brunch date that Monday. She didn’t get much time to socialize thanks to the opening hours of the pub, and therefore our hours enjoying a laid-back brunch with Holly were considered sacrosanct. However, given all the extra things I now had to do, the only sensible option I had was to miss it.

‘Don’t tell me you said yes, Bella!’ Jeanie groaned, when she called later in the day to get to the bottom of why I’d not met her and an equally curious Holly; I had by then explained about Jude’s predicament.

‘Of course I said yes,’ I tutted. ‘How could I say no when Catherine and Angus have always been so kind to me and so supportive? I’ve never given them anything in return, not that they expect me to, but nonetheless this feels like an ideal opportunity for me to do something genuinely helpful for them.’

‘Well, when you put it like that,’ Jeanie reluctantly relented. ‘Jamie was a godsend when that pipe burst last winter and your plumber couldn’t come out, wasn’t he?’

‘Exactly,’ I said, shuddering at the memory and thinking that if it hadn’t been for Jamie’s help, the carnage could have been much worse. ‘The kitchen would have been unsalvageable if he hadn’t rushed to help.’

‘You would have been able to canoe around your kitchen,’ Jeanie joked.

‘Literally,’ I agreed seriously. ‘So you can see now why I agreed to letting this guy move in, can’t you?’

‘Of course,’ she responded. ‘You’ve done the right thing, even if the timing is a bit of a nuisance for you.’ I considered it more than that but had no intention of refuelling her fire by admitting as much. ‘Though I suppose with him staying in the apartment, there isn’t enough room for him to make that much of a mess or cause you too much inconvenience, is there?’

I grimaced but didn’t comment.

‘Bella?’

I’d put her on speakerphone so I could carry on going through my supplies while we talked. With Jude set to arrive the following evening, I was keen to make the most of the space in the sitting room to plan out and organize everything I was going to potentially need for the two fairies Molly had commissioned, as well as all the things for the fairies I needed to make for the fairs and the supplies now required for the workshops.

Lizzie had sent me a text earlier telling me that six people had immediately signed up for Friday and ten for Saturday, and I’d messaged her straight back asking her not to book anyone else. Sixteen people to tutor in two days was more than enough for my first post-fairy fallout attempt, especially if I had to convince any of the attendees to truly feel the fairy love.

‘Bella?’ Jeanie said again, her sharp tone filling the room and making Tink cock her head. ‘Are you still there?’

‘Yes,’ I said, reaching for one of the smaller plastic crates. ‘I’m still here.’

‘So,’ Jeanie demanded, with all the intuition of a life-long friend, ‘what aren’t you telling me?’

I let out a breath.

‘It’s nothing, really,’ I tried to say convincingly, ‘just that Jude isn’t going to be staying in the apartment. He’s moving into the house.’

‘You’re kidding?’ Jeanie gasped.

‘It’s the only way,’ I sighed. ‘Because he needs the space in the house to spread out all the archive papers he’ll be bringing with him from the hall.’

‘But you need the space for your fairy factory,’ Jeanie countered.

‘It’s not a factory,’ I tutted.

‘You know what I mean,’ she huffed.

‘I’ll manage,’ I told her. ‘I’m getting organized already, hence the brunch cancellation, and it’s only for a month. A little less than a month, actually. He’ll be going right at the beginning of December, so I’ll be able to get straight back into the house and start decorating as I usually would on the first of the month.’

The thought of getting out the boxes filled with decorations, many of which I’d loved for as long as I could remember, gave my festive spirit a timely nudge.

‘You can’t tell me you’re as happy about that as you’re trying to sound,’ Jeanie said astutely, and I inwardly cursed her ability to read my mind and knock the edge off my festive excitement in one fell swoop.

‘Perhaps not,’ I admitted, just as someone hammered on the front door, making me jump and Tink woof, ‘but it’s all arranged now and I’m not reneging on my promise.’

‘You’re too kind, Bella,’ Jeanie sighed, as if that was a genuine fault. ‘You should put yourself first every once in a while.’

‘A minute ago, you were agreeing that I’d done the right thing,’ I reminded her.

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Like you, you mean,’ I said rather unkindly as I levered myself to my feet and winced because I’d got pins and needles. ‘You could be putting yourself first by giving Tim a second chance, couldn’t you? He’s still the perfect guy for you and he’s still available…’

‘That’s different,’ Jeanie cut in, sounding hurt and making me feel bad. ‘You know I’m committed to staying in Wynbridge now, and Tim and his mates are all pub regulars, so if anything went wrong…’

‘Why would anything go wrong?’

‘You know exactly what I’m getting at,’ she shot back, cutting me off, just like I had her. ‘If we split up again, it would make life really awkward.’

‘Look,’ I said as the door was assaulted again, ‘I have to go. There’s someone at the door and they sound as if they’re about to take a sledgehammer to it.’

I ended the call and promised myself I’d ring her back later and smooth things over between us. I hoped I hadn’t just reinforced the defences she’d put up against Tim. Especially given that he was so patiently and gently trying to dismantle them. What I’d just said wasn’t the worst it could have been, but it was completely out of character for me to be so blunt and I didn’t like myself for it.

‘I’m coming, I’m coming,’ I huffed, feeling rankled as I almost tripped over Tink in my struggle to rush to the door while wearing my huge, fluffy Hallowe’en slippers as my feet slowly came back to life.

Shaped like giant pumpkins, the slippers weren’t the safest form of footwear, and I decided it was time they were put away again, especially as I was now going to have to negotiate the narrower staircase in the apartment every day until December.

It was Bonfire Night the next day, so Christmas slippers were just about justified. My favourites had sleigh bells and antlers attached. They were hardly more streamlined than the pumpkins, but maybe I’d risk it. I always reasoned that if you left wearing, reading and watching everything associated with the festive season until December itself, then you’d struggle to fit it all in. Well, I would, anyway, because I had so much to get through!

The door received another blow just as I wrenched it open and before my festive meter spiked again, and I found myself faced with a huge cardboard box and three very full lever arch files precariously balanced on the top of it.

‘Did you kick my door?’ was the first thing I crossly said, because there really could have been no other knocking option given what was now in front of me. And that supposition would explain the din.

‘I knocked on your door with my foot,’ barked the cardboard box. ‘I didn’t think you’d take so long to answer. I assume I’ve got the right house and you’re Bella?’

The cheeky sod. He’d done more than knock. I stood on tiptoe but still couldn’t see over the top of the pile to find out who had made the impertinent remark.

‘Well, please don’t knock like that again,’ I said haughtily, then instantly regretted that I’d made it sound like a request rather than a command.

‘I’m hoping I won’t have to,’ groaned the box. ‘Can I come in? This lot is really heavy, and I’d rather not have to put it all down and pick it back up again.’

‘You can’t come in until you’ve told me who you are,’ I said, frowning. ‘And possibly not even then,’ I added in a mutter.

With a heavy sigh, the box and files were lowered onto the porch step, and the man standing behind them straightened. I was somewhat taken aback by the sight of him.

‘I’m Jude,’ he said, his dark hair falling forward as he looked down at me. ‘From Wynthorpe Hall.’ His eyes tracked down to my slippers, and he frowned. ‘Catherine said you would be expecting me.’

So this was the architectural historian, Jude. He made a lot of noise for someone who was looking for peace and quiet in which to work. And he was at least thirty years younger than I’d unjustifiably presumed he would be, too.

‘Not until tomorrow,’ I said, feeling my face flush as his blue eyes met mine. ‘When I spoke with the family yesterday, we agreed that you could come tomorrow evening.’

Tink, bored of waiting to find out who had been hammering, pushed around me and started sniffing the box.

‘He’d better not cock his leg against that,’ Jude frowned. ‘There’s important Connelly history in that box.’

‘I’m sure she has better manners than that,’ I said with emphasis. ‘Doubtless she can smell her canine friends from the hall, can’t you, Tink?’

Jude and I seemed to have reach an impasse, and I resisted the urge to fold my arms and stick out my chin.

‘So,’ said Jude, as he looked over my shoulder into the house, apparently unaware that I wasn’t impressed with his first impression. ‘Can I come in or not? Catherine did say she’d messaged to let you know about the change of plan.’

‘Wait there,’ I said, going back inside to check my phone.

I knew there was no way Catherine would have sent Jude along without my approval. She would have asked if the change of plan was acceptable, not assumed that it was. Sure enough, there was a message, asking me if it would be all right for Jude to come along a day early. I had missed it landing while I was talking to Jeanie. I supposed it was too late to send Jude packing given that he was already here. I was tempted, though.

‘Catherine has messaged to ask if it would be all right if you moved in earlier than expected,’ I said, briefly flashing my phone at Jude as I went back to the door.

‘That’s what I said.’

‘That’s not quite how you put it,’ I shot back. ‘And I’m certain she wouldn’t think you’d have the nerve to just turn up without my having first said you can.’

I felt myself further bristle at the sight of Tink practically sitting on his feet and staring adoringly up at him. She was usually such a good judge of character, but Jude, with his blue eyes and long, dark lashes, had somehow managed to pull the wool over her eyes without so much as a treat or a fuss to make up for his bad manners. I’d have to have words with her later. Remind her what he’d said about her cocking a leg.

‘Well, no,’ Jude sighed, his shoulders dropping. ‘I don’t suppose Catherine would be expecting me to do that. I’m sorry. I just assumed you would have spoken to her in the time it took me to pack my car and get here.’

He must have been in a rush.

‘And also assumed that I would have said yes,’ I pointed out.

‘I really am sorry,’ he said again. ‘I was feeling a bit desperate.’

I supposed his confession did tally with what the others had said about his desire to get away from the hall at lunch the previous day. And if certain family members had been on form again, I further supposed that that had done nothing to temper Jude’s desire to escape.

‘Well, as you’re here now, you’d better come in,’ I relented, blocking out the sound of Jeanie’s voice telling me to stand my ground and put myself first. ‘Let’s get the door shut before the heat completely disappears, and then I’ll call Catherine and let her know you’re here and that it’s fine for you to stay.’

‘I’ve got loads more stuff in the car,’ Jude said, bending to pick the first load up again and not offering a single word of thanks. ‘Shall I bring it all in now?’

‘You might as well.’ I shrugged resignedly.

While I talked to Catherine and reassured her that Jude was fine to arrive early, I heard him heading in and out multiple times.

‘He’ll be so relieved,’ Catherine said to me as another gust of Wynbridge wind filled the hall. ‘He’s out somewhere again now, so I know he’s definitely had enough of our noise. I’ll message and let him know he can come to you today.’

I didn’t tell her that he was already with me. I thought I’d leave him to deal with the awkwardness of that. He’d have to tell her he’d expected I would say yes, because he must have already cleared his room and therefore wouldn’t be going back today. And if the current toing and froing was any indicator, he’d also removed every document relating to the lengthy and ancient history of the hall, and someone would be bound to notice that.

‘There,’ he said, putting the last carton down as I went back into the sitting room, having ended the call, ‘that’s the last of it.’

I looked around the room and wondered at the wisdom of having so recently spent so long tidying the place up again.

‘It was pretty full already,’ he said, with a nod to all of my fairy boxes, ‘but it’s almost impossible to move in here now.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I told him, ‘I’ll move as much of my stuff out again as I can, though a few crates might have to stay down here because there won’t be room for them upstairs in the apartment.’

‘So where would this lot usually be when you’re renting the house out?’ he asked, with a nod to the table.

I tried not to bristle again, despite the edge to his tone.

‘None of what I need would usually be set out like this,’ I told him, feeling defensive. ‘So it wouldn’t take up as much space. You’ve landed right at my busiest work time.’

I did obviously make stock throughout the year as well as for Christmas, but given my current extra workload, I had needed to check I had the required number of supplies. Hence the unusually large and detailed stocktake.

‘Oh, right,’ Jude said, looking around but making no apology for putting me out. Perhaps he hadn’t had the chance to process that he had. ‘So what exactly is it that you do?’

‘I make fairies,’ I told him, and he looked astounded. ‘My business, Away With The Fairies, specializes mostly in keepsake commissions, which I sell online.’

‘I see,’ he said, but I could tell he didn’t.

Ordinarily, if someone specifically asked, I would have reached for one of my completed pieces and explained about them, but Jude wasn’t exactly giving off an ‘I want to know all about it’ vibe. I felt belittled as a result, but I wasn’t sure if that was the result of his reaction or my interpretation of it. Perhaps the feeling was a hangover from what had happened at school? It had been much on my mind since the workshop offer came along, so I might have been feeling more than usually sensitive, I supposed.

‘And what about all this other stuff?’ he said, looking at the ephemera I’d only just set out when I restyled the place to my taste again.
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