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      Flynn Carter was sitting at his office desk, perplexed. As Monday mornings went, this one was full of the unexpected.

      Staring out through the window over the grounds of Starcross Manor he took in the wintry scene typical of a November day in the Scottish Highlands. He watched the hypnotic flurry of snowflakes falling to the ground, which was already covered with a light dusting, before staring back at the letter in his hand. It just didn’t make sense to him. He placed it back on the desk and checked his watch, willing Julia to hurry. He needed to talk to her.

      Finally Julia opened the door and breezed into his office. ‘It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas!’ she trilled.

      ‘It’s November,’ replied Flynn, smiling indulgently. He knew how much his fiancée loved Christmas.

      ‘Which means it’s nearly Christmas! It’s a beautiful winter wonderland out there. I just love this time of year. Have you heard the news this morning? Trains are delayed and the gritters are out. You’d think we’d be used to this kind of weather by now; it’s so predictable.’

      The weather in the past week had been on the chilly side and looking at the grey sky through the window Flynn knew the snow was only going to get heavier. Julia unravelled her scarf as she walked over to him and playfully touched his cheek with her cold hand.

      ‘Get off me,’ he said, good-humouredly. ‘You’re freezing.’

      ‘You love it. Now, what’s up with you? You’ve picked the worst time to have a crisis – right in the middle of breakfast.’ Julia owned the local B&B and had received the distress call from Flynn just after she’d finished cooking forty full Scottish breakfasts for her guests. ‘I’ve left Eleni in charge but I can’t stay away long as it’s a big changeover day and the bedrooms need cleaning. Coffee?’ she asked, pointing at the coffee machine in the far corner of the office.

      Flynn nodded. ‘A strong one.’

      ‘You have me intrigued,’ she replied, glancing back over her shoulder.

      ‘We need to talk weddings. One wedding in particular.’

      Julia paused, clearly noticing the grave look on Flynn’s face.

      ‘Okay,’ she replied, sitting down on the chair opposite him and sliding a mug of coffee towards him. ‘I know you’ve been under a lot of strain lately, but this wasn’t quite the romantic conversation I’ve been anticipating.’

      Even though the two of them had been engaged for the last twelve months they’d still been unable to pin down a date for their wedding. With all their business commitments, and the fact they wanted to go on honeymoon straight after, not to mention Heartcross becoming ever more popular with tourists year-round, it was proving increasingly difficult.

      Flynn’s face softened. ‘I’m not talking about us. I’d like nothing more than to marry you right now but with business being so busy⁠—’

      Julia opened her arms wide and interrupted. ‘My dream is a whimsical winter wedding.’ She laid her hands on her heart. ‘I can perfectly picture my outfit, which obviously I can’t tell you about except to say that it will be complemented by a faux-fur jacket and bold berry lipstick, all festive glam.’ She glanced towards the window as she continued. ‘There will be a sprinkling of snow on the ground, snowflakes in our hair, and we’d be surrounded by the silvery mountainous landscape, the icy waters of the lake, a magnificent manor house…’

      ‘You sound like you’re writing a feature for a wedding magazine! It all seems wonderful to me and I can’t wait to make you my wife. There’s nothing I want more.’

      ‘I know, I know, but finding a time in the schedule to organise it all, and then to take time off work to go on honeymoon… Thank goodness you have your wedding planner now. That must make things a little easier? Surely we can take the pressure off us and hand everything over to her? It’s not as though we don’t have a lovely venue to get married in and the best chefs to cater for us—and our friends can walk here.’

      ‘Correction: I had a wedding planner. That’s part of the reason I called you.’ Flynn pushed the letter he’d been re-reading over the desk towards Julia.

      ‘What’s this?’ she asked, picking it up and glancing over it.

      ‘Jenny has resigned, leaving the competition winners without a wedding planner.’

      Starcross Manor had just launched a national competition, the winners receiving the wedding of their dreams this coming Christmas Eve with no expense spared.

      ‘It’s an absolute disaster.’ Flynn exhaled. ‘The competition winners have just been announced and are due in at the end of the week to meet the now non-existent wedding planner. What am I going to do now?’

      ‘Let’s not panic; it’s going to be okay,’ Julia reassured him soothingly. ‘Jenny’s resignation letter doesn’t give much away, does it? But I do know her mother was poorly. Maybe she’s taking time to care for her.’

      ‘Maybe,’ replied Flynn. ‘But why wouldn’t she just come and talk to me and ask for compassionate leave? I have tried to telephone her but it just goes straight to answerphone, and now I’m stuck with a real dilemma. I don’t suppose⁠—’

      ‘Absolutely not,’ cut in Julia, knowing exactly what Flynn was about to suggest. ‘As much as I love you and would love to help you out on this occasion, my B&B is going to be just as busy as Starcross Manor in the run-up to Christmas. I have no time to be organising weddings.’

      ‘You can’t blame a man for trying.’ With a look of despair on his face, Flynn raked his hand through his hair and leaned back in his chair.

      ‘Is there a possibility you could explain to the winning couple that there’s been a change in staffing and unfortunately the wedding needs to be postponed?’ enquired Julia.

      Sitting up, Flynn turned the computer screen towards her and tapped on an email. It was from the winning bride and it oozed excitement. She couldn’t thank Flynn enough for making their dreams come true. ‘Would you like to have that conversation?’

      ‘After reading that email, probably not. I can understand her excitement. Christmas Eve, Starcross Manor … it’s a fairytale come true for any couple and for it to be all expenses paid? A dream!’

      ‘The competition was meant to put Starcross Manor on the map. A one-stop shop, with the best wedding planner in the business. All the publicity would be a huge boost for the business and every step of their journey was meant to be filmed for our promotional video showcasing the outstanding service we provide to make all your wedding dreams come true. I was hoping this would lead to Starcross Manor becoming the top wedding venue in Scotland. I managed to persuade one of the best independent film-makers in the country to help me out on this project, even though he’s normally filming wildlife, not weddings.’

      ‘Guy’s work is exceptional, but I’ve seen comments on social media that he didn’t attend the film awards and Isla was saying last time he was in the village he seemed preoccupied and a little unsociable.’

      ‘He’s not here to make friends; he’s here to put Starcross Manor on the map.’

      ‘What about starting the recruitment process again?’ suggested Julia, trying to prevent Flynn from wallowing.

      ‘I don’t think we have enough time to readvertise, sort through the applications, arrange interviews… The wedding is in five weeks’ time, so it will be here before we’ve selected someone.’

      ‘There’s got to be another solution, someone else who can step in. What about another member of the staff you already have?’

      ‘I’ve thought of that, but the staff that I’d trust with this project are already flat out with their own jobs during the run-up to Christmas. The hotel is fully booked and we have all the normal festivities that need to be catered for. Can you imagine how many guests we have to look after on Christmas Day?’

      For a moment they sat in silence, both of them thinking.

      Flynn’s phone pinged. ‘It’s Libby,’ he said, glancing towards the screen.

      ‘And how is that gorgeous sister of yours?’

      ‘Christmas crazy as usual. She’s got a few weeks off work before she starts her new job with Frazier. I still can’t believe she was headhunted by them and that they want to incorporate her fashion business into their brand.’

      ‘What? How have I missed this bit of news? That’s so exciting! They’re one of the biggest fashion houses in New York and it’s such a great opportunity. Hang on a minute, is she moving?’

      ‘It’s all happened within the last forty-eight hours and yes, I believe they’ve allocated her an apartment. It will be a fantastic opportunity for her. I think she said her new title is “chief fashion designer” and she’ll be leaving for New York just after New Year’s. I’m very proud of her after everything she’s been through.’

      ‘She’s a superstar and deserves the world. But New York… I’m going to miss her. We must celebrate Christmas together and I’m going to call her and arrange a catch-up soon so she can tell me all about the new job. I want to hear all the details—’ Julia stopped mid-sentence and held Flynn’s gaze. ‘Oh my…’ Julia began flapping her hand in excitement. ‘Did you just say that Libby has a few weeks off work before she starts her new job? That might be a solution to your problem: wedding-loving Libby! She designs dresses—including wedding dresses—she’s organised, has a great eye for detail, and if she’s not leaving for New York until January, she could be your temporary wedding planner! Give her a ring! You have nothing to lose by asking.’

      For a moment, Flynn was quiet as he mulled over the suggestion. Then a smile began to spread across his face. ‘You may be right. This might be the ideal solution and I know I can trust her to do a good job but…’ He exhaled. ‘Remember the last time I offered her a job?’

      ‘I do, but that was in completely different circumstances. Libby needed to stand on her own two feet and bounce back on her own terms. I know all you were doing was looking out for her, but at the time she viewed it as you taking pity on her. It’s different now. She’s a strong, independent woman who doesn’t settle for anything or anyone less than she deserves. She believes in her own ability and has created a successful fashion business that has put her on the map. And now she’s been headhunted by one of the top fashion houses in America! Plus, this would be just a temporary situation to help you out.’

      ‘I’m suddenly feeling guilty that I haven’t spent more time with her. I know we’ve both been busy, but Edinburgh is only twenty-five minutes away by helicopter, whereas New York is a long-haul flight away.’

      ‘I hear you. We just need to make sure we spend as much time as possible with her over Christmas, and if she agrees to the idea of planning this wedding for you, we’ll see her a lot more over the next few weeks. I’m telling you, this is the perfect solution. Libby would be a brilliant wedding planner.’

      Before Julia could finish her sentence, Flynn was shutting down his computer and pulling on his jacket. He swigged back his coffee and grabbed his wallet from the drawer before slipping his phone into his inside pocket.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I’m going to Edinburgh.’

      ‘What, now?’

      ‘Yes, now. I think I’ve got more chance of persuading Libby face-to-face rather than by a telephone call, because you’re right, she would be perfect for the job. We could put her up in one of the lodges in the grounds and we’d get to spend more time with her before she leaves. I’m praying she agrees.’ Fastening his coat and pulling on his gloves, he grabbed his hat and pressed a swift kiss to Julia’s lips. ‘Did I tell you that you’re simply the best?’

      The door swung closed behind him, leaving Julia smiling. ‘Fly carefully,’ she bellowed after him. ‘The snow is coming down.’

      ‘I love you,’ he shouted back.

      Walking to the window, Julia drank her coffee and looked over towards the helipad. Flynn was already striding across the white ground towards the navy-coloured helicopter, which displayed his initials in bold gold lettering on the side. It didn’t take long before the blades spun round and the machine lifted effortlessly off the ground. Julia hoped the snow would stay light until Flynn was safely back at Starcross Manor.

      Within minutes Flynn was out of sight. After pulling on her coat and wrapping her scarf around her neck, Julia picked up from his desk the framed photograph of him, Libby and their dad, Wilbur. Thinking about everything that Libby had gone through in the last ten years brought tears to Julia’s eyes. Despite being put through hell she’d picked herself up and was now heading to New York. Julia was proud of her and she knew Flynn was too.

      Noticing a stack of wedding magazines on the shelf behind the desk, Julia glanced at the top one. The model looked stunning wearing ice blue. The long-sleeved tulle gown featured floral sequin artwork that allowed the dress to sparkle from top to toe. To complement the dress, the model had a fake fur jacket over her shoulders. At that moment a thought crossed Julia’s mind: if Libby accepted Flynn’s offer, maybe while she was here Julia could ask her to make her future wedding outfit.

      Julia laid one of the magazines in the middle of Flynn’s desk and stuck a Post-it note on top. She wrote:

      
        
        Life’s too short. Let’s get that date fixed. Marry me! X
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      Five weeks to Christmas

      Libby stepped over the cardboard boxes that were dotted about the living room and made her way towards the kitchen. She hadn’t even managed to have a cup of tea yet so she switched on the kettle. She asked Alexa to play Heart Christmas and immediately Christmas songs began to filter through the living room, adding to the festive feel.

      For the last few days she’d been slowly packing her possessions. She was looking forward to her move to New York in the new year.

      ‘I declare it’s officially Christmas,’ she sang to herself as her favourite Christmas song, ‘Fairytale of New York’, began. Jigging over to the fridge, she grabbed the milk.

      Once upon a time Christmas had brought her painful memories, because it reminded her of the time when her life had changed for ever. But time was a great healer and she’d come to terms with the past. She was now at a very good place in her life, with a successful career, and about to embark on a whole new adventure. With a cup of tea in her hand, she looked around at the boxes that held her life. She couldn’t possibly take all this stuff with her to New York, could she?

      This rented house had served her well in the last ten years. Between these four walls she’d laughed – though no doubt cried more – and it had been her safe haven, allowing her to rebuild her life in the wake of everything she’d gone through. Feeling suddenly proud of how far she’d come, she picked up the letter that had changed her life and re-read the job offer from Frazier. She’d applied for the job on a whim and never in her wildest dreams had thought she would be offered the position. But here she was holding the confirmation letter to her brand-new life.

      Her obsession with clothes had started when she was just a little girl. Her father was a man of outlandish suits and hats, which fascinated her, and most weekends – much to her brother’s discomfort – she would make Flynn stand still for hours while she dressed him in outfits that she’d concocted from local jumble sales.

      Finishing her drink, she looked towards the bay window. Even though it was still November, the next job on her list was putting up the Christmas tree. Libby was hoping Flynn and Julia would invite her to spend Christmas with them, but in the meantime, she still wanted to be surrounded by twinkly fairy lights and decorations in the run-up. Climbing the stairs, Libby pulled down the loft ladder and clambered into the attic. The artificial tree and a box of favourite decorations were just in front of her but as she was about to grab them, she stopped in her tracks. Above her there was a deafening drone and a whirl of rotors – a noise Libby recognised instantly. There was a helicopter above her house.

      After lowering the tree and decorations onto the landing, Libby shut the loft and dragged them down the stairs. Moving towards the bay window she could immediately see a sea of bobble hats on the edge of the green, their owners pointing up at the sky. The crowd was both amazed and amused.

      ‘I can always rely on you to make an entrance, can’t I?’ she murmured to herself. She watched the helicopter with her brother’s initials descend onto the blanket of snow that covered the green and then went to open the front door. Smiling in the face of the cold blast of air that greeted her, Libby leaned against the door frame and folded her arms. She was always happy to see her brother.

      Within seconds, Flynn had shut the door of the helicopter and hurried over the fresh, undisturbed snow. As soon as he noticed Libby waiting for him in her doorway, he grinned and bent down, scooping snow up in his hands.

      ‘Don’t you dare!’ she shouted.

      ‘I dare!’ He laughed, playfully throwing a snowball in her direction, making her shriek.

      ‘Hey!’ She laughed, stepping back as the snowball hit the step in front of her.

      ‘Hi, sis! Surprise!’ He kissed her on both cheeks before stamping the snow off his boots.

      ‘A surprise indeed!’ She pointed towards the helicopter. ‘You do know you’re testing your luck with the local constabulary, don’t you? That is not legal.’

      ‘They all love me, and anyway it’s worth the risk if it means I get to come and see my sister.’

      Libby opened the door wide and Flynn stepped inside.

      ‘And what are you doing here in this weather? I texted you only this morning and you never mentioned you were coming.’

      ‘A brother can come and see his sister just because, can’t he?’ His tone was jovial as he took off his coat and hung it in the hallway.

      ‘He can, but in this weather? I reckon it means you need a favour and it’s such a big favour that you can’t ask by text. Don’t forget, I’ve known you all my life.’

      ‘Funny that,’ he replied, following Libby into the living room and walking straight into a cardboard box. ‘You’ve been busy.’

      ‘I’m just trying to sort out everything before I go to New York. You really don’t realise the volume of crap you acquire until you have to pack it all up.’

      ‘Where are you going to store all this? Surely you’re not taking everything with you?’

      Libby screwed up her face then gave Flynn a cheeky smile. ‘I was actually going to ask if my favourite brother could help in any way.’

      ‘I’m your only brother,’ he pointed out. ‘And of course I can! I could even go one better than that.’

      Libby narrowed her eyes.

      ‘I can get someone over to pack up all the rest of your stuff for you.’

      ‘And why would you do that? Call me suspicious but you’ve flown here, in this worsening weather, without prior warning, and now you’re offering to do me a good deed? I’m not complaining, mind you. Packing up a house is possibly one of the worst jobs in the world. But it is definitely suspicious.’

      ‘Can a brother not help out his sister without there being an ulterior motive?’ he replied, knowing full well he was telling a little white lie and about to ask Libby for an enormous favour. ‘And can I just add how proud I am of you? You’ve come so far.’ He placed a supportive hand on her elbow. ‘This job sounds amazing and you deserve it.’

      ‘Mmm, showering me with compliments now too? Don’t be too nice, you’ll have me getting all emotional. Now, let’s make you a drink and you can tell me the real reason why you’re here.’ Libby lightly nudged his shoulder. ‘You can also help me decorate the tree.’

      A few minutes later, Libby handed Flynn a mug of tea. While she boiled the kettle he’d slotted the artificial Christmas tree together, and it now had pride of place in the bay window. Its twisted, threadbare branches had seen better days.

      ‘This tree has certainly had its day,’ Flynn said wryly.

      ‘It’s well loved,’ Libby argued. It was like an old family friend. Its lights had twinkled in this living room for the past ten years. ‘I still remember trundling off to the garden centre to buy it. My first Christmas on my own in this place. At first, I struggled to fit it in the car.’

      ‘No shit, Sherlock, you drive a Mini!’

      ‘A convertible Mini, which was a lifesaver. I put the roof down and got the tree home. I’m surprised I didn’t catch pneumonia though, as it was minus two outside and a fifteen-minute drive.’

      Flynn laughed. ‘Only you. Where’s the box of decorations?’ he asked, placing his drink on the table.

      ‘Right there.’ Libby pointed to a cardboard box.

      Delving into the box she pulled out anything that sparkled. ‘Wait, we need to put the lights on first. Here they are,’ she said, dragging out a reel of fairy lights. ‘Every year I tell myself off for not putting them away properly,’ she said as she yanked them apart. She noticed Flynn smiling and paused, her eyebrows raised in question.

      ‘They won’t have a cat in hell’s chance of working if you pull them like that. Give them here.’

      Libby watched Flynn untangle the lights, weaving them in and out of tangled loops of wire with ease.

      ‘Right, there you go. All you need is a little patience. Plug them in.’

      ‘Here goes,’ she said, bending down and pushing the plug into the socket. They both stood and waited. Absolutely nothing. Not a flash of light or a glimmer of hope.

      ‘I think you might have to try and switch the plug socket on,’ shared Flynn, cocking an eyebrow.

      ‘Oh, yeah!’ She giggled, flicking the switch. Instantly, the lights began to twinkle. ‘Look at those. Isn’t Christmas just a magical time of the year?’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Now that’s sorted, you best tell me why you’re actually here.’ She gave him a sideward glance as they began to wrap the lights around the tree.

      ‘Okay,’ he said, taking a breath. ‘I’m here to talk weddings.’

      Flynn had Libby’s full attention now and she stopped in her tracks. Her mouth fell open then she grinned. ‘Oh my God, you and Julia have set a date? Finally!’ She gave a little shriek, threw her arms open wide and hugged Flynn tightly. ‘This is brilliant—and about time. When? Where? I’m assuming Starcross Manor? Winter or summer? Look at me, I’ll already be asking for time off from my new job the second I arrive.’

      ‘And breathe.’ Flynn laughed. ‘It’s not Julia.’

      Immediately the smile slipped from Libby’s face and her mouth fell open for a second time, though this time for different reasons. ‘Please tell me you haven’t been⁠—’

      ‘Of course I haven’t been cheating on Julia!’ Flynn was quick to interrupt, looking aghast that she would even suggest such a thing. ‘I can’t wait to marry her.’

      Libby held her hands against her fast-beating heart. ‘Thank God for that.’

      ‘But I am in a bit of a dilemma. Jenny, my wedding planner, has quit with no explanation and left me in a predicament. I launched a competition to give one lucky couple the wedding of their dreams—all expenses paid—on Christmas Eve. The couple are being filmed through the whole process and I was going to use the video for promotional marketing, maybe TV ads or possibly a one-off TV programme highlighting Starcross Manor as the elite wedding venue in Scotland. My hope was that the footage would help to attract celebrity and high-net-worth clients, putting us on the map, but now I have no wedding coordinator to plan the whole thing. Jenny picked the winner out of the hundreds of entries, announced their names, then resigned…’

      ‘Blimey! That’s not good timing. If she’d have hung fire, you would have had time to rearrange the wedding date and employ someone else.’

      ‘Exactly, and now I have a couple that are overjoyed and excited … but no means of giving them the wedding they’ve been promised.’

      ‘You’re in a mess. But what are you doing here? You should be recruiting a brand-new wedding planner instead of hanging baubles on my tree. And why are you looking at me in that way…’

      Flynn gave her a hopeful smile. ‘I thought wedding-loving Libby, who is obsessed with Christmas, could possibly come to my rescue.’

      The penny had well and truly dropped. ‘Me? You want me to be your wedding planner? But I’ve got a job, not to mention I have to pack this house up and tie up all of my loose ends here before I fly to the Big Apple.’

      Flynn perched on the arm of the sofa. ‘Just hear me out. I only need five weeks—max—of your time and I don’t trust anyone else to do it. I know you won’t let me down and if you take on the job you can come and live at Starcross Manor and spend the whole holiday season with us. Dad will be over the moon to see you.’

      ‘Except Dad won’t be there. His feet haven’t touched the ground since his retirement and he’s touring Spain, Portugal and the Canary Islands on a winter cruise for the next month or so.’

      ‘He arrives back on Christmas Eve, just in time to devour the best Christmas feast he’s ever laid eyes on, and we could all be waiting for him. Like I said, I can arrange for your belongings to be boxed and stored, taking the pressure off you here. For the wedding, we can source the cake from Rona at Bonnie’s Teashop, the flowers from Buttercup Barn, and, to top it all off, we have Andrew Glossop on board for the catering… You’re brilliant at interior design, coordinating colours and you love Christmas! I honestly can’t think of anyone better to step in. Please at least think about it?’

      Libby was completely taken by surprise at the request but she could see the predicament that Flynn was in. ‘I wasn’t expecting this. It’s a lot to take in.’

      ‘I know, but as well as your accommodation, I can pay you and offer you all your meals for free at Starcross Manor. I’m ready to offer anything you want to get you to help me pull this off. Christmas at Starcross Manor will be fabulous and Julia would love to hang out with you before you go to New York. We both would.’

      ‘But coordinate a wedding? This is someone’s big day. The day they’ve dreamed about all of their life. And I’m meant to be taking a few weeks off, not making myself busier than ever. I’ve been working flat out and I was looking forward to some down time before I started my new job.’

      ‘Just think of it as co-ordinating a large fashion show. You dress the room and flowers according to your collection. It wouldn’t be that much different, surely?’

      ‘But what about dress materials, sewing machines, portfolios of ideas for the bride and groom to look through?’

      ‘Anything you need, you will have. There’s a studio in the grounds of Starcross Manor where everything can be planned from, and a workshop for yourself.’ Flynn put his hands together in a prayer-like pose and the hopeful smile made another appearance.

      ‘And how long have I got to think about this?’ asked Libby.

      Flynn looked at his watch, then out of the window. The snow was still falling. ‘About thirty minutes while we finish decorating the tree.’

      Libby laughed. ‘Oh, the pressure. You’d best get decorating!’ she ordered, throwing bright red tinsel at him. ‘In the meantime, I’ll have a think.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Libby stood on tiptoe and placed the fairy on top of the tree. The fairy, too, was ancient, bought the same time as the tree. ‘We’ve been through hell and back, this fairy and me.’

      Standing side by side, Flynn and Libby admired their work. The tree had been transformed and it sparkled before their eyes, magnificent with its glittery baubles and multi-coloured tinsel. Libby smiled at the twinkly lights. She felt the same as she did every year: a little emotional by the time she had finished decorating the tree. It was always a welcome reminder of her strength and determination … and how far she’d come.

      ‘It looks beautiful – and what a perfect backdrop.’ Libby looked out of the bay window over the green. The snow was still falling and she watched as smoke spiralled out of a neighbour’s chimney and disappeared into the grey sky in the peaceful silence. She turned back towards Flynn.

      ‘And I get all my meals for free, you say?’

      Flynn’s eyes widened. ‘Yes! Does this mean…?’

      ‘As if I’m going to leave my brother in the lurch. I mean, it’s a win-win. I get to help you out, design and make a wedding dress, co-ordinate someone’s special day, and after we’ve watched them get married on Christmas Eve, I get to spend Christmas with my family. I can’t wait to see Dad.’

      Flynn picked Libby up and hugged her. ‘I blooming love you! Thank you!’

      She patted his shoulder. ‘Put me down. To be honest I can’t wait. It’s going to be so much fun, and as I love weddings and Christmas, it’s the perfect combination.’

      ‘I can’t wait to tell Julia. She’ll be over the moon to see you.’ Flynn’s smile couldn’t be wider.

      ‘And me her, but you best give me some details. When do you want me to arrive?’

      They both sat down on the settee. ‘I’ve not even looked at the file of the competition winners. All I know is they are called David and Miranda and they are looking forward to their once in a lifetime wedding. They are coming in next week to meet the wedding planner and Guy is arriving some time Wednesday, I believe.’

      ‘Who’s Guy?

      ‘The film-maker. He’s going to be following and filming your every move along with the happy couple. As I mentioned, some of the footage will hopefully be used to promote and market Starcross Manor as the go-to wedding destination, while the rest will be for the bride and groom, a reminder of their special day. So … anytime late this week, does that work for you?’

      ‘I’ll pack my suitcase and be with you by Wednesday.’

      ‘I promise I’ll take care of everything here. I’ll even get the Christmas tree transported if you wish.’

      Libby laughed. ‘The extremes you’ll go to so I won’t change my mind.’

      ‘I can send the helicopter back for you?’

      ‘I’m okay travelling by train,’ replied Libby, who was not keen on any mode of flying. Already the thought of the long flight to New York was filling her with dread.

      ‘You’re a lifesaver.’

      ‘I know!’

      Flynn hugged Libby again. ‘I don’t mean to disappear on you so soon, but the weather isn’t great and Julia will be worrying until I’m back.’

      ‘It’s okay. You just get yourself back safe.’

      Flynn grabbed his coat from the hallway and kissed Libby on the cheek. ‘I’ll get the winners’ file ready for you and sort the essentials—sewing machine, et cetera—and I’ll leave the rest in your capable hands.’

      ‘See you Wednesday!’

      Libby stood and watched Flynn stride across the snowy green. Within a couple of minutes, the helicopter had lifted off the ground. Libby waved and closed the front door. Wandering back into the living room, she smiled at the cardboard boxes and switched on the TV. If Flynn was going to arrange for her house to be packed up, she might as well make the most of her free afternoon. With a box of chocolates perched on the arm of her chair, she got comfy on the settee and snuggled under the heated throw. There was only one thing on her agenda: to find a romantic comedy to watch, one that combined Christmas and weddings. She considered it crucial research as her aim was to organise the winter wedding of the century.
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      At the train station, the buildings were already shrouded with Christmas decorations, and a gigantic tree led the way to the platforms. As Libby weaved her way through the festive travellers, pulling her suitcase behind her, she noticed all the loved-up couples, hand in hand, and felt a pang in her heart. She wondered if she could ever let herself be loved by anyone again. This was her tenth Christmas being single and she was more than okay with that … most of the time. Her work was her lifeline and the only constant in her life, outside her family.

      In the last couple of days, there had been numerous travel disruptions on the railways and buses, the continuous fall of snow making it difficult to travel anywhere. But thankfully Libby’s train was still running and on time. She made her way to the ticket machine and after purchasing her ticket she sought the shelter of the waiting room and texted Flynn.

      
        
        Your Knightess in shining armour is on her way!

      

      

      His reply pinged back almost immediately.

      
        
        I can’t wait to see you but the snow has taken over Heartcross. There are no buses or taxis running at Glensheil Station but don’t worry, I’ll send transportation.

      

      

      Flynn followed up his text with a winky face.

      Libby smiled; she wouldn’t put it past Flynn to send reindeer pulling a sleigh. Just at that moment there was an announcement over the tannoy that her train was arriving. Libby stepped onto the platform and saw the train rumbling towards her, followed by a sound of the brakes squealing as it slowed to a stop. Slipping her phone into her bag she held tightly onto her suitcase as her fellow passengers began to flood the platform.

      Making her way to the first-class carriage, she located her seat and pushed her luggage into the hold before settling in. The journey by train was just over four hours but with a good book and a stack of wedding magazines in her bag Libby was looking forward to relaxing, reading and taking in the spectacular views of the Scottish Highlands. Libby loved Heartcross and catching up with all the gang in the village. She loved everything about the olde worlde feel of the place, from the River Heart to the impressive castle standing tall in front of the magnificent mountains, to the delicious cakes from Bonnie’s Teashop and the roast dinners at The Grouse and Haggis. Flynn had tried many times to entice her to join his team and even though his offers had always been tempting, she knew her passion was for fashion and designing dresses.

      Taking a wedding magazine out of her bag, Libby began to flick through the pages. The only thing she knew about the competition winners was their names—Miranda and David—and she was eagerly anticipating their first meeting. Libby couldn’t wait to share her ideas. She was going to embrace this winter’s plush colours, glittery décor, roaring fires and a frosty sprinkling of snow. It was going to be so romantic. Regardless of the theme of the wedding, Libby knew it was essential to design the dress first, knowing its colour and design would guide the bride and groom to choosing all the other wonderful wintry details. Libby had pinged an email to Flynn late on Tuesday afternoon, listing everything she needed including contacts that would showcase all things festive. ‘Be glitzy, go quirky’ was always Libby’s motto at the beginning of any dress design. In the fashion world glittering gold was really hot right now, and luxe precious metal tones would make the bride and the wedding decor look radiant.

      Flicking through the magazine she stopped at a feature on bridal jewels. Libby already had pearls in mind. Freshwater pearls were unique, and paired with gold they would give a luxurious modern nod to the festive season.

      Libby was going to do everything she could to ensure this couple got to live their fairytale by creating the perfect winter wonderland wedding. She envisaged a secret winter garden, an ideal place for the guests to toast marshmallows and grab a hot chocolate. They could possibly even have a churros station. Warm blankets could be on hand, with a sign next to them saying: to have and to hold in case you get cold. For the reception, Libby was already imagining the juxtaposition of rustic oak beams and delicate fairy lighting. She knew she was going to have so much fun during the coming weeks and she couldn’t wait to watch the lucky winners walk down the aisle.

      The woman sitting opposite Libby on the train ordered a cup of coffee then pointed to the magazine. ‘Whoever he is, he’s a lucky man.’

      Libby shook her head. ‘It’s not me getting married but I do have the job of organising a Christmas Eve wedding.’

      ‘How romantic,’ replied the woman. ‘I’m sure it will be very magical.’

      Libby smiled, but inside she felt that old familiar pang. There was a time when she thought she would get married, but things didn’t work out that way for her and for many years she’d blamed herself. Pushing the past out of her mind, she determined to focus on the present. ‘I see you’re married, how many years?’ she asked the woman.

      ‘Would you believe fifty years next year?’ The woman gave a warm smile.

      ‘That is true love right there.’

      ‘Believe me, there’s been many a time I’ve wanted to commit murder,’ the woman said with a laugh. ‘But I have to say, I think it’s a lottery and a happy marriage is based on luck. As much as I joke, I’ve had a very happy life and wouldn’t change a thing.’

      ‘You’re indeed lucky,’ replied Libby.

      As the train pulled into the next station, the woman said goodbye to Libby and made her way to the platform. A ticket inspector with a rosy-cheeked smile appeared in the aisle and checked Libby’s ticket.

      ‘Glensheil, right by Heartcross. Such a beautiful part of the world.’

      ‘It is,’ agreed Libby.

      ‘The snow has fallen quite heavily in those parts and the buses and taxis aren’t running from the station. Do you have transportation arranged?’

      ‘I do, thanks.’ Libby smiled. ‘My brother is sending someone for me.’

      The inspector nodded and continued down the carriage. Numerous doors slammed a few moments later and then the whistle blew followed by a shout. As the train set off again, Libby watched the snow-covered trees and houses whizz past the window. Feeling tired she rested her head against her scarf on the window pane and closed her eyes.

      The next thing she knew the ticket inspector was lightly shaking her.

      ‘Excuse me, ma’am, we are in Glensheil. You’ve nearly missed your stop.’

      Startled, Libby looked out of the window and immediately recognised the station. She couldn’t believe she’d been asleep all this time. ‘Oh my, thank you so much for waking me,’ she said, jumping up, collecting her suitcase and making sure she had all her belongings. As she made her way to the door, she saw the carriage was nearly empty and she was the only one to disembark from the train at Glensheil. She stepped on to the platform. There wasn’t a soul in sight.

      Knowing she was lucky to have arrived as planned despite the worsening weather, Libby pulled her suitcase across the gritted platform and headed towards the exit, hoping someone was waiting for her. The view, as ever, was stunning, with Heartcross Mountain in the distance, the peak covered in snow. It was breathtakingly picture-perfect, looking like a painting she’d once seen in an art gallery.

      Reaching the station exit she saw that the snow was untouched and there wasn’t a vehicle anywhere. Libby knew it was going to be impossible for a car to travel in these conditions and she reached into her bag to ring Flynn, but she had no mobile signal.

      Debating whether to abandon her case and start walking, Libby heard the drone of an engine and the beep of a horn. She looked up to find Drew was waving madly at her through the window of his tractor. He pulled up just in front of her and left the engine running.

      ‘Lib! It’s great to see you,’ he said, jumping down from the cab. ‘I see you’ve brought the good weather with you.’

      Libby smiled. ‘Look at this place. I’m surprised you got here, never mind me.’

      Drew opened the passenger door. ‘I know. There are transport cancellations everywhere today. Flynn sent me as there’s no other vehicle getting through here at the minute. The snow ploughs are out in force so hopefully things will be better within the next few hours.’ Drew was his normal happy self, his tight blond corkscrew curls springing from underneath his woolly hat. As usual he was wearing his khaki farm overalls. ‘You climb in, I’ll get your suitcase.’ The snow crunched under Drew’s boots as he quickly retrieved the case and threw it into the back of the tractor before jumping back behind the wheel. ‘It may be a little bumpy when we reach the track.’

      ‘Don’t worry about that, I’m just glad I’m not stranded at the station.’

      The tractor began to move through the snow with ease and Libby held on to her seat as they bounced along.

      ‘So you’re here for Christmas?’

      ‘Yes, and I can’t wait to spend some time with the family.’

      ‘And I believe after Christmas you’re off to the Big Apple?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Flynn has been telling us all about it and that you’re now dressing and designing clothes for celebrities. I know Isla can’t wait to catch up with you and hear your news.’

      ‘I can’t wait to catch up with everyone.’ Since her brother opened up Starcross Manor, Libby had spent lots of time in the village of Heartcross. She’d attended the annual boat race and summer fair alongside Flynn and Julia, and established good friends during her visits, in particular Isla, with whom she’d become close friends. They often chatted on Facetime and interacted with each other’s social media.

      Isla’s best friends were Felicity, who part-owned Bonnie’s Teashop, and Allie, whose parents owned The Grouse and Haggis. They were a close-knit group but had always welcomed her every time she returned.

      ‘I’m looking forward to the new job. It’s an amazing opportunity, but I have my work cut out for the next month.’

      ‘I believe so. You’ve recued Flynn from staff shortages, I hear. A wedding on Christmas Eve, though … you have the perfect backdrop for it.’

      ‘I know, this is an amazing part of the world.’

      ‘I know Flynn would love to have you on the team full-time. Every opportunity, he’s singing your praises.’

      ‘Mmm, that might change in the next few weeks as the only thing I’ve ever organised is a fashion show. I’m hoping the bride and groom are very easy-going. I get to meet them at the end of the week. Let’s hope I can pull off the wedding of the century.’

      The track leading to Love Heart Lane was covered in a thick blanket of snow that was already inches deep.

      Thankfully, Heartcross was used to this kind of weather, though it did mean that the route into the village would be restricted and depending on the amount of snowfall some vehicles would find it difficult to climb the half-mile track between the town of Glensheil and Heartcross. Libby looked out of the window, there wasn’t another vehicle in sight.

      The tractor travelled along the High Street before following the winding lane through the woodlands, manoeuvring past the gatehouse and approaching the tree-lined driveway—the trees dressed with twinkly fairy lights—leading to the impressive, elegant Starcross Manor.

      ‘This place takes my breath away every time.’

      Libby gave a tiny gasp, pointed, then put her hands on her heart. The lake was frozen over and the secluded snowy wood was the perfect sanctuary for the herd of red deer that had suddenly appeared and lolloped across the snow-covered ground before just as swiftly disappearing amongst the trees.

      The Georgian manor house standing in front of the tractor was magnificent, set in a hundred acres of lush green grass that included formal gardens, a deer park, woodlands and a wildflower meadow. The driveway leading to the entrance was grand, sweeping into a wide circle with an ornate fountain in the centre that wouldn’t look out of place in the grounds of a royal palace. Huge stone steps led to the large double oak doors and a broad porch of stone pillars that housed the most beautiful Christmas trees Libby had ever seen.

      ‘This place is just magical and those Christmas trees put mine to shame,’ Libby confided.

      ‘In the next couple of weeks, I’ll take Isla and the boys to choose ours from the forest. We go through the same rigmarole every year. Isla always chooses a tree way too big and I have to saw most of it off to fit it in the living room. Isla will be ordering me about throughout the whole ordeal and then we’ll bicker … but I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

      Libby laughed.

      ‘Here we are. Safe and sound.’ Drew parked the tractor at the bottom of the stone steps. After helping down Libby, he grabbed her case.

      ‘Thank you for collecting me. I’m not sure how I’d have got here in this weather.’

      ‘It’s my pleasure. You get yourself in the warmth and I’ll bring your case up.’

      ‘Thank you, and please tell Isla I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve settled in.’

      The stone steps had been gritted but all around her the landscape glistened with snow. Already imagining the bride walking up the steps towards the entrance on Christmas Eve, Libby began to feel even more excited about the upcoming wedding.

      Admiring the Christmas trees, she approached the entrance and a doorman dressed in a smartly cut black suit, top hat and gloves opened the door and officially welcomed her to Starcross Manor. Libby stepped onto the red carpet inside and did everything in her power not to gasp out loud. It was decorated to perfection with such class. The foyer was grand and to the side of the reception a beautiful winter wonderland scene had been created, the floor laden with fake snow and another enormous Christmas tree towering and sparkling over the scene. The grand staircase was wrapped in holly and crimson garlands with fairy lights tumbling all around them.

      She was just about to make her way to the reception desk when she heard her name being called from the top of the grand staircase. Glancing upwards, she saw Flynn was racing down the stairs towards her with a huge grin on his face.

      ‘You’re here!’

      ‘I am,’ she said, hugging him tight when he reached the bottom.

      Drew appeared with the suitcase just then and Flynn immediately shook his hand. ‘Thanks for collecting Lib.’

      ‘Not a problem. It was either me or a sledge and alpacas. I’ll catch you later and good luck for the coming weeks,’ Drew said, looking towards Libby.

      ‘Thanks.’

      As soon as Drew disappeared, Flynn picked up Libby’s suitcase. ‘You must be hungry and in need of a drink. Do you want to eat first or…’

      ‘Can I settle into my room first and freshen up, and then we can grab something to eat and drink?’

      ‘No problem,’ Flynn said as he walked towards the reception desk.

      The receptionist hung up her call and smiled at them both. ‘Welcome back to Starcross Manor, Miss Carter.’

      ‘Please, call me Libby.’

      The receptionist smiled and opened the desk drawer, handing a bunch of keys to Libby. ‘Anything you need, just ask.’

      ‘Thanks so much.’ Libby turned towards Flynn. ‘I could get used to this.’

      ‘I’m just grateful you’re here. Let’s get you settled in, fed and watered, then I can show you the studio you will be working from.’

      ‘Sounds like a great plan.’ Libby held up the bunch of keys. ‘Why have I got keys and not one of those fiddly card things that I can never open the door with?’

      ‘Because you’re not staying in the main hotel.’

      Libby looked at him quizzically. ‘Where am I staying then?’

      Flynn grinned and turned back towards the receptionist. ‘Will you send Libby’s suitcase over, please?’ he said before turning back to Libby. ‘Follow me.’

      Libby had no idea where they were going but she followed Flynn through a maze of grand corridors with artwork on the walls. On her other visits to Starcross Manor, Libby had never ventured into this part of the hotel, so she did her best to take it all in. Finally, they reached a set of double doors and stepped outside. She was pleased to see that the snowflakes were still falling.

      ‘Please tell me you’re not putting me up in a garden shed.’ She narrowed her eyes at Flynn.

      ‘As if I’d dare.’

      Flynn led the way through the illuminated gardens then took a gravel path that led to a woodland and then a clearing.

      Stepping out from the darkness of the woods, Libby couldn’t believe her eyes. ‘Oh my… Look at this!’ She stared at the circle of log cabins, all swathed in fairy lights hanging from their crooked roofs. Outside each log cabin was a small real Christmas tree waiting to be decorated. It was picture-perfect.

      ‘I thought you might like to stay in one of the log cabins instead of a hotel room. There’s more space and more character. You can obviously use the hotel facilities and eat in the restaurants—use the spa and gym—but I thought you could make this into a proper home for the next few weeks.’

      Libby was overjoyed. ‘This is just amazing. I actually feel like I’m in the middle of the Swiss Alps. It’s like something out of a romantic novel. It’s utterly gorgeous. I didn’t even know these log cabins existed. How did I not know?’

      ‘They’re a relatively new addition. I wanted to make sure they were perfect before showing you. Now, as I know you love this time of year even though it’s still November, I’ve organised a tree,’ he said, pointing to it. ‘There’s another one inside and a box of decorations and believe me, if you like the outside, you haven’t seen anything yet.’ He took the bunch of keys from Libby and held up the silver one. ‘This is for the front door.’ Flynn put the key in the lock, opened the door and stepped to the side, sweeping his arm towards the inside of the lodge. ‘After you.’

      Libby stepped inside and gave an incredulous stare. ‘Christmas has arrived!’ Everywhere was dressed in crimson and gold, from the soft furnishings to an enormous bouquet of red roses and
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