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  One


‘What’s the point of fruit cake?’ asked Eve, leaning against the wall in the pristine professional kitchen of the Flour Power Bakery. 
‘One of your five a day,’ said Beth. ‘Technically, it’s healthy.’
‘Well,’ said Eve. ‘If you’re going to throw logic at me then this is an argument I can’t win.’
Beth grinned as she finished rolling out the white icing for the last Christmas cake.
‘Make yourself useful,’ she said. ‘Start mixing some icing for the cupcakes. They’ll be ready soon.’ She caught sight of Eve’s expression and pointed a finger at her friend. ‘No! No eating anything.’
Eve laughed and went to fetch the ingredients. She followed Beth’s instructions, putting the icing sugar and butter into the mixer and then they both jumped back as Eve turned the mixer on. A cloud of icing sugar erupted from the bowl and Eve danced and twirled in the cloud.
‘Now it’s Christmas!’
Beth laughed. Her hair was long and dark, matching her long eyelashes over her chocolate brown eyes. As she spent so much time in her professional kitchen, she nearly always had her hair tied tightly back in a low ponytail or, as today, hidden beneath a flour coated baseball cap.
‘Really? Now it’s Christmas? I would have thought you’d save that for the chocolate yule log waiting for you in the fridge.’
Eve stopped twirling and stared at her friend.
‘Please don’t be joking.’
‘Would I joke about such a thing? Just promise me you won’t eat it all at once. Savour it.’
‘Of course. I always savour everything you make.’
‘That’s true. It does take you ages to eat even the wedding cake tasters I make.’
‘Well, that’s your own fault. They melt in the mouth.’ Eve opened one of the large fridges that dominated the back wall and stared open-mouthed at the five chocolate yule logs waiting in there. ‘Well, I don’t know what to say. You didn’t have to make me five.’
‘Oh, good. I can spare four for the shop, then?’ Beth teased.
Eve shrugged.
‘I suppose so. Would hate for you to go out of business.’
Grinning, Beth beckoned for Eve to return to the mixer. 
‘Pay attention to what you’re doing.’
‘Sorry, Chef.’ Eve returned to watch the icing turn over and over. The twinkling sound of Carol of the Bells began playing and Eve apologised, taking out her phone. She frowned at the name on the screen.
‘Who is it?’ asked Beth.
‘No idea.’ Eve answered the phone, holding it up to her ear. ‘Hello?’
‘Hello, is this a Miss Dutton?’
‘Speaking.’
‘My name’s Jeff Hargreaves, Stanley Hargreaves is – was – my father.’
Eve held her breath and then, blinking as her eyes grew hot, she murmured, ‘Was?’
The man on the end of the phone sighed.
‘My father passed away two nights ago.’
Eve’s knees weakened and she groped for something to sit on. Beth, watching her, grabbed a chair from the corner of the room and Eve plonked onto it.
‘How?’ she murmured.
‘His heart just stopped.’ Jeff’s voice had grown weak and soft but Eve’s mind was racing too fast to acknowledge it.
‘I’m sorry,’ was all she could manage. ‘I saw him four days ago,’ she added. ‘He was his usual self.’
‘I understand he had a couple of events booked with you?’ Jeff continued.
‘Erm. Yeah. A ghost tour and a murder mystery. One for Christmas and one for New Year.’ Eve found the words on autopilot, the organised part of her brain clicking into action.
‘I’m afraid we’ll need to cancel.’
Eve blinked.
‘Oh… I… Right.’ She searched hard for the right words as her mind span. Cancelling would cost her money, not just in lost expenses but in lost income. What about the people who had bought tickets? The people who were looking forward to the events? But, on the other hand, Stanley Hargreaves had passed away. She could hardly hold the events without him and so soon after his death, especially in his own home. ‘No. Of course. Okay.’ A single tear dropped down her cheek as her vision blurred.
Beth had turned the mixer off and was watching her friend, her fingers playing at her apron.
‘Thank you for understanding,’ said Jeff.
‘It’s just that,’ Eve added quickly. ‘Everything’s booked. The actors are booked. I’ll still need to pay them. And the ghost tour is tomorrow evening. It’s a tradition. Stan, erm, Mr Hargreaves always insisted.’
‘Okay. But… Look, we’re going through his estate now. Everything’s in upheaval. There’s no time for any events. And really? A ghost tour and a murder mystery?’
‘Yeah, no, I understand, but your father loved those events. It’s why he let me use the house for free.’ Eve snapped her mouth shut as Beth’s eyes widened.
‘Free?’ came Jeff’s voice.
Eve scrunched her eyes shut. She shouldn’t have said that.
‘Well, it was his house,’ she answered feebly.
‘Right.’
There was an awkward silence.
‘So, you’ll cancel the events,’ said Jeff eventually. 
Eve looked up at Beth imploringly, as if her friend had any idea as to what was going on.
‘But it’s Christmas,’ she said softly.
‘Yes, Miss Dutton. And I’m facing my first Christmas without my father.’ Jeff’s voice broke a little at that and Eve silently scolded herself. ‘I’m afraid the events must be cancelled. Thank you.’ He hung up without waiting for her reply.
Slowly, Eve lowered her phone and stared up at Beth.
‘What’s happened?’ her friend asked.
Eve couldn’t hold back any longer. She promptly burst into tears and shook her head apologetically, excusing herself with a hand gesture and disappearing into the little staff toilet at the back of Beth’s bakery.
When she returned, her eyes still red but the sobs quietened, she sat back in the chair and put her head in her hands. 
‘Stan died two nights ago,’ she said quietly.
‘Oh, love.’ Beth was by her side in a second, wrapping her arms around Eve. ‘I’m so sorry.’
Eve hugged her back.
‘That was his son on the phone. He says the Christmas events are cancelled.’
Beth frowned and went to argue but then softened.
‘Well, I guess it’s probably poor taste to run a ghost tour and murder mystery in Stan’s house days after he’s died.’
Eve nodded.
‘Yeah.’
‘And the man has just lost his dad.’
‘Yeah.’ Eve sniffed.
Beth squeezed her.
‘It’ll be okay. It’s just one small business set back. You wouldn’t feel able to run those events without Stan, anyway, would you?’
Eve began to shake and Beth pulled away.
‘Hang on.’ She made her way over to the fridge. ‘You need something for the shock.’
‘You’re not bringing me eggnog, are you?’ Eve said, smiling despite herself.
Beth grinned.
‘I was wondering if we had any brandy left. Ah, here we go.’ She pulled out a small bottle from beside the fridge and opened it, pouring a splash into a measuring cup and handing it to Eve. ‘It’ll make you feel better,’ she urged.
Eve sipped at the brandy and pulled a face, then she downed the lot in one go. Her throat and stomach burned, the heat rushing through her and within seconds, she did feel better.
‘Poor Stan,’ she murmured.
‘How did it happen?’ Beth asked, leaning against the fridge and crossing her arms.
‘He said his heart just gave out.’
‘Well, he was old.’
‘Ninety-two.’
‘Blimey. And he had a really good life.’
Eve smiled.
‘Yeah. He was full of life. He always had a story to tell and he always wanted to be moving, even when he couldn’t move far himself. That’s why he loved the events, that’s why he let me hold them there for free. Oh, Beth.’ Eve looked up at her friend. ‘What am I going to do? It’s not just these two events, is it. I’ve lost my venue, haven’t I. No more ghost tours or murder mysteries at the Manor. Ever. I haven’t just lost Stan. What if I lose my business?’ Fresh, hot tears were building in Eve’s eyes.
‘Nope. You always said to me that when life throws you a blockade, you adapt and build around it. Remember?’ said Beth. ‘Remember when that wedding cake shop opened across the road? Remember what you told me to do?’
‘I told you to specialise and go big.’
‘You did. And what did I do?’
‘You went big and managed to get double spread features in a load of big wedding magazines.’
‘And what happened?’
‘You survived.’ Eve sighed.
‘And?’
Eve looked up at Beth, blinking back the tears. ‘And?’ she asked.
‘And my revenue went through the roof. I bought my flat that year, remember?’
Eve looked down at her lap.
‘Oh, yeah.’
‘So, Stan passing away has put a blockade in your business. What are you going to do once you’ve grieved for your friend?’
Eve sighed and sat back, looking at the empty measuring cup in her hand.
‘Win the lottery and buy the Manor house off his family?’
Beth hesitated.
‘I mean, I suppose I was thinking of something that didn’t involve winning the lottery.’
‘It would be nice, though, wouldn’t it. If the house was mine.’
‘Well, yeah… You know,’ said Beth thoughtfully. ‘Stan loved you. Maybe he’s left you something. Some money or something. Heaven knows the man was loaded. Something that you could invest into the business to help you through this.’
Eve frowned. As helpful as that would be, she didn’t like the idea of relying on him having left her money. He wasn’t a relative, he wasn’t part of the business, he’d just been a dear friend who loved socialising and chatting and watching people have fun.
‘Maybe. But I doubt it,’ she said carefully.
‘Well, I guess you can’t rely on it,’ Beth mused. 
Eve sighed and ran her hand over her damp face.
‘I’m going to have to let all of those people down. Both events had sold out.’ She groaned and held out the measuring cup as Beth offered her more brandy. She sipped at it this time and wiggled her toes in her boots. ‘If they put the house on the market, maybe I could look into buying it. It’d be a great investment. I could hold all sort of events there and you could open a little café there. Just think.’
Beth didn’t reply and when Eve looked up at her, her friend was giving her a look.
‘Yeah. I know. I could never afford it.’ Then Eve’s eyes brightened. ‘We could afford it together? What if we buy it together?’
‘You don’t even know if they’ll sell it,’ said Beth. ‘Why would they? Stan told you it’s been in the family for generations, didn’t he? How many kids does he have?’
‘Three or four.’
‘Right, so they won’t sell it. They might argue over it. He’s probably left it to them.’
‘Maybe whoever gets it would be open to using it as an event space.’
‘Eve.’ Beth crouched down in front of her friend and waited until she had Eve’s full attention. ‘Stop thinking. Let it go. At least until after Christmas. They just lost their dad. And you just lost a good friend. Okay? Go and cancel the events, take the hit, and if you like and you need the money, I can swing you a couple of shifts here. We’ll be rushed off our feet, so any extra help would be great. If nothing else, it’ll take your mind off it. Then, in the New Year, we can start looking for a new venue. A better venue. How about that?’
Eve nodded. Beth was right. Of course, she was right, and with that admission, Eve’s chest began to ache. New tears built in her eyes but she blinked them back and sniffed.
‘Right. No, you’re right. Okay. I’ll go cancel on everyone. You’re right.’ Eve stood and handed Beth the measuring cup just as Carol of the Bells began playing again. Numb, Eve took out her phone and recognised the number that had rung before. ‘It’s Stan’s son again.’
‘Answer it. Maybe he’s changed his mind,’ said Beth.






  
  Two


‘Hello?’ Eve answered her phone. 
‘Hi. It’s Jeff Hargreaves again. Sorry. We just found some strange stuff in a cupboard. I’m guessing it’s something to do with the events you hold here?’
Eve clenched her eyes shut, picturing exactly what he was talking about.
‘Yeah. Yes, those are the event props.’ Eve pinched the space between her eyes.
‘Interesting,’ said Jeff. ‘When can you come and get them?’
Something in Eve’s chest twisted.
‘Oh. It’s just… Maybe we could talk about the events? I mean, obviously I’ll cancel the two coming up, but after that…’ Eve drifted off, hoping Jeff would fill in the gaps.
‘No. I’m afraid you won’t be able to hold any more of these things here. Sorry,’ he added as an afterthought, which was something.
Eve swallowed hard to stop herself from crying again.
‘Well, maybe it’s something we could discuss after Christmas?’ she attempted.
‘Look. I know my dad loved these things, he loved all of those types of things. But we just can’t feasibly do it anymore. I’ve got enough going on right now, all right? I don’t need someone begging me to hold a stupid murder mystery in my family’s home at Christmas when my dad’s just…’ Jeff sighed into the phone and Eve bit her lip, the tears filling her eyes. 
She sniffed loudly and nodded as she gulped down a sob.
‘Right. No. Of course.’ There was a quiver in her voice that she just couldn’t hide. ‘Just… Stan really did love these things,’ she murmured pitifully.
‘Dad loved lots of silly things,’ said Jeff. ‘When can you come and collect it all?’
The second remark about her business being anything but serious was the one that found its way inside Eve. It wiggled and buried itself, and with another sniff, some anger was released. 
‘Well, bah humbug to you too. I’ll come now, shall I? Get this all over with so you can be rid of me.’ Eve hung up without letting Jeff respond and then instantly regretted it. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The poor man had just lost his father and she was screaming 'bah humbug' at him. What did that make her?
She blinked back another wave of tears. She didn’t deserve them, she didn’t deserve to feel sorry for herself.
Eve wandered back into the kitchen where Beth was carefully trimming the icing from the cake. She stopped as Eve appeared and plonked herself back onto the chair.
‘Got any more alcohol?’
‘Why? What did he say? What happened?’
‘I’m an idiot, Beth,’ Eve murmured. ‘I called him a bah humbug.’
Beth smothered a smirk.
‘Oh, Eve.’
‘He’s found the props Stan let me stash at the house. I have to go pick them up.’
‘When? Do you want me to come with you?’
‘No. That’s okay. It won’t take long and I’ll have more room in the car if it’s just me. I can fill up the passenger seat. And anyway, you’ve got a thriving business to run.’
Beth sighed.
‘So have you,’ she said, wrapping her arms around Eve and giving her a tight hug. ‘But let yourself feel first, okay? Go get your stuff, say goodbye to the house, grieve, eat Christmas food and then we’ll sit down and figure out your next steps. Together. All right?’
Eve nodded, still fighting the tears as she hung onto Beth’s arms. She mentally shook herself and fetched her coat and bag.
‘All right. Here we go. Now or never. Or later, I guess. But now it is. I’ll call you later?’
‘Definitely,’ said Beth, returning to her cake. ‘Be careful driving.’
Eve left the bakery, weaving around the tables of couples, friends and families all chatting and sliding their forks through soft cakes, sipping at coffees. She passed the steamed up windows, delicately decorated with festive stickers, and out onto the cold December high street. The door shut behind her and the sound of happy chatter and scent of coffee left her. Eve paused for a moment on the pavement while she wrapped her scarf around her chin and lips. There was a heavy chill in the air that forced her eyes to the sky and the ominous grey clouds that had to be heavy with snow.
Eve hadn’t checked the weather recently and it was a shock to see those clouds. Perhaps it was no bad thing that she would have to cancel the events once she was home. The tears sprang forth then. Stan would have loved the snow. She would have driven up the long driveway to the manor house and he would have been waiting, standing on the porch, in a bobble hat and tightly wrapped scarf but with his coat undone, excited to see the first flakes fall. Janine, his housekeeper of thirty years, would have appeared behind him, chastising him for going outside without his coat done up properly, and Stan would have challenged her, a big grin on his face, that he was indeed still technically inside the house, being under the shelter of the porch.
Eve smiled.
She would miss that big grin of his and the way it lit up his eyes, grown light with age but still twinkling whenever he was excited or happy. Eve tried to remember other things about him, bringing to mind anything vivid, as she walked to her car and dug around in her bag for her keys.
Quite a few things made his eyes twinkle. Whenever she’d brought cakes from Beth’s shop for him to taste, when the leaves started to change in autumn, at the first sign of the daffodils poking through the soil in spring, at the request of a story from his youth, whenever he talked about his children and wife. Christmas, however, excited Stan more than anything else.
Eve frowned as she started the ignition, trying to remember their conversations about Stan’s family. He’d lost his wife fifteen years earlier after a long illness. His voice had broken every time he mentioned her, and each time it caught at Eve’s heart, as the memory did now. 
Did he have three children or four? There were two boys, she remembered that much. The eldest and the youngest were his sons, but were there one or two daughters in the middle? Eve didn’t know their names or which son Jeff was. Stan had spoken of all of them highly, with great pride and love, so it had always been quite hard to tell them apart. The eldest was divorced and the youngest had never married, she remembered that much. Stan wasn’t a fan of his daughter’s husband. Last time they’d spoken of it, he’d been gossiping that something wasn’t right in the relationship and that perhaps it was nearing the end. He’d been hoping for a divorce by Christmas. Eve hadn’t given an opinion on the topic, not knowing the people involved, but it had seemed a little mean of Stan to want something like that for his daughter. And what of the other daughter? Was she happily married or did she not exist? Eve laughed despite herself, as if that’s all there was in life. To be happily married or to not exist. Stan had certainly not believed that. He’d talked for hours about how proud he was of his children’s careers and families. As long as they were happy, he’d always say, then he was happy.
Eve drove through the town, reaching the edge and passing into the countryside. There was something peaceful about having open fields on either side, even as the road narrowed. She knew these roads so well, having held events at Stan’s house for a few years. She’d been the one to approach him. Within weeks of starting her events business, she’d been scouting venues and had driven past the Manor. It was stunning and Gothic-looking, perfect for a murder mystery. She’d immediately driven home to research the property and discovered a ghost story set in the grounds. If it hadn’t been for that, she probably would never have thought about holding ghost tours. The next day, before she lost her nerve, she’d driven back to the Manor, up the imposing driveway and knocked on the door. Janine had answered and, knowing her employer well, had disappeared into the house to mention it to Stan. Eve had expected to be told he’d call her back, only to never hear from him, so she’d been shocked in the best of ways when Stan had appeared at the door and invited her in for a tour. From the beginning, he’d been warm, friendly and thrilled to hear all of her ideas. She’d asked him for a venue hire quote then but he wouldn’t hear of it. Instead, he’d offered her a deal. She could hold the events in the house for free, as long as nothing was broken or damaged of course, and in return, he would be able to attend and take part in every single event.
Eve couldn’t have agreed any faster.
Stan had always been fun-loving. He just wanted his last years to be filled with laughter and joy, and that had become his mission. Sure, he’d slowed down since Eve had first met him, and sometimes he coughed after laughing. He’d had to start sitting more often and watching the events from afar rather than being directly involved. That was why she’d started running more murder mysteries, held in the grand sitting room with a roaring fire. It was also why Stan had started placing gadgets around the house whenever there was a ghost tour, so that wherever he was, unable to join in, he would be able to hear their gasps and yelps of fear and surprise. Eve and Janine had both worked hard to convince him to keep those frights to a minimum, and only let him do exactly what he wanted on the Halloween tours.
Christmas is about gentle spirits, Eve had often told him when it came time for the Christmas ghost tour. Think the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present and Future rather than the Woman in Black.
Stan had reluctantly agreed and then earlier that year had hired a local girl on her black horse to ride through the Manor’s grounds while wearing a long black cloak. It had led to screaming and one woman feeling faint, especially when the sound of a rocking chair came through the ceiling from the attic above. Eve had almost worried until every single customer on the tour claimed they would be returning the following year.
Well, that wouldn’t be happening now.
Eve wondered then if she’d ever hold another ghost tour. They’d been Stan’s favourite event and she’d only had the idea because of his house. Somehow, it didn’t seem quite right to run them without him. They wouldn’t be as good, for one thing, without his ideas.
Eve turned into the driveway of the Manor and drove towards the large house with its three floors and Gothic edges. The tall trees on either side of the driveway were bare, save for the twinkling lights wrapped around each trunk, giving an excellent view of the gardens in dull greens and browns, sleeping through the winter. Eve sighed. What would happen to the gardens now that Stan wasn’t there to hand them over to the two retired gentlemen from the town who busied themselves there all summer? The gardens had been their project once they’d left their office jobs and Stan had pretty much let them do whatever they wanted. Small hedges and beautifully pruned shrubs had popped up along with glorious flower beds of bright colours, pathways of short lush grass leading around them, to a small orchard of apple and pear trees. That orchard had come in handy for the ghost tours, where the group would stop for one of Beth’s toffee apples or a freshly baked mince pie.
Something in Eve gave way as she parked up outside the house, next to a large Land Rover and a smaller, sleek BMW.






  
  Three


Eve tapped the top of her steering wheel. She didn’t want to get out of the car. To get out and knock on the door would be to confirm that Stan wouldn’t be answering. Instead, she stayed in her car a moment longer, looking out over the gardens and up at the house, trying hard to memorise every tiny detail about them. The clouds were becoming heavier, if that was possible, and a chill ran through Eve as the car cooled down. With another deep sigh, she got out, tightened her scarf and coat around her and headed for the porch. Stan always decorated, or rather directed Janine how to decorate, the house at the beginning of December, and nothing had changed about the decorations since Eve’s last visit to the house four days ago. There was a sprig of mistletoe hanging over the door under the porch. Every Christmas, Stan planted a crafty kiss on every woman’s cheek who happened to pass through the front door. There was also greenery and holly around the wooden beams, probably taken from the gardens at the back. Eve choked back a sob as she stepped onto the doorstep and rang the bell. The sound echoed through the house and she listened with her eyes closed, her chest tightening as she waited for someone who wasn’t Stan to open the door. 
The sound of the latch being lifted and the lock being turned made her slowly open her eyes and look up at the man standing in the doorway. His hair was a soft light brown and grown a little too long in her opinion. It was close to flopping in his eyes and meant that he had to keep sweeping his hand through it to push it back. His eyes were blue and hard, staring down at her as he frowned, etching lines into his forehead and the corner of his eyes. It was an expression that was so far away from Stan’s beaming grin that Eve couldn’t stop the tears falling down her cheeks.
‘I’m here to collect my props,’ she managed to say, her voice cracking. The man didn’t move at first and when he did, it was to lean forward and look up at the sky. Confused, Eve followed his gaze and then looked back to him.
‘Is it snowing?’ he asked.
‘Not yet,’ she told him. ‘Looks like it will.’
‘Is that fake snow?’
‘What?’
‘In your hair.’ He gestured at her face and Eve’s eyes widened. 
‘Oh.’ She pulled a hand through her hair and then, as the man looked on disgusted, she tasted what was on her fingers. ‘It’s icing sugar,’ she said, a smile twitching at her lips. Stan would have laughed, Been dancing in the kitchen again, have we? 
This man didn’t ask that, but the frown had turned into something softer and more curious.
‘My friend owns a bakery,’ she explained. ‘I was helping to make icing when…’ Her smile fell. ‘When I got the call about…’
The man’s expression also fell.
‘You’re Eve Dutton? Jeff Hargreaves.’ He held out a hand which Eve found strange, although she took it without thinking. They shook and then Jeff seemed to realise what he’d done. He took his warm hand back a little too quickly and actually gave his head a little shake. She watched him, her hand still warm from his.
‘Come in,’ he told her, moving aside. 
Eve took a step forward and then stopped before taking a few steps back. 
‘What are you doing?’
‘Hang on,’ she said, flipping her hair over her head and giving it a ruffle with her hands. It wasn’t as long as Beth’s but hung just below her shoulders and when Eve was feeling generous she would call it a caramel brown. It still did a good flick, the icing sugar dropping in front of her in a small cloud. When she flicked her hair back, she smoothed it down and caught Jeff with a surprised look on his face. ‘Don’t want to leave icing sugar in the house,’ she told him before doing a double take at his eyes. Now that they’d softened, even a little, there was something about them. Something familiar. Eve smiled as Jeff led her into the house. They may have been brighter with youth, but Jeff had his father’s eyes.
Eve stopped in the middle of the large square hallway. In the corner was the impressive staircase leading around the wall and up to the first floor with its decadent red carpet and sparkling gold trim. The polished oak panelling, which led to a sitting room on the right, an office space on the left and the kitchen straight ahead, was glistening in the twinkling fairy lights that adorned the tall Christmas tree. The tree was where it always was, although this one was taller than last year’s. Positioned in the corner of the staircase so that you could stand on the stairs to decorate it, the tree was festooned with glass baubles, toy trinkets and sparkling trails of gold. On the top, an angel was awkwardly perched looking like she’d much rather be where there wasn’t the top of a tree poking up her skirt.
Eve stared up at the angel, her eyes aching as she remembered watching Stan standing on the stairs, carefully placing the angel on top of the tree while apologising to it. She swallowed a sob down, making her chest ache.
‘Dad always liked to decorate early. It’s been this way since the first of December. He sent me a photo of the tree once it was up,’ came Jeff’s voice from behind her. He was staring up at the tree too, although Eve didn’t dare look at him properly. She tried to wipe her eyes on her sleeve without him noticing but failed.
‘I always decorate on the first too,’ she said, trying to keep her voice level. ‘I was always jealous of how much space Stan has – had. I always dreamed of having a tree this big.’
From the corner of her eye, she could see Jeff looking at her.
‘Yes. Well. Your stuff is over here. I found it in a cupboard.’
‘I’m surprised you’re going through everything so soon,’ said Eve, following Jeff further into the hallway. Everything in this house seemed large, even the cupboards and what Stan referred to as “cosy nooks”.
‘Oh, it’s all the legal stuff. Dad left a will but there’s inheritance tax and a load of other stuff I don’t really understand. I tend to leave that to my sister. She’s a solicitor. It’s her firm dealing with it all.’
Eve nodded.
‘I wouldn’t understand all that stuff either,’ she told him. He gave her a small smile and opened the cupboard door. 
‘To be honest, I thought this was all Dad’s until I saw your name on some of it.’
‘Yeah. Stan bought some of his own so we needed to know what belonged to who.’ Eve reached out and pulled on the flap of a cardboard box full of costumes. Eve’s name was scrawled on the side. She frowned. That was new. She ran her fingers over her name.
‘I didn’t know he’d done this. This wasn’t here before.’ She looked up at Jeff. ‘Did he know he was…’ she drifted off, unable to finish the sentence. Jeff’s features softened further and he became more familiar. There was something about his lips and the twitch of his mouth. She’d seen it before. 
‘He’d been ill for a while. You didn’t know?’
Eve’s stomach twisted with a sickening lurch.
‘No. Why wouldn’t he tell me,’ she murmured. ‘What was wrong?’
‘His heart,’ said Jeff. ‘He had a heart attack when he was in his eighties. I always thought he did really well after that, considering. We had to force him to slow down, but now I realise that he didn’t slow down as much as I would have liked.’ He turned to look over the contents of the cupboard. Eve followed his gaze.
‘But it made him happy,’ she said softly.
Jeff’s eyes returned to her and she slowly turned to meet them.
‘He mentioned you, you know.’
Eve blinked. She hadn’t been expecting that.
‘Really? What did he say?’
‘Don’t worry, it was all good things. He didn’t mention the events, just said a nice young woman called Eve often dropped by with treats. I worried for a moment until he reassured me that he meant cakes.’
Eve almost laughed.
‘From your friend’s bakery, I assume?’ Jeff continued. 
‘She makes the best,’ Eve told him.
‘I had to tell him off. Cake isn’t — wasn’t good for his heart.’
‘He never told me about the heart attack. Otherwise I would have been more careful,’ Eve assured him, although she questioned the statement as soon as it left her mouth. If she gave it proper thought and allowed for Stan’s inevitable argument, she still would have brought the cakes round. He was over ninety and he’d earned them. That’s what he would have said and she’d have been inclined to agree.
‘When was the last time you saw him?’ asked Jeff.
Eve sighed, pulling out a wide-brimmed hat with a large feather from the cupboard and putting it on without thinking. Jeff smiled at her although it came with confusion.
‘Only four days ago, although it seems like a long time now. We met to go over arrangements for the Christmas events. The last event before these was on Halloween. We always did a ghost tour and Stan ended up turning it into a haunted house event that ended in the orchard.’ Eve smiled at the memories. ‘Stan made it more fun than I ever could have. And my friend provided toffee apples and Stan’s friends arranged apple bobbing. It wouldn’t have been much without them. I just had the basic idea and hired the medium.’
‘Medium?’
‘To do the tour. She takes everyone round the house seeing if she can sense ghosts.’
Jeff raised an eyebrow.
‘You don’t really believe in ghosts, do you?’
‘What does that matter?’ Eve asked, swapping her hat for another, this time a small Victorian bowler hat.
‘I mean, you don’t believe she can sense ghosts?’
‘I don’t know. Did you know that it’s illegal to claim that she can? Sort of. She fully believes that she can sense and talk to ghosts but legally she has to call herself an actor and say it’s all for entertainment purposes. Do you know why?’
‘Why?’ asked Jeff, glancing up at the bowler hat on Eve’s head.
‘Because otherwise she’s breaking a law that originated as the Witchcraft Act. Isn’t that great? Basically, if she claims it’s all real then she’s a witch in the eyes of the law. In a roundabout sort of way.’
Jeff held her gaze for a little too long. Eve wilted a little. His eyes were too bright and too blue and she was pretty sure that she just saw a twinkle. She looked away quickly, taking off the bowler hat and replacing it with a cowboy hat.
‘I always liked that fact,’ she added and stopped rifling through the cupboard to stare into empty space. ‘Yeah. Four days ago. Not even a week. I brought mince pies and we ate them around the fire in the sitting room while we made plans.’
Jeff stood silently beside her, perhaps lost in his own memories and regrets.
‘He liked you,’ he murmured. ‘A lot. You brought a lot of
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