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      The Delightful Christmas Series

      I’m Glad I Found You This Christmas

      We’ll have a Wonderful Cornish Christmas

      Coming Home to Me This Christmas

      Christmas at the Marshmallow Cafe

      Christmas at Snowflake Lodge

      Christmas at Log Fire Cabins

      A Stranger Arrives this Christmas

      A Train is Late This Christmas

      Welcome Home Again This Christmas

      

      The Glorious Summer Series

      Summer at Blue Sands Cove

      Summer at Tall Trees Lake

      Summer at Harbour View House

      Summer in Sunset Harbour

      

      The Warm Days of Autumn Series

      Autumn in Sycamore Park

      Autumn at the Willow River Guesthouse

      Autumn in Sunset Harbour

      Autumn at the Oak Tree Cafe

      Autumn on Maple Tree Lane
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      never one to turn down a marshmallow
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            Boredom among the Aisles
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      A human being in outer appearance only, the manager of the Weston super Mare branch of Morrico was rumoured to be everything from a devil in human clothing to a closet politician.

      Bonnie Green looked up as the Old Ragtag bore down on her out of the colorful, brightly lit tea and coffee aisle, his bad leg scraping at the floor as he dragged it after him, his unruly hair leaping like poorly synchronized swimmers with each laborious step. His face, rather in keeping with his appearance, suggested some deep insult had been inflicted on his very being, and that someone needed to be punished.

      Cyril Reeves looked down at the clipboard he always carried, even though no one in living memory could ever remember him writing anything down, and then back up at Bonnie, eyes narrowing behind the 1950s horn-rimmed spectacles he wore. Crouched beneath the checkout on a chair set too low—supermarket policy; Cyril claimed it made the customers feel more important—Bonnie tried to force a smile.

      ‘Yes, Cyril?’

      The Old Ragtag leaned on the counter then idly picked at a blemish on the stainless steel as though ordering the composites of metal and their imperfections was Bonnie’s personal responsibility.

      ‘I hear you were in the backroom when the music was changed. It’s November the fourth. Why did you put on the Christmas songs CD? You know store policy. Christmas songs cannot be played until November 6th. November 5th inclusive is too close to Halloween.’

      Bonnie groaned inwardly, but outwardly maintained a plastic smile. ‘I do apologise, Cyril. I mistook the date.’

      ‘See that it doesn’t happen again.’

      ‘Of course.’ She gave him her best smile, the one she usually reserved for handsome young shoppers.

      ‘Good. And by the way, I prefer Mr. Reeves while we’re at work. Let’s keep things formal, shall we? I wouldn’t want to hit you with a disciplinary.’ Then, in a moment which made Bonnie wish she hadn’t eaten tuna sandwiches for lunch, Cyril winked. ‘Cyril is fine at the staff Christmas party.’

      As soon as his back was turned, Bonnie looked at Jean on the adjacent till and rolled her eyes. Jean covered her mouth to suppress a laugh as the Old Ragtag stumped off into the aisles, no doubt to terrorise some of the younger staff who were actually afraid of him, as though he were store manager by day, serial killer by night.

      ‘Big ugly fish in a small, dirty pond,’ Jean said.

      ‘That we also happen to be stuck in,’ Bonnie said. ‘God forbid we allow any joy into our work lives.’

      ‘You know,’ Jean said, ‘I picked up a job paper on the way out yesterday. Thought I might have a look.’

      ‘Anything catch your fancy?’

      Jean laughed. ‘At my age? I’d be jumping out of one fishbowl into another. Sometimes wish I’d made better decisions earlier in life.’

      Bonnie nodded, understanding only too well. ‘Me too.’

      ‘Oh well, at least you’re off in a few. I’m stuck with him until nine. You know he does double shifts almost every day?’

      Bonnie nodded. She craned her head to see into the nearest aisle, where the Old Ragtag was berating some poor school kid for not properly lining up the biscuit packets. ‘I’m pretty sure he’s doing a fiddle there. He just likes to terrorise us.’

      Jean smiled, then turned away as a customer approached. Bonnie settled back into the position she had taken for granted for the last ten years, smiling as a lady with two sulky teenagers in tow approached.

      ‘Gavin, can you please give me a hand with this?’ she snapped at the boy, who was leaning over a handheld video game. Then, turning to the girl, she huffed, ‘Eliza? Can you help me unload the trolley?’

      With a sigh as loud as a departing steam train, the girl stomped over and began dumping food onto the conveyor with far more aggression than necessary. As Bonnie began to run up the items on the scanner, the woman gave her a smile.

      ‘I suppose they’re not teenagers for long,’ she said. ‘Once they hit their twenties I expect they’ll turn back into normal human beings.’

      Bonnie gave her a sympathetic smile and muttered a generic reply. Sure, they will, she thought. And they’ll go off and get on with their own lives and leave you behind.

      As she finished ringing up the woman’s shopping, she couldn’t help but notice the clock. Five to five. She was almost done. It was so nice to be on the day shift, to get to eat dinner at a reasonable time. She had nothing planned: perhaps she’d stop by the chip shop on the way home, or even live it up a little and get a Chinese. The Peeking Duck takeaway on the high street did a great chow mein.
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      Both the chip shop and the Chinese were shut. There was another Chinese a fifteen minute drive away, but with her little Metro and its misfiring heating system stuck in traffic, Bonnie gave up. With roadworks contributing to the rush hour mess, she didn’t get home until six-thirty. As she stumbled in through the door of her little terrace on Westing Road, she wasn’t sure she could be bothered to eat at all.

      She kicked away some circulars from the mat, took off her coat, and went into the living room. It was chilly even this early in November, so she turned on the heating and then slumped into an armchair without even taking off her shoes. She had already ditched her uniform at the supermarket—at one point Cyril had tried to distribute t-shirts with the company logo to be worn outside of work as a form of passive advertising, but the plan had fallen flat on its face—but she still liked to get out of the clothes she had worn underneath. They always smelled of the disinfectant everything was sprayed with, and mingled with her sweat, they were like wearing a bad memory.

      Without moving, she tried to remember what food she had in the house. Some pasta. A jar of pickles Debbie had brought round and left. Perhaps there was a frozen pizza, but it was months old. Working in a supermarket gave Bonnie a particular dislike for the places, and without anyone to cook for, she rarely felt the need to stock up. Perhaps she could wander down the street to the greasy spoon and gorge on a plate of deep-fried heart attack. She was almost tempted until she remembered the last time she had gone down there. Sat in the window, a lonely fifty-something woman eating fried bread and sausages, a middle-aged man in a coat far more expensive than Bonnie could ever afford had come in off the street to ask her for a going rate.

      She had been almost flattered before telling him where to go.

      Since then she had always preferred to eat at home.

      The TV remote was poking out of a crack in the corner of the sofa. It required at least three steps to reach it, then the additional effort of pressing the button to switch it on. And what for? It was Tuesday. Some glossy fly-on-the-wall show where everyone was young and beautiful? At least Eastenders was so miserable it made her happy about her own nothing of a life.

      Perhaps it would be easier to just sit in the chair and wait until she decomposed. It had been months since Steve or Claire had so much as included her on an email circular, and even then it had probably been by mistake. They blamed her for their father’s leaving, she knew. They always had, and over the years she had begun to believe them.

      Fall asleep here in the armchair and never wake up. It would be months before anyone found her, years perhaps. She would be nothing more than a skeleton, or ideally, dust, so a simple vacuuming would erase her from existence. Her kids could throw her furniture out with the rubbish, and her landlord could rent out the property again.

      Over. Gone. Done with.

      BURRRRINNNGGGG—

      Bonnie jumped as the door bell rang. Sometimes she forgot she even had one.
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      Bonnie opened the door to find Debbie standing on the doorstep.

      ‘Good, I’m glad you’re home,’ Debbie said. ‘I need a heart-to-heart. I got dumped again.’ She held up a plastic bag as though it would convince Bonnie. ‘Did you eat yet? No? Good. I got a filthy vindaloo. Figured I was going to cry anyway. And I picked up a DVD from Save the Children. Hachi, with Richard Gere. Don’t worry, he doesn’t last long. It’s all about the dog, which gets old and dies a sad, lonely death. Never cried so much. Might need to again. That work?’

      Bonnie smiled. ‘Sometimes I think you’re my guardian angel.’

      ‘Huh? You know there’s no such thing. There might be a hell, but there’s certainly no heaven. Hell, definitely. My whole life is in it.’

      ‘Well, let’s see what we can do.’ Bonnie stepped back to allow her next-door neighbour’s black-clad, greasy-haired daughter into the house.

      ‘Take the gear,’ Debbie said, handing over the bag. ‘Go and heat up the naan a minute. They always go cold. Yours is the plain. Mine’s the turmeric and ginger. I needed something to clear out the sniffles.’

      Debbie gave a dramatic sniff as if to emphasise the point. Bonnie took the bag and headed for the kitchen, aware it would take Debbie a couple of minutes to unlace the knee-length boots she wore.

      A few minutes later they sat across from each other at Bonnie’s kitchen table. Debbie, having removed her trenchcoat like a beetle shedding its shell, wore a leather tunic over an Iron Maiden t-shirt, along with black jeans. She shoveled vindaloo into her mouth with a tablespoon, her forehead beaded with sweat, occasionally swiping the braids of dyed black hair out of her way. Bonnie, picking slowly through a curry so hot the aroma alone burned her lips, watched her best friend with an unavoidable sense of amusement.

      ‘So, when do you want to tell me what happened with Ben?’

      ‘Colm. Ben was last month. I’ve blocked his Twitter and everything.’

      ‘Okay, Colm. Is that short for something?’

      Mark.’

      Bonnie lifted an eyebrow. ‘Is there a specific reason how Mark became Colm?’

      Debbie looked up, the tunic laced too tight across her chest creaking with the movement. ‘His name’s Mark Briscol. Briscol, M. Get it?’

      ‘What’s that, from his prison record?’

      Debbie scowled. ‘He only had an ASBO. And that was only because he got mad at his grandmother’s cat. It took a dump on his car windscreen.’

      ‘So he cleaned it with a chainsaw?’

      ‘Are you taking the Mickey?’

      Bonnie waited until Debbie turned to grab a handful of naan before she let herself smile. ‘Would I?’

      ‘Yeah, you would. You think I’m like some comedy show.’

      Bonnie shook her head. ‘I take every word you say with deadly seriousness. So, what happened?’

      Debbie finished off her last spoonful of vindaloo and let out a belch, catching herself with a pardon just in time.

      ‘That filled a hole,’ she said. ‘Right, I was talking about Colm?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘He dumped me. Right in the middle of the dancefloor at Kevil’s.’

      ‘The rock club?’

      ‘Yeah. Sweat pit, that place is. Hell. You going to finish that?’

      Bonnie smiled and passed across the remains of her vindaloo, taking her plain naan before Debbie could lay claim to it too. ‘Go for it.’

      ‘Thanks. So, I’m on the dancefloor, and I’m getting into some Judas Priest, and you know, I’d put some ball bearings into my braids just to keep them straight. Colm reckoned I punched him but it was just the hair, you know?’

      ‘You got a little excited.’

      ‘Yeah. And so he said he wanted someone who was a little more of a lady. I mean, who does he think he is? That One Direction-liking pri—’

      ‘I’m sure he didn’t mean it like that,’ Bonnie interrupted.

      ‘I saw the CD in his car. He tried to pretend it was his little sister’s, like he’d had to put it on for her when he dropped her off at ballet class.’ Debbie loaded another heap of vindaloo into her mouth, then coughed, managing to hold her mouth closed but appearing for a few seconds to go into some kind of sudden seizure. Bonnie leaned across and patted her on the back until she had got herself under control.

      ‘Men are all scum,’ Debbie said at last, her face red. Sometimes I wish I batted for the other side. ‘Let’s open the wine.’

      ‘That sounds like a great idea,’ Bonnie said. ‘Did you bring any?’

      Debbie shook her head. ‘Nah. Just a couple of cans of Guinness. I was thinking about you. Fifty-odd and divorced, you must have wine. How else are you supposed to get through the evenings?’

      ‘That’s a good question. I’m afraid I must have finished it off drowning my sorrows last night.’

      Debbie shrugged. ‘Not to worry. I’ll spot you a can. If we need to carry on I’ll do a booze run down to the corner shop later. I know the kid who works nights. I got him some Cinderella tickets last summer.’

      ‘The musical?’

      Debbie shook her head. ‘The eighties hair-metal band. Reunion tour. They suck. Got them free with a magazine and would have thrown them away but we were talking and he said he’d never been to a concert. I figured it was best to start low.’

      ‘He didn’t like it?’

      Debbie scowled. ‘Have you seen his hair? Looks like he’s got a dead cat on his head. Thinks they’re the best band in the world. Fourteen and I’ve already ruined him.’ She shrugged. ‘Oh well, kid loves me now. Always knocks a couple of quid off.’

      They cleared away the plates and moved to the living room. Debbie loaded the DVD into the player and sat back on the sofa, pulling the coffee table over so she could put up her feet—black socks with red devil logos on the ankles. The casualness of her manner never ceased to make Bonnie laugh; she sometimes wished everyone could go through life with the same casual ignorance of social rules. Debbie was a walking stereotypical trainwreck, but since the night Bonnie had found Debbie banging drunkenly on her door—the girl having mistaken in which house she lived upon returning after a rock club bender—they had been best friends. Debbie and her endless dramas was a nostalgic reminder for Bonnie of the youth that somewhere along the line she had left far behind.

      The DVD had loaded up its start screen, a little dog icon hovering over START MOVIE. Debbie swigged from her can of Guinness and sighed.

      ‘Honestly, sometimes I’m envious of you,’ she said, swinging her head to look at Bonnie, who hadn’t yet opened her can. ‘I mean, you’re what? Fifty-five, single, a homeowner, your kids leave you alone—’

      Bonnie lifted a hand. ‘Just to make a couple of clarifications there … I’m fifty-two. Yes, I’m single, but I’m also divorced, which is like having a medal around your neck with “worthless” written on it. My husband ran off with a hat saleswoman he met when he was buying me a hat for Christmas because he didn’t like my hair and wanted something to cover it on the rare occasions we ever went out. I’m a homeowner only because he took all our savings in the divorce in exchange for letting me keep the house … and the mortgage I can barely pay on my pathetic Morrico salary. And both my kids took his side. Said I should have dressed better. I’m lucky if I get a card for my birthday now.’

      Debbie stared at her for a long time. Finally an eyebrow lifted. ‘I know all that,’ she said. ‘I was paraphrasing for the sake of clarity.’

      ‘Thanks. Can’t you paraphrase my age downwards in future?’

      ‘Fifty-five can be anything in the fifties, but if I say you’re forty-nine that’s an outright lie.’

      Bonnie shrugged. Lifting the can of Guinness, she swallowed as much as she could in a single gulp. It was only about a quarter of the can, but it took her so long that Debbie gave a respectful nod.

      ‘We need more booze,’ she said. ‘I’ll go.’

      ‘I’ll come with you.’

      At the door, Debbie kicked the cluster of circulars into a pile and scooped them up. ‘Shall I dump them into next door’s dustbin on the way out? You know clutter just bugs me. I think it’s my OCD.’

      ‘Next door’s is your mother’s.’

      ‘On the other side.’

      ‘Sure.’

      Debbie gave the letters a quick shuffle as though looking for any coupons. She frowned and lifted an official letter which had been hidden at the bottom.

      ‘Oooh. Franklin & Sons. A letter from a lawyer. Perhaps you’re being repossessed.’

      ‘Let me take a look. It’s probably just advertising.’

      Debbie stood patiently as Bonnie ripped open the letter, unfolded it, and skim-read the contents. Reaching the bottom, she frowned, then read it over again.

      ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said.
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      Debbie had gone for the booze, promising to bring back ‘something girly’ for Bonnie in addition to whatever black-coloured liquid she planned on getting for herself. Bonnie sat on the sofa, reading the letter over and over, still not believing that it was real, and if it was, what she was going to do about it.

      She barely even remembered Uncle Mervin. He was her dad’s older brother, but the most recent occasion she could remember meeting him had been when she was twelve. Not that they’d had much interaction; he had stopped in for a coffee with her mother on his way to somewhere and Bonnie had been called out of her room to say a brief hello.

      Forty years ago.

      In the years since she didn’t think he’d ever crossed her mind.

      By some randomness of fate and family trees, he had died and left her all his worldly possessions.

      Well, sort of.

      Had he left her a lump sum it might have been useful, but according to the lawyer’s deeds, the most prominent thing he had left her was the remainder of a hundred-year lease on a business.

      A shop, to be exact.

      The lawyer’s letter was maddening light on detail, providing only basic information. The business was described as retail: confectionary. An address, somewhere in the Lake District. At least the location sounded nice. The details of the lease described the shop as being part of a larger retail park, the lease one that while technically lasting a lifetime, could not be sold, only given away upon its leaseholder’s death.

      The door went, Debbie returning. After removing her coat and shoes—she had borrowed a pair of Bonnie’s trainers for the short trip to the corner shop because ‘the coat’ll cover them in the dark’—she marched into the living room and held up a plastic bag.

      ‘I got you some red.’

      ‘Wine?’

      Debbie grinned. ‘Aftershock. No, only joking, yeah, course it’s wine. It was on special so I got you two bottles. And biscuits. Yours are plain, mine are the dark chocolate chip.’ She started to sit down before noticing the letter. ‘Oh, did you read it? Do tell.’

      Bonnie paraphrased the contents. ‘So, basically, a relative I can barely remember has left me a property I’m not allowed to sell.’

      ‘Sweet. In the Lake District? Do they have pubs up there?’

      ‘I would imagine so.’

      ‘Awesome. So, what kind of shop is it?’

      ‘Confectionary.’

      ‘Which is what?’

      Bonnie held up a chocolate bar. ‘You’re looking at it.’

      ‘Cool. So, you’re going to quit your job and go and run it?’

      Bonnie frowned. She hadn’t yet thought about what she was going to do. She figured that in the morning she would have to call the lawyer and talk over the finer details. Sure, she was in receipt of the property, but did that mean she had to pay rates or taxes on it? What had at first seemed like a surprise windfall was looking more like a monkey on her back. The Lake District was at the other end of the country. She couldn’t just drop everything and drive up there, assuming, of course, her little Metro could even survive the journey. The Old Ragtag prohibited any personal days off between October and Christmas, and the way her shifts were spread out meant she’d have to be up and back in a thirty-six hour window.

      Debbie was still staring at her. ‘Well?’

      ‘I don’t know. I don’t know enough about it to make that kind of decision. The pig I used to be married to left me with a mortgage on this place and nothing in the bank. If I quit my job I’ll lose my house.’

      ‘You said you had an address, didn’t you? Let’s have a look on the net and see if we can get a bit more info.’

      ‘All right.’

      Bonnie retrieved the old laptop she rarely used from a cupboard and loaded it up. Debbie sniggered as an ancient-looking Windows XP logo appeared.

      ‘Like watching a calving glacier,’ Debbie said. ‘Are you sure you don’t need to wind it up a bit more?’

      After a painstaking age of waiting for the computer to load, during which time Debbie sank two cans of stout and Bonnie a glass and a half of wine, they finally got online. Debbie pulled up a map program and after another age of waiting for everything to load, they found an aerial view of the property.

      ‘It’s in some kind of theme park,’ Debbie said. ‘Look, that wiggly thing is either a giant snake or a rollercoaster, and I reckon the news would have mentioned a giant snake. Let’s see if we can get a street view. Jesus, if I’d have known it would take six years to load, I would have gone and got my smartphone.’

      ‘I don’t have much use for technology,’ Bonnie said, giving Debbie a wink. ‘I’m a grandmother, don’t you know?’

      ‘Ah, you’re doing all right,’ Debbie said. ‘Wow, look at that. Good god, is this some kind of a joke?’

      The street view had appeared. A medieval-styled building stood in the foreground, a café premises large enough to have a living area attached. It’s pointed roof, black and white design and faux wooden eaves made both Bonnie and Debbie coo with excitement.

      ‘That’s totally convertible into a rock club,’ Debbie said.

      ‘Can you zoom in on the sign over the door?’

      ‘Hang on a sec.’

      The view enlarged. Bonnie let out a chuckle as the sign over the entrance came into focus. The writing was all gothic, but the meaning was not.

      Mervin’s Marshmallow Café.

      ‘What’s that small line over the top?’ Debbie said. ‘Welcome to—’

      Bonnie almost dropped her glass, catching it with her other hand and receiving a slosh of wine over her fingers. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. ‘All these years … and it did exist after all.’

      ‘What?’

      Bonnie wiped away a tear, thinking of long ago evenings when her dad would tell her stories before bed. Sat in a chair beside her, his hands would gesture wildly as he told her fantastical tales of a place he had claimed was real and would one day take her. It had never happened, her dad dying of cancer when she was twelve. That would have been the reason for Uncle Mervin’s last visit, now that she thought about it; her dad’s funeral. His death had left Bonnie heartbroken; while she treasured the memories she had of him, she had locked them away to keep them safe, in the same way she had let go of the name of the semi-mythical place.

      Christmas Land.
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      Debbie spat beer all over the carpet, drawing a scowl from Bonnie. ‘Christmas Land? Are you having a laugh? You’ve inherited a marshmallow café in a theme park called Christmas Land? Come on, this is hilarious.’

      ‘My dad used to tell me stories about it,’ Bonnie said. ‘He said it was in the north, and it was the most magical place in the world. He said it was a place you could visit all year round, but the true magic only happened at Christmas. When snow blanketed the ground, herds of reindeer would run among the shops and rides, and on Christmas Eve, Father Christmas himself would arrive, to hand out presents to all the visitors. He said that one day, when I was old enough to truly appreciate its magic, we would all go together.’

      ‘I’m guessing you never got there,’ Debbie said. ‘What happened?’

      ‘My dad died. Mum struggled to makes ends meet, so I worked part time after school. We didn’t really have any magic in our family after that. We got by, we loved each other, but life wasn’t easy.’

      Debbie shook her head. ‘Life sucks,’ she said. ‘We’re literally put here to suffer.’

      ‘And then we go to heaven, right?’

      Debbie shook her head. ‘Hell. Just to rub it in that we spent all that time feeling miserable, when in actual fact, that torment was the good part.’ She shrugged. ‘At least they should have decent music down there.’

      Bonnie smiled. ‘Dad never mentioned Uncle Mervin actually lived at Christmas Land,’ she said. ‘No wonder he never visited. He probably couldn’t bear to leave.’

      Debbie leaned over the computer. ‘Let’s check out the online reviews of this place,’ she said, grimacing as a reviews website took its time to load. ‘Ah, here we are. “If I could give it zero I would.” “Most rides were closed.” “Dirty, litter everywhere.” “Father Christmas was drunk and threw up over my kid.” “Overpriced and understaffed.” “They should bulldoze it. A landfill would be more exciting.” “The so-called turkey was chicken and it gave me food-poisoning.” “Christmasless Land.”’ She looked up at Bonnie. ‘What do you think?’

      Bonnie grimaced. ‘It doesn’t sound too promising, does it?’

      ‘You reckon?’ Debbie’s eyes gleamed. ‘It sounds absolutely awesome. Come on, you totally have to jack in your job and go check it out. I’ll come with you if you like. I need to get my dole check just after nine but we can leave straight after.’ She nudged Bonnie’s arm. ‘Come on. You know you want to.’

      Bonnie closed her eyes. From as young as she could remember up until her father’s death, she had dreamed of visiting Christmas Land. Forty years later, she now knew it existed, and she even had a reason to go. But … could she? There was no way the place could ever live up to the images that had once filled her head. She was headed for certain disappointment.

      ‘I’ll call the lawyer tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I’ll see if there’s some way I can donate the lease to charity or leave it in a trust. The whole thing is just silly. I can’t just take off halfway across the country on a whim. It’s not … me.’

      Debbie put her beer can down on the coffee table with a crack loud enough to make Bonnie jump. Swiping braids out of her eyes, Debbie shook her head.

      ‘Did I just hear you correctly?’

      ‘Yes—’

      ‘Come on, Bon. Stop thinking like an old fart.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’ve got to think like the youth.’ Debbie poked herself in the tunic with one black-fingernailed thumb. ‘Think like me.’

      ‘I’m not sure that—’

      ‘You don’t have to quit your job just to go and take a look. Pull a sickie. Or two. Or take a whole week. You have influenza. We’ll get my dole cheque, then we’ll drive up and check this place out, see what we make of it.’

      ‘I need a sick note to take a week off with flu.’

      Debbie grinned. ‘You can get one off the internet. Well, not this internet, but one that works. I’ll print one off and bring it over in the morning. Until then, though, might be a good idea to look a bit sick, just in case your boss calls.’ She held up her can. ‘Down the hatch.’

      Bonnie grimanced. ‘I’m fifty-two years old, I don’t do down the hatch.’

      ‘Well, take a matronly sip then.’

      Bonnie lifted her glass. ‘I must be out of my mind letting you talk me into this,’ she said, taking as big a sip as she could handle. ‘When I got up this morning, I had no idea I’d be getting drunk with a girl young enough to be my daughter and planning to take off after a childhood dream.’

      ‘I didn’t talk you into it,’ Debbie said. ‘I just gave you room to convince yourself. It’s basic psychology, you know, brains and stuff? Delay the no long enough and it turns into a yes.’

      ‘Is that really ethical?’

      Debbie shrugged. ‘Who knows? Are you going to eat those biscuits or not?’
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      The way Bonnie felt the next morning, she might as well have had influenza. She crawled out of bed, threw up in the bathroom and then staggered downstairs just in time to answer her doorbell.

      Debbie stood there, a suitcase at her feet. ‘Ready?’

      ‘Huh? I just got up.’

      With a sigh, Debbie marched inside and began painstakingly unlacing her boots. ‘Don’t just stand there,’ she said, catching Bonnie watching. ‘Make coffee. I’ll pack for you.’

      ‘How do you know what I’ll need?’

      Debbie rolled her eyes. ‘I have a mother, don’t I? The same stuff I’d have to pack for her.’

      Fifteen minutes later, Debbie came back down the stairs carrying a suitcase. Bonnie had managed to shower and change, and had returned to the kitchen table to nurse her hangover over a second cup of coffee.

      ‘Right, you’re all ready,’ Debbie said.

      Bonnie looked up, trying to focus. Stumbling up to bed sometime after one a.m., she had forgotten to take out her contact lenses. Now, peering through the glasses she rarely wore, she wished the world would stop swaying from side to side.

      ‘What did you pack for me?’

      ‘Underwear and a jacket. We can pick anything else we’ll need up on the way. They’ll have charity shops in the Lake District.’

      ‘Charity shops?’

      Debbie glared at her and lifted her arms. ‘You think this comes from the corporate machine? Free trade, baby. Charity shops and the net
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