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            Last Chance Saloon
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      Would he pick up this time?

      Maggie stared at Dirk’s picture on her smartphone’s screen, waiting for the inevitable referral to voicemail. What had happened to him recently? She knew he was busy at the company—and being the youngest member of the board of directors in the company’s history made it no surprise—but recently she’d begun to feel … well, she knew what Renee would say. Needing the comfort of her best friend’s words, she hung up and rang Renee instead.

      Like clockwork, Renee answered on the second ring.

      ‘Lo?’

      ‘Ren, it’s me.’

      ‘Mag? A bit early for lonely hearts. What’s up? You got an hour for coffee?’

      Maggie leaned over her shoulder, glancing up at the work schedule taped next to the clock. At the same time she noticed she only had six minutes left on her break. Her shift manager, Dolores “Thundercloud” Smith, would come deluging down on her freedom if she caught Maggie on the phone.

      ‘Look, I can’t really talk now, but it’s about Dirk.’

      ‘Of course it is. What else would it be?’

      ‘He’s not answering his phone.’

      ‘That’s probably because he’s womanizing. You know what I think of him. Dirk the—’

      ‘That was a once-off. He promised me it wouldn’t happen again. It’s just that since his promotion he’s been absent more than he’s been around. This time last year we were planning to move in together, but now it’s just work, work, work—’

      ‘I’ll be waiting outside yours with a bottle of red at six-fifteen. On second thoughts, screw it. Make it six-ten. We’ll get sloshed and go over everything that’s happened since we last got together.’

      ‘Renee, I couldn’t put it on you again—’

      ‘He needs a slapdown if you ask me. I mean, come on, Maggie. Have you looked in the mirror recently? You’re gorgeous.’

      Maggie felt her cheeks flush. ‘You’re just trying to cheer me up—’

      ‘Break’s over, Coates!’

      Maggie scowled. She hadn’t noticed the dimming of the atmosphere with the onset of rain. ‘Gotta go,’ she said. ‘It’s about to chuck down in here.’

      ‘Six-oh-five!’

      ‘Right!’

      The door swung open, and a black-clad monster squeezed through. Dolores Smith glared at Maggie with eyes that were too large for a face that sloped backward into her hair, eyes that were perhaps too heavy, and the reason why her head seemed to have sunk into her body, leaving no trace of neck.

      ‘Get back on the floor, Coates,’ the Thundercloud snapped. ‘Do I look like a charity?’

      ‘No, Ms. Smith,’ Maggie said, slipping her phone back into her bag, which she pressed into a locker, closed the door and swiftly turned a key.

      ‘You’re two minutes over break. I expect to see you still folding shirts at two minutes past six.’

      ‘Of course.’

      Dolores lifted a hand and turned it upward with a strangely exaggerated movement. Her thumb poked up. Then, with a sinister grin, she hoicked her thumb back over her shoulder. ‘Move.’
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      True to her word, Renee was waiting outside Maggie’s flat when she arrived. Even though Maggie was nearly twenty minutes late, Renee flashed a wide grin and lifted up two carrier bags.

      ‘Wine,’ she said. Then, holding up the other, she added, ‘And this one’s comfort food. Tesco’s takeaway korma, caramel popcorn, and I got us Frozen on DVD. Girls’ night.’

      ‘Frozen?’

      ‘It was on special offer. Two for one.’

      ‘Oh. What was the other one?’

      ‘Dora the Explorer. It’s for my niece.’

      Maggie laughed. ‘Frozen it is, then.’

      Renee, petite, blonde-bobbed, and stunning in everything she wore, was an almost perfect person—kind to animals and people, a charity donator, an ever-present at fundraisers, and her job as an administrator in a children’s care home was almost a cliché—and therefore impossible not to love.

      ‘So, tell me what’s going on,’ Renee said as Maggie let them into her flat.

      ‘Let me make the tea first.’

      When they were settled on the sofa with the curry, tea, and popcorn arranged on the coffee table in front of them, with the Frozen DVD looping through its main menu sequence, Maggie finally let out a sigh.

      ‘I was hoping it would be this year,’ she said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘That he’d finally … you know. Pop the question.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Four years we’ve been together, and we still don’t even live together. I mean, that was supposed to happen last year, but then he got promoted and had to move to London.’

      ‘You could have moved down there. He did ask, didn’t he?’

      ‘Yeah, of course. I mean, I think he mentioned it once. But I can’t leave my mother, you know that. Her hip is getting worse and she needs me close by.’

      Renee sighed. ‘You’re in Cambridge and Dirk’s down in London. It’s not going to work.’

      ‘It’s only an hour on the train. A lot of people commute from here. The only reason Dirk won’t is because Saunders & Co gave him a flat in Kensington. I know he wants me to move in with him….’

      Renee turned on the sofa and put her hands on Maggie’s knees. She cocked her head in that puppy dog way, and Maggie knew a home truth was coming.

      ‘It’s commitment avoidance. Can’t you see that? He might as well have a billboard above his head with “single and loving it” written in gold lettering.’

      ‘You’re not being fair—’

      ‘He cheated on you once; he’ll do it again. Pass me that naan.’

      ‘Here. He was so sorry. He, um, cried.’

      ‘Oh, there’s a surprise. Look. You don’t rise to the board of directors at the age of thirty-two—’

      ‘He’s thirty-five.’

      ‘—thirty-five without having a few tricks up your sleeve. Honest people don’t get rich. Look at you.’

      ‘I’m not honest.’

      ‘Oh, come on, Maggie. You’re so pure you bathe in distilled water. And you’re so kind that even though your boss treats you like a piece of excrement on a farmer’s shoe, you won’t quit your job.’

      ‘I like the shop! And the Thundercloud’s only there three days a week. June, our scheduler, tries to give everyone a couple of days’ break.’

      ‘You’re avoiding my point. What I’m trying to say is that Dirk the … whatever … has cooled on you. He’s like a calving iceberg. You’ve been together so long that he’s never known anything else. Now he’s got a bit of freedom so he’s racing away as fast as he can.’

      ‘Right into London’s shipping lanes, yeah?’

      Renee narrowed her eyes. She was trying to look angry, but she just looked cuter than ever. Maggie wished she could hate the way her best friend did that.

      ‘The female ones for sure. Trust me on this.’

      Maggie shook her head. ‘No, you’re wrong. I know you are.’

      ‘You’re just in denial. Come on, let’s crack the wine.’

      ‘It’s only seven o’clock!’

      ‘So?’

      Twenty minutes later, with Frozen playing in the background with the sound turned low, and half the wine already drunk, Renee turned to Maggie with that familiar look on her face.

      ‘Okay, I have a plan.’

      ‘No, please. I’m sure your social worker friends are really nice and all, but Dirk’s the only one for me.’

      ‘It’s about Dirk, you dummy. I’ve thought of a way to find out for sure if he still likes you.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘A Christmas vacation. Somewhere remote, somewhere romantic.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’s only November.’

      ‘Yeah, and how long has the Thundercloud already been playing your Chrimbo hits CD at work?’

      ‘Actually, we’re still on Celine Dion. Christmas is one of her—many—pet hates. She usually caves by December, though. As soon as the trees go up in the storefront she has no more excuse.’

      ‘Anyway. What I have in mind is somewhere the two of you can be alone, all cosy like, where you can find out for sure what Dirk really feels about you. It’ll be perfect. A bit of snow on the ground, a warm fire, a real Christmas tree with presents piled underneath, loads of wine, a double bed—’

      ‘All right, all right. I get your point.’

      ‘It’ll be so romantic you’ll have honey dripping from the ceiling. He’ll have to ask you to marry him for sure.’

      ‘And what if he doesn’t?’

      Renee shrugged. ‘Then you’ll know what he really feels, won’t you? Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right?’

      Maggie sighed. ‘I could spend the next hour trying to talk you round, but you’re set on this, aren’t you? You’re not going to shut up about it until I say yes.’

      Renee shook her head. ‘Nope.’

      ‘Only one question, then. Where? It’s got to be cheap, because I’m skint. The Thundercloud halved our Christmas bonuses this year.’

      ‘We’ll get hunting as soon as the movie’s over. Gosh, Kristoff’s such a dish, isn’t he?’
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      Saturday was Maggie’s day off. Renee was waiting for her in a Starbucks in Cambridge city centre, an iPad already set up on a stand on the table.

      ‘You’re late,’ Renee said, her little button nose wearing a touch of red as though it were already winter outside. ‘I took the liberty of ordering you a Caramel Mousse Frappuccino and a butternut donut.’

      ‘Sounds like a heart attack on a plate.’

      ‘You’ll have one when you look at some of these places. They’re just magnificent.’

      Maggie slid into a chair as the waitress arrived, unloading Renee’s excessive order onto the table. A tingle of reluctance was nagging her, as though aware that Renee, in all her perfectness, had got carried away with everything. However, Maggie had checked the Christmas roster and it was her turn to have Christmas week off this year, having worked right up to Christmas Eve last year, plus the sales days from Boxing Day to New Year—Dirk had gone on a business trip with some associates to Malaga—so she was free to go on vacation should she find somewhere suitable, but there were other things to consider. One of them was cost.

      ‘Canada,’ Renee said with an excessive intake of breath, as though stepping out on to a mountaintop at the end of a long hike. ‘Wiltonsville, a little hamlet north of Whistler. Look at these cabins. They’re only accessible by snowmobile, so you’re totally cut off from civilization. Imagine waking up to these vistas.’

      Maggie frowned. ‘Eighty dollars a night, not including flights and transfers. I can barely afford the train fare to the airport.’

      Renee grimaced. ‘Don’t give up; we’re just getting started. Next one—what about Lapland? Santa’s home—where could be better? Look at these glass igloos. You could lie on your back with Dirk while watching the Northern Lights through the roof.’

      Maggie rolled her eyes then pointed at the screen. ‘Look at these reviews. Half of them say it snowed and they didn’t see anything. And these prices? Sure, it’s cheap in November, but over Christmas it’s nearly double the price.’

      Renee tapped her nose. ‘This isn’t looking promising, is it? Why can’t you just get Dirk to pay?’

      ‘It’s hardly romantic if I book a special getaway then ask him for his credit card number, is it?’

      ‘You’ll find out if he truly loves you. Plus, he’s loaded, isn’t he? Eighty grand a year?’

      Maggie shrugged. ‘A little more. Plus bonuses. Slightly better than nine-fifty an hour, but it’s not about the money, is it? We were together when he was just working at his father’s company for minimum wage. I’m paying for this trip, and that’s the end of it. Keep looking.’

      ‘There’s nothing good on Trip Advisor or Yahoo. Just a few slums. Didn’t realise you could do Christmas breaks in Romania or Lithuania. Wouldn’t fancy it much myself, but each to their own.’

      ‘Let me have a look. Let’s just Google it and see what comes up.’

      As Maggie reached for the tablet, Renee shook her head. ‘No, girl, no. You’re not thinking enough outside the box. You think you’ll find that special place in a conventional way?’

      Renee ran her fingers over the screen and an old search engine Maggie remembered from her pre-university days appeared.

      ‘Where’d you find that? Can it even cope with the full alphabet?’

      Renee winked. ‘Let’s find out.’ She typed in “Romantic Christmas getaway location ideal for getting a marriage proposal but off the beaten path and cheap” and clicked enter. A searching icon appeared.

      ‘I think you’re pushing it,’ Maggie said. ‘I guess we could just go to Centre Parcs. I heard they have some fun package deals. The Thundercloud goes every year.’

      ‘You really think you’ll be in the spirit for getting hitched while lying in the Thundercloud’s bed?’

      ‘Well, I doubt we’d get the exact same room….’

      ‘But just the thought of it? Come on, have faith, Mag.’

      ‘I haven’t had that in a long time.’

      ‘I’ve noticed. Aha! Look at this.’

      A website had appeared on the screen. Even from the header it looked either a remnant from 1995 or a scam. “PERFECT WINTER HOLIDAYS WITHOUT LEAVING THE UK.” Then, the small print: “Hollydell is a unique Christmas village in the Scottish highlands. Perfect for that quiet Christmas getaway with your loved ones. Snow guaranteed.”

      Renee puffed out her cheeks into two perfect circles. ‘And there we have it.’

      ‘There aren’t any pictures!’

      ‘Well, it’s an old website, isn’t it? But look, they’re still taking bookings. And those prices … wow. It’s a complete bargain.’

      Maggie shook her head. ‘“Snow guaranteed.” What do they do, sprinkle a bit of flour on the trees? It’s Scotland. They don’t get any snow, do they?’

      ‘They get a bit. I heard there are a couple of ski resorts up there. Come on, Mags. And look at these reviews! “Perfect.” “Idyllic.” “Breath-taking.”’

      ‘They’re all just one word. That’s totally fake. I’ll show up and it’ll be a dirty business hotel in the middle of nowhere. It’ll probably be abandoned, just me and some crusty old caretaker. I have such a bad feeling about this.’

      Renee smiled. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, reminding Maggie how remarkably elf-like Renee’s ears were. They really did have that little point that could have got her a bit part in Lord of the Rings.

      ‘I’m your BFF,’ Renee said. ‘Just trust me. There’s something about this place that just clicks. I mean, it’s got “holly” in the title. And a dell, that’s like a quaint valley or something, right?’

      ‘It’s also a laptop.’

      ‘You’re so sceptical. Look, how about this? If it sucks, I’ll buy the coffees for a whole year. Deal?’

      Renee held up one hand and hooked her little finger. The coffee shop lights glittered off perfectly manicured fingernails with little dabs of red like a robin’s breast.

      With a sigh, Maggie lifted her hand and gave Renee’s pinkie a little tug with her own. ‘Throw in the donuts and you’re on.’

      ‘Gotcha. Let’s book it.’
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      Dirk’s picture continued to flash. Maggie was just about to give up, when a timer appeared, and Dirk’s voice said, ‘Yeah?’

      Maggie felt a tingle both of excitement and worry. What if he said no? What if he had to fly off to Malaga again this year?

      ‘Hey, Dirk.’

      ‘Hey, Pretty Pea. What’s up?’

      Maggie felt an immediate tingle of anger. It was a new nickname, one which made him sound like her dad. She’d told him she didn’t like it, but that had only made him use it more often.

      ‘Dirk … I … are you still coming back to Cambridge this weekend?’

      ‘Yeah, about that. I’m sorry, Pretty Pea, but it looks like I’ve got to work. It’s just this new job; I have to put the hours in during my first year, you know. The flat’s looking good. You should come down sometime and check it out.’

      The vagueness of “sometime” was another of what Renee would call a red flag marker. Apparently, Dirk’s speech and voicemails were littered with them.

      ‘Not to worry,’ Renee had told her last time they had met. ‘Your cottage is booked for two. If he doesn’t show I’d be happy to fill in.’

      ‘I’d love to,’ Maggie said. ‘I’ve got to work this weekend, but next is free—’

      Dirk laughed. Maggie was tempted to click the icon for video call, but she was afraid of the look in his eyes. What if he was distracted, or appeared bored? What if he was out with someone else?

      ‘Next weekend I have a conference,’ Dirk said. ‘We’re as busy as each other, aren’t we? Don’t worry, Pretty Pea, we’ll see each other over Christmas.’

      Maggie felt as though a train had hit her right in the heart. Christmas was still five weeks away. She’d hoped to see him in person at least a couple of times before that.

      ‘About Christmas … there’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you.’

      ‘Oh yeah? Are you working? That’s a shame, but I guess if you are it can’t be helped. There’s a trip a couple of the guys are planning that I guess I could join if you’re not free. Nothing special, just a bit of a management team-builder out to Portugal.’

      Maggie sagged in her chair. He didn’t want to be with her. She could hear it in his voice. She was thinking to give him some vague excuse to end the call, but then Renee’s voice, endlessly positive, chirped up in her mind: ‘Just tell him!’

      ‘I booked somewhere for us,’ she blurted, immediately covering her mouth, worried that he’d take it as shouting. ‘It’s a Christmas getaway. I took a week off from the twentieth. I thought we could go up there together.’

      ‘Oh really?’ A hint of amusement in his voice. ‘Where is it? Canada?’

      Maggie inwardly scowled. ‘Scotland. A place called Hollydell. It’s described in the brochure as a perfect Christmas village.’

      ‘Nice. What’s it look like in the pictures?’

      Maggie hesitated. ‘Um, it looks, er, romantic.’

      Dirk’s laugh bordered on condescending. ‘Ha, we’re never going to weed that out of you, are we?’

      Maggie opened her mouth to reply, but felt an overwhelming urge to cry. ‘I thought it would be nice,’ she croaked, holding back tears. ‘I thought we could spend Christmas together, just the two of us.’

      She heard him sigh. Then, to her surprise, he said, ‘Sure. I’ll be there.’

      ‘You can make it? Really?’

      ‘Well, I can’t make the twentieth. So sorry. I have a big meeting in London that I have to attend. But I can come by the twenty-first or second. I tell you what—you go up first and get settled in, and I’ll follow you up a day or so later. I’ll bring a special surprise, something to really cheer you up.’

      Maggie frowned before twigging what he meant. Huh. Really? Could it be the ring she had been dreaming of? She needed to end this call RIGHT NOW and call Renee. Oh God. Her perfect friend was right, and they hadn’t even got there yet. He was going to ask. He was going to ASK.

      ‘That sounds nice,’ she squeaked, barely able to lift he voice above a whisper. ‘I’ll message you with the directions. You can’t drive, apparently. There’s a special train.’

      Dirk groaned. ‘You can drive anywhere. But if it’ll make you happy, I’ll go mass transit with the rest of the herd. I’ll wear extra aftershave to compensate.’

      Berating the poor was another of Renee’s red flags—since, technically, both Maggie and Renee were minimum wage workers—but Maggie ignored it. ‘I can’t wait,’ she gasped, perhaps with a little too much eagerness. ‘It’s going to be the perfect holiday.’

      ‘Sure, Pretty Pea. Sure it will.’

      After hanging up, Maggie rushed to call Renee. Her friend answered briefly to say she was stuck at traffic lights on her way to spend an afternoon playing board games with a disabled lady, but that she’d call back later. Hanging up, Maggie ran in little circles, wishing there was someone else she could call. Her mum would be at work—but she wasn’t too hot on Dirk since his move to London—and none of her other friends would want to know. Instead, she did the only other thing she could think of to settle her nerves.

      She went shopping.

      Christmas was still a long way off, but she managed to pick up a nice pair of snow boots and a jacket with a fake fur trim which would look nice in the snow days. Walking out of the shop into a warm, sunny afternoon, however, she had a crisis of confidence. It hadn’t snowed in Cambridge over Christmas since she had been a little girl. Sure, Scotland was way farther north, but was it really going to be much different? She’d been watching the weather forecast with interest, and it was still practically beach weather all over the U.K. What was the likelihood that their remote, romantic getaway was a windy shack on a hill somewhere, battered constantly by the driving rain? Images of power cuts and doors that got stuck in the damp and baths with cracks and spiders and weird locals peering in through the windows and—

      ‘Stop!’

      She shouted so loud at herself that an old lady walking past gave her a bemused glance. Maggie smiled, muttered sorry under her breath, and then did that terribly British thing of talking to herself in quiet tones as though to soften the blow of her sudden outburst. She was working herself up into a panic, she knew it. What happened to being all girl power and feminist and—

      Deep breath. He’ll be there. It’ll all be fine.

      And it’ll definitely snow.
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      ‘So, you’re all set. You’ve got your passport, right?’

      ‘My … I don’t … what?’

      Renee giggled and patted Maggie on the arm. ‘I’m having a laugh. No, you don’t need it. Except maybe to check in. But they’re hardly going to turn you away after travelling from Cambridge, are they? You’ve got your driver’s license?’

      Maggie took a deep breath. ‘Yeah, I’ve got it.’

      ‘And you’ve got enough underwear, just in case there’s no washing machine?’

      ‘What? You never said—’

      ‘Relax!’

      Maggie tried to calm herself, but was aware she was starting to panic. ‘It’s not too late, you know. I can pull the whole trip. I haven’t paid anything upfront. I mean, Dirk might not even show up. We can have a girls’ Christmas. Drink some wine, watch, um, Frozen again….’

      Renee gave her a comforting pat on the arm. ‘It’ll all be fine. Just trust Auntie Renee. Tell me again about the journey. It sounds so romantic.’

      Maggie had read over the printout from the web page so many times she could recite it with barely a mistake. ‘“Catch the 7.15 a.m. train to Edinburgh Waverley. From there, take the 1.03 to Inverness. At Inverness, find Platform 7A and wait for the 4.31 on the Hollydell Line. There is only one train per day—don’t miss it. The train is a single carriage and stops only once, at Hollydell Firth at exactly 5 p.m. Do not be alarmed when you exit the station. To reach Hollydell, walk up the road through the trees for approximately three hundred metres. The village will appear in front of you. The village hall is on your left. Someone will be waiting to show you to your cottage.”’

      Renee hummed, her hands pressed together under her chin. ‘“The village will appear in front of you.” Sounds like it’s magic, doesn’t it?’

      Maggie resisted the urge to say something negative. ‘Assuming it’s even there. I tried to find it on Google Maps, but it’s a black spot. That could mean anything. Perhaps I’m walking into a military alien abduction facility.’

      ‘Well, at least Dirk’s coming to meet you. He can be your knight in shining armour to save you from all those pesky E.T.s.’

      ‘Yeah, sure.’

      Renee was still beaming and staring off into space as a loudspeaker announced the approach of a train.

      ‘Well, here goes.’

      Renee pulled Maggie into a bear hug. She smelled faintly of Yves Saint Laurent and Starbucks Latte. No doubt Maggie smelled of fear, but she forced herself to take a deep breath.

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ Renee said. ‘Haven’t I told you to trust me?’

      ‘Several times.’

      ‘And if you get phone reception, be sure to give me a call to let me know how it is. Send me some pics. I’m having Christmas lunch down at the children’s home this year. A few pics of your special moment’ll cheer them up.’

      The train pulled in. Guards opened the doors and a stream of passengers climbed down, bustling along the platform.

      ‘Right, here goes.’

      ‘And remember, I’ll see you on the twenty-seventh. We’ve got our lunch date, so don’t forget. I want to see your new ring. Gosh, it should be massive, what with Dirk’s salary.’

      ‘I won’t forget.’

      ‘Unless the two of you decide to extend your stay over New Year,’ Renee added. ‘I’d forgive that, but anything else … nope.’

      ‘Ren, I’ve got to go. Thanks for everything.’

      Maggie lifted her case and climbed onto the train. Renee waved at her from the platform.

      ‘Good luck, Mags! Break a leg! Or don’t, as the case may be!’

      As the train started to pull away, Renee tucked her hair behind her ear, and Maggie saw that little point again. Perhaps her friend was magical after all. She could only hope so. It might need magic to save her relationship with Dirk.
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      The Cambridge-to-Edinburgh train wasn’t busy, but each time it stopped and groups of families climbed on board, off on some adventure, or a returning relative climbed down into the arms of their waiting loved ones, Maggie was reminded that she was on her way to what she hoped would be a romantic holiday retreat on her own. For perhaps the fiftieth time, she opened her phone and checked for messages, but there was only the same message Dirk had sent her yesterday: I’ll be there. Don’t worry. Xx

      There were only two kisses instead of the usual three. Had he been in a hurry, or was she just paranoid? The temptation to call Renee for her opinion was overwhelming, but she’d only been on the train an hour and Renee was possibly still driving home.

      ‘Get a grip on yourself,’ she muttered, picking up the can of wine she had bought last night and stuffed into her bag as a safety precaution in case the shop at Cambridge station wasn’t yet open. It hadn’t been, and there would be no buffet car until she changed at Peterborough in another half an hour. She hadn’t opened the can yet, but it was so, so tempting.

      As a large, white-bearded man eased past her down the aisle, holding a polystyrene cup of coffee from the vending machine at the station, Maggie slipped the wine back into her bag. She must look like a proper lush. She was just so terrified of something going wrong, despite Renee’s assurances. She hadn’t seen a single picture of Hollydell. It was somewhere deep in the Cairngorms National Park, but it wasn’t showing up on Google Maps and the only pictures she had of the area showed barren, exposed hills.

      It was a scam, it had to be.

      She nearly stayed on the train when it got to Peterborough, waiting for it to begin the return journey to Cambridge. Only when a disgruntled cleaner shambled through and waved her off the train did she climb down on to a now empty platform. Perhaps if she left her bag behind on purpose? She’d have to stay. She hadn’t paid for anything yet except her train ticket, and she could put Dirk off with a quick message. He’d probably be pleased.

      A loudspeaker announced the arrival of the Edinburgh train. To Maggie’s frustration, it was on the opposite platform, meaning she had no choice but to board it or look like a plonker who’d gone to the wrong platform by mistake.

      At least she had a comfortable seat facing forward. She put her bag in the overhead rack then kicked off her shoes. Someone had left a novel in the pocket of the seat in front. Maggie pulled it out, but Hearts Torn Asunder: Fifteen Tales of Loneliness didn’t really appeal, so she tossed it onto the seat across the aisle and instead took out a newspaper she had bought in Cambridge.

      The front page had a picture of a motorway pileup. The second page had an article about an ongoing stock market crash, and the third a story about a famous TV star who was caught having an affair with a co-star.

      With a grimace, Maggie reached into her bag and took out the can of wine. Perhaps it was time to open it after all.

      A new message blinked on her phone. She opened it, hoping it was Dirk, but it was only Renee, checking in: Did you make your connection? Remember who’s buying next year’s coffees if you chicken out.

      Yeah, I made it, Maggie messaged back. Having a great time.

      What did I tell you? Of course you are, Renee replied almost immediately, as usual shocking Maggie with the speed of her reply, as though she’d been waiting all morning for a message. Got to go to work now. Check in when you get there!

      Maggie actually managed to doze much of the way to Edinburgh, the stress perhaps making her sleepy, but after she made her connection to Inverness, the nerves started to kick in, and she found herself leaning forward in her seat, peering out of the window as though every house the train passed could be her holiday retreat.

      Nice one … what a dump … too old … flats?

      Be brave, Renee messaged her just as the train was pulling into Inverness, as though aware how Maggie was feeling. Dirk, for his part, hadn’t messaged her at all.

      Inverness’s train station was a lot smaller than Maggie had expected, and the only signs to anything other than the city centre were to a shuttle bus heading for Loch Ness. She looked around for platform 7A, but couldn’t see it anywhere. Platform 7 just ended, there was no 7A on the map, and no signs pointing to it. She took a toilet stop, briefly messaged Renee to say the whole thing looked like a scam, then went to the ticket office just to confirm what she thought before buying a ticket back to Cambridge.

      The lady in the ticket office had rosy cheeks as though she drank too much port, and was wearing a Christmas hat with a flashing red light on the top.

      ‘How can I help you?’ she said with a welcoming smile.

      Maggie felt her cheeks turning as red as the hat’s light. ‘Well, this is going to sound stupid, like I’m Harry Potter or something, but I’m looking for a platform called 7A. There isn’t one, is there? I mean, I booked online, and you can never really trust the internet, can you, not even these days. I mean there are more fake sites than real ones. I should have been more careful—’

      ‘Through that door,’ the lady said, pointing. ‘Renovations a couple of years ago left it a little cut off from the rest of the station, and there’s only the one daily train after all. Not our busiest line, for sure. Oh, look at that.’

      ‘What?’

      The lady was looking past Maggie’s shoulder. Maggie turned, her jaw dropping open in surprise.

      Through the station’s doors she saw snow falling in the courtyard outside.

      ‘Been years since we’ve had a white Christmas,’ the lady said. ‘Perhaps you’ve brought us good luck. You’d better hurry if you’re going to catch your train. It’s leaving in two minutes. Just follow the gravel path through the bushes.’

      Maggie nodded thanks, grabbed her bag and pushed through the door. She found herself on a pretty path lined by flowerbeds. A grass bank on one side led up to the station’s mainline, but the path meandered through a garden of little conifers, some of which had been decorated with Christmas lights.

      The platform was out of sight around a side building, so Maggie picked up her case and ran, the wheels ineffective on the gravel. As she came around the corner she saw the train sitting at the platform.

      ‘Huh.’

      She stopped dead, staring at the column of smoke rising out of a chimney near the train’s front. It was a tiny steam engine pulling a single carriage wide enough only for a line of seats against the window. The train was black, but its wheel rims and arches were painted red. As she approached she could tell from the creak and groan of the wheels that it was very old, but someone obviously loved it enough to look after it.

      It let out a belch of steam with a long hiss. A horn gave a single toot, then the driver climbed down and walked along the length of the train, opening the doors as he went.

      A rotund man with a thick beard and a slight potbelly, the driver tipped his hat to Maggie then waved to one of the doors. A ticker sign over the door clicked over from INVERNESS to HOLLYDELL.

      ‘All aboard for Hollydell,’ he said. ‘Would you like help with your case?’

      ‘No, thank you … oh, sure. That’s very kind.’

      The man smiled as he lifted Maggie’s case, then stepped back to allow her onto the train. He passed the case up then shut the door.

      Maggie had her choice of seats, so she took one up front, just behind the quaint locomotive, through which the nostalgic smell of coal and steam wafted like a welcome roast dinner. She had thought she disliked steam trains, having been taken on one by her grandparents many years ago that had a leaky roof and a broken window which meant they were choking on steam and smoke the whole way, but sitting here now, she realised she liked it. There was something warm and comforting about the little toot of the horn, the chug-chug as the wheels started to move, the hiss of steam as it squeezed through the boiler pipes.

      Through a window into the locomotive, she watched the driver shovel a few spadefuls of coal into the boiler then take his seat. The horn tooted, and they were off.

      Inverness fell away behind them as the Hollydell train cut through the town, following a meandering route that took them through quiet suburbs along a line designed both for calm and discretion. Trees grew in ordered rows on either side, and the few people Maggie saw lifted their hands to wave with smiles on their faces.

      Soon Inverness was behind them, and they sped through pastureland and rolling fields, between moorland valleys and around the edges of rippling lochs. Maggie, who at first had watched with interest at the countryside as they passed, a light dusting of snow beginning to cover everything, found herself getting sleepy.

      So far so good, she messaged Renee. It’s even snowing. Not quite sure how romantic this village is going to be, but at least it seems to exist.

      I told you, didn’t I? came the reply. Trust Auntie Renee. I always know best.

      In the distance, the hills turned into snow-capped mountains. Even though the carriage was warm, it looked quite chilly outside, so Maggie pulled a sweater out of her bag and slipped it over her head. Leaning against the window, she tried not to close her eyes.

      She must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew, they were passing through a forested ravine, several centimetres of fresh snow lying beneath the trees. Evening had come on, and the only light came from inside the carriage and the occasional glimpse of a purple sky.

      Maggie sat up, alarmed that she had fallen asleep. She checked the time on her phone and found she’d been asleep nearly twenty minutes. She glanced at the driver, who still had his back to her, his concentration on the line ahead. Where were they? They could be anywhere by now.

      The horn tooted, and the train began to slow. Up ahead, the line made a gentle arc through tall pines, and then Maggie saw it: a quaint stonewalled train station, its lights a welcoming orange, and a sign lit up by Christmas lights which read:

      

      
        
        WELCOME TO HOLLYDELL

        ENJOY YOUR STAY

      

      

      

      The train pulled in, touching lightly against a set of buffers. So, this really was the end of the line. The driver stood up then opened a window in the back of the cab. The smell of coal wafted in.

      ‘Everybody off,’ he called with a cheerful grin.

      Maggie pulled on her jacket and checked she had everything with her, but by the time she had reached the doors the driver had pulled them open. He took her case then offered her a hand to help her down.

      ‘Welcome to Hollydell. Miss Maggie Coates, isn’t it?’

      Maggie was a little taken aback. ‘How did you know?’

      The driver smiled. ‘We’re not exactly overrun with visitors, as you can see. Hollydell is a place only for special people. I’d like to extend my warmest welcome. My name is Andrew. I drive the train, deliver the mail, and do a few other odd jobs around the village. Now, we’re a little bit farther down the valley here, so to get to the town proper, just take the road opposite. The lights will be on by now, so don’t worry about getting lost. It’s not far. The first building you’ll see is the village hall. Go in there and someone will show you to your cottage.’

      He reached out a hand. Maggie smiled and shook it. It was warm and soft, and for some reason reminded her of a comforting log fire.

      ‘I’m sure I’ll see you around,’ he said. ‘Don’t miss the Christmas Eve extravaganza in the village square. It’s an open air event and it’s a lot of fun. Then we have the theatre on the twenty-third … but anyway, you’ll find out more when you get to the village. Enjoy your stay.’

      He climbed back onto the train, leaving Maggie alone on the platform. She pulled out her phone, found she had one bar of reception, and fired off a quick message to Renee.

      Made it!

      Then, picking up her bag, she headed for the exit.

      No one was waiting at the ticket entrance, so Maggie walked right through. She found herself facing a small square with a raised flowerbed in the centre, on which stood a beautiful Christmas tree, its lights glittering. Everything was dusted by a few centimetres of snow, but it wasn’t overly cold, perhaps only a couple of degrees below zero, just low enough to stop the snow from spoiling. Maggie let out a long sigh. If only Renee could see this—

      Dirk. What about Dirk?

      She realised she had barely thought about him since leaving Inverness. She felt a pang of guilt, realising that part of her now hoped he wouldn’t show up. This was her trip, her holiday, and Dirk’s intrusion with his flippancies and lack of consideration for her feelings didn’t feel welcome.

      She frowned. This was the man she wanted to marry whom she was thinking about with so much negativity. She shook her head. Perhaps she’d just been a little on edge recently, and the shock of finding that Hollydell actually existed was playing havoc with her feelings. She would surely settle once she’d found her cottage.

      Overhead, the sky had cleared, and a field of stars shone above steep forested hills. To her left the valley opened up, revealing the distant rises of mountains. And now, as her eyes adjusted, she saw that just past where the train line ended was a small lake, its surface partly iced over.

      Was she really still in Scotland? It didn’t feel right. The hills were too steep, there were too many trees, too much snow. She felt like she’d gone through a time warp into some mythical new land.

      She stepped out into the road. There were no tyre tracks in the snow, only a few carved lines as though someone had come through on giant skis. Then there were the scores of animal prints scattered all over the place.

      A tingle of unease trickled down her back. There was a road, for sure, leading into the forest on the other side of the large Christmas tree, but she couldn’t see the village yet. What village in this day and age didn’t have any cars? What was she likely to find, an actual village or some rundown backwater intent on taking the last of her money?

      She took a deep breath. Only one way to find out.
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      The tall pines, some hung with strings of Christmas lights, were a polite distance back from the road to allay any fears of wolves or bears, just in case she wasn’t still in Scotland after all, but during her little doze the train had somehow flown all the way to Switzerland or Canada and deposited her somewhere with lots of extra dangers to worry about. The road curved through the trees, refusing to let her see too far ahead, but while there were no signs of cars, someone had at least cleared a line through the snow on the pavement to allow the wheels of her little bag to move freely. She was glad now that she had brought her new boots and jacket, because among the trees the temperature was a couple of degrees cooler than out in the open.

      She was starting to wonder if the curving road wasn’t some sort of elaborate joke, winding back to the train station where Andrew would be waiting to take her back to Inverness with a mocking grin on his face, when it suddenly opened out, revealing the village up ahead.

      Maggie let out a little gasp. Her first instinct was to call Renee, but the thought of intruding on this quaint little place with something as modern as a phone felt wrong. She dropped her hands by her sides, and stared in wonder.

      Christmas card perfect, Hollydell spread out before her in a glittering field of Christmas lights. The village hall was a Tudor-style two-storey building just in front of her, then off to the right was a wide square with a Christmas tree standing in its centre, at least three times the height of the one outside the station. A cluster of wooden market stalls stood along one edge of the square, closed up for the night. There was a little post office, and a cluster of restaurants with lights in their windows and the shadows of people inside pressing against the frosted glass. And set back from the village square along roads that wound back into the trees were rows of quaint cottages, their pixie-house pointed roofs laden with snow. Christmas lights lined windows and guttering and garden walls. Snowmen stood on pavements, and sleds stood leaned up against fences. Over the top of everything came the faint tinkle of traditional Christmas music.

      ‘Maggie Coates?’ came a woman’s voice.

      Maggie turned. A woman wearing a woollen check coat was standing outside the village hall’s door, beckoning to her.

      ‘Welcome, welcome,’ she said, as Maggie walked over. ‘Please come inside. I just made some hot chocolate.’

      Maggie couldn’t help but smile. As she followed the woman through the door, she slipped her phone out of her pocket, wanting to give Renee a quick message, but she had no bars of reception. With a frustrated frown, she put it back into her pocket.

      ‘Firstly, thank you for coming to Hollydell,’ the woman said. ‘My name is Ellie. I run things around here, keep everything shipshape. We don’t get many visitors these days, but that’s intentional. We like to keep Hollydell special for those people who need it most.’ She looked up and met Maggie’s eyes. ‘You see, those who really need us will always find us.’

      ‘I was worried you wouldn’t be open,’ Maggie said.

      ‘Oh, no worries there. It’s scripted that way. Hollydell looks best under lights, as most places do. Hence the late arrival of the train, after sunset. It gives you just enough time to check into your cottage then come back down to the village to get something to eat. Mind you, Hollydell still looks pretty nice during day. I’m sure you’ll be very happy here. You’re staying until the twenty-seventh, isn’t that right?’

      ‘I’m leaving in the morning, yes.’

      ‘Well, feel free to extend your stay. Lots of people do. We only make one booking per cottage per year, just in case.’

      Maggie didn’t bother to ask how on earth they made any money. She didn’t want to spoil the magic with the kind of conversation she might have shared with Renee over a latte after work.

      ‘You like marshmallows and cream or just marshmallows? I know some people like to watch their waistline.’

      ‘Oh.’ Maggie smiled. ‘Sure, why not? I’m on holiday.’

      ‘That’s the spirit. I’ll add a chocolate flake while we’re at it. You can walk it off in the morning with a stroll around the reindeer farm.’

      Maggie stared. ‘The what?’

      ‘The reindeer farm. The only one in Scotland. I told you that Hollydell was special.’

      ‘So, we’re still in Scotland, then?’ Somehow, the revelation was a bit of a let-down, even though she could hardly be anywhere else.

      ‘Of course. Where else would we be?’ Ellie lowered her voice. ‘But we’re in a very special part. There’s nowhere quite like Hollydell. Not in Scotland. Not in the world, really. And it’s not just the reindeer farm, but everything. Hollydell is like a special Christmas package, waiting to be unwrapped.’

      ‘I’m starting to realise that.’

      Ellie smiled, and Maggie smiled back. It seemed that everyone here had the ability to inject a little warmth into her heart. She wondered how Dirk would find it.

      Dirk.

      Again that pang of guilt that he had slipped so far from her mind. She gave a little shake of her head. She was being silly. He’d be here before she knew it, they’d be together, and everything would work out as it should. Perhaps he’d even bring the ring as she hoped. The last few weeks, she had just been paranoid. Of course he had been busy; he was in a new job after all, and a high-powered one at that. What else should she expect? It was selfish of her really to ask him to devote so much time to her. He’d done so well to get on the board of directors at his age, and on top of everything he had to settle in to a new city. Without doubt, it was her who was the problem, not Dirk. She was just being needy, as always.

      ‘Miss Coates? Are you all right?’

      Maggie looked up. ‘Oh, sorry. I guess I’m just a little tired from the journey.’

      ‘Well, we’ll get you up to your cottage right away, and then I’ll show you somewhere to eat. We’ll dine together tonight, if you’d like. Just to help you settle in.’

      ‘Oh. Don’t you have work to do here?’

      Ellie shook her head. ‘No, no. I was just waiting for you. And now that you’re here, we can close up for the night.’

      ‘Oh, well, thanks.’

      Maggie drank her hot chocolate while Ellie tidied up. It was delicious, intensely rich, like a melted chocolate gateau. She ought to be careful not to go too crazy on the food, or Dirk would have another reason not to want her—

      Stop it, she could almost hear Renee say.

      ‘Are you ready, then?’ Ellie said, switching off a light behind the reception desk and coming around. ‘I think it’s time we got you up to your cottage.’
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      ‘It’s a short walk up this way,’ Ellie said, taking Maggie’s bag and refusing any attempt by Maggie to take it back, even though she was at least half Ellie’s age. ‘It’s not much of a hill, but it can be a little slippery, especially in the mornings.’

      ‘I was surprised at all the snow,’ Maggie said.

      ‘Oh, we’re tucked away in a little hollow here,’ Ellie said, giving Maggie a mysterious look. ‘We have our own microclimate. Same for the trees. Only natural pine forest in Scotland.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Well, I’m not sure, but it sounds about right, doesn’t it.’

      Maggie wasn’t sure what to say. She was still unsure whether Hollydell was a dream or just an elaborate theme park. ‘I couldn’t find it on Google Maps,’ she said.

      ‘No road in, that’s why. Just the railway. Ah, here we are. Comfort Cottage.’

      Maggie looked up. A white picket gate between two stone walls currently piled with snow led down a snowy path to the front door of a pretty stone cottage. A wreath hung on the door and a string of Christmas lights illuminated a wooden deck on which a table and two chairs stood. Front windows either side of the door glowed with light and a wisp of smoke rose from a chimney at one end.

      ‘Is that really its name?’

      ‘Of course it is,’ Ellie said. ‘I took the liberty of lighting you a fire and turning on the lights. You’ll also find a complimentary bottle of wine on the counter in the kitchen.’

      ‘That’s lovely, thanks.’

      Ellie handed Maggie a set of keys.

      ‘We’re all friends here so you don’t need to worry about locking up, but if you want to, you’ve got front door, back door, shed.’

      ‘What’s in the shed?’

      ‘All your outdoor stuff. A sledge, snow shoes, a set of cross country skis. And if there’s anything else you want, don’t hesitate to ask. We’ll do everything we can to accommodate you.’

      ‘That’s very kind.’

      ‘Why don’t you go in and have a look? I don’t want to overpower you too much, so I’ll let you look around and get settled in on your own. If you want to meet for dinner, I’ll be waiting in Barney’s Christmas Kitchen, the first restaurant you’ll come to if you walk back down to the square. It serves food until eleven p.m. If you’re too tired, don’t worry, I eat in there most nights and there are always a few friendly faces around. But if you want some company, I’m available.’ She reached out and patted Maggie’s arm. ‘I hope he comes, you know.’

      Maggie frowned. ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘Dirk. Your boyfriend. He’s due to arrive the day after tomorrow, isn’t he? He’s booked on the roster.’

      ‘He’ll be here.’

      ‘I hope so.’

      Maggie wanted to say something else, that Dirk would certainly come, that she would be an engaged woman by this time next week, and engaged to a high-flying City of London company director no less, but hope was all she had right now.

      ‘I hope so too,’ she said.

      Ellie patted her arm again, gave Maggie a last smile, then headed off down the street. Maggie took a deep breath, then opened the gate and headed up the path, following the faint line of footprints from earlier which had been buried by the snow.

      The front door was unlocked. Maggie went into a bright hallway lit by pretty wall lamps. A small Christmas tree sat on a telephone table near the door. Through the open door of a living room to the right came the crackle of a log fire.

      With a contented sigh, Maggie pulled off her boots, put her bag behind the door then closed it, shutting out the winter night. As soon as it was closed, she found herself opening it again, and peering back down the hill just to make sure Hollydell was real.

      Pushing through the living room door, she found a compact twin sofa and two armchairs in a semicircle around the cracking fire. A hearth mat with a picture of two sleeping cats lay in front of the stone fireplace over a burnt orange carpet. Behind the two-seater sofa was a larger Christmas tree. A single Christmas card stood on a mantel over the fire, its message Welcome to Comfort Cottage! Thank you for staying!

      Maggie sat down in one of the armchairs and put her legs up on a stool. Her phone didn’t have any reception, but she typed out a message to Renee anyway, planning to take a walk down to the station tomorrow or even tonight after dinner, where she could send it.

      I’m in my cottage. I can’t believe it, it’s just perfect. I feel like I stepped into a Christmas card. Something has to go wrong, it just has to.

      A modern flat screen TV stood on a table next to the fireplace. Maggie looked through a stack of DVDs next to it and found almost every seasonal movie she could think of, from Miracle on 34th Street and Home Alone to Snoopy’s First Christmas. They had the Christmas theme down so well Maggie found herself wondering what Hollydell did for the rest of the year. Perhaps, like Santa Claus, it just disappeared.

      As she leaned back in the armchair, she found she was exhausted, but she hadn’t even explored the rest of the house yet, so she made herself get up and go out into the hall. Another door opened onto a neat kitchen-diner with a window out over a back garden which was now shrouded in snow, while a staircase led up to two bedrooms and a small bathroom. Almost as an evolutionary reflex to a past of cheapo, shabby hotels, she tried every light, every tap, switched on and off every appliance, and even tested the windows to make sure they opened and closed.

      Everything worked. None of the windows were rusted shut. The water was hot.

      It was a true Christmas miracle.

      After taking her case upstairs and unpacking her bag into the drawers and cupboards of the bedroom which had been made up, she went back downstairs. The call of a DVD, a hot bath and an early night—perhaps after a sly glass of wine—was almost too much to resist, but her stomach had other ideas.

      Time had flown past, and it was nearly eight o’clock already. If she was going to eat, she had to get going, but Ellie had said Barney’s Christmas Kitchen served food until eleven p.m. There was still plenty of time for dinner, a nightcap, and to meet a few of the local residents.

      With one last longing glance at the comfortable armchair, Maggie pulled on her boots and headed back out into the snow.
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      A few light clouds had come in to obscure the stars and a gentle, soothing snow was falling. Comfort Cottage was at the end of a row of similar cottages, each set in their own grounds, but beyond it the road headed off into the trees, winding uphill. Ellie had said that there were no roads into or out of the village, so Maggie’s curiosity as to where the road went was immediately aroused. With no streetlights that way, it would have to wait until morning.

      The cluster of buildings around Hollydell’s village square still glittered with lights even at this late hour. As Maggie walked downhill, she spotted Barney’s Christmas Kitchen, a discreet sign above the door of a log cabin. The sounds of merriment drifted from inside the frosted windows.

      At the door she paused, feeling a momentary nervousness. How would she appear to these people? Hollydell felt very much like a closed community, and other than herself, Maggie had seen no tourists at all.

      ‘Pull yourself together,’ she muttered. ‘You don’t need Dirk leading you everywhere. You can do this on your own.’

      She opened the door. The hum of merriment immediately intensified, surrounding her like a warm blanket. She smiled as she saw Ellie stand up and wave to her from a table across the room. She lifted a hand to wave back, but before she’d taken a single step a waiter had pushed through the tables of laughing, joyful people to lead her through.

      ‘This way, madam,’ he said in a slightly Scottish accent. ‘Your friends are waiting.’

      ‘My … friends,’ she said, wondering if she’d rented a community along with the cottage. Everything ought to feel fake, but it didn’t. It felt perfect.

      Ellie pulled out a seat for her and practically pushed her into it. Before Maggie could say a word, the older woman had set a plate and cutlery in front of her and was gesturing to a series of bowls and plates.

      ‘We went for the communal feast tonight,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry, you haven’t missed anything but a few starters. We’ve got coronation chicken salad here, cauliflower in olive oil with garlic dip here, potatoes roasted in dark chocolate over here. That’s prawn cocktail, and there’s some special Hollydell bread. The beef will be here in a moment. No turkey until Christmas, of course.’

      ‘Um, thanks.’

      ‘Just make sure you get up early to walk it all off. Hollydell is beautiful around sunrise. Don’t spend too much time sleeping while you’re here. You can do that on the train ride home.’

      ‘Okay, sure.’

      Around the table, the other gathered people began to laugh. Ellie waved to each, making introductions. ‘This is Sally, who runs the dog sled tours. That’s Jim, the town crier—he’ll likely wake you up tomorrow. Phillip runs the delicatessen, and Gail over there is one of our catering assistants.’

      ‘Nice to meet you all,’ Maggie said, having no time to greet them one by one.

      ‘Oh, and if you have a look back into the kitchens, you’ll see Andrew, whom I think you’ve already met.’

      Maggie twisted around. Through a window into the kitchens she saw the train driver, now wearing a cook’s whites. He smiled and waved.

      ‘Andrew’s my eldest son. You haven’t got a nice friend you could invite next year, could you? I’d love to see him finally get married off.’

      ‘A friend? Next year?’

      Maggie could barely follow the conversation. Ellie thrust a glass of mulled wine in her hand and raised a toast.

      ‘To our new arrival.’

      ‘Our new arrival!’

      They laughed and clinked glasses. In the midst of it all, the waiter put a steaming joint of roast beef down in the middle of the table.

      ‘Wow,’ was all Maggie could say.

      ‘Aberdeen Angus,’ Ellie said with a hint of pride. ‘You’ll find a bit of everywhere here in Hollydell, but we know where the best meat comes from, and that’s right on our doorstep.’

      The others cheered. Maggie heard Renee’s voice whispering to her: Just let your hair down and enjoy it!

      So she did.
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      The time seemed to fly past. Maggie ate too much and drank too much mulled wine. The table was an endless series of cheerful laughter and jokes. No one talked about much other than Christmas and the upcoming events, as though nothing happened in the village at all during the rest of the year.

      By the time she stumbled to the door, weary with exhaustion, half of the restaurant had emptied out already, heading back to their cottages to sleep off the food and drink. Christmas music tinkled all around her from speakers hanging from the trees, and a light snow was falling. Maggie stumbled out into the road and peered up, laughing as the snow fell on to her face. She had a vague memory of talking about Dirk to one of the women, about how this was their last chance, that by Boxing Day she would either be engaged or single, but now as she spun around with her arms outstretched, she knew everything would be all right. Dirk would fall in love with Hollydell just as she had, and they would wake up on Christmas morning in each other’s arms, more committed than ever.

      She looked around at the tinkling of a bell over the clop of hooves. It must be coming out of the speakers, making her think of Santa Claus—

      ‘Watch out!’

      Maggie fell back into a snowdrift just a moment before a small sleigh pulled by a single snorting reindeer came rushing around the corner, skidding past her just inches away from cutting the soles off her shoes. As it veered left, it sprayed her with a curtain of fresh snow.

      ‘Sorry!’ came a man’s voice as the sleigh rushed off up
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