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Scottish Highlands 

November
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JODIE WRAPPED HER GLOVED hands around a mug of cocoa and peered out of the window of the van she affectionately called Betty. As a keen astronomer, she had dreamed about visiting Scotland for years, mainly so she could camp amongst the majestic mountains and beneath the untainted night sky. Until now, in her thirty-ninth year, it hadn’t been possible, she never seemed to have the spare cash to do so. She’d been going from one retail job to the next ever since she dropped out of her A Levels at seventeen. It was only when her marriage broke up that she decided she had to do something with her life, but it took her grandfather’s death to finally prompt her onward. He had left her an unexpected inheritance in his will, and she decided to honour his memory by taking the trip. But it didn’t come without a clause: it was his wish that she return to his Christmas Cottage and take on the last guests of the season. After that, she was free to do with the place as she wanted. 

‘Cold, isn’t it?’ she said to her Yorkshire Terrier, Orion who was snuggled in a fleece blanket on her lap. Orion looked up at her with his big brown eyes, ears twitching. ‘Yes, I know I’m stating the bloody obvious,’ she added, shivering, despite wearing a thick woollen jumper, a coat, and a scarf knitted by her mother. The scarf was wrapped several times around her neck, and she thought she could get away with using the rest of it as a thermal vest. 

For the last three months, she had travelled around the UK with Orion for a companion. Despite loving every minute of her experience, she had a promise to keep, which meant returning home to her little Welsh village by December the first. Tonight was her last night travelling, and she couldn’t think of a better way to spend it, doing something she loved. 

Realising the time, she leapt off the driver’s seat, momentarily forgetting Orion, who whined at being exposed to the cold. She dragged her telescope out of the van, heaved it towards the cliffs’ edge, pulled the tripod legs open, and fixed her camera to the front lens. Then she waited. 

Gosh the sky is beautiful, she thought, looking up at the millions of winking stars. She pulled her phone from her jacket pocket. As usual, there was no signal, so she couldn’t FaceTime her best mate, Nick, who was also keen on astronomy and editor of the local newspaper. 

‘Sorry pal, it looks like you’ll have to do with a picture instead.’ She put her eye to the viewfinder and waited. The once-in-a-lifetime event would be happening at any moment, and she didn’t want to miss it. At exactly 1.36 a.m., the trail of a comet blazed across the top of the mountains, then dipped out of sight for another 1,200 years. She couldn’t believe her luck. 

‘I got it,’ she squealed, jumping up and down. ‘I got it,’ she shouted to Orion, who looked out of the window at her as if she were a mad woman, but she didn’t care because it was the perfect ending to a perfect holiday despite the cold now chilling her bones.

‘Oh, you little freezer,’ she rapped at the window. ‘It’s only minus seven. Bloody heck, what am I saying?’ she said, and put the equipment back in the van. She slammed the door closed, picked up her mug of cocoa, and sank down on the back seat, tucked under her thick, cosy duvet, ready for the long drive ahead of her in the morning. 

Gower, South Wales

December 1st

Country roads soon turned into a charming village with stone cottages, busy traffic, and more people she’d seen in a while. She stopped by the zebra crossing and noticed her friend Sarah adjusting the Christmas tree in the shop window. Sarah ran the local bakery, using produce from her husband’s farm, and made the best birthday cakes this side of Wales. Jodie tooted the horn, but she needn’t had bothered, as Sarah had already noticed her, as had several other villagers walking by on the pavement. 

‘Nice to see you back home, love,’ an elderly woman shouted. Jodie smiled, tight-lipped. and waved back. She didn’t have a clue who the woman was, but knowing her mother and how she talked, there was no doubt the whole place knew of her adventures by now. Then again, it was hard not to miss Betty’s bright pink colour, either.

‘I’m definitely trading you for a car,’ she said jokingly under her breath. She thought she’d call in to see Sarah later, but her main priority right now was to go and check out the cottage, despite being so hungry she considered eating a day-old sandwich sitting on the dashboard. At the end of the road, there was a turning that took her onto a narrower, country lane, with verges either side and fields as far as the eye could see. 

The cottage soon came into view behind a giant oak tree, and Jodie took another left onto a gravelly drive. Christmas Cottage was a large, white-washed building with a thatched roof overlooking the sea. Her grandfather supplemented his income as a farmer by renting out the many rooms, but the place was so popular during the Christmas season he changed its name to Christmas Cottage and ran it almost full time. 

Glad to be home, Jodie pulled on the brake and got out of the van, calling Orion to follow. However, she looked up despondently and put her head back down on the sumptuous cushion. ‘Please yourself,’ she said as she walked to the red front door, already decorated with a wreath and a Christmas tree plonked on the side. She hadn’t been here since his funeral, and that was hard to deal with, to be in the house he’d lived in all his life, and suddenly, he was no longer there at all. Now, he had left her the whole place, just as he’d promised when she was a little girl. She pushed down the tears that threatened to fall and composed herself. 

She fumbled in her bag for the keys her mother had given her before she left on her travels and opened the door. Her mother had been back and forth, cleaning the place and picking up mail, but she was surprised to see a pile of coloured envelopes on the welcome mat. Stooping to pick them up, she realised they must be Christmas cards and wondered how many people her grandfather knew to receive as many. More importantly, why would anyone keep sending cards when they knew the person had passed away? 

Walking down the decorative hallway, she opened the kitchen door and smiled. Her fondest memories were of sitting around the table with her grandad, putting the world to rights with a mug of tea. He’d been gone just over six months, and she missed him every day. Being back at the cottage was like stepping back into the past, except the people she loved were no longer there. Somehow, that felt cruel and cold, but she understood it was part of the cycle called life and it was better to accept it now than to dwell and be miserable forever. Her grandfather certainly wouldn’t have wanted that for her. At least she still had the memories. 

She put the envelopes on the table, went to boil the kettle, and heard someone tapping at the front door. 

‘Won’t be a minute,’ she hollered, wondering who had followed her here already for a chat. All she wanted to do was relax for a bit before the first guests begun to arrive. Her mum had told her the cottage was fully booked every day until Boxing Day, so she knew she was going to be swept off her feet for the duration of the holidays. Not that she was bothered; in fact, she welcomed the distraction from the fact that she was home, newly divorced, and now, had no direction in life except to travel in her beloved Betty, named after her grandmother.

‘It’s only me,’ said a familiar voice. 

Only me, she thought. Me could be anybody, but she couldn’t mistake her mother’s voice. She called her into the kitchen. ‘I’m making a cuppa; do you want one?’ she asked as her mother stormed into the kitchen and immediately pulled her in for a hug. Joyce was a small woman with a big personality and owned the local crystal shop. She was affectionately known in the village as ‘quirky Joyce,’ the woman everyone went to when they needed advice on alternative medicine, not that anyone admitted it. 

‘Oh, it’s nice to have you home, love. All good?’ she asked for the fifth time since last night. She’d been commenting on her picture she took of the comet on Instagram, which garnered over a thousand likes. Jodie hadn’t had a moment to check how it was doing since, but her dream of being a photojournalist was becoming a reality. Now, all she wanted was an opportunity to make money from it and continue her dream of living in a van.  

‘Yes, all is good. It’s nice to be home, Mam, but we’ll see how it goes, eh? How did you know I was back? I was going to text you when I got here.’ 

‘Who can miss that van of yours? So, are you planning another trip after the holidays?’ she asked, thinking she’d hardly be surprised if she took off sooner rather than later.

‘I don’t know yet. Let’s get Christmas underway first. When are the guests arriving, do you know?’ Jodie asked, taking two mugs from the cupboard.

‘I’ll just grab the guest book, hang on,’ her mother replied and popped out into the hallway. Seconds later, she was back, flicking through a tatty brown diary stuffed with papers. ‘Tonight, it’s a Mr Hathaway. Blimey, he’s booked in until Boxing Day.’

Jodie laughed. ‘He must be a loner then, but I can’t blame him for wanting to come here.’ She gazed out the kitchen window at the sea in the distance and the rolling black clouds looming overhead. ‘It’s the place I’d want to be for sure.’ But for how long, she didn’t know, and if she pursued her dreams, she knew she would have to give up the cottage to do so. ‘Right, kettle’s boiled,’ she said, snapping out of her thoughts. Decisions could wait until the last minute, like always. 
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Chapter Two
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There wasn’t much to do in the cottage, it was clean, and the decorations had been hung for ages, though she thought they could do with updating one day. So, she decided to make a start on cleaning out Betty. She began hauling everything out onto the drive: her mound of washing, bedding, pots, and pans, all while doing her best to avoid the Christmas candy cane lights on the lawn. She scrubbed the windows with soapy water while Orion looked on from the comfort of his bed. 

‘You’re such a lazy dog, you know,’ she laughed, flicking soap his way. ‘But I don’t know what I’d do without you,’ she added, just as a notification sounded on her phone. Wiping her hands on her jumper, she pulled the phone from her back pocket. It was a message from a guest, apologising that they had to cancel their stay. Fine, she thought, no big deal. At least the place will be a lot quieter in the run-up to Christmas. 

Carrying her mound of washing to the utility room in the house, she saw Sarah pulling up in her car. 

‘Gosh, you’re looking well,’ Sarah said. ‘I think all that cold, Scottish air agreed with you. Anyway, I thought I’d stop by before this place gets busy, as it always does.’ 

‘I wondered how long it’d take you to show up. How are things? I saw the post that the shop isn’t doing























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





