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      ‘I’m sorry, could you just wait a second—’

      The man in the woolly hat shook his head, balled his fists and banged them on the countertop.

      ‘No, no, no. If I wait much longer I’ll be dead. If you’d answer your stupid phones I wouldn’t have to show up here in the first place.’

      Annie Collins, a phone pressed against her ear as an old lady coughed and began to repeat her account number for the fourth time, could only give a grim smile at the irony of it all.

      ‘I’ll be with you in a moment,’ she said to the man, while trying to type the woman’s number into a computer. As she pressed a seven instead of a six and then lost her concentration, she silently cursed. ‘I’m afraid we’re a little short staffed today. Someone called in sick—’

      ‘Let me guess, a little sniffle? I bet if I open their MySpace I’ll see pictures of Thorpe Park—’

      ‘Could you repeat that again?’ Annie said to the woman on the phone, wondering at the same time who still used MySpace. ‘Sir, I’ll be right with you.’

      ‘That’s the third time you’ve said that. Where’s your manager? No doubt it’s some little whippersnapper who hasn’t even had a shave yet. Well, I’ve got a few strips to tear off him. Hey, you over there!’

      ‘Sir, please!’ Annie said, standing up, wishing she could catch the eye of the security guard, but he was outside the main doors, chuckling as he peered at his phone.

      ‘I’d prefer it if you called me madam,’ came a voice from the phone. ‘I know you young people are all confused these days, but I’m a bit more traditional.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Madam,’ Annie said, a little too loudly.

      ‘I’ll climb over there and drag him out myself,’ said the man in the woolly hat, leaning on the countertop as he tried to get one leg up, knocking a box of pens on to the floor.

      ‘Sir, no!’

      ‘No, really, I prefer madam.’

      Annie put the phone receiver down. Someone else had pressed the alarm, and now Geoff the security guard came running back in through the door as the man tried to lever himself up, managing to get one hand over the top of the glass screen as his legs dangled off the edge of the countertop. As Geoff reached him, the man let go and slid down to the floor. He let out a sudden gasp then twisted around, hands over his heart, a look of horror on his face.

      ‘I think I’m having a heart attack,’ he groaned.

      ‘Ambulance!’ Geoff shouted, loud enough to give someone else a heart attack, as the man in the woolly hat fixed Annie with a stare that seemed to say, this is your fault.

      Annie could only stare dumbstruck as chaos began to ensue, alarms blaring, people running back and forth, screaming and shouting and not staying calm in any way whatsoever. Feeling caught in the eye of an impromptu banking maelstrom, she lifted the phone to her ear, only to hear the old lady snap, ‘Your name is Annie Collins, isn’t it? I’m just checking because I’d like to make a complaint….’
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      A scattering of circulars on her mat seemed to have been put there merely to trip her. Annie kicked them aside as she went into her pokey bedsit and sat down on the bed. It was only six o’clock but if she fell asleep now she might get a few decent hours before the police sirens woke her up. It didn’t help that her only window didn’t quite shut properly, but Friday nights were always the worst, even if at least tomorrow was Saturday, meaning she didn’t have to go into work.

      As she lay on the bed, however, all she could think about was the look of horror in the eyes of the man with the woolly hat as he clutched his heart. She’d hoped he was faking it to punish her inattentiveness, but he had still been staring with a wild look in his eyes when the ambulance pulled up outside and the paramedics rushed in to aid him.

      According to her boss, who had been in touch with the hospital, he had been stabilised and would make a complete recovery, but Annie still felt bad, as though it had somehow been her fault.

      With a sigh, she stood up and went to her little kitchenette, noticing to her frustration that the fridge door had failed to close properly again, meaning her milk had likely gone off. She closed it with an angry jerk of her knee, which in turn knocked one of the magnets and the postcard it was holding loose.

      It was from her cousin Maggie, currently enjoying a honeymoon in the south of France with Henry, her perfect new husband. Annie had met him only once, a few months ago during one of Maggie’s rare trips south from her new home in Scotland to visit some family. Annie had been somewhat overawed by Henry—much preferring him to Maggie’s previous boyfriend, Dirk, who had practically dripped with slime and been underhand enough to ask for Annie’s phone number while Maggie was in the toilet at a family New Year’s gathering—but all his apparent perfectness had been easier to temper with the fact that he was a reindeer farmer. As far as Annie was concerned, it was long overdue that Father Christmas got with the times and bought himself a more modern sleigh, perhaps one made by Tesla that ran off batteries or solar panels. In time, perhaps, Rudolph and his smelly chums would be relegated to a Christmas afterthought.

      There was nothing in the fridge to eat except some leftover curry, which was probably a little warm now to be safe. It looked like chips again, for the third night this week. Still, mushy peas counted as a vegetable, didn’t they?

      She went to the door and reached up to take her thickest jacket down off the hook. The nearest chippy was a ten minute walk, and the weather had closed in over the afternoon, bringing with it a chilly November wind.

      As she went to slip it over her arm, she dropped it on the floor. Bending to pick it up, she found herself scooping up a handful of letters at the same time, and turned to toss them into a basket she kept by the door which once a week she emptied into a recycling bin outside work.

      She frowned at one that looked official, then realised it was the same scamming law firm as before. The one that claimed she had inherited a manor house in the Lake District.

      The first one, addressed to her old married name, which had shown up in the second week of September, had made her smile. She had read it all the way through, wondering when the hit was going to come, the “we only need you to send us five thousand pounds and we can release the deeds to you” bit. Instead, there was just a phone number, asking her to contact them, because they had further details. She had ignored it, of course, and tossed the letter into the recycling basket, hoping it ended up part of a decent roll of toilet paper.

      The second letter had been pretty much a repeat of the first. This time she had tossed it straight into the bin and felt a little guilty about it later.

      It had been another long day at work, made worse by spotting a guy during her lunch hour who looked a little like Troy.

      It wasn’t him, of course, but it had been a bit of a shock.

      According to his Facebook, which Annie would usually stalk after a couple of glasses of wine, he was living in Malaga with a beautiful young Spanish wife, enjoying easy days on the beach and cool, wine bar evenings. Probably there would soon be a child on the way—something Annie had never been able to give him during their five years of marriage—and their life would be seven shades of perfect.

      There was no way whatsoever he would be wandering around the Exeter shops on a Tuesday afternoon, but nevertheless his doppelganger had ruined Annie’s day, even before the crazy guy and his heart attack had put a big fat cherry on the top.

      ‘Sod it,’ she muttered, putting her coat back on the hook and taking the letter over to the kitchen, where she found a packet of supermarket own-brand custard creams in a cupboard and the remains of a bottle of wine warming in the fridge. ‘Let’s be a princess.’

      She sat down on her IKEA recliner, stuffed a biscuit into her mouth, and opened the letter, cringing as she always did at the sight of her old married name:

      Dear Mrs. Annie Weathersby,

      Would you please get in touch with us at Barnsley and Sons Solicitors at your earliest opportunity? Your grandfather’s estate needs to be executed.

      ‘So do I,’ Annie said, taking a large slug of wine, then immediately breaking into a fit of coughing as a piece of the biscuit she was still chewing went down the wrong way.

      You have been assigned as the sole beneficiary of your grandfather’s will, and it is your responsibility to take ownership of it. Should you then decide to sell or lease the land and its property, we can be of assistance with that.

      ‘I bet you can,’ Annie said. ‘How much?’

      In addition, your grandfather employed several members of staff, the ongoing status of which needs to be established—

      ‘And for that we’ll need your credit card number,’ Annie said, rolling her eyes, preparing to rip the paper in two. After all, it was a load of rubbish. Her grandparents on both sides were long dead.

      —so please get in touch at your earliest convenience and we can discuss the transferring of the deeds into your name.

      ‘I bet you can,’ Annie muttered, stuffing another biscuit into her mouth and spitting crumbs all over the floor.

      Lastly, and on a personal note, I would like to congratulate you. Your grandfather was a customer of our company for many years, and we look forward to serving you in the future, and helping to meet the ongoing needs of Stone Spire Hall and its Estate.

      The letter was signed by someone called Barbara Beddingfield. Annie held it up to the light, looking for little indentations in the paper to prove it had been written by a real human with a pen, rather than printed off a computer.

      It certainly looked like it, but what did it matter? It was still a scam.

      She screwed it up and tossed it over her shoulder, then looked out of her second floor window at the side wall of the neighbouring building.

      She smiled. She quite fancied being a lady of the manor. Wouldn’t it be nice to live in a big mansion with fields and gardens and orchards?

      Wishful thinking. She was Annie Collins, formerly Weathersby, thirty-seven, divorced, a bedsit-living bank clerk with no car, boyfriend, or future. But Christmas was coming, after all. Perhaps she’d find a handsome prince in her stocking. Knowing her luck, however, he would probably be on the run from the police, his costume stolen from the bargain rail in TK Maxx.

      She realised she had already finished what was left of the wine, so got up to check in the cupboard beside the sink to see if there was another stray bottle hiding at the back. Alas, the cupboard was bare. She would need to make a run to the corner shop if she wanted to get obliterated, but it had just started to rain.

      Her phone was lying on the floor underneath the chair. When she reached down to pick it up, however, she found a lump of screwed up paper sitting on top of it.

      The letter.

      It must have bounced off the wall. With a smile, she wondered if it was a sign.

      She picked up the crumpled ball, smoothed it out on her lap, and dialed the number before she could chicken out. Only as she did so did she remember it was nearly seven p.m. on a Friday night, and any kind of law firm would surely be closed.

      She was about to hang up when a woman’s voice said, ‘Hello?’

      ‘Ah, hello … this is Annie Collins. I’m just calling you because you sent me a letter—’

      ‘Annie Collins? I don’t know—’

      ‘It, ah, used to be Annie Weathersby, but I go by Collins these days.’

      ‘Miss Collins, I do apologise. So, about your inheritance … if we could just confirm your identification—’

      Annie rolled her eyes. ‘Okay, so I need to send you a copy of my passport, is that right? And I suppose you need my bank account number? Sure, don’t worry, I’ll put them in an envelope with a key to my flat. Although I’m not sure what you could do with that.’

      ‘Miss Collins—’

      Annie ended the call and let out a long sigh. A scam, as she had thought. Well, it had been too good to be true, which, of course, meant it couldn’t be true.

      Her phone was buzzing in her hand, Barbara Beddingfield’s number flashing up. Annie declined the call, put her phone on the countertop, then got up to find her umbrella. Sometimes it was best to dream small, and finding another glass of wine in her hand was a good enough dream for a rainy Friday night.
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      Julie Goodman was waiting on a bench in Cathedral Green when Annie arrived, holding two coffees from the garage around the corner. At the sight of her best friend with a blanket over her knees as she rubbed her hands together, Annie felt a pang of guilt that she’d not at least invited her to the Starbucks on the high street … but money was tight. Her electric bill had arrived that morning. The fridge which hadn’t been working properly anyway was now permanently unplugged, and she had gone so far as to sit in the public library this morning to charge her phone.

      ‘I was just wondering if you’d stood me up,’ Julie said, smiling as Annie sat down. ‘You could have come round to mine, you know. Darren’s taken the kids to the new soft play on the industrial estate.’

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t think to ask.’

      Julie smiled. ‘And I’m not scared of your place. I have been there, remember?’

      ‘I’ll get something bigger.’ Annie shrugged. ‘One day.’ She grinned. ‘Maybe even two whole rooms.’

      Julie took one of the cups and they touched them together. ‘Well, cheers. Look at us, party animals.’

      ‘We could just pretend we’ve come from an all night rave.’

      ‘Sounds great. I’ll dance on the bench while you sleep underneath it.’

      ‘Just like old times?’

      ‘Something like that.’

      They lapsed into an easy but slightly nostalgic silence. While they shared the same age—their birthdays were just two days apart—these days they shared little else. While Julie, whom Annie had first met in a house share at Exeter University, had married a computer analyst with whom she’d since had three children, Annie’s long, drawn out divorce had left her on the verge of poverty.

      ‘So, you said you had a weird phone call? It wasn’t Troy playing games, was it?’

      Annie hadn’t considered it, but now that she did, it didn’t seem like Troy’s style. He had taken everything from her in the divorce, dragging out proceedings until most of Annie’s share of their house sale had gone on lawyer’s fees. After ensuring that Annie was left destitute, he had swanned off to sunny Spain, married a beautiful local, and no doubt now lived easily off an online consultancy business. Annie, alone and broke, now struggled to make ends meet from her bank job, any chances of promotion curtailed by frequent, harrowing court dates.

      ‘I’m pretty sure Troy’s done with me,’ Annie said at last. ‘I mean, I’ve not had a single email or phone call in over a year. Now that he’s reduced me to a barely functioning shell, I don’t think he has any more use for me.’

      ‘Well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it? You can start to rebuild. How’s work?’

      Annie sighed. ‘I’m on a disciplinary. Some nutter tried to attack me, and apparently I didn’t follow correct procedure. Something like that. To be honest, I don’t really care. Maybe I’ll look for something else.’

      ‘With your experience, I imagine there are lots of bank jobs available.’

      ‘Bank jobs….’ Annie sighed again. ‘Sometimes I wish I’d been more ambitious. You know, trained to be an astronaut or an explorer or something.’

      Julie chuckled. ‘It’s not too late. You’re still young.’

      ‘Thirty-seven’s not young. You get grandmas my age these days.’

      ‘But look on the bright side. You’re single, you don’t have any kids, and you haven’t filled out the way that happens when you have three of them.’ Julie held up her arms. ‘I mean, look at me. At least I don’t have to worry about getting cold in the winter.’

      ‘But you glow. I’m like an unwanted doll stuck at the back of the shelf.’

      ‘Let me just go and get my paint brush so I can paint the sky grey.’

      Annie looked up. ‘It’s already grey.’

      ‘Greyer.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be all doom and gloom. Why don’t we walk up the high street and look through some shop windows?’

      Julie patted Annie on the knee. ‘Come on, let’s cheer you up. It’s nearly Christmas, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yep. That wonderful time of year best remembered for when I found a present under the tree addressed to one of Troy’s floozies. Of course he tried to argue that he had an Aunt Charlene I’d previously never heard of, and that for some reason he was giving her a pearl necklace, but whatever—’

      ‘Stop!’

      Annie clamped her mouth shut. ‘Sorry—’

      ‘Don’t even say that. From now on, we only say positive things. Okay?’

      Afraid she’d say something negative out of habit, Annie just nodded.

      ‘What’s going on in your life that’s good?’

      Annie frowned. The fridge was disconnected, her landlord was refusing to fix the window that didn’t shut properly, and she had scuffed her best pair of shoes on a corner of pavement while running for a bus last week. She was worried she had IBS after living off chips, coffee and cheap wine for the last month, and she was one black mark away from possibly losing her job—

      ‘I’m waiting. One thing.’

      ‘I … I … inherited a manor house.’

      Julie burst into laughter and rocked backwards, nearly falling off the bench.

      ‘I knew it was there. Your sense of humour. I couldn’t believe it had completely disappeared.’

      ‘No, really. This law firm in the Lake District keeps hassling me. Apparently my grandfather left me a country estate.’

      ‘Are you serious? That’s awesome.’

      ‘I doubt it’s real, but we’re being positive now, aren’t we? They haven’t actually asked for money, but they do want proof of my identity. It’s bound to be one of those 419 scams, though, isn’t it?’

      ‘Perhaps your grandfather was secretly rich.’

      ‘And secretly alive? I’ve always been told he died more than twenty years ago.’

      ‘Oh.’

      Annie spread her arms. ‘See? Impossible.’

      ‘But what if he didn’t? What if he just told your parents he was dead, but he was actually still alive, and totally rich?’

      ‘”Hey guys, pretend I’m dead, then in twenty-odd years I’ll come back and leave a country estate to your daughter”.’ Annie shrugged. ‘Sure. I suppose it’s not totally impossible.’

      ‘Have you asked your mother?’

      Annie frowned. Her father was dead fifteen years, and her mother, who had met a Canadian tourist on a train a couple of years later, was now happily remarried and living in Vancouver.

      ‘I haven’t,’ she said. ‘I don’t know how I’d bring it up. Dad’s death was hard on her, but she’s so blissfully happy now that I wouldn’t want to ruin it by trying to dig up the past.’

      ‘In that case, you might as well go and take a look.’

      ‘What … you mean—’

      ‘Get on a train, go up to the Lake District, and have a look.’

      ‘But what if—’

      ‘Don’t give them any money, but wouldn’t it be worth the cost of a train ticket just to find out? Plus you could have a bit of a holiday at the same time.’

      ‘I can’t afford it—’

      ‘Don’t worry, if you go off-peak it’s cheaper, and if you’re really desperate, Benjamin’s got a two-man tent he uses for scouts. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if I lent it to you.’

      ‘I suppose I could empty out my change jar, and I have loads of holiday I can take, because I can never afford to go anywhere.’

      ‘That’s the spirit. And I tell you what, if it does turn out to be for real, and not just a barn in the corner of a field, me, Darren and the kids will all come up for Christmas.’ Julie chuckled. ‘I’ll make sure they address you as Baroness.’

      Annie glanced up at the sky, just as the sun unexpectedly broke through the wall of cloud, briefly bathing them in sunshine.

      ‘Um, thanks. But it’s probably just a barn in a field.’

      ‘Then you won’t have any need for Benjamin’s tent, will you?’
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      Barbara Beddingfield tapped on the steering wheel, nodded at a crooked sign at the end of a narrow drive leading off into a grassy valley, and said in a cheerful voice, ‘Ah, here we are.’

      Annie frowned as Barbara pulled the car into the roadside and switched off the engine.

      ‘Here? Are you sure? I can’t see anything except fields.’ She smiled. ‘Those sheep over there have faces like teddy bears.’

      Barbara chuckled. ‘They’re Herdwick,’ she said. ‘Apparently Beatrix Potter loved them.’

      ‘That’s nice and everything … but are you sure this is the place?’

      ‘Yes, yes. It’s just down there.’

      ‘But … that road just disappears.’

      ‘It’s actually a private driveway. And you know how people are. They like to be secretive. Your grandfather too, no doubt. The house is just down behind that fell—that’s what we call hills round here, by the way—in the valley. You’ll see it as soon as you go around the corner.’

      ‘Can’t we drive down there?’

      Barbara shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not. The grate’s got a hole in it, hasn’t it?’ She nodded at the cattle grid between the corners of stone wall at the drive’s entrance. Indeed, a bar appeared to be missing, leaving a worrying gap. Whether a car could still get across or not was anyone’s guess, but Barbara didn’t appear willing to take the chance.

      ‘So, we’re walking from here?’

      ‘You, dear. I’m afraid I have another client to meet. But just call me and I’ll pick you up, take you back to the station in Quimbeck if you need to.’

      Annie held up her phone. ‘I’ve not had a signal since we left the village.’

      ‘Ah, but the house will have a phone, won’t it?’

      ‘Will it?’

      ‘Of course, dear. Aren’t you excited?’

      Annie gave half a shrug. ‘I’d say scared was a better description.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Mrs. Growell will be waiting for you. She knows to expect you.’

      ‘Mrs. … Growl?’

      ‘That’s right, dear. Mrs. Growell.’ Barbara gave a slightly tense sigh and tapped the steering wheel with the palms of both hands, as though keen to get on with the rest of her day. ‘Right, are you ready?’

      ‘I suppose so.’

      ‘Good luck, dear. Terribly exciting, isn’t it? It’s such a joy to be involved with this. It’s not every day that someone inherits a manor house, is it?’ She gave a little chuckle that sounded so manufactured Annie could have bought it in a toy shop. ‘Are you ready to go and claim your destiny?’

      This time Annie couldn’t resist the hint and climbed out of the car. Barbara gave her a brief wave and sped off up the road. Annie watched the little red car as it meandered out of sight along the narrow road lined on either side by quaint stone walls, thinking how it reminded her of the opening sequence to Postman Pat. She began to whistle the theme tune as she made a slow circle, the sound fading on her lips as the enormity of the landscape quite literally took her breath away. Rolling fells and open moorland surrounded her on all sides. In the valley, a lake glittered. In fact, she felt like she could see every corner of the world, except the one that now belonged to her, tucked away out of sight at the end of the gravel drive stretching off into the valley.

      Beside the cattle grid, the leaning sign that greeted her was something of an oxymoron:

      
        
        Welcome to Stone Spire Hall

        PRIVATE PROPERTY

        STAY OUT

        (unless invited in)

      

      

      Annie shouldered her small rucksack, having left everything else in a locker in Quimbeck’s tiny train station, and stepped carefully over the hole in the cattle grid, hoping that this property left to her by her grandfather actually proved to exist.

      Stone Spire Hall.

      It certainly had a mystical—and slightly awkward—ring to it. In the absence of any kind of photographic proof, her imagination had begun to run wild, creating it at once as a magnificent National Trust manor house, then five minutes later as a tumbledown barn, holes in the roof, bats, everything.

      What she couldn’t seem to do was see it as something in the middle, but as she started down the drive, the lake glittering in the distance, she figured that within a matter of minutes she would find out.

      Like a Christmas ribbon, the drive slowly uncurled as she descended into the valley, yet like a frustrating pass-the-parcel at a giant children’s party it refused to show her too much at a time. The moorland gradually gave way to scraggly, wind-hassled trees, which grew larger and larger until she found herself walking in a quiet pine forest, the lake no longer in sight, and only the occasional cry of a heron or lost seagull reassuring her that she hadn’t walked through some kind of portal into an entirely different world. The road narrowed until she doubted a car would even fit, the trees pressing in on what had become little more than a potholed, puddly lane.

      As she came to another corner, arcing away to the left, she paused for a moment, breathing in the scent of the pine forest, feeling the November chill on her face. As she looked into the trees she wondered if she ought to feel scared, but everything felt so peaceful and calm. As she looked around at the trees, she wondered how they might look with Christmas lights hanging through their branches.

      And then, to her sudden horror, back in the shadows beneath the dark green canopy, something moved.

      Annie let out a sharp gasp, but for a few seconds she was rooted to the spot, unable to move. Then, as something large and antlered stepped out of a thicket of undergrowth into the space between two lines of trees, turned, gave a snort and began to walk in her direction, she managed to find the will to move. At first just walking quickly, then when the beast showed no sign of slowing down or running off, she began to move a little quicker, until she was jogging down the drive, her rucksack bouncing against her shoulder, the strap constantly slipping as she tried to look back.

      Behind her, the reindeer stepped out of the trees and turned to face her.

      Society’s goodwill towards such beasts meant that a sliver of sanity told Annie not to be afraid, but all she felt was a deep, primal horror. Those antlers would toss her twenty feet through the air, its hooves would trample her, and no doubt it had some kind of teeth that would rip her to shreds, and probably eat her. After all, they lived off ice cubes, didn’t they? She would probably be a welcome and nutritious meal.

      The thing’s tongue appeared to be lolling as the monster started to trot up the drive. Annie increased her speed, trying to invoke memories of the last time she had needed to run anywhere, a long ago school sports day when she’d come in first by a whisker, giving rise to a fleeting dream of one day entering the Olympics, something later dashed by a teenage obsession with doughnuts. Despite a strict reset operation during her early twenties, it was rare
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