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      “Bess! Bess! BESS!! ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?!”

      The cries finally started to penetrate the nightmare which had been holding me captive.

      My eyes flew open and I looked wildly around me, searching for an escape - any escape.

      Gradually, I took in the familiar surroundings and exhaled shakily, my heart smashing against my ribs.

      I was lying in my comfortable bed, with my familiar things around me, the pretty curtains, the cosy padded easy chair I loved to use for reading, the vase of delicate snowdrops on my dresser…. I was safe and I was home. Everything was OK.

      I forced myself to release the death grip upon my duvet and attempted to breathe normally. In through the nose…and out through the mouth slooowly…the way I had learned a long time ago. My heart rate gradually started to ease.

      “Bess! Bess!” The shouts had become more urgent in tone and were now accompanied by banging upon my bedroom door.

      What an idiot I was! I clapped my hand to my forehead and stumbled out of bed, still not entirely steady on my feet after the nightmare.

      I opened the door to see my friend and employee, Jo, standing there, eyes wide with alarm, hand raised for another bout of pounding upon my door.

      I ran a hand over my disordered dark curls, horribly aware that I must have looked like I had been dragged through a hedge backwards by a horde of rabid mutant apes. Jo, on the other hand, never looked anything other than perfect. Her long blonde hair looked as though she had just left the salon and her green eyes were sparkling and alert, despite the hideously early hour.

      “Bess! I was so worried about you! I heard you calling out and I thought you’d fallen and hurt yourself,” Jo said, scanning my face, obviously worried.

      I endeavoured to compose my features into a semblance of normality to put her mind at rest.

      Remorse flooded me as I was reminded that I had woken her up - again. There had been several nightmares recently - and they had all been about the same thing. I pushed the thought down, determined to conquer this lingering weakness. I had overcome it before - and I would do it again. I had to.

      I forced myself to smile reassuringly at Jo, and I saw her features relax in response.

      “I’m so sorry, Jo; it was just one of those stupid dreams,” I explained, trying to keep my tone light, although I still felt residual shocks - an aftermath from the nightmare - travel through my body.

      Which I absolutely would NOT allow myself to dwell on, I told myself sternly, hoping my face was not betraying my thoughts.

      Jo frowned.

      “Bess, are you sure you’re OK? You know if there’s anything worrying you, you can tell me. If something was the matter, I mean,” she said earnestly, and I blessed my good fortune in having such a faithful friend as Jo Sterling.

      I had given her a job at The Boot as a barmaid when the whole village had been against her, and I had never had cause to regret my decision. On the contrary, the young woman had become not only a valued member of the pub team, but a trusted friend too.

      Jo now had a successful part-time wedding business situated in a barn on her family’s land, as well as working with me at The Boot the rest of the time, and it had been lovely to watch her blossom. Her relationship with Jeff Harley, one of Sam the taxi driver’s twin sons, was going from strength to strength.

      See, relationships did sometimes work out, my brain whispered.

      Not helpful.

      I shook my head, wishing that Jo could help - but nobody could change the past. All you could do was move on and try to learn from it. At least, you had to try.

      “No; it’s probably just all the talk about this storm that’s supposed to be coming. It must have got me riled up. Well, there’s no way I’m going back to bed now,” I said lightly.

      “Fancy a cuppa?”

      With that, I led the way into my living room.

      I felt the jittery feelings subside as we entered the familiar, comfortable space and I started to feel more like myself once again.

      The sight of the colourful wall hangings in jewel-like shades and the cosy, welcoming feel of my living area had the effect of grounding me further and making me feel a bit calmer.

      As Jo took a seat on the sofa, I headed into my tiny kitchen to make our tea, for the moment escaping further scrutiny.

      It had taken years to get to where I was and I wasn’t about to lose control now. I had worked too long and too hard for that!

      But why now? I thought, shuddering as a memory of the dream floated across the edges of my reluctant mind.

      I hadn’t thought of him - I refused to even name the man - for a long time, so why now?

      “You know that’s a lie,” my mind whispered treacherously, before I ruthlessly crushed the thought.

      However much I might like to deny the truth even to myself, I was only too aware of the constant struggle not to think of him continuously - what he was doing now, where he was - and, even worse, had he found somebody new? Not that it was any of my business, I told myself. It wasn’t as if we were even married any more.

      Taking care to keep signs of this inner turmoil off my face, I arranged two mugs on a tray and brought our hot drinks through into the living room.

      “There you go.” I smiled at Jo, setting the tray down on the table.

      She was still watching me closely, as if I was an unexploded bomb.

      “Bess-” she began hesitantly.

      My stomach clenched in anticipation of her next words.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course,” I responded, as nonchalantly as I was able.

      I took a large gulp of tea to cover my discomfort and almost burned my tongue.

      Jo took a deep breath before speaking, clearly deciding to press ahead.

      I braced myself, but even so, her next words hit me like a tidal wave, the shock of hearing that name spoken aloud for the first time in years almost causing me to go under.

      “Who’s Harry?”

      I frowned, simulating a confusion I didn’t feel.

      “Harry? Why?” I asked, trying to sound as though I had never heard the name before in my life. If only that were true!

      Unfortunately, the dratted name was only too familiar to me; “Flash” Harry Sprockett happened to be my oh-so-charming and oh-so-irresponsible ex.

      Bitterness filled my mouth as I struggled to keep my feelings contained.

      I was clearly doing a poor job of it, because Jo was watching me, concerned.

      “Because you kept calling out ‘Harry! Harry!’” Jo said, her beautiful green eyes betraying her worry.

      Nuts!

      I took another gulp of scalding tea to cover my raging emotions.

      I had struggled - and failed - to forget “Flash” Harry Sprockett for nearly eight long years. In my opinion, the fact that the man had the nerve to repeatedly appear in my dreams was the outside of enough!

      Hadn’t he caused enough trouble for one lifetime already?

      “I know you said you were OK,” Jo continued, “but - if there was something that was bothering you - I mean, you were amazing when I came back here, and you sounded so upset.” Jo broke off, uncertain whether she should continue.

      I was grateful for her concern, and for one moment, seriously wondered whether I should tell her about me and Harry. After all, we were friends, and I already knew that I could trust Jo implicitly.

      No, I decided. Harry was in the past and it wouldn’t serve anybody to bring him into the present - least of all me. Let sleeping exes lie and all that.

      “Really, Jo; I’m fine - it was just a stupid dream! It didn’t mean anything,” I told my friend as briskly as I could.

      I could see from her expression that she was convinced by my words as much as I was - not one little bit.

      Jo evidently decided not to pursue the matter, much to my relief, because she nodded and reached for her tea.

      Unfortunately, it seemed that once the floodgates had been opened, there was no holding back the memories that assailed my resisting mind.

      I remembered the two burly men who had appeared one day upon the doorstep, demanding that I hand over goods in lieu of the huge gambling debts racked up by Harry.

      “You can’t do this!” I had cried, outraged, as they had pushed past me, ignoring my protests. Harry, the cause of all this trouble, was nowhere to be found, of course.

      I had shouted, screamed, begged and finally pleaded as the two thugs had carried off every stick of furniture we possessed - and I was powerless to stop them.

      We had been left with nothing - or so I had thought after the bailiffs had taken away all our worldly possessions - even down to the hand-painted dressing table mirror that my grandmother had left me. It was in vain that I had tried to reason with the men, tears streaming down my face - they might as well have been made of stone for all the good my exhortations did.

      Of course, Harry was full of remorse when he returned home from whatever betting shop he had decided to visit that day, swearing that he would never gamble again, that he would turn over a new leaf, that he was sorry, that he loved me…it went on and on. My lips tightened as I remembered his words. It had meant nothing. What I meant to Harry was nothing compared with the lure of gambling. Like a fool, I had believed what he told me. It was a decision I had come to regret.

      I had thought we had hit rock bottom then, but little did I know, as I crouched on the floor of our empty home, sobbing, that worse still was yet to come. It appeared that even the appropriation of our worldly goods in their entirety had not been enough to satisfy Harry’s enormous gambling debts, because the next blow was losing our home. As we had been unable to maintain the rent payments on our modest two-bedroom house, the landlord had finally lost all patience and kicked us out onto the street.

      My heart rate had rocketed once more as the awful, traumatising memories flooded in upon me like a toxic tsunami.

      Why could I not just forget the wretched man? What was wrong with me?

      No! I would have control! This had happened a long time ago and I was determined not to give in to the old weakness. I was different now. Back then, I had been trusting and naive - weak and pathetic. Well, not any more! I had clawed my way back with my own two hands and I wasn’t about to let a few bad memories ruin the life I had so carefully built for myself here.

      Losing our home had been the final straw for our marriage. The day the decree absolute had come through, I had vowed on the spot that I would never put my trust in a man again. I would depend on myself and nobody else. In future, it would be my way or the highway!

      If only I knew what these terrible recurring dreams meant! Why now?

      I became aware that Jo was looking at me strangely - as well she might. I had no idea how long I had been lost in the past, but I was determined not to spend any longer there! I had to get a grip and move on.

      “Sounds like that storm’s getting closer,” I said, more to move the subject away from my nighttime terrors and onto safer ground than for any other reason.

      For the last few days, the weather forecasters had been warning of Storm Barney, which was predicted to hit the country - and particularly our region - with potentially dire consequences.

      I wasn’t especially worried - it was probably being exaggerated and would pass us harmlessly by - most storms generally did. Besides, The Boot had stood for over a hundred years. I thought that it wouldn’t have any trouble withstanding a bit of rain and wind.

      “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to listen to the forecast,” I said, crossing the room and switching on my old radio.

      The news wasn’t reassuring, to say the least.

      “Reports of severe storm damage are coming in across the country as Storm Barney continues to grow in force. There is a high risk of gale-force winds and heavy rain, which will increase throughout the day. Please stay home unless absolutely necessary,” the forecaster said.

      Jo looked up from her phone, frowning.

      “It looks like there’s a red weather warning in place for our area. I think this is going to get pretty serious,” she said, sounding worried.

      “That does sound bad,” I said, disquiet filtering in for the first time since I had heard the news about the storm. I switched the radio off, not wishing to hear any more.

      “Will The Boot be OK?” Jo asked, her expression mirroring my growing unease.

      I hurried to reassure my friend. The last thing we needed was to start panicking about things that hadn’t even happened yet.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine. The Boot’s been around for a lot longer than you and me, Jo. I guess I’d better meet those draymen. They’re due soon,” I said stoutly, not wanting to worry Jo further.

      It was time to get on with the business of the day, and pubs didn’t run themselves.

      With these words, I drained my mug and headed to my room to get changed in preparation for the deliveries.

      Although I had tried to take a bracing tone with my friend, I couldn’t help but feel that unease return as I dressed.

      It was partly to do with that stupid dream, I thought, as I ran a brush through my dark curls and put on some lipstick and eyeliner.

      War paint, that’s what today required, I decided, looking at my solemn reflection in my dressing table mirror.

      Little did I know how true that was going to be.
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      “Phew! What awful weather!” gasped Alf, as he struggled to wrestle the large, heavy barrels into the cellar.

      Poor Alf looked as if he had been blown through the four winds and beyond. His greying hair was plastered to his head by the driving rain and he resembled a drowned rat.

      “Oh, Alf! You look wet through! You’ll have to come in and have a hot drink. Warm yourself up a bit,” I urged, my heart going out to the ageing drayman. Alf and I went back a long way and we had formed a good working relationship. He would often stop for a coffee and we would put the world to rights, but it looked like today was going to be different.

      He shook his head regretfully.

      “Sorry, Bess, no can do, but thanks for the offer. I’ve got a whole load of deliveries to make after this before Storm Barney hits us. Headed right for us, they say, and I’d rather be within my own four walls when it does. You should be all right here, though. Solid as a rock, this place is,” he said cheerily.

      Nothing much ever threw Alf off his stride. I managed to persuade him to take a coffee to go and gave him one of my home-made scones for good measure. Delivering to pubs was thirsty work and I wanted him to know that his efforts were appreciated.

      If I had hoped that talk about the storm was going to be short-lived, that hope turned out to be in vain.

      The feeling that something was wrong had been steadily growing and only got stronger as the day wore on. As the forecast had predicted, the winds were increasing and the rain fell in sheets. The sky was a leaden grey and there was no sign of any respite.

      We opened up for the lunchtime shift, and a trickle of bedraggled villagers started to stagger in, seeking refuge from the chaos outside.

      Fortunately, we had a good supply of logs and the big open fire burned merrily away, creating warmth and a cosy place for people to gather round while enjoying their drinks.

      “My hat! My hat! I’ve lost it! Gone! This horrible wind!” wailed Miss Marriott, making a dramatic entrance, clutching her grey, straggly hair.

      Miss Marriott was one of those people who was never happy unless she was having a good moan about something. I was sure she was secretly happy about the storm, as this was clearly a great opportunity to complain, but this time I did feel genuinely sorry for the querulous old lady.

      “Here, Miss Marriott,” I said, handing her a glass of her favourite sherry.

      “Why don’t you sit by the fire and get warm? The storm will pass, just you see, and then you can go into town and get another hat.”

      Grumbling, the old woman seated herself beside the fire and started to gently steam in the heat.

      “What dreadful weather! It reminds me of that big one we had in 1974, my dears!” Miss Percival panted as she fought her way to the bar. Accompanying her was the new head of Rustmere’s library, Briony Baker.

      “We’ve had to close the library,” Briony gasped, attempting to wipe her streaming face with a sodden hankie.

      “You poor things!” Jo exclaimed, hurrying to fetch their favourite drinks.

      “Nobody wanted to visit in this storm! Dear Oskar is quite distraught!” Miss Percival added, irrelevantly, referring to her demonic feline companion.

      Somehow, I doubted whether even the horsemen of the Apocalypse would have unsettled the evil-tempered brute, but I wisely held my tongue. The old lady loved him and that was all that mattered.

      Briony had taken over running the village library when Miss Percival had retired back in the summer, and since then it had gone from strength to strength. She was expecting her first baby with her husband, Jake, and her pregnancy was just starting to show.

      The village had been suggesting baby names for months.

      Jo had saved Briony’s wedding to the village mechanic after they had lost their original wedding venue and thereafter had become firm friends, along with Briony’s other friend, Rose.

      The three young women would frequently be seen strolling round the village, often in fits of laughter, with the result that everyone had taken to calling them the Three Musketeers.

      “Where’s the third Musketeer, Briony?” I asked with a twinkle.

      “Oh, Rose had some end-of-year accounting stuff to get in. She might pop in later,” Briony told us, smiling and patting her bump.

      I hoped that she wouldn’t suffer any ill effects from being out in this awful weather.

      Miss Percival gratefully clutched her Bloody Mary and graciously inclined her silvery head at us in thanks before the two speedily headed for the fire.

      The wind had risen and was roaring around the pub with the ferocity of a caged beast, while the rain lashed down in horizontal waves. I peered out of the window and the street was completely deserted. I hoped that the river wouldn’t burst its banks. It was definitely getting worse.

      The only good thing about the storm was the fact that it had driven all thoughts of my feckless ex-husband out of my mind, and the nightmare which had held me in its grip had receded to a dim memory.

      Yes, the storm would doubtless blow itself out and everything would return to normal, I reassured myself.

      This was my final thought before my world exploded and everything went black.
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      Rushing, roaring sounds, confusion and finally — darkness.

      Everything was black when I regained consciousness and I found myself unable to move. I became aware of a babble of voices, but they seemed so far away and somehow, I didn’t have the energy to raise my own voice to call out to them.

      “Bess! Beeesssss!” I heard, and I inhaled sharply, dust filling my lungs. I started to cough.

      Gradually, my surroundings became clearer and I was able to see. I was surrounded by rubble in all directions — above, below and to either side. What was going on? What had happened? The last thing I remembered had been Miss Marriott and her lost hat.

      The Boot! What had happened to my pub? The storm! Memories rushed into my mind and panic flooded my body. Why couldn’t I move?

      Finally, I found my voice.

      “Help!” I croaked, trying to breathe through the dust.

      Not loud enough.

      I dragged in another breath.

      “HELP! HELP!” I screamed, as loudly as I could. My throat stung with the effort and my eyes smarted.

      “HELP!” I shouted for the fourth time, my voice cracking with the effort.

      “I hear her! Bess!” the voice shouted, and to my indescribable relief, it was a voice I recognised and loved. Jo!

      “Where are you, Bess?” Jo shouted, the urgency in her voice transferring to me.

      “Over here!” I yelled again, coughing as another load of dust made its way into my lungs.

      “She’s over there!” Jo called to some unknown people.

      Help was coming!

      My vision cleared and my claustrophobic world got bigger as a chunk of debris was carefully lifted away and I found myself blinking up at an unfamiliar face.

      The face was male, wore a firefighter’s hat and a reassuring expression.

      “Hello, Bess, isn’t it?”

      I croaked my assent.

      “What happened?” I asked, struggling to free myself.

      The face frowned.

      “No, no, you mustn’t try to move just yet. The ambulance crew’s standing by, but we need to get this rubble off you first. I’m George, by the way,” the firefighter explained patiently.

      “Hello, George! My pub — Jo—” I gasped, and was again reassured by the firefighter.

      “The pub was damaged in the storm, I’m afraid, but your friend’s fine. She’s been frantic,” he told me, smiling gently.

      “What about Dottie?” I asked, thinking of my other loyal barmaid and friend.

      “All fine; just a few cuts and bruises, banged heads, that kind of thing. Your customers were lucky. It could have been far worse, considering that storm. We’re going to lift this rubble off you and then the paramedics will have a look,” he continued.

      The tension that had built up inside had dissipated a bit upon hearing that everyone was OK, although I was concerned to hear that The Boot had been damaged during the storm. It was obvious that something major had happened because of the debris, but just how bad was it? I thanked my lucky stars that everyone had emerged from Storm Barney relatively unscathed, although I was concerned about the pub. It was my livelihood, after all, and people relied on me.

      Eventually, the debris was painstakingly removed by George and his team of firefighters, piece by piece, and I attempted to tentatively move my legs.

      Aagggghhhh!

      A white-hot bolt of pain shot up my right leg! It was agony! I felt my surroundings swim around me for a moment and, with a huge effort, managed to remain conscious.

      What on earth was the matter with my leg? Why couldn’t I move it?

      “Hi, Bess, I’m Maddie. Stay still; you mustn’t try to move,” said a young female paramedic who had appeared above me.

      I noticed that she had kind eyes.

      “We need to get you to hospital and check you over properly,” Maddie said.

      “For your information, Maddie, thank you, but I’m fine; I don’t need to go to hospital. I just need a moment,” I retorted stoutly.

      No way was I being carted off to hospital! I had never been admitted to hospital in my life, and I wasn’t about to start now!

      Above me, I saw Jo exchange glances with the paramedic.

      Maddie sighed.

      “A stubborn one, eh?” she laughed, and Jo nodded in what could only be described as a meaningful way.

      “You can say that again!” she replied.

      “I’m not going into hospital, and that’s that,” I repeated stubbornly.

      Jo bent over me, frowning. Her usually immaculate blonde hair was grey with dust and her fair skin was grimy, a startling contrast to her vivid green eyes.

      It was a real shock to see her looking so unlike her usual immaculate self, and this made the situation seem even more unreal somehow.

      “Look, Bess, listen to some sense! The roof fell in on you! You’ve got to go to hospital and have them check you over!” she urged me, her eyes betraying her deep anxiety.

      “If you won’t do it for yourself, at least do it for us. Poor Dottie’s worried sick!”

      I felt ashamed then, for causing my friends extra worry and for being difficult. My friends had been going out of their minds, and the paramedics had a difficult enough job as it was, without me making things worse. I was so used to being Ms Independent that my newly incapacitated state was anathema to me. I didn’t need to take it out on those around me trying to help.

      “OK; you’re right. I’m just not that keen on hospitals — don’t take that the wrong way,” I said hastily to Maddie.

      She laughed.

      “Don’t worry — you’re definitely not the only one who feels like that! We’re going to have a look at that leg of yours, stabilise you, then get you out and we should be all set for hospital. We’ll be with you all the way,” the young paramedic reassured me easily.

      I would like to have said that the paramedics’ examination and my subsequent extraction from the debris were painless, but that would have been a lie. The same hot bolts of agony shot up my leg and I bit my lip hard to stop myself from crying out as two more paramedics manoeuvred me onto a stretcher and into the ambulance with infinite care.

      They were extremely professional, but even so, the pain was awful.

      Above me, I could see people milling about and Dottie and Jo leaned over me, their faces reflecting their concern.

      “I’m going to come to the hospital with you, Bess. Is there anyone you’d like us to call to let them know?” Jo asked.

      I tried not to think of that horrible dream that now felt like an eternity ago.

      Harry.

      Why the dratted man had drifted into my mind just then, I was unable to fathom. I had done my best not to think of him for years, and now here he was, insinuating himself into my life again, the gigantic nuisance, I thought, rather unfairly.

      I exhaled hard as another bolt of pain shot up my leg.

      “No; there’s no one,” I told Jo through clenched teeth, the pain making me speak more curtly than I had intended.

      Fortunately, Jo didn’t take my brusque manner amiss.

      “Dottie’s got to settle her mum down and will be along later,” Jo explained, and Dottie nodded, her normally pleasant face creased with worry.

      “Of course! I hope she’s OK, Dottie, and send her my best wishes,” I said, as Dottie nodded and smiled.

      “See you later,” I said, as Dottie waved goodbye and Jo climbed into the ambulance. With that, we were speeding on our way to Lightmeadow Hospital.
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      Doctor Parker frowned as I gasped with pain.

      “Hmm. We’ll get you into X-ray,” was all he would say in response to my increasingly frantic questions about my leg.

      I had known Doctor Parker for years; ever since I had arrived in Rustmere, as a matter of fact. I had always found him to be extremely pleasant and down to earth. Until now, I had never had to avail myself of his services, but that was about to change, big time, I could tell.

      The hospital staff had given me some pain medication and I wished it would get a move on and kick in.

      Jo was waiting for me outside the X-ray room, and just knowing she was there lent me a measure of much-needed reassurance.

      I waited for the verdict as the radiographer turned to me. She was an older lady with warm brown eyes who introduced herself as Doris.

      I felt instantly at ease in her presence and hoped that she had good - or good-ish - news for me.

      “I’m sorry, dearie, but you’ve got a segmental fracture,” she said, eyeing me sympathetically.

      I didn’t know what a segmental fracture was, but I didn’t like the sound of it - not one little bit. It sounded - awkward. It was certainly painful!

      My clueless state must have registered with Doris because she rushed to explain.

      “It means that your right leg is broken in two places. We’re going to have to operate so that your leg has the best chance of healing,” Doris informed me.

      WHAT???

      An operation?!

      “I can’t have an operation!” I croaked at her.

      “I’ve got a pub to run!”

      Looking desperately around me, I spotted a potential ally.

      “Doctor Parker! I don’t have to have an operation, do I?” I asked the poor man.

      Doctor Parker looked grey with exhaustion.

      “I’m sorry, Bess, but that’s a nasty break you’ve sustained there. You’ll be out of action for a while.”

      I experienced a sudden urge to throw myself on the floor and thrash about like a giant toddler.

      Why was this happening to me? One minute, I was a successful businesswoman running my own pub and the next, I was trapped under filthy rubble with a broken leg!

      That dream had been a bad omen after all, I thought, darkly.

      “Can I have a second opinion, doctor?” I asked brightly.

      After all, if you didn’t ask, you didn’t get. Even that faint hope was in vain, because the good doctor shook his head, smiling gently, shattering any hopes I might have had that I wouldn’t have to have the operation.

      “The operation’s important because it will help the breaks to heal properly. It will involve what we call internal fixation. You’re lucky, as we won’t need to pin it on the outside,” Doctor Parker explained.

      I didn’t feel very lucky, that was for sure!

      I wrinkled my nose, hating the sound of the operation already.

      Internal fixation! It sounded like something out of Star Trek!

      “It involves inserting a rod into the bone and holding it in place with a plate and screws,” he went on.

      I gaped at him, aghast. It sounded as if I was about to become a living, breathing Frankenstein’s monster! I didn’t sign up for this!

      “I know it sounds scary, Bess, but it’s quite a common procedure these days, and it’s all done under general anaesthetic,” the doctor assured me.

      My eyes bulged.

      “Well, that’s just peachy, then!” I said sarcastically.

      “I know it’s not what you want to hear, Bess, but X-rays don’t lie, and from what I hear, The Boot will be out of action for a good while too, so you wouldn’t be able to do anything in any case. It’ll be a good opportunity for you to recover properly.”

      “What - what have you heard?” I faltered, already fearing the answer.

      Of course, I knew about the roof, since a lot of it had fallen on me, but what other damage was there? I had been so sure that the old pub was indestructible - after all, it had been there for over a hundred years.

      “What about The Boot?” I demanded again, struggling to sit upright.

      I had to know the extent of the damage, and I braced myself to hear the worst.

      Doctor Parker sighed.

      “Storm Barney caused a lot of damage to the village, and it’ll take a long time to clear up. The pub roof was destroyed and, from what I hear, one wall was damaged. More than that, I don’t know. If you ask me, it could have been a lot worse, if you look at what Storm Barney’s done up and down the country. The Boot’s tough and I’m sure a good builder will be able to put the damage right,” he said.

      “The insurance companies are going to have a lot to deal with; that’s for sure,” he went on, his tone serious.

      Insurance! Of course! Why hadn’t I thought of that? I had to get in touch with the insurance company straight away!

      Doctor Parker must have read my intentions in my face.

      “Bess, the insurance companies will be inundated with calls right now. You’ve got plenty of time to contact them and we need to get on with this operation to give your leg the best chance of healing properly,” he explained, seeing my frantic attempts to sit up.

      How could I explain to this good man what The Boot meant to me - and the rest of Rustmere?

      To Doctor Parker, The Boot was a pub; a nice old building, and that was all. His business was getting people better, not buildings.

      I had taken on The Boot from the old landlord after years of a precarious existence following my failed marriage. I had spent years living hand to mouth, saving every penny while working any job I could find. Often, that had meant going without food to keep a roof over my head and slowly, gradually, painfully building up those precious savings which had eventually enabled me to purchase the pub. Becoming landlady of The Boot had not come without sacrifices.

      The pub was my refuge and my haven. It represented core stability in my once turbulent and fractured life.

      For over a century, it had occupied a central place in the village, where people shared their everyday sorrows and joys, and it was unthinkable that it should be out of action. There was also the matter of Jo and Dottie’s jobs - as well as my own livelihood. Jo had her wedding business, but the pub was the only income Dottie had. I felt a stress headache start to develop between my eyes as the implications of the pub being closed, even for a few months, dawned upon me.

      The Boot had done well, and I had increased profits substantially since I took over. The result of this was my rainy-day fund, carefully amassed through years of saving. How long that money would last given the current circumstances, I wasn’t sure. Perhaps, if I was careful, a few months, I guessed. I thought that it would definitely cover Dottie and Jo’s wages for a little while, but certainly not forever.

      First things first, though - if I needed this stupid operation to get back on my feet again, then I would have to grin and bear it. After all, as the doctor had said, people up and down the country had been through far worse and buildings could be rebuilt.

      I looked up at the doctor.

      “Right, Doctor. With that in mind, when can I have this operation?”
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      The man carefully removed the container from the microwave and poured the steaming contents into a bowl.

      Pasta bake for one again; still, he supposed that it could be worse. He remembered one terrible time in the distant past with no money and two cans of baked beans. What a weekend that had been!

      Still, he had a roof over his head and hot food to eat, which was a huge improvement on how it had been. He considered that he was doing all right, all things considered.

      He put his dinner for one onto a tray and carried it through into his small living area.

      Harry looked around at his surroundings.

      He guessed that some would say it wasn’t much to show for a life, but he was happy enough.

      Admittedly, the company he had been working for had just made cutbacks and let some older workers go, including him, but Harry had every confidence that something else would turn up soon.

      Optimism was in his genes. The redundancy payout had been pretty generous and so there was no need to start worrying. At least, not yet. He had been in tighter spots. Harry could turn his hand to almost anything and had the lucky gift of being able to talk his way into virtually any job, so he took his current unemployed status in his stride.

      And yet… and yet… he considered, as he dug into his pasta.

      There was something nagging at him. The sense that something was missing in his life, and lately, that feeling had been growing stronger.

      Harry had not always covered himself in glory, he knew, and thoughts of his ex-wife had often entered his mind.

      He felt the familiar feelings of shame and regret yet again. Why, oh why, had he not tried harder to overcome his addiction to gambling? Because you took what you had for granted, his mind unhelpfully told him. Harry was forced to agree with this unforgiving assessment.

      Harry’s dad had been a travelling salesman until the day he ran off with the neighbour’s wife, leaving behind Harry’s devastated mum and his bewildered eight-year-old son.

      Life had taken a dramatic turn for the worse for Harry, who had thought that life had been pretty good until his dad left. Six years later, his mum had developed cancer and his world had consisted of caring for her and trying to keep the house going in between sporadic attendance at school.

      Unfortunately, he was an only child and so the full weight of cooking, cleaning and care had fallen upon his young shoulders.

      His clothes had holes in them and he stuffed paper into his shoes to keep out the rain, as they couldn’t afford new ones.

      He longed to provide good food for his mum and see her get well again, but they didn’t have the money, and so she got progressively weaker. Harry desperately tried to ensure she kept up her appointments and took her medication.

      Not that any of it seemed to do her any good. After Harry’s father left, it was as if she had given up the will to live.

      Neither Harry nor his mum ever heard from Harry’s father again. It was as though the earth had swallowed him whole. There were no cards, no phone calls and no money.

      Harry left school with no formal qualifications apart from his good looks, his quick wits and the ability to charm the birds from the trees.

      He vowed that they would never go without again and set about making financial security a reality.

      Fortunately, due to his positive personal attributes, young Harry had no problem getting a job selling kitchens and charming his new employer.

      Life was to take yet another turn when the cancer finally claimed his mother, and so Harry found himself alone in the world at sixteen.

      He had been forced to seek cheaper accommodation, which meant a flat in the worst part of town, which still somehow seemed to suck up most of his meagre earnings.

      A numb and grief-stricken Harry was taken under the wing of a work friend who promptly invited him along to a casino run by his uncle. Unfortunately, this relative had no problem bending the law to admit underage teens. And so Harry’s love affair with gambling began.

      The casino had galvanised Harry - the excitement! The crowds! The money! So glamorous and a total change from
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