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  Chapter One
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Eight Years ago
It was the black cat’s fault Willow was there, but to her surprise, it was nowhere to be seen, not even lurking in the shadows with the estate agent, Clive. His reluctance to show her the property showed in his every step. There was no cheerful spiel telling her the highlights of the location or jovial banter as they walked through the labyrinth of cobbled streets in the coastal town. Only the call of the seagulls, waves crashing against the harbour wall, and the squeak of Willow’s battered Converse boots filled the silence. The suave man she’d met moments earlier shrank further into his oversized coat the closer they got, like a turtle retreating into its shell. The swagger he had in the estate agency was reduced to a slow shuffle. His grey face matched the turbulent clouds rolling in, and his perfectly groomed hair drooped in the fine drizzle. In contrast, hers took advantage of the damp to ping into a mass of blonde, frizzy curls to match the increasing bounce of her pace. She checked the property details again. 

The Old Apothecary
Black Cat Alley
Fenwick’s Yard
Whitby
North Yorkshire


His colleagues had stood open-mouthed at her request to view it while his boss instructed Clive, the youngest employee, to take her. His face flashed with anger when he cast his judgemental eye over her appearance, taking in her ripped jeans and battered coat, convinced it would be a fruitless viewing, a folly, and a waste of his time. 
Once they entered the covered snicket, he thrust the bunch of rusty keys towards her and refused to go any further, citing a dust allergy. 
‘Not scared, are you?’ she joked, only to receive a frosty glare. Willow could understand his trepidation; the enclosed courtyard lived up to the nickname one estate agent spluttered out: the Witch’s Yard. Clive’s dislike was clear, but to her, the unkempt and abandoned building emerging from the trapped swirling fog was a thing of beauty, even with its peeling paintwork and missing roof tiles. It bulged as if its red-bricked neighbours were trying to remove the blight of the town by force. Their overlooking windows were bricked up years ago to avoid seeing it, and the large old gas lamp above the alley entrance failed in its duty to light up the square. Two bay windows flanked the store’s door, which, to her delight, had an intact stained-glass window above. With a clean, she could make the colours gleam. 
She inserted the key into the lock. It stuck.
‘Come on, please.’ 
She jostled it until it clicked, and the door creaked open. 
Willow stooped to avoid a large cobweb hung low across the doorway. Darkness loomed in front of her and she floundered against the wall to locate the light switch. The empty property had lingered on the estate agents’ books for decades; no one knew if the electricity was even still connected. The lights switched on, but it made no difference; the bulbs were hidden beneath a thick shade of webs and dust. 
She stepped in. The floorboards sprang beneath her feet, causing her to proceed gingerly, and she sneezed as the dust motes danced. Maybe Clive had a point. Through stinging eyes, she saw a wall covered with shelves full of boxes and jars with yellow peeling labels, and opposite an old wooden counter ran the length of the long room. She couldn’t resist trailing her hand along it, feeling the wood beneath and its potential. To her joy, the removal of a ghostly cloth revealed a traditional brass cashier’s till. A satisfying ting rang out when she pressed a stiff button. Despite the display showing shillings and pence, it would have to stay. 
She turned to face more shelves which rose to the ceiling, lined with jars full of things unknown and drawers of all sizes, many tiny. A large pair of scales stood on the counter, and a miniature brass version for precise measurement stood on the workspace behind. When Willow looked up, she saw the shadow of her smiling reflection in a mirror speckled with age declaring, ‘Brightly Beans cures all’. The property details were right. It was an old apothecary, or a chemist at least. 
At the back of the room, Willow noticed a door hidden in the gloom of the shadows. Locked. She juggled her phone to switch on the torch to hunt for a matching key as the dim overhead lights refused to reach this corner. The air grew cold; goosebumps formed on her arms while the hair on the back of her neck prickled. 
On a nearby stool sat an old man hunched over the counter, sifting through paperwork. The distinctive outline of an overall coat covering a suit grew more distinct, and a dark tie came partially into view. She could see his furrowed brow as he peered in concentration over the metal-framed glasses perched on his crooked nose. His nimble but arthritic fingers flicked through the barely visible pages. He stopped, sensing her as she sensed him. 
Okay, not just a loop of time then, Willow thought. 
Was this the ghost that provoked Clive’s allergies and the reason the property had remained empty for decades? They studied each other, his eyes scanning her up and down. Biting back her fear, she smiled, and to her relief, he returned the smile and nodded before continuing his eternal work. 
Once through the labyrinth of shelves stashed full of dusty boxes, the next room opened up to be a deceptively large office. An old desk sat beneath a sash window while an aged coke burner for heat stood in the corner. She sat on a saggy, cracked-leather armchair and studied the room. 
Would that heat the water? she thought, before acknowledging for the first time the spark of an idea she’d had on her midnight stroll had formed into a distinct possibility.
Willow made her way up the shop’s creaking, gloomy staircase and explored the flat. It’s another time warp. Just a different decade. Thick dust gathered on the kitchen cabinets, dulling the cheery yellow beneath. She screwed her nose up at the dark sticky residue on the faded, peeling wallpaper and ceiling near an aged cooker, revealing the last owner’s love of a fry-up. She hid her displeasure when she saw two chairs sitting opposite each other over a chipped Formica table, as if the occupiers had hastily left. Maybe the gentleman downstairs wasn’t the only resident in the building. The gaudy geometric carpet in the living room would have to go, she decided. Even in its muted state, it promised hallucinations or migraine if she looked at it too long. The windows overlooked the front of the shop, and Willow watched as Clive rubbed his hands and stamped his feet with cold. She would put him out of his misery soon, after she had explored the garden she’d spied from the bedroom window. 
While secret yards like this were common in the town, hidden from tourists and treasured by locals, private gardens were not. Willow forced the back door open, and it hit the weeds and brambles threatening to climb the building like its own fairy-tale castle. The plot’s size was manageable, though it would take grit and hard work to clear. It was perfect for her own witch’s garden. Movement along the wall caught her eye. A dark shape emerged from the shadows; one she was expecting.

      ***Willow always struggled to sleep, or rather, stay asleep. When darkness fell, even with a burning night light, sleep would evade her, and when her eyes finally closed, lung-crushing panic would wake her. Often snatches of the dreams fled before she had a chance to catch and analyse them, leaving behind anxiety and unease. Other times, they were filled with memories she would rather forget. She’d tried herbal concoctions, spells, even hypnosis, before she succumbed to seeking help with conventional medication, but that led to her being trapped in her fear, unable to escape, paralysed until the drugs wore off. Never again, she had decided, so she ran. She sprinted through the night until exhaustion took hold and she collapsed into a dreamless sleep. 
Last night was no exception, despite her hopes the sea air and cosy room in Mrs Ramsey’s B&B would act as a sleeping draught and lull her to a deep sleep. Willow found herself on the clifftop bending over her burning thighs, fatigued from climbing the famous 199 stone stairs which wound up the hillside to St Mary’s Church and Whitby Abbey. She forced herself to sync her breathing with the waves crashing on the rocks below. Inhale. The salty, fishy air shocked the anxieties silent, a numbing relief from the continual scream left over from her disturbing nightmares. Exhale. Her fears and crushing panic were released into the brisk North Sea air. Her heart rate slowed, and body calmed. She uncurled and stretched, allowing herself to look down at the slumbering town and harbour. Shrouded in the darkness, the rambling streets she had left were quiet, a contrast to the hustle and bustle she’d experienced earlier in the day. The occasional light shone from houses, and Willow wondered what the residents’ stories were. Were they awake soothing a crying baby, burning the midnight oil for a deadline, or were they like her, haunted by dreams they couldn’t escape from?
The cool breeze hit her face, urging her to unclasp the clip holding back her hair. With her face tilted to the heavy moon, she stretched and felt alive, revitalised after a long hibernation. If Louise could see her now, she would have burst out laughing, encouraging Willow to savour the moment and hold it tight, like she did the last time they were here. On this cliff. 
A nudge and pressure against her legs forced her to look down. A black cat wound itself around her. Its intense amber eyes, glistening in the moonlight, stared at her. She bent to stroke the silky feline, but it disappeared, only to materialise metres away on a wall. As she approached, it darted away towards the steps, urging her to follow. It led her past the shops and cottages of Church Street, through lanes and short cuts she recognised and some she didn’t. Disorientated, she saw the cat once more in the entrance of a shadowy ginnel. Instinct took over common sense, and she entered the dark, damp alley. Moonlight led the way as it shone on the courtyard ahead, revealing the derelict shop. The cat waited on the step before it faded away. Willow stood enchanted, not by the store with its twin bay windows, but by the tingle of excitement bubbling inside her and the potential she could see. For the first time, the wanderlust that had seen her travel and live from a backpack vanished and was replaced with the desire to stay and have a place to call home. The battered For Sale sign propped against the wall clinched the idea. 

      ***Now, with the sun straining to filter through the clouds, the witch and the cat met again. They acknowledged each other and Willow whispered her thanks before it melted away. Witch’s Yard was where she belonged. It was the perfect place to put down roots. The perfect place to hide. 






  
  Chapter Two
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Present day
Willow fastened the trademark silver cat charm and blue ribbon around the package with a flourish and finished the sale. She forced another smile at the next customer while sneaking a look at the clock. Only half an hour to go until she could lock the door, but every minute dragged for a lifetime, as did the mellow song in the background. Next year, she’d play popular Christmas music with lyrics. Rosa, her assistant, might hate her for it, but at least she could sing along rather than strain to guess what the tune was supposed to be. As the door swung open, the bell jangled, bringing in a blast of icy air. The woman she’d just served stepped aside to allow another in. The shop floor had seen a steady flow of customers all day. 
The golden glow from a traditional gaslight acted as a beacon to all who stumbled down Black Cat Alley. It guided them to their reward for walking off the beaten track and following their instinct rather than any advertisements. The cream-painted compact building stood proudly between its encroaching neighbours, and the worn flagstones in the small courtyard still glistened with frost and ice. The Enchanted Emporium, painted in silver followed by a sprinkling of stars, stood out against the midnight-blue shop frontage, and a sign with a silhouette of a large cat sitting on a crescent moon swung in the gentle breeze. Two small trees stood sentinel to the entrance, and their twinkling fairy lights bounced off the crystals hanging in the bay window as part of the winter display while the A-board declared the shop’s wares: Lotions, Potions, and Tea. 
Rosa approached the recent arrival, a young woman in an expensive red coat who scanned the store with her nose in the air. Great, a snobby customer to end the day. But the shop would work its magic. It always did. Especially this time of year when it was dressed to impress inside and out with glossy green foliage and red berries, which complemented the lady’s shoes perfectly. A tiny fir tree sat on the counter decorated in natural cones, orange slices and cranberries adding to the festive aroma. Its fairy lights reflected in the surrounding glass jars, polished until they gleamed. 
‘Can I help you?’ asked her assistant. 
‘No, thank you,’ came a curt reply. 
The American drawl Willow detected surprised her. Not by the accent, but why a sophisticated, high-heeled-Jimmy-Choo-shoe-wearing tourist would be in the small coastal town in the depths of winter so close to Christmas. Summer, yes, but in winter it was unheard of. Besides, those shoes were a health hazard on the cobbled streets in normal weather, never mind when it was icy. She must have a death wish. Willow realised she was the only one to think so as she saw Rosa’s glazed expression when the woman barged past. Shoe envy. At five foot three, her assistant had an unhealthy obsession with any shoes that could make her taller. She would be adding those to the top of her virtual wish list. 
The woman walked around the Emporium, and Willow wondered what would make her stop and widen her eyes with glee. There was always something, a moment when the store performed its magic and drew the person in: a candle, trinket, wand, or crystal ball, and it revealed more about the customer than talking ever could. This customer ignored most shelves but lingered at those devoted to a range of tea. She trailed her fingers across the rows of jars containing unique blends personally selected by Willow for their taste, herbal properties, and ethics. 
‘You can try some if you like.’
Rosa collected a glass pot full of amber liquid warming on a teapot holder and poured some into a small espresso cup with a saucer. No plastic cups for Willow’s clients. 
‘How can a customer have the full tea experience from a plastic cup?’ Willow explained when Rosa moaned at the washing-up. At their first meeting, Willow knew her employee considered tea as just tea. It was something you grabbed a box of at the supermarket, and when you fancied some, you threw a teabag into a mug of boiling water before adding milk minutes later. There was no finesse in her tea-making technique as evident when, as part of the job’s interview process, Rosa made Willow a brew. Only politeness made her not splutter.
‘You have a steep learning curve ahead of you when you work here,’ she’d said. ‘Your tea is atrocious.’ 
Rosa’s hard work and determination paid off to become a valued employee and she now readily accepted the truth in Willow’s favourite saying: ‘Tea is a little bit of magic, available to everyone.’ There was still much for her to learn. The intricacies of tea were an art form she’d yet to master. The Emporium’s unique selling point was the complimentary sachet of tea given with every purchase and hand-picked from the small old drawers running behind the counter. The opportunity to discover what they needed in life via the tea chosen drew even the reluctant customers in. Some locals remained afraid of the Emporium’s owner due to the folklore surrounding the once-abandoned shop. Both tingled with magic, and while the witchcraft products, proudly and elegantly displayed, encouraged some visitors, others told themselves it was a quirky gift shop while buying their herbal remedies and birthday cards. 
For Rosa, the knack and ability to match tea with the customer remained elusive, so she stuck to the more generic messages. Everyone needed happiness, calm, and hope. 
The aroma of cinnamon and cloves wafted up from the tea Rosa held—Christmas in a brew. It relaxed even the most stressed customer, and they’d had many over the last week. ‘It’s perfect on a day like today. It will help you warm up.’  
‘No. Thank you.’ 
The woman moved on to the collection of beauty products. It was there Willow saw it. The lady in red reached for a jar from the Wishing Spell range, her eyes wide and expectant. 
The magic was complete. 

      ***Tap, tap, tap on the parquet floor announced her arrival at the counter. 
‘Is this the ‘original’ Wishing Spell range?’ 
‘Of course.’ 
‘Only online it said it was out of stock.’ The woman stared at her accusingly. 
‘Well, it was, but I prepared this batch earlier. And—’ 
‘You’re Willow Anderson.’ 
‘I am.’ Willow’s stomach churned with trepidation. What now? 
‘Oh, my gawd! I need a photo. No one will believe it back home when I tell them, and Clara will be ecstatic that I’ve bought this direct from you.’ The façade of superiority slipped to reveal the customer’s childish excitement. She produced a mobile, and click, took a selfie holding the prized product. Willow’s bemusement fell into shock when strange arms embraced her and another shot was taken with the glass jar held high. 
‘Thank you sooo much. My friends will be sooo jealous. We talk about your products all the time and Clara will wish she’d come for this herself rather than send me. Sabrina never got a photo.’ 
Everything slotted into place. Sabrina Williams, celebrity, model, and now successful actress was the reason the tiny shop had customers worldwide and why Willow couldn’t keep up with demand for the bewitched beauty products and oils. After a chance visit, the American-based actress gave an interview  declaring an enchanted moisturiser and tea from the Emporium’s Wishing Spell range had rescued her scandalous career. Orders worldwide flooded in, rescuing Willow’s own teetering business and the boutique shop flourished.
Willow deftly wrapped the small bottle in silver tissue paper dotted with blue stars before placing it in a now-famous box tied with a blue ribbon and silver cat charm. She slipped it into a bag with a complimentary sachet of tea for Clara. On impulse, Willow reached behind her for a second pre-wrapped package and selected another sachet from a drawer. 
‘This gift and the tea are for you. Only you. Drink it when you get back, boiling water—no milk,’ she said, adding them into a separate bag. 
‘Really?’ The woman couldn’t hide her delight. 
‘Really. Now, have a happy Christmas.’ 
‘So, what did you give her?’ Rosa asked when the bell signified her departure, and both watched her treacherous walk across the courtyard, swinging her bags. 
‘Only a bath soak to remove the day’s negativity.’ 
Rosa burst out laughing. ‘You do know who that was. Or at least, who she works for, don’t you?’ 
‘Well, I assume for someone called Clara.’ Willow shrugged while tidying the counter. The lull of customers Willow desired was here.
‘For a supplier of the rich and famous, you really do need to read the papers, or at least follow Instagram.’ Rosa loved the celebrity pages full of gossip, but her boss was nonplussed with it all. 
‘One celebrity, Rosa, just one.’ 
‘Well, make that two now. She must work for Clara—the Clara! Rival of your best mate Sabrina. Whereas everyone loves Sabrina and wants to be her best friend, Clara is renowned to be as bitchy as she is beautiful. That girl you served will need bucket loads of that bath soak to survive working for her.’ 
‘If this Clara is so attractive, why does she require a lotion created to attract the opposite sex?’ 
‘Maybe the men around her aren’t as shallow as they appear. But I wonder how she’ll react with it being plastered on social media right—now.’ Rosa dug her mobile out of her apron and showed it to Willow. The photo showing the beaming customer, @LibbyJ56, and Willow holding the love potion in all its glory was being reposted at an alarming rate. 
‘Can we take it down?’ A nudge of anxiety grew as Willow read some comments. ‘I don’t need to be dragged into a celebrity feud or frenzy. I just want to be invisible with a few customers.’
‘No, we can’t and no, you don’t. Anyway, it’ll be fine. Clara’ll love the attention and so will your bank balance before it all gets forgotten. It’s a bit different to the last Christmas, isn’t it? What was the tea?’ 
‘Clara’s was to aid gratitude.’ Willow grimaced, hoping Rosa was correct and her fear of being seen was an overreaction. She sipped some leftover mulled wine brewed for the customers. ‘But LibbyJ56—to give courage to follow the heart. Give her a few hours and she’ll buy a plane ticket back home to America.’ 
‘I don’t know how you do it. You instinctively find the right tea for each person every time. It’s like magic. Even Amber can do it.’ 
‘It is magic, and I blended most of them. As for Amber, her mum was a witch. It runs strong in her blood. It’s a whisper in the air, a longing. Anyway, you’re learning.’ 
Rosa laughed. ‘Customers who come to me get the generic confidence boost or a good day. Unless Old Percy gives me a nudge in the right direction.’ 
‘See, you are learning. When you first came here, you couldn’t feel Old Percy never mind recognise when he was offering help. Don’t ever under-appreciate a good day or boost of confidence, it can change a life.’ 
Old Percy was the affectionate name given to the resident ghost, the elderly apothecary. He nodded, unseen by Rosa, in agreement. One day, she might see him. 
‘Is it okay to sneak off early? It seems she was the last customer. My mum has Alejo, and he’ll be jumping off the walls with excitement and sugar. They’re baking gingerbread men.’ 
‘Of course. Thanks for your help. I wouldn’t have survived today without you, but first …’
Willow slipped into the back room and returned with a huge bag of gifts. ‘For Alejo.’ She lifted a smaller bag. ‘For your mum for being a star at minding him, and this is for you.’ A small exquisitely wrapped parcel sat among Alejo’s gifts. ‘But no peeking until Christmas Day. I will know.’ 
‘I’m sure you will.’ Willow froze when Rosa gave her a quick hug, but she knew not to expect one back. ‘Now, are you sure you don’t want to come to ours? Mum’ll be cooking, and she always goes overboard for the three of us.’ 
‘I’ll be fine. Christmas dinner is just a fancy roast, isn’t it? And I’ve made those.’ A snapshot of gravy sliding down the kitchen walls and heavy fists slamming on the kitchen table sneaked into her mind, but she forced it away. Ghosts from the past didn’t belong here. Not this year, not ever. For the first time in her forty-one years, she was in charge of Christmas, and she was determined to make it perfect. Her fridge and cupboards overflowed with food, and she’d already ticked several items on her detailed list of preparations off. She would embrace the experience rather than concentrate on the invasion of people to her home, where it was decorated to impress not just herself. Doubts crept in. Trading slouchy pjs and watching movies where others played happy families for being a hostess terrified her. Rosa’s offer was tempting; she could cancel her friends and agree to be the visitor. There would be no culinary pressure, and her flat would remain her own. She scolded herself for considering it. It would break her god-daughter’s heart and it wasn’t as if Amber hadn’t stayed over after long lunar study sessions before and Glenn had popped in a few times since their friendship grew. It would be fine. She could manage for a few hours and then her space would be hers again, with sanctuary restored. 
‘After all, my attempts will easily surpass Glenn and Amber’s effort last year when the fire brigade arrived to douse out the flaming oven,’ Willow added. 
‘Mmm, I wouldn’t mind a sexy firefighter to brighten up my Christmas, but not sure Mum would babysit at such short notice. But if it happens again this year, I still expect to be on speed dial.’ Rosa grinned with a faraway look Willow often saw when Rosa got lost in romantic thoughts. 
‘I can’t believe you never contacted the one who gave you his number. Not even for one date.’ 
‘One date can lead to more and then to complications. Vincent is the only man I need,’ Willow said.
‘Vincent’s just a cat and—’
‘Merry Christmas, Rosa.’ Willow cut short the conversation they had repeated many times. Through the warped glass of the shop window, Willow watched her employee and friend cross the flagstones and disappear through the snicket. 

With the door locked, Willow kicked off her shoes. All day she had longed for solitude, and now it was here. Loud songs quickly replaced the musical drone she had heard on a loop for hours and she sang along, swirling and dancing to the music while tidying for the last time that year.
The tempo of the music changed, allowing Willow time to pause. She nibbled a leftover mince pie that Rosa had put out for the customers and sipped some more mulled wine. The shop was everything she’d imagined it could be on the day she viewed it, from the colour scheme to the cat logo inspired by Vincent.
Where was that cat? It was unlike him to not be winding around her legs, catching stray crumbs. He had been with her from the beginning and had seen the store transform with her. The old dark interior was full of light despite keeping most of the original oak fixtures, and the old till gleamed. They only used it as storage, but during the night she could hear its distinctive ting as Old Percy continued his ghostly duties. She’d hidden her true witch self for many years, the shop gave her the opportunity to step away from the shadows and embrace the magic which ran through her being. Cauldrons, athames, crystal balls, and even broomsticks, made to order from a talented witch she had befriended, stood proudly among the rows of glass jars containing specialist herbs and tea. It still made her chuckle seeing the shock on non-magic customers’ faces when they read the labels of Eye of Newt and Bats’ Wings before they read the more recognisable and mundane names of wild mustard seed and holly underneath. Her idea of making magic acceptable to a wider audience worked by introducing specialist teas and, of course, the famed Wishing Spell range: handcrafted cosmetics and candles with added spells to be used daily, including the popular moisturiser, with a confidence spell woven into the mixture. 
The Yule decorations and lights added an extra sparkle and fragrance she loved. A small Christmas tree stood on the counter decorated with cones, dried fruit, and berries. Willow favoured natural decorations except for a lone vintage bauble. She made it spin, remembering all the trees it adorned in her childhood. The one ghost she wished would visit never did, but she spoke to her, anyway. 
‘Merry Christmas, Mum. Next year will be a good one, don’t you think? Things have come together.’
Would her mum be proud of the success? She hoped so, despite her mum’s negative view of magic. She knew her mum would change one thing. ‘I know you’d like to hear gossip about my love life and the patter of tiny feet, but I’m happy. You’ll just have to accept the Emporium and Vincent are my babies.’
Arms stretched, Willow spun round on her stockinged feet and danced to the quickening beat of the music. Talking of Vincent, where was that he? 
A loud knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. A dark shadow loomed behind the closed blind. Willow swallowed the rising apprehension, acutely aware of the Emporium’s isolated spot, and whoever was behind the door emitted anger in waves. She edged towards the counter and retrieved a small vial she kept for emergencies and unlocked the door. The blast of cold air and the tall man standing there shocked her. 
‘I believe this—’ he paused, grappling to find the words to describe the enormous ginger cat squirming in his arms, ‘—monster belongs to you.’ 
‘To be fair, he believes I belong to him, but yes, he lives here. He doesn’t need an escort. He knows the way home.’ Fear dissipated; she slipped the vial in her pocket but her own anger rose. Vincent might be large, unruly at times, but he was no monster. 
‘He does when he appears in my house and refuses to leave. He’s stalking me.’ The man’s rant continued, but her attention was on her cat and his was on the shadow moving at the edge of her vision. She recognised the glint in his eyes, a look she knew too well. Shit, Black Cat!
‘No!’ she yelled. The warning came too late. Vincent’s hackles rose. He launched himself from the stranger’s arms into the shop, hissing at the ghost cat that taunted him. The force propelled the man backwards. His windmilling arms failed to gain his balance.
Crash. 
Willow’s suppressed giggle escaped with a splutter when she visualised several cartoon birds flying around the prone man’s head. He was as tall and broad as his shadow suggested, but he lost any sense of menace as he lay spreadeagled on the tree, previously standing guard near the door, tangled with fairy lights. She was amazed Vincent could floor this giant. 
‘Sorry, it’s not funny.’ 
‘No, it’s not.’ Any residual laughter disappeared with his icy glare and tone of voice. 
Willow resisted the temptation to leave him there and offered her hand to help him up. As soon as he grabbed her hand, she felt it. The tingle. An electrical pulse ran up her arm. What the hell? Who let go first she couldn’t recall, but if it was him, did he feel it too? What did it mean?
The flurry of questions stopped when Willow’s body lurched forward. She screamed as the ground got closer in slow motion yet speeded up, making it impossible to break the fall. Pain exploded in her head as she hit the cold flagstone, then nothing. Everything went black. 






  
  Chapter Three
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Days earlier
The hum of the engine and monotonous vibration confused him as he struggled to open his eyes. His head thumped with every rotation of the car wheels, hitting the window he slumped against. All he could see was a vast amount of inky sky. Where was he? His neck muscles protested as he straightened, and the throbbing pain throughout his head intensified. The car dipped and lurched sharply to the left, his stomach following it. Nausea hit. The smell of the cream leather interior and air freshener swaying under the rear-view mirror, mingled with the stale alcohol emitting from his crumpled shirt, amplified the feeling. 
‘Stop!’ 
The car climbed another hill. 
Come on, thought Nate, as another wave of sickness hit. The driver pulled into a passing place when it reached the snowy brow. Nate flung the door open, staggered out, and threw up. Freezing air hit his face, and he took some deep breaths, each one soothing his heaving stomach. Only when he knew he wouldn’t be sick again did he look up. He stood in awe at the panoramic view of a vast, dark night littered with bright stars, the Milky Way running across the sky untouched by the artificial lights of a city. 
‘Here you go, Mr Reynolds.’ The driver passed him a bottle of water, which he gratefully took. 
‘It’s stunning, isn’t it? You don’t see that in the city.’
Nate nodded. ‘Where are we?’ he asked. The land dipped and peaked while the road, highlighted by the car’s headlights, twisted and turned. No wonder he felt ill. A few silhouettes of trees dotted the landscape. 
‘The Yorkshire Moors, sir.’ The driver studied his drunk passenger. ‘Not far from Whitby. In fact, if you look over there, you’ll see the Abbey.’ 
Nate looked and saw the ruins lit by multicoloured spotlights overlooking a black sea. He recognised the skyline from vague memories from childhood, or maybe a photo, but Nate was still none the wiser about why he was in North Yorkshire. What was he doing heading for Whitby? And why? He looked down to see himself dressed in a creased dinner jacket, a bow tie hung open round his neck, and a stain spread on his white shirt, the smell of whisky wafting up. Whisky. He could feel the burn in his throat and the warmth of his stomach as he recalled gulping down a shot before demanding another. He rubbed his brow as he caught snatches of the night before: Rebecca in her stunning red dress with a low-cut back which emphasised her curves, her pinned-up hair falling loose as she danced to the live music at the Hilton’s Christmas Ball in London, the barman handing him another drink as he watched, and a concerned hand touching his shoulder. Nate patted down his pockets, pulled out his phone, and switched it on to a flurry of notifications of missed calls and text messages. 
All variations of ‘Where the hell are you?’ With more expletives added with each new message.

      ***‘This is as far as I can get, I’m afraid,’ Rick, the driver, said, jolting Nate awake. The car drew up in a narrow, cobbled street, flanked either side by tiny traditional fishing cottages. Christmas trees sparkled in the windows and wreaths hung on the front doors. Shadows moved behind closed curtains as the morning inside began.  opened the car door and Nate climbed out to the sound of the hubbub of traders on a nearby street preparing for the day above the constant lapping of the sea against the harbour wall. The smoky aroma of kippers mingled with the saltiness and tang of the sea, making his stomach rumble despite the lingering nausea. He stood confused, clutching a bag  gave him and willing his head to stop thumping. The church bells tolled seven, and his heart froze. He was supposed to be on a train to his office in London five hours away. There must be a mistake. He turned to get back in the car, but the rear lights disappeared around the corner, leaving him alone. 
‘There you are, love.’ A lady with an oversized cardigan pulled tightly around herself appeared from a nearby cottage. ‘You made good time. I’m Kelly. George called, so I was expecting you. I have the key, but maybe you’d like a cuppa or coffee? It’s been a while since anyone stayed, so it’ll be chilly in there. A cuppa will warm you up.’ 
Nate shook his head. George. He breathed a sigh of relief; if George was behind this, he would be okay. He hoped. He needed to remember, but the foggy patches of his memory refused to clear; a chill spread through him and a crushing knot in his stomach formed when he tried. Kelly handed him a key and directions, but he soon found himself alone when she was called back in by the children running through the house. 
Sand Dale Cottage hid in a tiny yard of three sandstone-bricked houses squeezed into the small space. He unlocked the front door designed for people half his height and staggered straight into a small lounge with low ceilings, causing him to remain stooped. The air was stale, and the house was cold, as Kelly predicted. 
Nate ignored the immaculate décor and furnishings but stumbled up the stairs to the first bedroom he could find. He flopped onto the bed and fell into a deep slumber, ignoring his vibrating phone as it rang again and again. 

      ***The incessant ring forced Nate awake and he wished it hadn’t. The bright light intensified the pain in his head. How much did I drink? He sat on the edge of the bed, taking in the unfamiliar surroundings. And where the hell am I? Faint recollections of the car journey came back, but the rest remained lost in the thick drunken fog of his mind. The ringing continued. He stumbled down the stairs following the noise and answered the heavy corded telephone which predated the seventies. It felt alien in his hand, yet strangely comforting, reminiscent of his childhood. 
‘’Llo,’ he slurred. 
‘You got there in one piece, then. I thought I had better check since you haven’t answered your mobile or emails.’ 
‘George,’ Nate said. ‘What happened? Where am I? And why are you whispering?’ 
‘You can’t remember? I’m not surprised. The amount I saw you drink was enough to make your veins swim with alcohol, and I suspect you’d drunk more than that. You propping up the bar set a couple of tongues wagging, but most people were too drunk themselves to notice. Before you ask, I don’t know why you were drowning your sorrows. But you said you wanted peace and quiet, and to escape. At such short notice and so close to Christmas, Sand Dale was the best I could do.’ 
‘But why are you whispering?’ 
‘You know what this place is like. Even your office has ears—before you know it, someone would overhear and realise you aren’t dealing with an emergency in Strasburg. Your true whereabouts would be around the City in minutes. So, I’m in the gents where there is no one around.’ 
When Nate hired George over the string of young immaculate women waiting for an interview, it had raised a few eyebrows. He never thought the ability to have private conversations away from gossiping ears would be an extra advantage. When the battleaxe Mrs Ferguson, the PA he inherited from his predecessor, retired, it seemed the ideal solution. Despite her impeccable efficiency, he hated her; she looked down at him as if he was a scabby schoolkid dragged into being her boss. She resented any suggestion of change. Rebecca’s endless comments and suspicions about the temps who filled in also wore him down. George might not be a qualified or experienced PA, but he was as efficient as Mrs Ferguson and came into work every day with a spring in his step, grateful Nate had given him a new career path rather than being forced to retire after being made redundant from a job he loved. His grandfatherly ability to get on with everyone while standing his ground made him the perfect candidate. 
‘Does Rebecca know?’ 
‘No, but she is on the warpath demanding where you are. I expect a bonus for covering for you, and my missus expects an excellent review on Tripadvisor. Sand Dale is her baby.’ Nate sighed with relief before tuning out as George gave him a lowdown on the house. 
‘Anything else I can help you with?’ George said. 
‘Only one thing. Where can you get a proper coffee round here?’ 

The hot shower and paracetamol Nate found at the back of the bathroom cabinet eased his headache enough to walk into the town. The streets of Whitby heaved with last-minute Christmas shoppers searching for the ideal gift. Many were tired, stressed, and oblivious to the festive cheer the shops displayed, while others buzzed with excitement and caught up with friends over coffee and cake in the thriving cafés. The River Esk sliced the town in two. He joined a jostling crowd at the swing bridge, waiting for it to close so they could cross into the newer town. He heard the deep sighs and groans from partners of eager shoppers and child tantrums mingled with the intermittent hums of carols and gossip. A girl aged around five bounced up and down next to him, holding her father’s hand. 
‘Can reindeer swim, Dad?’ she asked, but he didn’t reply, instead concentrated on the child on his shoulders who with every jiggle of excitement kicked Nate in the back. The boat they were waiting for sailed past and out to the sea below. They even decorated the boats with colourful lights wound around the mast and sides to join the festive cheer. 
The warm fragrance of cinnamon and spice from the Scandinavian-style stalls in the Christmas market and the large tree decked with white shimmering lights tugged at his emotions, deepened his unhappiness. He was grateful to grab a takeaway coffee and bacon roll to eat on the beach, away from the crowds and festive atmosphere. The bitter north-east wind and salty air cleared the remaining hangover as Nate stood on the shore looking out to the horizon. Maybe my drunken self was on the right track, he thought. I needed time away from everything, everyone. His breathing matched the rhythm of the waves flowing in and out, and a sense of calm followed. He shivered. The coat he’d borrowed from the cupboard at the cottage offered no protection from the cold. If he was staying, he needed to get provisions, warm clean clothes of his own, and a charger for his phone, which lay dead in his pocket. Reluctantly, he headed back towards the crowds, unaware his every move was scrutinised. 

      ***Nate’s icy hands struggled with the door key, but when it gave a satisfying click, he brought in the multitude of shopping bags, taking extra care not to hit his head on the door frame. Kelly, holding one small child and followed by two older ones, all bundled up in woolly hats and gloves, came around the corner. 
‘Hi.’ 
‘Hello, love. You’ve a bit more colour in you now. Just checking you’re all right and to give you this.’ An older child offered him a small casserole dish. ‘It’s nothing fancy—just a bit of stew we’re having, but I always make too much and I promised George I’d keep an eye on you, but it looks like you have stocked up. Are you staying for Christmas?’ 
Am I? he asked himself. It was only a few days away. Am I really going to abandon Christmas at home to stay here alone? His muscles clenched and his stomach churned at the idea of returning to London. 
‘Yes. I am.’ 
‘Well, if you find yourself at a loose end, you know where we are. There’s always room for one more at the table.’ 
He thanked her, eager to get into the warmth, but she continued to chat until the children squabbled. None of them noticed an uninvited guest silently slip into the cottage. 

The blazing wood burner soon warmed the building. Nate slouched on the sofa, flicking through the TV channels; images of the ideal Christmas flashed by, giant trees, laughing children, and food galore. Even the grumpy characters he could relate to wore paper hats. He switched it off and flung the remote down. This is a Christmas-free zone. When George said his tiny seaside retreat was a doll’s house, he wasn’t joking. It could fit multiple times in the lounge of his flat, but George’s wife had good taste and had achieved a modern look while keeping the original features and ambience. He had everything he needed: food, alcohol, Wi-Fi, and a TV. 
‘What the—? Where did you come from?’ 
A gigantic animal sat in the doorway. Its wide amber eyes intensely focused on him. Nate looked at his wine glass and the bottle on the coffee table, double-checking the amount he had drunk. He must be hallucinating—cats were never that big except in a zoo. 
Is there a Beast of Whitby, like the one on Bodmin Moor? But if so, it would be black, surely? Not ginger, nor so fluffy. They studied each other. Its square head leant to one side inquisitively, long tufts of fur protruded from the top of his ears, and it even had a mane of longer fur around its neck. The tip of the long tail flicked. That wasn’t a good sign, Nate thought vaguely, recalling all he knew about cats. Dogs he knew, liked, and could understand, but cats—they unnerved him with their look of superiority and claws. He hated them. 
‘I have nothing for you. Shoo.’ Carefully, he rose from the sofa and edged to the front door and opened it to the blast of frosty air. 
‘Go. Get out of here.’ 
The cat ignored him, padded over to the log burner, and cleaned its enormous paws. 
‘Don’t make yourself at home. You are at the wrong house.’ 
Or are you? George would have told him about another lodger, wouldn’t he? Nate thought back to the earlier conversations with him, but the words were lost in the drunken haze. He was certain no cat was mentioned, but the seed of doubt nestled in. He grabbed his phone and switched it on. A tirade of texts, missed calls, and message alerts flooded the screen. He switched it off. 
‘Fine. Stay!’ Nate huffed and slammed the door. ‘You’ve got until I talk to George. Just stay over there and leave me alone.’ 

Nate woke trapped against the back of the sofa by the cat sprawled next to him. He held the remote in one hand while the other subconsciously stroked the cat’s long, dense fur, feeling the deep rumble of its appreciative purr. He snatched his hand away. So much for leaving me alone? A dull ache persisted in his bent neck. 
‘Get off me.’ He shoved the cat, who sprang up in disgust, his long tail twitching. The scene unfolded second by second as the tail connected with a half-full glass of red wine. It wobbled, and Nate released his breath as it settled down. Another forceful swish of the tail tipped the glass over; claret drops sloshed onto the table and drip by drip fell onto the pale rug below. 
‘That’s it. Out!’ Nate raged. He stormed across the room and flung open the door. A wintry wind blew in stray snowflakes. 
‘I said out. I bet you don’t even live here. Out.’ 
With a sigh and body as low as it could get, the cat slowly slunk out into the dark. 

What would George’s wife say? The stain refused to budge; instead it faded to pale pink and grew with every scrub of detergent. He hadn’t even realised George was married, never mind her name. Nate had assumed George was a widower. After working together in close proximity, how did he not know that? Nate wondered whether the accusation of him not caring about anything but his work, spat out at him several times in the past few months, were true. 
Twenty-four hours ago, his life was mapped out; he knew what he was doing and where. 
Arriving home to his flat early, he’d looked forward to a long shower and swift drink before the Christmas Ball. They were not his thing, but as the boss he was expected to attend and Rebecca would have been devastated if he cancelled; it was circled in the diary and preparations had begun in earnest weeks ago—the dress, shoes, and bag. Who knows what else she had bought? As a social butterfly, she saw this as an opportunity to flutter and fly, soaking up any compliments, and an opportunity to network. 
He kicked off his shoes before doing a double take as he saw another pair of shoes stranded in the hallway, followed by hearing a giggle from his room. He stealthily crossed the large open-plan living area, briefly noticing the stunning sunset across the silhouette of London from the ceiling-to-floor windows of his apartment. Through the opened door of his bedroom, he faced what he already knew: Rebecca straddling a vaguely familiar man in his bed, her long hair trailing down her naked back. He opened his mouth to speak and confront them, but he left in silence. 
Hours later, Nate felt a sense of déjà vu when he flung his shoes off on his return. 
‘Darling, is that you? You’re late. Please, can you zip up my dress?’ Rebecca stood before him, stunning in a silk dress that hugged her body perfectly. She scooped her hair up before turning around. He zipped it up, and she purred her thanks. 
He scanned the room for any signs of her lover’s presence. There was nothing. Just the fragrance of her perfume, and he wondered if the excess was to cover up any lingering aftershave or smell of sex. He studied her as she finished getting ready. With her high cheekbones and a figure she worked hard for, she was as stunning as she thought she was. Maybe he had dreamt the last couple of hours driving round aimlessly, trying to make sense of it all. The evening passed in a blur, standing on the sidelines as he talked to colleagues and wished them merry Christmas. He watched Rebecca smile and laugh before talking to their wives. She fit into his world and looked the part more than he did. Everyone loved her, but as he waited for the anger to hit, he wondered if he did. Surely, he should feel angry and want to lash out after her betrayal, but he felt nothing. He ordered a drink and downed it in one gulp. The heat burned his throat. 
He had another. 
‘All right?’ George touched his shoulder. 
Nate came out of his haze. ‘Not really,’ he slurred. ‘Don’t you just wish you could escape all this?’ He gestured with his drink. ‘Be by yourself, no cares and no bloody Christmas.’ 
Nate ignored George’s scrutinising stare. After the day he’d had he deserved a drink or two and if he was getting drunk, it helped banish the images of Rebecca naked with someone else. ‘Know anywhere?’ Nate hiccupped and ordered another whisky. 
‘Strangely enough, I do.’ 
Within an hour and a flurry of phone calls from George, Nate fell asleep in the back of a car travelling north.
 
The wind whipped up outside, rattling the windows at Sand Dale. Swirls of white replaced the darkness of the night sky. The promised weather he’d heard murmurings about on the radio and news had arrived. Glad I’m in here. He poured himself another glass of wine. I’d hate to be out in that. Like the lumbering animal he’d thrown outside. Guilt kicked in, but it didn’t live here. It was nothing more than a sponging and using creature taking its chance. Just like Rebecca. A newsreel showing her played in his mind. She was using his flat, his things, and his bank card. The rage kicked in and he stomped around the cottage. He opened a random cupboard in search of food. The images froze as he saw a box of cat kibble. 

      ***The knock on the door vibrated through the small house. Nate staggered to the door and yawned. The low winter sun blinded him as he opened the door. He shivered, but at least the weather was calm. The storm had blown through, leaving behind a sludge of thawed snow. 
‘Mr Nathaniel Reynolds?’ 
‘Yeah.’ His heart raced. Had Rebecca tracked him down already? 
‘Packages for you to sign for.’ 
The man and his courier uniform came into focus. Nate grinned, allowing several boxes to be stacked inside.
‘Great. Thanks,’ Nate said. Unable to resist, he ripped open the largest box. Excitement bubbled up as he removed a top-of-the-range coffee machine. Now this was perfect. 
‘Wow! That is massive. Maine Coon, is it?’ the courier said. 
Confused, Nate shook his head. What was the delivery guy talking about? The machine wasn’t that big. His hungover mind shrugged it off. He signed the electronic device, wished him a merry Christmas, and watched him leave. Along with a new laptop and other essentials, today would be an excellent day. The cheery over-enthusiastic radio DJ didn’t grate so much now his mood lifted with the promise of caffeine. He sang and swayed to the music. The bitter aroma of fresh coffee filled the air with the comforting gurgle of the gleaming machine. Maybe it was too large for the petite cottage kitchen, but the taste was nectar, and the buzz running through his veins knocked the hangover away. Who needed the table to eat from, anyway? He wasn’t planning on cooking anything beyond microwave food. A mournful cry came from the kitchen door. Nate flung it open and grinned. Today was getting better. 
‘You’re back!’ 
The cat, looking no worse for his night outside, strolled in. Nate crossed over to the fridge and poured some cream, hoping it would help make amends. He regretted kicking the poor creature out into the storm and guilt had made sleep impossible. A cat like that was irreplaceable.
‘You must be hungry too.’ The cat finished lapping up its treat and licked his whiskers. ‘You deserve to be spoiled.’
Over the next few days, they settled into a routine. During the day, the cat spent time with Nate before disappearing into the night for feline adventures. Nate discovered it enjoyed  playing fetch like a dog, its fascination with water meant the bathroom door remained closed, and how much he enjoyed the animal’s company. 
Another movie watched, Nate stretched and took a call from George. After catching up with the news. Nate looked at the contented cat. He scratched behind its ear to be rewarded by a loud, rumbling purr.
‘Oh, by the way, what’s the cat’s name?’ 
The purr stopped, and the cat edged itself off the sofa. 
‘What cat?’ George chuckled. ‘We don’t have a cat.’ 
‘You must do. It’s been here since I got here. I found the cat food.’ 
‘Cat food? That must have been left over from my sister-in-law’s visit. Her cat always comes with her. Describe it to me.’
The flash of the phone’s camera dazed the wide-eyed creature before he slunk towards the front door. 
‘Oh, that’s Vincent. He’s the witch’s cat.’






  
  Chapter Four
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Present Day
‘Idon’t need to be here,’ Willow said again. ‘I’m fine.’ 
Nate ignored her protestations as he had done since he bundled her into the car and drove in excruciating silence across the Moors to the hospital. His eyes remained focused on the miserable Christmas tree in the corner of the A&E waiting room. It wasn’t only real trees who drooped when unloved; old, dented baubles with chipped paint hung from balding plastic branches which the hastily thrown-on tinsel failed to disguise. The lopsided fairy looked like she needed counselling after all the trauma she had seen in this room. Fake festive wrapped gifts gathered below. Willow knew they were fake; several children and at least one adult had rushed over in delight but left disappointed once the packages were shaken. Her eyes burned under the bright strip lighting, and the incessant noise of the department, the clatter of trollies, clunk of wheelchairs, even the squeak of shoes, made her head throb more. They had been here for hours and she longed for the peace of her flat. Vincent would be sulking; not that he deserved sympathy, it was his fault she was here. 
What was he playing at? In the eight years she had him, he had never been one to stray. He was a homebody apart from his daily jaunts around town. Yet he had forced himself into this man’s life for days. Why? What made Vincent do it? It wasn’t this man’s personality; Moody, she decided. Anger and irritation radiated from the stranger, making her own temper bristle. He didn’t have to stay with her. Stubborn. Despite telling him to go, he’d refused unless she contacted someone. With Rosa spending time with Alejo, and Glenn and Amber on their yearly trip to the panto, which she refused to ruin, she had no choice but to rely on him. Sexy. She shut the thought down. No. I refuse to think about it. 
Willow concentrated on other people’s dramas instead. An elderly couple argued about the husband’s stupidity in climbing a rickety loft ladder, while he retorted it was her fault for demanding the special tablecloth they always used on Christmas day. He sat in a wheelchair with his swollen foot raised. A father cradled a young angel with her arm in a sling as she sobbed that her wings were crushed, while another child, dressed in a purple cloak bound with golden braid and crown, weaved himself through the chairs, an aeroplane held high in the air. His bruise forming on his head matched Willow’s. 
‘If I stand up and play aeroplanes, can I go home?’
Willow hated hospitals. The oppressive atmosphere closed in as raw emotions of the patients’ past and present bombarded her. More than one lone and disorientated spirit had walked by along the corridor. Nurses hurried by, harassed; she was wasting their time. It was just a fall. Willow stood up. 
Her reluctant companion whipped round and glared. ‘Sit down.’
Dizziness overwhelmed her, forcing her to comply. She found herself unable to stop staring at him. His eyes were brown and deep like the smoothest chocolate and it was difficult to tell where the pupils began. She wanted to take in every detail of his face and memorise it. The dark curls at the nape of his neck, the shadow of stubble forming. Her fingers twitched, longing to reach out to touch him. Her stomach somersaulted at the recollection of the electricity and warmth she felt when she grasped his hand moments before she fell. 
He looked away and concentrated on his phone. Her gaze lowered towards his shoes. Willow cringed as she remembered. 

      ***Nate’s first thought when he saw the unconscious woman beside him was the song lyrics declaring the witch is dead. These were quickly replaced by that will hurt. Untangling himself from the foliage and lights, he cursed. After discerning she was alive, he carried her into the shop where music continued to bellow and the master of mischief who caused the accident was nowhere to be seen. 
‘Bloody cats,’ he muttered. Once Vincent’s identity was revealed, he’d felt betrayed and conned. First by Rebecca and now a cat. Anger had made him traipse around the town, hunting for the witch. Vincent refused to cooperate, forcing Nate to scoop him up and carry him; he was determined to return the cat. The longer it took, the more frustrated he became. 
What had happened when he arrived at the store? The entire episode was a blur. One minute, the figure dancing in the shop mesmerised him, making him forget the squirming creature he battled to hold. The next he was falling thanks to that meddling cat, and something else. He lost some balance with Vincent’s sudden leap through the doorway, but he was certain a force stronger than even an over-large Maine Coon was capable of had pushed him. Something from the shop. He shook his head, dismissing the idea except she was a witch. Had she cast a spell on him? And what had happened next? Her laughter aimed at him as if he was the clumsy one rang through the courtyard, flaring his irritation, but then she held out her hand. He grasped it only to see her recoil with horror and tumble to the ground. Why did she let go?
He looked down at the woman he cradled against his chest. When George told him about the witch of Whitby, he laughed. An absurd idea yet a clever business plan, a gimmick the tourists would love. She wasn’t what he expected. No green skin, black hat, or matching black cat. A vague fragrance of apple shampoo drifted up. With high cheekbones and flawless skin, she was beautiful in ways different to Rebecca. She wore only a hint of make-up and the short-cropped hair gave her the appearance of an elegant elf. Her eyes

      ***
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