
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Anne Hathaway had found her spiritual home with the Lilac Ladies of Delmsford, worthy women with saucepans, ladles, and looms. Now the Ladies were under threat, but how could Rafferty Kettle be an enemy when he understood the importance of apostrophes?

	 

	 

	The Delmsford chapter of the Lilac Ladies had taken Anne Hathaway into their club, but trouble was looming. A bad review from a food critic could end them, so Anne approached Raffety Kettle to plead the Ladies’ case. That unfortunate idea started a landslide that threatened to bury the Ladies, but they were up to the challenge. Reinvention! Baking. Home hints. Christmas carols. A rocking chair and vintage rose brocade. Butter and plant-based spreads and a brand-new book. With Anne at the helm, the Ladies hoped their Lilac Ladies Spectacular would revitalise the club—if only they could pull it off.
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Chapter One: No Reservations

	 

	 

	Nearly midnight Christmas Eve

	Lilac Ladies Club House

	Delmsford, Tasmania

	 

	Anne looked into smiling blue eyes.

	“The Christmas lights are still on the fritz,” she said as the illumination dimmed around her in the deserted club rooms.

	Her companion lifted one casual finger and the light steadied.

	Anne didn’t bother to flinch. She’d have to get used to the odd things he could do.

	The Lilac Ladies’ Spectacular and book launch had been a success.

	Vegetable flans made with cauliflower pastry snuggled up with vintage passionfruit squares.

	Baby Christmas trees were out the door with their cheerful new owners.

	“Joy to the World” had lifted the dust from the vintage ceiling fans.

	The recruitment drive... the jury was still out on that.

	They had one affirmed new member, although Anne wasn’t sure he was properly qualified... She lost track of her thoughts and caught them again.

	“How can you be one of the Lilac Ladies?” she asked, looking up into those mesmerising eyes.

	“Easily. I am a Lilac Lady’s. It’s all to do with a possessive apostrophe.”

	“Oh, good.” Anne saw what that meant.

	She was a Lilac Lady. He said he was hers. She accepted that definition with no reservations.

	 


Chapter Two: No Relation to Shakespeare

	 

	 

	Five weeks earlier... November

	Somewhere in Sydney

	 

	Anne Hathaway was not married to a man named William. She did not have children named Susannah, Hamnet, and Judith. Her father was not named Richard... as far as she knew. She had never been within 17,000 kilometres of Stratford-upon-Avon. She was no relation to Shakespeare.

	Anne Hathaway was not a Hollywood actor. The only play she’d ever been in was a Nativity play. She’d been an olive skinned, dark-eyed Mary with a heaven-blue robe peeping from an undyed cheesecloth wrapper.

	Her Joseph, wearing a striped nightshirt and a cottonwool beard dyed brown with strong coffee and attached with loops over his ears, had almost missed the Magi visit while in pursuit of an over-active lamb. Melchior, portrayed by James Watt, had caught the lamb and got the scene back on track.

	Looking back through the rose-coloured glasses of nineteen years, Anne realised a lot of ingenuity had gone into that production. Alas, much ingenuity had also gone into naming babies who washed up on the shores of the Mother Mary Christmas Children’s Home.

	Anne had a lifelong grudge against the individual with the literary bent who named her using Babes and Bitches in the Background, a puckish spin on a dictionary of biography. Mumsa wouldn’t tell her who it was—just that it wasn’t her.

	Joseph’s name was Francis Bacon, chosen from a book called Intellectual Muscle.

	That pairing must have pleased conspiracy theorists who read the Christmas concert program.

	Anne’s best friends at the home were Catherine Parr and Nancy Hanks, who played the innkeeper and Miriam, the lady who milked the cow. It was a real cow, from the Mother Mary Farm. The angel was played by Edward Jenner, and the Star carried aloft by John Keats and Elizabeth Barrett.

	Psychologists, including the grown-up Nancy Hanks, might frown, but Anne enjoyed that two-decade-old memory. The Mother Mary Christmas Home did its best, even providing multiple fridges with multiple magnets to house multiple drawings brought home from school.

	Mumsa was in charge of one cottage. Others were overseen by Mamama, Popsal, and Pa. They were nice people... flawed, sometimes cranky, but big-hearted.

	The Mother Mary kids were cared for, disciplined, praised, and encouraged to develop a broad range of skills... and special aptitudes. Much was made of the aps, the inborn bents that came from who-knew-where.

	Anne’s ap was housewifery. She knew Mumsa thought that unfortunate. She’d overheard her telling Mamama that our Anne should have been born seventy years ago. She’d have flourished. Mumsa never said this to Anne. She helped Anne with her cross stitch, baking, cutting paper patterns, flower arranging, and menus. Later, Mumsa endured the smell of glue as Anne practised upholstery and decoupage.

	In Careers Week, Anne unwisely mentioned her plans. Somehow, her choice of running a home had been force-fed with ambition until the modest violet hope bloomed like a monstrous tiger lily into the stated desire to run a chain of upmarket motels.

	“Really, Anne?” Mumsa questioned gently when this essay came home from school.

	“No, Mumsa. Not really. Why can’t I run a home?”

	Mumsa frowned slightly. “You can, but these days... “ She shrugged. “Anne, you are the one who has to live your life, so choose to live it the way that suits you.”

	“Be true to myself?”

	“Yes, but Anne—don’t be surprised if other people try to push you up.”

	“Hold me back, you mean.”

	“Maybe I do.”

	Mumsa gave Anne a kiss on the cheek and rumpled her hair.

	Anne went out into the sunshine and tapped Emily Dickinson on the shoulder. “Your turn for the careers talk deconstruction.”

	Emily raised a thumb and bounced into Mumsa’s office with an essay stating that Emily wanted to be an engineer. In her case, it was true.

	Anne shuffled off to make crepe paper pompoms for the Christmas tree.

	 

	After Anne aged out, or as the Mother Mary Home liked to express it, was relinquished into the world to live well and prosper, she kept in touch with her two best friends for a year or so before realising theirs had been a friendship of convenience. She hadn’t seen either of them since she moved to Delmsford.

	Then she met Nancy Hanks by chance in Sydney.

	 


Chapter Three: No Margarine in Kirschbutterkuchen

	 

	 

	November

	Somewhere in Sydney

	 

	Nancy suggested a coffee at a café called Der Kaffeetanz, and Anne, having nothing to do until her flight home, agreed.

	“Heard from anyone from Mother Mary?” Nancy asked after they had ordered the House Special.

	“Mumsa sent me a letter and card, and of course, I got one from you. Thanks, by the way.” She just managed not to comment on the apostrophe that somehow found its way into the plural holidays.

	Nancy said, “Mumsa always finds time to write us a personal note in the holidays.”

	“You send cards too,” Anne pointed out.

	Nancy shrugged. “Yes, but I just do thirty—to cover Mumsa and Popsal and the kids from Sarah Churchill Cottage and Mary Shelley House. Mind you, three came back unknown this year.”

	Anne, who created hand-stitched cards for sale, but who never sent any, tried to look impressed.

	“No word from anyone else?” Nancy continued.

	“Liz Barrett sent me her third book, but other than that—I don’t think so.” Anne leaned back while a smiling waitress in a dirndl placed a slice of cake before each of them, followed quickly by a tray of coffee.

	“House special—kirschbutterkuchen,” she murmured.

	“Thank you.” Anne gave the cake a professional once over.

	“What do you mean?” Nancy interrupted her pondering on butter, salted or not, and whether the cherries were canned or dried. There was, she’d concluded, no margarine in kirschbutterkuchen.

	“I had a card from someone named Kat Stiletto. Can’t place her at all. I asked Liz, and she didn’t know, either.”

	Nancy laughed. “Kat Stiletto is what Cathie Parr calls herself now.”

	“Why? Is she a pole dancer? A knife thrower? Assassin?”

	Nancy went on, “Mumsa mentioned it last week. Cathie got sick of people asking after Henry Eight or quoting the Divorced, Beheaded, Died rhyme at her.”

	Anne saw her point. “What are you doing these days, Nancy?” she asked.

	“I finished my degree in child psychology. I have a private practice under the Psych-up-Australia banner, but I work at Mother Mary one week a month. Giving back, as they say.” Nancy poked at her cake. “Any idea what this stuff is? You always came top in Food Science.”

	Anne levered out a cherry. It was fresh, not dried or tinned. “The server called it kirschbutterkuchen, which means cherry butter cake. It’s a Swiss or German spin on a yellow pound cake, I think. There’s something else... possibly a thin layer of apricot glaze.”

	“Sounds scary,” Nancy said playfully. She added, “I never can find time to bake.”

	Anne shrugged. “I can, but I couldn’t psychologise. You can.”

	She added, silently, I can also handle apostrophes.

	“We each contribute according to our skills,” Nancy agreed easily.

	They finished their coffee—though Nancy left half her cake—and walked out into the late Sydney morning.

	“No Christmas carols yet,” Anne said as muzac blurted forth in the mall.

	“Does anyone still think they’re a good idea?” Nancy pondered.

	“We do in Delmsford,” Anne said.

	They parted with hugs and expressions of pleasure that they’d caught up via serendipity. They did not suggest another, more deliberate, meeting.

	Nancy strode off up the street with a swing to her step and the confident smile of someone who liked people, and who expected to be liked in her turn.

	Anne imagined her meeting a client, or a client’s parent.

	“Nancy Hanks. Any relation to Tom?”

	“Not as far as I know.”

	Or maybe, if the parent was better read, “Did you know Abraham Lincoln’s mother was called Nancy Hanks?”

	Nancy would smile and agree that yes, she had heard that.

	Anne wished she felt the same best-friends warmth they’d had as children.

	Anne, Nancy, and Catherine had grown up together, but that was no longer enough. And there had been something a wee bit off about her impromptu catch-up with Nancy. It wasn’t until Anne had boarded the plane and sat through the safety demonstration that it struck her.

	She’d asked what Nancy was doing, but Nancy hadn’t repaid the interest. She’d assumed, that since Anne had time to bake, it couldn’t be important. Not only that... but if she truly believed carols were not a good idea, why was she still sending Christmas cards with feral apostrophes? It didn’t compute.

	Then Anne remembered Nancy’s use of the term holiday and decided it did.
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