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            For my Dad, Jasper, Gemma and Stanley. Love you all.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter One
      

         

         Alice loved the cosiness of autumn and winter: the scrunch of the leaves and the chance of snow; blankets and hot water bottles; cocoa; toast runny with butter, crammed into her mouth as she sat reading in front of a fire, its flames conjuring up images of sprites and fairy tales.

         
         However, winter also meant she had to dry her hair properly, as she was now doing instead of letting the heat of the sun and the salt of the waves work their magic. Thick and long, it waved down her back and was a chore. She sat for what felt like aeons blowing hot air wildly around her head wanting nothing more than to be back in front of the fire, concentrating on her book.

         Her phone started to vibrate on the dressing table, its gold casing jumping on the white wood. As she reached across and saw the display, a familiar pang of lust made her tummy pinch – her reaction every time she saw or thought of Dan, and just as inevitable (and irritating) even when she merely saw his name.

         This crush had been going on for over a year now. She was hoping to grow out of it any day now.

         ‘Dan, hello!’

         ‘Help! Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to rescue me and my dear friend whilst promising not to tell a soul about what you discover on the mission. Can you help?’ Dan’s voice whispered urgently in her ear and Alice could feel a smile spread across her face.

         ‘How exciting. Will this phone self-destruct? It had better not. But, of course, I’ll help. What do you need? You are in Cornwall, aren’t you?’ She wasn’t sure – Dan might be Penmenna’s vicar, but his mysterious behaviour implied he could be calling from anywhere.

         ‘Oh yes, although maybe not a Cornwall you’d recognise.’ Dan laughed and then lowered his voice to a whisper again. ‘Or quite frankly ever want to think of again after tonight.’

         ‘Will you stop teasing! Where are you?’ She whisked her hair up and off her face with one hand, to its default setting perched at the back of her head as she spoke. It was her I’m-ready-for-anything move, hair up and ready to go.

         ‘Ethel’s.’

         ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, I thought you were somewhere dreadful. I’ll come over now.’

         ‘Okay but this is the important bit: can you get yourself in the back door? It’s open, and then as you head through the kitchen and come into the utility room you’ll see steps down to the basement area with a door at the bottom. We’re both locked in the basement and need you to try and free us from the other side. I’ll explain how to once you’re here.’

         ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll walk fast, promise!’ she answered as she clattered down her stairs ready to grab her boots and winter coat.

         ‘Brilliant, but Ethel says the important bit, and it really is important, is that you have to promise to keep schtum about tonight. She’s dreadfully embarrassed, but I’ve promised her you’re the most discreet and genuinely non-judgemental person I know, I’d trust you with my life and definitely Ethel’s secret.’

         Be still my beating heart. He’d trust her with his life.

         ‘Of course I will,’ came her more prosaic answer before hanging up and clasping the phone to her chest, wallowing in a five-second dreamy look – which involved leaning against the wall, rolling her eyes and sighing lightly à la every romantic heroine ever – before leaving her home.

         She set a brisk pace as she headed to Ethel’s house. Originally an old farmhouse, it was located on the other side of the village and would take just under ten minutes to get to. Her mind was alive with possibilities. What secrets could Ethel have? Was she keeping exotic animals in her basement? Did she have a white tiger tied to the radiator? Perhaps she was the leader of a cult; a cult that wore lace blouses, talked about maritime history and had a penchant for sherry and cards? This was too exciting. What could Ethel’s secret be?

         She wasn’t particularly surprised that Dan was at Ethel’s. He was so dedicated to his parishioners that he would spend all hours of the day and night nipping in for visits and helping them in different ways. Alice had witnessed him putting up shelves, digging a vegetable patch and pulling a carrier bag out of Mrs Talbot’s collie’s bottom – a sight she would happily never see again.

         As she reached Ethel’s house she crept around the side, checking to make sure no one saw her. She wasn’t sure why she was doing this, but it seemed in keeping with the mystery that Dan had woven. Coast clear, she darted through the back gate and let herself in through the kitchen door. The lights were all on, but it felt weird entering someone’s house without them being present to let you in.

         The house was much as she expected it to be, the décor reflecting Ethel’s age and tastes. Prints of tall ships lined the lemon-painted walls and a jug of plastic irises decorated the windowsill. Alice manoeuvred herself past the small kitchen table, complete with a rather lonely lace place setting for one, and headed into the utility room. There, just the other side of the washing machine, was a doorframe with steps leading down and as she peered down them she saw what looked like the locked door that Dan had told her about.

         Even though the steps were lit, there was something incredibly creepy about going down the stairs. The ominous door at the bottom didn’t help. Alice didn’t know if it was because she watched way too many horror movies, or just because any woman of sense steered well clear of a basement. It was Known Safety Tip #1.

         She took a deep breath and headed down.

         ‘Is that you, Alice?’ Ethel’s voice came from behind the door.

         ‘Yep, here now. I’ll have you out any second. No need to worry,’ she called back, making her tone extra perky – both to calm Ethel and reassure her own brain that there was no serial killer with a sharp knife and evil intent lurking behind the door. Just a very dishy vicar.

         There was a noisy flurry and whispered conversation coming from the basement as Alice reached out to the door handle. She wiggled the key in the heavy old lock.

         ‘It will be fine, honestly,’ she heard Dan reassure Ethel before raising his voice to address Alice, ‘Ethel wants you to promise to not tell a soul about—’

         ‘Not a soul!’ Ethel’s voice broke over the top of Dan’s, loud and very firm.

         ‘—yep, right, a soul about what you see down here once that door is open.’

         ‘Promise!’ Alice was now intrigued to the point of bursting. What was in there? She was going to be so disappointed if it was merely some washing baskets and wine bottles. ‘This key isn’t turning, is there a knack?’ She wiggled the door, but she was convinced it would take a marauding army to break down. Heavy wood and metal brackets made it look as if it should be inside a castle somewhere on the continent – Transylvania perhaps – not in an elderly lady’s house on the outskirts of Penmenna village.

         ‘You have to pull it quite tight towards you whilst putting your foot on the bottom metal plate bit and pushing. That seemed to work,’ Dan explained.

         ‘It is a bit tricky,’ his companion added.

         ‘A bit tricky, Ethel? I’m beginning to think this is a plan to make me fall ars⎯ um, fall over whilst you two have a good giggle. Hang on…’

         With her top half pulling, her bottom half pushing and her hand doing a lot of wiggling, Alice managed to unlock the door and push it open, falling through red-faced and a little breathless. That had been some job.

         ‘Keep your foot in the door! Or lean back against it so it doesn’t slam shut again. That’s how we both got locked in here. We’ll run out of friends to call if you get trapped too.’

         Alice rammed her back against the door to keep it wedged open and, taking a deep breath, exhaled in Dan and Ethel’s direction before having a quick look at the room.

         Oh wow!

         She blinked – nope, still the same room. She tried blinking three times and taking another look. Still the same.

         It would appear that the door to the room was a fair indicator of what was inside. For sweet octogenarian Ethel, currently standing beside her wearing a dainty white broderie anglaise blouse and a penitent smile, had a dungeon in her house.

         Not a dungeon as in a cobbled room complete with a straw pallet and a chain hanging from the wall; that would have been less shocking. No, this was more of a S&M dungeon, complete with some kind of leather bed-bench – currently covered in various coloured strands of wool – and an array of paddles hanging on the walls. There was also a small basket beside the bench, full of knitting needles and crochet hooks. Alice didn’t dare think what Ethel did with those.

         ‘I know what you must be thinking, but it’s not what you think. It’s not perverted in any way.’

         ‘Um… no… Ethel, its fine. I wasn’t thinking that. Um… shall we go upstairs and have a cup of tea? You must be gag— um, sorry… desperate for one if you’ve been trapped down here. And I promise never to mention your basement, ever, to anyone. Promise.’

         ‘Yes, tea, good idea! Ethel?’ Dan didn’t look at Alice as he spoke, of which she was glad because if she met his eye she’d lose all her composure.

         ‘No, no I think I’ll have something a little stronger, thank you. But it’s important to me that you understand. It was my Derek’s idea, we just liked to play old-fashioned type games, you know, brave knight rescuing the princess, villain and the train tracks, that sort of thing and now he’s gone I use it as my craft room. It’s great for organising the wools and the thread and that thing there’ – she gestured at the bench – ‘is perfect for ironing when I’m quilt-making. Look.’ She indicated a sewing machine on the far side of the room, that Alice had failed to notice because of the dim lighting. ‘We were married and it was never anything sleazy, more saucy, yes, just a little saucy—’

         ‘Honestly, Ethel, it’s fine. No explanation needed. Let’s go find that sherry.’

         Ethel still made no move to leave the room and Alice couldn’t help but feel a smile twitch at the corner of her mouth when her eyes lit upon some kind of leather cuffs attached to one of the walls. She could never unsee this.

         The trouble that vicar got her into!

         ‘…not like that modern-day stuff, all that latex, ugh! My Derek was a romantic.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
      

         

         ‘Thank you so much for this, Alice. You were the only person I could trust to call,’ Dan admitted as they marched back through the village, having left Ethel’s being sworn to secrecy – the woman had actually pulled out her family Bible – and promising that they thought none the less of her.

         ‘It’s fine. I know I shouldn’t giggle but it wasn’t what I expected. Ethel and Derek, who knew?’

         She looked up at him, matching stride for stride, as the street lamp lit his features. He was outstandingly handsome with sweeping high cheekbones seen more often on Parisian catwalks than in coastal villages and deep blue eyes the colour of a moonlit sea on a cloudless night. He didn’t seem real enough for this world. More Fairy Emperor than Parish Vicar. As if he had been created to demonstrate male physical perfection.

         ‘Derek was before my time. Are you suggesting that he didn’t look the type?’ Dan’s smile was wide and generous as he spoke, but then it always was. Alice fought the urge to sigh again.

         ‘I didn’t know there is a type but he definitely didn’t roam the streets in a gimp mask if that’s what you mean. A nice navy blazer and life membership to Roscarrock Bowls Club was his look.’

         ‘You are naughty.’ Dan’s laughter at her words warmed her. She loved their friendship. However, he wasn’t getting away with calling her the naughty one, not tonight.

         ‘Um, you invited me to a dungeon this evening, so I think today you probably get the most points for mischief.’

         ‘Ha! True. If Ethel hadn’t already made you promise not to tell a soul…’

         ‘A soul,’ Alice reinforced.

         ‘Exactly, then I would have asked you to stay quiet. Imagine the damage to my reputation if it got out that I had invited Alice Pentire out for an evening in a S&M dungeon.’

         ‘Shocking, I imagine church attendance would plummet.’ Alice grinned at him whilst thinking that in fact it would probably go through the roof. There was no denying that his mere arrival in the village had boosted church numbers more than 400 per cent. Before there had only been eight regular parishioners and Alice, if you didn’t count the bell-ringers. Twin the Reverend Dan Daniels with a hint of sexual danger and there wouldn’t be room in the thirteenth-century church for the amount of women who would turn up. It would be more popular than the days Poldark filmed down the road. Even women with no children of their own would drag nieces and nephews to Sunday School in droves.

         ‘I imagine it would. Do you want to come in for a coffee?’ He nodded his head in the direction of The Vicarage.

         ‘I’ll have a cup of tea. If I have coffee now I’ll never sleep. There was something I needed to ask you anyway.’

         ‘So, it’s not for the pleasure of my company you’re coming in, you’re agreeing because you want a favour.’

         ‘You know me so well.’ Alice smirked, wishing he knew her an awful lot better.

         ‘Come on then, what sort of scrape are you trying to get me into this time?’ he asked as he led her down the path and towards the bright red front door of The Vicarage.

         ‘I’ll tell you when you’ve made me that cup of tea, and um… I may need something sugary for the shock I’ve just had.’

         ‘I don’t believe you’re shocked at all, not for a second, Miss Pentire.’

         ‘Trust me, I am. Ethel, for goodness’ sake! Have you got any of Denise’s fruit cake?’

         ‘I swear you’re only friends with me to get hold of cake.’

         ‘It’s good every time, I’m no fool. So, have you?’

         ‘Of course, and I shall cut you a hefty slice in return for keeping Ethel’s secrets.’

         They wandered into the old-fashioned farmhouse kitchen, complete with an Aga and a ginger cat keeping warm on a chair in front of it. Dan flicked the kettle on and reached for the cake tin.

         ‘Make it a sliver and you’re on. Hey, Butch Catsidy, all good?’ Alice greeted the church cat, one who kept the mice down with a brutality that would have made Caligula flinch.

         The cat stretched out a sleepy paw and licked the length of his leg slowly before making eye contact with Alice, eye contact that asked why she even bothered. Alice loved his bad-boy attitude. If only she could be more cat.

         ‘I do love this room.’ Alice pulled out a chair at the great big wooden table, which dominated the sizeable kitchen and had tiny little drawers all along the sides. She always imagined that the drawers had held the hopes, desires and secrets of people from bygone days. A heavy jumble of papers, a couple of hymn books, a bunch of dried lavender left over from the summer, a cake tin and Dan’s laptop were all piled on the table. It felt homely.

         Growing up, her mother’s house had always been more of a show home with everything displayed to show how immaculate, how affluent, how very tasteful Mrs Pentire was. Figurines were set at precise angles, curtains were not to be drawn, merely hanging faultlessly, toys banished to the bedroom and then only allowed out between the hours of half past three to half past five.

         Alice, rather like her father, much preferred a little bit of clutter. He had been husband number two and was the reason Alice lived in Penmenna. A gentle soul, with appalling taste in women, he was no match for her mother and spent most of his time hiding from his wife by heading to the church or lying low in his study, surrounded by books, papers, files, the very sort of thing that would make Alice’s mum break out in hives if he were to bring them into any other room in their immaculate house.

         Her mother’s disinterest, in both of them, meant the two spent a lot of time together. It was he who had taught Alice how to swim, how to build a fire on the beach, how each headstone in the graveyard had a story and that sometimes slowing down and just being, that was when you really got to appreciate the joys life offered. It wasn’t a lesson her mother had learnt. He had always bought her the best presents too, simple things: a kaleidoscope, a snow globe, a spirograph. To this day, Alice still loved toys like those.

         Her mother had left him for husband number three when Alice was sixteen, and had put up no resistance when Alice elected to stay in Penmenna with her father. And she had lived in the village ever since, staying on when her father left, his affable naiveté taking him to France when he fell in love and married for a second time – to a woman remarkably like Alice’s mother.

         The warmth inside that she always had as she thought of her dad stayed with her now as she cleared some of Dan’s clutter. As the kettle came to the boil, she popped down plates and mugs that she had taken from the dresser in the corner. ‘It’s so cosy and friendly in here, I do love it. Apart from Mr Clawsome in the corner there, there is nothing cosy about him.’

         ‘He is a bit of an arse, but he must like you a bit now. He hasn’t torn your arm to shreds today and you’ve been here a least five minutes. That’s a good sign. Although, you know that’s not his name.’

         ‘And you know it should be. It’s a good one. As to the arm, give him time. He’s just lulling me into a false sense of security before he makes his move. I know how his sort work.’ She arched her brow at the cat in the corner. ‘Although more importantly, you do know that after this evening, we now have definitive proof.’

         ‘Definitive proof of what?’

         ‘Pippa said that she reckoned Ethel was the guerrilla yarn bomber. Do you remember all those knitted scenes popping up in the village over Feast Week last summer? There were beach scenes, knitted seashells, all that sort of thing and we could never work out who was behind it. Well, they were the same blues, yellows and greens as the wool that Ethel had in her dungeon. It had to be her! I can’t wait to tell— oh, I can’t, can I?’

         ‘Best not, sorry.’ Dan shrugged his shoulders and wrinkled his nose in a no-you-can’t gesture as he handed her a mug of steaming tea.

         ‘Grrr, I thought we had her banged to rights. I know Pippa is desperate for confirmation because she wants to ask if she can play too. It was funny though, Ethel’s face as she tried to reassure me that her Derek was very romantic.’ Alice shook her head as she grasped the mug with both hands, breathing in its warmth after their brief walk in the nippy winter air.

         ‘Well, he clearly was. He built their very own role-play room.’ Dan’s grin took over the whole of his face, reflecting the same delight on Alice’s.

         ‘Oh don’t! I think the most shocking thing about tonight was that you managed to get a signal from down there. How? How can you get signal in Ethel’s damsel-in-distress bat-cave and not one on the top of Penmenna Hill?’

         ‘Good point!’

         ‘Right, and imagine if she hadn’t, you’d still be in there, possibly starving to death with nothing but Ethel and some bits of wool to sustain you.’

         ‘Would you not have tracked me down and rescued me?’ Dan furrowed his brow as if he could not believe what he was hearing. Too cute.

         ‘I don’t think anyone could have tracked you down and rescued you. For a village with no secrets, we’ve clearly just uncovered its very best kept one.’

         ‘You’re not going to let this go, are you?’ He placed a slice of cake in front of her which she immediately picked up and took a mouthful of before speaking again, the odd crumb falling as she did so. It seemed like ages since she had had a treat.

         ‘I will, I promise never to mention it again after tonight but you have to let me enjoy it a little.’ She took another bite and rolled her eyes skyward, intimating bliss. ‘Oh yum, this cake is so good.’

         ‘Denise is a marvel, as they say. I wouldn’t be able to cope without her, the church may well fall down without her keeping on top of things and boy, can she can bake.’ Denise was one of Dan’s church wardens who not only helped keep things running super smoothly at all times but was also able to bung a cake in the oven at a moment’s notice.

         ‘We all need a Denise. Especially at school. Sheila almost deleted all the school data the other day. Matt had to bring some local computer whizz who works with him on Green-fingered and Gorgeous to get it all back. I don’t know how that school stays running some days when Sheila’s trying to organise things. In fact, it was school I needed to talk to you about.’

         ‘Okay, how can I help?’ Dan pulled out his own chair and sat down, taking a slurp of his tea and picking at the fruit cake he had cut for himself.

         ‘It’s okay, you don’t have to put your concerned vicar face on, this is going to be fun.’

         ‘See, you say “fun” and my heart begins to speed up, with panic.’

         ‘Well you should have faith in me. I have been asked to take charge of the nativity play this year, it’s supposed to be Amanda’s turn…’

         ‘That’s the class teacher you work alongside?’

         ‘Yup, that’s the one, and I know I shouldn’t speak ill but I’m going to. I’m secretly glad she’s passed it over to me because she tends to be so strict she can sometimes steal all the joy from things and I think it’s important that the kids have a good time with it. Obviously, with full respect for Jesus’ birthday and everything, but still.’

         ‘That’s okay, you know you don’t have to do that with me and it so happens I agree with you.’

         ‘Which is exactly why I’m asking you to help me. Quite frankly I could do with all the help I can get. And it’ll carry on building the strong ties with the school that you’ve started since you began here!’

         ‘You know I’m not going to say no to you, Alice.’

         She believed him. She also longed to move her hand to cover his on the table.

         But she couldn’t.

         He held her gaze and she could feel a small flush flare up from her neck. She had to drag her eyes away before he could read too much into them. With eyes said to be the windows to the soul, they were something she’d rather he didn’t concentrate on. He may not see her in quite the same way if he knew the thoughts that flooded her every time they were together.

         She needed to stop all this nonsense. He was the vicar for goodness’ sake, you didn’t have crushes on the clergy! They were definitely out of bounds; she needed to exercise a little more self-control.

         However, she really did need the help with the nativity. And it would be for the good of the children, obviously.

         ‘I’m glad to hear that, thank you. It will be a giggle, I promise.’

         ‘Good, although no one asked me to help last year if I remember rightly.’ Dan quirked his brow.

         Oh God, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, she thought as she willed her tummy to calm itself down. She’d be blushing and butterfly-tummying all around the school every time he came in. Although perhaps she could view it as some kind of aversion therapy? It was a known fact that no crush could ever survive the planning of a school play. She could well be over him by Christmas.

         ‘Rosy likes each class to take turns so each year the responsibility falls on someone different. She says that it keeps it fresh, stops it becoming a burden for staff, children and parents and means everyone in the school who wants to can be involved every year without doing the same thing time and time again.’

         ‘She’s very switched on, that Rosy Winter. I like her a lot; she seems to be a very good headteacher.’

         ‘She is, we’re lucky to have her. But with it being Class Four’s turn this year and Amanda busy doing her qualification to become a headteacher herself, it’s fallen upon me and so that’s why I wondered if you’d help.’

         ‘So what did they do last year? Have they ever had the vicar help before?’

         ‘Ah, um… well… your predecessor was a little fierce, very… um… stuck in his ways, quite rigid, didn’t really work well with small children. It was Harmony Rivers’ class’s turn last year when you joined the parish, so she was in charge.’

         ‘Ah, okay, she’s always a bit odd when she sees me. I don’t think she’s managed to speak more than five words to me yet.’

         Alice was surprised this wasn’t a more regular occurrence for him. It had taken her three months before she could formulate a sensible sentence in the face of his beauty. She nearly changed church she was so tongue-tied around him in the beginning. It just wasn’t fair that he was born looking like this and was such a decent, good man as well. Talk about being at the front of the queue when life chances were handed out. She was sure a flaw would reveal itself eventually, but it was taking a blooming long time.

         ‘Hmm, she’s not a big fan of the church, any organised religion really. But you should have seen her play. We’ve never had anything like it. I’m not sure Rosy is that keen on her repeating it in four years’ time, so maybe it was all a cunning and very effective plan. She replaced the nativity with a winter solstice celebration, which was fine in theory, it’s important for the kids to learn about different cultural celebrations…’

         ‘I agree.’

         ‘You might not, had you seen this. We had a mini stone circle where we witnessed the death of the sun followed by its re-birth, and I mean re-birth, complete with the universe panting and sweating and accompanied by the sacrifice of some of her class dressed as cattle. I was holding my breath the whole way through, which was more than the universe was doing. Let’s just say as a school we have never received so many complaints, not even after the time that queen bee mum Marion Marksharp felt that it was her role to demonstrate safe sex to Class Four by putting a condom on a banana using her mouth.’ Dan choked on the tea he’d just swallowed. ‘It was something else, Rosy never let her anywhere near those classes again and I’m still traumatised. Harmony managed to top even that!’

         Dan rubbed his sternum as his choking subsided. ‘I thought this was a primary school.’

         ‘Sorry, that may have been a story too far. Yes, it is a primary school, but one that has so far witnessed drama-based animal sacrifice and, well… don’t make me tell you again.’

         ‘They say never to work with children and animals, but they don’t warn you it’s the adults you need to be careful of.’

         ‘Oh, it really is. The children are a dream in comparison. But if we can keep Marion and Harmony at an arm’s length then I reckon we can make the most beautiful nativity this school has ever seen.’

         ‘I don’t think there’s any doubt about it.’

         ‘Is that a yes?’

         And as he smiled, both of them knew it wouldn’t be anything else.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
      

         

         ‘Marksharp Boy Two, sit down now! Your brother should have warned you, this is not Ms Rivers’ class, we don’t sit and talk about our feelings here, you have had two years of that. And you have had half a term to learn to do as you’re told and to do it immediately. Now sit!’

         Alice, walking through the hall, didn’t need to be inside Class Four to know that was exactly what every child would be doing right now. Amanda Adams had a very definite power to her and for the first few weeks of the academic year she would ensure there was not a single child in her class that didn’t doubt that obedience was the key for an easy life. What they didn’t always know was that Mrs Adams’ fire-breathing, book-banging ways covered a heart that was as squidgy as freshly made fudge.

         What many didn’t see was the way she washed and combed through Abby’s hair twice a week, every week that the child was in her class when her parents were struggling at home. That a couple of years ago she had been the anonymous stranger who had set up a GoFundMe page that got Lily’s family to Florida before their mother passed away from cancer – Alice only knew because she had seen the admin page open on one of Amanda’s browser tabs late one evening after school. People didn’t know that when Keenan was off for two months last year because of a case of glandular fever, caught unusually young, Amanda would take an hour out of every day after school to go around to his home, to cover all the things he had missed and keep him up to date with the class gossip. He had been unwaveringly loyal ever since despite her brusque there’s-no-need-to-tell-anyone-about-this attitude.

         However, as Alice pushed the classroom door open she was fully aware that none of the children sitting in class there and then were thinking that Amanda Adams was some kind of nurturing angel. Instead they were looking at her as if she was Mrs Trunchbull and hoping that someone, anyone, might vanquish her soon.

         ‘Ah, Miss Pentire. Good of you to join us.’

         ‘Good morning, Mrs Adams, class. I was just checking that all was ready for assembly in a minute. We have a very special guest coming in today to talk about…’ Alice hushed her tone and whispered, ‘Christmas.’ All the children let out an almighty cheer and then, remembering whose class they were in, quickly quietened down again.

         ‘Now I know that it is ages away,’ Alice continued, ‘but this year it’s our class’s turn to do the nativity play. I know some of you were in charge last year as well when you were in Ms Rivers’ class, but this year is going to be very different indeed and we’re going to need your skills and experience. The rest of you won’t have had a go at deciding what sort of nativity you want since you were in Class Two, so you’ve had so much growing up between then and now that I think you are going have the most amazing ideas. When we go into assembly in a minute, the Reverend Dan Daniels, you’ve all met Dan before, he’s the new vicar—’

         ‘New, Miss? He’s been here ages.’ Jordan, a child who had been selectively mute when he had joined the school and was initially responsible for Alice’s teaching assistant post at Penmenna was now so settled and confident he didn’t just speak voluntarily but also called out.

         ‘True, he has been here for at least a year. I suppose it’s because I’m so old I’ll always think of him as new. That happens when you get old.’

         ‘You’re not old, Miss, not as old as… um… not old anyway.’ Rupert, otherwise known as Marksharp Boy Two, had glanced at his class teacher Mrs Adams halfway through the sentence and, ever smart, decided to stop it there.

         ‘Thank you, Ru. Always so charming. Anyway, Dan is coming in and is going to ask you all about Christmas and what we think should be in the nativity play. As the eldest in the school you may know some things about Christmas that the other children, particularly the younger ones, don’t. If you know what I’m talking about, and I suspect you all do, then you have to remember it’s your job not to go blurting anything out to spoil the magic for the little ones. Are you clear?’

         ‘Got it, Miss. No telling the little ones that Santa is your mum and dad!’

         ‘Or grandma or grandad.’ Miles lived with his grandparents.

         ‘My mum jingles bells behind her back still and makes us look up at the sky. We all pretend to keep her happy, even the dog knows she’s bonkers,’ Emily said.

         ‘Ha, mine too! My mum makes elf footprints up the stairs every year with glitter and we know it’s her cos her wellies are all red and silver and sparkly for ages afterwards. And she’s so funny cos she won’t lie so when we ask if it’s her, she makes excuses to wander off and pretends not to hear,’ Callum added.

         ‘Right, yup. That secret. No upsetting the little ones, clear?’

         ‘And no embarrassing me in front of the vicar.’ Mrs Adams’ head snapped up from the laptop she had been working on whilst Alice was speaking and gave the whole class A Very Firm Stare. She was the queen of those. Even Alice sometimes got freaked out. This time Mrs Adams had more to say though. ‘Jake, Rupert and Betsy, you are the ones I am mainly talking to. Polite at all times. If Miss Pentire comes back and tells me any different you will not be helping with the school play. You will, however, be in charge of cleaning out the school hamster every week until you leave. Do you understand? Good.’

         Alice led the class into the hall where Dan was now standing waiting for them. Most people were a bit nervous when taking assembly in school – a hundred plus children in front of a person could do that. But Dan seemed completely fine, excited even as he waved at Alice and the class.

         The children sat down with crossed legs, in the grey and red school uniform, all ready and waiting, smiling a welcome at their friends or siblings as the other classes began to walk in. Alice surveyed her lot proudly. As a small village school there were only four classes in total and the one she was teaching assistant for, Class Four, was made up of the oldest children in the school, aged from nine to eleven and getting ready to face the behemoth that was secondary school. She had started as a special educational needs assistant to Jordan when he had come into the school and presented with speech and language difficulties. These had been resolved and the boy had grown in confidence until he no longer needed her. Luckily a vacancy had come up and Rosy had kept her on full-time as a classroom TA. Alice had an extra-special bond with the class, having been with most of them since they had started school. She felt maternal as she looked at them and a pang flooded her which, through habit and a strong dose of common sense, she dismissed as nonsense. She was still young, she still had time, plenty of time.

         Her gaze swept up from the children and across to Dan, only to find his eyes upon her. She tried to kid herself she wasn’t turning a mild pink. For goodness’ sake! She was not going to get to have children with the vicar, she could get shot of that thought before her mind had a chance to develop it, grow it and give it wings.

         Pippa, the teaching assistant for the youngest in the school, was right. She needed to stop being so shy and sign up for a dating app. Cast her net.

         ‘Hello, everybody.’ Dan’s deep soothing voice – a kind of cross between the voices of George Clooney and Patrick Stewart – filled the room and Alice, who had sat herself next to the terrifying, inseparable trio of Rupert, Jake and Betsy, felt her eyes swivel back to him as his voice held her, and the entire school, enrapt. It was deep and mellifluous. Mellifluous – Alice loved words and this one was a particular favourite. It was the most fitting way she could find to describe Dan’s voice; its literal meaning was formed from ‘honey’ and ‘flow’ – just perfect.

         Clearly unaware of Alice’s poetic turn of thought, Dan carried on using his voice as normal people do, without too much thought about the intricacies of it. ‘So, Penmenna School, I’m here to talk about Christmas and specifically the Nativity. Now I know it’s early in the year yet, only November, and in my house growing up my grandmother banned the C word until the start of December. But she didn’t have to put on a play with four classes full of children. I think if she did we would have been planning since September, so I reckon it’s okay to start now. Especially as we want lots of time to make it special.’

         ‘We certainly do,’ Marion Marksharp commented. Marion was a veritable force of nature, a tornado draped in a swathe of printed fabrics. A tornado with teeth, an iPad and impossibly high standards. For some reason that Alice couldn’t fathom she was in school again – she seemed to spend more time here than the teachers – and was perched on a small plastic chair at the side of the hall, as the staff sat on the floor with their classes. ‘We do like to do things properly here at Penmenna. I sure you too will have the same exacting standards, Vicar. We don’t want a repeat of last year, do we?’ She shot a look from up high at Harmony Rivers, the Class Three teacher who had been responsible for the previous year’s travesty.

         Alice was surprised to see Harmony screw up her mouth mulishly. Harmony had spent most of her career at Penmenna in abject fear of Marion and that expression was the very first overt indication of resentment. Bold.

         ‘Thank you, Marion. Do carry on, Reverend Daniels.’ Rosy encouraged things to move along from where she sat at the very front of the hall, before they got bogged down in a Marion-style confrontation. That woman did love a battle, her tongue far sharper than the deadliest of swords.

         ‘I guess a good place to start would be to see how much you know about the Nativity. The story of Jesus’ birth. But with many of you having so much knowledge I’m going to ask that you put your hands up if you want to share what you know with us and no one shout out. That way I can listen to as many of you as possible. Deal?’

         The children nodded. Every single one of them knew the story of the Nativity inside out, having learnt it each year since pre-school.

         ‘Right, who wants to start?’ Arms shot up all over the hall and Dan chuckled. ‘Oh, I can see I’m in good hands here. Go on then, um, you.’ He pointed at Ellie sitting in the front row, her arm waving itself out of its socket.

         ‘Jesus and Mary had to go to the stable and there were lots of animals and then people turned up for the birthday party. I like them. I’ve just had my sixth birthday party, and my daddy still hasn’t got me an elephant. I bet Jesus would have gotten an elephant if he had asked for one.’

         ‘Okay… um… more or less, you’ve got the nub of the idea. Although I don’t think Jesus would have been given an elephant had he asked for one. I don’t think they knew much about them in Galilee where Jesus’ family was originally from. Does anyone want to add to Ellie’s version? Yes, you.’

         ‘Ellie is kind of right, but she’s wrong.’ The red-headed boy sitting with Ellie answered the question next, pausing to swing around and grin at her as she dug her fingers in his ribs, her face scrunched up in indignation. ‘Mary went to the stable with Joseph, and Jesus was born there. It wasn’t like a birthday party, but after he was born people turned up to see him and brought presents.’

         ‘That’s a very good retelling.’

         ‘Sounds like a birthday party to me,’ Ellie interjected.

         ‘Yes it does, but this was slightly different to most birthday parties. Now does anyone know why they had to go into a stable?’ Dan regained control.

         ‘The king wanted them to?’ Alex from Class Three piped up.

         ‘It was the emperor, he wanted them to travel back to Bethlehem. The king was different, he was like the baddie of the story,’ Chloe added.

         ‘This is all fabulous, you know the story really well, I can tell this play is going to be awesome. You’re right, it was the Roman emperor, the Caesar, who wanted everyone to return to the place they were born for something called a census, which was a way for Caesar to count everyone. So, Mary and Joseph had to leave Nazareth and go to a town called Bethlehem…’ Dan retold the story and Alice let her eyes close as she listened to his voice wash over her. There was something about the story of the Nativity that made her feel all warm inside, like roast dinners, fires, mince pies and puppies. Proper comfort for the soul.

         ‘So how do we make the story come to life? That’s what I need you to go away and think about. What can we do to make our nativity really good fun, really tell the story well? I’ll take a couple of suggestions but then when you’re back in class have a think and when your teacher asks you’ – Dan pointed at Kam Choudhury, Rosy Winters, Harmony and Alice – ‘then you can let them know what you’re thinking, what you want to be included. They’ll pass them on to Miss Pentire, who is organising everything this year along with Class Four.’

         He nodded to Alice and as their eyes met a frisson, a shudder of excitement – which the whole room must have seen – went through Alice. When she checked everyone’s facial expressions, it didn’t seem that anyone had noticed anything substantially unusual.

         Just her then.

         ‘We do like a play with panache. I’m sure, Vicar, you’ll be very good at guiding Alice in this. You’re clearly a man with great style.’

         Dan looked at Marion as if she was completely bonkers – which was probably quite fair – before turning back to the children, his eyes wide.

         ‘Right, ideas with panache then, c’mon, what have you got?’ He pointed at the pupils with their hands up and they quick-fired ideas at him.

         ‘We could have real animals.’

         ‘I think we should have a spaceship for the shepherds to follow. It would shine loads brighter than a star.’

         ‘Can we write all the songs ourselves? And make up dance routines, I’m really good at dance routines.’

         ‘Can the gifts be something useful? I don’t even know what myrrh and Frankie-says is, can we give them a PS4 or something?’

         The assembly came to a close after the suggestions had flown left, right and centre, and Dan shot Alice a did-that-go-okay look, his vulnerability about talking in front of the school revealed in a flash after appearing so confident, so certain, and Alice felt her heart melt just a teeny bit more.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      Chapter Four
     

    

    
     Alice’s phone rang as she raced to the staffroom at lunchtime to have a quick catch-up with her friends before heading out on break duty. Glancing at it she saw that it was her mother. If she answered she wouldn’t be finished until well after the bell rang – her mother had no understanding of her work hours. Mind you, her mother had no understanding of anything much other than her own needs; Alice had always been the least important person in the room, her mother’s friends, the hairdresser, the hairdresser’s dog, all taking priority. On the upside it meant she only felt a smidge of guilt as she slid the phone back into her pocket and pushed open the staffroom door. Her fellow teaching assistants Pippa and Sylvie were sitting around the table, digging into the Tupperware box of biscuits that Pippa’s mum had made them.
    

    
     ‘Oh, they look good!’ Alice swung in through the door.
    

    
     ‘Mum’s excelled herself this time, vanilla shortbread with strawberry filling. The kettle has just boiled, come and sit down. That vicar is rather handsome, you’re so lucky to be working on the play with him. But you’re quite good friends, aren’t you?’ Pippa asked, her sentences tumbling over each other at speed, in the manner they always did.
    

    
     ‘We’re
     
      friend
     s, yes,’ Alice answered, the emphasis clear in her tone whilst trying not to stare longingly at the biscuits. ‘It will be nice to work on the play with him.’
    

    
     ‘Anything would be better than Reverend Howells, oh my goodness. He was terrifying, gave me nightmares as a child,’ Sylvie recalled.
    

    
     ‘Not as much as he terrified poor Eric Gaskell. An out-and-out case of homophobia if there ever was one. It’s a good thing he has gone, he was about a hundred years out of date. Completely out of touch with his parishioners and the twenty-first century, although he would have probably done quite well five hundred years or so ago. It meant that people couldn’t go to him with real world problems; he had no understanding, no compassion.’ Pippa’s platinum blonde bob nodded furiously as she passed judgement on the last vicar Penmenna had had before Dan took up the parish.
    

    
     ‘Why, what did he do to Eric Gaskell?’ Sylvie was intrigued as Alice decided to keep schtum, as much as she happened to agree with Pippa’s viewpoint.
    

    
     ‘He created a really nasty atmosphere for him, delivered sermons on sin whilst casting stern looks in Eric’s direction so much so that he ended up going to play the organ elsewhere. St Just, I think.’
    

    
     ‘But if he was that much of a bigot, why did he have Gladys on the organ afterwards?’
    

    
     ‘Because he didn’t know, even though the rest of us did, that when Gladys kicked off her size ten kitten heels under the organ, that bias-cut skirt was hiding a lot more than a silken petticoat.’
    

    
     Even Alice struggled to hold in a giggle at that; Pippa may well be a little too forthright for some, but Alice valued honesty and, in this case, she was right.
    

    
     ‘Rev Howells didn’t know?’
    

    
     ‘Never. Not a clue. Well, not until just before his retirement. I think he suggested they have dinner once, but as Gladys told me, she explained that he really wasn’t her type.’
    

    
     ‘That’s hilarious.’ Sylvie chortled.
    

    
     ‘Right!’
    

    
     ‘Well, the new vicar should be fine, he seems to be. You know him best, Alice, is he anything like Rev Howells?’
    

    
     ‘No, nothing at all, he has a very different style. Very inclusive, very approachable. I really like him.’ Her two friends looked at her knowingly. Pippa raised an eyebrow.
    

    
     ‘Oh dear, Alice. Have you got—’ She didn’t get a chance to finish before Sylvie jumped in.
    

    
     ‘Gosh, Marion has seemed a little flat recently, hasn’t she? I know she made her ridiculous comment about the nativity having panache, but otherwise she hasn’t been quite right, something is just a little off, don’t you think?’ Before Sylvie had gone away to train as a ballet dancer, when they were children, she had often leapt in to help Alice out of situations with which she wasn’t comfortable. It was clear that some things didn’t change, no matter the decades that passed.
    

    
     Alice shot Sylvie a grateful look. The last thing she needed was Pippa getting it into her head to interfere with her and Dan. After announcing her love for the new Class Two teacher in front of the entire village in the summer, Pippa seemed to be on a mission to bring romance to everyone and was not always willing to accept that not everyone was as confident or brave as she was. She had already bought a new hamster as a ‘friend’
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Christmas Wishes.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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