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As a well-known agony aunt, Amelia was used to solving problems. But did she have the answer this time?

	 

	Lymphnett St Jude was a chocolate-box village with thatched cottages, ancient oaks and an idyllic village green. 

	There was a common belief that there had indeed been a chocolate company that had used a picture of Lymphny (as it was known to residents) on a Christmas selection box. 

	Strange, then, that no-one had such a box in their attics, nor had one come up for sale on eBay. 

	Another rumour had it that the exquisite green and beautiful church had featured on a set of bridge cards in the 1950s.

	Given that bridge was a universal activity in local circles, it was strange no-one could produce a pack. 

	Nevertheless, the stories featured frequently in information about Lymphnett St Jude on the internet, in parish literature or via gossip channels. 

	Local folklore was guarded by the good people of the village, since it guaranteed a steady flow of visitors through the year.

	The estate agent had trotted out both claims when Amelia had enquired about the possibility of buying in the village.

	It had taken six months before she secured the Limes, a cottage in St Jude’s Way, a cobbled lane that led to the parish church of St Jude the Martyr. 

	The day she moved in, she found an iced fruitcake on her doorstep and a jug of flowers from her neighbours. 

	Lillian at No. 3 (the cake) waved shyly, then darted inside, while Ernest from No. 5 explained gruffly over the fence that the flowers had come from his garden. 

	Her first proper visitor was the vicar. It was that sort of village.

	The removal men had just departed when Reverend Alistair Pepper arrived. 

	He loomed over Amelia on the doorstep and had to duck his head as he stepped inside.

	“Just wanted to say welcome to Lymphny. Are you from these parts?” The vicar had bulbous eyes that Amelia found slightly unnerving. 

	He accepted a mug of tea and perched on the edge of the sofa, his knees almost up to his chin. 

	“No,” Amelia confessed. “My grandmother was from nearby. We visited her a lot when I was a child, so I feel an affinity with this part of the country. 

	“When I felt I was ready for a change, Lymphnett St Jude popped into my head. I suppose it was a sign.”

	He nodded gravely. 

	“So here I am!” she finished brightly.

	Rev. Pepper regarded her quizzically over the rim of his mug. Under his scrutiny she found herself blushing. 

	“I’m sorry. Is there . . .?”

	He coughed and dropped his gaze.

	“I do beg your pardon, Miss . . . er . . .”

	“Lemon,” Amelia said, reintroducing herself.

	She was slightly miffed that he’d already forgotten her name and that he had assumed her to be single. “Please call me Amelia.”

	“Yes . . . it’s just that, for a moment, you looked very familiar.”

	Amelia’s heart sank. She had hoped to remain incognito for the first few days, if not weeks, in her new home.

	She sighed. Perhaps he would let it drop.

	But the reverend was made of sterner stuff.

	“I’m certain that I’ve seen you before. I never forget a face, Anthea.”

	Well, Amelia thought, you certainly don’t remember names. 

	“Amelia,” she said for the third time, trying to suppress a note of irritation.

	“Of course,” he replied.

	Then he gave a gasp.

	“I’ve got it!” he cried triumphantly. “Ask Amelia!”

	Amelia smiled resignedly.

	“My wife is a fan,” he gushed. “She reads your column every week. I often read it, too.”

	He made it sound as if Ask Amelia, a traditional advice column that ran every week in the national press, were slightly racy reading for a man of the cloth. 

	Admittedly, Amelia pulled no punches and on occasion employed a bluntness about relationships that might make a bishop blush, but millions seemed to find her no-nonsense approach interesting and helpful.

	To her relief, years ago the editor had agreed to let an assistant help her sift through the e-mails that implored her to offer some solace to the unhappy. 

	Now, as working practices changed, they had agreed Amelia could work from home.

	“That is gratifying,” she said. “I do hope I can rely upon your discretion, vicar.”

	She explained that she was continuing with her employment, working from home. 

	“When people realise I am an agony aunt, they tend to . . .” She trailed off, hoping he had caught her drift. 

	“I’d rather just be a regular resident. Do you see?” she added.

	He nodded vigorously.

	“If only I were able to do the same. I’m always on call, I’m afraid. Like a doctor, you might say.”

	It took Amelia a further ten minutes to send the good man on his way, and it was with considerable relief that she finally closed her front door.

	 

	*  *  *  *

	 

	The cottage was starting to look more organised, with cushions on the sofa and chairs and most of the kitchen equipment stowed away, when the doorbell sounded again. 

	Amelia hurried to the front door. She opened it to be confronted with a huge bunch of flowers, from behind which a woman’s smiling face emerged. 

	“Hello! Julia Galleywood.” There was a tiny pause as though Amelia ought to respond, then her visitor rushed on. 

	“I live in Stapleford House. Just an offering from my garden. Well, my gardener, to be more accurate. I do hope I’m not interrupting. 

	“Ghastly, isn’t it, moving house? All those boxes! Hector said I wasn’t to swan in, playing the lady of the manor . . .

	“Oh, I love that fabric!” 

	Julia was now standing in the sitting-room, having thrust the bouquet at Amelia and eased her way past, uninvited. 

	She peered unashamedly at her hostess’s possessions, fingering her curtains and drifting a hand along the back of the sofa.

	She looked up expectantly, leaving Amelia no choice but to offer tea. 

	Soon they were sitting beside the hearth, cups and saucers in hand (Amelia having located them), slices of cake in front of them, and Julia still in full flow.

	“I hope you like village life. Very picturesque, but everyone knows everyone else’s business. Drives me potty!
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