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      Ettie pushed her way through an unexpected crowd of people milling about like lost but very curious sheep, and stuttered to a halt. Damn and double damn. A police cordon on Wellbeck Road at ten in the morning. OK, ten past ten. Possibly quarter past. All right, twenty-five past. She was well and truly late. Her own fault, she shouldn’t have pushed to do another two lengths during her regular swim in the pool, but Mr I’m-such-a-fantastic-swimmer-and-don’t-I-look-great-in-my-budgie-smugglers had been showing off with his flashy freestyle in the lane next to her and she’d been determined not to get out of the water before him. And then she’d had to do her hair and make-up, although feasibly she could blame that on her boss, Sally, who insisted that Ettie looked the part even though she hated the bright-red matt lipstick she had to wear. Triple damn. Her boss would not be happy about opening up this late, not that you saw many customers in this part of London before midday.

      She was about to duck under the flimsy black-and-yellow tape that quite frankly wouldn’t have stopped an ant in its tracks, when a large, uniformed policeman loomed in front of her. He, however, might well have stopped an elephant. She stared at the fluorescent-yellow vest he wore for a moment before giving him a brilliant smile.

      ‘Hello, officer.’

      He grinned back with a decided I-know-what-you-were-up-to smirk. ‘Morning.’ Despite the grin, his bulk didn’t move an inch.

      ‘Can I just get through? I work down there.’ Ettie found charm got you a long way in lots of situations. She pointed, trying to peer over his bulk and failing miserably. ‘Do you play rugby?’ she asked, examining what had to be prop forward shoulders. Her grandad was a big rugby league fan, she’d been to a game or two in her time.

      ‘It has been known,’ he said, blinking at her as if trying to remember why he was there and what he was supposed to be doing.

      She beamed at him and went to step forward again.

      ‘Not so fast, Miss. I’m sorry, you can’t come through.’

      ‘But I’m soooo late for work!’ The pitiful wail unfortunately had no effect, although his face sobered.

      ‘Where do you work?’

      ‘Something Old. The vintage clothes shop. Just down there. Can’t I just go through?’ She pointed again.

      Suddenly there was an almighty bang. Ettie’s ears popped as the ground shook, car alarms began to shriek and a few hundred metres away brittle glass spat out of windows, raining down on the ground.

      With a horrified shock, everyone stared down the road at the rising puffball cloud of dust as a column of flames licked the air, wreathed in acrid smoke.

      ‘That would be a no then,’ said Ettie, more to herself than anyone else, her heart pounding as pieces of information clicked into place, brick by brick like Lego. If she’d been on time, she’d have already been in the shop, making her first coffee of the day in the back, checking her phone. She’d have ignored any knock on the door as she never opened up before her first shot of caffeine had hit the target. Opening times in her book were of the flexible variety. Usually when she was ready. It wasn’t as if buying second-hand clothes constituted any kind of emergency.

      Her knees went a little wobbly and to her utter amazement, because she wasn’t a swoony sort of girl, she found herself sinking to the floor. They always said (whoever ‘they’ were – a question Ettie asked herself frequently) that in times of near death, your life flashes before you. Well, ‘they’ had it nailed. That was exactly what was happening to her as she sat on the cold pavement, her legs splayed out in front of her, the bright-rose pattern of her skirt incongruous against the pitted and cracked paving slabs. She liked this skirt. Please don’t let there be chewing gum or dog poo on the floor.

      Thirty and still waiting for her life proper to start. She lived in a crappy house with four other people she barely knew; had to write her name on her milk, which still didn’t deter the midnight milk thief; couldn’t so much as chill a bottle of wine in the fridge for more than half an hour because that baby would be long gone, and don’t even get her started on the daily battle against the mould in the bathroom which had stained the grouting beyond saving.

      As for her job – the latest in a very long line – it turned out that working in a vintage clothes shop wasn’t quite as glamorous as she’d been led to believe. In truth it was more like working in a charity shop, frequented by young people without the charity element, although she did meet some interesting people and there were perks. Last month, she’d snaffled a pair of vintage Louboutin shoes from an auction job lot of accessories, having spotted the scuffed red leather soles. And before anyone should go thinking that was thieving, she had told Sally, the owner of the shop, that she’d got her eye on a pair of shoes and paid the suggested twenty quid because Sally wasn’t fussed about looking at them. It wasn’t as if she ever got paid overtime for all the times she stayed late at the shop or had even seen so much as reimbursement for the Mac Red Rock lipstick that Sally insisted was essential for the job. Being blonde, blue-eyed and with a magnolia complexion, it really wasn’t her colour. Ettie felt you needed a brunette bob, nice thick lips and a mysterious smile to pull that look off, and possibly a trench coat that belted in the middle. She had thinnish lips that were quick and ready to smile and there was absolutely nothing mysterious about her. What you saw was what you got. Plenty of enthusiasm and not much staying power.

      ‘Are you all right, Miss?’ asked the burly police officer, crouching down on his haunches beside her, his forehead furrowing in rather admirable concern, given she was a complete stranger. Of course, he had a proper job, he was trained for this sort of thing. She gave him a weary smile and a sigh, nodding as she tried to scramble to her feet, brushing down her skirt.

      ‘Yes. What happens now?’ she asked, staring up at the roiling plume of ugly, Mordor’s Mount Doom-style smoke belching from the middle of the terrace where Something Old had once been, sandwiched between a bookie’s and a bakery. She surveyed the crowd and saw the guy who was always smoking outside the betting shop, standing talking to Jean and Jan, the ladies who ran the bakery, and who took it in turns to pop in and see her to scrounge a coffee in exchange for one of yesterday’s leftover buns.

      Jean caught her eye and with Jan in her wake, bustled over.

      ‘My, you’re a sight for sore eyes. We were worried you might be inside. Gary said he smelled gas as soon as he opened up the betting shop this morning. He called the gas board. Just as well. The police only just evacuated us in time.’ As Jean spoke, Jan, paler than usual – and she was quite pale to start with – wrung her hands, the agitated movement compensating for her uncharacteristic silence. Normally it was hard to get a word in edgeways with either of them.

      ‘Thank goodness I was late.’ Ettie stared at the debris littering the tarmac further down the road, still not quite able to believe what had happened. The thoughts in her brain didn’t seem to know which way to turn. She’d only done the new window display yesterday. That had been a waste of time. Would she be able to get back into the shop to retrieve the good coat she’d set aside for next month’s pay cheque? Would there be a next month’s pay cheque? Was all the stock damaged? There were too many things to think about and when she found her voice again, it was very small and defeated. ‘I don’t know what Sally’s going to say.’

      ‘Well, let’s just hope she’s got good insurance,’ said Jean.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out that Sally didn’t have good insurance. She didn’t have any insurance at all.

      ‘Never seemed worth it,’ she said dolefully, on the phone, when Ettie finally got through to her three hours later from the less than comforting privacy of her boxroom bedroom. The police had already delivered the bad news to her boss, as had her landlord, the neighbour’s landlord, numerous friends on Instagram and a news reporter from London Tonight. ‘Only an idiot would insure a bunch of old clothes.’ While Sally had assumed that the landlord’s buildings insurance covered the shop in the event of a disaster, what she hadn’t factored in was the business continuity element of insurance which would have paid Ettie’s salary until the shop could be opened again and would also have covered the refit and redecoration as well as the purchase of new, as in additional, stock.

      ‘So what’s going to happen now?’ asked Ettie, studying the alarming shade of blue furry mould in the corner of her room and imagining her and Sally, sanding back fire-blackened woodwork, painting walls and washing all the clothes. Hard work, but it sounded quite jolly. It might bring her and Sally a bit closer.

      ‘Wellll…’ Sally paused and Ettie’s heart clenched in sudden dread. ‘I’m afraid you’re out of a job. The shop’s completely gutted and nearly all the stock burned. What’s left stinks so badly, it’ll have to go in the skip.’

      ‘But couldn’t we … you know, paint it, get more stock, you know…?’ Her voice trailed off, for once uncharacteristic defeat settling on her shoulders like a heavy weight. Ettie was a Prosecco-flowing-down-the-side-of-the-glass sort of girl, she always looked on the bright side of life. At least until the explosion had quite literally floored her.

      ‘Sorry, Ettie. There’s no point opening up again. Besides, I’ve been thinking about going away travelling for a while. Running a shop is such a tie.’

      Which was laughable because Sally had pretty much left the running of the shop to Ettie. Her contribution had been going to auctions and buying shedloads of tat and leaving it for Ettie to sort through to find saleable gear.

      Ettie winced as she finally hung up the call and glared up at the blue fur skirting the ceiling, thinking about Aliona, the girl who’d had the room above until last month when she’d moved out to a much swankier pad. Enough was enough. After being a chambermaid for two years, Aliona had taken an online bookkeeping course and had got a much better paid job with, as she’d told Ettie, prospects. She’d been promoted in just three months and the company were always looking for more people.

      Ettie had been wondering whether it was something she should consider, not terribly seriously until now but, she sighed, perhaps she should give it a go. The thought of it bored the pants off her, but today’s near brush with death told her that it was past time to get a decent job and start being a proper grown-up. Clearly trying to discover what she really wanted to do with her life wasn’t working out for her.
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      ‘So what you going to do now, love?’ asked her mother, Sandra Merman, exhaling a plume of heavily scented white vape smoke and putting a mug of tea in front of Ettie, who’d just arrived by taxi from the station in Churchstone. Sitting in the kitchen at home with its bright-green tiles, yellow walls and newish lino floor, it felt as if she’d never left. The last few years simply melted away.

      ‘I mean, you know you’re welcome to stop here as long as you want. I never did understand why you were so keen to go off to London.’ Having just shoved a tray of frozen chips in the oven along with a whole packet of fish fingers, her mum sat down opposite her with her own mug of tea.

      ‘Thought the streets were paved with gold,’ Ettie said with a sudden grin. It was good to be home (fish fingers were her absolute favourite tea), even if it wasn’t what she’d planned. ‘Turned out it’s just chewing gum, mainly.’

      ‘Dirty beggars. What you going to do now?’

      ‘Not sure in the short term. I need to do something for a couple of months, but I’ve started a bookkeeping course.’ A slight exaggeration. What she meant was, she’d signed up and opened up the first page of the first module, and promptly closed it because it looked seriously dull. ‘When I’ve got the diploma, I can get a job in bookkeeping. Aliona, my old flatmate, is earning three times what she was before at a big accountancy practice.’

      ‘Bookkeeping! No disrespect, our Ettie. I mean, you’re a bright girl an’ all, but you and numbers never did get along.’

      ‘It’s not proper numbers. Not like algebra or trigonometry at school. It’s common-sense stuff. I’ve looked into it and I could get a decent job with the qualification. When I worked at that accountant’s, I didn’t mind it too much.’ She winced. It had been excruciating, but even as an admin assistant the pay had been good. They were just a bit too inflexible about time-keeping and rules. There’d been a lot of policies about use of mobile phones, sick leave and dress code, but not so many about partners’ wandering hands. Or about slapping one of the said partners when they touched your bum.

      ‘When was that? I’m not sure I remember you doing that.’

      ‘It was before I worked at the dry cleaners in Kilburn and after I worked at that hotel in Maida Vale.’

      ‘What, the one where you had to clean that room with all the leather whips and cuffs in? Our Lindsey told me about that one.’

      Ettie laughed. ‘Bondage aside, I quite liked that job. There’s something quite satisfying about finishing work with nineteen clean rooms. And the bondage man was only there the once. Funny, he looked quite tame when I saw him.’

      ‘Just goes to show, it takes all sorts.’ Her mum shook her head. ‘But I’m still not sure about the bookkeeping. It doesn’t sound like you.’

      ‘Thing is, Mum, I’m not sure what does sound like me anymore.’

      ‘Don’t be like that, love. You’ve got to do what makes you happy.’

      Ettie sipped at her tea and sighed inwardly. Mum had worked early shifts at the mustard factory down the road as well as being a dinner lady and a cleaner at the local primary school for the last twenty years. Despite her working three jobs, money was still tight in the Merman household and Mum looked every one of her forty-five years.

      Ettie wanted more out of life than poorly paid jobs with few prospects.

      ‘Earning decent money and having a job with prospects will make me happy,’ she said resolutely.

      ‘I s’pose there’s a lot to be said for that,’ agreed her mum heavily, rising to her feet to check the oven chips as the back door opened.

      ‘Look, it’s Auntie Ettie,’ said her sister, Lindsey, marching in with a baby hoicked on her hip. ‘I hear you lost your job. Again. Honest, you should get one down the factory. The pay’s not bad and you can work as many hours as you like.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Ettie said, not meaning it in the slightest and making it quite clear.

      ‘Ooh, our Ethel! Love those shoes. Don’t tell me, no please, please don’t tell me they’re Jimmy Choos. Let us try ’em on.’

      Lindsey shoved her niece at Ettie and kicked off her own shoes.

      ‘Don’t call me Ethel,’ said Ettie with a sigh.

      Her sister flashed her a grin. ‘Why not? It’s your name.’

      ‘Leave ’er be for a minute, Linds.’ Mum shook her head and gave Ettie’s feet a disdainful glance.

      Sighing and breathing in the unmistakable baby smell of Tiffany Eight (yes really), who fitted herself into the crook of her arm with a gummy grin, Ettie slipped off her pale-lavender silk crepe and black suede shoes with the red soles. ‘They’re Louboutin,’ she said rather proudly. ‘Second-hand and very vintage but designer all the same.’

      ‘Not Jimmy Choo?’ said Lindsey with a pout, sliding her feet into the shoes and clomping up and down the tiny kitchen with a model-like sashay. ‘How the hell do you walk in these all day?’

      Mum rolled her eyes. ‘Give ’em back to your sister. She carries class off a bit better than you. She’s the posh one in the family.’

      While Ettie didn’t consider herself the least bit posh, she had to acknowledge that she had always differed from her mum and sister. Was it wrong to want more out of life; to want nice things rather than the cheapest all the time, to have a job with prospects or to want a job with some status? Her plan had been to stay on at school and go to university but everything had gone awry when Gran died, leaving Mum laid up with what they’d now probably call depression but then was a bad back because she couldn’t get out of bed. Someone had needed to go out and earn a living. Her younger sister’s part-time job after school at the Co-op wasn’t going to pay the electricity bill.

      ‘Charming.’ Lindsey pouted again and then grinned. ‘Any chance of a cup of tea round here?’

      ‘Actually, I brought some wine with me.’ One-handed, Ettie pulled a bottle of Prosecco from her bag. It had been an unexpected leaving present from Sally, who in a fit of conscience had also given her the rest of the month’s pay.

      ‘Fizzy! Yay.’ Lindsey seized the bottle. ‘I love this stuff. On my hen do, I’m only going to drink this.’

      ‘Hen do? Has Darren popped the question?’ Ettie shifted the baby in her arms, trying to get a look at Lindsey’s hands.

      ‘Don’t be daft.’ Lindsey’s happy smile sagged. ‘I’m going to have to hog-tie that boy to get him into church.’

      ‘Hmm. As soon as Tiffany Eight is old enough to be a bridesmaid, he’d better pull his finger out.’ Mum grumbled but there was a feral light in her eyes that left Ettie in no doubt that Darren, for better or worse, would eventually be escorting her younger sister down the aisle.

      ‘So where’s Grandad?’ asked Ettie, having handed her niece back to Lindsey and dispensed the wine into three mismatched glasses.

      ‘Down the allotment. He was muttering something about rhubarb. There’s that much rhubarb crumble in the freezer, I could open a flamin’ pie shop.’

      ‘Who’s opening a pie shop?’

      Ettie turned, feeling a sudden burst of emotion bloom in her chest. There were silver foxes and there was Grandad, who was more silver weasel with a touch of Gandalf thrown in. With his scrawny frame, thinning, long, grey hair and lines outlining the features of his face like contours on a map, he was a testament to a life well lived. He was the one person in her life who had told her over and over she could do whatever she wanted.

      ‘Ettie! You’re home, love!’ He swooped her into a big hug, and she could feel his ribs under his flannel shirt.

      ‘Hi Grandad, how’re you doing?’

      ‘All the better for seeing you, my favourite granddaughter.’

      ‘I thought I was your favourite granddaughter.’ Lindsey waved her glass at him.

      ‘Yeah, you were. Last week. This week it’s Ettie’s turn.’

      Ettie grinned at her sister. It was a long-running joke but both sisters were secure in the knowledge that he shared his love and affectionate grumbling equally between them.

      ‘What you girls drinking?’

      ‘Prosecco, Grandad. Do you want some?’

      ‘Aye, I’ll have a drop.’

      He sniffed suspiciously at the glass Ettie poured him before taking a gulp. ‘By heck, it’s like pop. That’s not a proper drink.’ He handed the glass back. ‘I’d rather have a pint of Tetley’s, thanks.’

      ‘Waste not want not,’ said Lindsey, grabbing the glass and upending its contents into her own.

      ‘So, lass, what are your plans?’ Grandad sat down opposite Ettie.

      ‘Find a job. In the short term. I’m training to be a bookkeeper.’

      Sandra coughed and indiscreetly rolled her eyes. Ettie ignored her and the sick feeling in her stomach. She had to make the course work. She was fed up with dead-end jobs. At thirty, she hadn’t found that perfect job and was now resigned to the fact that she probably never would. At least with bookkeeping there were opportunities and the chance of promotion.

      ‘A bookkeeper, eh. Good for you. How long’s that going to take?’

      ‘Only a few months. It’s all online and then I have to do an exam at the end. I can do it in the evenings, so I can look for a temporary job while I’m doing it.’

      ‘There’s a chap down the allotment whose cousin works over on the Hepplethwaite Estate. They’re turning it into a hotel. You might get a job there.’

      ‘And how’s she going to get there every day without a car?’ asked Sandra, tea in one hand, Prosecco in the other.

      ‘If you go to the back gates and walk across the estate, round the lake, it’s not that far.’

      ‘Still a good forty-five minutes, and what if it rains?’

      ‘She’s not made of sugar. You ought to pop in, see if there’s anything going.’

      ‘That’s not how they do things these days,’ said Ettie.

      ‘They might not, but some folk do,’ said Grandad. ‘How do “they” do things?’

      Ettie smiled. She and Grandad both had views on the mythical ‘theys’ of the world.

      ‘Advertise, post something on social media, put something on their website.’

      ‘Well, get looking then. You got one of them there fancy phones, haven’t you? An iPhone 953, or whatever they’re up to now.’

      Actually, that was quite a good idea, thought Ettie, pulling her phone out of her bag. ‘Any idea what they’re calling the hotel?’

      ‘Hepplethwaite Hall, I believe,’ said Grandad, ‘least that’s what George said. Mind you, some days he can’t remember his own name.’

      ‘I’ve got it,’ said Lindsey, who’d been tapping at her phone at lightning speed, while Ettie had been trying to keep hers out of reach of Tiffany Eight’s chubby little fingers. ‘They’re hiring. Looking for a Girl Friday, whatever that is.’ She held up her phone to Ettie, who read the job description:

      We’re in desperate need of a temporary assistant to run errands, liaise with suppliers, answer the phone and do general administration as we bring Hepplethwaite Hall back to life in readiness for its opening as a hotel in early autumn. This may lead to a permanent position. Please apply by email with your previous experience in either the hospitality trade or an administrative capacity.

      Ettie bounced in her seat. ‘I’ve got both. That sounds perfect for me.’

      ‘And they’re desperate,’ pointed out Lindsey with a grin.

      ‘You say that about every job,’ muttered her mum, not unfairly, if Ettie was honest. The thing was, she was prepared to try her hand at anything. Admittedly, milking goats hadn’t been quite her thing but it had been an experience, even if she’d lost half a trainer in the process. It was true, goats ate anything.

      ‘So, what went wrong with the last job?’ asked Lindsey, relieving Ettie of the baby and strapping her into a high chair. ‘I thought you quite liked that one.’

      ‘I did. Unfortunately, the shop blew up.’

      ‘How the heck did you manage that?’ asked her mum, expertly sliding fish fingers and chips onto four plates.

      ‘This time, it really wasn’t my fault,’ said Ettie, relieved that it was true. When Jean had told her Gary smelt gas, for a horrible moment it had crossed her mind that she might have left the gas hob on after she’d made beans on toast for tea before leaving the shop to go home. Eating at the shop was preferable to facing the shared kitchen which she was convinced harboured enough germs to fell an army regiment.

      ‘I don’t know, Ettie, you’re a walking disaster,’ said Lindsey, blowing on a chip before handing it over to Tiffany Eight.

      ‘Wrong place at the wrong time, that’s all,’ said Grandad, giving her a wink. She could always rely on him to have her back. ‘Bit like that poor lad Josh.’

      ‘Is he the one who lost his leg in that car accident?’ piped up Lindsey.

      ‘That’s the one. His mum’s at her wits’ end. He won’t go to school. Won’t leave the house without her. Such a shame. As I’m right next door, it’s no skin off my nose to pop in on him every day.’

      ‘If it weren’t for your grandad popping in when she’s at work, he wouldn’t see anyone at all.’ Ettie’s mum gave him a pat on the shoulder. ‘You’re a kind man, Dad.’

      ‘Not sure Josh thinks so,’ said Grandad with a grin, his eyes lighting up with mischief. ‘I just barge right on in. First couple of times, he gave me some choice language, but now he’s resigned to it.’

      ‘It must be so tough for him,’ said Ettie. ‘He was hell on wheels when I used to babysit for him, never sat still.’ She had wondered whether he might have ADHD. His attention span darted around like an overexcited puppy and he was the most impulsive child she’d ever known, leaping off the dining table because he wanted to see what being Batman felt like, running up and down the stairs ten times because it seemed a good idea, and refusing to go to bed before midnight. He was always in constant motion, a mile-a-minute sort of kid. Ettie didn’t really know what else to say. Losing a limb was a bit too big to comprehend. How on earth did he cope, let alone his mother? It had to be so difficult.

      ‘Aye,’ said Grandad. ‘He were always such an active little tyke. A grand swimmer, but then he got into football. Never off the street, kicking a ball. He wanted to play for Leeds United. Mind you, all of ’em do.’ He shook his head. ‘Playing Fifa on the Xbox day in and day out is no good for any kid. If only I could get him out of the house and off that bloody telly screen, but he don’t want anyone seeing him.’

      ‘It’ll take a bit of time, I guess,’ said Ettie. ‘Maybe you ought to take him your old football card collection.’

      ‘Maybe give them to him,’ said Mum, ‘stop ’em littering up your place.’

      ‘I’m not giving my collection away,’ said Grandad, reeling back in his chair, as if his daughter were suggesting he give away both kidneys, along with his liver for good measure.

      ‘You ought to get him swimming again, Dad. You always said he could have been a champion if he’d stuck at it,’ suggested Sandra. Grandad had taught swimming for over thirty years at the local pool, and had taught Ettie and Lindsey to swim, although Lindsey lost interest a long time ago.

      ‘I’m doing my best, love, but he’s not going anywhere. I’ve got him teaching me football on that Xbox thing. His eyes’ll turn square, he spends so much time on it. You’re right. Swimming would do him the power of good.’

      ‘You still swimming, Ettie?’ asked Lindsey.

      ‘Yes. That’s probably what saved my life. I was late from the pool when I went to work that day. I’d have been blown up in the shop if I’d been on time.’ In one way or another, swimming had been saving her life for most of it. When she’d moved to London the first thing she’d done was check out where her nearest swimming pool was. It wasn’t quite an addiction but it had become a definite compulsion. It was something she needed to do. She missed it when she didn’t do it.

      Swimming gave her control and time to take charge. Her brain always seemed to be humming with ideas and thoughts, and a few lengths in the pool allowed her to switch off all the superficial, unnecessary stuff and drill down to the important things. If she’d tried to describe how swimming centred her and gave her headspace, it would have felt pretentious, the sort of thing clever, worldly people could talk about, not ordinary folk like her. Or Grandad. He understood, but it was an unspoken thing between them. When she’d had to leave school at seventeen to look after her mum and go out to work, he’d often say after tea, ‘Why don’t you go off for a swim, lass?’ And she’d come back feeling that the blackness around the edge of her peripheral vision had receded. Being in the water pushed it back. When Granny Cynthia had died, Grandad had swum for two hours every morning for a whole year, and Ettie had understood exactly why.

      ‘Blown up? Really?’ asked Lindsey, wide-eyed.

      ‘You didn’t say that before,’ accused her mum. ‘See, I told you it was dangerous in London. You should listen to me. I know what I’m talking about.’

      Ettie exchanged a wry smile with Grandad. Mum always knew what she was talking about. Her word was law around here.
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      Summer had well and truly arrived, which was great following a week of non-stop rain, but after walking the three miles to the Hepplethwaite Estate, Ettie now had sweat patches under each arm. Not what you wanted when you were turning up to an interview trying to make a good impression.

      To her delight she’d got an almost instant response to her email enquiring about the job, inviting her to an interview the very next day. She hadn’t even unpacked her stuff properly, so finding a suitable outfit that was clean (because of course she’d brought all her washing home) was a challenge. Finally, she’d settled on a lavender-blue crepe dress which she’d rescued from the reject bag at work, which had ended up there because it had an unsightly stain just above the left boob. With a pale-pink felt flower strategically pinned, it was now as good as new – well, as new as a vintage dress could look. The Louboutin shoes were in her bag and on her feet she wore a pair of Adidas tennis shoes, which was just as well, because the walk was a bit further than she remembered.

      As kids they’d occasionally played on the estate, larking about in the woods around the lake and dodging the estate’s gamekeeper. She vaguely remembered that there’d been an old couple living in the house and that they’d died in the last five years. From Grandad she’d learned that the house had gone to some distant relation who’d since sold the land on the south side of the estate to a property developer who’d promptly built a housing estate of executive homes, backed onto a rather swish golf course, creating a hinterland between the houses and the Hall. That distant relation had died and left it to an even more distant member of the family.

      Ettie cut through the woodland, the path dappled by the sunlight pouring through the green leaves of the beech trees that lined either side. Birds called in the distance as her feet crunched on the packed surface. Smiling to herself, she studied the twisted shapes of the trees, spotting an elephant complete with trunk in one and a half-moon face in another. It had always been a fanciful game of hers. There was something about the trees and the seasons that had always fascinated her and now she wondered just why she’d spent so long in London, away from all of this. All around her were colours and shapes, and she stood for a moment taking in the vibrant emerald of the moss growing on some of the trunks, the faded green of the ground elder threatening to swamp the woodland floor, and the deep, glossy dark-green of ivy twining the trees in its loving, suffocating embrace.

      There was something called ‘forest bathing’ that she’d heard of when she’d worked in a branch of Muji in Kensington. She’d not paid much attention at the time, but maybe there was something to it. She already felt her senses settling and softening. Slowing her pace, she took a deep breath, inhaling the woody freshness of the grasses and wild flowers waving in the slight breeze. That hamster-on-a-wheel urgency of needing to be somewhere, someone, even faded. She’d adopted so many guises in her different jobs, trying to fit in, she was never quite sure who she really was anymore.

      A sudden shriek of laughter, followed by a splash of water, distracted her and she took a detour off the path, cutting down through the trees to the shore of Hepplethwaite’s majestic lake. Even though she hadn’t been here since she was a kid, she could just about remember the terrain. She, Lindsey and a couple of school friends had sneaked up here a couple of times on hot summer days to sunbathe. None of them were willing to get their hair wet by going in the water, although they had paddled to cool off. There was actually a sandy, weed-free beach along with a little wooden jetty. The beach had been an irresistible temptation, even though they’d had to leg it a couple of times when the estate manager came upon them.

      Ettie gazed out at the water where a swimming-cap-topped head bobbed up and down like a little Duracell bunny doing a speedy breast stroke. The swimmer turned and began to swim back towards her. The sun danced lightly across the water stirred by the crosswinds, like spilled silver paint rippling out across the surface. The calm serenity of the moment, with the pigeons coo-cooing in the woods and the soft breeze tugging at her hair, stoked an instant desire to be in the water. To feel the cool slide of liquid over her body and the soothing calm in her head. She hadn’t swum for a few days and she felt the absence of the physical activity like a dull ache.

      As she looked at the water, she wondered why it had never occurred to her to swim here before. She supposed she’d always had access to the pool through Grandad, but that had been all about training and competitive swimming. It was only when she moved to London that swimming became more about ‘me time’ and less about exercise. Gazing at the gentle ripples streaming her way, she could imagine the motion of her arms pulling through the water, the kick of her legs and the roll of her body as she took her in-breath, and immediately she wanted to be in the water. With a longing gaze, she stared at the water, wanting to shake the anxious fidgetiness out of her limbs that had taken up residence since the explosion. Unemployment didn’t suit her. Neither did not having a regular routine. She really hoped she nailed this interview.

      As Ettie was pondering the sort of questions she ought to ask, the swimmer, a woman, reached the shore and rose to her feet, casting wary glances towards Ettie, despite the defiant tilt of her chin and the broad shoulders which were thrown back.

      Ettie gave her one of her best brilliant smiles, wanting to put her at her ease. ‘Hello, that looks wonderful. Is the water very cold?’

      ‘Not too bad once you get in,’ said the woman, now striding out of the water, yanking off her cap and shaking out short, bright burgundy-coloured hair, her initial suspicion immediately vanishing as she scooped up one of the towels hanging from one of the nearby bushes. Ettie hadn’t noticed the natural towel rail earlier and it tickled her. ‘Neat idea.’

      ‘You have to use what you can find when you wild swim.’

      ‘I’ve never tried it,’ said Ettie. ‘It looks … peaceful.’

      The woman tilted her head as if giving the word careful consideration.

      ‘That’s a good word for it. There’s nothing quite like it. It wakes everything up. Makes your whole body tingle; it’s like plugging yourself back into nature’s life force. Sixty per cent of our bodies are made up of water, so it makes sense. Or at least I believe so.’

      It was clearly good for her body. The woman, who was probably in her mid-fifties, had a lean and lithe body and was just a little taller than Ettie. She eyed Ettie’s clothes. ‘You’re clearly not here to swim.’

      ‘No. Job interview.’

      ‘What, here?’

      ‘Up at the house.’

      ‘Ah. Him.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The owner. I’d better be off before he catches us … again. This is private property.’ She gave Ettie a sudden naughty smile. ‘You can probably tell from all the notices.’ With a nod, she indicated one of several wooden boards. Private Property. No Swimming.

      Ettie grinned. ‘It always has been. Never bothered us when we were kids. We used the place as our private playground.’ She stood on tiptoe and pointed to the slope at the end of the beach where the grass came right down to the water. ‘I don’t think you can see this part of the lake from the house. We were always being chased off by the estate manager. It’s not like you’re doing anyone any harm.’

      ‘Exactly,’ said the woman. ‘It’s not like I’m causing any trouble.’ She sounded slightly defensive. ‘Anyway, I’d better go. No point hanging around to be caught. My car is on the other side of the woods in a layby.’

      ‘Oh, I know,’ said Ettie. It was the way she’d have come in if she were coming by car. Back in the day one of her friends had a work van that they would all pile into the back of, completely against every rule and regulation in the highway code, no doubt, but it hadn’t bothered them.

      ‘I’m Ettie, by the way.’

      ‘Hazel. Will I see you here again?’

      ‘Depends on whether I get the job or not.’

      ‘What’s it to do?’

      ‘Not sure. Secretarial, I think.’

      Hazel pulled a face. ‘Not my cup of tea.’

      Ettie shrugged, she needed a job.

      ‘Well, good luck.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Ettie, as Hazel slipped on flip-flops and began to stride towards the woods. Standing alone on the beach, she felt oddly bereft. For a moment she looked longingly at the water and considered stripping off, and then gave an impatient laugh. Seriously? And turn up to the interview with sopping-wet hair and damp underwear – or, worse, no underwear at all. Chuckling to herself at that thought, she turned and headed towards the house.
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      The imposing big double front doors were open when she approached the steps to the porticoed entrance. She sat on the bottom step, quickly changing her shoes as she wondered what etiquette dictated when you were coming for an interview at a stately home? Should she cross the marbled floor hall or look for a tradesmen’s entrance around the back somewhere?

      As a child she’d always wondered what the house was like inside but had never even got close enough to look through a window. Even though Grandad worked on the estate, he’d only been inside the house on the odd occasion. He’d said it was quite shabby and run down but that wasn’t her impression this morning. The entrance hall was light and airy, with sunshine flooding through the rows of sash windows on either side of the door, creating shadows on the black-and-white marble-tiled floor. The room was dominated by a beautiful wide-planked, conker-coloured wooden staircase which wound around the walls, with barley-twist spindles holding up the glossy banister. She  liked the fact that the uncarpeted steps looked worn and faded, a testament to all the people that had lived here at some time. But everything else looked smart, the walls crisp and clean as if they’d been painted recently.

      ‘Hello, can I help you?’

      Ettie whirled round. She hadn’t heard the man walk up behind her.

      ‘Hi,’ she beamed at him. Firstly, because she was a beaming sort of person and secondly, because he was the sort of man that deserved a beam. Deep-blue eyes studied her with interest, framed by long lashes that Ettie immediately envied. He had proper cheekbones that didn’t need any highlighting and a strong firm chin, covered in dark bristles. There was also the matter of a rather nice wide, kissable mouth, but despite all this there was nothing pretty-boy about him at all. With broad shoulders, a deep-blue shirt and lean hips, there was a ruggedness to him that, combined with the tanned skin, suggested that he spent a lot of time outdoors. Her smile broadened because, yes, he really was one hottie.

      ‘Hi,’ he said, and her heart did an odd salmon leap in her chest as she saw that brief infinitesimal pause, as if he needed a moment to take her in.

      ‘I’m Ettie Merman, here for the interview.’ She held out her hand.

      His eyebrows rose as he gave her a quick, surprised up-and-down look. She noticed a pale white scar bisected one of them. ‘Ettie?’

      She sighed. ‘Ethel.’

      ‘You’re Ethel?’

      ‘’Fraid so.’ She shot him a mischievous grin. ‘I prefer Ettie, for obvious reasons.’

      His mouth crimped as if he were holding back a laugh.

      ‘Understandable.’ He gave her a nod before saying, ‘I thought you’d be … older.’

      Oooh, smooth-as-chocolate voice. Ettie wanted to fan herself, and her pulse was having a funny turn.

      ‘That’s very polite. You don’t need to be. Most people expect to see an OAP. My mum’s fault.’ Ettie rolled her eyes, deliberately eliciting his sympathy. ‘She thought she was being dead clever, what with our surname being Merman.’ The great irony was that Mum thought she was paying tribute to the famous swimming star in honour of Grandad, who was a champion swimmer. Unfortunately, she’d got muddled up between Ethel Merman and Esther Williams. The former was a musical star, the latter a star of ‘aquamusicals’ in the forties and fifties. Ettie would far rather have been called Esther.

      ‘I see,’ he said politely, although his eyes danced with amusement.

      ‘No, you don’t. It’s ridiculous. Hence Ettie for short, which you have to admit is a marked improvement.’

      ‘So why did you put Ethel on your application?’

      ‘One, because it’s official and two…’ She paused and gave him a twinkly smile which was most definitely reciprocated. Unless she was mistaken, there was quite a frisson sparking through the air between them. ‘It’s a great icebreaker.’

      He burst out laughing, a lovely rich sound. ‘It certainly is. Come on through and meet my partner, Gracie.’ The happy dance tripping through her system slammed to a halt. He was taken. Of course he was, a good-looking bloke like that. She’d clearly misread those flirty, instant-attraction vibes. What a terrible shame, it had been a while since she’d felt that quick tug of recognition. It wasn’t like her to get it wrong, either.

      She followed him through a high, wide, wooden-framed doorway through to a long … well, corridor wasn’t quite right, because it was too wide, but then again, it was too long to be a room. For a moment she felt like Goldilocks. Perhaps gallery was a better name for it, although there were no pictures in here. A shame, because this would have been the ideal space – lots of light, and there was just enough room to step back in appreciation of a fine composition. She grinned to herself; she still had the lingo. Ettie had worked in a gallery for a little while. Another job she’d enjoyed, even though she knew bugger all about painting – which was what had led to her downfall. In a misplaced fit of enthusiasm, she’d got a bit carried away and unknowingly critiqued a painting to the painter himself. She bit her lip at the memory. Perhaps describing it as looking as if the painter had dunked a couple of tea bags in a pot of paint and chucked them at the canvas hadn’t been her finest hour. He should have been grateful that she’d been quite circumspect. The painting was dire. Unfortunately, what she had said had been enough to get her fired.

      As they walked she noticed he had a slight limp, but that was the last thing on her mind because she was doing her best not to ogle the very nice bum in blue chinos, because seriously, Ettie, that was objectification and it was just plain wrong, but it had to be said, the man had a certain something about him. Perhaps it was that laid-back confidence. He struck her as extremely self-assured. The sort of person who knew exactly what they were doing in life, like one of those super-organised hikers with a waterproof map pocket and that innate sense of direction, who could always pinpoint exactly where they were on a map. She’d be lucky to find her way with a compass implanted in her wrist. Probably because she didn’t have a clue how to use one.

      ‘This is a beautiful place. Does it belong to you?’ she asked. ‘Sorry, I don’t even know your name.’

      He stopped, a chagrined expression on his face. ‘Sorry. How remiss of me!’

      Remiss. Posh as well as handsome.

      ‘I’m Dominic Villiers. I don’t know how I didn’t introduce…’ A small crease appeared on his forehead as if he couldn’t quite fathom the oversight.

      ‘You’re a relative. I remember Old Mr Villiers died a few years ago.’ He’d been her grandad’s employer and a mean old bugger.

      ‘Extremely distant relative. I inherited by default a couple of years ago. It took the executors a while to track me down. I have to say, it was quite a surprise.’

      ‘I bet it was.’ Ettie looked up at the grand plasterwork ceiling. ‘Suddenly becoming lord of the manor.’

      ‘No!’ he said with sudden comical horror. ‘I’m most definitely not lord of anything. This place needs to earn its keep and I need a job.’

      ‘So, it wasn’t you who sold the land on the east side off to the developers. That’s not gone down so well locally. All those big executive houses.’

      He held both hands up. ‘Not guilty. That was my predecessor, my third cousin twice removed or something.’

      ‘I like you better already.’

      ‘Thank you. Am I supposed to be grateful?’ He raised a teasing eyebrow.

      She pinched her mouth as if she were weighing up the question and giving it due consideration.

      ‘Yes. I think you ought to be. A lot of people weren’t happy about the new estate.’

      ‘People need houses.’ He lifted his shoulders in an unconcerned shrug.
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