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CHAPTER 1  
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Jack pedalled his bike at breakneck speed along the main street and out of the village along a little used lane, determined that today he would be there first, would be waiting and would make himself known.  

At a place where the dusty, high-hedged lane dwindled to a track, Jack dismounted, let his bike fall into long summer grass and nervously waited. From here, the track which led to the sea, wound its way between Grint Wood and a field of seeded lavender. Scattered with rocky outcrops and tree roots, the path threatened at best a rough ride, at worst a nasty fall.  

He caught a glimpse of colour in the distance, someone coming this way. Perhaps he should have brought sandwiches or a chocolate bar as an offering. Too late now. Jack’s nerve broke, he dived behind a straggly elderberry bush and watched a girl, in shorts and T-shirt, dismount. She let her bike drop so close to his own he thought she must see it, but she hitched up a rucksack to rest more comfortably on her shoulders and set off on foot along the rough track, pony-tailed hair bobbing to the rhythm of her step. She snatched a stem of lavender, rubbed it between her hands and tossed the seeds into the air. ‘Lavender’s blue dilly dilly, lavender’s green.’  

A boy appeared from a dark recess between the trees bordering the track; they high-fived and headed for the coastal path, disappearing over the cliff edge. From a previous recce Jack knew there were places where the sandy cliff was less steep and it was easy to slither down to the beach below.  

Jack picked his way across the lavender field, a heady scent rising with every step. He lay on his stomach, head over the edge of the cliff, late-August sun warm on his back, and watched the other children unbuckle their sandals and run laughing and squealing into the surf. The boy’s shorts and shirt grubby and tattered, his hair unkempt, skin brown and weathered. They staggered to shore. Jack pulled back and pressed his body to the ground. The girl looked up, frowning, as if she’d seen him, but at a shout from the boy turned her attention to the rucksack and pulled out sandwiches and crisps.  

Jack longed to join them but he was a stranger here, a new boy. He could hear his dad, even now, ‘Come on, Jackie Boy, in a couple of weeks the autumn term starts. You’ll soon make friends.’ Well, maybe he would make friends, but in the meantime he’d call at the village shop for chocolate and maybe tomorrow share it with the children on the beach.

*  
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Ellen Marchant gazed into her bedroom mirror. She swept up her long hair and secured it in a knot, imagining Ian drawing out the long wooden pin, dark hair cascading in a satin curtain around her shoulders. The ting of an oven timer downstairs brought her to earth.  

Ellen placed a tray on her mother’s lap. Chips and a battered cod fillet from the local chip shop, an easy option this evening. ‘Here we go, Mum. I’ve crisped the fish in the oven how you like it. I’ll make a cup of tea.’  ‘I’d rather have coffee.’  

‘You never have coffee in the evening. It keeps you awake.’

‘I don’t sleep anyway. Did you bring a newspaper?’  

Ellen fetched the evening paper from the kitchen and placed it on the settee beside her mother.  

‘I don’t feel well. Perhaps you should send for the doctor.’  

Ellen ignored the request; anyone tucking into fish and chips can’t be too poorly, she reasoned. She shouldn’t let this regular Thursday evening performance get her rattled and, without comment, she returned to her room to dress. Tonight, she took extra care: a new skirt floating gently around her calves worn with a dark blue tailored jacket for which she’d paid more than she should. 

*
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On her way out, Ellen glanced at her reflection in the hall mirror. You’re not getting any younger, girl. She tucked a wayward strand of hair under the pin before putting her head around the sitting room door. ‘I’ll be back around eleven, Mum. Hilda will be round later to help you to bed.’  

After the oppressive atmosphere of the house, Ellen welcomed the feel of clean, sharp air and strode smartly around the corner, along an adjacent road and into a side street. The front passenger door of a big black BMW parked in the shadows opened and, gathering her skirts, she slid onto the seat.  

*  
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In a secluded booth at the back of the dining room of the Heathfield Hotel, Ellen pushed vegetables around her plate. A couple of weeks ago they would have skipped pudding and taken a bottle of wine to room 26 – reserved for the evening on a weekly basis.  

Ellen had suspected trouble some time ago. Ian, always careful to maintain decorum in the presence of his workforce, now withdrew into his office and became unavailable. Employed straight from school, for the last fourteen years Ellen had organised paperwork and calculated wages and income tax, originally for a workforce of two skilled craftsmen, now a dozen machine operators, she and Ian working all hours to win orders and meet delivery dates.  

She glanced across the table. Dark hair slicked back, handsome face only slightly spoiled by the excesses of good living, Ian absently sawed at his steak. She’d volunteered her opinion that they would be better custom- making fine quality umbrellas for selected clients instead of inferior models for the mass market. Now cheap imports arrived by container loads and the inevitable was happening.  

Obviously her effort to take Ian’s mind from business matters had failed, and on a sigh she said, ‘I mustn’t be late this evening. Mother’s not well.’  

‘Ah, yes.’ He called for the bill.  

It wasn’t long ago he’d persuade her that arriving home a couple of hours later made no difference to her mother’s health and that his wife believed Thursday was his evening for entertaining clients.  

Ian parked in a dark backstreet and doused the headlights. Unable to endure the uncomfortable silence, Ellen threw open the car door and said, with forced cheerfulness, ‘Busy day, tomorrow.’ 

‘Yes. I’ll see you in the morning.’ 

Ellen slammed the car door, frost sparkled on the familiar road home. Tomorrow Ian would visit a couple of old clients, bespoke tailors who stocked good quality umbrellas. His plan entailed redundancies, but the business would survive, with Ian, she hoped, back to his old self.  

Ellen closed the front door quietly and prepared to tiptoe upstairs but noticed the sitting-room light still on. She peeped in to see Mary wrapped in her dressing gown and propped with cushions, asleep on the settee. She put a hand on her mother’s arm, saying gently, ‘Why aren’t you in bed, Mum?’  

Mary snorted awake. ‘Hilda came round but I told her to go away. She doesn’t understand how ill I am.’

Ellen grimaced at the same old complaints. ‘It’s very kind of her to keep an eye on you. You should be grateful.’ A hand under her mother’s arm, she hoisted her to her feet and helped her to the downstairs bedroom.  

‘I hate it when you go out. I can’t sleep until you’re back.’ Breathless after only a short walk, Mary collapsed on to the bed which creaked under her weight.  

Ellen pulled up the covers and left her mother moaning softly. She returned to the sitting room, straightened the cushions and gathered up assorted toffee papers and crisp bags. She’d long ago stopped buying junk foods, but Mary enlisted neighbours to purchase supplies. When Ellen explained and they were dissuaded, she found deliveries from supermarkets stashed away. As a child, she’d not realised the harm caused, but it pacified her mother, allowing Ellen a couple of hours’ peace. Wiser now, she despaired, and, against her conscience, occasionally looked the other way as her mother’s weight spiralled.  

Collecting the newspaper from the settee, Ellen switched off the light and went upstairs. She ran a bath and tried to relax, contemplating the reception awaiting her in the morning. She’d typed redundancy notices but, on Ian’s request, left the names blank. He would fill these in himself and distribute them in the morning before leaving for his meeting.  

Wrapped in a towelling robe, Ellen sat at her dressing table, let down her hair and brushed it. She twisted it this way and that, imagined it cut short, or curled around her face. Her crowning glory, she’d learned it was  

Ian’s joy.  

Weary, but unable to settle, she spread out the newspaper. Headlines did nothing to lighten her mood – government minister resigned, pollution threat after factory explosion, a minor celebrity couple, Samantha and Jonathan Stoner, photographed, heads down, wearing dark glasses. Notwithstanding a verdict of accidental death on their daughter, rumours about the neglect of safety aboard a rented yacht were rife. Ellen calculated how old her own daughter would have been. Twelve, if she’d not miscarried. Gary had left before there was time to try again. Twelve – her own age when her father died, the age from which she had cared for her mother, the age her friend had disappeared.  

Ellen folded the paper and left it on the dressing table. ‘Nothing but doom and gloom,’ she muttered. But with the unpleasant duties of tomorrow over, and Ian’s business back on a sound footing, things would surely pick up.  

*  
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Vivid dreams disturbed Ellen’s sleep. Visions of unfortunate children – guilt. A child drowned. A boy missing. A mere child herself, disturbed they said, distraught at her father’s death, no one believed her. She awoke with a start in the early hours. ‘Martin.’ A whispered name in the night.  

All hope of sleep gone, Ellen rose and pulled on her dressing gown. She searched in the draw of her bedside table and drew out a scrapbook. Memories of that glorious summer spilled from the pages. Scenes sketched with coloured pencils, hazy photos from a camera that let in light, and sprigs of dried lavender still releasing faint scent.  

The alarm clock jangled; she jerked awake. The book with its memories pushed aside, she headed for the bathroom, emerging fifteen minutes later, dressing gown over her underwear. Five minutes to pin up her hair and downstairs by seven-twenty. She fetched a bowl of water, soap and towel, took them into her mother’s room and placed the bowl on a bedside table.  

‘Rise and shine, Mum.’  

Mary shrugged off the covers and Ellen helped her sit.  

‘I must be off early, so I’ll get you dressed before breakfast.’  

‘I’ll have breakfast first.’  

‘There isn’t time. Have a quick wash now and I’ll help you shower this evening.’  

‘That’s it, rush off and leave me. Don’t I spend enough time on my own?’

‘Please don’t be difficult this morning, Mum. When you’re ready you can take as long as you like over breakfast.’  

‘Breakfast on my own. I’m always on my own.’

‘I wonder why,’ Ellen muttered. ‘If you cooperate now, Mum, I’ll come back at lunchtime for an hour. With redundancy notices going out, there’s bound to be unrest in the workshop that I’ll need to smooth over.

‘You go. Don’t worry about me or my poor heart.  If it gives out before you get back, you’ll be sorry.’  

Ellen let the flannel drop into the bowl. With a sigh she stomped upstairs and finished dressing, intending to leave but, relenting, she returned to the kitchen, poured a mug of tea, tipped cereal into a bowl, added milk and brought it to her mother. ‘I’ll try to get home at lunch time.’  

Mary’s more than ample bosom prevented her folding her arms. ‘It’s no use trying to butter me up.’

Ellen forced a smile and left the tray on the bed. At the door she called over her shoulder, ‘There are sandwiches in the fridge, please don’t eat them before lunch time.’  

*
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Twenty minutes later, Ellen stepped from a service bus and hurried along a street with small industrial units set behind a high wall of blackened brick. Once a hive of industry, Ian’s was the only surviving business. A Yale key let her through a door set into double wooden gates and into the yard. She glanced towards the workshop, surprised to see a dozen men occupied at their benches. Acknowledging a wave from foreman Jed, she unlocked the office door. Surely at least half the workforce had received their letters of redundancy, the recognised procedure being they leave immediately.  

Ian’s office door was locked, as she expected; he’d be at the meeting with clients. Maybe he’d chickened out, was waiting until later to deliver bad news to the unlucky ones. Ellen turned to her own desk and was about to whip the cover from the computer keyboard when she noticed a pile of envelopes. She read the first name, written in Ian’s hand. Jed Smith. Jed had joined the firm as a boy around the same time as herself. I should have known he’d leave me to do the dirty work. She flicked through the letters. More envelopes than she expected – how many did Ian think to be rid of? He couldn’t mean all of them. She looked more carefully, read each name, placing the envelopes one by one on the desk until only one remained. 

Her own name blurred, came back into focus. He must have left me a message asking I hand out the redundancies, but ... all these...  

Ellen took a paperknife from the desk drawer, slit the envelope and read the single sheet. Current financial climate ... No option but to wind up the business ... liquidators ... secure premises at midday ... no compensation at present... The page joined the envelope that had floated to the office floor.  
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CHAPTER 2  
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On a park bench by the river, a favourite place to eat lunch, Ellen gazed into the water. It sparkled and gurgled over rocks before, like her life, it disappeared into darkness under a low bridge. She forced herself to stand and on jelly legs walked the path beside the river, flowerbeds planted with wallflowers in the autumn now in full sweet bloom. Weak sunshine filtered through trees, still mostly leafless, and dappled her dark hair and tearstained face.  

Time became irrelevant.  

Among unfamiliar shops, Ellen caught sight of her reflection. She hardly recognised the woman looking back and had brushed her cheek with trembling fingers before she realised the tears were only for lost, wasted years.  ‘Bastard,’ she muttered and straightened her shoulders. A couple walking by turned to stare.  

The cowardly bastard couldn’t face his workers, couldn’t face me. And what is he to me? A few hours escape from ... Mother. He didn’t really care. She almost laughed aloud. The shop window into which she gazed was lined with life-sized photos of glamorous women sporting elaborate hairstyles. The salon appeared empty of customers. She went in, was greeted cordially and invited to take a seat before a mirror.  ‘Cut it,’ she instructed the stylist.  

*  
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Ellen hailed a taxi, surprisingly relieved by the prospect of not having to unlock that dull, little office and complete mundane clerical tasks. She sat back to consider her future. I’ll no longer be held back by misplaced loyalty.  And her mum? She hadn’t always been so cantankerous. Always nervy, she’d suffered a complete breakdown when Ellen’s dad died. Unable to comfort her daughter, she’d sent Ellen away.  

Ellen considered the short time spent with her great-aunt as probably the happiest of her life.  

She paid the taxi driver and ran up the couple of steps to her front door. She inspected her newly styled hair in the hall mirror. Shining, dark chestnut, it swung about her ears in a sleek bob.  

‘Hello Mum,’ she called. ‘I’ve something to tell you. I’ll make lunch and we can talk whilst we eat. How about a nice salad to have with the sandwiches?’ She opened the sitting room door. ‘Surely you’re not still in bed.’  

Ellen went to the kitchen and flung her coat over a chair. Ten minutes later, she placed a lunch tray on the coffee table in the sitting room. ‘I’ve decided, Mum, that things are going to change.’ Ellen peered around her mother’s bedroom door; the curtains still closed, a mound of bedclothes the only indication of the occupant. ‘The firm’s finished, Mum. My job’s gone, Ian’s gone, and I’m not sorry.’ She stepped closer. ‘But I am sorry about this morning.’ The stillness in the room unnerved her. The breakfast tray still on the bed, untouched. ‘Mum?’ Another step towards the bed and a pudgy arm came into view. She leaned forward; flesh, the colour of putty, puffy around Mary’s cheeks and mouth – half-open eyes, opaque, devoid of sight. 
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CHAPTER 3  
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Ellen made a sandwich. It had become a habit since her mother’s death to use only the kitchen and her bedroom, the sitting room unused since the funeral when a dozen acquaintances had gathered. She wondered if Ian would contact her, but no one had heard from him since the day of the firm’s closure, but ‘enquiries were being made’.  

She rinsed the plate, left it on the draining board and took a mug of tea to her bedroom where she examined a framed photo of her mother, taken, she recalled, after lunch the previous Christmas. It showed Mary in a new dress Ellen had bought and persuaded her to wear. Mary had pulled a begrudging half smile for the camera. Ellen slammed the photo face down on her dressing table. ‘You sat on a small fortune, let me work to pay all the bills and said nothing. Well, don’t expect me to feel guilty anymore.’ She caught sight of another picture: of her as a laughing child with her mother and father, all three squashed into that same armchair. ‘But I should have taken better care of you.’  

Ellen read again the letter, containing a cheque, from her mother’s solicitor. She glanced about as if aware of someone looking over her shoulder, someone interested in scuppering her half-formed plan. From a chest containing paperwork accumulated over her mother’s lifetime she picked out another letter, the date confirming it had lain in the box for almost a decade. She reached for the phone and punched in a number written below the sender’s address. Her second call was to an estate agent.  
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CHAPTER 4  
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Mrs Gregory hauled the smaller of Ellen’s suitcases up the narrow stairs of the Rosewood Guesthouse and rested it on an ottoman in a room at the front. ‘I hope this is suitable. There’s a lovely view; you can see the sea in the distance.’ She glanced at the larger case Ellen had lugged up the stairs. ‘Just the two weeks?’

‘For the moment, yes.’  

Mrs Gregory hesitated at the door, but when it became obvious her guest would offer no further information, said, ‘Dinner is at 6.30.’  

Ellen said, ‘Thank you,’ and closed the door. She put away her clothes in an old oak wardrobe and a chest of matching drawers. The larger suitcase contained shoes and a pair of thick-soled trainers suitable for walking, all wrapped in plastic carrier bags. Beneath these, a few photographs minus frames, legal documents necessary for day-to-day life in a bureaucratic world and her childhood scrapbook. The scrapbook she removed, placed on the bed and opened to examine the contents. Diary notes in a neat childish hand, drawings of rabbits she’d seen in the fields and photographs taken with her father’s camera. 

Manufactured long before the advent of the digital world, it used 35mm film and occasionally let in light manifesting as bright streaks across the prints. A vague smell of lavender lingered, a few dried sprigs crumbled in an envelope.  

Since her last visit to Denby Reach twenty years ago, things were bound to have changed. Tired and travel weary, she ate quietly in the dining room with a few other guests and went to bed early, head full of plans for the following day.  

*  
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After breakfast, Ellen dressed in jeans and jumper, pulled on her walking trainers and added a lightly padded jacket as protection from a chill spring breeze. She headed to the centre of the village, pleased to find the triangular village green almost as she remembered. The pub, now an upmarket restaurant, preparing to welcome customers for Sunday lunch. This, together with some civic buildings, formed one side of the green, with the surviving old-fashioned baker, butcher and sweet shop, plus the inevitable craft shop, forming the second. This early in the year, the shops were closed but would no doubt open for longer during summer months. Almshouses with tiny gardens closed the triangle. Ellen looked along a road leading from one corner of the green, discounted it and moved on to a second.  

An hour later, in a small café, she ordered coffee. ‘Can you tell me where Burdock Lane is?’ she asked a young waitress. Answered by a dismissive shrug, she admitted defeat, drained her mug and headed back to Rosewood.  

*  
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Mrs Gregory called, ‘Have you been walking? If your shoes are muddy, leave them on the porch.’  

‘I’ve just pottered around the village to get my bearings.’ Ellen vigorously shuffled her feet on coconut matting before meeting Barbara Gregory in the hall. ‘If you remember, when I telephoned, I told you my great-aunt lived here years ago.’  

Barbara looked puzzled for a moment, then said, ‘Of course. You asked for my mother.’ 

‘Yes. Grace Taylor. I believe she knew my great-aunt, Elsie Marchant. She lived in Burdock Lane next to the Post Office.’  

‘The Post Office went years ago. There’s a counter at the back of Asda now. The houses on Burdock Lane were demolished, new townhouses built and renamed Primrose Gardens.’  

‘I remember my aunt’s garden and the grass verge were covered in primroses and at the other end of the village, before you got to the woods, there were fields of lavender.’  

‘That’s the Lavender Fields estate now,’ Mrs Gregory said with obvious disgust.  

‘What a shame. I remember it as a blur of purple and blue as far as the eye could see.’  

With, ‘I wouldn’t be going to that end of town if I were you.’ Mrs Gregory made to bustle about her work but Ellen called, ‘I was hoping to speak to Mrs Taylor.’  

Barbara Gregory, turned back and after some thought, said, ‘She’s become quite frail, but if she’s up to it, I’ll ask her to join you in the lounge after dinner.’  

‘Thank you.’  

*  
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Ellen changed into a loose fitting skirt and top, and when an aroma of roast beef drifted upstairs made her way to the dining room. She acknowledged half a dozen fellow diners and settled at a corner table. Barbara flitted between the tables with brisk efficiency, finally serving treacle pudding and custard.  

‘If you’d like to take coffee in the lounge,’ she told Ellen, ‘my mother will join you shortly.’ 

A settee and several comfortable looking armchairs occupied the bay-windowed lounge. A table set with china cups, saucers, and other tea making equipment stood against the back wall. Ellen flicked on the kettle and spooned coffee into a cup. 

‘Sit down, dear,’ came a shrill voice from behind. ‘I’ll do that.’  

A little woman, grey hair swept back into a bun, bustled into the room. She carried a china mug. ‘You must be Ellen Marchant. I’m Grace. My daughter tells me Elsie Marchant was your aunt.’  

‘Great-aunt.’  

‘I knew her.’ Grace clumsily put coffee into the mug, arthritic hands fumbling with the spoon.’  

When she reached for the kettle, Ellen jumped up. ‘Shall I ...?’

‘I suppose you’d better. Damn fingers don’t work. I ran this establishment for forty years with my husband and another six without him. Now Barbara won’t even let me help. Not since ...’ She examined her hands.  

Ellen admired this alert, eager lady, maybe twenty years older than her own mother, but with such a different attitude. She winced at the unkind thought.  

Grace settled on the settee. ‘We always allowed guests in here for coffee after dinner but now, of course, it’s extra work. Ellen handed her the china mug, ensuring the old lady had a firm grip before returning for her own cup and sitting beside her.  

Grace studied Ellen’s face. ‘Are you that quiet little thing who stayed with Elsie for a while?’ 

‘I was here for five months, twenty years ago when I was twelve. My mother had a breakdown after my father died, and I was sent to stay with Aunt Elsie. I’m afraid I don’t remember you.’  

‘I saw you several times, but you were such a shy little girl.’ Grace patted Ellen’s hand. ‘Elsie told me about your dad. A terrible accident.’  

They sat in silence for a while, before Grace said, ‘I don’t remember seeing you at your aunt’s funeral.’

Ellen stood and put down her cup with a clatter. ‘My mother passed away a few weeks ago, and I didn’t know Aunt Elsie had died until I found your letter among Mother’s effects.’  

The old lady seemed lost in introspection. Finally she sighed and said quietly, ‘And now you’ve come back.’
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CHAPTER 5  
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Ellen spent the evening in her room, flicking through an out-of-date magazine. A royal visit, a celebrity wedding splashed over several pages and, amid rumours of a split with her husband, Samantha Stoner, snapped leaving a hotel with a friend. Ellen tossed the publication aside. If her aunt’s house no longer existed, tomorrow she’d visit one of her old haunts.  

*  
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Barbara Gregory placed the establishment’s full English breakfast on the table.  

Unused to such a hearty meal, Ellen picked up her knife and fork and commented, ‘This will keep me going all day.’ 

‘It’s our speciality.’ Barbara lowered her voice. ‘I’m sorry if my mother upset you last evening.’  

‘Not at all. I’d like to speak to her again, if that’s okay.’ 

‘She tires very easily these days, but go into the lounge after dinner, and I’ll ask her to pop along if she feels up to it.’  

Ellen poured herself a second cup of breakfast tea and watched Barbara clear the other tables and take away the dishes. A connecting door stood open, and she glimpsed a man, wearing a white apron, working in the kitchen. Barbara’s husband, Alex, she assumed. He caught her glance as the door swung closed and seemed to scowl as if trying to place her. He and Barbara would have been in their mid-thirties when Ellen was here before. Maybe he’d seen her then. She wondered where Ian might be now and what he was doing, but dismissed the thought, folded her napkin and went upstairs to dress appropriately for a walk in the countryside. 

*
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Ellen studied a sign pointing to the coastal path. She wasn’t convinced it indicated the way she remembered and, instead, followed a lane between the new Lavender Fields housing estate and an expanse of scrubland where foundations for more dwellings were evident. It struck Ellen that there had been no recent work on the site, as weeds and bushes sprouted from trenches and broken drains; gravel that must have once been in piles, haphazardly spread around.  

New houses left behind, hawthorn bushes crowded either side of the lane, but a definite path remained. Back Lane, she remembered the locals called it. Convinced this was the route she had cycled so long ago, Ellen broke into a run – a gentle jog until, out of breath, she slowed to a walk. A choice to make: the lane continued, an easier route for cycling, until it petered out among bushes of elder and hawthorn and, if it was still there, another field of lavender and beyond that the trees and dark hollows of Grint Wood. But here there was a break in shrubbery which revealed an old-fashioned stile, the uprights a bit rickety. If on foot, this way led across scrubland and eventually to the lavender field and into the wood a different way.  

Ellen climbed the wobbly stile and jumped down the other side. A faint path remained which, a little further along, was crossed by a dry gulley. After a summer storm, Ellen had seen it running with six inches of water. She strode across the ditch, long coarse grass tugging at her ankles. Beyond bushes and straggly trees which blocked her view, she burst upon a wide expanse of blue-green. A low-growing crop of narrow leaves; no longer cultivated it grew in bunches, tough and woody, which made walking difficult. She stooped to run fingers over the foliage, raised her hand to her face and inhaled the scent. Reaching the far side of the field, she saw the ghost of a path pitted with rocky outcrops running from where as a child she’d left her bike at the end of Back Lane between the lavender field and Grint Wood to the cliff edge. Saplings and brambles encroached from the wood, the interior dark with close-growing beech, maple and an occasional oak.  

Sunlight glinted between branches on the point of bursting into leaf, rooks’ nests silhouetted against the sky. Filled with a sudden sense of urgency, Ellen followed a faint trail deep into the wood. Over exposed roots and cracking twigs, the underbrush dry and dusty, she didn’t hesitate. A rustle to her left – she stopped, listening over the sound of her thumping heart. A grey squirrel scampered up a crackled trunk and across a branch. She almost wept with disappointment and feeling foolish, berated herself, ‘What did you expect? That he’d still be here?’ In her haste, Ellen wondered if she had turned around. She had missed the old shack. Perhaps it had fallen down or been dismantled and the clearing become overgrown. She listened again – a faint, constant roar. She headed for the sound of the sea and continued until she came to the cliff edge.  

Ellen gazed out to sea. A brisk wind drove a high tide against the base of the cliff, salty spray moistening her face. Vision blurred, she stepped back from the edge and hurriedly retraced her steps into the trees. No use looking for someone she knew wouldn’t be there. A lowering sun slanted through the branches, casting dappled shadows. Squirrels scuttled, blackbirds rummaged in last year’s leaf litter, a twig cracked – a rustling of other footsteps. A shape loomed before her. A man. Unshaven, unkempt hair, eyes wild. Locked in each other’s gaze, neither moved.  

The spell broke. Each turned and fled.  

Ellen stumbled over roots, brushed aside branches and burst from the trees into the field of lavender. Safely in the open, she slowed and glanced around, heart thumping. No one followed. Recovering her breath, she pulled a few twigs from her hair and dusted down her coat before glancing along the rough track marking the boundary between field and wood. No wonder she chose to leave her bike at the end of Back Lane. She placed her feet carefully between the tussocks of neglected lavender and trudged the long road home.

*
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In the lounge at Rosewood, Ellen stirred her coffee.  

Barbara came in and put a plate of cheese and biscuits on the table. ‘I’m sorry, Mother’s a little tired this evening. She thinks she can do as much as she did twenty years ago. Did you have a good walk?’  

‘I found the old trail that leads through the far lavender field to the wood.’  

‘No one goes that way now. It’s not a place to go alone. There’s a new official footpath to the coast.’  

Ellen looked down at her hands. ‘I did have an encounter.’  

‘What happened? Are you all right?’  

‘I’m fine. I saw someone. It was only for a moment and ...’ colour crept into her face. ‘I ran.’  

‘We occasionally get down-and-outs hanging around the old foresters’ cottage. It’s been empty for almost fifty years, derelict, but it does seem to attract undesirables. Perhaps I should have a word with Paul Glover.’ 

‘Paul Glover?’  

‘The local bobby. I say local, but he has a good number of villages to patrol, so we only see him about once a fortnight. He’s due tomorrow. I’ll have a word. Can’t have my guests being molested.’  

‘But I wasn’t. He startled me and I ran away. I think he was as scared as I was.’  

‘Nevertheless, we don’t want that sort of person hanging around.’  

Ellen, suddenly anxious to be alone, excused herself and hurried upstairs. In her room, she opened the scrapbook and picked out a photograph. A single-storey building, it was hardly a cottage. Hidden in trees, moss clinging to its grey stone and rotting wood walls, it was more of a hut, dilapidated even then.  

‘Stand in the doorway,’ she’d said. ‘Let me take your picture.’  

‘Quick, before my dad gets back. He don’t like folks hanging around.’  

Ellen examined the photo. The cottage in deep shadow, she could barely make out the figure standing in the doorway.  
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CHAPTER 6  
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Ellen went in for dinner the following day to find a young police constable sitting at one of the tables. His jacket over the back of his chair, shirt open necked, he was finishing a plate of pie and chips. On seeing Ellen, he wiped his mouth with a napkin and stood. ‘Miss Marchant? I understand you had a spot of bother yesterday.’  

‘Not really.’ Embarrassed, she glanced at the other diners.  

Paul inclined his head toward the front room and she followed him into the lounge. Hands resting on the back of an armchair, he smiled indulgently. ‘I walked through Grint Wood this afternoon, mooched around the old shack and thought you’d like to know there’s no one there. Whoever bothered you yesterday must have moved on.’  

Ellen, unaccountably offended by his apparently condescending manner, said, ‘I was merely startled. I don’t think he would have hurt me.’ His turn to feel put out. 

She relented. ‘But, it was kind of you to take the trouble.’  

Barbara came in and handed the constable a package wrapped in kitchen foil. ‘Something for you to take home, Paul.’ She glanced at Ellen. ‘I know how men on their own are about eating properly.’  

Ellen answered with a puzzled smile and returned to her table.  

Later Ellen sat with Grace on the settee in the lounge.  

‘I’m afraid,’ the old lady said, ‘that my daughter has made it her mission to fix up our now eligible young police officer with any available, attractive young lady that happens along.’  

‘Oh.’ Ellen had never thought of herself as an attractive young lady, and was flattered. ‘Is that what the nods and winks were about?’  

‘Don’t mind her; she means no harm. What have you been doing today? You’ve not been to Grint Wood again, I hope.’  

‘I’ve been to an estate agent in Holt to find a place to rent.’ Ellen decided there was no reason for secrecy. ‘I’m hoping to stay for the summer.’  

‘We’ll be sorry to lose you; but nice if you stay in the village.’  

‘I’ll be here for another week at least.’  

*  
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Ellen looked around a property consisting of one bedroom, kitchen, dining and sitting area, all housed in a red-tiled single-storey cottage leaning against a grander house in Denby Reach, about half a mile from Rosewood Guesthouse. ‘Laurel Bank,’ she rolled the name around her tongue and made a decision. ‘This will be fine,’ she told the agent. ‘Can we negotiate a reasonable rent for a six months’ let?’  

*  
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Two weeks later, Paul Glover stood in the small square hallway of Ellen’s new home clutching a bunch of carnations and a bottle of wine. 

‘Dinner? I know a quiet restaurant.’  

Ellen accepted the gifts and considered the invitation. Ian had never brought her flowers. ‘Thank you.’ She left him in the multipurpose living room whilst she went to change in the bedroom.
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Paul drove his ten-year-old
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