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      A haunting tale of love, loss and finding one’s place in the world

      

      Widowed artist Annabel returns to Guernsey seeking a fresh start for herself and her young daughter away from her late husband’s controlling family. Seagull Cottage appears perfect, by the sea and with a low rent. The snag is it comes with a resident ghost, Daniel, a sea captain who died 70 years ago in 1946. He built the cottage and objects to anyone not family living there. He and Annabel have to come to terms with sharing what he still considers to be his home.

      After a difficult start they begin to share their pasts and an unlikely friendship blooms, becoming deeper as they spend more time together. Annabel realises she’s falling for him but would she truly prefer a ghost to a real live man?

      Blending elements of romance, mystery and the supernatural into a compelling tale about the power of human connection and presenting a modern twist on R.A. Dick's novel The Ghost and Mrs Muir and the classic movie of the same name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Maybe all the people who say ghosts don’t exist are just afraid to admit that they do.”

        Michael Ende, The Neverending Story
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            Chapter One

          

          Guernsey, Spring 2015

        

      

    

    
      Annabel stood by the rickety gate, gazing across the road to the bay, a languid scene of soft waves curling on the shore and colourful little boats bobbing on the water. She took a deep breath of the salt-laden air and smiled. Yes, she had been right to come back to Guernsey and hopefully this cottage would be the haven she had been seeking since…

      ‘Mrs Easton? Are you ready to view inside?’ The agent’s voice broke into her thoughts and she turned to him and smiled.

      ‘Sorry, admiring the view. Please, lead the way.’

      The detached granite cottage was of a traditional Guernsey design, with a central front door and porch and matching windows upstairs and downstairs and with the addition of a small bay window in the attic.

      ‘It’s a little tired, which is reflected in the rent, but it does possess a modern kitchen, bathroom and central heating,’ the agent, Jon, continued, stepping into the hall. He led the way to the back, presumably keen to show her how wonderful the kitchen was compared to the tired rooms. Although not a great cook, Annabel was pleased to see the gleaming cupboards and appliances, some still bearing manufacturers’ labels. Catching her eye, Jon grinned. ‘Yes, brand new. The cottage has been in the same family since it was built by the original owner in 1925. It’s been inherited by a relative who lives in Australia. He sees it as a long-term investment and took our advice with regard to some improvements.’ After giving her time to inspect the kitchen he led the way to the room opposite set out as a dining room with old-fashioned dark, furniture.

      ‘If the furniture’s a problem we can have it removed.’ He waved his arm.

      Annabel heard a whooshing noise as if someone brushed past her but there was only her and Jon, who by his startled expression had also heard something.

      ‘It’s okay, I could live with it. A nice, colourful tablecloth would brighten up the room.’ It was a good size with a window overlooking the rear garden and she could perk it up with her paintings on the walls. ‘Shall we carry on?’

      The young man almost ran down the hall to a room on the right, overlooking the front garden with a glimpse of the sea beyond. Furnished with a sagging sofa and armchairs, it was at least inoffensive and more modern in style and Annabel could see it would be a cosy sitting room.

      ‘And now we have a room which can be either a sitting room or a bedroom, depending on the size of your family.’ It was similar in size to the room opposite but contained a single bed, wardrobe and set of drawers. All heavy Edwardian.

      ‘Ah, I wouldn’t need it as a bedroom as I believe there are two upstairs. There’s only myself and my daughter. She could have it as a playroom. Without the furniture, of course.’ Again Annabel was aware of a whoosh of air and she felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

      ‘What’s that whooshing I keep hearing?’

      Jon shifted his feet. ‘I’ve no idea, Mrs Easton. Perhaps a bird’s got in and trying to escape.’ Annabel didn’t believe him but shrugged her shoulders. She really liked the cottage and, more importantly, it was about the only one she could afford for the size and location.

      ‘Let’s go upstairs, shall we?’

      She followed him up the stairs, admiring the workmanship of the mahogany handrail and spindles. Someone had spent more time and money on them than was usual for a relatively humble cottage. Upstairs, at the back Annabel smiled as the agent threw open the door to a fully tiled and well equipped bathroom with a shower cubicle and a bath.

      And then the two bedrooms, both at the front.

      ‘This is the master bedroom, and as you can see it’s a good size and with sea views.’ The agent waved his arm towards the window in emphasis. Annabel’s eyes, however, were drawn towards a large oil painting hanging on the wall opposite the iron framed bed. It was of a sailor in a Guernsey woollen jumper and serge jacket and offering a glimpse of his dark curls under a jaunty cap. He was sporting the ubiquitous dark beard and smoking a pipe. The arresting features were his eyes. A piercing blue, they seemed to follow her as she moved around the room.

      ‘Whoever is this chap? It’s been badly painted and not something you want in a bedroom.’ This time the whoosh was louder and she thought she heard a voice shout, ‘Get out of my house, woman!’ She blinked and turned towards Jon who had grown pale.

      ‘I… I believe he’s Captain Daniel Gallienne, the original owner who… who built the cottage.’

      Something clicked in her head. Could it be? Surely not! This was the twenty-first century not something out of a Victorian novel.

      ‘Is it possible this captain haunts the place? Is that why the rent is so low?’ She risked a quick look at the painting, before turning to face the poor agent.

      ‘Well, there have been rumours, but nobody admits to actually seeing him. Until now all those who’ve lived here were descended from his sister, there’s never been any… any strangers.’

      ‘I see. And when did this captain die? Must have been some time ago, surely?’

      ‘Yes, not long after the Second World War. In his forties, I think. Look, Mrs Easton,’ he said, fiddling with his folder, ‘I’m sorry if you’ve been upset and I quite understand if you don’t wish to see anymore and leave⁠—’

      ‘Oh, I’m not upset though I’m not sure what I feel. Shocked and… strange. But I don’t want to be put off by someone who’s been dead nearly seventy years.’ She glanced around the spacious room with the enticing sea view. ‘I really like the cottage and I’m sure we could be very happy here. Can you show me the rest, please?’ Annabel gave him her warmest smile as he nodded and hurried out of the room, closing the door behind them. The other bedroom was slightly smaller but would be fine for Emilia though the furniture would not suit a ten-year-old, which thought she kept to herself. The window framed a similar view, with a window seat ideal for Emilia to sit and read. Perfect.

      They then went upstairs to what appeared to have been used as a lookout, the light pouring into a room furnished with a table and armchair and with a splendid brass telescope taking pride of place in the bay window.

      ‘Oh, how wonderful! This would make a great studio for my painting.’ She moved towards the telescope. ‘May I take a look?’ Jon nodded, looking as if he’d rather be outside. After adjusting the lens, Annabel had a clear view over to Herm and close-ups of the little boats she had seen earlier. The captain must have spent many pleasant hours up here gazing out to sea, she thought.

      A voice hissed in her ear, ‘Be careful with my telescope!’ She looked around but she was alone, the agent had left and was clattering down the stairs.

      ‘I’ll be careful, don’t worry,’ she whispered back.

      And then she saw him.

      Standing inches away, dressed in the seaman’s jersey, jacket and trousers as in the portrait and with his blue eyes locked on hers.

      ‘Oh my God, are you real?’ she asked, her heart thumping and her mouth suddenly dry. She had to hold onto the telescope as her legs wobbled.

      ‘As real as any ghost can be, I reckon. I come and go as I please. This is still my home, you know, and I don’t want a stranger living in it.’ His eyes blazed and she stepped back, forcing herself to remain calm. How on earth could she be talking to a ghost? Was she mad? The sound of the front door opening and closing told her Jon had gone outside and she was left alone with someone who appeared perfectly normal, if a little old-fashioned in his outfit, with dark hair and the most startling blue eyes she had ever seen. Except he was apparently dead.

      A ghost.

      ‘Well, woman? Cat got your tongue has it? Or are you too scared to say anything?’ He stood, relaxed, with his arms crossed and a smile hovering around his mouth.

      ‘No, I’m not… scared. Surprised, yes. I’ve not seen a ghost before, let alone talked to one. In fact, to be honest, I’ve never believed in them.’ She took a deep breath. Perhaps she was actually mad. Or she was dreaming and would wake up and all would be as it was. Normal.

      ‘And I’d like you to know I plan to move in with my daughter as I think your cottage is lovely and it’s just what I need right now. Life’s been a… bit difficult lately and to be honest, I can’t afford anything else. Except a small flat, and we would hate that.’ To her horror, Annabel felt tears prick her eyes and she hastily brushed them away.

      ‘My dear woman, no need for tears. Can’t abide a woman crying. And of course a flat wouldn’t do for a child. Children need to run around outside.’ He stroked his beard, looking thoughtful. ‘To be frank, I was hoping I’d scare you away as I have the others, leaving me in peace. But perhaps we could rub along if we have to. Reach some sort of agreement. What d’ya say?’

      Annabel gazed at him open-mouthed. It was all so surreal. She nodded, giving herself time to think.

      ‘I don’t want you scaring Emilia, she’s only ten, so if you could agree to stay away from downstairs and her room it might work. Where and when do you normally… er, show up?’

      ‘I’ve never been restricted before, seeing as how family lived here. But I suppose I could make do with only coming in the evenings and to this room and my bedroom. Not much at all, considering.’

      ‘Ah, but your bedroom will be my bedroom and I’m not sure I’d like the idea of you popping in when I’m getting ready for bed.’ She felt herself flush at the thought.

      ‘Don’t be silly, woman, there’s no need to get all coy with me! I’ve no physical body, you’re only seeing me because I chose to let you, wanting to scare you. I haven’t the ability or the usual desires a man might have in that direction.’ He glared at her. ‘I suppose we should introduce ourselves. Daniel Gallienne.’

      ‘Mrs Annabel Easton.’

      He bowed his head. ‘Pleased to meet you. Are you a widow? No mention of a husband.’

      ‘I am a widow, yes—’Annabel was interrupted by the agent shouting up the stairs.

      ‘Are you all right, Mrs Easton? I’ve been waiting for you in the garden.’

      She moved to the door.

      ‘Yes, I’m fine. Coming now.’

      When she turned round the room was empty.
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      By the time Annabel joined Jon in the garden she had managed to regain some of her usual appearance of calm but inside she was rattled. Rattled by the unwanted intrusion into what she perceived as her new beginning with Emilia; one which excluded interference by well-meaning but overbearing relatives of her late husband and any others who might want to invade the peace she craved. And which most definitely included a ghost. A ghost who could take on his human form at will and tantalise her with those piercing blue eyes which she could have sworn could see into her soul. Or worse.

      ‘Mrs Easton, what took you so long? At one point I thought I heard voices, were you on the phone?’ Jon was hopping up and down on the grassed area at the back of the cottage, running his hand through his hair as he avoided her eyes.

      ‘I wasn’t on the phone as you well know. That… ghost turned up trying to scare me off. But I’ve decided to take the cottage in spite of him, and I’d like some of the heavy furniture removed and I’ll buy new.’ Taking a deep breath, she went on, ‘I want to move in by the end of the month, if that’s possible.’ Annabel fixed her own wide blue eyes on him and he stood still.

      ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t completely honest with you, but my boss insisted. We’ve had the cottage on our books for months now and it doesn’t look good in a small place like Guernsey not to be able to shift properties quickly. Under… normal circumstances Seagull Cottage would have been let within the first day.’ He appeared to summon up some of his lost credibility. ‘But are you really sure you want to move in? We’d happily arrange about the furniture, but you’re a woman on your own and, well…’ He shrugged his shoulders, as if to say he thought she was mad.

      ‘Don’t worry, I won’t come to any harm, if that’s what bothers you. Now, I’d like to see more of this garden before we return to your office for the paperwork. I’m happy for you to lock up and wait in your car if you’d rather. Won’t be long.’ She smiled as he shot off to lock the doors as she walked to the bottom of the garden, admiring the shrubs and spring flowers making a colourful display next to what had been a neat vegetable patch. Not much of a gardener herself, she could still appreciate the work of others and would try to keep the garden in good order during her tenancy as it was as lovely as the cottage itself and offering a safe place for Emilia to play.

      As she walked round to the front garden she couldn’t help look up and thought she caught a glimpse of a bearded face in the lookout. It was only a second and then it disappeared. Annabel whispered, ‘Well, Captain Daniel Gallienne, I do hope you’ll stick to our agreement as I think I’m going to love living in your cottage.’ A deep laugh by her ear was her answer.

      

      Later that day Annabel boarded the flight for Manchester having signed the tenancy agreement for Seagull Cottage and paid a hefty deposit. Settling into her seat she knew she had made the right decision to move back to her birthplace, even though she had left when she was not much older than Emilia. Her parents, growers of the De La Mare Nurseries in La Moye in the Vale, had upped sticks when the growing business was declining. She had been heartbroken at the time, but her father had taken up the offer of a well-paid job as manager of a large nursery in Kent. It hadn’t been too bad, she reflected now, and she had always held onto her memories of what had been an idyllic childhood with many hours spent on the beach at L’Ancresse, particularly during the holidays. It was what she wanted for her daughter, who had only known the suburbs of Manchester thanks to her husband Clive’s job as a sales manager for a catering company in the north. Miles away from their first home in Devon near the sea.

      ‘Do you really have to take it, Clive? Surely something will turn up near here if we hang on a bit longer.’ Annabel, five months pregnant and coping with upsurges of hormones, had pleaded with Clive for hours to change his mind, but he kept saying he couldn’t afford not to take it and as her art wasn’t bringing in much money back then, his salary was all important. She had stifled the thought he was keen to take the job because it meant moving near to his family, who idolised him as the only son. Her own parents had retired to Australia to join her mother’s brother and his family and she missed them more than ever now she was about to become a mother.

      Well, now she was free to make her own decisions and she couldn’t wait to come back with Emilia and move into the lovely cottage near the sea. Closing her eyes she drifted into a light sleep and found herself dreaming of a dashing sailor with the brightest of blue eyes…
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      The end of the month saw Annabel and an excited, though somewhat nervous, Emilia, arrive at Seagull Cottage with all their worldly goods following close behind in a van.

      ‘Well, Emilia, what do you think?’ Annabel put her arm around her daughter as they stood at the gate and took in the front of the cottage, looking prettier than ever with pink clematis curling around the front door. She risked a glance upstairs, but no face appeared. Yet.

      ‘It looks lovely, Mummy, and I can’t wait to go on the beach.’ Emilia’s face was lit with excitement and her dark blue eyes shone. She had always been a happy child but even before her father’s death a year ago had become withdrawn. Annabel’s heart lifted at the sight of her obvious joy.

      ‘The beach will have to wait for the moment, sweetheart, as we have to get the cottage shipshape to live in.’ She caught her breath. Where did that come from? “Shipshape” wasn’t something she would normally say. Glancing again at the upstairs windows, she held her breath. Nothing. With a sigh she grabbed Emilia’s hand, saying, ‘Race you to the front door.’ Laughing, her daughter let go and sped off down the path. As Annabel unlocked the door the removal van arrived and the all-consuming task of moving in began. Emilia ran around exploring all the rooms before waiting impatiently for her belongings and new furniture to be unloaded and carried up to her room, clapping her hands in excitement when she spotted them. Annabel showed the men where everything went before going downstairs to concentrate on the boxes piling up in the kitchen. Fortunately there wasn’t a great deal of furniture; she had ordered herself a new bed and matching wardrobe and chest of drawers and new furniture for Emilia’s room. Otherwise it was only her easel and sundry items to be scattered around the cottage. She had brought few memories of the past.

      The removal men left after making sure the bedroom furniture was set up in the right place and, leaving Emilia to unpack her clothes, Annabel went across to her own bedroom. It looked very different with modern furniture though cluttered with cases and boxes. It was a moment before she spotted him. Peeking out behind a stack of boxes, the blue-eyed stare was unmistakeable. Her stomach clenched and she was about to tell Daniel to go away when she realised it was the painting she could see. She had meant to ask the men to remove it – the frame was large and heavy – but in the flurry of activity had forgotten. As a temporary measure she pulled out a large shawl from her suitcase and draped it over the painting.

      ‘There, that’s better. I’ll have you moved later,’ she said to herself.

      A whoosh of air causing the shawl to flutter was her answer. Then a whisper in her ear, ‘That’s not very friendly, but I’ll let you settle in, m’dear. Bye for now.’ A low laugh then silence.

      Her immediate reaction was did Emilia hear anything? Going to the door she stood listening as her daughter could be heard singing to herself as she unpacked. Good. But she was annoyed with Daniel for hanging around, invisible but making his presence felt. All she could do was focus on making her bed and packing away as many clothes as possible to avoid bumping into boxes. As the room slowly became her own she calmed down and began to enjoy the thought of living there. Even though it might mean sharing with a bossy ghost. It still felt surreal and something out of a book, rather than her own life. Annabel consoled herself with the thought that if the ghost proved too much to handle, she could call in a priest to exorcise him, or whatever they did with ghosts.

      It wasn’t long before Emilia announced she was bored with unpacking and could they go to the beach. Annabel was glad of the break and they grabbed the brand new bucket and spade and a rug and left. The cottage was near a bend on the Rue de Bordeaux, quite a popular road in the north of the island and Annabel held her daughter’s hand tightly as they crossed the road to the beach. The tide was out and Emilia rushed down to the wet sand, laughing and waving the bucket and spade, and Annabel’s spirits soared as she took off her shoes ready for a paddle. It had been so long since she had seen her daughter so relaxed and happy and the mood was catching. After a quick paddle – the water was freezing – they settled down to build a sandcastle with a moat. There were few others on the beach even though it was the Easter holidays and it seemed almost as if this was their own private beach.

      ‘Mummy, there’s a little kiosk at the end of the car park. Do you think they sell ice cream?’ Emilia waved her spade in emphasis and Annabel laughed.

      ‘I’m pretty sure they do but once we’ve eaten our ice creams it’ll be time to go back home. I’ve a lot of unpacking to do, young lady, even if you haven’t.’

      Once they were back in the cottage, Annabel let Emilia watch the television the removal men had connected for them while she unpacked more boxes in the kitchen. She was down to the last couple when she noticed it was gone six o’clock and her daughter’s tea time. Deciding pasta would be a quick solution she boiled a kettle of water and poured it on the pasta in the saucepan. When she went to switch on the hob nothing happened. After fiddling for a few moments she muttered ‘damn’ under her breath and a voice in her ear said, ‘There’s a switch in the cupboard next to the cooker. You might need to switch it on, first.’

      She jumped and looked around. No-one.

      ‘Daniel! Is that you?’ she hissed. ‘We agreed you’d keep out of the rooms downstairs so as not to scare Emilia.’

      ‘Yes, but I’m not visible, am I? And I noticed when the men fitted the cooker they wired it to some sort of switch down here.’ The cupboard opened as if on its own and Annabel peered in and, lo and behold there was a switch in the off position. After switching it on, she tried the hob again and it worked. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or angry.

      ‘Have you been in here watching me since we got back?’

      ‘Not exactly. I was minding my own business in my lookout when I saw you return and then I heard clattering and banging in the kitchen and thought I should see if you were all right.’ She heard a deep chuckle. ‘I can’t help feeling a bit responsible for you, y’know, as your landlord.’

      Annabel went to check Emilia was still engrossed in the television before coming back and closing the kitchen door.

      ‘Look, Daniel, I know you think of this cottage as your own, but it isn’t. Some relative of yours in Australia owns it and can sell it tomorrow if he wishes. Or perhaps not now I have a lease for at least a year.’ She took a deep breath. It wasn’t easy talking to someone you couldn’t see and was, by their own admission, a ghost who had been dead seventy years. ‘I… I came here to make a new start for my daughter and me after a bad few years and it’s going to be almost impossible to relax and enjoy our new home if I’m wondering if you’re following me around, unseen, and can pop up at any time. And you did promise⁠—’

      For a moment she saw a hazy outline of him leaning against the fridge, his arms crossed, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Which, of course, he hadn’t.

      ‘I’m sorry if I’ve upset you, m’dear, but I’ve been used to coming and going as I’ve wished for so long it’s difficult to break the habit. I will try to keep out of your way and let you enjoy my – your home.’ She saw him rub his beard as he continued to stare at her. ‘Had a bad time, eh? Something to do with your late husband, I’ll be bound. Unfaithful was he? Though why any man in his right mind would cheat on a woman with your looks, I can’t imagine. If you’d been my wife⁠—’

      ‘He did not cheat on me! Not that it’s any of your business and as I understand it, you never married. One of those sailors with a girl in every port, I expect.’ Flushed, she turned her attention to the pasta bubbling away on the hob and strained it ready to stir in the ready-made sauce. ‘Excuse me, I need to get something,’ she indicated the fridge and he moved away. Only a few inches and she was aware of his eyes following her every move as she reached for the sauce.‘This is ridiculous! Please leave me alone to make my child’s supper.’

      ‘All right, I’ll go. And, for the record, I didn’t have a girl in every port; there were only ever two or three at any time.’ With that his image faded and there was a rush of air going out the open window. Annabel took deep breaths as she dished up the pasta, adding grated cheese before taking it on a tray into the sitting room.

      ‘Pasta’s ready and for a treat I’ll let you eat it in here while I do some more unpacking. Watch you don’t get any sauce on the sofa, mind, as it’s not ours.’

      Emilia nodded her thanks, eyes glued to the latest episode of Horrible Histories. Annabel returned to the kitchen to unpack the last two boxes, all the while alert for any sound or sight of Daniel. But he seemed to have left and she began to relax and when she unpacked a small portable radio she tuned it into GuernseyFM for some lively pop music. After checking on Emilia, she went upstairs to her bedroom to tackle more boxes. This time she was undisturbed and after an hour or so she went downstairs to announce it was bedtime. After an initial ‘must I?’ Emilia gave in, admitting she was tired after what had been a long and exciting day. It didn’t take long for her to wash and change and was soon snuggled in her new bed, too tired to read as she usually did. A hug and goodnight kiss and then Annabel left to prepare her own supper. She struggled to keep her eyes open after the meal, washed down with a hearty red wine, and it was not much after nine when she made her own way upstairs to bed.

      The room looked pretty and more spacious with the new cream painted furniture, even with a few boxes still unpacked. Before she undressed, Annabel switched off the light and went over to the window to take a look at the night-time view. One or two boats had their lights showing as they prepared to go out fishing and she could just make out some lights on Herm. It was a beautiful and peaceful scene and she felt lucky it was to be her view for at least the next year. Yawning, she closed the curtains and switched on the lights.

      ‘Good God, woman, you’ve turned my room into a tart’s boudoir! And why have you covered up m’portrait?’ Daniel, looking as solid as herself, stood in the middle of the room, arms outstretched and eyes blazing.

      Annabel exploded. ‘My bedroom is furnished for a lady of good taste and not some floozy you bedded when in port. And the dark, old furniture which was here was well past its use-by date. We’re living in the twenty-first century now not the early twentieth.’ She paused. ‘Your portrait will be coming down as soon as I find someone to give me a hand. No disrespect to yourself, but it’s not what I want looking down at me when I’m in bed. I’ll hang one of my own paintings instead.’ She took a calming breath. ‘And why are you here? I asked you to give me some space and I’m tired and want to go to bed.’ Suddenly exhaustion washed over her and she slumped onto the bed, desperate for sleep and closed her eyes.

      ‘You’ve had a long day, which explains you getting upset so easily,’ Daniel said, in the sort of tone she would use to sooth Emilia, ‘so I’ll let you get to bed and promise not to come back this evening. Goodnight, Mrs Easton.’ She felt a slight touch on her hand and when she opened her eyes she was alone. Pulling off her clothes, she crawled under the duvet and was soon asleep.
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      ‘Mummy, Mummy! Come on, it’s time to get up and the sun is shining. Can we go to the beach, please?’

      Annabel rolled over and groaned. Every muscle ached from all the unpacking and running up and down the stairs of the previous day. Opening her eyes she was greeted by a pyjama-clad Emilia trying to pull the duvet off the bed. The light in the room was dim and she had to squint to read the time on her watch on the bedside cabinet 6.45. So much for the anticipated lie-in of the school holiday.

      ‘Morning, young lady. I don’t suppose you checked the time before rushing in to wake me up, did you? The golden rule on non-school days is Mummy has a lie-in until at least eight o’clock. A quarter to seven doesn’t come close, does it?’ She sat up and ruffled Emilia’s long dark hair.

      ‘Sorry, Mummy, I thought it was later. Do you want me to go back to bed?’ She looked so crestfallen with her lower lip wobbling that Annabel had to smile.

      ‘No, run along and get dressed while I have a shower. But the beach will have to wait until I’ve unpacked some more boxes which will be quicker if you help me.’ Emilia agreed and left her to get up and head to the bathroom.

      They had finished breakfast and started on the boxes when the doorbell rang. Glancing at her watch she noted it was not quite nine. Who on earth? Opening the door Annabel was greeted by a short, smiling woman who she guessed to be in her early thirties.

      ‘Hi, I know it’s early but I’ve just dropped my daughter off at nursery and saw you move in yesterday and couldn’t wait to introduce myself. Colette Simon, and I live two doors away,’ she waved to her right, ‘and I’ve brought you this to welcome you.’ She pushed a casserole dish towards her and Annabel was almost too overcome to speak.

      ‘That’s so kind of you, Colette. I’m Annabel Easton and this is Emilia,’ nodding towards her daughter. ‘Please, come on in and I’ll make some coffee.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Colette followed her into the kitchen as she put the casserole on the worktop before putting the kettle on.

      ‘It’s a vegetarian casserole to be on the safe side and don’t worry, I’m a chef with my own restaurant so no fear of food poisoning!’

      Annabel found herself warming to her.

      ‘Although we do eat meat, we also love vegetarian, don’t we, Emilia?’ She looked at her daughter who nodded. ‘And fancy you owning a restaurant! You’ve done well for someone so young, particularly in Guernsey.’ Annabel put coffee in two mugs and added hot water. ‘Milk, sugar?’

      ‘Milk, please. I was lucky as my brother helped me financially with property so expensive here.’ Colette smiled as she took her mug. ‘I assume you must be local or are you here on licence?’

      ‘I was born here but left as a child to move to the mainland with my parents. I was shocked at how much things cost here now and I was lucky to find this place at such a reasonable rent.’ She glanced at Emilia who was looking bored. ‘Why don’t you go and watch some television while Colette and I chat? We’ll go the beach soon, I promise.’

      Emilia brightened. ‘Thank you, Mummy,’ she replied and went off to the sitting room.

      Annabel pushed her hair behind her ear and sighed.

      ‘I have to be careful what I say in front of her as it’s been difficult these past two years. My husband died unexpectedly and coming here is meant to be a fresh start for us both, away from his overbearing family who tried to control our lives.’

      Colette reached out and squeezed her hand.

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss, that’s a tough one. It’s brave of you to come back but I’m sure you’ll love it here and I for one would love us to be friends. I only work part-time in my restaurant at the Bridge while Rosie’s in nursery and it would be good to have a neighbour to chat to.’

      ‘I’d love that, too. I found it hard to make friends in Manchester where I lived with my husband, Clive. My memories of Guernsey are of smiling faces of my friends at Vale school and beautiful beaches. I want my daughter to have similar memories in time.’

      ‘Ooh, you went to the Vale school, so did I. Where did you live?’

      ‘My parents owned the De La Mare vinery near Beaucette so this part of the island is special to me.’

      ‘I grew up down the road from here so we have something in common. Where are your parents now? In the UK?’

      ‘No, they emigrated to Australia some years ago and I don’t have any other family here.’ She sipped her coffee, trying hard not to feel maudlin in the presence of such a bubbly person as Colette. ‘What about your family?’

      ‘Sadly my parents died years ago and my brother Nick looked after me for a while. He’s now married to Jeanne with two children and lives at Perelle. I’ll introduce you sometime and I’m sure you’ll all get on. My husband, Jonathan, is a GP at the practice in St Sampsons, which is the local one. Once you feel more settled you must come round for dinner.’ She hesitated then went on, ‘I knew the old lady who lived here, used to pop into see how she was occasionally as she became more housebound. Doris used to tell me tales about her uncle who built this place, a sea captain⁠—’

      ‘Called Daniel Gallienne who haunts the cottage. We’ve met.’ Annabel grinned at Colette’s shocked expression.

      ‘Did you know it was haunted before you moved in? There was a rumour that he was trying to scare people off taking it.’

      ‘Yes, he tried to scare me off as well but I fell in love with the cottage and decided to take a chance after we came to an agreement.’ She half expected some sign from him to show he was listening in, but there was nothing. Good, he had to keep to what they agreed if she were to stay.

      Colette’s eyes widened. ‘Blimey, I admire your guts, Annabel, I’m not sure I could take on a ghost. Mind you, some of my friends here have had some experience of haunting and one even had to call in a vicar.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Sorry, but I should be on my way to work though I’d love to spend more time chatting. Let’s swap numbers and I’ll call you later.’

      Once they had sent the texts Colette made for the front door, turning to give her a big hug as she reached it. Annabel couldn’t remember the last time she had been hugged and felt a lump in her throat. Don’t get maudlin, now! She smiled at Colette and thanked her again for the casserole. After closing the door she checked to see what was in it and was delighted to see roasted summer vegetables, including new potatoes, courgettes and aubergine. It gave off a delicious herby smell and would be wonderful with crusty bread, she thought. Supper sorted.

      Emilia remained patient a little longer and helped with the unpacking. Annabel had never been a big collector of ‘stuff’, not having had the money to spare after all the bills were paid and there were few ornaments to unpack along with her favourite books. Her biggest extravagance, although strictly a necessity for her work, had been her art materials. The boxes were waiting to be unpacked in the lookout and she planned to leave them until Emilia was in bed. Painting was not a big priority at the moment.

      ‘Right, beach time,’ she said, as the final box downstairs was emptied.

      Emilia jumped up and hugged her. ‘Love you, Mummy. You’re the bestest.’ Laughing, she kissed her daughter, telling her to look for the Frisbee among her toys for a game on the beach. They had an hour or so before lunchtime and then she planned to do a grocery shop.

      The April sun shone weakly through light cloud and they needed to keep moving to avoid feeling chilled and throwing the Frisbee on the beach certainly warmed them up. Annabel realised she was laughing more than she had done for a long time and Emilia’s eyes sparkled.

      The wonderful clean air and the intoxicating smell of the sea provided the tonic they needed and they both had flushed cheeks by the time they returned to the cottage.

      After a quick lunch followed by the trip to the supermarket, Annabel suggested they spend the rest of the afternoon going for a drive around the island; so far all Emilia had seen was a glimpse of St Peter Port from the ferry as they landed and then the road out to Bordeaux.

      ‘I’d like to see where you grew up, Mummy, if it’s not far.’

      Annabel laughed.

      ‘Nothing is far on this island, sweetheart, as it’s only seven miles by five, much smaller than Manchester. My family home’s not far from here and then I’ll show you your new school. Of course, it’s closed now but we have an appointment next week to pop in and see the head teacher. Although I went to Vale school too, the present school’s moved to a new site which I’m keen to see.’ She waved a copy of a small book of maps, ‘This is Perry’s Guide to Guernsey and shows all the roads and the most important places and I’m going to need it as I left when I was your age and I’m sure lots have changed. It may be small, but there are loads of small unmarked lanes to get lost in. Right, let’s go.’

      She turned left out of the drive, heading north and to the area of La Moye and her old home. Along the way Annabel pointed out places she remembered and described the fun she had had with her friends, particularly when they were old enough to go off on their own on bikes.

      ‘Ooh, can I have a bike, please? These roads look much quieter than in Manchester.’

      ‘Let’s see after we’ve got to know the roads better, eh? Oh, and here’s where I used to live.’ She pulled up in a lane near a row of derelict greenhouses, with a cottage just visible behind a granite wall. Switching off the engine she allowed herself to drift back to the day her parents announced they were selling up and would move to England.

      ‘Please can’t we stay here? I’ll miss all my friends and… and school and the beaches and everything.’ Tears poured down her face as she pleaded with her parents. Her mother hugged her and made soothing noises as she saw her father looking the saddest she’d ever seen and the tears increased.

      ‘Darling girl, I’d love nothing better than to stay but we can’t afford to. The growing business has been overtaken by the Dutch and we’re not earning the money we used to. But we’re going to a lovely part of Kent near the south coast and I’m sure there’ll be friends and beaches for you to enjoy.’

      ‘Mummy, are you alright? You look so sad.’ Emilia’s voice broke into her reverie and she turned and smiled at her.

      ‘I’m fine, sweetheart, just thinking about the time when I was a little girl. Shall we go for a walk and I’ll tell you more about it.’

      Annabel loved the chance to let Emilia know more about her own childhood and for her to see where she had lived. Her daughter asked loads of questions and it seemed to draw them closer together. By the time they returned to the car half an hour had passed and Annabel continued driving around the area, taking in the vast expanse of L’Ancress Bay and its golden beach before heading west to smaller bays she remembered from childhood, Ladies Bay and Le Grand Havre where they stopped for an ice cream and a walk on the beach.

      ‘Don’t think there will be beaches and ice creams every day, Emilia, it’s a treat to help you settle in. And for me, too, as I’ve missed Guernsey so much.’

      ‘I understand, Mummy, it’ll be an adventure for us both but I have to go to school and you have to work like everyone else. I do think it’ll be more fun here than in Manchester.’ She laughed and Annabel joined in until they laughed so much they cried.

      Ice creams finished Annabel drove back a different, shorter way to end up at the new Vale school. The granite and white building blended in with the nearby cottages and houses and Emilia loved the bright-coloured activity centre in the playground. From there it proved to be only a short drive to their home in Bordeaux, a pleasant surprise for them both.

      Later that evening, after Emilia was safely in bed, Annabel went up to the lookout to start unpacking her art materials. The sun had set and she closed the curtains on the night sky before unwrapping the protective plastic around her easel. As she set it up her thoughts strayed to a certain navy captain with the brightest blue eyes. Was he there watching her, ready to announce his presence when it suited him? Oh, this is stupid! ‘Daniel, are you here? If so I’d rather see you than have you creep up on me.’ She looked round the room and, after the familiar whooshing sound, she saw him, by the window, arms akimbo and smiling at her.
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      ‘Good evening, Mrs Easton. I wasn’t sneaking around but I’m never far away, my connection to the cottage being so strong.’ He inclined his head toward her.

      ‘Good evening, Daniel. I hope you don’t mind me calling you Daniel? We’re not as formal these days as in your time.’ She couldn’t help smiling at him, as if he were really there.

      ‘No, I don’t mind. May I call you Annabel? Or though I’m not sure the name does you justice. It should be something more… more European, Italian – I know, Annabella. It has a ring to it, more feminine, don’t you agree? I shall call you Annabella,’ he said, with an exaggerated Italian accent.

      ‘If you insist,’ she said, liking the idea despite the absurdity of it. ‘Did you travel to Europe much as a sailor?’

      ‘I wasn’t just a sailor, Annabella, I was a captain of my ship from a relatively young age and made a number of voyages to France, then on to Italy and further into the Mediterranean. On my many voyages afar I’ve seen many sights, some perhaps not fit for a lady’s eyes.’ He stroked his beard, adding, ‘I had meant to write my memoir, describing all my adventures, and see it published but fate had other ideas, as you can see.’ For a moment his bravado disappeared and she saw the sadness in his eyes.

      ‘May I ask how you… died? You were so young.’

      ‘I was, perhaps not much older than yourself, if you forgive the impertinence,’ he smiled. ‘I was injured during the war, commanding a Royal Naval ship caught up in a battle against the Germans. We managed to sink the blighters, but I was hit by shrapnel and left with a weak right leg.’ He paused, his eyes gazing into the distant past. ‘I was invalided out shortly before the end and returned here once we’d kicked the Boche out of the island. Made a mess of the old place, they did, having taken it over while I was away and I had to do some repairs. Took me months. Anyway, one day I had been up here, keeping an eye on the ships coming and going,’ he patted the telescope, ‘and was on my way downstairs when the old leg gave way and I fell right down to the bottom. Broke me neck, apparently.’

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, how sad after all you’d gone through.’ She wanted to hug him but realised it would be foolish in spite of his seeming solidness.

      ‘That’s not the worst of it, stupid doctor thought I’d done it on purpose. Killed myself because I couldn’t cope with my disability. Supposed to use a stick, you see, but never did. Too proud and look where it got me. Dead.’

      ‘Oh, is that why you haven’t, um, moved on to wherever.’ She was beginning to feel out
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