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T

he end, when it came, was quick. And welcome.

It began as a trickle, followed by a rain of pebbles and jagged rocks. And a roar like nothing else. She lifted her head to laugh at the irony of it all and her lungs filled with dust. A boulder trapped her skirts. And another brought welcome oblivion.
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Chapter 1
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The present day

T

here was something peculiarly horrible about this place.  As Charity wandered along the beach the cliffs to her left loomed high over her. They were as stark and threatening as the February grey-green sky which blurred into the sea. Impossible to separate. Ignoring the uneasiness which dogged her, she edged nearer to the water.

She concentrated, instead, on where she was walking. The beach was mostly a gritty sand interspersed with great, grey boulders. Here and there were sluggish trails of a strange liquid which oozed from the base of the cliffs out to sea. When she trod in any, it stuck to her walking boots, making them leaden.

Despite this, it was wonderful to feel the cool, salty air on her skin and breathe in the unadulterated ozone. A dog flashed past and she watched, wanting to share its simple joy in running free along the sand. Hearing a whistle, she turned back towards the harbour and saw a figure in the distance. The springer stopped short, gave Charity an impish look and bounded off in the direction of its owner. The dog’s mischievousness and lust for life made her laugh. Her stomach and throat muscles eased out the sound with difficulty. It was strange to laugh; she was out of practice.

She carried on walking. The only other person visible on the beach was the dog owner. Possibly male, certainly tall and dark-clothed, he was still some way back but gaining on her fast. He waved as he bent down to the spaniel. Charity lifted a quick hand in return and then walked on, soothed by the thunderous boom and hiss of the sea and the occasional call of a seabird. She reached a huddle of flat boulders fringed with seaweed and paused for a moment. She wanted to be on her own. Just her and the sky and the sea. Closing her eyes, she turned her face towards the sharp breeze and took in a lungful of cleansing, salty air and – ouch – crashed down onto her back. Blinking up at the uncaring sky, she lay winded. Too shocked to move, she was ridiculously close to tears. She must have slipped on a slab of rock, greased by saltwater and that peculiar oozy grey liquid.

A wet cold nose thrust into her face, making her gasp. Sitting up, she was confronted by the liver and white springer she’d seen earlier. It bounced around her, showering her in wet sand.

‘Dolly, get off.’ The dog whistle again, accompanied by a yell. ‘Come here now!’

Charity made the most of her reprieve by patting herself down. Finding no injuries, she got up but slipped again, this time landing on her knees. Her walking boots had become ice-skates with the boulder’s rime of muck.

‘Hold on. Here, I’ll help you up.’

A strong warm hand took hers and gently raised her up. Once upright and on safe sand, she observed her saviour. Tall and broad. The dog walker.

‘Are you alright? I waved earlier.’ He nodded to the sea. ‘I was trying to warn you. The tide’s on the turn. You shouldn’t really go any further. You won’t get back in time. It comes in pretty quickly here.’ He steadied her and stepped back.

Charity pulled a face. ‘I’m fine. I think. Just a bit of a shock.’ She began brushing herself down to cover her embarrassment. The back of her thighs were soaked and the knees of her jeans were sodden and disgustingly gritty. ‘No real harm done. Only to my dignity.’ She looked at the man. He’d put the dog on a lead to stop her leaping around.

‘Good. I’m glad. I was hurrying to catch up with you. Was worried you’d get cut off.’ He smiled. 

Charity was only too aware she and the stranger were alone on the beach but, glancing up, she was slightly reassured. He had a kind face. Strong dark brows and a heavy five o’clock shadow. The rest of him was covered up by a beanie, long waxed coat and wellies.

After brushing the sand off it, he held out his hand. ‘Matthew Challoner. Matt to my friends.’ He tugged gently on the dog’s lead. ‘And this is Dolly. Many, many apologies for her lack of manners. She’s still only a baby.’ He grimaced. ‘She gets over excited at all the freedom out here.’

Charity shook her head. ‘Don’t worry. I like dogs.’ She bent to let Dolly sniff her hand and was rewarded with a warm lick of tongue and a frantically wagging tail. ‘Please let her off the lead. I loved seeing her run free.’

Matt did so and, with a bark, Dolly ran off towards the sea.

Charity straightened. ‘I’m Charity Treherne.’ She grimaced. ‘Bit of a mouthful. Apparently my mother was a bit of a hippy. Most people call me Chas.’

‘It’s a lovely name and Treherne’s a good old surname from the south west.’ When she didn’t answer, he added, ‘I don’t like to harp on but -’ Matt gestured to the water now lapping at their feet. ‘May I walk back with you? There’s only one way we can go.’ His dark eyes creased with humour. He nodded towards the cliffs. ‘You wouldn’t get very far up there. They’re far too dangerous to climb. Very unstable.’

Charity followed his look and something cold snaked down her spine. The cliffs still unnerved her. Clapping her hands together in an attempt to warm them up, she replied, ‘I’d like that. And in return, you can tell me what this stuff is.’ She lifted up a boot to show him.

‘Ah! That’s the famous Beaumouth mud.’ Frowning at the sky he tugged up his collar. ‘Thought so. We’re in for rain.’ His eyes were edged with a challenge as he glanced down at her. ‘Up for a bit of a jog? Otherwise we’ll get soaked. When it rains in Devon, it really rains!’

By the time they’d reached the harbour car park, where Charity had parked, it was raining in earnest. They took shelter, getting their breath back, under the awning of a café.

‘Think I’m going in.’ Matt said. ‘I could do with warming up and their coffee is excellent. Dolly will need a drink first, though.’ 

They watched in amusement as the dog took great noisy gulps from a tub by the door, her long ears dangling in the water. 

Matt sighed. ‘I’ve never owned a more unladylike dog.’ He shivered and tucked his hands into his armpits. ‘I don’t know about you but I really need that coffee. Want to join me?’

Dolly, thirst now satiated, gave herself an almighty shake, covering them in water and sand.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Matt said. ‘Again. There’s no such thing as staying clean on a dog walk with Dol.’ He looked down ruefully at his sandy boots and mud-stained coat.

Charity shrugged and smiled. ‘Don’t worry. I’m hardly the picture of elegance myself.’ She gestured to her soaked jeans.

‘Right pair of tramps we are. Come on, let’s get inside, in the warm.’

Charity didn’t normally accept offers of coffee from complete strangers but somehow she felt safe with Matt and his dog. The odd feeling of unease, danger almost, had fled as soon as they’d left the cliffs behind. And he had rescued her. Besides, she was chilled to the bone. Cold wet denim was no aid to thermal insulation. She gave up giving herself reasons and followed him.

They were lucky; a couple was just leaving their table in the window. As she and Matt waited for it to be cleared and wiped, Charity was content to sit and watch.

There were only a few more people around Beaumouth Harbour than on the beach. It wasn’t a popular resort, it seemed. Those who were there were diving into the fossil and gift shops, peering optimistically at the sky in the hope of sun and placating small children with the promise of ice creams. Inside, the café was fuggy with warmth and condensation. A smiling waitress gave Dolly a biscuit causing the yellow Labrador, who was dozing by the till, to lift a lazy head.

Matt caught her look. ‘The county’s very dog tolerant. It’s a very tolerant place generally.’

Charity sipped the hot chocolate she’d ordered. She’d needed comfort rather than caffeine. ‘I like it here,’ she said, realising the truth in her words. ‘So, tell me about that revolting clay stuff on the beach.’

‘The mud flows?’ Matt sat back making his plastic chair creak. He’d taken off his enormous coat to reveal a thick Guernsey. ‘They stream out of the cliffs. Blue Lias is the name for the rocks along the coast here. It’s made up of layers of limestone, clay and mudstone. It’s what makes this bit of coast so unstable. And, trust me, it’s really unstable; cliff falls are common. After we’ve had a bit of rain, you get the mud flows coming onto the beach. They get folk in a mess but they don’t seem to mind too much. The Blue Lias is where the fossils are; that’s what they’re hunting for.’ He gestured outside. ‘There’s a whole tourist industry built on fossil hunting here. You’ll have to go to the museum in Lyme Regis.  It’s not big but it’ll tell you everything you need to know about fossils.’ He leaned forward and waggled his eyebrows, ‘And dinosaurs!’

‘I’ll do that.’ Charity said, enjoying his humour. She shifted uncomfortably. Her jeans were still damp and there was sand gritted into a seam. It was rubbing at her numbed flesh. She really ought to go. Something held her here though, with this genial bear of a man. ‘I don’t know about the Blue Lias but that clay mud stuff, or whatever it is, is amazingly slippery. I’ll be more prepared the next time.’

‘So you’re staying around here awhile?’

‘I don’t know. I think so. The cottage I’ve rented is mine until the summer season starts properly.’

‘What brings you down here?’

Charity hesitated before deciding what to tell him. ‘Oh, you know. I had some time and wanted to explore the place. I’ve always wanted to come here. Maybe it’s the lure of those dinosaurs!’ She clutched at another, more grounded reason to be in the area. ‘And I think I might do a painting course at some point.’ It wasn’t a complete lie.

‘Sounds good. Where’s home?’

‘London.’

‘Ah,’ Matt said and drained his coffee.

‘What do you mean, ah?’ Charity asked, on a laugh.

‘Explains the new walking boots.’

‘Ho ho,’ Charity said, drily. She couldn’t argue that point – she’d bought the boots brand new for this trip. Sensing another question coming, she retaliated. ‘What do you do?’

‘I build boats.’

It went some way to explain the breadth of his shoulders and the tanned complexion.

‘Here and in Lyme Regis,’ he added. ‘Have you been there yet?’

‘Lyme? Yes. The cottage I’m staying in is in Coombe Street. I love the town.’

‘That’s the oldest part and the most quaint. Used to be the old high street. Well, you’ve passed the first test anyway.’

‘What test is that?’ Charity was enjoying the banter. It felt almost like flirting.

Matt peered into his empty cup. He gestured to the waitress for another coffee. ‘I want everyone to love Lyme.’

‘Well, from what I’ve seen so far, I absolutely do.’

‘Good.’ He seemed to be on the verge of saying something else but changed his mind and reached into his coat pocket. It made Dolly sit up in the hope of a treat. ‘I found this where you fell. I think you might be destined to have it as you nearly landed right on it.’ He put the object on the table. It sat in a little puddle of sand on the Formica.

‘What is it?’ Picking it up, Charity turned it over in her hand.

‘A fossil. The beach is full of them.’

‘So, this was once a dinosaur?’ Charity asked wonderingly.

Matt looked abashed. ‘Actually it’s only an ammonite. It swam in the sea. It was a sort of mollusc, I think. Old though. Billions of years old. It’s one of the most complete I’ve come across lately. And very beautiful. Or will be once you clean it up.’

‘Thank you.’ Charity’s eyes shone. Okay, it wasn’t diamonds but in its way it was as precious and, besides, people rarely gave her anything. ‘Thank you so much!’ The ammonite felt warm to her touch, probably residual heat from Matt’s pocket. It was small, a dull pewter in colour and fitted into her palm as if made for it. A perfect spiral, it had sand encrusted ridges running across it in evenly spaced lines. It thrummed against her skin, almost as if it had an energy, a life force. Something flashed quicksilver at the very edge of her vision. There was a swish of velvet against her skin, the smell of wood smoke. In the distance, a young girl laughed. It was a strange, echoing sound that was somehow unearthly. Charity shook her head slightly and put her hand to her temple. Maybe she had a migraine coming on? They had plagued her lately. She suspected it had something to do with the medication she was on.

A shaft of low sunlight speared across the café table. It was later than she thought. She had to go. The longing for a hot bath overcame her.

‘It’s been lovely meeting you,’ she said inadequately, trying not to put an expectant rise at the end of the sentence. They’d met as strangers. He owed her nothing but still – they’d got on so well, had made a connection so instantly. It had felt fated for them to meet. She put the ammonite in her pocket and clasped it tightly. The heat, the energy was still there. Was she being fanciful? Perhaps.

‘We’ll see each other again, I’m sure,’ was all Matt said. 

She rose to go but bent to pet Dolly’s soft, damp head before leaving. The pungent aroma of wet dog rose.

‘You’ll find us in The Anchor in Lyme most evenings, if you’d like to join us,’ Matt added in a neutral tone. ‘I like to get the sawdust out of my throat. And Dolly begs biscuits from the landlady.’

‘Perhaps I’ll see you there then,’ and, with that, she left. The ammonite still burned in her pocket. And a warm glow, from her encounter with Matt, was just beginning to eat into her iced up, frozen heart.
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I

t wasn’t yet light but Charity had already pored over the tide time table with her first coffee and had made her decision. Low tide was due in an hour’s time and it suited her purpose. She needed a walk and unhappiness didn’t want company. A deserted shore sounded ideal. She’d popped into the museum in Lyme, as suggested by Matt; it was very near her rented cottage. Rob, the friendly volunteer, had sold her the tide time table and a short guide to good walks around Lyme. He’d also pointed out the route to the Ammonite Pavement, saying early in the morning on a falling tide was the quietest time to see it. After her encounter with Matt in Beaumouth, it seemed a fitting thing to visit. So, she’d  put on her new walking boots and had picked her way across Monmouth Beach on the western edge of the town.

There were few people about in Lyme Regis this early, and those who were kept themselves to themselves, giving cursory nods or a brief, ‘Good morning,’ as they passed. It suited Charity. She wasn’t in the mood for small talk. Today marked the one year anniversary since her grandfather had died. And she needed to be busy – and alone - to deal with it.

Grandy, the old childish nickname slipped out, would have loved this. The bitter wind sweeping off the sea, the sharp slick of saline it brought, forcing fresh air into your lungs as if determined to do you good. Samuel, in his later years, would have struggled with the terrain though. The huge rounded boulders made it tough walking. Charity gritted her teeth and concentrated on not breaking an ankle. Was there anywhere on this damned coast where you could just go for an easy stroll? Monmouth Beach was rocky at this far end and the seaweed was slimy, and as slippery as the clay at nearby Beaumouth. And it stank. 

But she welcomed the physical effort. Getting out of breath and sweaty distracted her from the hard ball of grief lodged in her gut. And she was determined to find it, this Ammonite Pavement. Rob had insisted no one should visit Lyme and not see it. And today, as the tides were right and she had a burning, desperate need to be physical, it would be the perfect opportunity.

As Charity clambered her way along the beach and rounded the corner of the bay, towards Beaumouth and the Devon border, a sense of achievement filled her. Here the cliffs were darker in hue than at Beaumouth and had sparse vegetation growing but they still had what Charity now recognised as the Blue Lias layers. Above her, gulls wheeled  and mewled against the clouds. While it couldn’t be called a pretty coast, it was certainly dramatic. And, although these cliffs too, lowered against the sky, Charity didn’t get the feeling of heavy doom she’d experienced the other day.

At last, the boulders were fewer and more spaced out and she could walk more easily, without having her eyes glued to where she was going. She took a moment to enjoy the icing sugar froth on the sea as it lapped against the shore, reflecting the watery, post-dawn pink sky. There was no one in sight. It was too early for most folk. Emotion caught in her throat. Her grandfather may well have loved it but he wouldn’t have made it even this far; it would have been impossible for him, especially in the last few months when he’d become frail. Tears threatened but she squashed them down and refused to indulge. Instead, she turned and surveyed the route ahead. Shoving her hands in her pockets, she continued to walk.

A great ledge of grey rock came into view. As she got closer, she could see cream swirls of pattern embedded within, in perfect spirals, just like the patterns in the ammonite Matt had given her. So, this was the Ammonite Pavement.

She spent some time wandering around, peering down at the intricate patterns. The ledge wasn’t flat, as she’d thought when she’d spied it on approach, but gently undulating with the shapes of the ammonites rounded by abrasion from the sea. Some ammonites were tiny, some the size of her hand but some were enormous, over a metre in width. She vaguely remembered what Rob had told her. That when the creatures had died and sank into the alkaline mud on the sea floor, they had been preserved forever, as fossils. He had been right; it was something worth seeing. It was a profound thought that it had all happened over two hundred million years ago – she shook her head in an attempt to even get to grips with such a vast amount of time. It had been here for millennia, a silent witness to history and humankind’s incompetence. It made her feel very insignificant. What were her petty preoccupations in the face of such implacability?

Despite the difficulty in getting here, it had been worth it. Warmed by her efforts, Charity perched on the edge of a boulder and loosened the hood of her parka. She shrugged it down, closed her eyes and lifted her face to the early morning sun. All she could see was pink behind her eyelids, all she could hear was the sea calling the birds. 

Grandy. Her darling grandfather. The petty preoccupations resumed their relentless battering against her brain. After a short, humiliating journey to death, her grandfather had gone. A release everyone had said. The phrase made Charity fiercely angry. She hadn’t wanted him to have a release, hadn’t wanted him to be ill. And she hadn’t wanted him to leave her alone in the Edwardian semi in south London where they’d lived all of her life. The doctors insisted his type of cancer had one of the highest survival rates. But he’d died all the same. 

Charity had been extraordinarily close to her grandparents; they had brought her up. And then, after the death of her grandmother, for a long time it had just been the two of them – herself and her grandfather. Samuel had taken on the role of mother, father and grandparent all rolled into one. And had done a wonderful job. Grandy and Charity, the only family she’d needed. Until recently.

Helen, her mother, had surrendered herself to drink not long after producing the baby she’d named Charity. She’d turned up one day, plonked an eight month old baby on Samuel’s lap and had promptly disappeared into the abyss of London’s alcohol and drug riddled heart. Charity had no idea where Helen was now. She had no idea if she was still alive. Enquiries had been made when her grandmother died but it had come to nothing. Her mother had come to nothing. Her grandparents had taken on the role of bringing her up. 

The thought sprang up again, that her grandfather would have loved this. The early spring sun, with its hint of warmth edging on the breeze. The peace. The urgent smell of sea and sand and seaweed. Pain and anger sawed. Her fingers dug into the boulder beneath her. How could it be that this lump of useless rock had endured for millennia but her grandfather had lasted a mere seventy-six years? Seventy six. It was no age. Not now, when people were routinely living into their nineties.

The wave of grief hit her as new. Overwhelmed her. She tried to blot out the last image she had of her grandfather, the one of him in his hospice bed, and failed. She gave in to the sobbing, her head buried in her knees. Wailing even. The sound rose up to join the catcalls of the gulls, rising into the pale sky, catching on the ragged wind. For a long time she cried and then she sat, with her hands covering her wet face. The luxury of letting it all flood out had been needed.

A sound brought her up short. Maybe pebbles spilled by a careless shoe? Charity wiped her eyes on her sleeve and looked about. She did not want a witness to her grief.

There was no one in sight. She looked left and right and could see no one. Charity checked again, holding her hand to shield her eyes. Near the water’s edge, in the distance, she thought she detected movement. The light, made watery by tears, blurred her vision but she could just about make out a silhouetted shape in unusual clothes. A long, full skirt and a wide bonnet. Odd attire for someone scrabbling about on a beach. Certainly impractical for climbing over and through the rocks. But maybe it was flatter nearer the sea, maybe there was an expanse of sand? Charity fished in her pocket for a tissue, dried her eyes and blew her nose. When she looked again, the figure was gone. She’d probably imagined the whole thing.
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I

t was some days before Charity gathered enough energy to go into The Anchor. She was raw-edged and wrung out with grief and hadn’t felt like company. Hadn’t felt she could be good company to anyone else. Besides, she’d never been all that comfortable with going into pubs on her own, even more so in an unknown town and into somewhere she didn’t know. 

But the thought of meeting Matt again tugged at her. A friendly face. More than that. A man to whom she’d felt a flare of attraction. Her bruised and grief-stricken soul was beginning to want that giddiness of spirit, the mash-up of brain, the inability to form thoughts let alone mould them into coherent sound that results from meeting a man you might be drawn to. Being Samuel’s main carer and working full-time had left little free time. Over the last three years, she could count on one hand the number of dates she’d been on. Those she’d gone out with had been frustrated by the lack of time she had to give. Torn between pleasing them and looking after her grandfather, Charity had come to the conclusion it was simpler not to bother with a love-life. 

And now, for the first time in years, she had the time – and the freedom, to widen her friendship circle. Live a little. Maybe even find a boyfriend? Her thoughts zig-zagged back to Matt. He couldn’t be described as a boy. He was most definitely a man. And the most masculine she’d ever met. She fretted that she’d come across as an idiot when first meeting him. Falling over like that. It hadn’t been that slippery, she just hadn’t been paying attention. She wanted to prove to him that she could string a sentence together. Be the professional, collected person she was in London. Or had been before her grandfather had died.

In her wanderings around Lyme harbour, she’d walked past the pub once or twice. Although in a side street and away from The Cobb, the town’s famous harbour wall, it was always busy, full of locals rather than tourists. It was a square block of a building, utilitarian and not designed to attract visitors, although a few hardy holidaymakers sat on the benches outside. It did not look the sort of place to welcome in strangers, let alone women on their own.

After the episode on the beach, Charity had taken it easy. Treated herself to a chunky best-seller from Lyme’s well-stocked bookshop, enjoyed a cream tea in one of the many cafés, taken long walks along the coast. In the evenings she had cooked herself simple meals and curled up on the sofa with a glass of wine. She had regressed to the days when she was just beginning to  recover from her illness, the affliction that had weighed her down after Samuel’s death. In all the confusion of bureaucracy and arrangements, there had been little opportunity to be quiet, be contemplative. She really thought she’d been going mad. When she’d eventually received counselling, it had been suggested that she was dealing with the loss of her parents as well as the man who had brought her up. That Samuel’s death had acted as a catalyst for all the grief and loss in her thirty years. The drugs had helped and she was still taking some medication but the counselling had helped more. But nothing could solve the fact that her grandparent’s death had left her utterly alone in the world. Charity had no family now.

So, she retreated to Fossil Cottage, licked her wounds, treated herself kindly, made sure she took her anti-depressants. But time was beginning to hang heavy. She was beginning to think it would be nice to have a conversation with someone other than with the taciturn bloke who sold her a daily paper, or passing acquaintances. Besides, the bizarre experience she had had that morning had woken the need for company. Suppressing a flare of panic that she was losing her mind again, she tried not to think about what had happened. 

Screwing up all her courage and resolve and reminding herself she was an independent career woman – or used to be,  she wandered along to The Anchor early one evening, took a deep breath and pushed open the door.

It was dark inside and it took her a second or two to adjust her eyes to the gloom. The babble of chatter didn’t stop and, as far as she could tell, to her relief, no one paid her the slightest bit of attention.

The crush of men at the bar good-naturedly made a space for her so she ordered half a cider and sipped it self-consciously, trying not to look round for Matt too much. She was just about to dig out her book and find a table in a corner somewhere when she heard a cheery ‘Hello’ to her left.

‘You made it! That’s great. Look, it’s a nice evening, shall we go and sit outside? I was just about to order a sandwich, they do good food here. Another drink? Here, let me.’

Matt ordered another cider and a pint of shandy for himself, grabbed a couple of menus and steered her outside. This time Charity definitely attracted some attention. Several catcalls and ribald comments followed them out.

They found a table in the last of the evening sun and settled down. 

‘I didn’t mean to take you away from your friends,’ she began.

Matt shook his head and grinned. ‘I can talk to them any day of the week.’

‘Are you in here most evenings, then?’

He made a rueful face. ‘Curse of having to cook for one. Would rather eat in here. It’s a bit dispiriting, isn’t it? One plate. One bowl. One spoon.’

Charity nodded. She knew that feeling only too well. She was still learning to adjust recipes to cater for just one person. At home for a while, the freezer had been full of Tupperware boxes of leftovers.  But she didn’t want to dwell on that tonight. And, after what had happened that morning, she wanted to stay in the realms of the certain, of the here and now. Looking around, she was aware something was missing. ‘Where’s Dolly?’

‘Dolly’s banned. She’s in the truck.’

Charity was surprised. ‘Why?’ 

‘Last time I brought her in here she got chased by the pub’s Lab, and made a beeline for the kitchen. Nicked two pork chops and the best part of a pound of mince. She’s in disgrace.’

Charity laughed. ‘What about the Labrador?’ 

‘Oh, his roving days are most definitely over. He’s booked in for the snip,’ at this Matt winced comically. ‘And until he’s done, Dolly has to stay in purdah.’

‘Poor Dolly.’

‘Poor Dolly nothing,’ Matt said, robustly. ‘She gets a bit of steak from my sandwich most nights. They’re very good here, by the way. Shall I order?’

‘A steak sandwich would be great.’

‘Chips?’

‘I’ve walked from Eype over to West Bay today so I’m ravenous. Yes please.’

‘It’s the sea air,’ Matt said simply and went back into the pub.

When he returned, he settled back on the bench with a gutsy sigh. He eased out his shoulders and grimaced.

‘Hard day?’

‘Busy.’ He flicked a stray curl of wood shaving off the sleeve of his rugby shirt. ‘Getting a boat finished for a client in a hurry to put it on the water before the season starts. Get knots in the shoulders sometimes.’ He took a great gulp of his pint. ‘How are you settling into Lyme?’

Charity didn’t answer for a second, watching fascinated. The space he filled sparked with testosterone. It was a shock spending time with such a masculine being after all her hours alone. She shook some sense into her head and concentrated. ‘Fine. I’m fine. It’s a lovely place.’

‘Have you got a car?’

Charity nodded.

‘There’s some really interesting places to drive to which aren’t far away. Sidmouth, Dorchester, Beer.’

‘Beer?’

Matt tapped his pint glass and grinned. ‘I know, fantastic name. It’s a pretty little fishing village. Always feels Cornish to me. Full of the ghosts of smugglers.’

At the mention of ghosts, Charity shivered.

Matt noticed. ‘You okay? Cold?’

She didn’t know him well enough to share what had happened that morning. What she thought may have happened. She needed to think it over herself, unpick it. 

‘We can go inside if you prefer. Or you could tell me what’s wrong?’

The arrival of their food interrupted the need for Charity to answer. As they ate, memories of that morning on The Cobb flickered unwillingly into her consciousness.

She’d woken early after a typically restless night’s sleep. Through the skylight window in her attic bedroom she could see the sunrise was glorious; the sky washed a dewy pink and lilac. It was far too beautiful a morning to waste. She’d wandered away from the huddled and damp confines of Lyme’s old town along Marine Parade, the promenade which stretched parallel to the sea from town to harbour and had been drawn to The Cobb. She couldn’t resist it. The ancient sea wall lay dozing in the sunshine, curved and gleaming like a jewelled dragon. As there was little wind, she took the steps up to the higher part and walked along the top. It had been both exhilarating and nerve-wracking, as the wall was uneven and sloped dramatically, on its outer edge, down to the water below. When she reached the end, furthest away from land, she’d stopped to drink in the view.

Lyme Regis was glamorous in the early morning light, with the prettily coloured houses along Marine Parade glowing like beads in a necklace. Other buildings clung further up, in a jumble of rooftops, higher into the river valley. It was notoriously unstable land, Rob in the museum had said. As it had been a wet winter, the cliffs along the beach at Charmouth to the east and at Beaumouth to the western fringes, had been slipping continually. From her vantage point, Charity could see where it had happened. Along the curve of the Jurassic Coast, livid grey scars gaped where the land had crashed onto the beach below. The coastline was being eaten. Rob warned her about going too near the cliffs as a slip could happen any time.

‘Sadly, it’s also a good time to find fossils, after a land slip,’ he’d added. ‘There’ll be idiots clambering around, trying to find the next ichthyosaurus. Take my advice, if you want to go fossiling, go on a guided walk with someone who knows what they’re doing. If you get caught under a cliff fall, chances are you’re a goner.’ Remembering how the cliffs at Beaumouth had made her feel, fear crawled down her spine at his words and she’d given him her promise.

Charity had wandered back, enjoying the powerful beat of the sea on the wall. As she neared land, with Monmouth Beach to her left, a fierce odour of brine and seaweed hit her. She stopped, trying not to breathe it in. The sun was higher now and dazzling. She hoped she wasn’t coming down with another migraine. Her senses, especially smell and sight, were always heightened before one. The light in the sky was too beautiful to resist, so taking out her phone, she took a few pictures to distract herself. Here, the cliffs were less dramatic, lower and covered in dense vegetation and stunted trees. If the cliffs at Beaumouth had struck her as evil, there was something secretive about the ones which formed the backdrop to Monmouth Beach. A movement was picked up by her phone’s viewfinder and Charity shoved it back into her pocket, irritated that her solitary enjoyment of the morning was about to be interrupted. She screwed up her eyes against the light and watched as a figure picked her way over the pebbled beach. It was a woman. She wore a full skirted coat over a bulky dress and a wide-brimmed bonnet. Was it the same person she’d glimpsed through her tears, when crouched over the Ammonite Pavement? Again Charity thought the outfit a peculiar choice. Then the light began to flicker and waver, to bounce up from the hard surface of the sea wall. Charity felt herself sway. Damn. Maybe she was in for a migraine. As the odd figure neared the wall, she looked up at Charity and stared challengingly. And then vanished.

Charity’s eyes fixed on the spot where the woman had been. Nothing. There was nothing but the sea and the sky and the pungent stench of rotting seaweed. Her stomach rolled and she fell to her knees, legs shaking so much she feared she would tip off the wall onto the rocks below. Scrabbling at her phone, with frozen, useless fingers, she scrolled through the photographs she’d just taken. There was the beach, with its untidy collection of huts and moored boats and the low cliffs in the background. No people. Certainly no girl in outlandish, impractical clothes.

The insistent pulse of a headache began. Charity put a thumb to her temple and tried to massage the pain away. Were her eyes playing tricks? Through the fog in her brain, she became aware of someone making their way up the steps at the end of the wall. A couple, with a brown Labrador pulling on a lead. 

‘Are you alright?’ the man asked, against the soundtrack of his dog stentorian panting.

‘Yes,’ Charity managed. Standing up, blinking hard, she forced a brighter tone. ‘I dropped my phone.’

‘Sure, it’s as well you didn’t drop it in the sea,’ the woman added, unnecessarily. She had a strong Irish accent. ‘Although you wouldn’t be the first on here to do that! Come on Mr Darcy, let’s get you on the beach for a run.’

They said goodbye and left. Charity watched as they tried to navigate the top of the wall while being pulled along by the dog. She felt utterly numb.

Pulling up the hood of her parka, she’d scanned the beach once more. Still nothing. She’d scrubbed at her eyes, blinked and then blinked again. The sun had been strong and she’d forgotten her sunglasses. Must have been a trick of the light. Because, if it wasn’t, just what had it been?

And now, watching Matt devouring his sandwich like a man starved, she wondered if she was going mad again. The threatened migraine hadn’t made an appearance but she’d made sure to take some preventative pills just in case. Maybe they had stopped it taking hold? She’d been thankful; a bad migraine could floor her for days. That must have been it. A type of pre-migraine hallucination. She’d heard of such things. It could be the only possible explanation.

‘Is your food good?’

Charity broke out of her reverie. ‘Thank you, yes.’

‘So, you know what I do for a living. Can I ask you the same question?’

Charity took time to chew, it was hard to forget the image of the woman from this morning and concentrate on small talk. After a minute or so she answered, ‘I’m a beautician.’ She saw his eyebrows rise. ‘Surprised?’

‘I am a bit, I suppose.’ Matt had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘You don’t look the type.’

‘The high maintenance sort?’ Charity snorted and looked at her naked fingernails. She hadn’t a scrap of make up on and her scruffy jeans and old jacket were distinctly dowdy. ‘Well, I’m not your usual beautician,’ she admitted. ‘I work for a charity within the NHS. I’m a therapeutic beautician. I do make up consultations for women who have had chemo or facial reconstruction, or have bad scarring.’ She had Matt’s full attention now. ‘They often lose confidence in their appearance. I give them pampering sessions, advice on how to disguise any blemishes, that sort of thing.’

Matt sat back on his bench, sandwich temporarily forgotten. ‘I’ve never heard of anything like that. That’s an amazing thing to do!’

‘Well, not really.’ His enthusiastic approval made Charity shy. It felt good that her job was so obviously appreciated and the image of the woman from the beach began to fade.

‘I think it is.’ 

There was a note in his voice. One of pain. Of experience. Charity didn’t want to pursue it. She didn’t have to. Matt changed the subject.

‘So come on, come clean, what brings you to Lyme? Holiday?’ 

‘Sort of.’ Charity put her knife and fork down and scrunched up the paper serviette. ‘I had a bit of time owed to me so decided to take off down here. And I’ve always enjoyed painting if I ever have any free time, so I really might do that course.’

Matt looked amused. ‘You don’t like talking about yourself, do you?’

‘That’s possibly true.’ She smiled. ‘I think I’ve got out of the habit of talking much to people.’

Matt nodded. ‘Some days, if the workshop is quiet, I end up talking away to Dolly.’ He grinned. ‘She’s surprisingly good company.’

‘Dogs are. We had a Staffie when I was growing up.’ Charity leaned back, replete. ‘That was good, thank you.’ She glanced up. ‘Just as well there are patio heaters out here. It’s getting cold now it’s gone dark.’

It had. Long shadows reached into corners and a smell of sea-damp eased out of the night.

‘We can always go inside.’

Charity shook her head. ‘Maybe another time. I’ve had a long day. That sea air makes you hungry but it also knocks you for six. I’m shattered. Thank you, though. It’s been nice.’

A man came out to collect their plates. ‘Alright Matt?’ It was the Labrador’s owner. He did a double take when he saw Charity and frowned. ‘Hello, my lovely. Your phone okay?’

Charity nodded and began to zip up her coat. ‘Yes thanks. No harm done.’ She caught Matt looking curious and added, ‘I managed to drop my phone on The Cobb this morning.’

He shook his head. ‘Not sure you’re safe to be let out. Terry, this is Charity Treherne. Charity, this is Terry. Our esteemed landlord.’

Charity stood up. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Likewise.’ Terry gathered their plates and glasses onto a tray, put it on the table and stretched out his back. ‘God, this job doesn’t get any easier. You on holiday, then?’

Charity caught a ripple of amusement from Matt. ‘Yes, a sort of extended one.’

‘Treherne. Treherne.’ Terry took out a packet of cigarettes and lit one. ‘There was a Treherne family lived roundabouts here donkey’s years ago. You related?’

‘I might be, I suppose. I think my grandfather’s family came from around here somewhere.’

Terry nodded. ‘That’ll be it then. Name’s not all that common.’ He settled on the bench, next to Matt and seemed to want to talk.

Charity shoved her hands in her pockets. ‘I was just off.’ She smiled apologetically. ‘Had a long day.’

‘Well, you were certainly up at sparrow’s fart this morning.’ He nudged Matt. ‘She was on The Cobb when we took Mr Darcy out.’

Matt’s eyes asked the question. 

‘Couldn’t sleep,’ she explained.

‘Well, it was a beautiful morning,’ Matt shrugged. ‘If you’re around that early again, pop into the workshop. It’s just round the corner from here. I’m always there by six. I make excellent coffee.’

‘Thank you. I might just do that. And now I really must go.’ 

‘Wouldn’t go in there, love. Not with that mad mutt around,’ Terry grumbled.

‘Who you calling Dolly a mutt? If you’d had that Lab’s balls chopped off, I wouldn’t have to keep her in the truck.’

Charity called a goodnight but they weren’t listening. As she walked off, their good-natured bickering echoed off the old, dark walls of the ancient street and followed her until she reached the brightly lit amusements on Marine Parade.
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he next day dawned cold and blustery. A vicious squall hit Charity as she turned out of Coombe Street on her daily walk to buy a newspaper. An old habit, one she’d picked up when her grandfather first became ill. Only in south east London the wind had never seemed quite so fierce and the rain rarely as wetting.

‘Be like this until the tide turns, I reckon,’ said the lugubrious guy in the newsagents as he handed over her change.

It wasn’t a day for walking. More one to stay inside, in the warm. Charity stood for a second watching the turbulent waves crash into the sea defences. One or two birds were caught on the wind and shrieked as they were lifted away. Definitely not a day to be outside. She made up her mind. She’d been in Lyme for over a week now and hadn’t even begun to investigate what had brought her here. To do so would be to bring the memory of her grandfather too sharply into focus. Shoving the paper inside her coat and zipping it up to the neck, she found herself in front of the museum again. Sheltering against the wall, she took a minute, realising it wasn’t yet open. It was an eccentric-looking  building, ornately red-bricked and turreted – but looked invitingly warm. She spotted Rob standing at one of the arched windows which formed the entrance hall. He waved as he unlocked the door. An image of the peculiar woman on Monmouth Beach rose unwillingly in her mind. If she was real, maybe Rob would know who she was? A local eccentric probably. Not that it explained how she’d vanished into thin air. Charity shuddered at the memory. She took a deep breath and went in.

Rob was evidently delighted to see her again. He chattered away, explaining he volunteered at the museum in between training as an accountant in Honiton. He took her entrance money, described the layout and where best to begin the tour. Charity, diving in when he stopped talking long enough to take a breath, asked if there was anything in the museum concerning a family with the name of Treherne. She also asked if Rob might know of an eccentrically dressed woman who inhabited Monmouth Beach.

He pursed his lips, thinking. Flicking back a lock of dark-red hair and shoving his glasses up his nose, he answered her last question first. ‘Fossil hunter maybe? Doesn’t sound like anyone local. I know most of the ones who live in Lyme. Probably someone down for a holiday. As for the Treherne family, nothing rings a bell but have a look round and see what you can find.’ He went on to suggest cheerfully, ‘And if you still draw a blank, maybe we need to give John Upton a ring. He’s the area’s unofficial historian.’

Charity thanked him and wandered through the ground floor room, full of displays about ancient Lyme. None of it was particularly interesting to her but she was entranced by a model of the original, wooden Cobb wall. A group of school children, clutching clip-boards, gaggled around her and she followed them up the spiral staircase. She stopped dead at an enormous ammonite, tucked into an elaborate niche in the wall. She wanted to reach out and touch it but didn’t dare. There was something magical about these fossils, with their eerily perfect spirals. She thought back to the one Matt had given her, currently displayed at the cottage. It had seemed appropriate to have a fossil in pride of place on the mantlepiece of a house called Fossil Cottage. When holding the ammonite, she could swear it still held heat. A life-force thrummed from it, even something slightly disturbing. The clatter of a dropped clip-board made her jump and she continued her climb to the next floor.

Up here, off the galleried landing, were rooms with yet more history of Lyme Regis. The place was jam-packed with stuff. Going into one, Charity was startled by the fossilised remains of a giant dinosaur which overwhelmed one wall. Venturing closer she read it was an ichthyosaurus. Or part of one. So this is what Rob had referred to the other day. Although the long Latin name meant nothing to her, Charity could imagine the thrill of digging in the rock and finding one of these monsters. There was a more complete model of the animal too. At least five or more metres long, with a long snout reminiscent of a modern day dolphin but with peculiarly large eye sockets. There were yet more ammonites displayed in here and information about Mary Anning, Lyme’s famous nineteenth century fossil hunter. For a second Charity was taken aback at the painting of Mary in full fossil hunting kit. She looked disturbingly like the woman who had appeared to her on Monmouth Beach. Had she glimpsed the ghost of Lyme’s famous scientist? ‘But that would be farcical,’ she murmured, to the bemusement of one of the children nearest to her. ‘Ghosts don’t exist, do they?’ The child gave her a startled look and hurried off.

Looking closer at the image of Mary Anning, the resemblance to the woman who had frightened her so much faded. The figure on Monmouth had had a glare so mesmerisingly evil it couldn’t be mistaken. Or forgotten. Fear curled coldly within Charity at the memory.

In an attempt to distract herself, she concentrated on why she’d come in to the museum. At least she’d made it inside this time. On her previous visit, she’d only got as far as Rob in the entrance hall. She’d dipped out of going any further, citing the lovely weather as an excuse not to visit. In reality, she was afraid of what she might find. Giving herself a mental shake and wondering what had happened to the confident woman she used to be, she carried on looking around. Somewhere in here there must be a clue about what Samuel had obliquely referred to as the ‘Treherne family curse.’ She suspected it was why, although her grandfather had talked a lot about Lyme Regis and Beaumouth, he always refused to bring her. It was only when he was delirious from the pain, near the end of his life, that he had spoken in disjointed sentences about a boat, about the sea, about Beaumouth’s notorious tidal pull. About a drowning tragedy. By then it was too late to ask him anything and expect a coherent answer. Charity had half dismissed it as the ramblings of a dying man in the throes of morphine. Drugs did weird things to people. She knew that only too well.

She glanced in at the new wing of the museum and admired the stunning view it had of the beach and along to The Cobb. The wind hurled rain at the windows. It made her remember cosy Sunday afternoons curled up with her grandfather watching the television. They’d walk the dog in Crystal Palace Park, eat the traditional roast he’d always insisted on and hunker down in front of an old black and white film. Affection for him and their life together engulfed Charity. Her grandfather had given her so much. 

When Charity had reached her twenties, Samuel had become concerned she was spending too much time at home with him, not having a social life of her own. He’d pointedly developed interests of his own, ones that didn’t include his granddaughter. He hadn’t been able to hide his relief when Charity began socialising more with work colleagues, even going clubbing with best friend Louisa. 

For Charity though, especially on wet Sunday afternoons, there had been no place better than the sagging sofa with the dog and her grandfather. And then, as Samuel’s cancer bit, she was content to eke out the remaining time they had together by being his support.

To Charity’s amazement Samuel had left her enough money to live on without ever having to work again. Once all the tedious legal stuff had been dealt with, she had found herself a wealthy woman. It was his generous donation to Lyme’s RNLI station which had re-kindled her curiosity in the family tragedy he’d hinted at. During his life Samuel had never shown any interest in charities and certainly not in lifeboat rescue. They hadn’t exactly needed its services in Forest Hill. Why had he left such an enormous donation to it after his death? In the blur of the grief-soaked days following his funeral, Charity had been so ill she’d been unable to work. They’d given her some extended leave and she’d made her decision. She would go to the Jurassic Coast, to where the Devon and Dorset county lines met. She would investigate the story that had preyed on Samuel’s mind until his very last days. It seemed a fitting tribute.

Not that she was getting very far. Charity bit her lip in frustration. Wandering round the museum, fascinating though it was, didn’t seem to be shedding any light on her family mystery. She was drawn to a tale of a sea rescue involving a dog licking a sailor back to life, some claiming it began the myth of Lassie but it didn’t mention anyone by the name of Treherne. She was getting nowhere fast.

Even so, she lingered. Hearing the storm lash rain at the windows she’d rather be inside than out in the wet and cold. Besides, there was something other-worldly and cocooning about the place. She went up to the top floor and studied the information about the many literary and artistic figures who had visited Lyme, or who had made it their home. There was a surprising amount.

She was half hoping for information about ghostly sightings in the town. The rational part of her scoffed inwardly at the very notion. The disappearing woman had been simply a trick of the light. That was the only explanation, she repeated to herself as a mantra. As she’d said to the little girl earlier, ghosts simply did not exist.

A rumbling stomach reminded her she’d missed breakfast. Glancing at her watch, she saw, to her surprise, that it was nearly midday. She’d been in here for over two hours. Following the school children as they clattered back down the spiral staircase, she joined in the ruckus as they clustered in the shop, fridge magnets and cuddly toys getting them far more excited than the entire museum put together.

Rob’s voice called over the noise. ‘Find what you were looking for?’ He was still in his position behind the counter but was shrugging on a waterproof. He nodded a goodbye to the woman who had taken over and came to join Charity as she was hunting through some postcards.

‘I didn’t but I enjoyed my visit all the same.’ She smiled up at him. He was nice-looking with his dark auburn hair and intelligent eyes behind the glasses. ‘I must come back. I don’t think I did justice to everything that’s in here.’

‘Packed isn’t it? I like my museums like this though. Stuffed with stuff. I was just going to grab some lunch, do you fancy joining me?’

As an answer, Charity’s stomach rumbled again. She was starving.

They dashed through the puddles and went into a tiny café opposite. As it was early, they had the pick of tables, so chose the best one in the window. ‘Come half term, the town will be heaving again,’ Rob said as they settled into their seats.

‘Sounds as if you’ve lived here for a while. You’re from Lyme Regis, then?’

Rob shook his head. ‘Nottingham originally but Mum and Dad were desperate to move south, so we decamped when I was ten.’ He stared out through the rain-spattered window. ‘It was an upheaval at the time but I love it here now.’

They gave their order and Charity smiled at him. He seemed thoroughly cheerful, uncomplicated even, someone she would have liked as a younger brother. No chance of that though, not with a mother like hers. Then again, maybe Helen had gone on to have more children? Who knew? It was an odd idea; that she might have siblings she knew nothing of. To stop her thoughts drifting down that particular route, Charity resorted to small talk and enquired about the man sitting opposite her.

Rob didn’t need much persuading. He  told her about how much he loved volunteering at the museum, about his sister studying in Exeter, how the town got horribly crowded in the summer and there was never anywhere to park, how much he liked living by the sea. Then, just as their food arrived, he rapped a knuckle on the window and waved at someone navigating the narrow pavement on the other side of the street.

‘It’s Matt,’ Rob explained. ‘He owns the boat building school at Beaumouth.’

Charity followed his gaze. Matt, in his familiar beanie hat and duster coat, crossed the road, made faces at them through the window indicating what he thought about the weather and disappeared around the corner.

‘I’ve met him,’ she said. ‘He told me he was a boat builder.’
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