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The car twisted its way down the steep toll road almost by itself. Gillian could not drive, not the real Gillian she knew she’d lost. Another, some other part of her, that her old self was a stranger to, she knew how to drive. That was the Gillian, who’d got born as he died,. That one knew how to turn the wheel, change gear, accelerate, brake. But that was not her. 

‘Why did you abandon me?’ the cry wailed through her head again.

She shook her head to clear the fog as found herself pulling up in the car park. She stopped, shut the car door quietly and stood fussing in her purse for the parking fee.

‘Who’s there?’ A light went on above and a head peered at her out of the casement. 

‘It’s Mrs Ash from Kitnor.’ 

‘Ah, I thought I recognised ‘y. There’s no charge for locals, an’ anyroad you live’s yere now.’ The face smiled down at her. ‘You’m up bright and early. In a hurry to get there, be ‘ee?’ 

She still couldn’t work out if the voice was male or female, and the face gave no clues. 

‘Be’y goin’ to walk all the way?’

‘The furniture’s coming later. It seemed good to get here early and I wanted to see the dawn,’ she confessed. ‘It’s the first day of autumn.’

‘So ‘tis, so ‘tis. I think I’ll let ‘y see it in alone though.’ The face grinned down at her now, as if she was a small child. ‘Has to keep a look out that us don’t get no youngsters up to high tricks in the woods, in the middle of the night, but I can see y’re one of us. I’m going back for me bed, good morning to ‘y.’ The head disappeared and the lock unclicked.

Closing the gate quietly behind her, Gillian slipped onto the forest path, that climbed up to the valley in the sky.

The dank stone tunnels at the beginning of the path brought back memories of his face, grey with pain, matching the colour of the rock in which she found him. She hurried through, emerging with relief into the light and stopped still for a moment, breath coming fast and heart pounding, and she hadn’t even started up the one-in-four hill climb yet. She swallowed a mouthful of water from the spring that chuckled up out of the rock by the tunnel entrance, then resumed her trek up through the dark trunks and half-naked branches. Her feet rustled in the orange-brown chestnut leaves ripped off by the recent storm.

The arms of the forest enclosed her, hugging her, almost stifling in its closeness as the soft west wind breathed down her neck. Its voice accosted her, called her, pushing its loneliness to embrace her own. 

Where have you been? The forest’s questions came again, beating on her mind. Why have you been away so long? Why did you abandon me?

Gillian shook her head again. Glancing round, she saw she’d come further than she thought, nearly to the top. One more turn of the crooked path that snaked its way up the cliff and she would see the tops of her own chimneys as they climbed out of forest. The spire of the tiny church, perched on its roof like a witches hat, would peer up at her through leaves.

She rounded the bend and ran down the hill to the track-way up to the cottage.

There was no-one here. For just this moment none but the forest knew she was here. Gillian savoured the time.

Softly she made her way up to her own gate, passed through and climbed the steps to her own front door. The key turned silently in the lock and she entered the dim quiet. It was truly quiet here, but for the raging laughter of the fast running streams that chased down the hill behind, and watered her garden out the front.

Standing still, she held herself in that moment of possession, then walked slowly around the cottage as in a dream, touching stone walls, stroking door frames, like an animal nuzzling against her master after years of lonely neglect.

A dark grey shadow appeared at her feet.

‘Agatha?’ The cat twined her legs, purred in answer. ‘How is it you’re still here? I thought you gone long ago, with him.’

She bent to stroke the soft damp head, the golden eyes looked up into her own, gave her a long, slow blink, before the cat turned about and went back out of the still open door, indicating Gillian should follow. Together they crossed the graveyard and climbed the crumbling stone wall to the path down to the sea.

‘Be careful Gilly!’ Nick had told her. ‘The path’s falling away down the cliff. There ought to be a sign!’ 

In her mind’s eye she saw him still, leaning over the churchyard gate to watch her progress. He’d refused to go with her that spring morning. Laughing, she’d clambered over the fallen boulders and brambles and gone anyway. Later, when she returned to him, they had making a pact to reclaim the land that was slowly slipping back into the sea. 

‘I don’t want to lose you to a landslide’ he’d said. But it was she had lost him.

The white beards of fire-weed and thistles hung now about the bank, clung to her shoulders as she passed. Ferns hid the edge of the stream but the narrow path was open as if someone still walked this way now and then. It seemed it had been reclaimed, although she and Nick had done nothing to help. He had postponed their pact to the land until she had fulfilled the joys of her own heart, following him in his wild travelling. 

The cat stalked off ahead of her now, down the path to the sea. She followed. A timeless time of simply putting one foot in front of the other without any need to think of past or future. The stream ran deep and quiet in its bed of boulders, the steady drip of last night’s rain from the trees the only sound. 

Now, she could hear the sea, like having a seashell to her ear. Rounding a bend, the trees parted to show the sea cave and the sea came loud now. A bare mile from the cottage but only now could she see and hear it. So close, yet invisible and inaudible until now. Beside the path the stream bellied out into a pool before scurrying down the gully of rock, full of autumn rain, into the cave.

Cat and woman skirted the pool headed into the tunnel which led into the sea cave. The way sloped down before them. Gillian could smell the salt. 

Unlike the manmade Victorian folly-tunnels at the beginning of the path, this one had been carved by the stream and the sea. The stream had begun it, trickling through a fault in the rock until it reached the beach. Then the sea pressed in from the other side, incessantly stroking the rock like a persistent lover, until the weaker stone gave way, allowing passage. Nick had begged her never to come here, and never on her own. The tide rose very high and very fast, sweeping into the cave






































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
.
P -’,;’w' 4:-# p

e

\Elem ‘Sentjfefr






d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





