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Prologue

Passing Places

1993

‘Tell me about when you were a little girl at Jericho’s End,’ I said. It wasn’t that I needed to hear her stories again, for they were engraved on my memory for ever, it was just that her thin, silvery thread of a voice was all that seemed to keep her connected to life – and to me.

After the last round of chemotherapy, her curling, red-gold hair had returned in the form of an ashy down, and her hand in mine, once so strong and capable, seemed to have turned into a bird’s claw, dry as a bundle of fine twigs and cool to the touch. Painkillers had smoothed out the lines in her hollowed face and clouded her blue-grey eyes with vagueness.

‘It’s me, Marnie. Can you hear me, Mum? Auntie Em’s dropped me off after school, but she’s going to come in and see you later, when she picks me up.’

‘Marianne, not Marnie,’ Mum corrected, with an echo of the old touch of reproof.

The hospice was so quiet that you could hear the bees buzzing among the lavender bushes in the garden, and only the purposeful footsteps of the nurses going briskly and competently about their work broke the drowsy spell.

‘Mum?’ I tried again. ‘Remember when you were a little girl and lived at Jericho’s End, and what you and your friends saw when you were playing among the stones by the Fairy Falls? Tell me that story,’ I pleaded.

‘Jericho’s End …?’ A light seemed to glimmer in her eyes for a moment and the fleeting ghost of a smile touched her lips.

‘Ice-cream … and angels,’ she sighed ecstatically on an exhaled breath, as if she’d had a glimpse through the doors of Heaven, and spotted the Angel Gabriel driving the celestial version of a Mr Whippy van – and then, in an instant, she was gone.

Even at twelve, you know when the butterfly has flown and the chrysalis is an empty husk, but I sat there holding her hand and wondering if the journey from birth to death wasn’t a straight line at all, but a circle, until Aunt Em came to fetch me.




1

French Leave

Early 2017

When my mobile rang, I was digging up early potatoes in the walled garden of a vast and castellated French château, though not the one belonging to my adoptive family, the Ellwoods, which was an altogether more modest affair about forty miles away, in the Dordogne. I fished the phone out of my pocket with an earthy hand.

‘Marnie? Good news!’ announced Treena Ellwood, who filled the dual role of my almost-twin sister and best friend, sounding as if she was standing next to me, rather than back in the UK. ‘I just heard on the grapevine that Mike got married again early last year. I thought there must have been a good reason why he suddenly agreed to the divorce.’

‘He’s … remarried?’ I repeated, slowly. I spared a fleeting thought for his newest victim, but my overwhelming feeling was that one final shackle holding me to the past had finally fallen away. I found I was staring at the ice-blue sky, wondering if I still remembered how to fly.

And as I stood there, phone in hand, the memory of my brief marriage escaped the dark corner of my mind in which I’d hidden it and slithered out to taunt me for the reckless, loving fool I’d been.

It had been a whirlwind romance and I’d blithely followed a trail of rosy delusions right up to the altar within two months of meeting Mike Draycot. I’d assured everyone that despite the short time we’d known each other and the age difference – he was ten years older – we were true soulmates … though, later, I found it hard to think of anything we shared.

But then, I wasn’t the malleable, emotionally damaged person he thought I was; he just caught me at a low ebb. I was strong, prone to be acerbic and fiercely independent, and yet Mum’s death when I was twelve had left me with a deep feeling of insecurity. My adoptive family’s recent decision to sell up their home and garden centre business in the UK, and to relocate to an old château in France, had stirred up that feeling all over again. Somehow it felt like a second betrayal.

Mike had seemed so understanding and sympathetic. I’d told him more about how I felt than I’d ever revealed to anyone, even Treena, and since his first wife had died tragically young, we seemed to have a bond of loss in common.

He was charming, very clever and emotionally manipulative in ways I’d never even thought of. I had no idea what I was letting myself in for.

Mike was a wiry man with the deceptively skinny physique of the runner, and had attractively spiky silver and black hair, bright dark eyes and an engaging smile.

He owned the veterinary practice in Merchester where Treena was providing a year’s maternity cover for one of the staff, which is how I came to meet him. Treena, however, was the only member of the family who didn’t think Mike was the perfect man for me, right from the start.

‘He’s a good vet, but the animals don’t like him,’ she’d warned me, before the wedding. ‘And he’s the only vet I know who doesn’t have pets of his own.’

She herself had two dogs and three cats, and for the last year I’d shared a small rented cottage with her and her menagerie on the edge of Merchester, where the Ellwoods ran their garden centre. Just before I met Mike, my adoptive family had fallen in love with the rundown Château du Monde in France, which came with extensive grounds and outbuildings, a lake and campsite. With hard work, it would provide a home and a living. Unlike her married older brother and her sister, Treena herself had decided to stay put in the UK and I’d been in two minds whether to go or stay. There were gardens to restore at the château and the Ellwoods hoped eventually to set up a garden centre there, too. But moving to France had never been my dream. In any case, I was successfully working my way up the gardening hierarchy of the Heritage Homes Trust, and had just been offered a promotion at a property in the North-East.

Falling for Mike scuppered both those options, though he seemed to understand my ambition to become a head gardener one day, as well as sharing most of my aims in life … and really, I can’t imagine how I got that impression, because it wasn’t long before I realized that he was intent on making me over in an entirely different pattern of his own design.

But of course, the benefit of hindsight is a wonderful thing. And at first he was very subtle in his technique: one small thing after the other, each designed to isolate me from family and friends, undermine my self-confidence and independence and lead me further and further under his control.

It didn’t help that in public he showed a different face, so that for a long time he fooled everyone (though never Treena) into thinking he was the perfect husband and I the ungrateful and difficult wife.

The very first pinprick to start deflating the rosy bubble of romantic delusion had come right after my small wedding, which was a close ‘family and friends’ affair. Aunt Em (I continued to call them Aunt Em and Uncle Richard, even after they adopted me, as they were friends as close as any family) had made my beautiful white silk dress herself, a floaty boho affair, and instead of a veil I just wore my long, black wavy hair loose, with a circlet of flowers on my head.

I’d noticed Mike hadn’t smiled at me when I came down the aisle, or said anything other than to make the responses during the ceremony, so when we went to sign the register I asked him if he liked my dress … to which he’d replied coldly that he would have preferred something more sophisticated that made me look less like a child bride.

In that instant, with that casually cruel remark, I saw a stranger in his eyes and my world rocked. Then just as suddenly, he was giving me the old charming smile and turning away to speak to someone else, leaving me wondering if he could have meant it as a joke. If so, then it wasn’t kind. I mean, given his wiry, skinny physique, his sharp-shouldered suit made him look a bit as if he was dangling from a wire coat hanger, but I wouldn’t have dreamed of hurting his feelings by saying so.

At the reception in a small hotel, he was so very much the happy bridegroom, saying how delighted he was with his beautiful bride and introducing me to his elderly, but strangely cowed parents, who had travelled up from Hastings for the occasion. He left me alone with them only for a moment, during which time they wished me happiness, though not as if they were optimistic about that outcome, and said they were sorry they would have to leave early to catch their train home.

I had a sudden unexpected urge to ask them about Mike’s first wife and especially what she’d died of, but before the question could leave my lips, Mike hurried back and bundled them off into a taxi.

Treena cornered me a little later and asked me what was the matter. ‘And you can’t fool me, I know something’s up.’

‘Oh … it’s nothing really. I just took something Mike said in church the wrong way, but I’m sure he meant it as a joke.’

She insisted I told her what he said and then frowned over it. ‘That was a stupid and cruel thing to say. Why on earth should you dress as if you were the same age as him?’

‘Well, I did think the child bride bit was silly, considering I’m a lot nearer to thirty than twenty. That’s why I thought he must have been joking.’

‘Huh!’ she said disbelievingly. ‘I just heard him telling Mum that he hoped you’d be starting a family very soon and giving up your job. Mum was surprised.’

‘So am I!’ I stared at her. ‘He knows I want to wait a couple more years before I take maternity leave. I’ve already given up the chance of promotion with that job near Hexham, but there should be an opening where I am in the next year or two, if I hang on in there.’

‘I suspect he might not have quite grasped that,’ Treena said drily.

I looked at her uncertainly and then said after a minute, ‘I wish the family wasn’t moving abroad. Thank goodness you’re still going to be around!’

‘Yes, I’m definitely accepting that partnership in the Great Mumming veterinary practice, so even after I move, I’ll only be about twenty miles away,’ she agreed.

‘Will you have to move? It would be nice having you in Merchester.’

‘I know, but I’d find the commute a bit of a pain down all those small country roads and, anyway, I’d like to settle there, near Happy Pets. I’ll move Zeph to a livery stables nearby, too.’

Zephyr was a dappled silver and lilac-grey mare that reminded me of an old-fashioned rocking horse and Treena adored her.

‘If you’re going to move, then I ought to clear my stuff out,’ I said. Not only were a lot of my belongings still at the cottage, but some of the things that had been Mum’s were stored there. There wasn’t room in Mike’s small and minimalist flat in a former mill building, though we planned to buy a house together.

‘I suppose I’ll have to put a lot of things into storage until we move to somewhere bigger.’

‘There’s no rush. I can just take it with me when I move, so you can sort it out later, if you like,’ she said. ‘By the way, you do realize Great Mumming isn’t far from that village where your mum came from – Jericho’s End?’

I looked at her in surprise. I was so used to thinking of Jericho’s End as some fabled, forbidden Shangri-La that I’d almost forgotten it was a real place.

‘I suppose it is,’ I agreed.

‘When I’ve moved, we could go and have a look at it,’ she suggested. ‘Aren’t you curious?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said honestly. ‘I loved hearing Mum’s stories about it when I was little – it seemed such a magical, wonderful place – but then, she made me promise never to go there. She said … it would be dangerous.’

Treena’s blue eyes widened. ‘You never told me that! What kind of dangerous?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps it was something to do with her family. Remember I told you her parents belonged to some small, strict, religious sect I’d never heard of, who sounded as if they came straight out of the Dark Ages by way of Cold Comfort Farm? They disowned her after she got pregnant with me, so perhaps she just meant they’d make me unwelcome, or put a curse on me, or something.’

‘Yeah, right,’ said Treena.

I recalled the urgency with which Mum had made me promise not to visit Jericho’s End, which seemed a bit over the top … but then, so had her upbringing. ‘I’d hate to bump into any of my Vane relatives,’ I said.

‘It wouldn’t matter if you did, because you’re an Ellwood now, and anyway, you don’t look anything like your mother so they won’t guess if they’re not told,’ Treena pointed out.

This was true, since I was medium-sized and had the black wavy hair and pale olive complexion of my Italian father, while Mum had been a tall, Titian-haired beauty. We did share a heart-shaped face with a broad brow from which sprang two wings of curling hair, and eyes of an unusual light grey-blue ringed with black, but that was it.

‘Well, I expect I’ll have to go there with work at some point. I’ll tell you what it’s like, and then if there aren’t any Vanes running around with axes, we could go and visit it,’ she suggested.

The promise Mum had extracted from me did seem a bit silly now and these future plans comforted me. I told myself that I had lots to look forward to. I had good friends, loved my job and, if the family were moving abroad, at least that gave us somewhere nice to go for holidays. And Mike had his own work, as well as a passion for early morning running that took him for miles and seemed to be almost an addiction.

There were bound to be minor misunderstandings at the start of our married life, when Mike and I had known one another for so short a time, but since we loved each other, I was quite convinced any little difficulties would soon be ironed out.

Only I didn’t realize that it was me who was supposed to be ironed out, and then refolded into a state of submission, fear and obedience … I wasn’t going down without a fight, however.

Sarcasm had always been my weapon of choice. The first time Mike gave me a list of things he wanted me to do while he was at work one Saturday, I looked at him in astonishment and said, in a robotic voice, ‘This android is not programmed to take your orders.’

He didn’t find that funny, and was grouchy for the rest of the weekend. Then he apologized but I knew he was still punishing me when I began to be excluded from social arrangements or he totally overrode household decisions we’d already agreed upon. I began to see a pattern, and again, he wasn’t amused when eventually I said that if he’d wanted a Stepford Wife he should have married one. I really wanted our life together to be everything it had once promised to be but I knew I had to choose between saving the so-called marriage or saving myself in the end. Before he destroyed my love for him, I wasted too much time trying to make things right between us, but when I finally took my courage in my hands and told him I thought we’d been mistaken in each other and should separate, he flew into one of his terrifying cold rages, which by then had much the same effect on me that the Dementors had on the characters in the Harry Potter novels, and threatened that if I ran off to Treena for help, he’d blacken her professional reputation.

That stopped me in my tracks. She’d moved to Merchester by then and taken out a loan to buy into her friend’s family veterinary practice, not to mention a mortgage on a small terraced cottage. I couldn’t risk any action that might harm her.

Mike had already made very sure he’d alienated me from any other friends I might have turned to, and the family were too far away to see what was happening. I had casual friendships with my gardening colleagues but, due to Mike, I no longer even went to the pub with them after work … and his habit of suddenly turning up at the garden where I was working didn’t endear me to my employers, either.

He’d known Treena was the one person I could turn to and so, once that was impossible, I felt trapped and hopeless.

Now, of course, I find it hard to understand how I came to be so much under his thrall, but one thing followed another in a spiral of descent, until I began to feel I was losing both the fight and my mind, and there was no way out but one – until Fate and Treena intervened to set me free and I became the Runaway Bride.

Now, five years later, here was Treena telling me that Mike had remarried and moved on.

I realized I was still holding the phone in one hand and Treena’s voice could be heard faintly asking me if I was still there. I felt as if an hour had passed, but the same small white cloud above my head had hardly shifted and I knew it must have been barely minutes. I took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh, then put the phone to my ear again.

‘Yes, I’m still here, but I think I just had a near-death type experience, where the dodgier parts of your life rush past your eyes.’

‘No, that one must have been a new-life experience, because there’s no reason to put off coming back to the UK now, is there?’

‘I expect he lost interest in me long ago anyway and there was no reason why I shouldn’t have come back after the divorce was finalized,’ I said. ‘But now he’s remarried it somehow feels … safer.’

A sudden wave of homesickness swept over me for the rolling farmlands, upland moors and little market towns of west Lancashire, where I had been brought up. I wanted to walk on the flat, pale golden sands at Merchester, with the wind blowing stinging sand against my bare legs and the taste of salt on my lips.

‘He’s got someone new to work on now he’s remarried,’ Treena said. ‘Sylvie, my receptionist friend, said his wife is a vet too, and she’s joined his practice so he’s going to be able to keep tabs on her all the time. She’s only a couple of years older than you were when you got married – he seems to like them much younger than he is.’

I shivered, though that might have been the icy breeze winding around me.

‘So, when are you coming home, Marnie?’

‘As soon as I can find a job, though not with the Heritage Homes Trust, because after Mike managed to convince them I’d had a breakdown, alarm bells and whistles would go off if I sent in an application – or to the National Trust and English Heritage, because rumours do get around in the gardening world. I don’t think I could ask them for a reference, either,’ I added wryly.

‘Maybe not,’ she agreed. ‘But I expect some of the people you’ve been gardening for in France would be happy to write you references.’

I’d spent the last five years moving around the surprisingly large circle of expat château owners, working for little more than pocket money and board and lodging, returning to my family at the Château du Monde from time to time.

Once I’d begun to feel safe, I’d found the life fun, but it meant I had little savings, and the small and decrepit old Citroën 2CV I’d arrived in was my only asset, unless you counted fluent, but Lancashire-inflected, French and a large collection of battered old books on gardening in that language, which I’d picked up along the way.

‘I seem to have lost my ambition to work my way up the gardening hierarchy of any big organization,’ I said, turning it over in my mind. ‘I think a job on a private estate with a cottage thrown in, something like that, would be perfect.’

‘You can stay with me while you look.’

It was a kind offer, but her end-terrace cottage was so tiny and full of animals that staying there wasn’t going to be practical for more than a couple of days.

‘Thanks, Treena, that would be lovely, but I think it would be best if I could have something lined up before I got back,’ I said. ‘I’ve got my BSc Honours in horticulture, so that and a few references from people over here should do it.’

‘There are always copies of the Lady magazine in our waiting room at Happy Pets. They used to carry a lot of adverts for jobs like that with accommodation thrown in, so I’ll scour the recent issues,’ she offered.

‘As long as the work involves gardening, I’m not fussy,’ I assured her. ‘I can even do some handyman stuff, after helping renovate all these old French houses.’

‘Handywoman,’ she corrected. ‘But I know it’s the gardening you love best – never happier than when you’re grubbing about in compost and mulch.’

I grinned. ‘There are a couple of job sites online I can look at, too, but I know I’m going to be back at the bottom of the ladder and starting again on a low wage.’

Aunt Em had given me her old laptop the year before and, though temperamental to turn on, was OK once it got going, apart from an anxious whirring noise from time to time. It was nice to be connected to the internet again, even if I was avoiding social media like the plague.

‘Well, at least this time there won’t be any snakes to bar the way back up the ladder,’ Treena pointed out. ‘Right, I’d better go now – email you later if I spot anything that sounds good.’

‘Yes, I’d better go, too,’ I said, as Jean, the elderly and irascible gardener, appeared from the greenhouse and began gesticulating at me in his own imperative manner. He had come with the château I was currently working at and had a bad temper and a face that looked the way Gérard Depardieu’s would if it had been briskly clapped between the two big wooden butter paddles that hung in what had once been the dairy.

That was something I’d have quite liked to have done to him myself …




2

Back to the Future

I leaned over the ferry rail and watched Calais dissolve into the grey early morning gloom, while the cold salt air scoured out my lungs in what I hoped was a healthy way. The last French seagull, hunched on a nearby hatch, ceased to eye me malevolently and, with a Gallic-sounding screech, took off for home.

I wondered if seagulls had foreign accents. Though unless someone learned to speak Seagull, perhaps we’d never know.

I groped in my pocket for my mobile, meaning to call Treena and tell her I was on the way, then remembered that my cheap pay-as-you-go phone had met a watery end in the lily pond at the Château du Monde and even sealing it in a bag of rice hadn’t revived it. I was the kiss of death to phones.

Unsurprisingly, given the chill, I had the deck to myself, but soon I’d have to go in search of warmth and hot coffee. I spared a thought for my poor little Citroën down in the creaking, oily-smelling hold. She was even more battered than she’d been when we’d made the journey in the opposite direction five years previously, so even if she got loose and skated around the hold like a dodgem, you wouldn’t really notice any new bumps and scratches. I’d had a door panel and the bonnet replaced with parts from a scrapped white model, and perhaps when I could afford it I’d have the whole car resprayed in one colour. It might at least help to hold it together a little longer.

As the Runaway Bride, I’d travelled out on Treena’s passport (just as well her photo had been taken when she was in her Goth phase, with dyed black hair and lots of heavy eye makeup), but I’d long since cancelled my own old passport which, for all I knew, was still locked away in Mike’s safe, and got a new one, so I was returning as Marianne Ellwood.

Marnie: restored to myself again, and even if there were a few hidden scars, they were faded to the merest tracings of silver.

Since Treena’s phone call, I’d applied for any job that sounded even remotely suitable. But unfortunately, it appeared that most of the situations with accommodation thrown in wanted a married couple, usually a gardener/housekeeper combo. I’d only had one positive reply and that was to an ad that Treena had happened to spot in her local paper.


Full-time gardener required to work at two adjoining country properties. Position includes small flat if required.



There had been a box number, to which I’d replied, and was astonished to discover that, by one of those weird coincidences that life sometimes throws our way, the advertiser lived in Jericho’s End.

The letter offering me the position was stowed in the small, worn patchwork leather rucksack slung over my shoulder. I could feel it glowing brightly in there, like a promise.

The speed of the first response, and then the offer of the job following hard on the heels of my reply, made me suspect they’d had few, if any, applicants. The pay was low considering there were two gardens to look after, but then, the inclusion of the small flat clinched it for me.

I’d had a tussle with my conscience before accepting it for, after all, Mum had made me promise never to go to Jericho’s End. Though, as Treena had pointed out when I discussed it with her, that was when she was very ill and probably confused. What danger could there possibly be in a small Lancashire village?

Aunt Em had thought it was because Mum’s family had threatened to do horrible things to her if she ever showed her face in the village again, after she told them she was expecting me, but that was such an outdated attitude now and so long ago … I didn’t suppose I’d get a welcome from whatever members of the Vane family still remained there, but there surely couldn’t be any danger. In any case, I wasn’t Marianne Vane any longer, but Marnie Ellwood, and there was no reason why they should ever know who I was.

I’d accepted the job offer and I was to start on Monday morning, or at least arrive then, which meant I could spend two nights with Treena and have a good catch-up first. Of course, I’d often seen her when she’d been over to visit the family, but the last – and only – time I’d stayed in her cottage in Great Mumming was when I was making my break for freedom.

I’d been a nervous wreck, illogically convinced that Mike would suddenly appear, even though Treena kept reminding me that, with a burst appendix and septic shock, he’d have been incapable of even rising from his hospital bed in Amsterdam, where he’d just arrived for a conference. He’d been complaining about abdominal pain and thought he was getting an ulcer, which just goes to show how good veterinary surgeons are at diagnosing their own ills.

I’d been afraid that he’d cancel the trip, because Treena and I had been counting on his absence for my Great Escape, so it was with huge relief that I saw his car emerge from the car park onto the road and vanish.

He’d been due back on the Monday, so the news of the appendix bursting, which came just as I was about to depart the flat for ever, was an unexpected bonus, though it had taken Treena, later, to make me see it that way without feeling guilty.

But I’d had my emotions twisted and pulled into such a complicated knot by then that it was to take five years of grubbing about in French soil to heal me.

I pushed away the memory of that fleeing and haunted version of myself and thought about the future instead. I was going to live in Jericho’s End, the magical place of all Mum’s childhood stories, including my favourite ones about the fairies, or little angels, as she insisted they were, that she’d seen by the waterfall at the top of the valley.

I smiled, thinking that it was probably the effect of flickering sunlight through leaves that had caused an imaginative child to conjure up something so fantastical, but I would search out the spot when I had time and think of her there.

The cold wind ruffled my short, dark curls – long gone was the Pre-Raphaelite mass of wavy black hair that Mike had so admired, for the moment the real Marnie had emerged from wherever she’d been hiding I’d ruthlessly purged myself of anything that reminded me of him.

One of the ways Mike had tried to exert control over me was by giving me clothes – short-skirted little suits, slinky dresses and ridiculous shoes with pointy toes and stiletto heels. Apart from not having pointy feet, there was no way I was tottering about on spikes, and I’d thrown them out of the window. For a moment it had seemed likely that he would throw me out after them. I did wear the loathsome clothes at home, though – Mike’s home, never mine.

I’d left every single thing he’d ever bought me behind and now my wardrobe was almost entirely utilitarian: dungarees and jeans, T-shirts and jumpers, anoraks and lace-up leather work boots.

I love dungarees, but ones made especially for me by Aunt Em, with a wide bib front and lots of pockets, because I’ve never found a pair of dungarees in a shop yet where the sides of the bib didn’t hit the middle of my boobs dead centre, which is neither comfortable, nor a good look if you actually have a bosom. It’s the same with most aprons, come to think of it, because they usually have ridiculous little bib tops too … and don’t get me started on women’s shirts with breast pockets. I mean, show me any woman who puts stuff in a breast pocket? Clothes designers should take a sanity check before they’re allowed near a sheet of pattern paper.

There had been no chance of my acquiring even the slightest touch of French chic during the last few years. I was a lost cause.

The ferry gave a sudden lurch, dragging back my thoughts to the present. It was plunging up and down in a way that I found exhilarating, but I was feeling chilly and searched out a sheltered spot behind a lifeboat, where I took out Ms E. Price-Jones’s last missive to read again, even though I knew it pretty well by heart.


My sister and I are so glad you have accepted the position! The pay is not munificent, I have to admit, but the accommodation, a small self-contained flat, is of course included. The flat is situated at one end of Lavender Cottage, over the café-gallery, and comprises a bedroom, sitting room/kitchenette and the usual offices.

Your working hours will be divided between our small garden (largely given over to varieties of lavender, as you may have guessed!) and that of my nephew’s house next door, Old Grace Hall, the two being conveniently linked by an old, but sadly neglected, rose garden.

The Grace Garden behind the Hall was originally set out in the seventeenth century as a walled apothecary garden and is currently being restored. I am sure you will find it most interesting.



There certainly sounded plenty to keep me occupied there, even without the vague mention later in the letter of ‘occasional other duties as required …’

I hadn’t heard of the Grace Garden, but found the whole idea of a walled apothecary garden enchanting. I’d once visited and been fascinated by the Chelsea Physic Garden in London. And I also loved roses, so the challenge of a neglected old rose garden made me itch to come to the rescue, secateurs in hand.

It all sounded like my idea of heaven …

I suddenly realized that either the wind had shifted, or the boat had changed direction, for a gust tried to tear the letter from my hands and I hastily stuffed it back into my rucksack and headed inside to thaw out over hot coffee and croissants.

My drive north from Dover seemed endless, though I didn’t remember it taking so long when I was fleeing in the other direction.

I stopped often for coffee to keep me awake, and coffee had certainly improved in my absence, even in motorway service stations.

By the time I could finally abandon the M6 and head for the increasingly small roads that would take me to Great Mumming, I was very tired and having constantly to remind myself to drive on the left.

I felt an unwelcome pull of tension when I saw a sign for Merchester, and I wished Mike wasn’t still so close, even if he had totally lost interest in me. I tried to banish a sudden mental image of him sitting like a squat spider in the middle of his dark web, waiting for me to twitch the edges.

He wouldn’t even know I was in the area unless I bumped into him and I vowed to avoid Merchester like the plague.

It was All Fools’ Day, but I’d been there and done that, and I’d never be anyone’s fool again.

I got to Treena’s tiny end-terrace cottage on the very edge of the small town and, dazed by exhaustion but happy to be there, was borne indoors on a wave of warmth and dogs, fed supper and then fell into bed and instant oblivion.
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Unlocked

I woke very early, with the panicked feeling that I didn’t know where I was – but then, I’d often had that during the last few years, due to moving around so much.

Then I registered the familiar shape of Mum’s small, scroll-backed antique chair, upholstered in rubbed gold velvet, and it came back to me: I was in Treena’s spare room, into which had been wedged a narrow bed, a tiny chest of drawers with a mirror on top and a stack of boxes and bundles under a bright throw, which contained all the things Treena had been storing for me all this time.

The door opened slightly and Treena peeped cautiously round it, then, when she saw I was awake, came and deposited a mug of coffee on the bedside table.

‘I didn’t want to wake you, but I’m just off for a ride and I’ll be back in a couple of hours. I’ll take the dogs with me. The cats have eaten; don’t let them tell you any different.’

‘OK, have a lovely ride. I feel wide awake now, so I’ll get up.’

‘Water’s hot for a shower, and help yourself to breakfast,’ she said, and vanished, though I could hear her boots on the stairs and then her voice talking to the animals, before the front door shut behind her.

I propped myself up with the pillows behind me and then lay there, thinking that the room looked just the same as it had five years ago, when I’d arrived in the dead of night (later than expected, since I’d discovered Mike had locked me into the flat and taken my keys with him, so I’d had to call a twenty-four-hour locksmith to release me), with a car haphazardly stuffed with my belongings and the irrational feeling that Mike might have divined what I was doing, miraculously risen from his hospital bed, and would suddenly appear at any moment, possibly in a puff of sulphur-yellow smoke.

Treena had orchestrated my escape. I’d tried to distance myself from her after Mike’s threats to blacken her professional name if I left him with her help, but it hadn’t been any use: I’d found her one day standing by my unmistakable old 2CV in the car park of the garden I worked at, when I was heading home after work. She’d demanded to know why I wasn’t answering her texts and emails and she wasn’t in the least impressed when I told her about Mike’s threats.

After that, it was easy enough to snatch brief meetings while I was still working. Things only got tricky later. But by then we had hammered out my exit strategy and were all set for the weekend Mike would be away at the conference in Amsterdam. We’d thought we’d only have the weekend and I’d have to cram all kinds of things into the Saturday, like seeing the solicitor Treena had lined up for me, before I vanished to France, but his being so ill gave us a little extra time.

On the Monday morning I posted a letter to him addressed to the flat, saying I’d left him and to contact me via my solicitor, and also sent a copy to the hospital in Amsterdam, for good measure, though I didn’t think it would help speed his recovery. By late morning I was on my way to catch the ferry to France and the Château du Monde.

Most of my belongings stayed at Treena’s cottage. I took my working clothes and some jeans and jumpers, a pre-Mike long washed-denim skirt and old, comfortable ballet flats and a good, warm, loose wool jacket in a cheery bright red that Aunt Em had once bought me. That was pretty well it, apart from my leather rucksack.

I certainly wasn’t taking my laptop and phone. Mike had given me those and I’d eventually realized he was using them to snoop on me. Or so he thought. He never knew about the mobile phone I kept sealed in a waterproof bag in one of the plant pots on the flat’s balcony, or that I had an emergency set of car keys hidden under the bumper – for of course my car keys had been on the ring with the door key he’d taken with him.

There were a lot of things he hadn’t known about me, but he’d been so sure when he went away that weekend that he finally had me exactly where he wanted me.

It all felt like a bad nightmare now, the kind that gave me flashbacks I could have done without.

I got up and showered and then went down to the warm kitchen to forage for breakfast. The two Border collies had gone with Treena, but two of the sedately middle-aged cats kept me company while the other, a three-legged and slightly cross-eyed Siamese, was quite shy.

After I’d washed down toast and marmalade with two more mugs of coffee, I thought I might as well make a start on sorting out the stack of belongings in my bedroom and seeing what I could fit in my car around the stuff I’d brought from France.

I’d been surprised at how much I’d accumulated. There weren’t a lot more clothes, but I’d filled two stacking boxes with old French cookery and gardening books and several old gardening tools I’d picked up along the way. There was also the last-minute find at a junk market of a pair of enormous old butter paddles … I was armed and dangerous.

I’d left most of this stuff in the car last night, just bringing in the rucksack and a slightly moth-eaten carpet bag I’d found in the Château du Monde attic. Just to be sure there weren’t any ravenous inhabitants remaining, we’d wrapped it in plastic and left it in one of the big freezers for twenty-four hours, which Aunt Em reckoned would finish off any lingering moth grubs, so I had the most chilled luggage ever.

I was filling what space there was in the car with the nearest boxes and bundles – some mine, some things of Mum’s that Aunt Em had packed up for me after her death – when Treena returned. She put the dogs in the house and then came back to watch me. Her cheeks were glowing and she smelled pleasantly of horses.

‘It looks like one of those 3-D jigsaw puzzles,’ she said, as I attempted to slide the wooden butter paddles between the back of the passenger seat and a battered tin trunk. ‘What are those things?’

‘Butter paddles, but much bigger than usual. Em reckons the dairymaid who swung these must have been Amazonian.’

‘I expect you’ll find a hundred and one uses for them,’ she said, as I closed the door cautiously. The car didn’t explode, scattering belongings in all directions, as I’d half feared.

‘I’ve made a small hole in the stuff you’ve been storing for me, but I’ll try and do something about the rest as soon as I can. It’s been taking up space in your cottage for way too long.’

‘Oh, no problem,’ she said, looking slightly surprised. She was very laid-back, as were all the Ellwoods. ‘I’d forgotten about it – I mean, it’s just there, in nobody’s way.’

She went to change and then we walked into Great Mumming and had a pub lunch with her old college friend and partner at Happy Pets, Sam, and his wife, Karen, who was a doctor. They were fascinated by my nomadic life in France, moving from one crumbling château to the next, nominally gardening, but in reality also picking up other skills, from French cookery of the more hearty peasant type, to plumbing, plastering and wallpapering.

As I described the funnier episodes and recalled how, on warm summer evenings, the château owners and the volunteer helpers would all gather together at trestle table in the garden to eat after a hard day’s work, I could already see how these years would soon become fond memories, to look back on with pleasure.

During that time, I’d slowly unwound until the old Marnie blossomed forth once again, though with a few additional thorns, as I’d restored walled gardens, semi-wild kitchen plots, neglected formal parterres and even a maze. Reconnection to the earth had been what I’d needed and I’d made many new friends, though never anything more, because I was entirely done with love.

From time to time I’d gone back to the Château du Monde for a little holiday with the family, but the time there never turned out to be that, because I couldn’t resist working in the World Map garden, which gave the château its name. The family had thrown themselves into upgrading and extending the campsite and the lake facilities, then opening a garden centre, before they’d sorted out the accommodation for themselves, and they were still working on making the place a comfortable home.

‘I sometimes wish I’d moved to France with them,’ Treena said. ‘But then, like you, Marnie, living in France was never my dream and my roots are forever dug into west Lancashire.’

We gave the dogs a quick walk when we got back and then a tidal wave of tiredness washed over me and I zonked out on my bed before dinner under a coverlet of cats.

The remains of a pot of spaghetti Bolognese lay on the table along with an open bottle of prosecco, a scene almost exactly like the last evening I’d spent here before I’d set off for France.

Treena had obviously been thinking along the same lines, for she said now, ‘You were still terrified Mike might somehow appear and drag you home, that last night before you left for France, do you remember? I had to put through a call to his hospital in Amsterdam before you were convinced he was still there.’

‘I know, and in retrospect it still seems incredible that I let him get such a hold on me … but I think you have to be in that kind of relationship to understand it fully: how slowly it sucks you in before it even dawns on you what’s happening.’

‘Yes, it took me a long time to work out what he was doing and he had most people fooled into thinking he adored you and was so worried about your mental health, especially after you lost the baby.’

I shivered. I’d got pregnant after my pills had mysteriously ‘vanished’ and before I could replace them, but I’d hardly realized I was expecting before I’d lost the baby.

‘I think the worst thing he ever said to me was that I couldn’t even carry out the one function most women managed without any problem – have a baby.’

‘He truly deserved a burst appendix and septicaemia,’ Treena said. ‘God moves in mysterious ways – and it was certainly a godsend for us that he was ill the exact same weekend we’d arranged everything for your escape.’

I smiled through a blur of sudden tears. ‘Yes. It was ages before he got home and could start trying to find me.’

‘He rang me when he got back to the flat and found you gone,’ Treena said, to my surprise. ‘I didn’t tell you at the time in case it worried you. At first he tried to charm me into telling him where you were, and then, when I wasn’t having any of his fake concern about you, he moved on to the threats. But I told him I was recording the conversation and if he tried to blackmail me I’d hand it to the police. That stopped him in his tracks and he rang off.’

‘I should think it did,’ I agreed. ‘Were you recording it?’

She grinned. ‘No, but he didn’t know that.’

‘You said you thought he’d got someone watching you for a while, presumably to see if you led him to where I was hiding.’

‘Yes, and it sounded like the same man Mum and Dad said turned up at the château, asking nosy questions, but of course by then you’d long since moved on and the trail was cold.’

‘The fact that I left him a letter asking him to contact my solicitor to discuss a divorce must have given him a hint I wasn’t coming back,’ I said drily.

‘I expect so, but it wasn’t until he wanted to remarry that he actually did,’ Treena said. ‘Lucky for you – but not for her.’

‘No …’ I agreed. ‘But perhaps things will be different.’

‘Perhaps,’ she said, though not sounding convinced, and then tipped the last of the prosecco into our glasses. She passed mine over and raised her own in a toast.

‘Here’s to your new, unfettered and free life in Jericho’s End!’

We clinked glasses.

‘Jericho’s End is an odd name for a village, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘Wasn’t there a Jericho in the Bible, where the walls fell down when someone blew a trumpet?’

‘Yes, so there was, but you should be safe unless anyone starts up a brass band,’ Treena grinned. Then she added, ‘It’s just like old times, having you here. I wish you could stay a few days more.’

‘I do, too, but they seemed very keen on my starting work as soon as possible. And actually, I can’t wait to see this magical village that Mum used to tell me stories about. I’m just afraid the reality won’t live up to them!’

‘Haven’t you even looked at the place on Google Maps yet?’ she asked. ‘That gives you a good idea of the layout and you can move around the village as if you’re wearing an invisibility cloak.’

‘No … I don’t quite know why, but I sort of want it all to unfold in front of me when I arrive, not sneak about the place first, via the internet.’

‘You’re weird,’ she said, but in a kind way.

‘Don’t forget, I couldn’t afford a laptop for ages until Aunt Em gave me her old one. I had to rely on occasional access to the internet on someone else’s, and my phones are always the cheapest and most basic ones I can find.’

‘That old laptop of Mum’s is so ancient, it belongs in a museum. Does it even work?’

‘If I turn it on and off a few times and the wind’s in the right direction, then it usually does. It’s started making an ominous whining noise, though.’

‘I’m just about to buy a new laptop, so you can have my old one,’ she offered. ‘It works fine; I just fancied the new model. I’ll clean my stuff off it for you, ready for next time you come over.’

‘Thank you, that would be great,’ I said. ‘I must buy a new phone, too. I dropped the previous pay-as-you-go one in a lily pond.’

‘Why not sign up with my mobile phone provider? It’s a rolling thing: you pay every month and you can cancel any time. It’s cheap, too, and if we do it now on the laptop, the SIM will arrive in a day or two. You don’t have to hide behind a disposable phone any longer.’

I thought that seemed a good idea and it took no time to sort out. I refused her offer to get Jericho’s End up on the screen while we were at it, though.

‘No, I’ll wait and see it for real,’ I said. ‘At least I did look for the road to it from Great Mumming on an old UK car atlas I found under the passenger seat, and it isn’t that far away as the crow flies. Have you been there?’

‘Yes, a few times, but only to a biggish house called Risings up on the left of the road before you get into the village proper. The owner’s an overbearing woman with two Pekes that she’s convinced have delicate constitutions. There’s no reason why she shouldn’t bring them to the surgery in Great Mumming, but I make her pay through the nose for dragging me all the way out there for every upset stomach.’

‘Weren’t you curious enough to drive into the village for a look?’ I asked.

‘No, I always seem to be rushed for time. I know it’s supposed to be a beauty spot with waterfalls and stuff,’ she said vaguely. ‘But I will come and visit once you’ve settled in and … well, actually, I know someone who will be working there from Easter right over the summer, so I expect I’ll be popping in occasionally to see how he’s getting on, too.’

She looked faintly self-conscious and I gazed at her in surprise.

‘A boyfriend?’

‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘Just – someone I met a few months ago. A friend. He’s an archaeologist and he’s got funding for a dig at Jericho’s End. There’s some kind of small monastic ruin near the river on the village outskirts, more or less opposite Risings. It’s never been properly excavated.’

‘A small monastic ruin doesn’t sound very exciting.’

‘To Luke, lumps of mud and random bits of burned bone seem to provide endless excitement.’

Treena had always insisted that she was never going to get married, or live with anyone. She liked her independence and her own way of doing things too much, and had her animals for company. Seeing what happened to me had probably reinforced that determination.

But now I wondered if there was a softening around the edges … though there certainly wasn’t around mine. Once bitten, more than twice shy. Forever shy.

We’d both turn thirty-six this year – we’d been born within a week of each other, and in fact it was at the antenatal clinic that our mothers met and became such close friends. Treena and I had always had joint birthday parties, twins of a kind.

I tactfully changed the subject. ‘This Ms E. Price-Jones sounds very kind in her letters, and there’s a sister, too. They’re expecting me about ten tomorrow and I’m to go into the café, Ice Cream and Angels, which is at one end of Lavender Cottage. She sent me a little map on the back of the last letter, but it was in pencil so I’ve only just noticed.’

‘Strange name for a café,’ Treena commented.

‘Yes … and oddly enough, “ice-cream and angels” was the last thing Mum ever said.’

I’d never told even Treena that before. Now I’d remembered I felt doubly excited. First Jericho’s End and now the name of the café were connecting my new life with Mum in a way I couldn’t wait to discover. I hadn’t forgotten Mum’s warning, but I felt there were answers waiting for me.

‘Really?’ she said. ‘Then I think that’s a good omen, don’t you?’
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Going to Jericho

Treena was to set out early for Happy Pets in the morning, since she was taking the first drop-in session. Over breakfast she presented me with a large-scale Ordnance Survey map of the Thorstane and Jericho’s End area.

‘The turn to the village is easy to miss if you haven’t got sat nav.’

‘I sneer in the face of sat nav,’ I said, larding butter onto toast and adding some of last year’s bramble jam. ‘After all, when I went to France I only had an ordinary car atlas and a load of Post-it notes with road numbers written on them stuck along the dashboard – not to mention having to drive on the wrong side of the road – and I found the Château du Monde OK.’

Not that I actually remembered much of that nightmare flight to safety, with the imaginary hounds of hell on my trail in defiance of all common sense and reason.

‘Didn’t you circle Paris twice before you found the right road south?’

‘You know very well that’s just a family joke,’ I said with dignity, though the other one they told – about my having inadvertently bought a supply of high-salt-content mineral water when I stopped for petrol and arriving with a raging thirst – wasn’t.

Treena gave me a spare key to the cottage and left, taking the dogs with her, and saying she couldn’t wait to hear how I got on and I must email her later.

I still felt slightly spaced out and as if this wasn’t all really happening, but I spread out the map on the kitchen table, pushed away the cat that immediately came and sat on it, and studied the lie of the land.

From Great Mumming, which was an attractive small market town, I needed to take the road that ran vaguely eastward towards the large village of Thorstane, which was up on the edge of the moors.

The tiny village of Jericho’s End looked very close to Thorstane on the map, but the turn to it onto a single-track lane came miles before you would expect it to, due to it forming a long, narrow ‘V’ with the main road.

It wound its way up a blind-ended valley that looked more like a ravine towards the top, where the road petered out and was replaced by a zigzag of dotted lines. There appeared to be only the one decent road in and out, which made it quite off the beaten track.

Only visitors looking for scenery or, possibly, fairies would have any reason to go there and neither of those had ever been interests of Mike’s. To him, a village was something you ran through and I assumed he was still running – did runners go on for ever? He must be the wrong side of forty-six now.

I shivered. I might be free and in what passed for my right mind, but I still never wanted to hear his voice, or come suddenly face to face with him again … though now I was also so filled with anger at what he’d tried to make me become that I only hoped those butter paddles were handy if he ever turned up.

I grinned to myself, picturing that, but I didn’t suppose I’d have the paddles to hand even if he did appear, because people would think I was a little strange if I took to carrying them about with me.

I looked at the clock and decided it was time to make a move.

As a concession to this first meeting with my new employers, I’d applied eyeliner and a smudge of ruby lip gloss, brushed my hair so that it curled neatly behind my ears, and I was wearing what now served as my special occasion outfit: a dungaree-style denim dress (made by Aunt Em, of course, so with a decently wide top), worn over a long-sleeved black T-shirt and with black and white striped leggings and clumpy Doc Marten boots patterned with bright butterflies. I slung my carpet bag and rucksack into the car, along with the cherry-red wool jacket, said goodbye to the cats and set off.

I found the right road out of town – it was past a place making huge terracotta garden pots that Treena had told me about – and soon the houses petered out, ending in a glimpse through trees of a large Victorian house that seemed to be some kind of private school. Then the road began a slow climb upwards through farmland.

It was a changeable early April morning and a brisk, chill breeze tried to insinuate its chilly fingers through the edges of the car’s fabric roof. Small white bunny-tail clouds were rolling across a baby-blue sky and all looked clean, well scoured and fresh – entirely suitable for the new start I was about to make. I felt nervous, of course, but also excited, both at the prospect of helping restore the old lavender, rose and apothecary gardens, and of having a place, however small, to call my own. The last few years I’d felt akin to something between tumbleweed and one of those plants with aerial roots that seemingly suck nutrients from thin air.

Then, too, I hoped I might in some way find and reconnect with my mother here in the valley she’d loved … though not, perhaps, with the family who’d inspired her with such fear she had warned me never to go there.

I assumed I still had Vane relatives at the farm, maybe even grandparents, though perhaps not, since they’d be in their nineties by now. But Mum had had an elder brother who might have family of his own, and I’d probably be able to take a sneaky look at them without their ever suspecting who I was.

The car wheezed slightly as the road grew steeper and the cows in the fields on either side gave way to sheep.

I began to keep a sharp lookout for the turn, and there, round the next bend, it suddenly appeared.

A tall signpost was planted in the long grass of the right-hand verge, with one arm pointing in the direction of a gap in the hedge.

Three other signs of differing sizes, shapes and colours had been nailed to the post, so that it looked like a strange totem pole. I paused next to it as I turned in, to read them. They advertised, from top to bottom:


The Devil’s Cauldron Inn

Risings B&B

Fairy Falls



Nearby, in a niche clipped into the hawthorn hedge, was one of those brown Ancient Monument signs, looking as if it was trying to disassociate itself from the rest.

If it hadn’t been for the signs I’d have thought the road was a farm track, but it immediately opened up into a passing place, which evidently also did service for a bus stop, improbable as that idea seemed. The thought of coming windscreen-to-windscreen with a bus round one of the bends in the narrow road was scary and I wasn’t the kind of driver able to whizz backwards nonchalantly for miles.

Thankfully, I met no other vehicles at all, and the tall hedges soon gave way to drystone walls, lichen-patched in sulphur yellow and a slightly snotty green, over which I could see fields descending to a lazy, meandering river a long way below.
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To sign up to the newsletter, search for Trisha Ashley on penguin.co.uk
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