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And with thanks to Bucky the dog for putting up with me standing in the patch of bluebells at the back of our local woods, waiting for a fae.
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Bethany


As weeks went, Bethany had had better ones, although she couldn’t quite remember when. There had been an assumption that this round of exams would be different. She was older now, more experienced with this type of thing, and yet somehow there was more pressure. Pressure that was seeping into every aspect of her life.  
She found a fallen tree trunk to sit on and took a deep breath of the air. While there was a road close by, it was easy to block out the noise and smell of petrol to focus on the bird song and scent of the trees as they eased their way back to life.
Something inside Bethany lifted. 
Springtime had always been her favourite.
She took another deep breath. There wouldn’t be much more of the stress, surely. She only had a few exams left and then she’d say goodbye to school. There would be a week or so of celebrating with friends and then a summer job to find. The anxiety of getting her results and then, all being well, she’d go to university in September and start afresh.
Her stomach twisted, but she ignored it.
University would be wonderful, full of new friends, new opportunities, new possibilities. No one would know her, she could be whoever she wanted to be.
Her stomach twisted again, harder this time.
With a shaky breath, Bethany closed her eyes and lifted her face to the shafts of sunlight that filtered through the trees.
Everything was going to be okay. 
She inhaled deeply and caught a trace of something floral. Opening her eyes, she looked around and then found her feet, following her nose until she reached a muddy path off the well-used track. There hadn’t been rain for a few days and the mud was drying hard so it was easy to walk over as Bethany ventured down the path.
She stopped when she came across a clearing filled with an array of dazzling purple bluebells. 
‘Wow.’
It came out in an exhale, barely a word. As if in response a breeze ripped through the clearing, rattling the bluebells, and there was that glorious smell again. It wasn’t until Bethany was exhaling a lungful of air that she noticed the man sitting on a tree stump a little further down.
Heart jolting, Bethany turned to leave.
‘Don’t be scared,’ said the man.
Bethany hesitated. He must have been in his early twenties and was attractive enough that her throat felt like it was closing, her cheeks immediately turned red and sweat beaded in the small of her back.
‘They’re pretty, aren’t they?’ the man said, looking over the bluebells. ‘This is my favourite spot to see them. Most people go to the so-called bluebell woods, but what’s the point in such a view when the paths are filled with people who don’t appreciate the quiet required?’ He breathed in and smiled. ‘I’m glad I’m not the only one to appreciate these ones, but I do hope you won’t tell too many people about this place.’
There was something disarming about the man and Bethany found herself smiling and nodding.
‘I won’t,’ she managed.
There was a pause. It would have been easy to leave but for some reason Bethany remained in place. The man continued to watch the flowers and she took the excuse to study him some more. His skin was white and pale, almost reflective of the flowers he was admiring, while his hair was the darkest she’d ever seen, cut short but with a floppy bit at the front that was somehow endearing. As he turned and met her gaze, her heart squeezed with just how green his eyes were. 
‘My name’s Fen. What’s yours?’
What sort of a name was Fen? Was that short for something?
‘Bethany,’ she said as the questions fell over one another in her mind.
‘I tend to come here when I need quiet,’ said Fen. ‘When my world gets too busy or loud.’
Bethany nodded.
‘Me too. The woods, I mean. I like walking through the woods when it all...gets too much.’
A smile touched Fen’s lips and Bethany’s stomach somersaulted at the sight.
‘Hard to believe that someone so young would find the world too much. But, of course, a lot is piled onto young people these days.’ He tilted his head to the side, studying her.
‘I’m eighteen,’ she told him defensively. Fen didn’t seem to react so Bethany wrapped her arms around herself and said, ‘And I have exams. To get into university. It’s a big deal.’
‘Very,’ Fen agreed. ‘I can understand why you’re stressed.’
Bethany relaxed a little, her arms dropping back to her sides.
‘And Mum and Dad won’t stop arguing.’
‘That must be difficult,’ said Fen.
‘And I don’t…’ Bethany sighed. ‘I just don’t want to be here anymore. What if I fail these exams and can never leave?’
Fen looked into her eyes and grinned, showing off pearly white teeth and making the breath catch in Bethany’s throat.
‘Oh, Bethany,’ he purred. ‘You’ll find freedom. There is always a way.’
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Erica


Erica Murray walked straight into Alfie’s back as he stopped without warning on the narrow path leading into the woods. Peering around him, she listened closely but only heard the birds singing in the trees off to the right. 
‘What? What is it?’ she whispered, goosebumps rising on her arms despite the warmth of the spring day.
‘Look,’ said Alfie, pointing. ‘Someone’s cut the ivy.’
Moving to stand beside him as best she could, Erica followed Alfie’s pointing finger into the woods and saw what he was talking about. The two trees joined by ivy had been easier to see in the winter as the woodland became sparse. Now that the trees were bursting back to life, these two particular ones were becoming lost and buried again. The ivy winding up each trunk joined the trees at the top, and the gap created between them had become a gateway leading to other worlds. At least, that was how Alfie had described it. Erica knew the gap between those trees had the potential to lead to a world of demons and that was enough as far as she was concerned. Now, the ivy growing up the left tree was going brown and dying.
Erica frowned.
‘How do you know someone’s cut it and it’s not just dying on its own?’
Alfie grinned down at her, his blue eyes flashing as his hand found hers.
‘I would like you to think that it has something to do with my magnificent powers of foresight, but in all honesty, the trees told me. Which is why we’re here.’ He headed into the woods, pulling Erica behind him. She’d been looking up at the nearest ash tree when he’d started moving so was unprepared to be pulled off balance. Still, she regained her composure without letting go of him and followed him into the woods. They walked along the path for a while until Alfie slowed and let go of her hand. 
‘Right,’ he said. ‘Close your eyes.’
There had been a time, not so long ago, when Alfie telling Erica to close her eyes would have been met with suspicion and perhaps a hint of excitement that she wouldn’t admit to. Now she closed her eyes easily, knowing that this was part of the lesson but secretly hoping that he might take the opportunity to kiss her.
She smiled as his lips touched hers, his arm snaking around her waist. She opened her eyes.
‘That’s not how you talk to trees,’ she murmured, wrapping her arms around his neck.
‘No, but I think every lesson should start with a kiss. Don’t you?’
Erica nodded.
‘And end with one.’
Alfie smiled.
‘I thought the lesson could end with something else.’
Erica’s body tingled at the thought and she pulled him down for another kiss as a sign of her approval. They could have stayed that way for the next hour, standing in the middle of the woodland path, entangled as they kissed. A breeze moved the branches and new leaves over their heads, and they parted. Perhaps in the summer they would have stayed in those woods for hours, talking and kissing and exploring one another, but it still wasn’t quite warm enough. Erica pulled her coat around her and inhaled deeply. The smell of the woods was wonderful whatever the season, but there was something electric about it in spring, as if even the soil was waking up. The air was full of tree sap, wood, fresh leaves, flowers opening and soil turned to mud by late April showers.
Alfie looked around them and then chose a tree to the left, placing his palm on the trunk. He gestured for Erica to do the same. The bark was rough beneath her hand, and also somehow warm.
‘Now, listen. Close your eyes if it helps,’ Alfie murmured. 
Again, Erica did as she was told. At first, nothing changed. The murder of crows that lived in the treetops in the corner of the wood were cawing to one another. Elsewhere some songbirds were arguing over territory. The leaves rustled and branches creaked as another breeze swept over them.
‘Remember, listen to your own breathing. Block everything else out.’
Erica closed her eyes to concentrate on the rise and fall of her chest and stomach, listening to the air rushing in and out of her nose until the birdsong fell quiet and the woods became silent.
‘Can you hear that?’ Alfie’s voice was barely audible, only a whisper behind her breath. ‘Can you hear someone else breathing?’
Yeah, you, thought Erica, but the more she concentrated on that other sound, the less it sounded like Alfie’s breath. She wanted to say it didn’t sound human, but Alfie wasn’t human so that wasn’t a great description.
She listened closely to the other breath.
Witch.
Erica smiled. The voice was earthly, a whisper on the breeze.
‘Hello, tree,’ she whispered back.
Then there came another voice.
Ric.
In one swift motion, Erica opened her eyes, stepped back and removed her hand. Eyes wide, she turned to Alfie. The voice hadn’t been his. He’d also never called her Ric before. It had to have been her imagination. Her subconscious willing the word out of the rustling leaves. It had been ten months since Rick Cavanagh, her supposed future husband, had left to travel through time. He called her Ric. He was the first person that popped into her head, but on consideration, her family called her Ric, her best friend, Jess, called her Ric. Even Jess’s five-year-old daughter had taken to sometimes calling her Ric.
Erica shuddered. It hadn’t been a voice she’d known.
Alfie drew her close, wrapping his arms tightly around her as she pressed her cheek into his chest.
‘It’s okay,’ he murmured in her ear. ‘It was that tree beside you. That’s all. It didn’t mean to scare you.’
Taking a shuddering breath, Erica pulled herself away from the warmth of Alfie and approached the tree.
‘It said my name? I wasn’t even touching it.’
Alfie nodded.
‘The “E” and “A” may have gotten lost in the wind. You’re a quick learner, soon you won’t need to touch any of them to hear them.’
Erica smiled and placed her hand on the trunk of the tree that had spoken her name, her fingers brushing over the bark in an apology.
‘Hello,’ she murmured. 
There was no response. She glanced back to Alfie. He made a show of closing his eyes and taking a breath.
Erica inhaled deeply and closed her eyes, feeling the trees around her. She blocked out the birdsong, concentrating on her breathing and then on the tree’s breath.
‘Hello. I’m sorry for my reaction. You startled me,’ she whispered.
Friend, said the strange voice.
When Erica opened her eyes, they were full of unspent tears. She brushed them away and turned to Alfie, grinning.
‘I think the tree said it wanted to be friends.’ She threw her arms around him in a quick hug before turning back to the tree. ‘How long before I can hear them the way you can?’
‘That depends. It takes practice,’ Alfie told her. ‘But you’ll get there. Now, let’s go see the gateway, shall we?’
Erica whispered goodbye to the tree and followed Alfie further into the woods.
‘Second lesson,’ he called to her over his shoulder. ‘Can you feel anything untoward in the woods? Is there anything evil here?’
‘Nope,’ said Erica.
Alfie stopped and looked back to her.
‘And how do you know that?’
‘Because you wouldn’t have let me come in here if there was.’
Alfie hesitated and then sighed.
‘Right. I may have done these lessons in the wrong order.’
Erica watched him, a smile playing on her lips as she absent-mindedly noted the brown curls around his ears and the way the top buttons on his loose shirt were undone, revealing wisps of brown chest hair. He didn’t seem to feel the cold in the same way that Erica did. 
‘I can’t sense anything untoward,’ she told him with a self-assured smile. She at least had some confidence in being able to sense spirits and malevolent demonic presences. She’d certainly known when there was a demon in these woods and when Jess’s house had been taken over by an angry spirit. Alfie gave a nod and then went off the path, treading through the brambles and ferns, towards the two trees that had once met in the middle. Erica stayed on the path at first, watching as Alfie bent over, running his hand over the base of the tree trunk and around the ivy branches.
‘Here,’ he called to her, gesturing to the ivy. 
With a tut, Erica stepped off the path and into the brambles. The thorns pulled at her jeans and caught on her coat, and twice she felt the prick of them against the skin of her legs. She reached Alfie and crouched as best she could to see what he was pointing at.
The ivy had indeed been cut.
‘Who would do this?’ Erica asked, brushing her fingertips against the cut. She looked up towards the top of the tree. ‘Why cut the ivy on one but not the other?’
Alfie scratched at the light stubble on his cheek thoughtfully.
‘The tree’s healthy enough. The ivy does tend to strangle them, but it’s not doing that badly.’
Erica straightened and put her hands on her hips, surveying the gateway that they now stood on the edge of.
‘It’s shut, right?’
‘It is.’
‘Does this change anything?’
Alfie glanced at her.
‘It could do.’
Erica had been afraid of that.
‘How could it change things?’
Alfie sighed, looking up at the trees.
‘There’s a possibility that damaging the gateway like this could force it to open and remain open.’
Erica’s stomach dipped at the thought.
‘Or,’ Alfie continued. ‘The gateway could be gone. Lost to this world, never to reopen.’
Erica watched him.
‘So…how do we know which one it is?’
‘We don’t. It all depends on how the ivy was cut.’ Alfie moved his hand through the gateway and Erica held her breath. Nothing happened.
‘Surely this just means that the demon can never get back through here?’ she murmured, stepping closer to him. He moved away from the gateway, taking her with him.
‘In theory,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on it.’ He refocused on her. ‘Shall we go back to talking to the trees? There’s a fallen one back on the main path. We can sit there and chat with them.’
Erica was still staring up at the damaged gateway.
‘That’s it? The ivy’s been cut, we don’t know what will happen next, let’s go sit on a dead tree and talk to the living ones?’
Alfie shrugged and made his way back to the path, gripping Erica’s hand and dragging her with him.
‘That’s all we can do.’ He turned on her once they were back on the narrow, muddy pathway. ‘And don’t take this as permission to go exploring. I still don’t want you going near the gateway, or what was the gateway. Okay? Do you promise?’
‘Even if the gateway’s shut?’
‘Even if you think the gateway’s shut.’
Erica searched Alfie’s expression, trying to decide if she was going to be angry about the slight patronising tone he’d adopted. His blue eyes were hard, but there was concern there, an urge to keep her safe no matter what. She relented.
‘I promise.’
Alfie softened and smiled, squeezing her hand.
‘Right. Lesson three,’ he said, leading her back to the main path and that fallen tree. The wind picked up, lifting Erica’s hair and sending a shiver through her.
‘Actually, I think maybe I should go home.’
‘Why? It’s still fairly early,’ said Alfie, stopping and turning back to her.
‘I know but I have work to do. A couple of clients to call back and I need to speak to the estate agent. I’m viewing some flats tomorrow.’
Alfie shifted uncomfortably.
‘And you still won’t give any consideration to moving in with me?’ he asked.
Erica’s stomach twisted, as it did every time he mentioned her moving in with him.
‘Moving in with you in the land of the fae, somewhere through a gateway like that one.’ She pointed back to the trees they’d left behind. ‘In the secret garden of the cemetery, surrounded by fae and magic and no internet connection?’
Alfie pursed his lips.
‘You’d save a lot of money on rent, though.’
Erica laughed.
‘Think about it,’ she said. ‘I’ll finally have my own place to do with what I want, and you can come and stay whenever you like. It means that we can walk through these woods and then you can come home with me.’
A slick grin grew on Alfie’s face.
‘We don’t need a flat for that. We can make love in the woods.’
‘I’d rather have a bed,’ Erica pointed out.
‘A bed of leaves.’
Erica gave Alfie a look.
‘Or up against a tree.’ He winked at her. Erica tried not to smile back, but it was too late, the image was in her head.
‘Would the trees appreciate that? Seems a bit rude.’
Alfie shrugged.
‘They’ve seen worse.’ He held out a hand to her. ‘Come on.’
‘What? Right now? It’s too cold,’ said Erica, wrapping her coat around her again for emphasis. 
Alfie sagged for a moment and then approached her, slipping his hands beneath her coat, under her jumper and top, to brush over the bare skin of her back. She could have stayed there, enveloped in his warmth, but that was the moment there were voices and a family of four appeared around the corner.
‘See, if we were in a flat, that wouldn’t happen,’ Erica whispered to Alfie.
He gently kissed her ear lobe, sending a thrill through her.
Erica made it home two hours later, her body chilled and tingling still from Alfie’s touch. She checked her reflection in the rear view mirror of her sky blue Mini Cooper and discovered a leaf caught in her hair. Grinning at the memory of how it got there, she pulled it out and dropped it on her parents’ driveway. Her family’s Labradors barked as she entered the house, the young black Bramley throwing himself at her while old, golden Daisy wagged her tail furiously. Erica greeted both with ear rubs and kisses, and shouted hello to her parents.
‘There’s post for you on the table,’ her mother shouted back from somewhere in the living room. 
Erica wandered into the kitchen and found the letter addressed to her on the dining table. Who would that be from? The estate agents had been emailing her. Perhaps it was from the bank, but the envelope was strange. It didn’t have the little plastic window at the front and her name and address were handwritten. She studied the handwriting until she finally realised what it reminded her of. Hurriedly, she ripped open the envelope and gently removed the letter from within. She opened the pages and scanned down to the name at the bottom. Her hand went to her mouth as tears pricked her eyes.
It was from Rick.
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Jess


‘Are we there yet?’ 
That really depended on the destination. Was Jess close to covering her face with her hands and screaming? Yes, she was. Was Jess close to investing all of her savings into a scientist who could invent a mute button for children who continually asked if they were there yet? Yes, she was.
Instead, Ruby was asking if they were close to her grandparents’ house and, thankfully, the answer this time was yes. Perhaps that was part of the problem. Five-year-olds would keep asking and asking, and eventually the answer to this particular question would be yes, which hardly deterred them from repeating the question over and over on the next journey. As if they somehow sped the process up.
‘Yes, love. We’re there.’
‘No we’re not,’ said Ruby, looking out of the window. ‘We’re still moving.’
Beside Jess, Marshall tried to cover up a laugh. He failed and it came out as a snort. She gave him a hard sideways look before twisting in her seat to look at her daughter.
‘We’re just coming up to the town, Rubes. Okay? We’ll be five minutes. If that.’
‘So we’re not there yet.’
‘Technically, no, but you asking us all the time isn’t going to get us there any faster.’
Ruby raised an eyebrow at her mother. It was a look that both melted Jess’s heart and infuriated her. She’d learned the look from Jess who, in turn, had learned it from her mother. Jess turned back to face the road and sighed.
‘Nervous?’ Marshall asked.
‘Yup. Aren’t you?’
‘Meeting my future in-laws for the first time and trying to explain to them why they’ve never met me before but here I am, engaged to their daughter? Nah. What’s there to be nervous about?’
Jess looked over and caught Marshall smiling to himself. Her eyes drifted down to his thick arms and broad chest. Marshall was a big man and a career in engineering and helping people with their gardens had given him muscle in all the right places. They’d been together almost a year and Jess often wondered if she’d ever get tired of watching him drive. In the beginning, he’d driven her in his van. He’d pick her up on a quiet day and they’d have lunch together. One afternoon, she discovered he’d cleared the tools from the back. Jess smiled. It had been a while since they’d had sex in the back of his van. Sure it had been uncomfortable, but Jess made a mental note to suggest another go when they were back home.
‘Stop it,’ Marshall murmured, snapping Jess back to the car.
‘What?’ She turned away, back to the road, as Marshall slowed the car and they passed the big sign that welcomed them to the market town of Chipping Briar.
Marshall glanced over at her with that endearing lopsided smile of his and gave her a wink. Jess grinned and risked placing her hand on his thigh to give it a squeeze.
‘See, Ruby. Here we are,’ she declared. ‘Just got to get to the car park now and then the pub.’
Ruby didn’t answer and when Jess looked back to check, the girl was staring out of the window. The sky may have been drab and heavy with cloud but the plant tubs decorating the entrance to the town were overflowing with daffodils. Jess smiled and relaxed. Her parents had moved to this town after Jess had left home but that didn’t matter, being with her parents was like going home, and she hadn’t seen them for a whole year. She hadn’t yet told her parents the full truth about her new business venture working with Erica as paranormal investigators. Jess stiffened, her shoulders rising to her ears. She was turning up with a new fiancé, a new dog and a new career chasing ghosts. Well, it was their own fault for going on such a long cruise to see the world. Jess bit her lip. Somehow she didn’t think that argument would go down well.
There was no more time to consider it. She directed Marshall to the end of the town, down a road on the left, another left and into the town’s main car park. Marshall exhaled slowly as he squeezed the car into one of the few remaining spaces and turned the engine off.
‘Nice place,’ he murmured, turning to Jess. ‘Ready?’
‘As I’ll ever be.’ Jess glanced back to Ruby. ‘Ready to go see Granny and Grampy?’
Ruby nodded eagerly.
‘Can I show them Bubbles?’ she asked.
‘You can tell them all about Bubbles while I hold her,’ said Jess, turning to Marshall. ‘Ready?’
‘Better to just do it rather than think about it anymore.’ Marshall gave himself a defiant nod and they both climbed out of the car. Jess went to the back to get Bubbles while Marshall walked around to unstrap Ruby.
‘Hello, love.’
Jess turned just as Bubbles jumped out of the car. Her mother, who had been rushing towards her from the footpath that wound into the car park, stopped and stared down at the large Bernese mountain dog. ‘My, he’s bigger than you said!’
‘Granny!’ came Ruby’s voice, followed by the five-year-old running around the car and throwing herself into her grandmother’s waiting open arms. Then Marshall appeared. Jess’s mother squeezed Ruby, blinked at Marshall and then glanced at Jess. ‘You must be Marshall,’ she said, regaining her composure. Marshall nodded.
‘Lovely to meet you, Mrs Tidswell.’
‘And you. Please, call me Ginny. And this must be Bubbles.’ Ginny bent to stroke the dog’s head. 
Ruby was immediately beside her. Just as she went to open her mouth to begin a monologue lecture on Bubbles, Jess asked, ‘Where’s Dad?’
‘We’re meeting him at the pub, I just wanted to pop into one of the independent shops over there and then thought I’d meet you here. Come on, let’s go find him.’
Jess and Marshall exchanged a look as Ruby and Ginny led the way back onto the footpath and into the town, Bubbles pulling on the end of her lead and dragging Jess along. 
They reached the high street, turned left and wandered along until Ginny ducked to the left and into one of the old buildings. The warmth of the pub hit them immediately along with the smell of stale beer and the sound of the cash register going over the low chatter of people sitting at tables. Towards the back, at a table for six, was Jess’s father. He grinned as Ruby ran into his arms.
‘You’ve grown so much,’ he told her, planting a big kiss on her cheek. ‘Oh my, that’s a big dog.’
‘This is Bubbles,’ said Ruby, chest full, chin high. She ran over to Bubbles and tried to take the lead from Jess. 
‘Not yet, sweetheart,’ Jess told her. ‘Let’s all just calm down, yeah?’ Jess stroked the dog’s ears as Bubbles panted, taking in the strange room, new people and new smells. ‘Hi, Dad.’ Jess gave her father a hug, and then he turned on Marshall. 
‘And you must be Marshall.’
‘Yes, lovely to meet you.’
The two men shook hands and Jess exhaled slowly. So far, so good.
‘I’ll get us some drinks,’ her father declared. ‘Gin and tonic? Wine? Apple juice for those of us under the age of ten?’
‘A coffee would be good,’ Jess told her father as she took a chair and gestured for Marshall to sit beside her. Opposite, Ginny was making Ruby comfortable. 
‘A pint, Marshall? Or a coffee?’
‘A pint would be good,’ Marshall said. ‘Do you need a hand?’
‘No, no.’ Jess’s father wandered off with a smile.
‘I’m Ginny, he’s Eddie,’ Jess’s mother told Marshall who nodded. ‘And is he all right down there? This place is very dog friendly.’
‘Her. Bubbles is a her,’ said Jess, before telling Bubbles to lie down. Bubbles gave a soft whine until Jess got close and told her to sit. Bubbles sat down and eased to the floor, sniffing the carpet, her eyes lighting up as Jess produced a chew toy from her bag. Bubbles immediately got to work, strange new surroundings forgotten. 
‘You always did want a dog,’ said Ginny, watching her. ‘Did you say Paul gave her to you?’
‘In a way,’ said Jess, sitting back and relaxing a little. ‘Paul bought her, changed his mind and decided she should be Ruby’s dog and I should take care of her. So here we are.’
Ginny shook her head.
‘He always was a strange man.’
‘Yes.’
There was a silence until Eddie brought over a tray of drinks and placed one in front of each person.
‘What are we talking about?’ he asked.
‘How strange Paul is.’ Ginny flashed Ruby a grin and the girl beamed back. ‘Just turning up one day with a dog.’
‘Ah. Yes. Well. How is he?’ Eddie asked awkwardly.
Jess smiled to herself.
‘Getting married.’
Both of her parents looked up at her.
‘And, actually, we have some news on that front too. Because, we’re also getting married.’ Jess flashed them her engagement ring. 
Ginny stood up with a whoosh, hand over her mouth, and pulled on Jess’s hand for a closer look. Eddie, however, stared at Marshall.
‘Doesn’t Ruby have any headphones she can listen to a video with?’ 
Jess looked past her mother to see her father watching Marshall. Ruby looked up at her mother eagerly.
Reluctantly, Jess fished out a tablet and child size pink headphones and pulled up a video series for Ruby to watch. They all waited until she was engrossed and then Jess opened her mouth, but her father got there first.
‘You barely know each other,’ he hissed.
Jess sighed.
‘I know we haven’t been together long. But we know each other, Dad.’
‘Are you pregnant?’ her mother asked in a whisper.
Jess had expected this, and although the question still made her stomach twist, she did a good job of holding it together.
‘No. I’m not pregnant. I’m in love.’
Her parents looked from her to Marshall who attempted a smile.
‘I know this must come as a shock,’ he told them, clearing his throat. ‘But your daughter is the most amazing person I’ve ever met. And so is Ruby.’
‘He makes us happy,’ Jess added. ‘He keeps us safe.’
Her parents exchanged a glance.
‘But it’s only been a few months,’ said her father.
‘It’s been nearly a year, Dad. And how long did it take you to know you wanted to marry Mum?’ Jess asked.
There was a pause and then a smile bloomed on Eddie’s face.
‘You always have been hard to argue with,’ he told her, taking Ginny’s hand. Her mother grinned.
‘Well, congratulations. To both of you,’ she said. ‘We should have bought some champagne. Maybe later. A new dog, a new husband-to-be. And a new job. You haven’t told us much about this new business of yours with Erica. Is it a marketing agency? I remember you saying you were planning on setting one up together.’
Jess tried to keep a handle on the spinning conversation. She was in danger of losing control of it, if she ever had control.
‘Erm, not exactly. But I guess we’re something of an agency.’
‘What does that mean?’ Ginny sat back and sipped her gin and tonic.
‘Sounds a bit like a mid-life crisis,’ Eddie interrupted, looking back to Marshall. ‘Quitting your job, setting up a business, getting engaged so quickly.’
Jess had trouble arguing against that.
‘It is odd how it all worked out, I guess,’ she offered. 
‘And what do you do, Marshall?’ Eddie asked.
‘I’m a handyman,’ said Marshall.
Jess’s heart pounded.
‘He helps elderly and vulnerable people, Dad. That’s how we met. He was gardening for my neighbour and offered to fix our broken fence.’
‘The one I offered to fix for you?’
‘Yeah, but, remember, I thought the neighbour would fix it because he said he would. Well, he didn’t. And then Ruby and Marshall met through the fence, and by the time I’d reached them, she’d convinced him to save all the worms he was digging up from Mr Horton’s garden, and then he offered to fix the fence.’ Jess shrugged.
Ginny smiled at her, a small knowing look passing between mother and daughter.
‘Does it pay well?’ Eddie asked. ‘Being a handyman.’
‘Well…sometimes,’ said Marshall. ‘I enjoy being my own boss. Some clients pay me well and others…don’t pay at all.’
Eddie raised an eyebrow.
‘Some clients just want a chat and some company, and I don’t feel right taking money out of their small pension just because they had a dripping tap and were lonely.’
Eddie softened.
Under the table, Jess squeezed Marshall’s hand.
‘And he’s wonderful with Ruby, ridiculously supportive of both of us and a whiz with the dog,’ Jess added. ‘So, how was the cruise?’
‘Oh, it was wonderful,’ said Ginny, taking the bait to change subject. ‘Of course, like any holiday, the memories will have faded soon, but we have our next adventure planned out.’ She grinned at her husband and something inside Jess flipped sickeningly.
‘What does that mean? What new adventure?’
The cruise hadn’t come as a surprise. Eddie had already been retired for two years when Ginny took early retirement. They took their savings and immediately booked the cruise they’d been talking about for so long. They wanted to see the world. It was something they’d mentioned over and over for as long as Jess could remember, and this was their chance. Their last chance. They reminded her of that often. There had never been any talk of what would happen afterwards.
‘Are you going on another cruise?’ Jess asked. ‘You’ve just been around the world. Did you miss somewhere?’
Ginny’s eyes twinkled.
‘No. This one is closer to home.’ She giggled. ‘We’ve bought a house.’
Jess frowned.
‘You have a house.’
‘Yes, well, we’re selling that and have bought a new house. A renovation project,’ her mother told her.
‘It’s on the other side of town. We’ve had our eyes on it for a while and it came up for auction while we were away, so we bid for it online and won,’ said her father.
Jess swallowed on the bile rising in her throat.
‘You’ve sold your house?’
‘Not yet,’ said her mother. ‘But it’s on the market. We spent most of what we have buying the new house, but we can’t live in it yet. By the time the sale has gone through on our old place, the new house will be functional and the sale will fund the rest of the work. That’s the plan. You’ll love it, Jess.’
‘Is it…bigger?’ Jess frowned. Why would they want to move from their beautiful finished detached house to take up a full renovation project?
‘No. It’s a clean slate. Everything at home is done. What else are we going to do now that we’ve seen the world?’
‘I don’t know. Relax? Read books? Garden? See friends? Spend time with Ruby?’ Jess was aware of her rising pitch.
‘I’d quite like to learn some building skills,’ said her father.
‘And I’ll get a completely blank canvas for some interior design and landscaping,’ said Ginny.
There was a silence. Marshall looked at Jess, squeezing her hand, and then glanced at Ruby who was giggling, engrossed in her screen.
‘I guess we’ve all come here today with surprises,’ he said.
‘Yes,’ said Ginny, putting down her glass. ‘Come see the house. Maybe you’ll understand then.’
‘Now?’ Jess murmured.
‘Finish your drink,’ said her father.
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Rick

Bristol, 1864


There were certain things that people didn’t consider before deciding to travel through time. One of those things was currency. Victorian Bristol didn’t use the same money as the modern world, and without prior planning, Rick Cavanagh would have landed in the past in some trouble. Poverty was nothing new. It was a constant, especially in the cities, and the Bristol he landed in was a little gloomier, a lot smellier and, arguably, rougher on the streets than the Bristol he’d grown up in. The noise was different too. Instead of the roar and  pfft of the buses and traffic, there were snorts from horses and clopping of their hooves on the cobbled roads. Some things were still the same, however. After arriving and getting his bearings, Rick had wandered around the city to see what he recognised.
The Bristol Grand hotel on Broad Street was newly opened and appeared fresh and modern compared to Rick’s surroundings. It was also called the White Lion, which threw Rick at first. He couldn’t help but smile. One day, in the distant future, he and Erica would visit the Bristol Grand when searching for a reception venue for their wedding. Erica loved the old façade, the historic feel, and now here Rick was, visiting it only months after it had opened. He considered booking a room and staying there, but first he needed to think through his financial situation.
Finding a nearby pub, Rick bought a pint and a pie and sat in a darkened corner to eat and think. While he had money, he didn’t have enough to travel endlessly through time until the pocket watch Alfie had given him did something and called him back to Erica. That was relying on the idea that it would ever do that; that Alfie had been telling the truth. If Rick was going to survive and potentially live a life of some luxury wherever he was, then he’d need to earn some money.
He sighed, wishing he was the sporting type. Someone who remembered the results of matches, so he could travel to the right time and place the right bets. But that had never been him. His skills were in people, which was what had led him to join the police as soon as he could. Surely those skills would get him through.
Of course, this was a fantastic opportunity. He had a blank slate, he could try whatever he wanted. On the other hand, he was a man from the future, with no papers or references to help him get hired, or even convince people he was who he said he was.
Back in the police, in his own time, there was a whole department dedicated to producing that paperwork, the passports, working out the currencies and backstories, ensuring everything moved smoothly for each case. Now Rick was on his own.
The other thing that Rick knew was Bristol. This was his home turf. He was Bristolian, born and bred, and he’d never left the city. He’d been born here, grown up here, developed a career, fallen in love, married and started a family here. Right up to the point where he’d stupidly gone after the escaped murderer Rachel Green, travelled back and bumped into Erica before they were supposed to meet. After everything that had happened, here he was, still in Bristol, albeit a completely different time period.
That would have to change.
He’d left Erica to see the world and that was what he planned to do. For all he knew, Erica would be ready for him within a few months. Perhaps she would change her mind about Alfie, or the irritating fae would mess up. Either way, there was a chance that Rick didn’t have much time. 
Once he’d filled his belly, he strode in the direction of Temple Meads railway station, wondering if it would look any different. The fashion tugged at his gaze as men and women strolled past him, some in a hurry, some not. The women gave him furtive glances. Rick purposefully wore a long brown coat to cover his clothing. It was easier than constantly changing outfits to fit the time he was in. Underneath were jeans and a shirt, which would have to go. He’d buy something on his way back from the railway station, he decided, as a woman in a green dress caught his eye. She smiled at him and he smiled back. He’d need a hat too. All the men were wearing hats.
Temple Meads was different, although when Rick would later stop and think about it, he recognised the building before him as the one hidden beneath layers of new build in his own time. Its simplicity compared to what he was used to was stunning, as was the detail in the design. The smoke, on the other hand, was worse than the pollution of modern Bristol. Puffs of it rose from behind the building as an engine stood idly waiting. The smell of the burning coal gripped something in Rick and he approached, grinning, shoving his hands deep into his pockets and taking in lungfuls of the dirty air.
That night, having dined in the hotel restaurant, Rick sat on the bed and took out the paper and pen he’d brought with him. The pen was noticeably out of place, but easier than carrying ink around. His new clothes were neatly folded at the end of the bed, waiting for the morning and his first day in a new job, as an apprentice learning to drive the steam trains. His stomach churned with the nerves of the day and the excitement of what tomorrow would bring. Before he attempted sleep, however, he crouched over the paper and wrote a letter to Erica.
Beside him, on the covers, was the pocket watch Alfie had given him, glinting gold in the lamp light as Rick described the city to Erica. He made sure to date it and enclosed a piece of that day’s newspaper in the envelope when he was done.
Getting the letter to arrive at the right time would be tricky, but nothing Rick couldn’t handle. It would take some explaining to the postmaster and perhaps a little extra cash, but Rick had worked everything out.
He fell asleep that night with the pocket watch in his hand, a part of his mind always waiting for it to do something, to tell him to come home.
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Erica


Erica woke early but not as early as her mother, Esther, who had been awake at dawn and up within minutes to drink tea and tend to her herbs. She made her daughter a coffee while Erica spread margarine and jam on some toast. 
‘You should have something more filling,’ said Esther. ‘Toast won’t last you long.’
‘I’ll be okay. I’m meeting Gran at the cemetery in a couple of hours, I’ll grab something at the café.’
Esther sighed, placing Erica’s coffee on the table beside her toast.
‘Or I could make you some porridge.’
Erica’s stomach churned and she shook her head. She opened her mouth to thank her mother but decline the offer when Esther sat in the chair beside her and frowned into her eyes.
‘What’s wrong? Something’s wrong. Is it Alfie?’
Erica sat back.
‘What? No. Why do you think it’s Alfie?’
Esther pulled a face.
‘You know why.’
‘I thought you liked him now that you know him better.’
Esther sighed.
‘I see how he loves you, but I don’t trust him and neither should you. You can’t trust the fae.’
‘What about Gran and Eolande?’
‘Yes, well, I don’t approve, but you know what your grandmother does if you try to tell her not to do something.’
Erica agreed as she sipped her coffee.
‘So it’s not Alfie,’ Esther continued. ‘But something’s wrong.’
Erica sighed and reached into her pocket
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