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​THE BELL OVER MY SHOP door tinkled, and I put down my knitting. The shop was empty but for the woman who paused in the doorway.

"Can I help you?" I asked.

"Just browsing, thanks."

She had an American accent, I thought. I watched her wander around the shop. She was fairly tall, with reddish-brown hair, and dressed casually in jeans and a green jacket.

She  moved along the shelves, picking up anything that caught her eye, then putting it back again. She came back to the rack of paperback books I keep near the front of the shop, and browsed through them while other customers came in and kept me busy.

She turned the revolving rack and looked through the guidebooks and maps on the other side. She selected a guide to the local area and brought it to the counter. I noticed that her eyes were green, quite unusual.

I rang up the price in the till. "That'll be two pounds, please."

As she passed me the money, I asked, "Where are you from then, lass?"

"Canada."

"I've a cousin in Canada, in Toronto."

The woman smiled. "That's where I live."

"I visited Alistair a few years back. Toronto's a big place. Are ye on holiday?" 

"Yes, I've rented the cottage on the coast road... Spindrift. Do you know it?"

"Aye, I know the place. Will ye bide there alone?"

She nodded, looking slightly puzzled, and left the shop.

Conversation among the other customers started as soon as the door closed behind her.

"She's never going to stay in that cottage alone! I'd be feared."

Another woman asked, "Why?"

"It's all by itself on that road. No-one nearby. And ye ken that man years back that just disappeared one night. Never heard of again."

"Aye, but it's been let to holiday-makers many times since."

"Aye, but not to a woman on her own."
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, I noticed a car drive up and park by the sea wall. The Canadian woman got out, opened the boot and took out a bicycle. Young Samantha Balfour appeared from the other side of the car and took it from her. They talked a bit, and then Sam got on her bike, waved to the woman, and cycled away.

The woman stood by the sea wall, looking out across the harbour for a few moments. Then she got back into her car and drove off.

I admit I was curious. I do like to know what is going on in Whitehaven, and I'm well positioned to see most of the comings and goings of the village. My shop looks out over the harbour, where the fishing boats anchor, protected from the rough sea by the cement breakwater. I can watch the two fish-packing businesses which border both sides of the harbour. I can't actually see The Black Ox, our village pub, since it's on the same side of the road as me, but I can watch people going to and from it. Life would be pretty dull just tending the shop if I didn't take an interest in what's going on around me. 

My shop is an old-fashioned one, like many in local villages, and since it's the only one in Whitehaven, everyone comes through here. I sell basic groceries, snacks, drinks, and even small items of clothing, like wool socks, scarves, hats, baby nappies. When I was visiting my cousin, he said in Canada it would be called a convenience store.

On the wall behind my till, I keep tobacco, cigarettes, beer, wine and those half-bottles of whisky, rum, vodka and gin. There's a constant flow in and out during the day. People chat while they shop and I hear it all.
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​IT'S BEEN A FORTNIGHT since I first met Molly Fraser, the Canadian visitor, and I'm coming to know this lady in Spindrift Cottage. Fanciful name the owner has given it—to us, it will always be the McRae place. I've learned a little about Molly—she has a consulting job back in Canada, but is taking a lengthy holiday here in Scotland. Since it's not the usual time of year for tourists, Molly has become the centre of some curiosity in Whitehaven, and often the subject of chat in the shop.

"I hear she has a puppy now."

"Aye, a hound of some sort—all wrinkles and long ears. Got enormous paws, too. It'll be a big beast when it grows."

"My Jackie saw her on the beach with Sam Balfour and the puppy."

"Aye, my girls tell me Sam is right taken with her."

Molly comes into the village fairly often now to pick up supplies from my shop and to walk along the harbour front, where she seems to enjoy watching the fishing boats go out and come back with their catch. She often buys fresh fish from the little outlet attached to one of the fish processing businesses.

"It's the availability of fresh fish right off the boats," she told me. "I'm trying varieties I've never tasted before. So good!"

I saw Molly meet Sam Balfour one day as she stepped off the school bus and noticed them talking before walking off together. I had asked Sam about her when the girl came into the shop a few days before.

"I met her on the beach, and now I sometimes go walking with her and Thurber." Sam said. "She's interesting. I like her."

"Thurber?"

"That's the puppy's name."

That was as much as she would say. I sometimes think that lass doesn't like me.

Later that same evening, after she went off with Sam, I noticed Molly walk by with Gregor, Sam's father, probably on their way to the pub. I admit I was burning with curiosity.

The next day, my customers were full of the news that Gregor Balfour and the woman from the cottage had dinner together at The Black Ox, and that he had introduced her to his friends. This was an enticing turn of events for all the local ladies.

Old Nick Gilchrist overheard them gossiping. "Silly old hens," I heard him mutter as he paid for his tobacco and whisky. "Naught can move in this place without everyone yammering on about it."
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​ANNIE DOUGLAS CAME in today for flour and other supplies. She's well known for her baking, and folk fight over her pastries and scones at our village fetes. I seized the opportunity.

"Hae ye met Molly Fraser?"

"Aye. Gregor introduced us last night. Nice woman. Quiet. Seems to watch rather than talk. Mebbe because she doesn't know us yet."

"How does Gregor know her?"

Annie laughed. "Seems a few weeks back, she was parked near the pub, looking at her map when he came by. He, charmer that he is, talked her into coming into the pub for dinner with him!"

"Seems like Sam knows her, too."

"Ah well. Sam met her earlier that same day, or so my daughter Catherine tells me. Sam has gotten to know her better than any of us. She fair worships her."
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​GRADUALLY, THE TALK has died down. Folk have gotten used to seeing Molly and her pup around, although she often does not appear for several days.

"She's a writer," Annie told me. "She's working on a book while she's here."

"Imagine that! What kind of book?"

"I don't know. She doesn't seem to want to talk about it much. Keeps it private, like."

"So ye've become friends, then?" 

Annie paused. "Becoming so, I think. She's different from other folk. She's very interested in other people, but doesn't talk much about herself."

I had to be satisfied with those meagre pieces, but when Molly next came in, we chatted at first, and then I said, "I hear you're writing a book?"

She flushed. "I'm trying," was all she said and moved off to the back of the shop.

Annie's right, I thought. She dinnae want to discuss it. Shy like. I'll not press her.

When she came to pay for her groceries, I asked, "All settled in now? The cottage is warm enough?"

"It can be chilly, but I think I've mastered the fire now—how to keep it burning through the night with peat. That has really helped."

"Aye, those old cottages can be damp, especially by the sea. The damp seems to get into the stones. I was raised in one like that and I mind how cold it was. Have everything ye need now?"

She nodded and put her things into her bags, waved and left. I could see her excited puppy bouncing up and down in the car as she approached it. She put her bags in, slipped a leash on the pup and took him for a walk along the harbour wall. He pranced along, sometimes falling over his own feet or tripping over his long ears as he sniffed everything in his path. Quite comical.

The next time Molly came in, I asked her about the
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