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PROLOGUE

‘WAIT FOR ME. Wait …’ Little Flo calls. It starts as a game. She’s happy, full of fun, keen to play.

‘You’ll never catch me,’ whispers a voice in the air around her, and the other, taller girl is smiling her dazzling smile over her shoulder. She flicks her head round, her red hair swinging across her narrow back in a bright curtain, and forges ahead down the long straight corridor.

The walls are papered with an old-fashioned floral design, pretty but very faded with age. There are no pictures and the ceiling is high. Many rooms lie to either side but all the doors are closed and the passage is as dim as twilight, though it is not clear what the source of even this meagre light is. Little Flo doesn’t know where this corridor leads, only that it stretches far, far ahead.

The other girl’s legs are longer than Flo’s and the distance between the two children is soon doubled, then tripled … And still they run and run, endlessly, the beautiful red-headed child getting further and further away, Little Flo tiring and panting, beginning to panic that the other girl is leaving her behind. She’s frightened now. This is no longer a game. It is imperative that the older girl is caught, that she stays, that she is safe – Little Flo will keep her safe – and yet she keeps running away into the unknown, to some unnamed peril.

‘Wait, please wait …’ pleads Little Flo, her arms extended beseechingly.

Eventually she has to stop to catch her breath and as she pauses she sees the flash of red hair as the other girl, way, way in the distance now, reaches the end at last, takes a turn to the left and disappears.

Little Flo resumes her pursuit. All will be well if only the two are together again. She knows this instinctively. She has to catch up.

When she reaches the end there is no left turn, just blank wall. Not even a door that can be opened. She is just a little girl all alone, in the semi-dark, and there is nowhere to go and no one to go with. She feels tears rise in her eyes and her throat is tight as she turns the only way she can: back where she came from, her legs so weary, her breath tight with all the running, her heart stricken with fear.

The long corridor stretches out ahead and Little Flo starts back down it on heavy legs. But every step takes her further from the girl, who looks so like herself: older, taller, but the same skinny, coltish legs and beacon-bright hair.

Eventually, far ahead she sees a tall figure, a woman who also has red hair, hers coiled up at the nape of her neck, and wearing a long straight frock. The woman has her hands to her face and she’s crying hard, her shoulders heaving.

‘Mummy!’ screams Little Flo.
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Florence wakes with a gasp, her heart pounding. The not-yet-familiar room is dark and silent but for the quiet tick of her bedside clock. The memory of the nightmare quickly recedes, in the way of all dreams, its sharp edges of fear and grief softened in a minute or two, but leaving her with a hollow feeling of loss.

They have all gone now – the father she cannot even envisage at all, the child she pursued in the dream, and now her mother, too. Only Florence remains.




CHAPTER ONE

‘I THINK,’ SAID Mildred Yateman to her husband, Jim, ‘that I might just pop over to Paradise.’

Better than going to hell, thought Jim, but resisted the temptation to say it. ‘So what’s happening at Paradise?’

‘That’s what I mean to find out. Doreen’s been asking since the “Sold” sign went up and I know she and Mary will be wanting to know who the new owner is. I saw a woman there earlier; went up the lane for a few minutes with a dog. Funny-looking little thing – the dog, not her. She looked quite smart. Nice little jacket – red, would you believe, and so is her hair. I didn’t like to visit when her furniture was being moved in, but the van came and left yesterday and I think it’s time I went over to say hello. I’ve been keeping a lookout and she’s back now so this could be my chance.’

‘Quite right, love,’ said Jim, determinedly not looking through the front windows towards Paradise Cottage, over the lane. ‘You’ve a duty to Guisethorpe to find out everything you can and report back in full. No time to lose. In fact, I think you should make a list of questions to ask her, so’s you don’t overlook anything. Take a notebook and pen with you, why don’t you?’

Mildred gave him a long look. ‘Are you being funny, Jim?’

‘Never.’

‘Well, I still think I ought to go and introduce myself; welcome her to the village.’

‘It’s not your village to welcome her to, Mil. You know, you could leave it until you just happen to meet her in the street instead of bothering the poor woman. She probably hasn’t even got her boxes unpacked yet.’

‘I suppose so.’ Mildred stood on tiptoe, craning her neck and peering short-sightedly over her own front garden, trying to see into the windows of the pretty cottage opposite. ‘But Doreen said—’

‘Doreen Potter and Mary Davis can wait. Mary, at least, is a good sensible sort and I can’t think that she’d want you to be intruding on the newcomer.’

‘Mm … maybe.’ Mildred was secretly a little in awe of Mary Davis, who was a retired headmistress and whom Mildred considered ‘refined’.

‘Leave it, love. The chance will come to meet the woman, never fear, and when it does I have every confidence you’ll take full advantage of it.’

‘Thank you, Jim,’ said Mildred, as if her husband had paid her a compliment.

She gave Paradise Cottage a last careful inspection, so far as she could see it without blatantly putting on her glasses, then reluctantly gave up her vigil and went to make lunch.

After Jim and Mildred had eaten, Jim decided he’d better work off the vast helping of steak and kidney pudding he’d consumed by weeding his vegetable plot, which was a very large part of the long back garden, beyond his shed. He donned his gardening togs and collected from the shed his tools and a large chip basket for the ripe produce, wondering how he’d even be able to look at any vegetables that afternoon, so full did his stomach feel. Still, at least it would be peaceful down there. Mildred considered vegetable-growing to be man’s work and she’d made the front garden her own domain.

Mildred went to sit in her armchair by the front window, her favourite spot to watch if anyone was passing in the quiet lane, but this afternoon her attention was solely on Paradise Cottage and its briefly glimpsed new owner. She put on her glasses and, safe from Jim’s censure, stood on the chair seat, holding on to the high back, craning her neck to see if she could make out anyone or anything happening at the cottage.

There was no doubt that it was a very pretty little house – almost picture-perfect, in fact – with blowsy pink roses growing up the crisscrossed wooden trellis that made up the sides of the porch, a white clapboard front giving it the characteristic ‘seaside’ look of many Guisethorpe cottages, and two little upstairs windows, which, right up under the eaves, gave the impression of eyes in a friendly face. The garden was overgrown, since the cottage had been unoccupied for several months, but even that was attractive, with roses and dahlias blooming brightly among poppies and other tall weeds. It looked somehow … carefree. Yes, that was the word, Mildred decided. Not to her own taste really – she glanced proudly at the serried rows of French marigolds edging her straight front path – but it certainly had charm, if you didn’t mind disorder and wildness.

There was no sign of the new owner, though, or the little dog.

After a while Mildred’s ankles started to swell with her balancing on the cushioned armchair seat, and she carefully lowered her feet to the floor one at a time, sat down, changed her distance glasses for reading ones, and decided to catch up on the latest Woman’s Own, while still keeping vigilant for activity at the cottage. Soon, however, the heaviness of her lunch overcame her, her eyes closed and the magazine slipped off her lap as she dozed.
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Florence Stanville had just finished washing out the last of the kitchen cupboards when the bell in the narrow hallway jangled and Scamper gave a little bark.

Not the best moment to have a visitor, and who could possibly want to see her anyway? Crossly, Florence pulled at her wet rubber gloves, which stretched and snapped around her hot hands but would not be removed. The bell jangled again and Scamper was now at the door, fussing and letting the visitor, whoever it was, know she was there.

‘All right, all right, I’m coming,’ Florence huffed. ‘Scamper, out of my way.’

She opened the front door and there was an overweight grey-haired man, wearing a moth-eaten sleeveless pullover and shapeless grubby trousers. He was smiling and holding out a twine-tied bundle of slender runner beans. She’d never seen him before, of course, and he didn’t look like a greengrocer, so why was he here handing out beans?

‘Yes?’ she asked, snapping the yellow rubber fingers, again to no effect.

The man’s smile slipped a little but he was passing her the beans before she could refuse them.

‘I’m Jim Yateman. I live over there, Sea View, with my wife, Mildred.’

‘Yes?’

‘We saw you’d moved in and I just came to say hello. Thought you might like some runners. I’ve a load to spare and, frankly, you’d be doing me a favour if you took them off my hands.’ The man looked embarrassed, as if he knew he was gabbling foolishly. ‘Is there anything you need?’ He glanced at the yellow gloves. ‘I take it you’ve managed to light the range, Mrs …?’

Florence put the beans on the floor and started to peel off one of the gloves from the wrist end; her hands were very clammy now.

‘Hello, Mr Yateman. Thanks for the beans. Yes, thank you, I did manage to light the range and I’ve plenty of hot water. In fact, I was up to my elbows in it when you rang the doorbell,’ she added pointedly.

Jim Yateman looked cowed. ‘I’m sorry if it’s not a good time.’

‘It isn’t.’

‘Oh … oh, well, maybe I should be off then, Mrs …?’

Florence continued working on the removal of the gloves, turning each inside out as she peeled it off her hand. Jim dithered, evidently waiting for her to say something else.

‘So you grew these beans yourself?’ she asked poor Jim eventually.

‘Yes, of course … in my garden, Mrs …?’

‘Clever … Thank you. Good of you to call. Goodbye, Mr Yateman.’ And she picked up the vegetables, gave him a brief smile and gently closed the door.

‘Nosy busybody,’ she muttered. At least the runner beans would do for dinner tonight. Beans on toast, sort of … She was grateful for that, but it didn’t mean she was prepared to part with any information about herself in exchange, certainly not until she knew who was who and what was what. She hadn’t asked Jim Yateman to come round and she wasn’t going to play up to his expectations or by his rules, or anybody else’s. She’d start as she meant to go on: on her own terms. If folk wanted to visit when it wasn’t convenient, pressing home-grown veg on her, then she’d say thank you, but that was all she’d say.

‘We’re not in a hurry to get to know folk, are we, love? Better it’s just you and me for the moment, eh, Scamper, till we’re settled in?’ She reached down and patted the little dog’s curly head, and Scamper gave an answering wag of her tail and gazed at her mistress adoringly, as if she knew they were everything to each other and in this together.

Florence went to shut Scamper in the sitting room, where she’d put the dog basket. Then she went back to the kitchen and put the beans on a shelf in the recently cleaned pantry.

Reluctantly she donned the sweaty rubber gloves again, ran a fresh bucket of hot water, added ammonia, dunked her mop in and began vigorously cleaning the floor.

At least there was endless hot water today … Oh, but that range had been a bugger, filthy dirty on top, the ovens caked in grease and a disgusting layer of ash left in the firebox. Luckily there was plenty of coal in the little shed at the side of the house, though that was festooned with black spider webs and it looked as if mice had been gnawing the door. She’d had no kindling and had had to improvise with pages ripped from a book. She felt bad about that but not once had she even considered going to the house opposite to ask for help. That would have been falling at the very first fence. No, independence was the rule in this new life, in this old place, and she meant to stick to it.
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Jim, cleaning his gardening tools in a bucket under the outside tap, decided not to tell Mildred about his encounter with the impatient new resident of Paradise Cottage. He hadn’t meant to be nosy or interfering, just neighbourly. He hadn’t even meant to visit until the ludicrous excess of runner beans in today’s harvest had made him think his neighbour opposite might not have any, while he could easily spare any amount. It had been a spur-of-the-moment idea, but a bad one, as it turned out.

Jim tried not to feel hurt or petty about his reception. He hadn’t intended to patronise her, asking about the range, but she’d obviously taken it the wrong way. Or maybe she was just tired after the house move and was busy trying to get straight. That would be it … No doubt when they met the next time she’d apologise and they’d both laugh it off and become friends. After all, he got on all right with most people …

She hadn’t even told him her name, though he’d given her a cue. Thrice, in fact. Perhaps she was shy … Certainly, with that soft-vowelled northern way of speaking, she wasn’t local to the east coast: Lancashire, he thought. A pretty woman, too: not young, but a lot younger than Mildred and him. Slim, and very striking with all that red hair coiled up. None of that permed style Mildred went in for. Jim laughed. The little brown dog was cute and had a permed look about its coat. There must be an element of poodle in there somewhere, along with some kind of terrier, perhaps.

Back in his shed, Jim tied up several more bundles of runner beans with garden twine and placed them in an orange box with the usual sign: ‘3d a bunch. Money in tin, please.’ He took the box and the tin down to the table in the lane beside the front gate and left it there without much hope. Many of the keen vegetable gardeners of Guisethorpe grew runners, and there must be enough beans in the village to feed everyone, and probably most of Fleming St Clair further down the coast, too, though they were likely swamped with their own beans, of course.

As he turned to go back inside he noticed, at the far side of Paradise Cottage, a car, parked on the little bit of rough ground there. So, the rude woman – and there really was no other way to describe her – was not only competent at lighting her range but she was a driver, too. Of course, the car – which he saw was a green Morris Minor very much in need of a clean, as if it had just been driven a long way – might belong to her husband. Yet there’d been no sign of any man at the cottage. Jim tried to think whether the woman had worn a wedding ring but all he could remember of her hands was a pair of bright yellow rubber gloves. He did remember her eyes, though: blue, a proper dark blue – unusual with such red hair – and with a very direct look in them, when she could be bothered to give him her attention. Jim surprised himself with this thought. He had enough self-knowledge to know he didn’t usually notice the colour of a woman’s eyes.

No, he would definitely not be mentioning his foolish excursion over the road to Mildred. He’d told her it would be a mistake to go, and then he’d gone himself and proved it. And, after all, he had nothing to say about the visit anyway. He knew no more about the woman at Paradise Cottage than he had before he went.
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Florence had eaten the beans on toast – far better than toast by itself; the beans had been delicious and very tender – and decided to take advantage of the light summer evening to take Scamper for a walk. The dog had been bored while Florence cleaned the kitchen, and then overexcited when she’d started to unpack some of the tea chests in the sitting room.

They went down the lane this time, towards where it joined the road that, from there, ran parallel to the beach. Florence pointedly did not even glance at the windows of the house opposite, set higher up than her cottage. Beside the gate labelled ‘Sea View’ – Florence rolled her eyes at the name, which managed to be both predictable and inappropriate – was a small spindly table, now empty, but the purpose of which she guessed at once. Jim Yateman was probably almost giving away his glut of beans. She thought about that as she walked, Scamper pulling a little on her lead, keen to explore all the new scents along the way.

As they approached the sea and the lane broadened, the breeze blowing in from the east could be felt, even on this warm summer evening; with it, stronger with every step Florence took, came the glorious seaside smell, and then the insistent shushing wash of waves on the shore. Next the view of the beach, stretching away south as far as she could see in a long ribbon of pebbly sand. There was no one else close by as Florence stopped to take in the scene, watching the roll of the waves between the groynes, seeing the last of the children packing up to go home, abandoning ambitious sandcastles, which would be gone by morning, leaving pristine sand to be dug again tomorrow. Once, she had been such a child. The tired walk home on sandy feet, with a red-painted spade, a decorated tin bucket and a heart full of happiness had been her end to the day.

She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. This special mixture of salt and fresh air, the clean-but-dirty beach smell, the tang of seaweed, with the background sounds of the call of herring gulls and the whisper of the waves was a perfect evocation of the best of her childhood. Her stomach did a little flip as the memory of herself and her mother, just the two of them together, surrounding each other with love on such a summer’s day, on this beach, by this village, with this same soft evening light, the same gently buffeting breeze, and all these sounds and smells, came rushing back in a moment. So complete was the sudden surge of her recall that Florence was filled with a longing that left her breathless.

‘Oh, Mum, my darling mum …’ she whispered, and her free hand flew to the locket on the fine silver chain around her neck. Briefly she gripped it tightly; if only she could hold her mother again as she was holding the locket she had given her, containing a photograph of each of them: ‘Lily’ and ‘Little Flo’ pencilled on the backs.

Lily had been dead for seven months now and, at unexpected moments, Florence still felt the sudden weight of her grief assaulting her heart. It was as Lily lay dying that something she had said had called Florence’s mind back to this beautiful place and a time that, to Florence, was for ever full of love and happiness.

‘Guisethorpe,’ Lily had whispered, ‘so lovely … the perfect place to start again.’

‘Oh, Mum, yes, Guisethorpe! It was wonderful. You made life there so happy for me. When I think of it I always remember sunshine, that golden beach and the sea. You were so brave, making that new life for us.’

Lily had given a sigh. ‘Not brave, love … running away. I just couldn’t forgive …’

‘Forgive, Mum? Forgive what? Who?’ Florence questioned quietly, gently smoothing back her mother’s faded hair. Lily’s mind tended to wander and Florence knew not to pick up on everything she said. This, however, might be some worry Florence could explain away.

‘So many widows in those days … what was one more? Didn’t matter what the truth was. Too late now …’

Lily was so very weak; this was not the time to bombard her with questions and risk any upset. Even so: ‘The truth, Mum?’ Florence ventured, but Lily had her eyes closed now. ‘Mum …?’

‘Too late now …’ Lily murmured again faintly. ‘So long ago. Oh, such a beautiful seaside …’

In the weeks after Lily’s death the idea of the ‘beautiful seaside’ of that idyllic time had played on Florence’s mind. So, in a bid to push aside her misery and rediscover hope and happiness, she had come to Guisethorpe, found Paradise Cottage and bought it without hesitation. And now she was here, settling into her new life, hoping to heal her grief. Her mother’s words on her deathbed settled at the back of her mind: maybe she would find out eventually what Lily had meant – if, indeed she had meant anything – and here, at least, was the place to do it.

Scamper, puzzled and excluded, was beginning to fuss now. Florence opened her eyes, surprised to feel tears threatening – ridiculous when Lily had been dead for all these months – and pleased to see she and Scamper were still alone.

Two deep breaths, then: ‘Come on, lass, the beach is all ours,’ she said determinedly, and strode out along the pavement beside the seafront road, then took the first set of steep steps down onto the sand, Scamper bouncing ahead on the long lead, then turning with a little bark to make sure her mistress was keeping up.
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Anthony Bird stood at the large bay window of his flat above the café he owned on the seafront. From up here he had an uninterrupted view of the sea and of most of the beach across the road. He loved this time of the evening, when the beach cleared of visitors and their noise and picnic mess, and he could just stand here and relax, and do nothing but drink his beer or his Scotch and think about not very much. During the high season these quiet times were doubly precious. Thank goodness the summer holidays would soon be over, the visitors would go home, and life in Guisethorpe would return to its habitual sleepy pace.

He noticed a woman walking her dog along the beach, right down by the water’s edge. The occasional rogue wave swept in around their feet and sent the woman skittering back, laughing, while the little dog splashed in the shallows. Anthony didn’t recognise her, so she must be a visitor, but she certainly hadn’t been in the café. He’d have remembered that red hair, doubly striking with the scarlet jacket she wore. She was tall, he could tell, even though she was by herself, and very slim, and the jacket was tailored perfectly to her figure. He watched her for several minutes, knowing he was unseen up here, until she turned for home, the dog trotting obediently to heel beside her.

The doorbell rang. For a moment Anthony considered not answering it, but it might be Trudie, though she didn’t usually come round on a Tuesday. Still, an evening lying on the sofa with Trudie in his arms would be perfect after the stress-filled day he’d had, and she might even cook dinner for them both … if there was anything in the fridge.

It wasn’t Trudie waiting on the step. It was Margaret McGee, carrying a briefcase and wearing a tightly buttoned two-piece and a severe expression.

‘Good evening, Mr Bird,’ she said. ‘I hope you haven’t forgotten our appointment.’

‘Er, no, Miss McGee. Come on up.’ With a sinking heart he dismissed any thought of Trudie and dinner as he led the accountant up the stairs to the flat.

‘Would you like a cup of tea, Miss McGee, before we get started?’

‘No, thank you, Mr Bird. We’ve got a lot to go through so let’s begin straight away, shall we?’ She put her briefcase down in a large squashy armchair, unbuckled the flap and extracted a sheaf of typed papers, including columns of figures. Then she went to sit at the dining table and officiously pulled out a chair beside hers for Anthony. ‘Come along, Mr Bird, we’ve no time to lose,’ she ordered him, ‘though looking at these figures I can only think you must have money to lose.’

Anthony, who had been about to bring his glass of beer over, decided he’d better sit soberly and hear the worst. Margaret McGee was absolutely terrifying but she knew what she was talking about and wasn’t given to exaggeration, which was worrying, given what she had implied.

It turned out that it would have been difficult to exaggerate quite how bad the figures for the café business were.

‘I suppose I could always cut Violet’s wages,’ Anthony offered meekly when they had gone through everything and he saw how bleak the prospects of continuing in business were.

‘Frankly, Mr Bird, I’m amazed she’s prepared to work for such a paltry sum as it is. It’s not overpaying your cook that’s got you in this mess, or your waitress either.’

‘Maybe I could get rid of Carmen altogether,’ Anthony suggested.

‘A café without a waitress?’ said Miss McGee. She raised one eyebrow and Anthony looked down at the table of figures in front of him, feeling silly.

‘I’m sorry to have to tell you this,’ Margaret McGee said, ‘but the reason this business is failing is because of you. It’s you that is drawing out a wage far greater than the business can support, and – if I may speak quite frankly, Mr Bird – what is it actually for? What do you do?’

‘Well, it is my business …’

‘Yes, and your father’s and your grandfather’s before you, as I am well aware, but Mr Bird senior was also a client of Blackett and McGee, and I had the pleasure of dealing with him in his later years. He cooked the food most days and your mother worked tirelessly to serve it. They both paid themselves only as much as the business could afford, which in the winter was not a lot, and in summer they worked all hours to make Bird’s a special place for visitors to Guisethorpe. I think, Mr Bird, you might have been trading on your father’s reputation, but if you use the café as if it were your private bank account instead of a business that requires upkeep and investment, then I’m very much afraid that before the end of the year you’ll be “overdrawn”, by which I mean bankrupt.’

‘Surely not?’

‘Mr Bird, you have seen the figures, you know what your turnover is and you know what your expenses are, and one of the main withdrawals from the business is what you pay yourself. I cannot make it plainer: you must either pay yourself less or work harder and increase profit. It’s as simple as that.’

Anthony slumped back in his chair, scowling. The woman was like some strict and bossy schoolteacher, telling him off. He’d a good mind to sack her. Heaven knew, Blackett and McGee were well enough paid for delivering bad news every quarter.

‘So what do you suggest I do?’ he asked, aware that he sounded both clueless and desperate.

‘I have told you,’ Miss McGee said patiently. ‘You must take less out of the business for yourself.’

‘But—’

‘Economise! Live more cheaply! And get in more customers – though, goodness knows, the season’s nearly finished and there isn’t much opportunity to make a difference by the end of August.’

‘But—’

‘I cannot tell you how to run your café, Mr Bird. That is not the job of an accountant. But I have shown you the gap between what you pay yourself and what the business can afford to pay you, and you need to close that gap, and quickly.’ She glanced around the large, stuffy and untidy room with its magnificent sea view. ‘You own this whole building – have you considered renting out the flat?’

‘But it’s my home …’

‘Mr Bird, I only make a suggestion. You have the figures and if I were you I’d give them some very serious consideration.’

She left him a duplicate copy of the accounts and stood up, shaking his hand, which he offered automatically, still shell-shocked at the very thought of having to leave the flat.

‘Goodbye, Mr Bird. I shall see myself out,’ Miss McGee said. She picked up her briefcase and left.

Anthony heard her tread on the stairs and then the thud of the front door being closed firmly behind her.

He exhaled loudly and, muttering curses, went to sit in the armchair. What remained of the glass of beer from earlier was flat and warm. He lit a cigarette and, head back on the cushion, blew a smoke ring. What on earth was he to do? This beautiful flat was his home – how could he possibly rent it to someone and go to live somewhere else? How could he give up that view? Inhaling sharply, he went to stand at the window. The beach was now deserted and twilight was setting in. The streetlamps along the quiet road were linked by strings of pretty coloured lights, modest and tasteful, in keeping with Guisethorpe’s reputation as a seaside village that appealed to the elderly and to respectable families with small children, who didn’t want the rowdiness of more popular resorts like Brighton and Blackpool. It was a pretty, old-fashioned place where people came to do nothing for a week or so in summer, as Anthony Bird himself had been doing nothing for most of his life.

He thought about telephoning Trudie, but it was too late for her to come round now. And even if she did, she’d only make a fuss if he tried to persuade her to cook his dinner, and he’d had enough upset to cope with for one evening.

He tore himself away from the beautiful dusky panorama and went to the kitchen to look in his fridge. Far from yielding the makings of a dinner, it was empty but for a half-empty box of Dairylea triangles. He thought about going down to the café to see what he could take from Violet’s pantry, well stocked for the week, but even the trip downstairs and through the linking door at the back seemed too much effort. In the end he poured himself a large glass of whisky and sat down morosely before the window.

While his mind played on the disaster of his business accounts, he took up a soft-leaded pencil and, grabbing a piece of paper and a magazine to rest on, quickly sketched the severe, ample-chinned features of Miss Margaret McGee. Her nose grew more prominent than in real life, and her eyes bulged slightly as if with indignation. Her neatly waved hair took on the appearance of ripples set in concrete. It was a very satisfactory cartoon likeness and Anthony was congratulating himself on having achieved something today when he saw he’d drawn Miss McGee on the back of a sheet of the quarterly figures she’d prepared for him.

With a sudden flood of anger at the unfairness of his lot, he stabbed Miss McGee in the eye with his pencil and then crossed through her features with such force that he ripped through the paper. Scrunching it into a ball, he hurled the cartoon into the corner of the room.

Sinking back into the cushions, he breathed deeply, his eyes closed, until his angry pulse slowed and his rage passed.

After he’d replenished his glass from the bottle on the sideboard and resumed his chair, looking out over the darkened beach, his thoughts wandered to the woman with the little dog he had seen earlier. With her bright hair and brighter jacket, her air of confidence and independence, alone with just her dog, she seemed to Anthony to embody drama and style. What was a woman like that doing in sleepy little Guisethorpe? Who was she? It shouldn’t take much effort for him to find out.




CHAPTER TWO

SO MUCH ACHIEVED already, Florence commended herself, putting the last of her cookery books onto the shelf in the sitting room. A slacker was no use to anyone, and she had barely sat down to eat today. Her hunger was like a private badge of honour; she would cook something delicious later and sit outside to eat it in the evening sunshine as a well-deserved reward for her hard work. Not that there was much here to eat anyway. She needed to get to the shops before closing time. But at least the sitting room was dust free, swept and vacuumed, the bedrooms were aired and pristine, the bathroom and kitchen were spotless.

Time to take Scamper for a long walk, buy some food and take a proper look at the Guisethorpe of 1957.

Florence had vague memories from her childhood of there being a butcher’s shop with strings of sausages hung up, and a greengrocer’s with baskets of shiny red apples arranged outside on the pavement, but that was all. Those shops might well be long gone now, nearly forty years later.

‘Come along, love …’ She fastened Scamper’s lead to her collar, took up her shopping basket from the hall floor and locked the door behind them.

As she swung the front gate shut, Florence noticed Jim Yateman’s table, on the other side of the lane, was well stocked with vegetables. And there was the man himself, coming through the garden gate of Sea View, holding a box of tomatoes.

Hearing Florence’s gate creaking shut, he looked up and gave a small nervous smile.

‘Afternoon,’ he murmured, placing the punnets of tomatoes on the table and labelling them with the price, handwritten on what looked to Florence like a square of cardboard cut from a cornflakes packet.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Yateman,’ said Florence. While she’d cleaned the cottage she’d had time to consider her reception of the man the previous day and thought she might have been a little bit abrupt. Maybe he really had thought nothing more than that she’d like some runner beans. But that still didn’t mean she was prepared to surrender any information to fuel gossip, or strike up friendships that she might well regret later.

‘I enjoyed those runners last night, Mr Yateman. Thanks for bringing them over.’

The man looked relieved, as if he’d expected a different opening. ‘You’re welcome, Mrs …’ he said.

‘You’ve some grand stuff there, Mr Yateman.’

‘Thank you. It’s my hobby, really, growing veg, but there’s only me and Mildred, and we soon end up with more than we can eat ourselves.’

‘Do you sell much?’ Florence asked, genuinely interested.

‘Not many folk pass up Nightingale Lane, ’cept to walk dogs,’ Jim said, eyeing Scamper. ‘We’re not central enough to catch the attention of visitors. The soil’s good round here so a lot of folk with time on their hands – old, like me – enjoy growing vegetables. You can’t sell to those that already have, though, can you?’

‘No,’ said Florence slowly. ‘Quite right, Mr Yateman. So what happens to what you don’t eat yourselves or sell here?’

‘Well, it mostly just gets chucked on the compost heap in the end. Seems a waste, but we have what we need and that’s really all I grow it for – that and the pleasure of doing it.’

Florence smiled and nodded. ‘Well … must get on. Good day, Mr Yateman,’ and she turned away with a wave of her hand and was off, cheerily striding down the lane towards the sea.

‘Bye, Mrs …’ she thought she heard Jim saying, but she was on her way and didn’t turn back.

When Florence got to where the shops were, on the seafront road, she saw they were partially familiar. The butcher’s had the same big window, the same blue-tiled shopfront that she remembered, sawdust on the floor and pig carcasses hanging from massive hooks at the back. At the sight of these now, she recalled instantly that such carcasses had repelled her infant self, and that sometimes there had been rabbits, too, hung up by the back legs, still furry, like pets, but bigger. Fascinating but awful. Once, the pitiful sight of these poor dead creatures had overwhelmed her, and her mother had sent her out to wait on the pavement and dry her tears while the shopping was done.

Florence tied up Scamper outside, went in and bought a lamb chop, two sausages, and a bone.

While the young man in the striped apron weighed and wrapped her purchases, Florence looked round to see if there was anything tasty to accompany the sausages. She couldn’t see anything.

‘Do you have any mustard or pickles, please?’ she asked.

‘No, I’m sorry, madam. You could try the grocer’s at the end of the street. I think he has Branston,’ said the butcher, and smilingly handed over Florence’s shopping wrapped in brown paper, which she put in her basket.

The greengrocer’s shop was, she thought, on the same premises as it had been all those years ago, too, but it looked quite different, with all the stock inside instead of a display on the pavement. She was about to go in when she thought about Mr Yateman’s table of excess vegetables. It seemed unlikely he’d have sold the lot by the time she got back, and his would be fresher and cheaper.

The shop next door sold mainly sweets in tall glass jars, but just inside the door, on the floor, there were also boxes of buckets and spades, a smaller box of paper windmills and another of little red and blue patterned flags glued to thin wooden sticks, to top sandcastles. Florence thought she would have remembered this delightful combination of sweets and beach toys from her childhood, but was sure she had never seen it before. Maybe it dated from more recently.

Further up, a striped awning over the wide pavement sheltered a couple of café tables. ‘Bird’s Café’ was embossed in slightly peeling but cheerful curly lettering on the window. A man sat smoking at one of the tables, an empty teacup in front of him. Florence peered inside and saw that the place looked clean but shabby, and that the majority of the tables were either occupied, or hadn’t been cleared of used crockery. She fancied a cup of tea but she couldn’t go in with Scamper; there was a sign on the door: ‘No Dogs’.

‘Sit here, if you like,’ said the man. He got up, stubbed out his cigarette in a cheap tin ashtray and pulled out a seat at the other table for her.

‘Thanks,’ said Florence. Scamper tucked herself neatly under the table and lay down; she knew how to behave in public.

‘What can I get for you?’ asked the man. ‘Would you care to see the menu?’

‘No, thank you,’ said Florence, surprised, hoping he wasn’t going to crowd her. She hadn’t realised he was anything to do with the café – he’d appeared to be a customer, sitting there with his empty cup, smoking and doing nothing – but now he was looking at her in an interested manner. ‘A pot of tea for one, please.’

‘Anything else? Cake, or a maybe a toasted teacake? We do sandwiches, if you would—’

‘No, thank you, just the tea,’ said Florence firmly, and looked away to gaze over the sea, dismissing the man with a slight turn of her shoulder. Really, was it possible to order a pot of tea without some creepy fella trying to press food on her? She might have considered a teacake if he hadn’t been so pushy but she wasn’t going to order one now. She’d drink the tea, pay for it and then go.

Perhaps he had got the message because the tea was brought out by a very young waitress. The girl was about fifteen, plump and tired-looking, with untidy fair hair escaping from a stubby plait.

‘Your tea, madam …’ She carefully and slightly nervously unloaded the crockery onto the metal table, almost spilling the milk. ‘And what about your little dog? Shall I bring out a bowl of water?’

‘Thank you … kind of you,’ said Florence, and the girl bustled away and returned moments later with a shallow bowl of water, which she managed to slop over onto the pavement in her eagerness to please.

‘Oh, sorry!’

‘It’s all right. No harm done.’

The girl put down the bowl, smiled shyly and then left Florence and Scamper in peace.

Florence sat gazing at the relentless breaking of the waves and inhaling the wonderful beach smell. The sun was warm but there was a pleasant breeze to take off the heat. Young families and elderly couples were sitting on the beach, some in deckchairs, and a few people were strolling along the street, glancing in the shops, but Guisethorpe on a sunny August day was far from crowded. In Florence’s opinion it was just lovely.

She tried to remember what other shops had been in the little row all those years ago, when she was here with her mother, but drew a blank. She also struggled to bring to mind the house where they’d lived. She knew only that it wasn’t opposite the beach – they had had to walk to the seaside – and it wasn’t in Nightingale Lane, where she lived now, either. Maybe it would all come back to her in time, as that sudden rush of recall about the rabbits had in the butcher’s shop. And, after all, there would be plenty of opportunity to revisit old memories, with no deadline. This wasn’t a summer holiday, it was her new life. It might even be better not to go looking for the house. It could turn out to be mean and poky when once, to a child, it had seemed big and full of exciting places to play. Florence had a vague idea that there had been a lot of stairs, big rooms, but that was all. Disappointment was always a risk although, Guisethorpe being the size it was, it seemed inevitable that she’d come across her former home sooner or later. Perhaps she’d meet someone who had known her mother and could throw light on those mysterious things Lily had said at the end, about running away, not being able to forgive, and it being ‘too late now’. 

But it was the seaside – this seaside – that she had come here for – the sight of it, the scents and the sounds, and all their happy attendant associations – and those remained unchanged and unchanging.

Paradise Cottage was nice enough: pretty, in a quiet lane, not too near the main road end, yet just a short walk from the beach, but it was that beautiful beach and the quietness of the village that had clinched her decision to sell up in Lancashire and move here. She’d made up her mind quickly: she had only herself to please now and it was the right thing to do.

She drank her tea and, keen to finish her shopping, looked through the café window to catch the eye of the waitress and request the bill. Or should she go inside to pay? She was taking out her purse when the man from earlier came out.

‘Did you enjoy your tea?’ he asked, smiling broadly and rubbing his hands together in an annoying fashion.

‘Yes, it was fine, thank you.’ Florence didn’t smile. It was tea, for goodness’ sake – how enjoyable could it be? ‘Do I pay you here or at the counter?’

‘I’ll get you the bill.’ He disappeared inside again and Florence waited impatiently, hoping he wouldn’t try to engage her in conversation while she paid.

Suddenly from inside the café came a very loud crash, the unmistakable sound of a considerable amount of crockery shattering, followed by a loud wail. Florence guessed at once that it was the lament of the clumsy young waitress. The wailing grew louder until Florence decided she could hardly sit here as if nothing was happening. She got up and went inside the café, hitching Scamper’s lead to a chair-back at an empty table and leaving her basket on the chair seat. Never mind ‘No Dogs’!

The other customers were looking either askance or embarrassed, but all remained where they were. The man and the girl were not in sight but the girl’s cries were rising in pitch and volume from behind a closed door beyond the counter.

Florence went round and opened it. There were three people in the café kitchen: the man, the girl, who was sitting on a chair, red-faced, flapping her hands and crying loudly, and a large woman at least ten years older than Florence, who was trying to calm the girl while keeping one eye on something toasting under a grill. A lot of broken cups and plates lay on the floor in front of the sink at the rear of the kitchen.

‘Can I help?’ Florence asked anyone. ‘Are you hurt?’ she asked the girl.

‘Carmen’s had another little mishap with the washing-up,’ said the man angrily. ‘Please don’t concern yourself.’

Carmen’s wails increased and she blurted out something incomprehensible.

‘Is she hurt?’ asked Florence again.

‘I don’t think so,’ said the woman. ‘She’s just upset. It was an accident, you see.’ She half addressed this pointedly to the man.

Just at that moment the smell of well-browned toast wafted from the grill and she shot back to her duties, dishing the toast onto a plate, simultaneously filling a teapot with boiling water from a gigantic tea urn. Then she put a teacake under the grill with one hand while pouring milk into a little jug with the other. Cups and saucers, lined up on the side, went on a tray next, then she loaded the tray with the toast and tea, then butter and jam, using alternate hands and moving at lightning speed. Distracted, Florence watched in fascination.

‘Now, Mr Bird, perhaps you could take that out while I see about this teacake and Carmen,’ said the woman.

‘Yes, Violet,’ the man muttered, but hovered instead of going.

Florence gathered the situation immediately. That useless man was the café owner, the efficient woman, Violet, was his cook, and the accident-prone child, Carmen, was his waitress, who had probably already been threatened with the sack if she broke any more crockery.

‘Right,’ said Florence, addressing the cook as clearly the only sensible person there, ‘I know nowt about cafés but I can clean a floor. Why don’t I clear up the mess and you can get back to the food?’

Violent hesitated for only a fraction of a second. ‘Oh, that would be marvellous,’ she said, ‘if you’re sure …?’

‘Come along – Carmen, is it? – and you can show me where the broom and the mop are kept. Dry your eyes and we’ll do this together.’

Florence did not bother to address the café owner as clearly a waste of time, and after a few more seconds’ hovering he picked up the tray Violet had prepared and took it through to the café.

Carmen’s wails had decreased in the presence of the customer from outside. She gulped and sniffed into a sodden hankie, then got up and skirted the mayhem on the floor to show Florence the cleaning cupboard.

‘I didn’t mean to,’ she said tearfully. ‘It was just there was so much to wash up and I’d got behind, what with all the tables to serve and clean down earlier and—’

‘Never mind that, love,’ said Florence. ‘I’ll sweep and you can bring that bin over. There’s only one place this little lot is going. Now don’t start that again because it won’t make matters any better.’

‘But Mr Bird said—’

‘It was an accident, Carmen. They happen all the time. It’s kind of expected … almost,’ Florence assured the girl, though looking at the volume of shattered crockery, Florence did wonder how she’d managed to break quite so much all in one go.

Soon the smashed pots were in the bin and Florence mopped the floor while Carmen took the full dustbin out through the back door to empty it. All the while Violet filled teapots and milk jugs, whacked bread and teacakes under the grill, shimmied omelettes in little frying pans and set trays, which she directed the proprietor, Mr Bird, to take out every time he reappeared.

‘All done,’ Florence declared eventually. ‘Right, I’d better let you get on, Mrs …?’

‘Peasall. Violet Peasall,’ said the cook, breaking off from her work long enough to offer Florence her hot hand.

‘Florence Stanville.’

They shook hands and exchanged smiles, recognising the same strong work ethic in each other.

‘Thank you, love,’ said Violet. ‘A ministering angel, just when we needed one.’

‘Yes, thank you, Mrs Stanville,’ said Carmen, shyly.

The café owner came in just in time to hear Florence’s name. ‘Yes, thank you, Mrs Stanville. Please …’ He held the door open with an awkwardly flamboyant gesture.

Florence smiled again at the staff and stepped out into the café, careful not to let the wide skirt of her dress brush against the man.

She went to retrieve her basket and Scamper.

‘Now, where were we? I was just about to pay for my tea,’ Florence said, finding her purse where she’d hidden it under her shopping.

‘Oh, no charge,’ said Mr Bird, as if he was conferring a huge favour on her. Really, the man’s manner was very unfortunate for someone who catered to the public. ‘Least I can do when you got us all organised,’ he added, a touch flintily, indicating he thought Florence had overstepped the mark as a stranger and a customer.

‘I think the least you can do,’ said Florence quietly, ‘is to go and tell Carmen that she still has a job here. She’s only young and she’s clearly trying very hard to please. I reckon she’s anxious about breaking things and that makes her clumsier, would you agree?’

‘Very perceptive of you, Mrs Stanville. I’m sure you’re right. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about my staff? Or how to run my business? Because I’m sure I could benefit from your vast knowledge and experience.’

Florence raised an eyebrow, looked him square in the face and said lightly, ‘No, nowt to add, Mr Bird. Thank you for the tea.’

She looped Scamper’s lead over her hand, took up her basket and left.

‘Woo, touched a nerve there, didn’t I, love?’ she laughed. ‘What a horrible man. I’m not sure Bird’s Café will be on our round again, though I did take to Violet Peasall …’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Just time to get to the grocer’s and then home to see what Jim Yateman’s got left on his table, eh?’
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Florence sat in the overgrown back garden of Paradise Cottage. She had discovered she’d bought some elaborate old wrought-iron garden chairs and a table along with the cottage. These had, inevitably, required a good clean – and would get a much-needed coat of paint eventually – but it was grand sitting out, sheltered from the breeze by the tall, shapeless hedge at the sea end of the little garden. Hollyhocks bloomed beside the back door and Scamper was sitting beneath them, noisily enjoying her bone.

Having eaten her dinner of sausages, some beautiful French beans and freshly dug potatoes bought from Jim Yateman’s table, and a rather disappointing spoonful of piccalilli from the grocer’s, Florence was mentally reviewing her day and physically making a list of what needed doing tomorrow. She wanted to find a job – she had inherited enough money to live on for life, though who wanted to live a life without a sense of purpose or achievement? – but her conversations with Jim Yateman and the grocer in the village, Mr Blake, had got her thinking of some exciting possibilities. She’d need to do some research and think it all through thoroughly, and also introduce herself properly to her neighbour opposite … Avoiding introducing herself was beginning to be a game, and a rather silly one at that. They were neighbours and bound to meet occasionally. What harm could there be in the old man, anyway?

When she’d made her list she went inside. The sun was sinking and the temperature dropping with it. Leaving the door open for Scamper to come in when she was ready, Florence went into her sitting room and sat down with a sheet of fine paper from her writing box. It was time to tell Lucille her news.

Paradise Cottage

Nightingale Lane

Guisethorpe

21 August 1957

Dear Lucy,

Well, Scamper and I are here, I’ve cleaned the place and it’s looking a bit like home already. I’m getting a telephone installed on Friday and I’ll let you know the number so you can ring me from work if you need to in an emergency.

It was lovely to see you and Denis so happy before I left. I’m glad to have you settled and married, if marriage is what suits you. I know I gave it a few tries, and not always successfully. What suits one doesn’t necessarily work for another. But it’s what you and Denis want and it’s my dearest wish that you be happy.

I’ve got great plans but I won’t say what just yet in case they don’t work out. But tomorrow I’m going to look for a job. No hurry, but I need to make a start. I think something part-time will be useful, if I can get it, allowing me the rest of the week free to get on with my own plans. Wish me luck!

I must tell you what happened this afternoon in a little café on the seafront. It was quite funny really, though I don’t think the café proprietor thought so. He was really cross about the loss of his crockery and maybe that’s what made him so rude after I’d helped him out, but honestly, love, the man was worse than useless …

When Florence had finished her letter, she folded the sheets of crisp paper, slid them into an envelope and addressed it in her big bold hand. She’d post that tomorrow in Fleming St Clair, where she thought she would see what employment was available. The little town was the big sister to Guisethorpe, busier and with more facilities for visitors, though it wasn’t seasonal work that Florence was looking for and, anyway, the holiday season was nearly over. It was with a happy feeling of anticipation that she went to round up Scamper and lock the doors and windows.

‘Come on in, Scamper, love. Was that a nice old bone, then? Good girl. You know, I reckon we’ve done all right today. It’s looking pretty good here so far – what do you say?’

Scamper gave a little woof of agreement and then allowed Florence to give her face a much-needed wash.
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The next morning Florence rose early and took Scamper up the lane at a brisk trot. They ate their breakfasts and then Florence changed into a cotton frock in a bold geometric print with matching jacket, and wound her hair up elegantly: it was as well to be prepared to impress a prospective employer, should she be fortunate enough to meet one. She did her makeup carefully, finishing with a smart red lipstick, then looked out her good shoes with the heels, and the nice handbag that nearly matched that had been her mother’s. She imagined it would bring her luck, invoking her mother’s presence like a kind of talisman, along with the little silver locket containing the pictures of herself and her mother. She put on a little hat, but not too dressy. After all, she might end up being interviewed for any kind of job, and provided she thought she could do it well and would enjoy it, she didn’t really mind if it was lowly. She wouldn’t want anyone to think she was too grand for whatever employment they might be offering.

They got in the car – Scamper on a rug on the back seat – and Florence drove off down the lane, onto the main road and then south towards Fleming St Clair.

Standing at a bus stop on the seafront were Violet Peasall, from the café, and the waitress, Carmen.

Florence drew up, leaned over and wound down the window.

‘Hello, Mrs Peasall. I’m going to Fleming. Do you and Carmen want a lift?’

‘Mrs Stanville! You’re out very early. Yes, please.’

Carmen moved the front seat and climbed into the back, then Violet sat in the passenger seat.

‘Just shove Scamper’s rug along, love,’ said Florence over her shoulder. ‘She won’t mind.’

‘We’re off to the dentist. Carmen’s got a check-up and I thought I might change my library book while she’s there. The café doesn’t open until ten so we’ve got time if we get a shift on,’ Violet told her. ‘It doesn’t take me long to get the urn going and prep for the lunches.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realise you and Carmen are … family?’

‘Yes, Carmen’s my granddaughter.’ Violet lowered her voice. ‘Lost her dad, my son, in the war and her mother a few years ago now … cancer,’ she whispered, a word to be spoken with dread, ‘so I’ve Carmen and my old mum with me now. Mum and I are widows so we’re a house of women, aren’t we, love?’

‘We certainly are, Grandma,’ beamed Carmen, making a fuss of Scamper.

‘Was everything all right at the café after I left?’ Florence ventured. ‘No unpleasant repercussions, I hope.’

‘You were a godsend, Mrs Stanville. There was a sticky moment after you’d gone,’ said Violet, rolling her eyes and making Florence smile, ‘but we weathered the storm, didn’t we, Carmen?’

‘Thing is,’ Carmen informed Florence seriously from the back seat, ‘Mr Bird is so lazy that he’d rather do nothing than almost anything else at all. I’m always having mishaps because there’s so much to see to and it’s such hard work, but if he sacked me he’d have to find someone else prepared to do all that work. And Grandma wouldn’t stand for it and she’d leave then, anyway, so he’d have to find two new people. He’s never going to raise the energy to do that. I thought for a minute he might yesterday, but I wasn’t thinking straight. It was the shock of breaking all those plates, I think. It addled my brain.’

Florence caught Violet’s eye as she winked at her and she burst out laughing.

‘Sounds like you’ve got Mr Bird summed up,’ she said. ‘Why does he have the café if he makes so little effort with it?’

‘It was his father’s and his grandfather’s,’ Violet explained. ‘I can remember Mr Bird’s father, Albert, was a fine gentleman who put his heart and soul into the business. But Anthony just isn’t interested. He’s inherited the café but it’s like a weight around his neck …’

‘An albatross,’ said Carmen heavily.

‘He’s living on his inheritance, and the flat over the café is his now, too, so he’s got a home. I reckon he was spoilt: the café business gave him whatever he wanted when he was younger and now he refuses to see that he can’t live like that for ever without putting something back into it, at least in terms of effort. I worry the business is going to the wall, but what can I do? I’m paid only to cook the food, not run the place.’

‘What will you do if the café goes under?’ Florence asked. ‘Mr Bird will find it hard to keep such a place ticking over in the winter, I reckon.’

‘I’ll just have to find something else.’

‘Grandma’s a brilliant cook. She can do much nicer food than is on the café menu. Mr Bird doesn’t know how lucky he is to have her,’ said Carmen.

‘Oh, I reckon he does, love,’ said Violet ironically.

‘How do you like Guisethorpe, Mrs Stanville? You don’t look like you’re here for a holiday.’

‘You’re right about that, Carmen. I’ve been here only since Monday, so it’s hard to be sure, but I seem to be liking it very well, thank you.’

‘Good. I hope Scamper does, too.’

‘If you ask her I’m sure she’ll let you know,’ smiled Florence.

‘But what brought you here, love? I can tell you’re not local, if you don’t mind me saying.’

‘Not at all, Mrs Peasall. I’m from Lancashire. That is, I’ve lived much of my life in Lancashire, most lately in the countryside, north of Blackburn. It can be a bit bleak up there, but it’s very pretty. Once, when I was a little girl, I lived … on this coast. I loved it so much that I decided to come back. It’s easy when you have nowt to consider but yourself.’

‘I hope you’ll be happy here,’ said Violet.

‘So do I,’ Carmen added wholeheartedly.

They passed a sign announcing Fleming St Clair, decked around with geraniums. The lampposts all along the street supported gigantic hanging baskets, and bunting fluttered across and back the whole length.

‘Goodness, it’s very cheery,’ said Florence.

‘It is,’ agreed Violet. ‘I wish Guisethorpe would do something similar but we’re only a little village and don’t have the resources. Never mind, we can’t have it both ways: we don’t have the visitors, either, which is why we’re the same as we have been for decades.’

‘Since William the Conqueror,’ nodded Carmen.

‘Probably, love. Unspoilt, we are, and I think most folk who live there like it like that. It has its own appeal.’

‘Yes,’ Florence said. ‘I’d have been disappointed to find Guisethorpe had changed.’

‘Turn left here, love, and you can go round to the parking behind the shops, if it’s the shops you’re heading for?’

Florence drove into a rather uneven area that was signposted as a car park and was undoubtedly an old bomb site, and parked in the shade of a buddleia bush. They all got out and Florence opened the little window at the front to give Scamper some fresh air.

‘I’d offer you a lift back, Mrs Peasall, but I don’t know how long I’m going to be.’

‘Oh, please call me Violet. We’re grateful for the lift and we haven’t long so we’ll be rushing back soon. Thanks again, Mrs Stanville—’

‘Florence.’

‘Florence – thank you, love – and we’ll maybe see you in the café …?’

Florence laughed. ‘Mebbe.’

‘Oh, do please come and rescue me again, Mrs Stanville. I’m always breaking things,’ smiled Carmen, and with a wave the grandmother and granddaughter disappeared quickly towards the main street and the dentist’s surgery.

Florence followed more slowly, posting her letter to Lucy at the first postbox she saw. She’d made a plan, which was to find a newsagent’s that had a notice board advertising jobs and requesting services. There might be something worth considering there.

This turned out to be a disappointment, but there was a pile of a slim publication called the Fleming and Guisethorpe Courier: ‘Your truly local newspaper, published every Thursday’, so she bought a copy. Then she walked up one side of the main street and back down the other, looking in the shop windows to see if any job vacancies were advertised.

There was one office, Blackett and McGee, Accountants, that had the front window onto a small reception area, with a typed notice discreetly in one corner, asking for a typist with a speed of fifty words per minute, and offering a very small wage. Good heavens, thought Florence, some people want a lot for a little. She supposed that’s why they were accountants: they were good at minding money. Florence could type well – though admittedly not as fast as the advert mentioned – but
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