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Elsie twisted her tea cup three times in an anti-clockwise direction, followed by a half a turn clockwise. Tipping it upside down, she let the last mouthful of tea fall into the saucer. She left the teacup upside down for sixty seconds and asked what the day had in store for her. Picking up the teacup once more, she gazed at the leaves at the bottom of her cup and frowned. A visit from a friend? That was interesting. Despite her best efforts, Elsie hadn’t made any friends in Glen Haven yet. One of her friends from back home could be visiting, but surely they’d have called first? 

Still pondering, Elsie was about to take the teacup to the sink when she noticed two small lines of leaves at the bottom of the cup. Her heart sank.  A cross. The cross represented trouble, even death, on the horizon. Its placement at the bottom of the cup indicated that it was foretelling something in the distant future, but nevertheless, Elsie didn’t think she had the reserves to deal with any more negativity, not after dad, and gran, and the move. Life in Glen Haven had been harder than she’d expected when she first moved here. There weren’t many people Elsie’s age, and the Glen Haven crowd were... difficult to get close with.

Philo padded in, his huge paws clattering on the smooth wooden floors. “Good morning, my friend.” 

Philo snuggled his colossal head into Elise’s tummy, burrowing under her arm like a pig sniffing out truffles. Morning Elsie, is it breakfast time? 

She managed a laugh and patted him affectionately. “Sure,” she said, setting down his bowl and filling it with food. Philo snuffled up the food, then slurped water, his long pink tongue causing flecks of water to splash all over the floor. 

“Philo,” Elsie said reproachfully. 

Sorry. Philo looked up at Elsie, his snout still held the remaining crumbs of his meal. She couldn’t help but grin. Once Philo finished his breakfast, he looked at Elsie more carefully. What’s eating you?

“Nothing.” Elsie didn’t want to worry Philo, he was still young, and she didn’t even know what the cross meant yet. Philo just stared at Elsie, his honey brown eyes unblinking. “Fine!” Elsie said eventually. It was annoying having a pet who could read your moods, and sometimes even your mind. “There’s a cross in the tea leaves.” Philo visibly gulped, though whether that was from what Elsie had said, or he was simply still processing his food, she couldn’t tell. 

So, what are we going to do about it? 

“I hadn’t got that far yet.”

Protection spell? Good luck charm?

“Good idea. I’ll go to the forest and collect the ingredients.” Pulling out her phone, Elsie made a list of everything she’d need: warlock’s wart, clover, sage. She might make a discernment spell as well, so she added rosemary and a few other ingredients to her list. Philo leaned his body against Elsie in what she thought was an affectionate way. The doorbell rang, and he raced to the door, calling out about an intruder. Elsie sighed, following her young Familiar to the door. 
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Amanda stood panting at the front door. She considered herself fairly fit, but that hill had nearly brought her to her knees. Of course number 13 had to be right at the very, very top of the footpath. She leaned her hip against a painted black railing and surveyed the house. It was white, with intricate black rails and black painted skirtings. The house was partially overgrown with ivy, and there were violet flowers growing up the vines. A huge tree stood to one side of the front door, its branches covered in brilliant purple flowers. A Royal Empress, she thought, though its petals were a darker shade of purple than she had seen before. The air held a subtle scent of something sweet she couldn’t place. Hitching the parcel she was carrying further under her arm, Amanda approached and rang the small black bell once more, just in case the occupants were home but hadn’t heard her ring. She could hike all the way back down the hill with the parcel, but she would prefer not to. As she was about to give up, Amanda heard a muffled “I’m coming,” from inside the house.

The door opened and a polar bear launched itself at her, nearly knocking her to the floor. Amanda closed her eyes in terror, wondering how this could possibly be the end. She felt heavy breath on her face, and opening her eyes for a moment, her vision was full of white teeth and black lips. She clamped her eyes closed again, regretting every decision that had led to this moment. “Filo, off!” a voice said sternly, and Amanda felt the heavy paws lift from her chest. Hesitantly, she opened her eyes and saw that Filo was not technically a polar bear. He was the biggest dog she’d ever seen. Huge and white, with paws sleds and a tail that was now thwumping noisily on the bannister, the beast surveyed her. Her attention was quickly drawn away from the dog beast towards the stunning woman standing at the door, her hand perched angrily on her hip. She was petite, with olive skin and long black hair that reached almost to her waist. Amanda wasn’t sure if her breath was still catching because of the walk up the hill, or because of the woman in front of her. Pulling herself together, she realised the woman was talking to her. 

“I’m so, so sorry,” the woman said, coming forward and looking at Amanda with earnest eyes that in this light somehow looked purple. “Filo is still a puppy. I don’t think he quite knows his own size.” She twirled a finger anxiously around her long, dark plait. 

Amanda’s heart was still hammering, but she rallied. “It’s ok,” she said. “I just wasn’t prepared for a polar bear this far from the ocean. Is his name really filo? Like, the pastry?” 

The woman beamed. “It’s short for Philokrates, but that’s a bit of a mouthful when you have a puppy running riot, so I shorten it to Philo. I’m a chef, so it seemed fitting.” The woman held out her hand and Amanda shifted the box she was carrying under her arm to shake it. “I’m Elsie, by the way.” 

“Amanda.” 

“Nice to meet you. Are you new to Glen Haven? I don’t think I’ve seen you before, and with my Amazon habit, that’s saying something.” Elsie smiled that self-deprecating smile, and Amanda knew instantly that she liked this woman. 

“I just moved here,” she admitted. “I’m staying at the BnB, the Bluebell Corner, while I figure out something a bit more permanent.” Amanda tugged awkwardly at the hem of her shirt. She couldn’t believe they’d made her wear this uniform; a tan polo neck shirt with red edging, complete with matching shorts that stopped just above her knobbly knees. She felt like a schoolboy, and in front of this casually chic goddess, Amanda felt suddenly rather self-conscious. Elsie was clad in a soft, flowing brown skirt that reached the floor, and above that she was wearing a cropped black t-shirt that showed off her phenomenal figure. Her fingers were covered with rings, and she gave off a distinctly bohemian vibe. 

“Are you from Glen Haven originally?” Amanda asked, desperate to get the attention away from herself. 

“Oh, I moved here about a year ago,” Elsie said, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ever so slightly pointed ear. “My grandmother passed away and left me this house. I’ve always loved the town, but I’m still getting used to being a permanent resident, rather than just a holiday visitor.” 

“Sorry to hear about your grandmother,” Amanda said, trying not to be jealous that this woman, who must be about her own age if not slightly younger, apparently owned her own home outright. She seemed so settled, especially compared to Amanda; practically penniless and with nowhere to call home.  

Maybe Elsie saw something of the fatigue in Amanda’s eyes, because she said, “Will you come in for a cup of tea? That hill is exhausting to hike up, sorry!” 

Amanda knew she should have said no. She liked this woman, but she wasn’t here to make friends. In fact, her whole goal in moving to somewhere as remote as Glen Haven had been to get away from anyone who knew her. She was meant to be staying under the radar. Something about Elsie’s manner, however, seemed to be casting a spell on her. She found herself saying, “Yes thanks, that’d be wonderful.” And following the lithe woman into the mysterious house. She supposed one drink couldn’t hurt. 
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Elsie
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Elsie led the way through to the kitchen at the back of the house, Philo trailing behind her, tail thumping enthusiastically. The kitchen had high ceilings with a skylight above the big island in the middle. The cupboards were a deep grape, with silver handles in the shape of half-moons. There was also low-hanging silver orb lighting hung from the ceiling. The effect was that of a well-lit night sky. “I know,” Elsie said, glancing back and seeing Amanda’s surprised face. “It’s a bit much. My grandmother was a little...extra.” 

Amanda smiled and shrugged. “It’s cool. I like when people make things their own.” 

Elsie was relieved. She had invited a few people around for tea or coffee since moving into Lilac House, but the townsfolk hadn’t been very warm in their reception to her. She was pretty sure that the only reason Beth and Reginald agreed to come in that one time was to snoop, and they had certainly judged her grandmother’s kitchen. Amanda wasn’t exactly effusive with praise, but she at least didn’t seem to be looking around the house and finding Elsie somehow wanting. Yes, the house was different, but it reminded Elsie of her grandmother, and she loved it in all its quirkiness because of that. 

“Have a seat,” she said, waving Amanda towards one of the tall stools at the kitchen island. “OK, I have blueberry, blackcurrant and apple, cinnamon and apple, ginger, mint, lavender and lemon, vanilla rose...” Elsie trailed off as Amanda laughed. 

“Wow, you have like a whole garden in that drawer, huh?” 

Elsie blushed, but she saw Amanda was smiling warmly; Elsie wasn’t the butt of a joke here. 

“I’m rather fond of tea,” Elsie admitted with a shy smile. 

“I’m still a novice, so I’ll have whatever you’re having,” Amanda said, and Elsie pulled down the vanilla rose, which she wouldn’t usually give to guests who weren’t regular tea-drinkers, but it smelt delicious, and it was so pretty with the pink rose buds which unfurled in the top. Elsie realised with a small start that she was trying to impress Amanda. You cannot have a crush on the new girl in town, she told herself sternly. 

“So what brings you to Glen Haven?” she asked, forcing herself not to get too absorbed by Amanda’s soft smile and kind eyes. She was intrigued by this woman. She was beautiful, yes, but that wasn’t what drew Elsie to her. Amanda seemed to be a walking contradiction; her sentences were clipped, almost self-protective, but then she had a face that was so open, and her smile was completely disarming. There was a strength to her, too, something about the way Amanda held herself, as if she knew that she could take care of herself if she needed to. 

“Oh, I’ve always wanted to live here,” Amanda said, surprising Elsie. “I’ve heard about the amazing hikes, especially Willow Falls and Pride’s Peak.” 

“Ah, an outdoorsy person,” Elsie said, remembering the toned calves she’d seen stretching out of the shorts which had hugged Amanda’s hips just so. Snap out of it! She thought firmly, hoping Amanda didn’t notice her blushing. 

“Something like that,” Amanda said, giving her a wry grin. “I’ve always loved hiking, being in the woods, or walking in the bracing wind along a beach.” 

“Sounds very healthy and rugged,” Elsie said appreciatively. “Sadly, we don’t have a beach in Glen Haven, but there’s a river, and the forests here really are spectacular. Have you explored much yet?” 

It turned out Amanda had already taken the Ridgeline walkway, which gave a stunning view out over the valley, with a glimpse of the sea in the distance. She hadn’t yet been on any of the inland walks through the wood, though. “I was planning on going foraging on Monday,” Elsie said without thinking. “You’d be welcome to join me if you like. I was thinking I would head into Viskande, wander towards Fairy Glen, then I tend to fossick around for an hour or so, so you could explore a little while I ...” 

Elsie felt her sentence trail off at the end and was a little abashed. She knew foraging was a bit of a niche pass-time, and she had only just met Amanda. She might not be quite as eager as Elsie was for a friend! Before Elsie could start spiralling about getting carried away too fast, she realised with relief that Amanda’s face had lit up. “That would be great, thank you! I’ve been wondering where the entrance to Viskande is, and hadn’t yet been able to figure it out from my hiking app.” She tucked a lock of mahogany hair behind her ear. “What do you forage for?” 

“Oh, mushrooms usually, and herbs, and flowers for tea, that kind of thing.” Elsie gave a shrug. Amanda didn’t need to know she was also searching for some spell ingredients to keep her safe given the ominous tea leaves. 
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Amanda collapsed onto the lumpy bed at Bluebell Corner and let out a deep sigh. It had been another long day, but she was feeling a little better having had such a pleasant interaction with Elsie. She knew she couldn’t let herself get too close to anyone, but maybe it would be ok to have made a friend, or the start of a friend, at least? Amanda didn’t know why, but she was drawn to Elsie. She couldn’t quite figure the woman out. She was a ball of energy, but she somehow made Amanda peaceful and at ease. Eyeing her things, she began mentally making a list of what she would need to bring on their outing. She was excited to explore the forest with Elsie. This was the reason she had come to Glen Haven- getting into the woods! Foraging had been an unexpected suggestion, but Amanda found the idea almost as intriguing as Elsie herself. She recalled the light that had come into Elsie’s eyes when she talked about it, smiling to herself at the memory. 

Amanda’s phone beeped with an incoming text message, and all the blood in her body turned to ice. Taking a deep breath, she picked up her phone and looked at the message on screen, not clicking into it, to ensure no ‘read’ message could be seen. She carefully swiped across the screen to delete the message before flopping back onto the bed with a thump. They still didn’t know where she was, she was sure of that, otherwise they’d be here hammering on the door, rather than sending ominous text messages. Still, her buoyed mood was now gone. 

She pulled her backpack out from under her bed and counted the diminishing stack of notes in there. This bed-and-breakfast wasn’t exactly pricey, but her stores of money were running out fast. Plus, she should get a message to Pierce. Gritting her teeth, she tugged her hair into a bun atop her head and pulled out her laptop. Running her searches through several international VPNs so her progress couldn’t be followed, she opened up a search engine and typed in ‘Real Estate Agents.’ She let out a long, sad sigh, then rolled her shoulders back and got to work. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Five

Elsie

[image: ]


The next morning, Elsie opened up her shop, Pie in the Sky, whistling. “You’re very chipper today,” came a raspy voice behind her. 

Elsie’s heart sank in recognition. “Good morning, Beth,” she said, plastering on a smile and turning to the angry-faced woman standing much too close to her on the footpath. 

Beth Munroe was probably in her early sixties, but it was difficult to tell. Today she wore a red knitted hat pulled low over her wide face and a matching scarf and gloves. She also wore a voluminous blue coat that almost reached to the floor, and she was holding a lead on which a tiny sausage dog tugged impatiently. 

“I see you decided to leave that mutt of yours at home,” Beth said. Elsie had never brought Philo to the shop. Unlike the aged and extremely rotund Brutus, Philo was still a puppy, full of youthful exuberance. He would cause havoc in any kind of coffee shop, which Beth well knew. There had been one tiny negative interaction between Philo and Brutus, which was not at all Philo’s fault, even if he had ended up with his sled-sized paws on the older dog’s head, and Beth had been labelling her beloved Familiar a ‘vicious mutt’ ever since.  

That, and Elsie setting up what Mrs Munroe considered to be ‘competition’, had meant the two hadn’t exactly gotten off on the right foot. Elsie sighed, ignoring the jibe and instead choosing to move the conversation forward. “Not working today, Mrs Munroe?” 

“Never work Sundays, it’s the Lord’s day,” Beth replied testily. 

“Oh, I didn’t realise you went to St Andrew’s.” Elsie looked at her watch. It was a quarter past ten. “Isn’t the service on now?” 

“I’m a little under the weather today,” Beth blustered. “So I thought I had better not be cooped up in close proximity with all those other good people.” In a desperate attempt at getting to know the townsfolk, Elsie had been to St Andrew’s on a couple of occasions, and it had certainly not been her impression that the church was filled with ‘good people’. News spread like wild-fire, and while everyone at the service had seemed to know who Elsie was, nobody seemed interested in getting to know her. Her efforts at building relationships in this town had so far been rather fruitless. Elsie was worried Pie in the Sky would suffer the same fate as her - rejected and alone. 

“I’m sorry to hear you’re not feeling well,” Elsie said. “Would you and Brutus like to come in for a cup of tea while I open up? I have a lovely ginger and chamomile blend which does wonders for the immune system.” 

“No, I would not,” Beth said, drawing herself up straighter. “Nonsense stuff, all that. You’d never see me offering anything like that at the Bakehouse. English Breakfast tea or filter coffee. White or black, that’s it. If the baking is good enough, that’s all you need.” 

Elsie felt her good mood fading, and along with it, her resolve to be kind to this harsh woman. “Righto. Well, have a good day then.” She opened the door, her good mood gone. She just wanted to get on with her day in peace. Business was hardly booming, but it was important to Elsie that she be ready with a range of tasty treats for anyone who graced her doorway. 

“I don’t know how you can sleep at night,” Beth said, just before Elsie managed to close the door behind her. Not this again, surely? She turned, sighing inwardly. 

“I’m sorry that you see my little shop as competition to your bakery,” Elsie said. “I honestly think they’re quite different. You do takeaways and I specialise in sit-in. You’re mostly sweet breads and pastries, and I’m mostly pies and cupcakes. I think we cater to different tastes, and there’s plenty of people in town in need of food and drink. We can certainly both operate happily side by side.” 

“You think you’re better than me just because you have pretty tablecloths on the tables, do you?” 

Well, at least she likes the tablecloths. 

“I don’t think I’m better than you, Beth. I think we have plenty in common. We both love baking, we both enjoy making people happy...” She trailed off at the look of disgust on Mrs Munroe’s face. Blessedly, at that moment, Brutus squatted down, indicating a need to relieve himself. Elsie knew that Beth never picked up Brutus’s droppings; she simply tried to encourage him to do his business where others were unlikely to walk, or to see. “Come along, Brutus,” Beth said, tugging hard on the diamante blue leash, which perfectly matched the collar around Brutus’s bulging neck. The two shuffled off together, and Elsie sighed in relief as she finally stepped through into the sanctity of her little shop. 
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Amanda arrived at Elsie’s house on Monday morning at 7:30 on the dot. She rang the doorbell and heard the scrambling of paws and barking coming closer. There was a loud curse from somewhere deep within the house, but it was drowned out by Philo’s aggressive barking at the front door. 

“Hi Philo,” Amanda called, and the barking changed to that of excitement. Well, I’m glad he likes me, Amanda thought, recalling the size of the teeth that had been so close to her face mere days before. Several minutes later, Elsie appeared, holding a coffee mug as big as her head, a small scowl on her pretty features. She was dressed in a black tank top that showed off her toned midriff, and silky grey pajama pants with a black satin robe draped around her shoulders. 

“Come on in,” she said groggily, and Amanda was suddenly worried she had the time wrong. 

“Am I early?” she asked anxiously, following her into the kitchen once more. Elsie waved her hand for Amanda to take a seat as she thumped gracelessly onto the stool opposite her. 

“No, no, you’re not early,” Elsie said apologetically. “It’s early.” Amanda remained confused, and Elsie must have guessed, because she continued. “We need to get started early, but I’m not really a morning person. Sorry.” She slurped once again from her gigantic mug. “I’ll be ok once I’ve had some more coffee.”

Amanda smiled. “I know someone like that. He always wants to be a morning person, but he’s an absolute nightmare until he’s eaten and had three coffees. Then he’s a delight.” She dropped her smile and stopped talking. Why was she bringing up Pierce? “Anyway, I understand. Take your time.” 

Elsie smiled gratefully. “There’s more coffee in the pot,” she offered, but Amanda shook her head. 

“I’m not going to take your lifeblood,” she said, and Elsie looked relieved. 

“Tea?” she asked instead. “I have an invigorating matcha and agar blend that packs quite a punch.”

“That sounds great,” Amanda said, standing. She placed her hand on Elsie’s slender shoulder when the other woman made to get up. “But I’ll make it. You sit and wake up.” 

“Bless you,” Elsie said into her mug, though whether it was to Amanda or to her coffee, it was hard to tell. 

Amanda flicked on the glossy black kettle and reached into the cupboard above it for the mugs, as she’d seen Elsie do the day before. She took down one of the teapots from the row on the shelf below, admiring the earthy porcelain as she sat it on the counter. Then she opened the drawer below the kettle and gasped. “Wow, you really do have a thing for tea, huh?” she said, looking in astonishment at the drawer packed full of little boxes of neatly labelled tea. “I don’t see the matcha,” she said, scanning the thirty or so teas in the drawer. “Probably the next layer down,” Elsie said, and then, as Amanda went to open the drawer below, she clarified. “It lifts out.” The boxes were all in a large wooden tray, which Amanda carefully lifted to reveal another set of teas below the first. “Wow!” she said, placing the tray on the counter and pulling out the box marked matcha and agar in neat cursive. “This is next level stuff, pardon the pun.” Elsie’s face broke into a sleepy smile, and Amanda’s cheeks flushed with pleasure that Elsie had enjoyed her bad joke. 

Amanda busied herself making tea while Elsie sipped at her coffee, cradling the ginormous mug like a precious newborn child. After a few minutes, Elsie stretched and said she was going to get dressed, and then they could go. Noticing the coffee pot was empty, Amanda busied herself refilling it. It bubbled away merrily, and Elsie emerged a few minutes later clad in black leggings and another crop top, over which she threw a cute forest green sweater that seemed to accentuate her tiny waist. She pulled on glossy black Doc Martin boots. Noticing the freshly brewed coffee, she smiled appreciatively at Amanda, grabbed two travel mugs out of yet another cupboard, and filled them from the pot, adding in something else Amanda couldn’t see as she did so. She handed one mug to Amanda, kissed Philo on the top of his head with an assurance that they’d be back soon, and strode towards the door.  

Amanda sipped the coffee on the walk down the winding path to Elsie’s car, an old and slightly rusty pale blue VW Beetle. “What’s in this?” She asked, awe in her voice. It was, without a doubt, the best coffee she’d ever tasted in her life. The rich coffee flavour was accented with hints of cherry and chocolate, and Elsie had obviously added milk and some sweetener, just as Amanda liked, without even asking her. 

“Secret recipe,” Elsie said, turning and winking at Amanda over her shoulder before continuing down the hill. “I have a knack for knowing what people like.” 

Amanda followed Elsie in awe, her heart ticking up a beat. She hoped Elsie couldn’t tell what, or rather who else, Amanda liked. 
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The entrance to Viskande forest was off a side street that Amanda would never have seen had Elsie not been driving. The narrow, winding road looked like any other dirt path from the main road, but Elsie deftly navigated her little blue car along it, bumping and swaying. As they drove, Elsie came to life, the caffeine obviously having its desired effect. She pointed out birds, rare plants, and the entrances to other hikes as they drove. Elsie chatted amiably about the town and its residents, and particularly about how much she had loved it here when she was younger. Weirdly, Amanda found herself wanting to tell Elsie more about herself too, but she kept her answers to Elsie’s questions short, grateful that the other woman didn’t pry.

Before long they reached what could generously be called a car park, but was just an ever so slightly bigger piece of road. Elsie parked and led the way up the steep path. This part of the countryside was covered in pine forest. It was different to the native bush surrounding the rest of Glen Haven, and the pine forest was old enough that it didn’t seem to be likely to be felled for timber any time soon. The trees towered above them, and Amanda breathed in the fresh air appreciatively. She loved being out in nature, and, while perhaps she hadn’t told Elsie the whole story of why she had come to this tiny little town, she really was excited to explore the many hikes Glen Haven boasted. 

The ground beneath them was covered in brown pine needles, the air still cold from the morning dew. There was a faint hint of mist at the tops of the trees that gave the whole place a mysterious air. The pair walked in companionable silence, the path too steep to allow for easy breathing, let alone conversation. After a little while, it began to flatten out and Amanda saw a clearing ahead of them. She drew in a sharp breath. The clearing was carpeted with bluebells and dainty little flowers in purples and white that Amanda was surprised she didn’t know the name of. There were mushrooms nestled under almost every tree, and the early morning sunlight filtered through the canopy above, casting the clearing in a glowing gold. 

“Welcome,” Elsie said, turning and beaming at Amanda, “to Fairy Glen.” 

Coming closer, Amanda saw little painted fairy doors at the bottom of the trees. Some were obviously decorated by children, with characters placed higgledy piggledy across them, while others looked almost professional. Amanda saw one that was painted red and white like a classic fairy toadstool, and another a shimmery violet, complete with tiny silver stars dotted across it. Something about that one reminded Amanda of Elsie. When she caught her eye, Elsie nodded. “It’s a little bit of a town tradition,” she said, moving farther forward into the grove and reaching down to pluck up a few of the mushrooms. Amanda noticed Elsie left plenty behind, taking just a handful from each cluster.

Just then, her mobile pinged, and Amanda’s body went rigid. Pulling out her phone, she saw a new message. “You can run, but you can’t hide.” Amanda’s heart began to race. The messages were getting more frequent, more intense. “Are you alright?,” Elsie asked, moving towards her.

“Yes fine, just, um, would you mind if I have a bit of an explore first, and then come back and do some foraging?” Amanda hoped her voice didn’t give her away. “It’s just so beautiful. I’d love to have a quick look around before the sun gets too hot.” Elsie looked confused, but she rallied quickly. “Of course, foraging isn’t that interesting anyway, to be honest.” Amanda wanted to protest that she thought foraging sounded incredibly interesting actually, but she had to get away, and fast. “There are three or four different routes from here,” Elsie explained, pointing at a quaint sign which directed the way to each of the various trails and indicated the rough amount of time each would take to walk. 

“Any recommendations?” Amanda asked, trying to keep the panic out of her voice. 

“They’re all great. As you haven’t been in this forest at all, I’d recommend the lookout. It’s wonderful walking through the trees and then looking out across all of Glen Haven. It’s only about a twenty or thirty-minute walk each way.” 

Nodding, Amanda set off up the steep track, assuring Elsie she’d stick to the trail and would be back in less than an hour and a half, including photo stops. She felt terrible about bailing on Elsie like that, but she couldn’t break down in front of the woman. 

After a few minutes of speed-walking, she stood beside an old tree, resting her hand on its gnarled trunk, and took a few deep breaths, trying to steady herself as a tide of anxiety rose inside her. Amanda knew the chances of anyone tracking her down in this tiny village in the middle of nowhere were minute, but the thought of what would happen if they did invaded her mind like a rabid army. She clutched her head in pain, the beginnings of a migraine arriving at the edge of her vision. 

Her phone pinged with another message, this time from Pierce. “Developments in the case. Need to talk. May need you to testify after all.”

Bile rose in her throat, and Amanda closed her eyes, breathing hard. She reminded herself she was safe here, repeating the phrase over and over again in her mind. Nobody, not even Pierce, knew where she was. She could do this. Shifting to the ground, she rested her head against the huge pine tree and forced herself to take long, controlled breaths. She slowed her breathing, consciously making herself breathe in through her nose and out through her mouth, still leaning against the tree for balance. 

The track was quiet and peaceful, and Amanda tried to allow herself to be absorbed by its beauty. The narrow, winding path was speckled with pine needles and the first yellow-gold leaves of autumn. High in the trees, she could hear birds singing. Five things I can see: The leaves on that tree, probably a Carmichaelia Aborea, the sunlight on the ground, the moss contrasting with the bark on that tree, my hands pressing against the tree trunk, a caterpillar on that manuka flower. Four things I can hear: a bird singing, the wind rustling in the trees, my heart racing, my breathing. Three things I can feel: the bark against the palm of my hands, the wind blowing my hair across my face...Amanda continued the exercise with all five senses as she had been taught, and eventually her breathing came back under control. 

Eventually, she was able to move, and she continued along the track, taking in the views, trying to empty her mind. She loved the peacefulness of nature, and with her history with plants, she enjoyed looking out trees that were native to the South Island, or spotting a particular varietal she was fond of. She breathed slowly again, reminding herself she was grateful to be here. Here, she was free. Free from her family, from what people expected of her, from people who thought they knew her, and what she had done.  

She reached the summit in less than half an hour, and Elsie had been right, of course. It was breathtaking. The picturesque town of Glen Haven stretched out below her. The meandering stream wound its way towards the town. There were pretty brick buildings like that of an old movie, the whole thing surrounded by hills coated in trees of every shade of green imaginable, with a smattering of yellow, red, and orange. Looking down, Amanda was amazed by just how isolated and quiet the little town was. There really was nothing else made by human hands as far as the eye could see, apart from a few farms on the town outskirts; the unnaturally large paddocks and fields fading into the hillside beyond. 

She breathed out her first full breath in minutes. There was no way they would find her here. She was in the middle of nowhere. Besides, unless she went back and testified, they would have no reason to hunt her down. Sure, Pierce would be disappointed, but there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t make her testify, not when he didn’t even know where she was. She was safe here. Here, she could start over, maybe even live some of the dreams she’d had growing up that had always seemed to out of reach. Her heart pinged again at the thought of her plant nursery. She would have to be careful, she knew that. But she could do this, so long as she kept her wits about her. 

Turning back, Amanda made quick progress down the hill. The forest had certainly helped to quell the anxiety in her, but she wasn’t getting the same sense of satisfaction she normally would from a walk like this. Maybe being with Elsie and trying foraging would help ease her mind. The woman exuded a peaceful quality, and Amanda was fascinated to learn more about what the forest could provide. Amanda was used to gardening, to growing trees from saplings, or planting bulbs in the autumn to watch them bloom in the spring, but the idea of simply seeing what nature provided was much more... earthy, somehow. Something about that appealed to Amanda immensely, and she felt bad for running off as she had. She hoped Elsie would still be up to showing her the basics. 

As she rounded the last bend, Amanda saw Elsie bending down to pluck something from the ground. She looked like she was surrounded in purple mist, and for a second Amanda could have sworn she saw sparks of gold flying from Elsie’s fingers. Her migraine must have been worse than she had thought, if she was still seeing lights. Shaking her head to clear out the last of the anxiety, she strode over and called out to Elsie, who looked up with a start. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Eight

Elsie
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Elsie dropped the spell she had been casting immediately, cursing herself for being so careless. She’d been completely engrossed in what she was doing and hadn’t heard Amanda approaching at all. The plants were still growing, but Elsie could feel something not quite right in the forest. She had thought, for a moment, that she could feel something magical pulling at the plants. Once again Elsie cursed her lack of ability with the natural world. Grannie Margie or her dad would have known exactly what was going on here. She didn’t have time to think about that now, though. Schooling her face into a smile, Elsie stood and looked at Amanda. “You’re back early,” she said, hoping she sounded light-hearted. 

“It’s a bit easier on the way back down,” Amanda said. As Amanda approached, Elsie noticed her face was pale. She didn’t have the same vigour that she’d had that first day they had met, or even earlier that morning. Concentrating, Elsie could feel residual waves of anxiety coming off Amanda. 

“Are you alright?” She asked, closing the gap between them and reaching out a hand to squeeze Amanda’s before she had time to think about the appropriateness of it. Amanda looked at her hand in surprise, and Elsie withdrew it quickly. “Did something happen?”

Her touch seemed to bring Amanda back to herself, and she shook her head as if to clear it. “No, no,” she said. “Just a few gremlins from the past plaguing my brain.” 

For a second, Elsie thought Amanda meant literal gremlins, but of course she was speaking metaphorically. “Do you want to go?’ she asked, still concerned. “We could head back to town now if you need some peace and quiet.” She looked around and laughed. “Or maybe a little less peace and quiet?” 

Amanda smiled weakly. “Would it be ok if I help you for a while?” She sounded less confident, almost nervous. “I’d like to be outside still, just maybe....” She trailed off, and Elsie got the distinct impression that Amanda wasn’t used to asking for help. But she wanted company, that much was clear.

“Actually, I could really do with some help,” she said, thinking fast. Elsie could practically see the relief washing over Amanda’s face, and she knew she’d read the situation correctly. Well, perhaps they would just do a bit more gathering then, the non-magical way. 
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Nine

Amanda
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Amanda took off her shoes and followed Elsie through to the kitchen. Elsie dumped her bags on the counter and flicked on the kettle. “Fancy a cuppa and some pear and rhubarb pie?” she asked. “I made some yesterday.” Amanda’s mouth started watering at the mere mention of homemade pie. She hadn’t had homemade food that she hadn’t made herself in... actually, she couldn’t even think how long.

Amanda was surprised at how easy she felt in Elsie’s company already. Usually it took her a long time to get comfortable with someone, but foraging and chatting with Elsie today had felt so natural. Elsie had explained the properties of dozens of different plants and how they could be used. She sounded like a botanist with all her knowledge! Amanda was impressed by Elsie, but she didn’t feel intimidated by her. Elsie seemed a little chaotic, but she was kind and gentle; something Amanda wasn’t used to.       Somehow, the woman already felt like a friend. Amanda studied her as she pottered around the kitchen, pulling a huge pie out of the fridge, turning on the oven, and even whipping some coconut cream to go with it. Elsie floated around the kitchen like a fish gliding through water, only less wet and much better looking. Even in her leggings and crop top, Elsie looked elegant, her blue-black hair falling in a long braid down her back. She wore no makeup that Amanda could see, but her lips were a vibrant red. She looked so at ease here, so in control. “How did you become a chef?” she asked, curious. “Have you always been into cooking?” 

Elsie placed two plates piled with delicious looking pie on the table in front of them and scooped a generous portion of cream onto each before sitting down opposite Amanda. “Actually, I studied to be an accountant,” she said, and Amanda gaped, her spoon half way to her mouth. She did not get a ‘numbers and order’ kind of vibe from this boho-chic woman. Elsie must have seen the shocked look on Amanda’s face. “I’ve always liked numbers, and I was actually really good at it,” she said, laughing. “But I was living in the city at the time, and the pace of it got to me. I was working long hours, not getting enough sleep. I never saw my family.” 

“I’m sorry,” Amanda said, seeing Elsie in a new light. “So what happened?” 

“My dad died suddenly,” Elsie said, swallowing hard. Amanda put down her fork, looking at her new friend gently. “I was so caught up in grief, I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t even get out of bed most days. Then one day, I was lying in bed binge-watching a baking show on Netflix, and I thought, ‘I could do that.’ So I got up, and I did. Once I’d started baking, it was all I wanted to do. It became kind of meditative. Work had been great, but when they called me after two months saying they wanted me back in the office, I just couldn’t do it.” Elsie wrapped her hands around her mug of tea, looking into the past. “Everyone thought I was mad, but I chucked in my job and started baking instead. I set up a little store at the weekend market selling pies and scones. After a while, I started making specialty teas as well. Things kind of grew from there.” 

Amanda reached out and squeezed Elsie’s arm gently, not even thinking about it. Elsie’s answering smile was sad but grateful. Her skin was smooth and warm, and Amanda found that she rather liked touching it. Quickly, she removed her hand again. Amanda wasn’t usually a physically affectionate person, so she wasn’t sure where that had come from, she was just so touched by Elsie’s openness, by her vulnerability. “That’s an incredibly brave thing to do,” she said, and she meant it. Amanda knew firsthand how hard it was to follow your dreams. She had done it herself. Even though the nursery Amanda had worked so hard for had been taken from her abruptly, she was glad she’d owned it for a little while. It was nice to know she could work hard and make something happen, no matter how unlikely. That thought was even more comforting now she was starting over in Glen Haven.

She spooned pie and cream into her mouth. Her eyes went wide, and she moaned in ecstasy. Cinnamon, pear, rhubarb, vanilla, and the thick but delectably light coconut cream. The pie was heaven. “This is incredible!” 

Elsie smiled, digging into her own pie. “I’m glad you like it,” she said. “This one is my variation of one of my grandmother’s recipes.” 

“Your grandmother baked too?” Amanda asked.. 

“She’s where I learned how to cook,” Elsie said, that faraway look in her violet eyes again. “I used to come to Glen Haven every summer when I was little and stay with Grandma for the holidays. We would bake, go foraging in the woods, go for walks along the riverside. It was wonderful.” Elsie’s eyes were misty now. 

“You must miss her,” Amanda whispered. 

“I do. I miss them both. But I love that living in granny’s house means I feel closer to her again. I have so many wonderful memories in this place. She was my dad’s mum, so it’s nice to have that sense of being close to them both, in some way.” Amanda held Elsie’s gaze and thought she’d never met anyone quite like this intelligent, gentle woman in front of her. 

Philo plopped his giant head into Elsie’s lap and barked a huge, bellowing sound that echoed around the entire kitchen. Elsie laughed, patting him on the head and nuzzling him affectionately. “I know buddy. You’re ready for some lunch, hey?” She rubbed her knuckles over his nose and Philo wagged his tail, smacking Amanda on the leg with the force of it. 

Amanda followed Elsie out through the backdoor of the kitchen and stopped dead. In front of her, in a sprawling mass of green and yellow, was a chaotic mess which had obviously once been a garden. “Wow.”  

Elsie looked back. “Oh, yes.” Elsie looked embarrassed. “My grandmother was rather a green thumb, but I’m afraid I haven’t inherited her skills.” She picked her way along what Amanda assumed was a path, underneath all that overgrowth. “I’ve tried a few times, but the garden just won’t seem to do as I ask. It’s such a shame, as I’d love to have more vegetables for my savoury pies, but alas.” She waved her hand around at the mess in a look of surrender. “I’ll either have to pay someone to do it, or rip it all up and put pavers down. But I don’t really have the spare cash to do either,” she said with a grimace.

“I could do it for you.” Amanda surprised herself as the words left her mouth. “I love gardening. I used to run a nursery.”

Elsie’s eyes grew wide. “Seriously?” Then she looked sad again. “That’s so kind, but as I said, I don’t have the money to pay you. Unless....” She gave Amanda a strange look, and then, all in a rush, she said, “You’re looking for somewhere to live, aren’t you? I have a couple of spare rooms. You could stay here for free if you could help out in the garden, and maybe with a few odd jobs here and there about the place?” 

“Wait what?” Amanda asked, feeling relief washing over her body at the thought of having somewhere long-term to live. Her back still ached from the lumpy BnB bed, and she was getting worried about the cost. The postie gig was temporary cover for the usual guy, Murray, who was injured, but Amanda didn’t know how long it would be until he was back on his feet. Of course, now she was selling her beloved nursery, she would have some more cash, but that wouldn’t last forever. This could be just what Amanda needed to establish herself properly in town. “That would be amazing!” 

Amanda looked at her watch and swore. The Real Estate agent would be on the phone shortly, and Amanda wanted to be back in her room to have that discussion. “I have to get going, but shall we catch up tomorrow to go through the details?” 

Elsie smiled. “Sounds great!” she said, walking Amanda back through the house and hugging her goodbye. Amanda found herself wrapping her arms snuggly around Elsie’s slight frame, a feeling she hadn’t felt in a long while growing in her stomach. “Come and see me at the shop. I’ll text you the address.” 

As Amanda walked back down the hill, she reflected on what had been an eventful day. The messages from back home were still sitting heavily on her chest, but the forest had calmed her a little. Something about being in Elsie’s house, and the woman herself, also helped to settle Amanda. Would living there put Elsie in danger? No, Amanda didn’t think so. They wouldn’t come after her so long as she didn’t testify. So long as she stayed away, she was safe. Hopefully her dad would be too. 

She thought again of that night. Of overhearing her brother say that he wanted to take over his dad’s gig for good. She shuddered at the memory, at the cold calculation in Theo’s voice as he discussed destroying his own father. The people he was talking to were very, very bad men, and Amanda was glad to be clear of them. If she got even a whiff that they were on her tail, she would move on. 

As she got in the van and drove through the quiet streets, Amanda realised just how much she wanted this fresh start to be the beginning of a whole new chapter. Sure, she would have to be careful, but she could afford to have a friend, couldn’t she? For the first time since she had run away, Amanda felt hope begin to take root in her heart. Finally, maybe things were looking up. 
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