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	Serena quickly discovers that inheriting a cottage in the English Lake District is just the beginning of an adventure that leads her right into Paul Benson’s arms.

	Paul, a naturalistic painter, finds himself accompanying Serina into a dangerous situation in pursuit of picture thieves. The trail leads to Venice but back in the Lake District Serina is in peril from one of the gang. She is rescued by Paul at the last minute when he proposes marriage on a rickety bridge over a waterfall.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	I could feel Terry’s hardness as he pressed against me. His hands caressed my body. In another moment I would have led him to my bed.

	The door opened with a bang. It was Angela, my roommate.

	“So that’s where the two of you are.” She flung her books down on her bed.

	Terry moved away from me.

	“It’s all very well skipping a life class.” Angela smiled. “From the look of it, you were about to have your own life class.”

	I could feel my cheeks going red. We were all at Brookshire Art College. Terry was my boyfriend, and until now the arrangement with Angela had worked well. I stayed out of her way when she was entertaining, and she stayed out of mine.

	This afternoon was different. Terry had persuaded me to miss a class and we were about to have an afternoon in bed as Angela was safely in class until teatime, or so we thought.

	She sat down on her own bed.

	“I came back to tell you that the principal is looking for you.”

	“The Principal, what does he want?” I asked.

	“No idea. He looked pretty serious. He wants you to go to his office.”

	Now what have I done? Has he found out that Terry and I have been cutting classes to have sex? Who would have told him? Not Angela.

	“I suppose I’d better go and see what he wants.” I shot Terry a look.

	We went out of my room leaving Angela stretching out on her bed.

	“What can this be about?” I asked Terry as we walked along the corridor.

	He squeezed my hand. “It can’t be anything serious. Probably just wants a chat about your grades. They’ve been pretty good so far, haven’t they?”

	I squeezed his hand back as we reached the door to the Principal’s office.

	“See you.” He swung away down the corridor as I knocked lightly on the door.

	“Come in,” a voice called.

	As I walked into Dr Peters’ oak panelled room, he got up from behind his large mahogany desk looking serious.

	I wondered what on earth was wrong. What was this all about?

	He looked so stern, it was obviously something pretty important.

	“Ah, Miss Spelton. Please sit down, Serina.”

	I sat in the chair facing him as he remained standing.

	“I’m sorry to tell you,” he said. “I have just received a telephone call to say that your parents have been involved in a car crash.”

	I could feel my heart beating quickly. “Are they...” I began.

	Dr Peters came round the desk and put his hand on my shoulder.

	“Your mother died instantly, but your father survived.”

	I stared at him not taking in what he had said, then tears came to my eyes. I must have fainted, for the next thing I knew I was sprawled in a chair and the College nurse was standing over me.

	“I’m all right,” I muttered, getting up unsteadily. The nurse guided me to the door. Dr Peters looked on with concern.

	“Shall I come with you to your room?” the nurse asked.

	“I will be fine,” I shook off her hand and walked unsteadily into the corridor. When I reached my room, Angela had gone. I collapsed onto the bed and lay there for a long time.

	*

	The rest of the day was a nightmare. I remember saying goodbye to Angela. Terry saw me to the train station, but beyond that everything was a blur.

	I arrived in Ormskirk, took a taxi to No. 2, Sinden Gardens. The front door was open, unusual in these times. As I walked into the front hall. I was met by our neighbour, Mrs Benson.

	“He’s in the bedroom, my dear. Best prepare yourself for a shock. Doctor has just left him. He looks frail, and I’m so sorry about your mother.”

	Mrs Benson was a good soul, but just at that moment all I wanted to do was rush upstairs to my father.

	I stumbled up the stairs. His bedroom door was open. I hardly recognised the pale, wan figure in the bed.

	He stretched out his hands to me as I entered the room.

	It was a familiar room. The wallpaper I had helped put up years ago, now looking worse for wear, the text above the bed, Peace in this house, my mother’s nightgown still on the chair beside the bed. Tears came to my eyes.

	“Dad,” I cried, rushing towards him. I held his hand, so frail, so fragile. There was nothing I could say. I felt his grip tighten, then he lay back on the pillows exhausted.

	*

	The days that followed were like a dream. I dealt with my mother’s funeral, for which I needed to do everything for my father. There was no way I could go back to my art course. I stayed at home to look after him, my ambition to become an artist fading into the distance.

	My father seemed to have given up on life and lay all day huddled up in a chair, head down. I looked after him as best I could, but one morning three years later, while taking him a cup of tea in bed, I found him apparently asleep and couldn’t wake him. I sent for the doctor. When he came, he shook his head and gave me the bad news.

	*

	It rained at my father’s funeral. Under dripping umbrellas, mourners moved slowly beneath the elm trees to the grave. It was like a dream, or nightmare. I know that we went back to the house for a funeral tea, but it seemed unreal, the rain continuing to pour down relentlessly. Everyone was very kind and wished me luck as they left until only my friends, Angela and Terry, remained. They came specially to be with me and I much appreciated their coming. They had both finished their courses and were now out in the world earning their living.

	“Take it easy love.” Angela guided me gently to the settee and sat me down.

	Terry was standing awkwardly by the fireplace.

	Angela sat beside me. “It’s been a hectic, emotional day for you.”

	I felt tears coming to my eyes. “I’ve lost three years of my life while you two have graduated. My ambition to be an artist was put on hold while my father gradually faded away. I loved him dearly. I couldn’t bear to see him suffer. There was no-one else to care for him.” I sobbed into my handkerchief.

	Terry came forward and held my hand. “You must feel as though the bottom has dropped out of your life, but you have your future before you. All that work at art school. You must take up the threads of where you left off.”

	I gave them both a hug. “Thanks for coming, I’m fine, it’s just, you know...”

	“I know, but I must go,” Angela said. “I’m settled now in London. As soon as I get back, I’ll write and give you my address. I’m about to move into a new flat. Will you be all right?”

	“Don’t worry about me.” I clutched my sodden handkerchief.

	Terry obviously wanted to stay. He probably had sex in mind, but any feelings of that kind were long gone.

	“Sorry Terry,” I said, as he tried to kiss me. “Now is not the time, and perhaps it’s never.”

	He pulled away looking disappointed. “I’m off to Europe next week on a painting tour but keep in touch, your feelings may change. I’ll have my iPad with me. Here’s my email address.” He took an old envelope from his pocket and wrote the address down. He gave me a tiny kiss and was gone.

	Left alone, I walked through the empty rooms of the house, which echoed their sadness back to me.

	I lay in bed that night, my thoughts in turmoil. What should I do? Who could I turn to? I thought of my Aunt Em living in the Lake District. She was now my only living relative. Should I go to her and ask for advice? I was usually so sure of myself, but now my world seemed to have turned upside down.

	*

	Thoughts tumbled through my head but I must have fallen asleep, as then it was morning.

	At first I didn’t want to get out of bed to face the world, but I plucked up courage. Swinging my feet into slippers, I padded across to the window. The house was in the middle of a terrace of houses all depressingly the same except for little touches like the window box of pansies put on the downstairs windowsill, long since faded away. Looking out I could see people walking to work, some hastening without purpose, some off to jobs, going shopping, taking children to school. The day was bright with sunshine but a black cloud hovered over me. What was my purpose in life? I washed and dressed, then went downstairs to prepare breakfast.

	As I boiled the kettle I suddenly realised that I was free, free to become a painter again. A wave of relief swept over me. I knew what I would do. I would go to see Aunt Em, stay awhile, and do some painting in the Lake District.

	I looked up her phone number in my diary, took my mobile phone, and dialled the number.

	The phone rang and rang but no-one answered. Perhaps she was out shopping.

	I looked at my watch. It wasn’t even nine o’clock. Surely she wouldn’t be out this early?

	Anyway, I would stick to my plan. I was excited. My chance to become a painter at last!

	I went back to my breakfast and as I did so, the doorbell rang. It was the postman. Registered delivery. He handed me an unusual envelope. It gave the impression that it contained a legal document. My hand shook as I opened it. It was from a solicitor’s office in Ambleside in the Lake District.

	The letter was direct and abrupt.

	“We are sorry to inform you that your aunt Miss Emily Renault has died and you are the sole benefactor under her will.”

	I sat down heavily on the settee with a cup in my hand, breakfast forgotten, staring into space. I looked at the cup. It was decorated with apples and plums.

	I remembered this cup. It had been a wedding present to my parents long before I was born. On one occasion as a child, I broke a saucer and cried bitterly until my mother soothed me, saying that it was easy to get a replacement. Tears came to my eyes.

	Not so easy to replace parents or Aunt Em. Once they were gone, they were gone. Now I was alone in the world. I wandered upstairs and into my father’s room. So many memories, his hairbrush still with grey hair clinging to it, Mother’s photograph on the bedside table.

	I sat down with a bump in his old armchair next to the bed. Memories came flooding back. My happiest memory was when I was seven. We were in the Lake District with Aunt Em, taking a picnic in the hills. I played roly-poly down the slope with my father catching me at the bottom. I could still taste the picnic, the tomatoes in the salad, cracking the shells of the hard-boiled eggs and peeling them, the crisp lettuce, even the bread seemed special. Happy times, but now all gone.

	This won’t do, pull yourself together. I’m twenty five years old, slim, blue eyed, auburn hair, not beautiful, a bit dowdy in my old sweater and jeans but presentable. With or without parents and Aunt Em, I’ve a lifetime in front of me.

	I went downstairs and picked up the letter again. It invited me to go to Ambleside in the Lake District to discuss the will. I would go.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The solicitors in Ambleside were called Preston and Plant. I rang them up, and a very pleasant voice commiserated me on my loss and suggested that I should stay at the Lakeside Hotel in Ambleside and go to see them soon after I arrived.

	Ormskirk to Ambleside was not the easiest journey, and in addition to my two suitcases, I took a pack of sandwiches and a book to read on the train. It took over two hours and involved two changes of train. The 10.41 am from Ormskirk, change at Preston and then Oxenholme, reaching Windemere at 12.44 pm.

	On the way I ate my sandwiches, bought a coffee from the restaurant car buffet, and read my book, which was what father used to call a penny dreadful, a paperback novel about love amid the coal mines of the north, but it passed the time pleasantly enough.

	Arriving at Windermere I took a taxi, which wound along the lakeside road to Troutbeck, where Beatrix Potter used to live. I must visit the museum sometime.

	The taxi didn’t go through the village, as the modern road goes over Troutbeck Bridge and then on into Ambleside.

	Arriving at Ambleside, we drew up outside the Lakeside Hotel, an impressive white building. The driver took my cases into the hotel. I was greeted by a fresh-faced receptionist introducing herself as Sally Chivers.

	She called a porter to show me to my room.

	The porter was a small lad who, after taking me to the room and putting my cases down near the wardrobe refused the tip I tried to press on him.

	“All part of the service,” he said, handing me the room key.

	I sat on the bed and looked around. The room was pleasant and airy. I went to the window. There was a view over the lake. I opened the window and leant out, breathing in the fresh pure air. So different from the air in Ormskirk, always tainted by factory smoke.

	After unpacking, I spent what was left of the afternoon exploring the town. I walked past Preston and Plant’s office in the High Street, resisting the temptation to pop in and say hello. Time enough for that tomorrow.

	I walked down to the lakeside. The water was calm, yachts wheeled like seagulls, white sails flapping in the breeze. I watched the ferry offloading its passengers, who crowded onto the pier, women with children, men in business suits fresh from the office, tourists looking round in wonder.

	That evening I went into the sumptuous dining room of the hotel, so large that the scattering of guests seemed dwarfed by their surroundings. After an excellent meal I sat in the lounge with coffee. My book was with me as I intended to read for a while but I began to feel sleepy and so went up to my room, tumbling into the soft and welcoming sheets.

	*

	I slept well, and the next day went down to breakfast. Voices in the dining room were muted, as though those present were still half asleep. After a good breakfast I went in search of the solicitor’s office. As I went out onto the street, the sun came out from behind a cloud, a good omen perhaps? I walked down the High Street. Preston and Plant’s office, sandwiched between a gift shop and a laundrette, came into view. As I went in, I was greeted by a short, tubby, red-faced gentleman dressed formally in a black suit, white shirt and black tie.

	“Come in, come in. You must be Miss Spelton?”

	“How did you know?” I asked.

	“There’s a strong likeness to your aunt. Yes indeed. I’m Mr Preston, sit yourself down and we will give you all the details.”

	Mr Preston was so like Mr Pickwick, the character created by Charles Dickens, that instead of telling me about Aunt Em, I felt that he should be setting off on his travels. However, he took some papers off his desk and after coughing politely, read out the details.

	The particulars of Aunt Em’s will were simple and direct. I was the only beneficiary, so the house and its contents were mine.

	“Regrettably,” said Mr Preston, “there isn’t a great deal of money involved, as your Aunt was not a rich woman, but it is yours, such as it is.”

	He put several documents in front of me.

	I should have read them, but I decided to trust him and signed them.

	He gave me a keyring, the keys on it jangling as he handed them to me.

	“The house is a few miles from here, but there is a small community, the village of Little Tenderden, and your nearest neighbour has agreed to look after the house until you arrive. When would you like to go to see it?”

	“Tomorrow, I think.” I decided that morning to stay another night in the hotel to have more time to explore the town. I would then set off on my adventure.

	We shook hands, and I said goodbye and walked back out onto the street feeling a sense of excitement. I went back to the hotel.

	Sally was still on the reception desk. Fortunately my room was free for the extra night and Sally told me that the village, Little Tenderden, was about ten miles outside Ambleside. She said that there was an excellent taxi service in the town, mentioning Sid Chapman as a reliable driver. From the way she spoke about him I thought there was some sort of romantic attachment. Sally agreed to book him for ten o’clock the next day.

	I spent the rest of the day mingling with the crowds of tourists, ate tea in a rather nice old-fashioned cafe, then went back to my room, read my book and snoozed until dinnertime.

	*

	Next morning, Sid Chapman turned up at ten o’clock sharp wearing a peaked cap and a cheeky grin. I was waiting in the lobby with my suitcases as he came in, and I could tell from the way he greeted Sally that I was right about the romantic attachment.

	It was a lovely day. There’s something about the English Lake District. Maybe it’s the air, the feeling of open space, the hills and trees, the water. I could feel the stress going out of my body. There was a delicious feeling of adventure and not knowing what was to come next.

	The taxi wound along the meandering roads and up into the hills past the Skelton Bridge Hotel, where it took a right turn past a small General Store and a cluster of houses, up a narrow track, and then we reached the house.

	“There it is,” Sid said, pointing. Surrounded by a copse of trees was a weather-beaten stone cottage not at all as I remembered it. It seemed much smaller than when I’d visited as a child, but there were roses round the porch and the sun shone down on them, inviting me to come to what was to be my new home.

	Sid took my cases and deposited them on the doorstep. As I turned to pay him, the front door opened and a young girl stood framed in the opening.

	“Hi, Nancy.” Sid seemed to know everyone.

	“Hi Sid,” she said, then turning to me. “You must be Miss Spelton. I’m Nancy Barker. My mum Sonia is in the kitchen, we’ve been
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