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Prologue

West Yorkshire

Liz
2 March 1978

There had been no signs to warn me of the imminent catastrophe about to overtake me, or if there had been, I was oblivious to them. When everything kicked off that night, I felt as if I’d been catapulted straight into a horror movie, and a gross one at that – or the nightmare from hell.

Fear and confusion were quickly followed by realization, panic, shock and revulsion, for who’d have thought a birth involved so much goriness? Certainly not me, even though, ironically enough, my sights had refocused on gaining an Oxford place to read medicine the very moment my brief first love affair the previous summer had come to an end.

But then, that wasn’t because I felt any kind of vocation to heal the sick, the halt and the lame, it was simply part of my plan to mould myself so much in Father’s image that he forgot I wasn’t actually his biological child at all.

As these thoughts jostled chaotically together in my normally clear, cool and analytical mind, my eyes met Mum’s over the small, misshapen, skinned-rabbit of a thing that lay weakly mewling on the bed between us and I expect the expression on her ashen, stunned face mirrored my own.

Her mouth moved silently once or twice, as if it had forgotten how  to shape words. Then finally she whispered, ‘Liz, your father must never find out!’

She always was entirely mistress of the bleeding obvious.
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Once Upon a Fairy Tale

Alice
Autumn 1995

I grew up knowing I was adopted, so it was never a shocking revelation, merely one of the things that defined me, like having curly copper-bright hair, distinctive dark eyebrows, a fine silvery scar above my upper lip and pale green eyes (like boiled gooseberries, according to Mum, though Dad said they were mermaid’s eyes, the colour of sea-washed green glass).

As a little girl I’d sit for hours painting with Dad in his garden studio, while his deep, gentle voice wrapped me in a soft-spun fairy tale, in which my desperate young birth mother had been forced to abandon her poorly, premature little baby, hoping that someone like Mum and Dad would come along and adopt her.

Or like Dad, at any rate, since eventually I came to see that Nessa (she’d insisted I call her that rather than Mummy, practically the moment I could string a sentence together) had had no maternal yearnings; she’d just been paying lip-service to his longing for a family, smug in the knowledge that she couldn’t physically carry a child even if she had wanted to.

‘A bad fairy had put a spell on baby Alice, but when the nice doctors had made her lip all better, everyone agreed she was the prettiest princess in the whole of Yorkshire,’ he’d finish his story, smiling at me over his canvas.

‘And they put the wicked fairy in a metal cage and everyone threw rotten tomatoes at her,’ I’d suggest – or even worse punishments, for some old fairy-tale books given to me by my paternal grandmother, including one strangely but wonderfully illustrated by Arthur Rackham, had had a great influence on my imagination. We lived near Granny Rose in Knaresborough until moving to a village just outside Shrewsbury when I was eight, and I can still remember her reading to me the long, long poem by Edith Sitwell about Sleeping Beauty, once she’d tucked me up in bed. I’d slowly drift off on a sea of musical, beautiful words about malevolent fairies and enchantments.

Other favourites of Granny’s included The Water-Babies and Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland – the latter a favourite of mine, too, since the heroine had the same name. I begged for her lovely old copies after she died and Dad made sure I got them, even though Nessa was hellbent on having a clearance firm empty the whole house. She was a minimalist sort of person … except when it came to her own clothes, jewellery and shoes.

Our house was a tale of two parts, with most of the creatively chaotic clutter in Dad’s studio, which might have been stables once upon a time – until he married a wicked witch disguised as a flamboyantly beautiful ex-opera singer and she banished him there.

Anyway, you can see why I have a tendency to turn every thing that happens in my life into a dark-edged fairy tale – I can’t help it!

‘They threw stinky rotten eggs at the wicked fairy, too,’ I’d once added firmly to the familiar story.

‘Well, perhaps, but only until she said she was sorry and then they let her out,’ Dad had amended, kind-hearted as always.

Over the years we embroidered the story with increasingly ridiculous flourishes at every retelling, but it had served its purpose, for I grew up knowing that I’d been abandoned in the village of Haworth in Yorkshire and adopted, and the filament-fine silvery scar was all that remained to show I’d been born with a harelip.

Of course, later I realized Dad had had no way of knowing whether my birth mother was young or not and also, once I became quite obsessed with the Brontë family and Haworth, I knew that it was extremely unlikely that she’d tiptoed up to the steps of the Parsonage in the middle of the night and laid me there, in the expectation that he and Nessa would shortly swing by and scoop me up. I mean, it was a museum by then, so it would have been closed, and also, adoption didn’t quite work like that. (I’m still surprised they let Nessa on to the register. I can only think that her opera training kicked in and she hadn’t been able to resist throwing herself into the role of eager prospective mother.)

But while Nessa might make extravagant expressions of affection towards me only when her London friends were visiting (one of whom once cattily let fall the information that she hadn’t had that brilliant a voice even before the operation on her vocal cords that ended her career), I’d known real love from Granny and Dad.

And I also had Lola, my best friend, and her lovely parents, who owned a nearby smallholding, growing herbs commercially. There we helped look after the hens and goats, ran wild in the fields and learned to bake in the long, cool, quarry-tiled kitchen. All my life, baking – even the scent of cinnamon and dried fruit – would have the power to transport me back immediately to those happy days and transfuse me with warmth and comfort.

So it was an idyllic childhood on the whole, though once the rebellious teenage hormones kicked in I began to clash more and more with Nessa.

Still, the finer details of my distant past didn’t seem to matter … until Dad suddenly died from a massive heart attack when I was nearly eighteen and my safe, secure world collapsed around me like a house of cards.

In any ordinary family, his loss might have pulled Nessa and me together, but she was not so much grief-stricken as filled with a volcanic rage, mainly directed at me. And she became so obsessed with money that immediately after the funeral she sold the entire contents of Dad’s studio (he was quite a well-known artist) to an American collector without a word to me beforehand, locking the door so I couldn’t even go in there to find solace among the comforting, familiar smells of oil paint and turpentine.

That was bad enough. But then, with even more indecent haste, she moved a new man into the house – and a horrible one, at that, who was scarily over-friendly in an old-lech kind of way whenever she was out of earshot – and I came to realize that now I was just an encumbrance and she couldn’t wait for me to go off to university the following year.

The pain of Dad’s loss was still raw and I couldn’t bear to see another man in his place, so I had the row to end all rows with Nessa, culminating in my saying that I hated her and I was going to go and find my real mother.

‘She has to be an improvement on you!’ I finished.

‘You’re a foundling, darling, so there’s no way you can find her,’ she snapped cuttingly. ‘And bearing in mind that she dumped you out on the moors on a freezing cold night, she’d be unlikely to welcome you with open arms, even if you did.’

Stunned into silence, I stared at her while I took in the implications of what she’d just told me. ‘She … didn’t leave me in Haworth village, but up on the moors, where she didn’t think I’d be found?’ I asked eventually.

Nessa looked at me, the fury dying down slightly into a sort of malicious, slightly shame-faced pleasure that shook me: I knew she’d never really loved me, but until recently I’d thought her as fond of me as her self-absorbed nature would allow.

‘Your father never wanted me to tell you the truth, but I think that was a mistake. And maybe she was batty and thought someone would come across you,’ she suggested, possibly divining from my expression that she’d gone too far.

‘No, if she left me at night out on the moors, then clearly she hoped I’d die and never be found,’ I said numbly, for the spell of Dad’s fairy tale was now well and truly shattered and there was no way it could be glued together again. I felt empty, alone and lost … and unwanted – totally unwanted – by anyone.

‘I hate you!’ I cried with sudden violence as hot tears rushed to my eyes. ‘I wish you’d died instead of Dad – though you couldn’t have had a heart attack, because you haven’t got a heart. You’ve never loved me like Lola’s mum loves her.’

She shrugged. ‘I expect Dolly actually wanted children, which I never did, even if I could have had them. Your father finally wore me down into agreeing to adoption and he was over the moon when we were offered a baby. But you’d only just had the surgery on your face and what with that and the carroty hair, you weren’t exactly prepossessing, darling.’

Now the floodgates of frankness were open, there seemed to be no stopping the hurtful revelations, so I added one of my own: I told her that the day before, when she was out, her creepy new lover had tried to kiss me and made suggestive remarks.

‘You lying snake in the bosom!’ she hissed furiously, clutching those generous appendages as though she’d just been bitten there by an asp.

And though of course she didn’t believe me (which was why I hadn’t already told her), there was no going back after that.

Dawn found me on a coach heading to Cornwall, with the loan of Lola’s birthday money in my bag, to tide me over. I took only one case with me, leaving with her for safekeeping my most precious possessions, including Granny’s books and a small portrait of me in oils, painted by Dad.

Of course Lola had wanted to tell her mum what had happened, but I’d sworn her to secrecy until I’d found a job and somewhere to live.

‘I’ll stay in a bed and breakfast at first, and there are lots of hotels and cafés there where I can get some casual work until I find my feet,’ I assured her.

Inspired by some of Dad’s old stories of the Newlyn artists, and our holidays in Cornwall, I had romantic ideas about joining an artists’ colony, where my aspirations to become a writer and painter could be nurtured, though later I realized this was not only unrealistic, but several decades too late.

The stark reality was that my arrival, late in the evening and off-season, when many places were shut up for the winter and no one was hiring, left me without any option other than spending the first night huddled in a shelter on the seafront … and all too soon my over-active imagination was peopling the darkest corners with evilly muttering goblins and foully hellish Hieronymus Bosch creatures.

When the cold breeze blew a discarded cardboard cup across the prom I thought it was the clatter of running footsteps and even the soft, constant susurration of the sea sounded like an unkind conversation about me.

I’d begun to write my own contemporary mash-ups of fairy tales, fables and folklore, spiced with an edge of horror, but when it came to the crunch, this princess was no kick-ass kind of girl able to rescue herself, but a frightened waif in urgent need of a handsome prince … or even a kind, ugly one.

Hell, I’d have settled for a reasonably friendly frog.

Tears trickled down my face and I shivered as the cold wind picked up and wound its way around my legs.

Then, all at once, I heard the staccato tap of high heels and the excited yapping of a small dog. Before I could attempt to shrink even further into my dark corner, it dashed in and discovered me.

A torch snapped on and I screwed up my eyes against the dazzling beam, though not before I’d glimpsed the small and unthreatening shape behind it, so that my heart rate steadied.

‘Well, what have we here, Ginny?’ said a surprised female voice with the hint of a highland lilt. ‘A wee lassie?’


After completely putting the events of that dreadful night out of my head for so many years, it’s odd that now I’ve moved back to live with Father in Upvale, I should suddenly find them creeping back in again.

I have decided to write a full account of what happened, and outline the perfectly logical reasoning that led me to act in that way, in the hope that it will exorcise them. My conscience is, and always has been, entirely clear about the matter.
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The Bonny Banks

My knight in shining Burberry was Edie, the owner of a small local hotel, who’d been giving her Pomeranian a bedtime stroll. She was a brisk, acute, businesslike woman somewhere in her late fifties, five foot two of pugnacious Scottish determination, though with a soft centre for waifs and strays.

‘Not such a wee lassie after all,’ she said as I stood up and towered over her and then, once she’d grasped the essence of my situation, whisked me back to her hotel.

There, she thawed me out with hot soup and consigned me to bed  in an empty room in the staff quarters on the top floor, with the  admonition that I was not to worry, things would seem better in the morning.

When I finally got a chance to phone Lola next day to assure her I was fine, she confessed that she’d got cold feet and told her mum everything, even where I’d been heading.

‘But of course, I didn’t know exactly where you were going,’ she explained. ‘Only that it was Cornwall.’

‘It took a lot longer to get down here than I expected, so when it started to get dark, I thought I’d better get off at the next seaside town we stopped at,’ I said.

‘Mum said she wished you’d told her right away and she wants you to come back and live with us, until we go off to university, Alice.’

‘That’s really sweet of her, but I don’t want to go to university any more,’ I said. ‘I only agreed to apply for teacher training courses because I couldn’t think of any other option after I was turned down for fine art.’

Whatever art departments were looking for these days, it appeared it wasn’t a girl who strongly resembled the Pre-Raphaelite muse Lizzie Siddal, but drew a contemporary world with fairy-tale echoes and a hint of horror in ink and wash, like a nightmarish Arthur Rackham. I could possibly have tried for a degree in literature and creative writing, but I didn’t see the point – I read everything I could get my hands on and you certainly couldn’t say my modern takes on traditional fairy tales weren’t creative.

Then I told Lola that I was living in a small hotel on the seafront called The Bonny Banks, and the owner, Edie, was going to try me out in various jobs to see what I was best at.

I’d already discovered that it wasn’t making beds.

We quickly found that my métier wasn’t cleaning, either (too prone to fall into a dreamy trance), or waiting at table, since I was not only very reserved, with a full-lipped mouth that made me look permanently sulky, but when I did utter, tact didn’t seem to be my middle name. I expect I was too used to giving back as good as I got, having grown up with Nessa, the expert in barbed and belittling remarks.

I think Edie was starting to worry that her lame duck would never turn into a decent swan, until finally I came into my own – in the kitchens. For thanks to Lola’s mum’s cookery lessons, I could make cakes and pastries to die for and if my mind was wandering in a warped fairyland while I was dreamily rubbing the fat into the flour, then that must have been a good thing, for there was always a touch of magic in my baking.

Predictably it was Dolly, Lola’s mum, who drove down to see me a couple of weeks later. Though I knew she would have told Nessa where I was, there had still been no word from her, so I assumed she’d washed her hands of me.

I hadn’t really expected the Wicked Witch to get on her broomstick and fly down there to check that I was all right, but still, it was another total abandonment. First my birth mother, then Dad (even though he couldn’t help dying, I was still angry with him for doing it), and now Nessa had finally cast me adrift. Or maybe I cast myself adrift and she simply decided not to toss me a lifejacket.

It seemed I was right about that. Dolly, once she’d had a chat with Edie, took me out for tea and told me that she’d been round to talk to Nessa as soon as I’d told Lola where I was.

‘I thought she’d be desperately worried about your safety and relieved to know you were all right,’ she said. ‘But she told me you’d accused her fiancé of such dreadful things that she wouldn’t have you back under her roof again.’

‘I did, but it was all true.’

‘Yes, I told her that you’d always been such a truthful girl that if you said he’d made a pass at you, then he had.’

‘Did you say fiancé?’ I asked. ‘She’s marrying that creep?’

‘Apparently, and they’re moving to London once the house is sold. There’s already an estate agent’s board up in the garden.’

I felt a pang of sadness – not so much for the house as the studio in the garden, which held so many happy memories of Dad. But in any case, by now the entire contents had probably been loaded into a container and shipped off to America.

‘I really don’t understand how any mother can behave that way,’ Dolly said, shaking her head sadly so that fine, silky strands of white-blond hair came loose from a mother-of-pearl butterfly clip and fell around her face. ‘She’d already packed up all your belongings and was about to give them to a charity shop until I said I’d store them. They’re in my attic now, though Lola’s sent you a few things she thought you might need.’

‘You’re so kind,’ I said gratefully, wishing not for the first time that she was my mother, rather than the Wicked Witch.

‘Well, we all love you, darling. You know you could come back with me right now and go off to college in the autumn with Lola, don’t you? And, of course, you’d make your home with us during the holidays.’

I was so touched I felt choked. She meant it from the heart, I was sure of that. But still, I didn’t want to be the bit of jigsaw that didn’t really fit into their happy family picture, but had to be squeezed in somehow.

‘I’ll be OK,’ I assured her. ‘I’m going to stay in Cornwall and work, and get a place of my own eventually. And there are evening art classes and writing groups I can join … I like it here.’

Which was true, because it was a lovely place. Of course, it wasn’t really my place, any more than our village near Shrewsbury had been. Nowhere was.

Not even Haworth, once the Avalon I’d both longed and feared to visit – a fear arising from a suspicion that it wouldn’t live up to Dad’s comforting stories about my abandonment. For now I knew that I’d been left out on the moors, probably miles away, I could have come from anywhere.

But I settled in Cornwall for the next few years, even if my roots were never more than shallowly put down.

Edie became a good friend, despite the difference in our ages, and Lola’s family provided support and a bolthole I could always return to, sure of a warm welcome.

Of the Wicked Witch I heard nothing more, once the house was  sold and she decamped to London. It felt as if all those years she’d only been pretending to be my mother … which actually, I suppose, was the truth. She was thrust into the role but the run was lengthier than she’d hoped for.

Lola went off to university the following autumn to study history but then, instead of carrying on and doing a postgraduate teaching course as she’d intended, fell in love with a visiting historian older than her father and settled in Hampstead to raise three children. She said Harry, her husband, had a young soul and the same sense of humour, which, when I met him, I discovered was true. They were genuine soul mates and, if the stars were not quite in alignment regarding their ages, then they were prepared to take what happiness they could together.

Meanwhile, I drifted from job to job, baking in a café, working as a pastry chef in a big hotel, torturing icing into edible fantasies for a celebration cake maker … all kinds of things. In between, I’d return to Edie, where my room was kept ready for me and I was always welcome. In my spare time I took painting classes and accepted that my talents lay more in illustration than fine art, tried on several writing groups for size and socialized in one of the artier pubs with a group of bohemian and often transient friends.

And that’s where I eventually met and fell for Robbie … though by then I’d become so used to having my own space that I never actually moved in with him. I’d climbed up the housing ladder slowly, from rented room, to bedsit, to minute flat. It wasn’t easy to find anything affordable in a tourist resort on my wages.

Robbie was a bit like my father, I suppose, in that he was a big, easy-going and comforting bear of a man, given to warm, wonderfully consoling hugs. He was a dentist, of all things, though his real love was surfing, kayaking, hang-gliding or any sport that had a dangerous edge to it. I was always afraid I was going to lose him, though not in the way I finally did, when he emigrated to Australia.

He wasn’t big on permanent commitment and though he suggested I follow him out there once he’d found his feet, I didn’t believe for one minute that he really meant it. In any case, I didn’t want to go. I mean, I have ghost-white skin, red hair and wilt even in mild sunshine, so I’d have to live the life of a vampire to survive in a hot country.

The day he flew off, leaving me with his old and sea breeze-blasted Beetle car, with the hippie-style daisies painted up the side, as a keepsake, it felt like yet another abandonment.

Still, as Lola pointed out to me when I was staying in London with her and Harry soon after Robbie left, my life was also a series of lucky breaks: against all the odds I’d been discovered alive after my abandonment, I’d had a wonderful father, and Edie had rescued me on my very first night in Cornwall from who knows what danger.

‘And you and your family have always been there for me,’ I said gratefully. ‘I’m OK about Robbie really, because I can see now that we were just drifting along together and he was never going to commit to marriage or a family, but we did have some good times.’

I looked back at over a decade spent in Cornwall and added, surprised, ‘You know, when I moved down there I didn’t think I’d be spending my life working in café kitchens! Somehow, I imagined I’d magically be able to earn my living from writing and painting.’

‘You have sold some of your paintings and you’ve had short stories published,’ she said encouragingly.

‘I’ve given up trying to sell my pictures, because in my heart I know now I’m not that good, and all my novels have been rejected.’

‘I think your pictures are great, but probably a bit of a niche market,’ she suggested tactfully. ‘And I expect readers just aren’t ready for dark, adult fairy tales yet. Perhaps you should try a change of direction?’

And I did, though not quite in the way she meant. In the spring of 2007 I loaded my entire worldly possessions into the old Beetle car and upped and moved to Scotland, to work in Dan Carmichael’s Climber’s Café.


Looking back now at my teenage self, I’m amazed that I managed to drive up on to Blackdog Moor while still weak and shivery with shock, and negotiate the maze of narrow, rutted lanes in the pre-dawn darkness.

Father had given me the Mini only a few weeks before, after I’d passed the test first time, and it was my pride and joy … or it was until it became for ever tainted with the happenings of that night.

The vile Thing – I couldn’t think of it as a baby – was bundled into a once-white sheepskin rug and lay still and silent in the passenger foot-well. Indeed, I presumed it to be dead, since it had shown no sign of life after those first mewling weak cries, for which I was profoundly thankful. I felt like Frankenstein, repulsed by the monstrous creation that had resulted from my first – and, I was determined, only – love affair the previous summer.

It held the power to destroy my safe, comfortable future, should  Father ever find out about its existence, but I was totally determined he would not.
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Sad Café

That move from Cornwall to Scotland was a culmination of several things, not least turning twenty-nine and suddenly spotting thirty looming on the horizon like a slightly forbidding cloud.

And, once he’d emigrated, Robbie had communicated with me only during the short, drunken, self-pitying intervals between a series of leggy and beautiful Australian girlfriends. (When later we became Facebook friends, I actually got to see the girlfriends, since he pasted his whole personal life on the page.)

My local friends were moving away, getting married or settling down – sometimes all three – while I didn’t even have a Significant Possibility, let alone a Significant Other. So when Edie decided to semi-retire, selling her hotel and purchasing a guesthouse in her native highlands, I felt increasingly lonely and stuck in a rut. And that’s when Dan’s advert for kitchen help in his Climber’s Café, in a village not too far from Edie, caught my eye.

Dan was ten years older than me and an inch shorter, but a wiry, charismatic character and a rock-climbing legend even I’d heard of. With his spiky fair hair and bright blue eyes, I’d found him immediately attractive, but it had still taken him nearly a year – not to mention an engagement ring – to persuade me that happy-ever-after wasn’t just the stuff of fairy tales and to get me to agree to move into his square stone Victorian house next door to the café.

I should have known better. A handful of years passed, yet we were still no nearer setting a date for the wedding or starting the family of my own I desperately wanted – and then he went and got himself killed while scaling for a stupid TV programme some coastal stack of rock he’d climbed a dozen times before.

He was tackling the very difficult route up Gannet’s Rock on Lundy Island for the first programme. You’re only allowed to climb there before April, or late in the year, and he’d chosen early March. I’d been cross with him because he’d forgotten my birthday was on the 2nd and seemed to think it didn’t matter if we celebrated it later … Afterwards, I kept thinking that my last words to him had been angry … and now, no matter how illogical it was, I was still angry with him, but this time for leaving me permanently.

He was so vibrant, alive and charismatic – I simply couldn’t believe he wasn’t going to walk through that door at any moment.

He’d always jokingly called me Rapunzel, but there was no way I could have helped him to the top of that particular tower … and anyway, it wasn’t lack of climbing skill that killed him, but a great chunk of rock that fractured off and fell from above, sweeping him away as casually as if he’d been a worrisome fly. One of his friends explained it to me – how the rain and ice must have been secretly weakening a tiny fissure deep down into the rock and it was just sheer bad luck that Dan had chosen that moment to make the ascent.

Eventually the anger wore off and my old friends Grief and Despair moved in instead, not to mention an all-too-familiar feeling of abandonment. I wanted to give in to my emotions and lie down and howl like a dog, but instead I battened them down and focused on making all the arrangements to lay both Dan and my dreams to rest, getting through one minute, one hour, one day, at a time.

The day before the funeral we reopened the café while I baked up a storm in the kitchen, for I expected all Dan’s climbing friends to come back there after the ceremony and some would have travelled a long way – he was very popular.

I was still moving through a miasma of despair and grief, but was a little assuaged and comforted by the familiar smells of allspice and dried citrus peel, the sound of the springy metal whisk beating eggs into a yellow froth and the feel of the butter and flour between my fingers as I rubbed it into tiny, light golden crumbs.

I’d just taken the last of the baking out of the oven when Jen, the café manageress, said there was someone who wanted to speak to me. I thought it might be Edie. She’d rung when she’d seen the news on the TV, but it would be like her to just turn up when she had a moment. Or possibly it was a friend of Dan’s, returned from a climbing expedition and hotfooting it over to offer condolences.

But the woman sitting at one of the café tables was none of these things. She was at least a decade older than me, about Dan’s age, and with a hard, salon-tanned face, eyebrows plucked to thin threads and blond hair that showed an inch of dark roots along the parting. I’m never quite sure these days if that’s a Look or not.

But whatever it was, I was certain she wasn’t one of Dan’s climbing buddies and if she was a rep trying to interest me in her firm’s latest line of meat pies, she’d chosen the wrong day (and anyway, I made them all).

She didn’t get up when I approached, so I slipped into the chair opposite. I hadn’t really meant to sit down, but I’d been on my feet for hours and I couldn’t remember the last time I wanted to eat anything, so my knees suddenly went wobbly and the room spun round.

‘I’m Alice Rose. You wanted to see me?’ I asked her. ‘Only if you’re selling something, this isn’t a good time and—’

‘Oh, I’m not selling anything,’ she said, eyeing me with curiosity. ‘I’m Tanya, Dan’s wife, though I went back to calling myself Tanya Carter after we split.’

Something clicked in my brain. I knew Dan had been married long ago but they’d both been very young and it hadn’t worked out. There had been no children and they’d separated by mutual consent.

‘Of course, you’re his ex-wife, aren’t you?’ I said. ‘I—’

‘Wife,’ she broke in firmly, ‘and now widow!’

I stared at her blankly as this pierced the fog of grey misery that hung around me, my own permanent wet blanket. ‘But … you can’t be, because we were engaged! We were getting married.’

Or eventually we were … for now I remembered all the times he’d put off setting the date.

‘He’d need to divorce me first, and although it’s been more than ten years since I even saw him he knew where I was and he never got round to asking me for one. So when it said on the telly that famous rock climber Dan Carmichael had died in an accident – bit of a shock, to hear the news that way, actually – I thought he’d probably not bothered making a new will either. In which case,’ she added triumphantly, ‘everything he had would come to me. And when I rang our old solicitor, he confirmed I was right.’

‘That can’t be true!’ I cried, but even as I said the words I remembered that Dan’s solicitor, Mr Blackwell, had called only yesterday asking me to search Dan’s papers to see if I could find a newer will than the one he held. I’d been too dazed by grief to get round to it – or even wonder what the old one might say.

‘When we got engaged, Dan told me he’d always look after me, no matter what happened,’ I heard myself saying. I think I was having an out-of-body experience. Or possibly an out-of-my-mind one.

She shrugged. ‘He’d never get round to doing anything unless you made him. I mean, I’d heard on the grapevine that he was living with someone, but any normal man would have asked his wife for a divorce before he got engaged again, wouldn’t he?’

I didn’t reply. I couldn’t, because this final blow felt like the ultimate abandonment of my life, shrivelling my heart and hopes like an arctic blast. Recently we’d discussed finally setting a date for the wedding, talked of starting a family … and all the time he’d known he was still married to someone else.

And now, after all the work I’d put into his café and creating a lovely home, I had no claim on any of it. It would all go to the woman sitting opposite, tapping acquisitive turquoise talons on the table as she looked round the room.

‘We used to live in a hideous old rented cottage about forty miles from here, but he seems to have done well with this business – and I understand the house next door was his, too?’

She didn’t wait for an answer, or even any response, which was just as well because I was frozen right to the heart. It wasn’t just a house she was talking about, but my home and somewhere I’d finally begun to put down tentative roots.

‘The café can stay open, so when I get probate I can sell it as a going concern. I expect my turning up has been a bit of a shock to you,’ she added, flicking an impatient look at me as I continued to remain silent and stunned.

‘I’d better take an inventory of everything now, though, and then I’ll know what’s what.’

You’ll know what’s missing after I’ve gone, you mean, I thought.

She took a notebook out of her large and expensive handbag. ‘You can show me round and tell me what’s your personal stuff,’ she suggested.

‘Over my dead body!’ I exclaimed, fury finally waking my tongue into action. ‘I’ve no proof you’re even who you say you are, let alone have any claim on anything. Dan told me he’d make sure if anything ever happened to him I’d be all right, so—’

‘Oh, you’ll find it’s all true. I just thought I’d save myself another long trip up here to do an inventory and note down anything of any value,’ she said, and then, glancing at one of my paintings, which hung on the wall nearby, she added disparagingly, ‘I don’t think much of Dan’s taste in art these days.’

The picture had been a particular favourite of his. He’d loved the strange goblin-like kitemen who whirled in the sky on paper wings, unaware that below them a white she-wolf had gathered up the kite strings in her mouth and was running away with them.

That pretty well summed up my present situation, I thought, and then, as if the she-wolf had jerked my string tight, I stood up so suddenly that the heavy pine table overturned, pinning Dan’s wife to the floor.

Pausing only to unhook my painting from the wall and tuck it under my arm, I walked out into the cold dusk, still wearing my chef’s whites.

The slam of the door behind me shut off the steady stream of screaming invective from Tanya who had, as Dan would have been the first to acknowledge, a mouth on her.


I finally turned off the narrow, rutted lane on to the track that led towards the Oldstone, a stark finger of rock on a hill, its weathered sides carved with ancient symbols.

It was a natural outcrop on a small plateau, though a small circle  of standing stones had once been erected around it, their purpose long forgotten and their fallen remains now serving only as seats for tired ramblers.

Since a popular hiking trail passed nearby, it had its share of visitors from late spring to early autumn. But so early in the year, with the stiff frost still scrunching up the grass under my wheels as I came to a stop, it was left to the sheep and the occasional bird.


4

Packing Up

When the big oak front door was safely closed and locked behind me, I leaned against it for a moment with my eyes shut, trying to remember how to breathe normally.

And when I finally opened them, I saw the place with new eyes: no longer as my home, just one more temporary resting place on the rootless journey that was my life.

The house was furnished in an eclectic mix of Victorian mahogany furniture Dan had inherited from his parents and a few quirky modern pieces and junk shop finds we’d bought together. Most of my personal possessions were either in the kitchen, or the small boxroom I used for my writing and illustrating, but a few treasures were dotted about the rest of the house: the portrait of me painted by my father, a box made of shells, a small Venetian mirror, a good rug in colours muted by age that I’d once impulse-bought in an auction in Cornwall …

I fetched down a stack of cardboard cartons from the attic that were still marked in my own hand from the move up to Scotland: kitchen equipment, books, clothes, bedding, art materials …

The doorbell rang later, but I didn’t answer it in case it was Tanya Carter. But whoever it was persisted, so I put my head into the hall to listen. It fell suddenly silent, then the letter box clattered and the familiar voice of the café manageress called, ‘Alice, are you there? It’s me, Jen.’

She looked relieved when I opened the door.

‘Thank goodness – I could see all the lights on, so when you didn’t answer I was starting to get worried.’

‘I thought you might be that woman,’ I said, not able to bring myself to call her Dan’s wife. ‘What happened to her?’

‘Well, I think she was bruised by the table, but she was screaming blue murder when she got up, so we knew she was OK, really,’ she said, following me into the kitchen and looking at a half-packed box into which I was stashing my favourite utensils. ‘There’s nothing wrong with her lungs, that’s for sure.’

‘Do you know who she is?’ I asked, wrapping up a glass lemon squeezer and then putting it inside the blue-glazed interior of a Mason Cash mixing bowl, along with a kitchen timer shaped like a hen and a few other small items.

‘Yes, I overheard what she was saying – in fact, half the people in  the café did, because she’s a bit shrill, isn’t she? She threatened to report you for assault, but we told her she’d only got what was coming to her … and then Col said she’d need witnesses and he was sure no one there had seen a thing. Most of the customers were locals or Dan’s friends.’

‘That must have cheered her up,’ I said, my hands automatically continuing with the wrapping and packing.

‘She quietened down when she realized she wasn’t getting any sympathy and went away, but she said she’d be back as soon as she’d sorted things out with the solicitor.’

‘So … she’s not intending to go to the funeral tomorrow?’ I asked, wrapping newspaper round my set of good kitchen knives and putting them in the box, one at a time.

‘No, I don’t think even she had the brass for that. She said she was off back down south, she’d forgotten how freezing cold it was up here and how much she’d hated living in Scotland. And …’

She paused, clearly uncertain how to put what she wanted to say. ‘Alice, we’re all really sorry about what’s happened. We know Dan loved you and how good you were for him, grounding him and making the café so popular.’

‘He wasn’t grounded enough to get a divorce,’ I said, slightly bitterly.

‘You know Dan – he would have meant to, he was just so laid-back he never got round to it.’

‘Well, it’s too late now,’ I said. ‘I’ll be packed and gone, right after the funeral.’

‘But shouldn’t you speak to the solicitor first? Surely you’re entitled to something, after all the work you’ve put in on the house and the café?’

‘The solicitor just rang me, to warn me that Tanya Carter might appear – and she will get everything. He suggested I check Dan’s papers again, in case there’s another will, but what’s the point when I know very well he won’t even have given it a thought.’

‘I’d double-check anyway,’ she said, ‘and surely you don’t have to pack up and go straight away?’

‘Perhaps not, but I can’t bear to be here any more, and the sooner I find a new job and somewhere to live, the better. You can carry on managing the café, meanwhile, can’t you? It’s a good business, so when she gets probate and puts it up for sale, someone will snap it up and, if they’ve got any sense, you and the other staff with it.’

‘I can keep it going, but it won’t be the same. No one can bake the way you can, for a start. One climber said the thought of your syrup sponge pudding and custard had kept him going through a snowstorm on Everest.’

‘Dan said much the same,’ I said, tears suddenly smarting in my eyes. ‘And that my chocolate fudge cake was to die for …’

I looked down and realized I was now trying to cram a milk jug into an overflowing box. Only part of my brain was doing rational things, while the rest was desperate to retreat somewhere dark, and howl.

‘Look, why don’t you come and stay with me and Mum for a bit?’ Jen suggested, just as she had after we’d heard the terrible news about Dan.

‘You’re very kind, but I feel I’d like to get right away. I’ll phone my friend Edie in a bit – you know, the one with the guesthouse? She called me after she saw the news and invited me over there for a change of scene after the funeral was over. She can probably put me up until I find another job.’

Back where I started, skivvying for others in a kitchen somewhere – up the ladder and down the snake. The chimera of marrying and having children and a forever home of my own shivered and vanished into the air.

Whatever I wrote in my stories, in real life Princess Alice was destined never to have her happy-ever-after ending.

I said so to Lola when she called me, as she’d done every day since I’d had the news about Dan.

‘I shouldn’t say that, when you haven’t either,’ I said contritely, for Lola had been suddenly widowed two years ago and had moved back to her parents’ smallholding, with her three children.

She’d been absolutely devastated by the suddenness of her loss and I’d spent as much time as I could in London, supporting her through the funeral and helping her to pack up afterwards.

‘But your situation is entirely different: I found and married my soul mate and we had our happy-ever-after, even if the after didn’t last as long as we’d hoped,’ she assured me.

Then she urged me again to go and stay with them, even though the cottage was now bursting at the seams with people, until the annexe they were building was finished. But going back to Shrewsbury, even though the Wicked Witch had long decamped to London, would have been even more of a return full circle.

You know those metal bangles made out of a snake eating its own tail? Well, I felt just like one of those.

I left phoning Edie until early next morning and by then I’d searched Dan’s papers again for a will I knew didn’t exist. His idea of filing had been to shove everything into the big roll-top desk in the corner of the sitting room and his long-suffering accountant would come over once a year and stuff it all into a box and take it away to sort, so that narrowed down the search area.

I had trouble getting out the words, because my throat felt as if something had been tied tightly round it – my heartstrings, possibly – but once Edie had grasped the situation she offered me one of her three guest chalets for as long as I needed it.

‘There’s one in need of a bit of renovation that I will nae get round to till next year, so I’ll not be losing money by it,’ she said, businesslike as ever.

‘But I could rent it – I’ve got savings,’ I suggested, for Lola had been wrong about the market for adult fairy tales. A year earlier I’d put a novel and a couple of my novella-length stories out as e-books, with my own artwork for the covers, and the sales had been quite good. I’d bought a nice new laptop on the proceeds.

‘You’ll do no such thing!’ Edie declared. Then she added, ‘You know, you were lucky that woman didn’t press charges for assault; she sounds the type.’

‘She might have done, if Jen and the other staff hadn’t told her they would swear they never saw any assault if she tried it,’ I said. ‘I can’t imagine how Dan came to marry her in the first place … or why he never told me he wasn’t divorced.’

‘He was a nice man, but a feckless creature when it came to anything other than climbing mountains,’ she observed. ‘Like that Robbie you used to know down in Cornwall – sweet nature, but never quite made the leap into adulthood.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ I said. ‘Though it turns out that Dan wasn’t totally feckless, because I’ve just found a life insurance policy … and it named me as the beneficiary. I think when he signed up for this documentary he must have had to have it.’

‘Oh? That’s something then, at least. How much was it for?’ she asked, very brisk and practical.

‘I don’t know. I don’t suppose it’s a lot,’ I said disinterestedly. ‘I’ll read the documents later when I can think straight. I’ve packed them with my stuff.’

He’d probably had the insurance forced on him, but at least he’d cared what happened to me enough to name me. He really had loved me and this must have been what he meant when he said he’d see me right if anything happened to him.

I could feel grief poised to spring out of me like an unloosed jack-in-the-box, but crammed the lid firmly back down.

‘Shall I come over and pick you up?’ Edie offered.

‘No, I know you’re busy and I think the old car has one journey left in her before she needs some urgent mega repairs. I’ve got everything packed so I can load it up and drive over early this evening, after the funeral tea at the café. I – I’d just finished doing the baking for that when his wife turned up. I was going to cut the sandwiches and leave them in the fridge under a damp tea towel, but Jen said she’d make them this morning, instead.’

My mind seemed to run automatically along catering lines, even at a time like this.

‘That old car of yours should have been scrapped long since,’ Edie said.

‘I can’t bear to, I’m attached to it after all these years. I’m sure it can be fixed and it’s so old, it’s probably collectable.’

‘Only to someone really keen on rust, and hand-painted flower-power bodywork,’ she observed drily. Then she offered to come and support me through the funeral, but I knew she was busy in the guesthouse, so I assured her I’d be among friends.

And I was. So many of Dan’s climbing companions and local friends had turned out that the little church was packed, and so too was Climber’s Café when we all adjourned there afterwards.

Mr Blackwell, Dan’s solicitor, had put in an appearance, which was kind of him, and he apologized for the way things had been left, even though it was hardly his fault. For some reason, I’d expected him to be tall, desiccated and remote, but in fact he was the exact opposite: small, plump and friendly in an avuncular kind of way. I found myself talking to him as if I’d known him for ever.

‘There was no sign of another will, but I did find an insurance policy,’ I told him. ‘I think it must have been something to do with that documentary he was making and it names me as sole beneficiary.’

‘If it actually names you then Tanya Carter has no claim on it,’ Mr Blackwell observed.

‘It did, though I can’t say I really took in much beyond that, and I’ve packed it up with my papers now,’ I said. ‘Edie – the old friend I’m going to be staying with – said she would go over it with me later.’

‘Let me know if you need my assistance with that, or anything else. I’ll be happy to help,’ he said kindly, before shaking my hand and driving off in a sporty little red car. I’d had him down as a sedate dark saloon kind of guy.

When the other mourners began to depart – or decamp to the pub to make a night of it, in the case of some of Dan’s climbing friends – I left Jen and the others clearing up while I went to pack my worldly belongings into the Beetle. I must have had more than when I arrived, because everything only just fitted in, even utilizing the passenger seat and foot-well. Then I popped back to the café, as I’d promised, to say goodbye.

The staff were all waiting for me and I think they knew I’d never go back there again, because they’d clubbed together to buy me an antique Cairngorm brooch.

I’d been holding it together fairly well until then, but their kindness nearly cracked the shell over the heaving sea of emotions beneath. I stood, swallowing hard and blinking back tears as Jen pinned the brooch to my moss-green hand-knitted jumper, one of Edie’s creations, and kissed my cheek.

A fine, pervasive rain was falling as I waved once out of the car window and then drove away, my vision blurred and a thumping in my head that beat in time to the windscreen wipers.

I felt pulled tight, almost at breaking point. I wanted to close a door on everything, including thought, to be alone and silently scream like that Munch painting.

The car valiantly hauled and wheezed and clanked itself over the hills to where Edie’s Victorian guesthouse stood on its plateau overlooking a small loch. But that last pull up the drive to the sweep of gravel at the front proved too much and as I came to a halt, the Beetle made a most horrible noise and died on the spot.

I wasn’t just having that sort of day – I was having that sort of life.

The cook, William, came out to help me carry my things to the chalet from the defunct car. The three wooden lodges were set back among a stand of pine trees and mine was the furthest from the house, shabby but cosy, with a bedroom, fake log fire (Edie prudently didn’t trust her guests with logs and firelighters) and a small kitchen area for any cooking, though most guests took their meals in the main house.

He didn’t linger, since he had dinner for the guests to prepare, but said Edie would be down shortly, when she got back from the cash and carry.

Left alone, I just sat down and listened to the wooden building ticking gently, the thumping of my heart and the ringing in my ears, some of which was possibly due to a lack of eating and drinking.

After a while I stirred myself to get out my overnight things and put the kettle on. There was one of Edie’s welcome packs in the kitchen area, with the basic necessities for drinks and breakfast in it.

I made coffee as soon as she arrived and she switched on the log-effect fire, causing the room to suddenly look a lot cosier, even though I’d started to feel as if I’d never be warm again.

I apologized about the heap of junk in the car park.

‘It’s all right, I’ve already rung the local garage to come and take it away tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry your wee head about it.’

‘Can you give them my mobile number, so they can tell me what’s wrong with it?’

‘I think it might be past fixing,’ she suggested.

I must have looked upset, because she amended quickly, ‘but I’ll ask them to do their best and they’ll let you know when they’ve had a look at it.’

She’d brought a wide, squat Thermos of stew and some fresh bread rolls. ‘I thought you wouldn’t feel like coming up to the house for dinner after the day you’ve had.’

‘No – you’re very kind,’ I told her. ‘I just want to be alone for a bit, because I feel so overwhelmed by everything that’s happened. I can’t seem to take it all in.’

‘Well, we’ll talk in the morning,’ she said, getting up. ‘Now, mind you eat some of that good stew that William sent down for you, or his feelings will be hurt. Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to pop back later, after dinner – or you come and spend the first night in the house?’

I shook my head. ‘I’ll eat and then go straight to bed,’ I assured her.

And I did try to eat but my throat closed up, so I abandoned the attempt and crawled into bed. I’d thought I’d never fall asleep again, but the moment I lay down I sank fathoms deep into welcoming darkness, too far for dreams or nightmares to catch me.


The moor was supposedly haunted by a giant black dog with blood-red eyes, so it was just as well I wasn’t the imaginative kind. The full moon cast strangely shaped shadows around me as I followed a sheep track round the base of the rocky outcrop and shoved the bundle deep into one of the many crevices, to join the debris of last summer’s picnickers. It struck me that that was bizarrely apt under the circumstances …

I looked back only once and thought I could make out a glimpse of white, though it was probably just a bit of old fleece caught on the gorse, nothing out of the ordinary in that terrain.
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