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Evelyn felt as if she’d driven for a day, never mind only four hours. The satnav’s smug voice with its argumentative instructions was, at last, turned off because there was a little signpost with the village name, her destination. She stopped, and with relief turned to the actual piece of paper tucked under the dog bed on the seat next to her, warm from Daisy’s snuggled body. 

‘Drive past the sign which says, “No cars beyond this point”,’ Evelyn read aloud. 

“Really?” she thought, moving on, passing a parking sign with its arrow pointing into a field, and then – oh! She stopped again and gazed, unbelieving, at the view greeting her. Not all picturesque little cottages, but even those more modern houses were an attractive jumble of roofs down the slope, to the bay which swept round in a beautiful curve, to the rocks opposite, and, with a gasp, she saw - a castle! A ruined castle, uneven against the pink streaks of the evening sky. 

Her spirit lifted, her tiredness and stiffness lessened, and she couldn’t help but exclaim aloud, ‘It’s perfect!’

So, her quick decision had been right, despite the slower process to put it into action, and she was here.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Earlier that day

Evelyn was panic-stricken. She had never been like this when she’d made up her mind in the past, which is why it took some time for her to identify the feeling. She stood at her closed front door, which she’d shut behind her with confidence only seconds ago. Was it too late to alter her plan? Yes, she couldn’t admit it to her friends if she changed her mind. Her father’s voice was echoing in her memory as so often over the decades, ’Make your decision and stick to it, girl.’ Grandmother – always Grandmother, never Gran – nodded in the background. ’Don’t be like your mother,’ was her repeated phrase. Evelyn was sticking to it. She was going. Tim and Shameen could have the house. She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t. Her eyes were watering in the sunshine. Oh God, what had she set herself to do?

Though she’d managed to squash down the feeling, diverting herself from her emotions, later, Evelyn shed a few tears after all, wiping them away from her cheeks with annoyance. It hadn’t been leaving the house that did it, it hadn’t.  No, it was the view from the motorway a few miles into the journey; the hills, and the sky. She should have a feeling of freedom, not dread, though she wasn’t sure what freedom would feel like. She could feel her car working harder than usual; it hadn’t been so crammed with stuff before, though this was why she’d bought it. Whilst emptying the house, every time she felt regretful about letting something go, she conjured up a picture in her head of it being squeezed into the car. That was a help for her to put it aside. Careful packing fitted a lot in; even one or two of those put-aside items were included after all, though some stayed discarded, proving that her first decision was right. Most of the time. She pushed away thinking about the times she’d changed her mind. There was even space for more, a lot more if Daisy hadn’t insisted on being in the front seat, grumbling discontent if ever relegated to the back. Evelyn felt a surge of annoyance as she glanced down at the bad-tempered old dog, who was snoring gently. No, Evelyn wouldn’t admit to being disappointed. Ever. Despite the fact that some dog owners said their dogs knew how they felt, was a comfort in times of stress. Daisy never took a blind bit of notice of Evelyn. 

'The only sort of comfort you are to me is when we need a comfort break. And I need one soon.' 

Most of her friends agreed with her idea of letting her son and new daughter-in-law have the house to themselves, but they thought she could have found a little flat nearby instead of taking off so hastily into the wild blue yonder. She liked the phrase, and smiled as she remembered the discussion at the church ladies’ coffee morning in the café. Their voices rose and became shriller as the debate spiralled downwards into ‘Wide blue yonder!’ ‘Wild!’ ‘No, wide!’ and eventually, ‘Vote!’ ‘No, FIGHT!’ The whole shop was laughing by the time the owner offered to referee an arm-wrestling contest to decide the winner – ‘wide’. Big and scary, anyway.

At least it had moved the conversation away from her not getting that little flat. She always made her mind up quickly, it had served her well – well enough, anyway - in the past, but maybe taking off into the whatever was, well, wildly -. No, don’t think of that. Think of - she thought that “wild blue” sounded wonderful. What colour would that be? What sort of picture would you look at and say, ‘Wild blue!’? But any yonder would at least be a new space, much more than just round the corner. And for the first time for years, Evelyn wouldn’t be in a familiar place that night, let alone the next day or week. She was nervous, but happy. Definitely happy. Silly to cry, because she was doing something. No, don’t say “silly”. Since getting married, which wasn’t as exciting as all the engagement congratulations led her to expect, she hadn’t done anything, really. She’d been comfortable. There might have been a couple of times she was hankering after something else in life, then she’d hear about an acquaintance discovering her husband’s affair, or gambling addiction, and she’d decide she was content enough. Life might not be exciting, but it would do. George was a good husband, even though he did have his ideas. 

‘You women like your trinkets, don’t you,’ he said repeatedly, bringing her another souvenir from his business travels, and the house filled with them. 

It didn’t enter his mind she’d never asked for them, or, dare she think, wanted them; he took it for granted that women liked lots of little things around, and he provided them. Then she dusted them. For years and years. Even after he died. And after Tim moved back. Until after Tim’s wedding - then she sold them. 

Evelyn had success on eBay. She’d enjoyed car boot sales, she would walk into antique stores and vintage emporiums (emporia?) with boxes and leave with astonishment and cash, proud of herself. Any leftovers went to charity shops, which were received with gratitude. She wondered if Tim would realise, or if he would simply expect she’d taken everything with her. “Downsizing” is the word, she’d learned. 

She didn’t have to offer any explanations, simply say ‘I’m downsizing, are you interested in any of these?’ and with no further ado, business would be done.

She hung onto a few books, but only a special few, because she found out how many books could fit on a Kindle. A few old photos in one special old album, because she’d learned about keeping photos digitally, and about making new photos into a convenient little book. She bought a new digital camera, and made a young man laugh by saying weren’t all cameras digital because you took the picture by pressing the button with a finger? She liked taking photos with a camera rather than with her phone, and made a project out of photographing every angle of the house before it was empty. Those pictures were made up into a book left on the shelf for Tim. Her finger was hovering for some seconds over how many copies of the book to order, flipping from one to two and back again. With an effort, she opted for one. It was with another effort she actually left that book for Tim and didn’t give in to the impulse to wallow in the past. She didn’t need to take her house with her. After all, she had made up her mind. Then she was able to fill more time, and made another book of family photos dating back as far as she could, back to pictures of her own grandparents. Everything was carefully noted so Tim would know who, when, and if possible, where. He might want to know, in the future. Evelyn kept herself very busy, during what would otherwise have been quiet evenings. Quiet, thoughtful evenings, not the sort that she wanted.

The last walk round the house took Evelyn back, with a vivid recollection of her very first encounter with it, years ago. The dark, grubby carpets and nicotine-stained wallpapers of that time were disgusting, but George was so positive about the potential, she simply agreed with him and made the best of things. She felt there was no alternative, and everything became as bright and flowery as she could manage. Now, however – “What a lovely space”, she thought, “It really was a nice house. Is. Even this would be a change, I wonder?” 

No, she shook her head and spoke aloud, ‘I have made up my mind. I have made up my mind.’ 

That’s what you have to do, and stick to it. No shilly-shallying, swapping between notions. She’d decided that nice isn’t what she wanted anymore, she’d done nice, for years. Nice was not enough. As she went slowly through the rooms, they were plain, spacious and light – not quite empty, but certainly very clear indeed in comparison to how they’d been until recently. Pacing across the living room – oh! She didn’t know anymore if it would be the living room, of course. A dining table would go in here very well, after all. Evelyn turned round slowly, her arms outstretched. She hadn’t been able to do that before. Was this room always so big? Peaceful too, as if the house was dozing, groggy after what it had been through. Evelyn chuckled; what had the house felt as she was dragging things out? Was it disturbed by its innards disappearing, or glad, as if getting rid of toxins, and burdens. It could stretch and flex now, ready, like her, for the next stage in its life. It wasn’t home anymore. Had it ever been “home”? George viewed it and bought it before she’d even seen it. Of course, she told him it was perfect, then passed her married life in it for years regardless of what she might have thought, but now it was different. Not George’s house anymore. She was still going, though, but she’d be grateful as she left, rather than clearing out in a huff. Grateful. Not terrified.

A small grumble came from the door. ‘All right, Daisy!’ said Evelyn. ‘Stupid old puppy, eh? You know you’re coming, so hush it!’ 

Daisy, the Lakeland Terrier, turned round in her bed next to the door, ready to go in the car, and sat down with her back to Evelyn, to show her disapproval. All this upheaval and upset. She’d even hidden in her special fireworks cupboard sometimes, everything had been so loud and confusing, which made the decorators laugh, especially when she pushed the door open with her nose to peep out at them.

Time for farewells, then. Goodbye, garden, you’re looking better after your quick makeover. Goodbye, upstairs and downstairs. See you later to the littlest bedroom, you know you’re doing an essential job, still full of clutter. Evelyn sighed. It didn’t used to be thought of as clutter, she’d gone through a sea change in the last few weeks. Should she be tearful? After all, she’d been here for a long time. A long, long time, some of which went by more slowly than it should. 

There was no point her thinking she should have done this years ago, because it wouldn’t have worked out so well then. Now is the right time. She had plenty of time ‘now’, of course, and filled every hour. Not because it kept her occupied, she told herself, not because it stopped her thinking about what she was getting into, but because there was such a lot to get done. It didn’t suit Daisy, of course, who was most disgruntled at the men in and out of the house, the banging of the fitters putting in the new bathroom, the radio blaring all day, decorators in every room except the smallest bedroom; nothing suited Daisy. Not even being allowed to sleep on the bed in that smallest bedroom. 

And it was all behind her now. The grumpy old dog then refused to move as Evelyn opened the door. 

‘I see! We didn’t go when you wanted to, so you won’t go when I want to. Well, you’re still smaller than me and I can still pick you up, so come on.’ 

As Evelyn put the dog bed in the front seat and manipulated the dog safety belt into place, Daisy seemed to relent, and as Evelyn was leaning in to check the straps, gave a little flick of her tongue on Evelyn’s nose. 

‘Oh! That’s sweet of you, Daisy!’ 

Evelyn’s voice wobbled and her eyes pricked with sudden tears. For such a bad-tempered little thing, that counted as the equivalent of the frantic and thorough face-licking any other affectionate dog would feel natural giving to their owner. Evelyn didn’t mind that Daisy wasn’t the friendliest of companions. Well, if she’d thought about it, she might have minded but it was easier not to. So, she’d decided she liked personality in anyone, dog or human, classed this as personality, and that made it okay. 

‘Good job you’re cute, though. Ready to set off?’ 

As if a dog could reply. Or know what was about to happen. As Evelyn turned back to close the front door, the click as it shut froze her to the spot. Oh God, what had she set herself to do. It took seconds before she could move, and even then only looked around and up – as if there would be an answer hovering at her shoulder!

The plane passing overhead distracted her into movement. Could it be? Checking the time, squinting at the plane tail, she took out her phone to send the text message she’d composed earlier. They should get it as soon as they put their phones back on after landing. 

‘Perfect timing,’ she said to the dog, then took it bit by bit. 

She wouldn’t change her mind; she’d get in the car. She did that. She’d start the engine. She did that. She’d set off. With another deep breath, she managed that too, the sat nav voice then instructing her to turn left in 20 yards. Annoying thing, but necessary on this adventure, as she didn’t know the way. Hang on, she usually turned right to get to the motorway; that machine was trying to send her along the bypass. Didn’t it know the state of the traffic when the sales were on at the shopping centres? She turned right. 

‘I’ll listen to you later, okay,’ she said to the satnav, ‘It’s taken a while for me to realise I’m sick of doing what I’m told when I know a better way.’ 

Tim and Shameen were looking out of the plane window. ‘I wondered if we’d come in over my old school, we do sometimes,’ said Tim, ‘but the wind must be in the other direction or something.’ Shameen was quiet. ‘Are you okay, Sha?’ Her eyes were bright as if tears were near. 

‘Remember when she’s upset to let her be upset!’ Evelyn pulled him into the kitchen the first time he’d taken Shameen home to meet his mum.  ‘She’s your nicest girlfriend ever and I’d like you to keep hold of her!’ Tim didn’t get it. He protested he’d only been trying to help, and – ‘Well, don’t. Your dad always did that to me, and I hated it. Don’t give her answers, give her attention. I should have told you a long time ago.’  

Their conversation proceeded in heated whispers, and Tim remembered almost every word. His mother was always either happy, or even if she might not have been happy, behaved calmly and reasonably. It wasn’t like her to be whispering, furtive and urgent, shaking his arm. 

‘She’s sharing with us how it felt when she was lost, it’s rude of you just to tell her she should have been on the B5130.’

‘B5103’ he began saying, and Evelyn smacked his hand, as if he was three and reaching for the boiling kettle. ‘Even if you don’t understand, at least have the sense to say the right thing, such as, “Oh dear”, or, “That can’t have been nice for you”, or lie through your teeth and say, “I’m sorry you feel like that.” Even saying nothing would do, so long as you don’t just give an answer and dismiss it. I hate being dismissed like that!’  

Then Evelyn finished hissing at him, put the cheesecake plate into his hand and literally shoved him out of the kitchen door, a firm push in the small of his back unbalancing him so he erupted into the next room. He just about worked out she’d been talking about herself as well as Shameen – hadn’t she? Yes, her final comment was definitely something about herself, then he saw Shameen’s face lighting up at the sight of cheesecake, and he agreed inwardly with his mum that she was the best girlfriend yet. Apart from everything else about her, it was almost liberating to find a woman who genuinely enjoyed food and didn’t whine about calories whilst watching other people eat.  

‘Um,’ he said. ‘Can’t have been nice for you getting lost on the way here. Um – sorry for just, er, sort of announcing where you’d gone wrong instead of – er –’ he trailed off, thinking he wasn’t talking sense, and realised with a shock he’d done something right. 

Shameen’s shoulders relaxed, her expression softened, and the conversation lightened. Things went so well, he’d made the same sort of effort again and again, and was, in that corny old saying he didn’t believe till it happened to him, the happiest man in the world at their wedding; despite the news arriving the previous day about their house purchase falling through. He’d tried hard on that occasion, and though he’d struggled to be sympathetic when he wanted to say, “For God’s sake there are other houses!” he did his best, and it seemed to work. Women! That’s what his dad said all the time, with a roll of the eyes. But his dad also said, ‘Stay single, lad,’ and Tim didn’t agree with that anymore. But what is wrong with Shameen now? He opted for the saying nothing option, and put his hand on hers.

‘I like Evelyn,’ Shameen said, and Tim nodded, remembering to continue saying nothing. They were silent for a while, and the stewardesses came along the aisle checking seat belts. ‘But I wish –’ her voice dropped. ‘I wish we didn’t have to move in with her.’

‘It’ll be all right!’ Tim paused. He’d done it again, given a quick answer. Like his mum had told him not to. ‘But I wish it too.’ Would that do, he wondered?  ‘We should be on our own somewhere. We will be, soon.’

‘Oh, I know it’ll be all right.’ Shameen relaxed again, Tim noticed. What is it with saying something you can’t do anything about? He didn’t understand, but if it worked, he’d do it, or say it. She smiled at him. ‘Wasn’t it a wonderful holiday?’

When the plane landed and they were waiting for their luggage, Tim switched on his phone. ‘Mum’ he said, looking at it.

‘What is it? I’m outside, dears, or I can’t wait to see you again, dears, or what?’ Shameen sighed.

‘Neither,’ said Tim, a little puzzled. ‘It says she’s not picking us up and we need to get a taxi. That’s not what I expected!’ He shrugged.   

‘Maybe she’s being tactful and giving us a bit more time on our own.’

They were both quiet in the taxi, looking out at the familiar streets. Shameen and Tim grew up not far from each other, but they only met at university, discovering they were from the same town. They both knew the area they were driving through. 

‘Handy for the airport, the station, bus routes,’ Evelyn said. ‘Bright side, dears. It’s a shame you’ve lost that lovely little house you wanted, and the day before your wedding so there’s no time to look at anything else, but this place is big enough for you to camp out in until you’ve got something sorted, and it’s convenient. Better than no roof over your head. But I am sorry.’ 

‘I shouldn’t have sold my flat.’ Shameen was mournful. ‘Even though it was a good offer. We could have lived there.’

‘You could have,’ said Evelyn, ‘and it would have got Tim out of his comfort zone here, but you’re better off with the sale done and dusted, aren’t you? And you’ll be better off here than renting while you’re looking again. Cheaper, and more flexible, a six-month rental agreement minimum in a flat, I wouldn’t be surprised.’ 

Shameen knew she couldn’t be ungrateful, but who would want to start married life in their mother-in-law’s house. Her own parents were in a smart and expensive apartment in a retirement development, so fortunately they couldn’t offer to have them. That would have been worse, probably, but she was concerned her mother would be jealous of Evelyn. Difficult all round. 

Mainly though, Shameen wanted her husband to herself, and because he’d moved back in with his mum after his dad died, it was as if he wasn’t starting a new life with her, as husband and wife. She’d tried hard to enjoy the wedding day, and to her delight, she’d loved it. She’d been determined to enjoy the trip of a lifetime honeymoon, and happy she’d insisted on travelling for as long as they could squeeze time off. Now she was back, in the rut, not even her rut, but Evelyn’s and Tim’s.

‘Next on the right, then third house on the right.’ 

Tim wasn’t looking out of the window as the taxi drew to a halt, he was looking at the meter and digging in his wallet for a card. Shameen was first out of the cab and stood on the drive staring. 

‘Okay?’ Tim was beside her. ‘Same old, same old, eh?’

‘No.’

The taxi driver pulled their cases onto the pavement and left, wishing them a good day.

‘What do you mean, no? Oh, black! I always wanted a black front door. Cool!’

‘It’s more than the front door, Tim.’ Shameen pointed at the bay window of the front room. ‘Blinds!’ Tim couldn’t see what she meant. ‘They used to be curtains, didn’t they?’ she said. ‘Curtains, and ruffles, and bows, and swags, and droopy bits, and tassels, and frilly edges, and lace and all sorts of crap. Anything your mum could sew. Vertical blinds! Evelyn doesn’t like vertical blinds.’

‘Doesn’t she?’ Tim opened the door, stroking its black gloss, to Shameen’s amusement. She was beginning to wonder. ‘Mum!’

He pushed the door wide and they both saw, Tim in surprise and Shameen with increasing hope, the white walls and cream carpet in the hall. 

‘New paint smell,’ said Tim. ‘Where’s the dog?’

‘No flowers,’ said Shameen. The wallpaper had been flowery, with a border running along the middle of the wall. The border was too deep for the proportions of the house, and the flowers on it bigger than those on the wallpaper, far too big, even though the colours toned with the swirly carpet. Evelyn was good with colours and happy with patterns all over the place. Shameen could tolerate flowers and swirls on visits, but the sight of everywhere plain and light made her realise how much she had not wanted to live with those overblown walls and floors. Bearable in her mother-in-law’s house, but not in her own. Plus, the walls were covered with photos and pictures and dried flower arrangements in frames, all jostling for space. Pointless having fancy wallpaper then covering it up, Shameen thought. 

The hall was so much bigger now without anything in it. No plant table any more with a huge spider plant, no umbrella stand in the corner. 

‘Mum?’ Tim moved into the kitchen, blocking Shameen’s view, then, turning, ‘Shameen!’ took three strides to grab her in a huge hug. He swung her round, then lifted her into his arms. ‘I’m carrying you across the threshold, wife! Your wish is granted!’ 

Shameen shrieked a little and couldn’t help but laugh as he manoeuvred her through the doorway. ‘What wish?’ she gasped. 

Tim didn’t put her down until they were in the kitchen, and even then, kissed her until she was breathless before letting go. 

‘We’re not moving in with Mum, we’re moving in without her! Champagne!’

There was a note left on the kitchen table. Welcome back, dears, read the note. “Welcome home, if you like. I have moved out so you can move in. I have left some furniture I think you may need, but your storage firm, Shameen, is on standby to bring your things as soon as you phone them. The spare bed is made up in case you don’t get sorted out before tonight. Essentials in the fridge, including champagne. Much love.”

Shameen was open-mouthed with relief. ‘But where’s she gone?’ 

‘No idea, doesn’t matter,’ grinned Tim, ‘but I think it’s nice of her to have gone wherever it is!’ He popped the champagne and poured it into the champagne flutes which were standing on another note; “These glasses are the present from Tim’s office, I opened them so you could have a celebratory drink straight away; I haven’t unwrapped any other presents, they’re all waiting for you.”

‘Very thoughtful of her,’ said Shameen, ‘I said I like your mother.’ They clinked glasses and giggled as they linked arms to drink. Shameen smiled. ‘The spare bed’s made up, apparently...’

Evelyn and Daisy sat side by side, Evelyn on a bench and Daisy on the grass next to her. Even the motorway service station was attractive in the sunlight, and Daisy cheered up a little with the crust of a Cornish pasty. As Evelyn licked the pastry crumbs off her fingers, relishing the calories, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d sat outside and eaten something like that. She intended to face Tim first (does it count as “facing” on the phone when it’s not Facetime?) then eat the pasty as a reward, but hadn’t been able to resist. As she scrolled through the contacts list for “home” she realised it wasn’t home anymore and hastily changed the details of the landline number to “Tim & Shameen”. They probably wouldn’t even keep the landline. Then she took a deep breath and pressed “call”.

‘Mum!’ Evelyn was surprised, he usually called her “Mother” when he was cross.

‘Hello, dear, would you put me on speakerphone please? I’d like to hear both of you.’

‘Hello Evelyn!’

‘Hello, Shameen dear, have you had a lovely time?’

‘Fabulous, thanks, and thank you so much for this welcome. We were so surprised, weren’t we, Tim? Surprised and pleased, it’s so kind of you.’

‘Where are you, Mum?’ 

Evelyn smiled. ‘I’m at a motorway services on the M6, and I’m going to take the A69. I know you like road numbers. But I’m going that way because I believe it’s a beautiful drive.’

Tim was silent for a few seconds, but Evelyn could hear Shameen laughing. ‘The A69? She’s not wrong, Tim, you do like road numbers!’

‘A69? What are you doing up there?’

‘I’m going on holiday, to Northumbria.’

‘Northumberland?’

‘I’m saying Northumbria. I read a book when I was young about children having a holiday in a castle in Northumbria, and ever since then I’ve wanted to go. So, I’m going now.’

‘What?! I thought you’d say you were in a flat round the corner, or the retirement apartments up the hill, or something. Northumbria. I didn’t know you wanted to go there.’

‘It’s gorgeous there, we had a lovely family holiday when I was a kid,’ said Shameen. ‘I remember an amazing beach, miles long, very windy.’

Evelyn didn’t reply for a moment; should she point out to Tim that ever since his dad died, and Tim talked about holidays, each time she said how much she would like the British coast? She remembered his ‘Oh no, you want somewhere warm,’ and his ‘How about a nice cruise? Lots of company. Or a coach trip abroad.’ He didn’t understand she loathed the idea of coach trips. He couldn’t help having learned from his dad, she supposed. Retirement apartments? How dare he.

‘You’ve never driven so far before, the car won’t make it.’

‘I got a new car for that very reason. It’s lovely.’

‘Eh? What sort?’

She knew that would have distracted him, even if only for a moment. ‘A blue one. It has seated heats. I mean heated seats. All mod cons. Satnav.’

‘Well at least that might stop you getting lost. When are you coming back?’

Evelyn took a deep breath. ‘I don’t know. I’ve booked a dog-friendly cottage for a fortnight, and I’m going to have a look round while I’m up there. I don’t have to find anywhere straight away; I’ve got plenty of money to stay at places. And time.’

‘Mother, you can’t be thinking of staying there! You can’t be moving so far away, at your age.’

Yes, there it was, “Mother”. She’d expected it. ‘Shameen, tell him not to be rude about ladies’ ages.’

‘Yes, Tim, hang on! Evelyn can do what she wants now she doesn’t have you holding her back!’ Shameen’s voice was full of laughter.

‘No, Mother, you come back here-’ Tim stopped short as he realised that “Holding her back” from Shameen had been immediately followed by “Come back” from him. Oh. ‘Hang on, if you don’t know where you’ll be living – oh I suppose you’ve put the furniture and everything in storage.’

‘The furniture mainly went to auction and charities. Other things – I’m a whizz on eBay now. Everything, basically, is in my bank account. But it’s not all gone, I tried to think what you might like and I’ve left some of the special little bits in the smallest bedroom.  Your trophies, and football souvenirs, and books and things are there, team photos, that sort of thing.  You and Shameen between you can decide what goes on display. Shameen, treat the house as yours, as you like. And don’t let Tim squash you into my mould, will you, dear?’

‘Poor Tim, you should see his face, Evelyn!’ Evelyn could hear Shameen’s voice smiling.

‘Ah now, careful, no laughing, dear. It’s been a shock for him, I’ve broken out of expectations, haven’t I. Be kind. You can redecorate if you like, I did everywhere plain so you could put your own stamp on the place if you want, and if you find somewhere else to buy, I thought it would sell more easily uncluttered. There’s a file on the bookcase with estate agents’ estimates, and comparisons with rented properties so you can see what we might get if we wanted to rent it out maybe.’

‘Sell? Rent? Seriously, Mother, you’re not coming back? Don’t be ridiculous!’

‘Don’t insult me, dear, I’m not ridiculous.’ Evelyn held onto her resolution not to be cross, and even better, not to be upset, overwhelmed, feel told off and in the wrong. ‘I’m adventurous, and you ought to be proud of me. After all, if I’d stayed there with all my comforts and old habits, I would have been like Daisy refusing to come out of her fireworks cupboard, wouldn’t I?’

There was not-quite-silence at the other end of the phone, lowered voices, then Tim spoke again. ‘It is a shock. You should have told me, discussed it with me.’

‘The reason I didn’t, dear, is that you would have tried to talk me out of it. Squash me into my mould again. I’m not going to be mouldy anymore!’

‘Mouldy? What are you talking about? Squashed?’

‘I’ve worked extremely hard over the last weeks to get the place nice for you, after that rotten luck with the place you wanted, and I’m having a holiday. Or a gap year! I’ll talk again, dear, and I’m sure Daisy would send you her love if she could be bothered. I love you, dear, even if you are as exasperating as your dad sometimes. You too, Shameen, best of luck.’ 

‘Take care, Evelyn, have fun.’

‘Fun!’ spluttered Tim. ‘Don’t encourage her!’

‘That’s the plan, Shameen. Look after Tim, he thinks fun for me is sparkling apple juice instead of still, served at the church quiz.’

Shameen giggled. ‘He’ll get used to it. Let us know, won’t you. And thank you again. It’s a lovely house.’

‘Now you can see it, you mean!’ Evelyn and Shameen laughed together then. ‘Be nice, Tim, I know you’ve got a lot to come to terms with. Look at your trophies, why don’t you? Bye bye, Shameen, dear. Goodbye, Tim.’

Tim didn’t manage a “goodbye” she noticed, but she didn’t mind, perhaps even didn’t care. When did she last have some fun? She felt lighter and more carefree now than for such a long time. Nothing weighing her down except what was in the car. Yes, at this precise moment she felt wonderful. It was definitely the right thing to do. It was only when she’d come up with this madcap idea – no, this plan – that she’d admitted how constricted she felt over the years. Of course she’d loved George very much, she told herself, and was if not wildly happy, at least content; but she submitted to his view of her, she realised later. Submission may not be fashionable for women anymore, but it made for an easy life, and was a hard habit to break even when Tim moved back in after George was killed in that awful accident. Tim thought she needed looking after, but the looking after which he offered continued long after her grief-stricken lack of coping came to an end. His life was changing now, as it should; so would hers. She was happy in a different way now. And terrified; a feeling she made up her mind to cope with. She would redefine it as excitement, and pretend to be brave. She and the satnav had made up, and she’d agreed to go where the voice commanded, though there was a note tucked under Daisy’s bed which showed her the final destination. 

‘On we go, Daisy.’ 

Still a long way to go, with hours of driving ahead.

In the early evening, the satnav’s smug voice with its argumentative instructions was, at last, turned off because there was a little signpost with the village name, her destination. She stopped, and with relief turned to the actual piece of paper under the dog bed on the seat next to her, warm from Daisy’s snuggled body. 

‘Drive past the sign which reads “No cars beyond this point”,’ she read aloud. 

“Really?” she thought, moving on, passing a parking sign with its arrow pointing into a field, and then – oh! She stopped again and gazed, unbelieving, at the view greeting her. Not all picturesque little cottages, but even those more modern houses were an attractive jumble of roofs down the slope, to the bay which swept round in a beautiful curve to the rocks opposite, and, with a gasp, she saw - a castle! A ruined castle, uneven against the pink streaks of the evening sky. 

Her spirit lifted, her tiredness and stiffness lessened, and she couldn’t help but exclaim aloud, ‘It’s perfect!’
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Evelyn edged the car down the road, uncertain she was allowed to drive there, but found the lane she was looking for, and could see cars parked behind the cottages on it. She inched along there too, counting, and found to her relief the space where she’d been told she could expect one, though containing a small brown blob where she needed to park. She stopped the car and got out, and the blob uncurled and stood up as a dog. 

‘Hello, Pug!’ 

It wiggled its hello, but didn’t seem to cotton on that it was in the way. Behind her, Daisy gave an annoyed yap. “Might as well,” thought Evelyn, and released her from the straps to lift her down. Daisy squatted with relief, much to the interest of this Pug, who waddled over for a sniff. 

Daisy’s tail quivered in acknowledgement, and they were nose to nose when a voice from the back door of the cottage said, ‘Oh, you’re here. Good afternoon. Or perhaps I should say good evening.’

“Well, pardon me for having driven for hours to get here,” thought Evelyn, but as she turned and smiled what she said was, ‘Hello.’ She was speaking to a woman she thought could be a little older than herself. There was something a bit Princess Anne about her, perhaps the swept-back hair. ‘I’m Evelyn Forbes.’

She stepped forward with her hand out, to the woman’s apparent surprise. After looking at Evelyn’s hand for a moment, she shook it, and murmured, ‘Jane Entingdon.’ 

‘Is it your cottage?’ 

‘No, I clean it, for the owner.’ She put an odd stress on the last word.

‘But it’s your dog.’ At Jane’s nod, Evelyn said, ‘And this is Daisy.’ Daisy looked up at her name and quivered her tail again. She rarely went as far as wagging.

‘Biggles,’ said Jane, and the Pug looked round as well. ‘Daisy’s a Lakeland Terrier, isn’t she? Haven’t seen one of those for a while.’ Her voice was dull, as if she was making a huge effort in the conversation rather than it coming naturally.

‘This is Daisy, cute but lazy,’ said Evelyn. Tim’s little rhyme. ‘Soft and curly, but rather surly.’

Jane managed a small smile and bent to stroke the terrier. ‘Yes, soft and curly.’

‘But not overly affectionate,’ said Evelyn, then, putting a cheerful lilt into her voice, she continued, ‘and now if Biggles will move, I’ll park, then can you show me round?’

Jane looked at the car and her eyes widened. ‘What a lot of luggage!’

‘Oh, I know I’m only booked in here for a couple of weeks, but I’ve moved out of my house to let my son live there now he’s married. I may have everything with me, but I’m on holiday until I decide where to put down new roots. And I’ve always wanted to see Northumbria. Northumberland. I’m not planning on unloading everything, I’ll only have to pack the car up again at the end of the fortnight.’  

‘Yes.’

Evelyn was determined to sound bright and be friendly, despite the lack of warmth in Jane’s manner. They were quite a contrast; Jane’s looks could perhaps be described as timeless. Evelyn noticed elbow patches on the jacket though, matched in with great care, the tweedy checks meeting precisely. “Perhaps she isn’t older than me,” thought Evelyn. “Could be late 50s rather than 60s, but dresses older.” Evelyn used to have a hairstyle similar to Jane’s, but had her long hair chopped off a couple of years ago on a whim, and laughed at Tim’s horror at her white crop. Oh yes, she’d upset him then too, as well. And not white, please, ‘platinum ice’, or something equally pretentious, but certainly not grey, thank you very much. 

Jane was also thinking about the contrast between them, not only because Evelyn wore fashionable, new-looking clothes, definitely not fished out of her late mother-in-law’s wardrobe, but also because she seemed relaxed and happy. Unlike Jane in at least two ways, then. Three; Evelyn had a new-looking car as well; Jane’s old bike was on its last legs, and a right so-and-so to get back up the hill, especially when Biggles refused to walk and begged to be put in the basket.

Biggles and Daisy led the way into the cottage, Biggles’ tail bent over his back. “Careful,” thought Evelyn, “don’t let slip that he looks ugly. Stupid little face. And bottom.” Then she couldn’t think of anything except the view. The sweep of the bay, framed by rocks, and the castle, now captured in the window. 

‘Oh! Beautiful!’

Jane gave a genuine smile. ‘It is a lovely spot. Famous pub and restaurant down there, but you won’t get a table unless you booked weeks ago. The bats will be out on the beach soon, they’re quite remarkable.’

‘If it was my house, I’d live in it,’ said Evelyn.

‘Yes. It’s not mine.’

‘It’s spotlessly clean, thank you.’ “But shabby,” Evelyn thought. Comfy enough, but the furniture had definitely seen better days.

‘Thank you.’ Jane looked at her watch, which Evelyn couldn’t help but see was pink plastic, looking rather cheap. She wouldn’t wear that sort of watch with such a lovely old-fashioned suit; it should be gold, delicate, classic. ‘Come on, Biggles, time to get back.’

‘Is it far enough for me to offer you a lift?’

‘I’m on the bicycle, thank you.’
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Evelyn hadn’t re-read the book which so impressed her more years ago than she cared to admit, and didn’t want to in case it wasn’t as good as she remembered, so she wasn’t comparing her holiday with anything specific, apart from a few vague hopes, and some TV programmes. Plus, she told herself that it wasn’t a holiday, it was a house-hunt.

The next morning, whilst heading for one of the wide beaches Shameen recalled, Evelyn made a quick diversion, looking for an estate agent’s board. There it was, on one of the cottages she’d been looking at online! That’s how it’s going to be, she thought; she’d see somewhere she wanted to live, and she’d buy it! Within walking distance of the beach; perhaps the neighbours would like someone intending to live there instead of using it as a holiday cottage. No faffing about, no delay, just like buying a pair of shoes. Quick look to check the fit, done and dusted, in headfirst as ever, and it would be fine. It always had been. Or could be made to be, anyway.

When she found a carpark shortly afterwards, she wasn’t the only dogwalker. ‘Good morning!’ said a man at the boot of his car, wrestling two squeaking excited dalmatians into halters. 

‘Good morning, I’m glad to see dogs,’ said Evelyn. ‘I realised I hadn’t checked which beaches allow dogs and when.’

‘This is their favourite beach – they know if they come here, they can have a run with their friend. This is Topsy and Noddy-Mo.’ On the ground, the dogs glanced round at their names, but were straining to get going and paid no other attention to Evelyn and Daisy.

‘Oh, I see!’ said Evelyn, chuckling. 'Yes, I get it, almost but not quite Spotty and Domino! This cute looking one has the sweet name of Daisy. Though that's definitely at odds with her character.'

As they walked together the hundred yards or so to the sand, the man commented, ‘Might be easier if you don’t let her off for a minute? While we’re waiting. If you wouldn’t mind.’ 

He unclipped Topsy’s and Noddy-Mo’s leads and hung on to their harnesses while they whimpered and bounced with excitement, hardly able to keep their paws on the ground. All three of them were staring down the beach, huge and beautiful, as Shameen had described. A little surprised, Evelyn did the same thing, squatting down to hold Daisy, and looking in the same direction. 

‘Here they are,’ said the dalmatians’ owner, taking a firmer grip. ‘Nearly!’ The dogs’ excited whimpers turned into yelps, and they were on their back legs, yodelling with glee, as a horse came trotting up. 

As it neared, the rider nudged it into a canter, then with a kick, urged it to a gallop as it passed them. Topsy and Noddy-Mo exploded out of the man
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