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			Tragedy seems to follow Jeanne around…

			Can she really go through it again and survive? 

			Jeanne Le Page is lucky to be alive…15 years ago she was almost killed in a boating accident which brought heart-breaking family tragedy. Now 31, Jeanne is returning reluctantly to the island of Guernsey following the death of her beloved grandmother. As the ferry nears the island, a dark foreboding overwhelms Jeanne as hazy memories of that terrible day resurface. 

			Only back on the island to sell her inheritance – her grandmother’s old cottage – she has no intention of picking up her old life. But the cottage holds a secret, dating back to World War II, and Jeanne becomes drawn into discovering more. A chance meeting tempts her to romance, despite the trauma of a recently failed relationship.

			As her memory recovers, Jeanne is forced to face her demons, reliving the tragedy which takes a sinister turn…  

			And just as he who, with exhausted breath

			Having escaped from the sea to shore, turns back

			To watch the dangerous waters he has quit

			So did my spirit, still a fugitive

			Turn back to look intently at the pass

			That never has let any man survive.

			Dante Inferno Canto 01
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			Chapter 1

			Jeanne stepped out on deck as the spring sun broke through the clouds. A warm glow spread across green and gold jewel-like Herm and its big sister, Guernsey, patchworked with fields and granite buildings. 

			The salt-laden air enveloped her like an old, trusty coat. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and was a child again, playing on the beach with her parents. The image was so powerful that tears formed and she blundered, unseeing, towards the railings. 

			As her vision cleared she found herself staring at Herm and, without warning, was overwhelmed by such a strong feeling of fear that she had to hold onto the rail. Jeanne’s heart began to race, blood pounded in her head and her breathing came in short, painful gasps. Oh my God, what’s happening to me? After all this time, please, not again! Struggling to breathe she was on the verge of passing out. Letting go of the rail she stumbled, crashing into a man walking past.

			‘Hey, steady on! Look where you’re going!’ he shouted, grabbing hold of her to stop them both falling. ‘Overdid the dutyfrees, did you?’ 

			Stung by his accusation, she took a deep breath before replying. ‘No…no. I just lost my balance.’ His hands gripped her arms so hard that she could already imagine the bruises. ‘Hey, that hurts!’

			His grip loosened and he guided her back to the rail. She clung on, filling her lungs with sea air.

			‘Sorry, didn’t mean to hurt you. Okay now?’ 

			Jeanne nodded. As the man stepped back she took in, through a still blurred gaze, dark brown hair, deep blue eyes and the muscled arms of a man unlikely to be a pen-pusher. Responding to his warmer tone, she managed a tight smile before straightening up and walking, unsteadily, to the starboard side.

			What on earth was that? Is this what I can expect now? Perhaps I shouldn’t have come back. Not that I had a choice…The thoughts whirled around her pounding head and she shuddered as she leant against the railings as Guernsey came into full view. While the ferry headed towards St Peter Port harbour, it seemed as if she were approaching a strange, unknown country rather than the land of her birth. The whole of the northern sea front, from Les Banques into St Peter Port, had been transformed. Towering edifices of granite and glass replaced the remembered old, tired mishmash of warehouses, scruffy hotels and shops. With a gasp, she realised that even the elegant landmark of the Royal Hotel had been supplanted.

			Wow! What’s happened? It was as if a natural disaster had occurred, flattening the old front and replacing it by buildings more reminiscent of London than of the parochial island of old. She’d never have thought that Guernsey would move into the twenty-first century with such a bang. 

			The dramatic transformation which lay before her seemed to Jeanne to be an echo of the change in her own life and she felt a stranger here. She wished she had stayed in the familiar, dull Midlands town which had been her home these past fifteen years. For a moment the urge to remain on the ferry and return to England, without setting foot on the island, was overwhelming. Her face must have mirrored her inner turmoil as a middle-aged lady standing nearby asked, ‘Are you all right, dear? Only you’ve gone very white.’

			‘I’m fine, thanks. Just not very good on boats.’

			The older lady nodded her sympathy. ‘My Tom gets seasick too, has to fill himself up with beer or the odd whisky or two before he’ll set foot on a boat. Just as well I can drive or we’d be marooned on the ferry till he’s sobered up!’ She laughed.

			Jeanne forced a smile.

			‘Aren’t these waters supposed to be dangerous?’ 

			‘Yes, they can be, if you don’t know where all the rocks are,’ Jeanne replied. Yet again, her heart hammered against her chest and her breathing quickened. She fought down the feelings of panic to add, ‘but these big boats are perfectly safe,’ wondering who she was really trying to reassure. Jeanne joined the throng of eager passengers heading towards the car deck, found her car and sat there feeling sick and trapped in the echoing bowel of the ship. She would just do what had to be done here and then go back – but where? Her body arched over the steering wheel with the painful memory of her loss. Going back would be as bad as going on, she realised. The sound of car horns blaring behind her brought her back to the present. She started the engine and joined the queue towards the gangway and whatever lay ahead.

			Emerging from White Rock, Jeanne followed the steady stream of cars up St Julian’s Avenue and turned left into Ann’s Place. She smiled on seeing that the Old Government House Hotel was still there and was lucky to find a nearby parking space. It was only a short walk to the advocate’s office but she decided she needed a coffee first. Ideally she would have preferred a couple of vodka shots to calm herself, but didn’t think it would be appropriate to meet her lawyer with glazed eyes and a stagger, especially as she’d already been accused of hitting the duty-frees! The thought made her frown as she walked down Smith Street, side-stepping the tourists intent on window shopping.

			Jeanne began to feel more at home at the familiar sight of Boots at the bottom of the hill. It was where she and her friends used to meet up before going on the prowl in Town. On her right was a smart and inviting looking café with squashy leather chairs. 

			She sank, with a contented sigh, into a chair and ordered a cappuccino from the young waitress. 

			‘Anything to eat with your coffee? We do have some scrummy chocolate cake guaranteed not to put on an ounce.’ The girl grinned.

			‘Can’t resist!’ Jeanne smiled back, pleased that at least one of the natives seemed friendly.

			Sipping her frothy drink and conscious of the resultant milky moustache flecked with chocolate, Jeanne thought about her impending meeting with the advocate. She had been receiving gentle but persistent reminders from Advocate Marquis that there were important legal issues to discuss, not least that of her grandmother’s cottage. Her mind, unbidden, took her back to that awful day five months ago…

			The phone was ringing as she and Andy arrived home, glowing after their holiday.

			‘Oh, Jeanne, thank goodness! I’ve been trying to get you for ages and left so many messages…I’m so sorry, but it’s your gran…’ Molly’s voice caught on a sob and Jeanne’s stomach clenched as she anticipated the dreaded news.

			‘She died in her sleep, Jeanne. It was peaceful, just as she’d have wanted,’ Molly continued as Jeanne’s eyes filled with tears.

			‘The…the funeral?’

			‘It was yesterday. I’m so, so sorry. The advocate and I kept trying to contact you but she died over two weeks ago and we didn’t know where you were or when you’d be back. I did try your mobile but it was switched off.’

			‘W​e’ve been in Tenerife for three weeks. It was a bit last minute and I forgot my mobile charger. But Gran had seemed so well! If only I’d known…’ The tears now flowed freely.

			‘Jeanne, you couldn’t have foreseen it. None of us did. She slipped away quietly. No pain, no fuss. We weren’t sure what to do for the best, but in the end the advocate, as her executor, thought he’d better organise the funeral. But you’ll be over soon? To sort out the cottage and everything?’ Molly’s voice was calmer, more urgent.

			‘Yes…I guess so. I’ll get back to you later. Thanks…Molly.’

			She collapsed onto the sofa while Andy made some tea and muttered a few ineffectual words of condolence before he opened the post. As she sipped her drink she remembered the feisty old lady, the last link to her past life in Guernsey. Although her gran had been over a few times to see her, Jeanne had not been tempted to return. It would have been too painful…

			 But now she was back and without any known living relatives in Guernsey. Apart from the cottage, the only sign of the family’s roots here were the headstones in the graveyards. Jeanne shuddered at the thought of her loved ones lying cold and unvisited in the earth and felt the tears threatening. It wasn’t fair! She gripped the coffee cup tightly, self-pity heightened by her guilt at staying away so long. Catching sight of a young, laughing family walking past the café only made her feel even more sorry for herself. For heaven’s sake girl, get a grip! Stop being maudlin and get on with what you came to do. You owe it to the family. With this thought she straightened up and finished her coffee.

			Glancing at her watch, she saw that she’d better get a move on and, after paying the bill and freshening up in the Ladies, walked the few yards to the advocate’s office.

			As the receptionist led her down a corridor Jeanne glanced at the watercolours on the walls. With a pang she recognised the local bays with cabin cruisers – oh, just like Dad’s! –bobbing on the waters as families gathered on the beaches. She could almost smell the sea and the pungent tang of seaweed on the rocks. Her thoughts were interrupted by the girl opening a door and announcing, ‘Miss Le Page, Advocate.’

			‘Good afternoon. How are you?’ enquired the man who came forward to shake her hand.

			‘Well, thank you, Mr Marquis. I’m sorry for the delay in coming over. There’s been a lot happening recently and certain…’ she paused, ‘events have meant that I couldn’t travel. Now I’m ready to settle everything before I go back to…England.’ She had nearly said ‘home’ before remembering she no longer had one.

			‘It’s quite straightforward. Your grandmother’s will leaves everything to you as her sole beneficiary. Once we’ve gone through the various papers I’ll need you to sign some forms, then you’ll be the legal owner of Le Petit Chêne as well as the money your grandmother left.’

			After much reading and signing Jeanne was presented with the keys to the cottage and Mr Marquis arranged for the monies to be transferred to her bank account. Mm, didn’t realise Gran had as much as that in the bank. But she’d never been a big spender, not bothered by material things. Just her beloved cottage and garden. Especially the garden. A lump formed in her throat as Jeanne realised that Gran’s savings might come in very useful until she sold that beloved cottage.

			‘Where are you staying while you’re here? In case I need to contact you.’

			‘I’m staying with Molly and Peter Ogier for a few days until the cottage is more habitable.’

			‘Good. I believe they were close friends of your family?’

			‘Yes, I’ve known them since I was a child.’

			Jeanne hesitated and then said, ‘I have to ask, Mr Marquis, have there been any… developments with the investigation? Have the police found anyone yet?’

			He shook his head. ‘No, there’s been no progress at all. Technically the case is still open, but I don’t think the police have found any more evidence. It’s difficult without any witnesses and after all this time…Have you remembered any more of what happened?’

			‘No, I’ve had nightmares over the years but I’ve never been sure whether they’ve been caused by actual memories. Perhaps coming back will stir things up, memory-wise.’ 

			She bit her lips as she recalled what had happened on the ferry.

			‘I don’t really want to remember any more, but if I did, perhaps we would find out who killed my parents and nearly killed me.’

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Jeanne left the office and headed back to her car. Distracted by her meeting with the Advocate, she bumped into a woman burdened with shopping, causing her to drop it.

			‘Watch out!’ the woman cried, scrabbling to retrieve her errant purchases.

			‘Oh, sorry! Here, let me help.’ Jeanne smiled apologetically as she collected up the rest of the items on the pavement. Within seconds, order was restored and the woman nodded and went on her way.

			I must get a grip, Jeanne thought as she reached her car. Bumping into people is becoming a habit. She decided as it was still light for a while yet, she would go and see her cottage (odd thought that – now it really was hers) before going on to the Ogiers.

			She swung the car into The Grange to take the road out to the west coast and the old cottage which had once been so important to her. A place full of so much love and laughter, before her world had fallen apart.

			Driving southwards along the west coast from Vazon, she glanced towards the beaches on her right. People were still out walking in the afternoon sunshine, some with children skipping alongside and others with dogs bounding ahead, making the most of the fine weather and bracing sea air. Surfers rode the waves, particularly strong on this stretch of coastline. It was idyllic. Oh, to be a carefree tourist enjoying this beautiful island instead of a self-pitying, grieving saddo like me. She pulled a face. Where’s that tough ol’ Guernsey spirit you were once so proud of? It’s about time it resurfaced and brought back the smile to your face, my girl! 

			From the winding coast road she turned left into a narrow lane rising uphill and dotted with cottages on each side. About 200 yards inland she pulled into a drive belonging to a detached granite cottage with a mossy tiled roof. Her heart raced as she switched off the engine and looked at what was now her house. She knew the cottage dated back at least two hundred years and had been built by a fisherman, as had most of the others in that area. He must have been particularly successful because it had the largest plot in the lane with a good-sized garden to the rear and a spacious orchard to the side. 

			The central front door peeped out from under a gabled porch thick with clematis and roses growing up the trellised sides. Pairs of small-paned sash windows upstairs and downstairs either side of the porch created an attractive symmetry. Looking at it, Jeanne felt the house was watching her – and waiting. But for what? She shivered. In her heart she knew that by rights this shouldn’t be her cottage. It should have been her father’s and perhaps ultimately hers, but many years from now. That would have been the natural order of things, but in her family that natural order had been destroyed fifteen years ago. 

			Squaring her shoulders Jeanne walked to the porch and, after inserting her key, pushed open the stiff, creaking door. It had never been used very much, as the usual entry for all and sundry had been the back door, never locked, this being Guernsey. The low, beamed ceilings made the cottage somewhat gloomy as dusk approached so Jeanne had to switch on the lights, relieved that the electricity had not been disconnected. As she entered the sitting room on the left she was assailed by a musty, damp smell and this, together with the blast of cold air which hit her full in the face, prompted her to force open the windows to let in warm, salty fresh air. She gazed around at the room she had not seen for what felt like a lifetime.

			The familiar, now dusty pieces of furniture, were still in the remembered places. Her grandmother had been a creature of habit, rarely moving things around for the sake of a change. Jeanne walked round, lightly touching the solid oak furniture which had been in the family for generations. The more modern sofas she remembered as being marginally more comfortable when piled up with cushions. But now they looked old and shabby. The picture of neglect was reinforced by the threadbare carpet on the oak floor and the thin curtains which looked as if they would not survive much more pulling to and fro. An ancient wood burning stove squatted on the granite hearth in the inglenook fireplace surmounted by an old blackened beam. There was no central heating as her gran had not approved of such “new fan-dangled” innovations and had not wanted her home cluttered up with radiators, pipes and a boiler. She had been happy to clean out fires in the main rooms all her life and made it clear to anyone who would listen that it was much healthier than central heating, even though the smoke did blacken the walls and ceilings.

			Crossing the hall Jeanne entered the kitchen. 

			The chill from the slate floor struck up into the soles of her trainers as she walked round the large room. Jeanne ran her fingers along the wooden tops of the two freestanding cupboards, leaving a trail through the dust. Under a window sat the old stone butler sink with tarnished brass taps which she now turned on – yes, there was water, she discovered. Good.

			Next to it was the blackened range which she recalled as consuming coal at a prodigious rate. As she touched it she realised, with a shock, that this was the first time that she had ever known it to be cold. The range had been the true heart of the house. The absence of its warmth spoke such volumes that Jeanne shivered, whether from the cold or her grief she wasn’t sure.

			The smell of the kitchen felt wrong to her. It was musty and the air tasted brackish, like dirty water. It had been so different once, with the smells and tastes of baking, especially bread. Closing her eyes she could picture a familiar scene.

			A wonderful aroma of freshly baked bread filled the kitchen as a young Jeanne, hands covered in flour with white streaks on her face, frowned with concentration as she kneaded the mixture in the bowl. Her mother stood next to her, hands in a similar bowl as Gran pottered about, calling out instructions.

			‘Now, not too firm or the mixture’ll be too dry. But not so light as t’ leave it uneven. Mm, you’re getting the hang of it, Janet, but I’m not so sure about our Jeanne!’ She chuckled and her plump, smiling face brought a small grin to the girl’s face.

			‘I’m no good at this, Granny. I’ll just watch Mummy.’ She looked at her mother who smiled her lovely wide smile, tossing her long, dark hair out of harm’s way. The hair that Jeanne had inherited.

			‘Never mind, darling. I’m sure you’ll be a great cook when you’re older. I’ll teach you what Granny’s teaching me, which I have to say, is rather a lot!’ She smiled at her mother-in-law who then explained the next stage in preparing a perfect Guernsey Gâche.

			Jeanne’s eyes watered as she remembered the words spoken so lightly by her mother years ago. She had not had the chance to teach Jeanne very much, who never did master making Gâche. 

			After a quick rub at her eyes she opened the doors of the two wall cupboards which still contained the everyday china her gran had used. She turned to gaze at what had been Gran’s pride and joy, a dust coated, but still beautiful, enormous solid oak dresser. Handed down through generations, it had been made locally by a master cabinetmaker, whose name, Martin Le Mesurier, had been carved on the back. The best blue and yellow porcelain was laid out on the shelves giving a welcome, cheerful air to the otherwise stark kitchen. 

			Jeanne reached out and carefully picked up a plate, gently stroking away the dust to reveal the oh-so-French pattern she remembered well – a legacy of her gran’s Norman ancestry. With a sigh, she replaced the plate on the shelf and moved over to the old pine table in the centre of the room.

			The top was scored by the knives used over the years by busy housewives as they chopped, sliced and pared. Six pine chairs of varying design were drawn up around it, used for most family meals with diners huddled next to the range for warmth in the winter and in summer basking in the sun pouring through the opened windows. Jeanne traced the marks on the table with her fingers and found, on one edge, the initials she had laboriously carved as a child – J.L.P. They were barely visible and she grinned at the memory of what she had once thought of as her ‘secret’. But her gran had found them and her usually smiling face had looked so hurt that Jeanne had burst into tears, and promised not to be a bad girl, ever again. But of course there had been more scrapes, inevitable for the tomboy she had been.

			Just off the kitchen, well away from the range, was a walk-in pantry in which had been stored milk, cheese, butter, meat, eggs and all other perishables. Gran had never had a fridge but the pantry had faithfully preserved the family supplies. Jeanne was thankful to see that any fresh food had been disposed of as the vision – and smell – of five months’ old milk and bread didn’t bear thinking about. All that now graced the shelves were empty storage jars and the old-fashioned tins so beloved by her gran for storing home-baked cakes and biscuits.

			Suddenly feeling chilled and despondent, Jeanne decided to leave the rest of the ground floor and climbed the solid wooden staircase to the landing, off which lay four bedrooms, the bathroom and airing cupboard.

			She opened the door to what had been her grandparents’ bedroom; a reflection of the shabby discomfort of the sitting room, it had the same musty smell. Although the room was a good size it only possessed a double bed with a small side table, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers with a chair beside it. Possessed of few ornaments and with no signs of feminine vanity except for the small wooden mirror on the chest. Gran had been a warm, lively woman but she had not been concerned with her appearance and wore the same old clothes till they fell to pieces. 

			Jeanne picked up a framed black and white photo of her grandparents on their wedding day, their faces smiling self-consciously at the camera.

			‘Hello, Gran, I’m back,’ she said softly, running her fingers over the picture.

			Taking a deep breath she then lifted up the only other photo, a large colour one of her laughing parents. Her eyes were drawn to her mother, proudly cradling her baby self. Involuntarily, her left hand went to her own stomach and as she replaced the photo on the chest, her throat tightened.

			‘Oh, Mum, how I miss you! There’s so much to tell you and it really hurts…’ 

			Her stomach clenched as waves of grief swept over her and her breath was reduced to short, hard gasps. She couldn’t bear it, she really couldn’t! No-one could. Falling onto the bed, Jeanne gave in to all the pent-up emotions brought to the surface by her return. She had to be strong and face the demons before they destroyed her. Easier said than done when you felt like shit.

			It was a while before she felt anything like calm again but time was pressing. After glancing into the two other double bedrooms she checked out the bathroom which was as austere as she remembered. Still painted a horrible green, it possessed a chipped enamel bath on claw feet, an old fashioned WC and a big pedestal washbasin. 

			She walked across the cold, cracked lino – an even more bilious shade of green – and tried the tap on the bath. Rusty brown water trickled out, nearly drowning a spider slumbering near the plughole. After a few minutes the water cleared and Jeanne switched off the heavy tap and repeated the process with the washbasin. As she let the water run she scrutinised herself in the foxed mirror, hardly large enough to hold an entire face.

			Reflected back was a mass of long, dark hair framing a pale face dominated by what were normally large, bright blue eyes, but now reddened and puffy. Under the somewhat ordinary nose, her mouth was unsmiling and the overall effect was almost sullen. God, I can’t meet Molly and Peter looking like this, and splashed cold water onto her face, wiping it off with a tissue. A quick repair job with the makeup in her bag, a tentative smile and the transformation was complete. It was if another person entirely had stepped into her skin. Feeling pleased with the improvement – as after all, she didn’t want to depress her hosts – she went onto the landing.

			Jeanne hesitated, her hand on the stair rail, but instead of going down as she had intended, she went along to the last and smallest bedroom and opened the door.

			An icy blast nearly knocked her off her feet and she braced herself before stepping forward. The room was colder than the rest of the house by at least fifteen degrees. It was like walking into a cold store. The smell that caught at the back of her throat was a mix of mustiness and something she couldn’t quite place which left a metallic taste in her mouth. She gave only a cursory look at the room she had hated since a small child. Her eyes travelled over the single bed, cupboard and small chest of drawers set out on the bare, dark oak floor.

			She had always been puzzled by the increased chill factor which she had felt whenever she had been obliged to enter this room. Thank goodness she had never had to sleep there, her parents’ modern house having been only a short distance away. Unfortunately, it had been the room used for storing surplus bits and pieces, occasioning the odd foray to find things her gran had needed.

			With a feeling of relief Jeanne shut the door and ran down the stairs and out of the front door. As she locked up she again thought back to the happy, carefree days spent here so long ago. As a child she had not noticed the cold or shabbiness, it had been so full of the love and warmth of her family. It had seemed like a wonderful place to her then and looking back she realised it was her loving family which had transformed the ordinary house into a memorable home. 

			Jeanne had known for years that one day she would inherit the cottage and had, more recently, imagined returning with Andy to help lay the ghosts. She had envisaged them playing at happy families with their children running about in the orchard, laughing and shouting at each other. But now that dream had been cruelly shattered and the thought of living there alone was too awful. She had to sell the cottage and move on – but where?

		


		
			Chapter 3

			The narrow, arched entrance to the Ogier’s cottage was a challenge to drive through and Jeanne was anxious to avoid scratching her car. However, most cars in Guernsey sported dents and scratches as the granite walls bordering the narrow lanes often seemed to jump out and hit the unwary motorist.

			As she switched off the engine Peter and Molly appeared at their front door and with broad smiles reached out and hugged and kissed her in turn.

			‘At last! You’re here! Peter and I’ve been so excited since you phoned.’ Molly beamed at Jeanne.

			‘I’m so happy to see you both again, it’s been too long–’

			‘But you’re here now and looking so grown up!’ Peter said

			 ‘And I’d have recognised you anywhere. Come in, come in,’ Molly cried.

			‘Thanks. Mm, what a wonderful smell.’

			‘Yes, dinner’s ready to serve and I’m sure you’re starving.’

			‘Sure am, ready to do justice to your renowned cooking!’

			Molly gave Jeanne a quick squeeze as they headed for the dining room. This opened through to the kitchen so that anyone cooking could still talk to those eating and as Molly ushered Jeanne into a chair at the polished oak table Peter went into the kitchen to open the wine.

			‘Red or white?’

			‘Red, please, Peter,’ Jeanne called, breathing in the heady aroma of what she felt sure was beef cooked in wine.

			Molly and Peter brought the food through and soon the table was covered in dishes heaped with steaming potatoes, mixed vegetables and the pièce de la resistance, Molly’s famous Daube de Boeuf Provencale. Jeanne began to relax properly for the first time that day, soothed by the warmth of her welcome. The Ogiers had, from childhood, been like a surrogate family.

			‘Santè! And welcome back,’ Peter said as they clinked glasses.

			‘Mm, delicious, Molly. Haven’t tasted anything as good for ages.’ Jeanne smiled her appreciation.

			‘Thanks. The recipe was Janet’s, passed down by your grandmother. So it’s rightfully yours now.’

			‘I’ll be looking out for Gran’s recipes when I go through the cottage. Might encourage me to improve my cooking skills.’

			Mentioning her gran reminded her of why she was there.

			‘I…I’d like to thank you both for what you did for Gran. And after–’ 

			Molly squeezed her hand.

			‘It was nothing, we were happy to help. You know how much we cared about her.’

			Silence reigned for a few moments as they focused on their food and Peter topped up their glasses.

			‘So, how’re Phil and Natalie these days? We seem to have lost touch with each other.’

			Peter smiled wryly. ‘Even we, the parents, don’t hear much from them. Both pretty independent, aren’t they, Molly?’

			‘You can say that again! But we do know they’re both well and happy, that’s the main thing. Phil’s in London now and Natalie’s just moved to Oxford. Last time we heard they were both seeing someone but I gathered that neither was serious. So, how’s your Aunt Kate? Keeping well?

			‘She’s fine, thanks. Been a rock these last few months. I don’t expect she thought I’d end up on her doorstep again.’

			Molly frowned. ‘We were so sorry to hear about you and Andy. You must have been together for what, four years? Quite a while.’

			Peter took himself off to the kitchen to find some more wine.

			Jeanne realised she was twisting her hair round her fingers, something she did when upset or stressed, and stopped.

			‘Yes, we were. But these things happen, don’t they?’

			‘You’ll meet someone else one day, I’m sure. When you’re ready.’

			‘Perhaps.’

			‘Could even be someone here.’

			‘Not sure about that! Just being here – it all seems to come flooding back.’ Jeanne sighed. ‘All of it.’

			‘That’s not really surprising,’ Molly said gently, ‘and if you wished, I might be able to help you?’

			Jeanne looked at Molly with affection and knew that if anyone could help, it would be her. Not only had she been like a fond aunt over the years but she was a psychotherapist, well versed in dealing with problems such as hers.

			‘Thanks, Molly. I’ll bear that in mind.’

			Peter arrived back after taking an inordinately long time opening more wine.

			‘More food, anyone?’ 

			‘No thanks. That was plenty. And absolutely delicious.’

			Molly also refused any more and she and Peter started clearing away the debris before serving the dessert. Jeanne was not allowed to help and was left with her thoughts.

			She watched Molly bustling about in the kitchen. She must be in her fifties now, just as her mum would have been. The thought provoked the familiar ache in her solar plexus. Molly was so different to her mother – cheerfully plump with a broad, smiling face and fair, now greying, curly hair – whereas her mother had been slim and dark and more serious, though still loving. Wonder what she’d look like now? Ah, don’t go there! Just don’t.

			Jeanne pushed down the unsettling thoughts and forced a smile as she watched her hosts bustling in the kitchen. Peter had also aged, but still had a good head of hair and his boyish grin.

			The pan containing the dessert, Crêpes Suzette smothered with flaming liqueur, was borne in by a red-faced Peter while Molly carried a jug of cream. Obviously no-one worries about diets here, thought Jeanne.

			‘Now, coffee everyone?’ asked Peter after the crêpes had disappeared. Molly made a pot and they went through to the sitting room.

			The cottage was similar in design to Le Petit Chêne and Jeanne remembered how hard the Ogiers had worked to transform it into the warm, bright and comfortable home it now was. They had done a lot of the work themselves and could be proud of the result, she thought, noticing even more improvements since she’d last been there. Compared with the cold, damp and shabby cottage she had inherited it was a veritable palace.

			‘This is lovely, Molly. You’ve done wonders with this room,’ she exclaimed as she gazed around the sitting room. The walls, a warm peach colour, were covered in bookshelves and paintings and the main focus of the room was a large restored inglenook fireplace. Jeanne gave a little sigh – oh, wouldn’t it be wonderful to have a home like this! 

			‘Thanks, we love it. So cosy, particularly in the evenings,’ replied Molly. 

			Peter fetched a bottle of Calvados and poured out three generous measures.

			‘Have you considered renovating your cottage, Jeanne? You could achieve what we’ve done here, no problem. And the garden was always stunning,’ he said, handing Jeanne a glass.

			‘Thanks. It’s a thought, I suppose. But it would be such a huge project and cost a fortune to get it like this,’ she said, waving her arms around the room. ‘And I don’t have a fortune. To be honest, I wasn’t planning to stay long. Just tidy up the cottage ready for sale and then go back to England.’ She twisted her hair, noting Peter and Molly glance at each other.

			‘I know it must be difficult for you, my dear. Coming back after so long and after losing your gran, but wouldn’t you like to try and settle here again? After all, you must still have friends from school and we’re here to support you in any way we can.’

			Jeanne sighed. ‘I don’t know, Molly. It would be a big step and I’m not sure…I have to admit there’s not much for me in England at the moment. Feel I’m between the devil and the deep blue sea!’

			‘Perhaps you need to sleep on it.’

			‘Mm.’

			‘You could always get some builders’ quotes. If the figures stack up and you do still sell, you might make a tidy profit.’

			‘Typical man! Thinking of money, as usual.’ Molly laughed.

			Peter took a sip of the fiery liquid before saying, ‘I’m sure Jeanne’s not averse to making some money, are you?’

			‘No, not at all. But it does depend on what’s involved.’ Suppose it might make sense if she could make a profit, she thought, swirling the amber liquid round her glass. And she really hadn’t anything to go back for. 

			Peter nodded. ‘Well. How about us going round the cottage with you tomorrow? We could jot down a few ideas.’

			‘You’re obviously keen for me to stay! I guess it won’t hurt and you’ll be more objective than me.’ She thought for a moment and then added, ‘By the way, I know you’ve both been round the cottage a number of times. Have you ever felt anything a bit odd about the small bedroom?’

			They looked at each other, puzzled.

			‘No, not really. What sort of ‘odd’?’

			‘It’s probably just me then, but I’ve always felt a real chill in that room and hated going in there.’ Jeanne shivered at the thought.

			‘Can’t say I’ve noticed. Have you, Molly?’

			‘No, I haven’t. Perhaps it’s just your vivid writer’s imagination!’ Molly smiled at Jeanne. ‘Which reminds me, I meant to tell you how much I enjoyed that story of yours in last month’s Woman and Home. Are you writing anything at the moment?’

			‘No. Thought I’d give myself time off to come here, although I’ve brought my laptop with me just in case. But I do have various stories and articles being published over the next few months.’ 

			‘Good – I shall look forward to reading them. Even Peter likes to read your stories despite the fact that they’re aimed more at us females.’ Molly grinned at her husband. 

			He looked slightly embarrassed as he turned to Jeanne.

			‘Well, I don’t see why men can’t read them. We can cope with a bit of romance if there’s also some suspense. Particularly if there’s a sting in the tail, which you’re so good at. Where on earth do you get your ideas from?’

			Jeanne shrugged.

			‘I don’t know. They just sort of pop into my head and I write them down as the story develops. I’m glad you enjoy the stories, Peter, as I’m not at all sexist.’ 

			They finished the Calvados in companionable silence and as first Jeanne and then Molly started yawning it was decided to call it a day. After loading up the dishwasher they headed upstairs and Molly went with Jeanne to the pretty guest room complete with a tiny en suite shower.

			Jeanne turned to Molly and gave her a hug. ‘Thanks, Molly, for letting me stay. It’s just what I need at the moment.’

			‘You’re welcome, my dear. It’s lovely to have you here after all this time. And I think you need mothering just now.’

			Jeanne’s face crumpled.

			Molly looked mortified.

			‘Oh, Jeanne! How tactless of me!’

			Jeanne shook her head and gave Molly a hug.

			‘No, don’t be silly. It’s just me feeling a bit maudlin, that’s all. Coming back…’

			‘Of course. I understand. And so soon after Andy as well…’ 

			Jeanne sniffed. ‘Yes, it’s not been a great few months. And I had what I’m sure was a panic attack on the ferry, just as we neared Herm.’

			‘Oh no! Did you remember anything?’

			She shook her head. ‘No. Just a terrible fear gripped me – as if I was going to die!’ She shuddered.

			‘Oh, my dear, how awful for you. After all these years it’s still affecting you.’

			‘It’s bound to, isn’t it?’ Jeanne said sharply. ‘It was bad enough to lose my parents but not to know what happened…’

			‘I know, I know,’ Molly soothed her. ‘Would you like me to help? Perhaps we could use hypnosis to recover your memory?’

			Jeanne was twisting her hair round her fingers.

			‘Perhaps. If it stopped the awful nightmares…’ She sighed and gazed at Molly.

			‘I’m not sure I’m quite ready to face it all just yet. Too scared about what I’ll learn. Even the police aren’t really sure what happened. After all, initially it was thought that Dad had misjudged his bearings and landed on the rocks by mistake, even though he knew those waters like the back of his hand.’ She took a deep breath and the hair twirling intensified. 

			‘Then when they found that dent on the starboard side it pointed to us being hit by something. So the police decided that some drunk in another boat had caused the accident and we’d been forced onto the rocks.’

			She stared at Molly, white faced. ‘What really upsets me and has always puzzled me, is why didn’t the other boat stop and help us? Why didn’t they rescue Mum and Dad before it was too late? Before they died?’

		


		
			Chapter 4

			That night the dream returned. She was lying on the floor somewhere, her body leaden and still. She knew she had to move – it was vital, somehow, that she got up but she just couldn’t. Someone was shouting but the sound came and went in waves. Waves! That was it! Waves were crashing against whatever it was she was lying in and she could feel water lapping around her inert body. Oh God! She was going to drown!

			Jeanne woke up, her heart hammering and her body drenched in sweat. The nightmares were back. She’d hoped that maybe, just maybe, they had finally left her alone. But no. It must be coming back here, she mused, crawling out of bed to fetch a glass of water and a towel. After a quick rub down and some sips of water she felt better. Was it a real memory or was her mind playing tricks on her? There was no way of knowing, which made it so frightening. Pulled unconscious from the wrecked boat, her memory of what happened on that fateful evening had never returned.

			Still feeling disorientated Jeanne gulped down the last of the water before standing under a hot shower to wash away the numbing cold she had felt in the nightmare.

			As Jeanne walked into the kitchen Molly was just putting the kettle on. Seeing Jeanne’s white face, she turned and gave her a hug.

			‘Bad dream?’

			‘Yep. One I haven’t had for years. I guess it’s because I’ve come back,’ Jeanne replied, feeling safer now in Molly’s warm embrace.

			‘Well, that’s possible. Do you feel up to telling me about it?’

			Over a cup of strong coffee Jeanne described the dream as clearly as she could and Molly looked thoughtful for a few moments.

			‘I think it could be a buried memory rather than a bad dream. It fits with what we know about how you were found that night. It’s too much of a coincidence to be otherwise.’

			She reached over and squeezed Jeanne’s hand.

			‘You know I’ll help you when you feel ready to learn more.’

			‘Thanks, Molly. I’ve just got to feel a bit stronger first.’

			‘Of course. You’ve got a lot of things on your mind at present. Don’t want you going into overload.’ Molly smiled.

			If you only knew! Jeanne thought, forcing a smile.

			Just then Peter came downstairs and gave Jeanne a big bear hug. She sighed, envying Molly for having such a loving partner.

			His size belied his gentle personality. A senior teacher at the grammar school, he was well liked by pupils and fellow teachers alike. He never had to raise his voice with an unruly pupil. He just looked at them with a rather sorrowful expression and the child, abashed, would mumble an apology and get on with their work. Jeanne had been at the Grammar but had not been taught by Peter, for which she was glad. He had known her too well!

			Peter released her and scrutinised her face. 

			‘We need to get some colour in those cheeks. How about a brisk walk on the beach after lunch, before we go to the cottage?’

			‘I’d love that thanks. I’ve so missed walking by the sea. Not many beaches in the Midlands!’

			After a light lunch they grabbed their walking shoes and sweaters. It was another lovely, sunny day but there was a cool breeze coming off the sea. They walked down the lane to the coast road and along it until they could cross over onto the beach at Vazon. The tide was out, exposing a large stretch of golden sand.

			‘Oh, this is heavenly!’ cried Jeanne, taking a deep lungful of ozone-laden air and spinning around, her arms spread out. ‘I’d forgotten just how wonderful this sea air is. Boy, does it clear away the cobwebs!’

			Peter and Molly smiled indulgently and together they all walked at a brisk pace up the beach in the direction of the kiosk. At times they had to scramble over rocks, but it all added to the enjoyment of the walk. Jeanne felt like a child again as she gazed into rock pools, looking out for tiny crabs and silver fish. She let the small crabs crawl over her hands, the tickling sensation making her laugh. Iridescent shells, pearl and silver, sparkled in the sand and she started to collect them, together with tiny round shells of varying shades of pink and brown. Her pockets were bulging as they arrived at the kiosk.

			They opted for tea and as they sat on the sea wall drinking, a group of young men arrived. They wore wetsuits and carried surfboards as they joked together. One of them, a tall, fair-haired man in his early thirties, spotted them. He came over and said to Peter, ‘Hello, sir. Good to see you. Enjoying your walk on the beach?’

			‘Yes, Marcus, thank you. Let me introduce my wife, Molly, and you remember Jeanne Le Page from school, I’m sure?’

			‘Pleased to meet you Mrs Ogier,’ he nodded at Molly and, turning to face Jeanne, started slightly. ‘Yes, of course I remember Jeanne. Weren’t you in the year below me?’ 

			‘Yes I was and I remember you, too.’ Jeanne felt herself redden. Oh no, it was The Crush from school! She used to dream of him asking her out, but he’d seemed to prefer a leggy blonde in her class. And he’s as gorgeous as ever.

			‘How are you Marcus and…what are you up to these days?’

			‘I’m good, thanks. I’ve recently been promoted to Senior Manager in a trust company and the top of the ladder’s getting nearer by the day,’ he boasted.

			She remembered that Marcus had always been full of himself at school but he was also very charming and his lop-sided grin took the sting out of his bragging.

			‘I’m impressed. Have you…settled down yet?’

			‘No fear!’ He laughed. ‘Too busy earning money and enjoying myself to get tied down. Guess I will one day. How about you? Have you hitched up with anyone?’

			She shook her head, trying to curb the blush which threatened to creep up her face. God, hope he thinks it’s the walk that’s made me flushed.

			‘So what are you doing now? I knew you’d left the island after that awful accident. Have you…come back for good?’ he asked, looking serious.

			‘No, I’m not planning to stay long. I’m back to sort out my grandmother’s cottage which I’ve just inherited. Once I’ve sold it I can go back to England. As for my work, I’m a freelance writer.’

			‘I see. Sounds interesting, being a writer. Good for you. So, where are you staying?’ 

			Jeanne nodded towards the Ogiers, who had walked away out of earshot.

			‘With Peter and Molly. My cottage is uninhabitable at the moment but I’ll stay there once I’ve cleaned it up.’

			‘Well, perhaps I could give you a ring sometime? A group of us are planning a beach barbecue next weekend, if you’d like to join us?’ He flashed his most charming smile.

			‘Yes, thanks. I’d…like that,’ Jeanne replied, feeling the heat rising again. Oh, stop behaving like a lovesick schoolgirl. Ridiculous at your age. 

			‘Great. I’ll ring you later in the week, then. Be seeing you.’

			Jeanne nodded and he walked off to the kiosk where his friends were drinking as she re-joined Peter and Molly.

			‘Well, you two seemed to have a lot to talk about,’ Peter grinned at her.

			‘Yes, suppose so. We were just catching up with each other. He might ring me about a beach barbecue next weekend.’

			‘That’s great, Jeanne. Just what you need – a bit of fun with old friends,’ Molly said. ‘Now, we’d better start walking back if we’re to go round the cottage in daylight.’

			As they turned into the lane leading up to Le Petit Chêne, Jeanne looked intently at the cottages. 

			‘Some of these seem empty.’

			‘Yes, most of them are now self-catering cottages and as it’s early in the season they’re not yet let. Your cottage is one of the few that’s still a permanent home and it would be a shame if it were to become like the others. Housing’s in such short supply on the island it makes it difficult for youngsters to get on the ladder,’ Peter said, frowning.

			‘No, I wouldn’t want it to become one either. When I sell, it’ll only be to people who want their own home. It’s ideal for a family and children would have a wonderful time in the garden, just as I did,’ Jeanne said, wistfully. Part of her mind still insisted on picturing herself there with her own children around her, playing in the orchard.

			‘Right then, let’s see what needs to be done. Got my pad and pen ready.’ Peter tapped his pocket.

			Jeanne had left some windows open – not too much of a risk in Guernsey, she’d hoped – and the air in the cottage was a little warmer, and a hint of the sea flowed through the rooms. The musty smell was slowly being dislodged. She sniffed in appreciation. Peter made notes as they explored. They concentrated on what seemed to need more urgent attention: the wiring – ‘as old as the hills’ according to Peter – the plumbing, the kitchen and the bathroom. There were no obvious signs of damp or real decay and Peter volunteered to climb up into the attic to see if there were any holes in the roof. He hauled in a ladder from the shed and carried it up to the landing, setting it under the hatch to the attic. He had had the forethought to bring a torch for his inspection.

			While he was crawling around above them, Jeanne and Molly went through the bedrooms. As Molly opened the door to the single bedroom Jeanne braced herself for the chill she had come to expect. Molly went in and, without hesitation, started opening cupboards and drawers.

			‘Are you sure you don’t feel particularly cold in here? I certainly do!’

			Molly turned round and shrugged. ‘No, to me it’s no worse than the other rooms. Why, you’re shivering!’ Molly exclaimed.

			‘I know. I can’t help it. It’s freezing! I’ll wait for you in Gran’s room.’

			Why was she the only one to feel it? Jeanne asked herself as she hurried along the landing. Surely it wasn’t just her imagination as Molly had suggested. She had such a sensation of great sadness about that room. Perhaps something awful had happened there in the past, to one of her ancestors. The cottage had been in her grandmother’s family for generations and her gran was born there. Perhaps something had been passed down in the genes, she mused, like people who were regressed to apparent past lives, but might actually have been reliving the life of an ancestor. All fascinating stuff for a writer, but it wasn’t very pleasant to live with, she thought, shivering.

			Peter came back down the ladder, looking dusty, with cobwebs sticking to his sweater. He gave Jeanne a reassuring smile. ‘The roof looks sound to me. Couldn’t see any big gaps anywhere, though to be on the safe side it’d be best to get it checked by a builder. No damp patches and everything’s quite dry. There’s loads of boxes and things up there, but it’s all floored so it’d be easy for you to have a look.’

			‘Oh, that’s a relief! Thanks. I’ll have a hunt around when I move in as I need to go through Gran’s papers and things. Might as well leave the ladder up here.’

			Returning downstairs they went out through the back door into the garden. Next to the cottage, sheltered by the walls, were the neglected herb beds of which Gran had been so proud. Herbs had always played a big part in her cooking and herbal remedies and she had planted dozens of varieties including borage, comfrey, chamomile, tarragon, mint, basil, rosemary, thyme and sage. Bay trees stood like sentinels either side of the back door. Edging the paths were lavender bushes of different varieties – white, blue and deep purple – looking healthy despite needing a prune.

			As they walked, Jeanne and Molly absentmindedly picked stems of lavender, discharging the heady aroma around them.

			‘Oh, this takes me back!’ exclaimed Jeanne. ‘Do you think I could get these beds into shape again?’

			‘Well, don’t see why not. But apart from all the weeding, digging and pruning you’d have to re-plant a lot of new herbs as some are definitely past their sell-by date. And there’s so much else to do,’ Peter replied, eyeing the rest of the garden. 

			It was very much a traditional cottage garden with areas set aside for fruit and vegetables, alongside herbaceous borders displaying the spring flowers of tulips, flag irises and hyacinths amongst others. They made a bright show of red, yellow and purple peeping through the weeds and overgrown deadwood of previous seasons. In the summer, Jeanne remembered, there would be agapanthus, poppies, roses, hollyhocks and foxgloves, offering a similar display of bright colours. The mild climate of the islands also encouraged the planting of sub-tropical plants and palms. Yuccas, with their deep green spiky leaves and woody trunks, sat alongside soft feathery pampas grass, lining paths and fronting crumbling granite walls. It was this mixture of the traditional and the more exotic which had made the garden such a joy in its heyday.

			Gazing around now, it was obvious to Jeanne that it would need quite a blitz to get the garden back into peak condition, but it would be worth it. The peace and seclusion provided an ideal outside living space with scope for a patio and pergola. She began to visualise summer barbecues with people milling around, a glass of wine in one hand and a plate of chargrilled (or cremated if she cooked it) food in the other. Oh, God, there she went again –imagining herself living here. Stupid girl! She shook her head at the thought.

			‘Shall we explore the orchard?’ Molly asked. They braved the long grass encircling the apple, plum and fig trees. At least it was dry as they pushed their way through.

			‘The trees look healthy enough, anyway,’ Molly said. ‘I think there’ll be a good crop of fruit later this year.’

			‘I can’t remember if Gran ever used chemicals on them.’

			‘She didn’t use them at all. Didn’t want the taste of anything edible spoiled. Quite right, too,’ Peter replied. ‘Everything grown here is organic. Your gran used to follow the Guernsey tradition and sell the excess fruit and vegetables by the roadside, charging a bit more as it was organic,’ he added.

			‘Ah, useful to know. If I’m still around later on in the summer I could earn myself a few pennies!’ grinned Jeanne.

			Peter and Molly laughed as they continued their tour of inspection. After satisfying themselves that all the hedges and walls were in reasonable shape, they made their way back to the cottage.

			‘Have you seen everything you wanted to?’ Peter asked.

			‘Yes, thanks. I’d forgotten quite how big the garden is, though. How on earth did Gran manage when Dad was no longer there to help her?’

			‘She had some help with the heavier work from a fisherman who’d worked for your grandfather. He would keep the hedges and walls in good order and cut the grass in the orchard. I think she used to slip him the odd bottle of whisky in return,’ Peter smiled. ‘If you want to restore the garden properly, you’ll need to get professional help to give you a start. I can recommend a good chap who’s worked for me, if you’d like.’

			‘Thanks, it’s too much for me, but I’d love to see it as it should be. Gran spent most of her time out here and it meant so much to her.’

			Jeanne locked up and closed the more vulnerable windows when Peter pointed out that Guernsey was not quite as safe as it used to be. Still much safer than the mainland though, he reassured her. They walked back to the Ogier’s home and all voted for another cup of tea. Molly brought in a big teapot and plates of Guernsey Gâche, a favourite of Jeanne’s. A fruit bread served with lashings of rich local butter, she decided it was best not to count calories as she took a bite.

			‘What do you think now that you’ve had a really good look at everything?’ Molly asked.

			‘Confused! As a home it’s got great potential but there’s so much needs doing and it will cost thousands,’ she sighed.

			‘I don’t wish to pry, but do you have any capital you could use?’ Peter asked.

			‘Well, some. There’s a bit left from the sale of Mum and Dad’s house. As my income’s been erratic as a freelance, I’ve had to dip into my capital at times. But Gran left me some money so it’s not all bad.’ She was thoughtful, twisting her hair around her fingers.

			‘If you could raise the money, what would you do?’ Molly asked.

			‘Not sure. It’s really a question of whether I would want to stay here until any work’s completed. And I could be risking my capital. Or I could sell it now and have enough money to buy something in England. That would definitely be easier and a lot more sensible.’ 

			‘It would be easier, for sure. But if you got some builders round to quote for the work you’d have a better idea of what’s involved. The bonus might be that, fully renovated, the cottage could fetch more than you’d spent on it. If you did decide to stay here and work on the cottage, remember we’re here to help, aren’t we Molly?’

			‘Of course. Any help or advice freely given. Not so good on the practical side these days, I’m afraid. We discovered that we’re absolutely useless at plastering but we can wield a paint brush if need be. And if you did stay here for a few months, Jeanne, you’d be able to make friends and have some fun, wouldn’t you?’ Molly raised her eyebrows at Jeanne and smiled.

			Flushing, she replied, ‘I guess it might be worth thinking about. But if it proves to be too big a job or costs more than it’s worth, then I’ll just sell up and leave. As I’d originally planned.’

		


		
			Chapter 5

			As they all tucked into a cooked breakfast on Sunday morning, Jeanne explained that she planned to start cleaning and airing the cottage so she could move in within a couple of days. From the way that Peter and Molly glanced at each other, Jeanne sensed that they were not particularly happy about her plan but were wise enough to keep quiet.

			‘I can lend you a vac and mop. And I’ve got plenty of cleaning materials and cloths. Are you going to light any fires?’ 

			‘Thought I’d light them in the sitting room and dining room and try and get the range going. There’s a load of coal out the back under cover I can use. I’ll make a list of essentials to buy tomorrow when the shops are open. Of course, back in England I’d be able to buy everything today.’

			‘Yes, we’re a bit out of step here with Sunday trading. But at least we can now buy petrol and alcohol on Sundays, which we couldn’t when you lived here,’ Peter replied. ‘I’ll give you a hand with the range and the fires if you like. The range might be a bit temperamental after all this time.’

			‘That’s kind of you Peter, but I don’t want to deprive you of your day of rest. You already gave up most of yesterday for me.’

			‘Nonsense. As Molly will tell you, I just hunker down with the papers and she can’t get a word out of me for hours. I can work off this fattening breakfast I’ve just enjoyed. And it shouldn’t take too long.’

			The car was loaded up with everything they needed and they quickly drove down the lanes to Le Petit Chêne. The weather was still holding and the sight of blue sea, golden sand and blue sky lifted Jeanne’s spirits. She was secretly glad that she did not have to tackle the fires and the range herself as she had never done it before and had not wanted to appear completely useless. Housework had never been top of her favourite occupations, always preferring the result to the process.

			After unloading all the cleaning paraphernalia into the hallway Jeanne went around opening doors and windows while Peter fetched the coal.

			They decided that the range was the priority as it provided hot water for the ground floor, leaving Jeanne to nip up to the bathroom to switch on the old immersion heater. As it took ages for the miracle of hot water to occur she decided to vac and dust the other rooms first, beginning with the dining room. 

			It had been little used in her grandparents’ time except for important meals like family celebrations and, more recently, funerals, Jeanne remembered sadly. Glancing at the large oak beamed fireplace she started on seeing the desiccated body of a starling among the scattered ashes of the hearth. Yet another reminder of death. When would she be able to forget?

			Come on now, get on with it or you’ll have Peter wondering what’s the matter, she chided herself. Dominating the room was a large, and in Jeanne’s eyes, ugly, oak gate-leg table with six hard oak chairs spaced around it. The chairs were well made but uncomfortable. The worn rug couldn’t stop the cold striking up from the stone floor and into Jeanne’s feet as she worked.

			She went across the hall into the third reception room, a small study which had been used by her grandfather as his snug, where he could escape with his pipe, newspapers and books. Her memories of him were limited as she was only ten when he died, but she had always held a mental image of a jovial man with twinkling blue eyes, curly white hair and a strong body. As he was a fisherman she’d seen him as like Captain Birdseye, but without the beard. An only grandchild – her father not having siblings – her grandfather had made much of her, allowing her the honour of joining him in his snug. He could tell such stories…

			‘Go on, Granpa, tell me a story about those pirates you had to fight.’

			She must have been about five or six, sitting on his knee, big eyes wide open as she listened enthralled.

			‘Well, m’dear, there was about eight of ’em, and they just came out o’nowhere. But I was ready for ’em and…’

			His tales were ones he had heard as a child and others he made up as he went along, like the pirates story. They were so real to her that she had been constantly on the look-out for pirates, expecting them to jump out from behind trees and rocks as she walked the cliffs with her parents. Jeanne sighed as her eyes swept over the dusty desk, battered easy chair and bookshelves. She could have sworn that the smell of fish which had always clung to him was still in the room, along with a hint of his tobacco. Shaking herself, she quickly dusted and vacuumed before going into the sitting room.

			She was making good progress when Peter shouted, ‘I’ve got the range working!’ Joining him in the kitchen she heard the familiar rumble of the old Rayburn. A dishevelled looking Peter was beaming with the pride common to men when they’ve got any gadget or machine working against the odds.

			‘Brilliant, Peter. Thanks. You’d better show me what to do in case it goes out.’

			Peter made a start on the fires while Jeanne went upstairs to clean the bedrooms and get out of his way. When the fires were glowing downstairs he went home, leaving her to work on.

			She decided to just, very quickly, dust and vacuum the small bedroom and was in and out in five minutes, shivering the whole time. Perhaps if I bought a small electric fire for the room it would make a difference?

			The water upstairs was now hot so Jeanne was able to give the bathroom a clean before going downstairs to the WC by the back door, a room best described as functional and uninviting. Drab green painted walls matched those of the bathroom, enclosing an old-fashioned pedestal wash basin and a large antiquated WC with the original chain and tank. Jeanne grinned at the thought of her grandparents buying what must have been several tins of that awful paint and not letting any of it go to waste. After giving the room a good scrub and mop she turned finally to the kitchen, which was now actually dirtier than when they had arrived that morning, thanks to Peter’s work on the range. 

			By five o’clock Jeanne had had enough and was glad to shut up the cottage for the night. She checked the fires were safe and the range was stoked up before leaving. Starting the car she caught herself thinking about what Peter had said about renovating the cottage. Perhaps maybe, just maybe, it might be worth doing. After all, it could be exciting to bring it to life, as Peter and Molly have done at their cottage. Images of smart kitchens and bathrooms flashed through her mind. Hey, steady on, girl! There’s a little thing called money needed here, remember. And you’d have to live here for some months – not what you’d planned, was it? Mm, I need to think about it.

			Arriving at the Ogiers’, Jeanne ran upstairs for a shower and a much needed change of clothes. Refreshed, she went into the kitchen to give Molly a hand and told her how much she had done that day.

			‘It looks and feels so much better already. Amazing what a difference it makes when a house is warm. I should be able to move in on Tuesday if I can keep the fires going and buy what I need tomorrow. It’ll be a real adventure!’ 

			‘If you’re sure, my dear. You know you’re welcome to pop back whenever you want. Now, let’s go and sit down with a cup of tea and check on Peter.’

			In the sitting room Peter was surrounded by what looked like all the Sunday broadsheets and he appeared to have nodded off, quickly coming to with the rattle of cups. As they sipped their tea Peter mentioned that the gardener would be happy to meet Jeanne at the cottage at about four o’clock the next day.

			‘His name’s Jim Le Prevost and has a young lad working for him. They’re both hard workers and Jim won’t rip you off.’ Taking another sip, he added, ‘Do you want to talk to any builders yet? The chap who helped here was pretty good and you can mention my name if you phone him.’

			‘I’ll do that, thanks. Perhaps tomorrow.’ Jeanne stared at them both. ‘This doesn’t mean I’ve made a decision to renovate yet, you know. I’m just getting the facts. I might still sell, take the money and run.’ 

			Peter and Molly assured her that they understood and the newspapers were passed around for the women to peruse. 

			It was a quiet, but enjoyable, evening as they tucked into a traditional Sunday roast with all the trimmings, accompanied by Peter’s excellent smooth red Rioja. I could get used to this, Jeanne thought, as the food and wine soothed her aching body. They made an early move to bed and this time, Jeanne slept a deep, dreamless sleep.

			Monday morning dawned a little duller though it remained mild, clouds scudding across the sky propelled by a light easterly wind. Peter had already left for school but Molly was not working until later in the morning and she and Jeanne sat down to enjoy a healthy breakfast of cereals and juice.

			‘You’ll probably find all you need at the Bridge, Jeanne. Quayside is more or less a one-stop shop for anyone setting up home. The Co-op supermarket is just down Nocq Road which I think was being built when you left. There’s some nice little cafés too if you want to treat yourself to a coffee break. Oh, and by the way, I’ve just remembered the phone’s been disconnected. I’ll give you the directions for the telephone office so you can get back online.’

			‘Thanks. I’ll buy a local SIM card for my mobile while I’m at it. The Bridge is a good idea. I remember it as being a great place to shop. It’ll give me an excuse to drive around the coast and see what’s changed over the years.’

			Jeanne gingerly reversed the car out under the arch before driving down the lane to the coast road and heading north. This was one of her favourite stretches of road, following the sea right up towards L’Ancresse in the north of the island. She hummed to herself as she watched the waves crashing against the rocks at Cobo. There don’t appear to be too many changes around here, she thought. Keeping the car at a steady 35 mph, the maximum allowed on the island, she turned inland at L’Islet to join the road leading to the Bridge. This was the area around St Sampsons harbour composed of shops, banks and restaurants and it was usually easier to park there than in Town, as St Peter Port was known.

			After buying everything on her list from Quayside she went on to the supermarket. Not having a fridge or freezer meant that she could only buy a small quantity of perishable foods but she stocked up on store cupboard staples to last for a few weeks, in case she stayed longer than planned.

			Glancing at her watch she decided to take Molly’s advice and have a coffee and walked down the road to a smart-looking café on the corner she had noticed earlier. It looked busy but she found an empty table in a corner and ordered her favourite cappuccino. Sitting there listening to the chatter around her she thought how nice it would be to belong somewhere again, being able to meet friends for a drink and a gossip. It was so long since she’d done that. It had been lonely working from home and she’d lost touch with friends, particularly after moving in with Andy. She had devoted all her time to him – a classic mistake made by so many women, she thought sadly. 

			Whatever happens now, I must change my life so that I spend more time socialising, and it would be good for my writing as well. She loved people-watching and often made mental notes of interesting characters. Overheard snatches of conversation triggered off ideas for her stories. Perhaps I could make a start by going to the barbecue this weekend. She flushed at the memory of Marcus at the beach. Mm, he’s very attractive but do I really want a new relationship? No, I don’t, it’s much, much too soon after…but a friend would be nice. Surely it’s possible to be just friends with a man? Mm, not sure about that. She sighed, picking up her cup.

			As tables around her cleared Jeanne became aware of two men sitting nearby. Sipping her drink she glanced up at the man facing her. There was something familiar about him – what was it? Late thirties, she guessed, with dark, curly hair and thick eyebrows framing deep blue eyes and a firm mouth. His complexion was slightly olive with the extra colour of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. She wracked her brains. Oh no, it’s Muscles, that man I bumped into on the ferry! Without thinking she rubbed her arms where he’d gripped her. They had come up in bruises as expected. The conversation drifted towards her as Muscles spoke.

			‘I’m sorry for the delays, Mr Evans, but my hands are tied. I can’t work without the materials I need and you did keep changing your mind about whether you wanted teak or mahogany.’

			The man with his back to Jeanne looked rather large. He started waving his arms about, nearly knocking over his coffee cup. Clearly angry, he said in a loud voice, ‘I don’t give a toss about your problems and how you sort them, but I still want my boat ready by the end of the month, as agreed. I’m paying you a small fortune and I’m entitled to change my mind about which wood I want. Now I’ve chosen teak you can get on with it! I don’t care if you have to go to Timbuctoo for it, that’s your problem, not mine. Understand?’

			Although Jeanne could only see his back she could sense the glare on Mr Evans’ face as he thumped his fist on the table. She peeped up at Muscles from behind her raised cup and he looked flushed, his jaw tightly clenched in an apparent effort to stay calm. Not surprising, she thought, considering what a horrid man this Mr Evans seemed to be.

			‘Okay, Mr Evans, you’ll have your boat ready as agreed. But there can be no more changes to the design or finish now.’ His deep voice was cold.

			Mr Evans stood up and as he moved to the side Jeanne saw that he possessed the belly of the over-indulged and the cut of his blazer and sharp-creased slacks proclaimed him to be wealthy as well. A florid face hinted at too great a love of alcohol which she knew to be one of the hazards of being a social go-getter on the island. Assuming he does live here of course. Perhaps he was a tax exile with money to burn and not much else to do except boss around those with less, she thought. Her hackles were rising on behalf of Muscles. She found this amusing as he had been so brusque with her the other day. Calling her drunk, indeed! But he seemed able to take care of himself, rising to shake hands, briefly, with Mr Evans who, with a grunt, marched off. Muscles sat down, letting out a deep sigh as he drank his coffee.

			Glancing up he saw Jeanne looking at him and he scowled, quickly finished his coffee and left. Jeanne continued drinking her cappuccino and thought about what she had just witnessed. The man she thought of as Muscles appeared to be a boat builder and it looked like Mr Evans was a rich man who needed bringing down a peg or two. Hope he gets seasick in his new boat, she smiled grimly. Muscles still seemed to be a bit grumpy but at least he had a reason to be, with clients like that.

			Leaving the café she went back to the car and drove down towards Town and the telephone company’s office. She was impressed when told that the phone would be connected by the following day.

			After Jeanne had unloaded all her purchases into Le Petit Chêne she went round feeding the fires and the range, enjoying the warmth permeating the cottage. Plugging in her shiny new electric kettle – her gran had rarely used anything electrical – she made some tea to go with the sandwich she’d bought.

			It was time to start properly on the kitchen and most of the contents of the cupboards and larder ended up in black sacks. The majority of her gran’s pots and pans were definitely past their use by date, being very heavy and blackened from years of constant use. Once the cupboards had been cleaned, the new pots were safely installed and the food put away on the scrubbed marble shelves in the pantry.

			Jeanne went upstairs to Gran’s bedroom. It was certainly the best room to choose, in spite of the memories. The sea could be seen from the front window and it was brighter than the other bedrooms. The mattress was in reasonable condition. It didn’t seem damp but it was a bit musty. Jeanne filled up two new hot water bottles and placed them on the bed, covering them with a clean blanket.

			She then brought up the largest electric fire she had bought and plugged it in, setting the thermostat on high. She also carried up the new bedding and put it on top of the clean blanket. Going downstairs again – this was better than a step class, Jeanne thought, grinning – she fetched the two smaller heaters. The bathroom heater she plugged into a socket on the landing and placed just inside the room. It was a pity she couldn’t have it on when having a bath but she didn’t fancy electrocuting herself. Her gran might have seen that as her comeuppance for using an electric fire, of course. She put the other heater on, full blast, in the small bedroom and quickly shut the door. Well, if that doesn’t warm it up, nothing will.

			There was still some work to do in the kitchen and it was all beginning to look much fresher and brighter when the doorbell rang. Jeanne opened the door to find a well-built man of about forty, with a ruddy, outdoors complexion and wearing gumboots, a well-worn sweater and muddy jeans.

			‘Afternoon, Miss Le Page. I’m Jim Le Prevost. Peter Ogier asked me to call round,’ he smiled, stretching out a dirt-encrusted hand.

			Jeanne gingerly shook his hand as she said, ‘Thanks for coming, Jim, and at such short notice too.’ Ushering him into the hall, Jeanne led him down towards the back door where she slipped on her boots before they went into the garden.

			‘What exactly would you like me to do?’

			Jeanne discussed her ideas for tidying the garden, including cutting the grass and hedges.

			Jim nodded and rubbed his nose, deep in thought.

			‘Right then. I reckon it’ll take me and the lad about three days to do what you want. We could start next Monday, if that’d suit.’ He named his price, which Jeanne thought was reasonable in view of the hard labour involved.

			‘That’s fine, Jim. I look forward to seeing you next week then.’

			In the kitchen, Jeanne emptied the dresser of her grandmother’s best china and washed it carefully. She left it to drain as she polished the dresser with some newly purchased lavender-scented beeswax. Once dried she re-arranged the china on the now gleaming shelves, pleased to see the whole dresser shining with renewed life and colour.

			It was now late afternoon and she went upstairs to check on the bedrooms and bathroom. All were fine except the small bedroom which she was shocked to find was still freezing although the fire was blasting out heat. How odd, she thought, unplugging the fire. No point in wasting electricity in here, anyway.

			Downstairs she topped up the fires. The rooms were warming up a treat, the thick walls helping them to retain the heat.

			Once back at the Ogier’s, Peter helped her to unload the car before they joined Molly in the kitchen and Jeanne described what she’d achieved and that she was now ready to move into the cottage the next day.

			Peter chipped in. ‘Would you like to ring the builder now? You could say I’ve recommended him.’ 

			The builder, Martin Brehaut, agreed to come round at 4.30pm on Wednesday.

			By the time Jeanne had made her call, Molly had finished cooking the supper and they all chatted companionably as they ate. Peter then disappeared to work in his study and Jeanne lent Molly a hand in the kitchen. While Molly made a pot of tea Jeanne wandered into the sitting room. On one of the shelves were small framed photos of Phil and Natalie as babies. She picked them up and the dreaded memory was awakened. Pain shot through her as that awful day was re-played in her mind.

			‘I’m going to keep my baby, whatever you say!’ Jeanne cried as Andy stood over her, his face taut with anger.

			‘You’ve done this on purpose, haven’t you? Trying to trap me into something I’m not ready for. Well, you’ve made a big mistake, my girl. I told you what to do and if you insist on having the baby we’re finished. You’d better start packing your stuff and find somewhere else to live. I’m off to the pub and I’ll be back late.’

			Jeanne collapsed on the bed, shaken to the core. Andy ran down the stairs, slamming the front door.

			Oh my God! How’s it come to this? How can I have so misjudged his reaction to my pregnancy? She’d thought he had wanted children as much as she did. While they were in Tenerife she’d been sick with a tummy bug and this must have affected her Pill. She’d found out she was pregnant a month later and had been ecstatic. Andy had been anything but.

			‘What! I don’t want to have kids yet. I’m not ready to be tied down with all that domestic stuff. In a few years’ time, maybe, but not yet.’ Andy, normally laidback, was red-faced, pacing up and down the kitchen as Jeanne sat heavy as stone on the stool.

			‘You did this deliberately, didn’t you? Forgot to take the Pill?’

			‘No, of course I didn’t! I was sick, remember? That must have stopped the Pill working properly.’

			‘Well, you’ll just have to have an abortion then. If you want us to stay together that’s what you have to do.’

			 An abortion! I can’t do that. It’s my baby we’re talking about here. Surely he’ll come round in time? I’ll just humour him for now. She felt miserable.

			‘Okay, I’ll…I’ll look into it.’

			Andy had calmed down and they had not talked about it for a while. She had known it was weak of her. She should have discussed it with him but had been scared. Scared that he would leave her if she had their baby. She hadn’t wanted to push him into walking away, believing he would accept the idea eventually.

			But on that fateful day, two months ago, they had had a row and she had blurted out the truth – that she was keeping the baby…

			As she was lying on the bed, wracked by sobs and wondering what on earth she was going to do or where she was going to go, the doorbell rang.

			Andy. He must have forgotten his key. She jumped off the bed and headed to the stairs. She was so sure it was him and he’d come back to say sorry that she didn’t look where she was going…her eyes were blurred…she was barefoot and slipped on the wooden stairs, crashing to the hall below. She landed heavily, twisting her ankle. Trying to stand was agony so she crawled to the front door, crying out, ‘Just a minute, I’m coming, Andy!’ before pulling herself up to open the door.

			‘Thank God, you’ve come back…’ Only it wasn’t Andy, but their neighbour, Mary.

			The disappointment was so intense it hit her like a physical blow. Then waves of stomach cramps took hold and she gasped with the pain.

			One look at her face and Mary called an ambulance.

			It was too late. By the time Jeanne had arrived at the hospital she knew she had lost her baby.

		


		
			Chapter 6

			The next morning, burdened with an armful of flowers, Jeanne picked her way through the graves at St Saviours Church. It was completely still and peaceful. The church was quite high up, providing far-reaching views over the fields to the sea. Jeanne sighed as she trod carefully past ancient stones, thinking what an idyllic place to be buried, the quintessence of ‘Rest In Peace’.

			Some of the more recent graves displayed splashes of colour from fresh flowers while others bore the dying sticks of blooms brought weeks or even months ago. Jeanne vowed that while she was on the island she would bring fresh flowers weekly. The sight of the dried-up, colourless skeletons was so depressing.

			It took a while for her to find her parents’ grave with its beautifully polished black granite headstone standing proudly and protectively at the head. The grave had been unmarked when she had left the island in such a hurry fifteen years before. Reading the gold-lettered inscription brought tears to her eyes.

			In Loving Memory

			Of

			Owen Le Page

			1946–1990

			A much loved Son and Father

			And His Beloved Wife

			Janet Le Page

			1947–1990

			A Much loved Mother

			Died tragically together at sea

			Forever in Our Hearts 

			God Bless

			Blowing her nose and wiping her eyes, Jeanne found memories of her parents crowding into her mind, evoking their happy times as a family. Images floated in: of the three of them when she was a little girl, together on the beach, building sandcastles or splashing in the sea; fishing with her father from his boat as she got older, triumphantly reeling in a sea bass; her mother waving goodbye at the gate as she started her first day at the grammar school, proud of her new oversized uniform; her parents beaming with pride as she collected a prize that last school year. There was so much that her parents had missed since then and Jeanne felt an urgent need to share everything with them.

			‘I’m back, Mum and Dad. I don’t know for how long. There’s so much to tell you! I managed to get good grades in my GCSEs and I went on to study A levels at the Sixth Form College near Aunt Kate. I…I couldn’t stay here after . . .and Kate offered to have me. Looking back now, Mum, I realise how brave it was for her to take me on. I was a pretty stroppy, unhappy teenager who’d just lost her beloved parents.’ 

			Jeanne stopped to take a deep breath as she recalled that most unhappy of times. Her decision to leave had distressed her gran, for which she was sorry. But she couldn’t see beyond her own pain, which she now realised had been selfish of her. The need to escape the scene of so much grief and horror had been too strong. Kate, her mother’s older sister, had never married and was a recently retired English teacher, still living in the Midlands town of their birth. Initially they had been an unlikely pairing. But after the first few decidedly edgy months, they had settled down into a mutually supportive friendship.

			‘So,’ Jeanne continued, ‘we got on really well and Kate encouraged me to go to university. I read English, gaining an upper second. After graduation I went into journalism. Then a few years later I met Andy.’ A lump formed in her throat and tears pricked at her eyes as she forced herself to go on.

			‘We…lived together for a while…but we broke up recently, so I’ve come back. I’m at Gran’s cottage and have to decide what to do next.’

			Jeanne sat on the grassy mound as she talked. The desire to feel close to her parents was so overwhelming that it was like a power surge – she had to make a connection of some kind.

			‘I…I’d like to ask you both to help me make the right decision. I think I’ll cope better if I know you’re there, watching over me.’

			Her face softened and her shoulders dropped as she had the intense feeling that her parents were standing either side of her, holding her in a warm, loving embrace.

			Quickly brushing away the remaining tears, Jeanne unwrapped the flowers and filled the inset vases with yellow freesias and pink roses. Then she moved off to find her grandparents’ grave, which bore a weathered grey granite headstone with a black lettered inscription. The last few lines recording Gran’s death looked so much brighter. Kneeling on the grass she offered a quick prayer for them both.

			‘Oh, Gran, I’m so sorry I wasn’t here when you died. Please forgive me. And thank you for the cottage. I’ll do my best to look after it, especially the garden. Honest.’

			Jeanne couldn’t suppress a sheepish grin at the possibility of central heating going in to the cottage and decided not to mention it to Gran. The phrase ‘turning in her grave’ came to mind – might disturb Granpa, she thought.

			Feeling a bit brighter, she filled the holder with the cheerful flowers and stood up to leave. She felt so much closer to her parents and grandparents that she began to think that it was right for her to be back. Everyone wanted to feel they belonged somewhere, she thought, as she went back to the car. This small island held her history and that of her father’s family. Her maternal grandparents had died before she was born so this family was all she had really known, apart from Kate. They seemed to be calling her back to her birthplace. If this was so, then surely she would be able to renovate the cottage and live there? However, the thought of living on her own in the cottage conjured up all her fears. As she pointed the car in the direction of home she knew that there were still many ghosts to be laid.

			Jeanne had been distraught the previous evening when the horror of her miscarriage had engulfed her yet again. Molly had come in with the tea and had held her tightly while she had poured out her story. Her friend had been great. Jeanne knew she needed to let it all out. With Molly’s arms like a soothing blanket around her, it had not been difficult. Painful, yes. Of course. She had so wanted that baby! And coming so soon after losing her gran and then Andy…

			Her hands gripped the steering wheel even harder. Come on, girl, get a grip! It’s been awful, yes, but you must move on. What was it that Molly had said this morning?

			‘You have to let go, of both Andy and the baby, Jeanne. Of course, you’re still grieving and that’s natural but it’s important to focus on the present. So you can heal.’

			‘I’ll try,’ Jeanne sighed. ‘At least I’ve got the cottage to focus on and if I do go ahead with the building work, I’ll probably not have any time to think at all.’ She paused. ‘Could getting involved in major building work be considered therapeutic, do you think?’

			Molly laughed. ‘People usually need therapy after they’ve had the builders in, so I wouldn’t think so! Still, you’re right in seeing it as something to focus on, instead of the past.’

			It was late morning when Jeanne arrived at Le Petit Chêne. The sun skittered about behind soft, white clouds. Promising to be another warm, spring day Jeanne itched to be out in the garden or on the beach but she had other priorities.

			As she carried her case inside, it struck her – this is it! This is the first house I’ve owned – this is mine!

			Buoyed by the thought, she banked up the fires and unpacked her case upstairs, laying claim to the bedroom with her few personal possessions. After putting the kettle on for her daily caffeine hit she hunted out some vases, filling them with the remaining flowers and placed them in the kitchen, sitting room and bedroom. She smiled. Much more homely. As she sipped her coffee she wrote her “To Do” list, a habit which had helped her to stay organised throughout her adult life.

			Phone calls headed her list and she was relieved to hear the familiar dialling tone as she lifted up the handset. It was time to phone Kate.

			‘Cleo’s been wondering where you are. She slinks into your room and lies on a sweater you left on the bed. It’s looking more like mohair by the day,’ Kate chuckled.

			‘I miss Cleo too. I might get my own cat eventually so that I’ll have someone to talk to and cuddle. Should have smuggled her over with me.’ She paused. ‘Kate, I might be longer than I’d thought. Will it be a problem to leave my things with you for a few more months?’

			‘No, of course not. You must do what you have to do, my dear. I’ve always thought of Guernsey as your true home. What are your plans now?’

			They chatted for a few more minutes while Jeanne brought her up to date.

			She replaced the phone, picturing Kate in her book-lined sitting room doing the same. A kind, quiet woman, Kate had come out of her shell in the role of surrogate mother. She later admitted to Jeanne that she had been happiest when she had lived with her.

			When Jeanne and Andy had broken up after the loss of the baby she had fled to Kate for succour and healing, staying until she had felt strong enough to go back to Guernsey. Kate had been adamant that she should not put it off any longer.

			‘You must go, Jeanne. You owe it to your family to finalise your gran’s affairs. I think it would be good for you to pick up the old threads again. If you do decide to settle there you can always build me an auntie wing!’

			They had both laughed as they knew that nothing would entice Kate away from her beloved home and friends. She was an active member of so many groups and clubs that there would be a riot if she tried to leave.

			It was now lunchtime and sitting at the old table, cosy by the range, Jeanne savoured the first proper meal in her cottage. As she finished her salad, the kitchen was suddenly suffused with the smell of baking. Jeanne felt the hairs on the nape of her neck stand on end. Closing her eyes, she saw her grandmother, be-floured and aproned, beaming her big warm smile.

			‘Thanks, Gran,’ Jeanne whispered. The aroma receded, to be replaced by the tang of the sea floating through the window. This fresh smell induced her to go for a brisk walk on the beach.

			That evening Jeanne prepared a simple stir fry to the background of Robbie Williams. Without a TV the evenings could have been lonely, but the new micro stereo she had bought at the Bridge would keep her company.

			She read little of the latest Maeve Binchy before she started yawning. She went upstairs, smiling as her eyes took in the cosier bedroom. The flowers and bright new bed linen gave it a warmth lacking just days earlier. Jeanne switched off the heater and climbed into bed. Would Guernsey be able to offer her the healing she so badly needed? She had loved it once. Perhaps the spark was still there. She hoped so. Turning over she was asleep within minutes.

			But her sleep was not dreamless. She dreamt she was a child again playing hide and seek with her parents, becoming frantic when she couldn’t find them. Suddenly they appeared, laughing and reaching out to her. With relief she threw herself into their arms, feeling safe once more.

		


		
			Chapter 7

			High on Jeanne’s list was finding her grandmother’s recipes and family papers and she began her search the next morning. After going through the cottage collecting a hotchpotch of paperwork she piled it all onto the kitchen table.

			 Then she remembered the attic.

			Grabbing a torch she went up the ladder. It was cold and extremely dusty. Shivering, she looked around at the scattered boxes and all the items which represented her family’s past. There was an old wooden tailor’s dummy – she had forgotten that Gran had made her own clothes; an ancient leather sailor’s trunk bearing the initials O.E. Le P. – (Granpa’s?); a Singer sewing machine in a solid wooden case and various boxes filled with photo albums, old clothes, pictures and children’s toys. There was also stuff from her parents’ house that had been considered worth keeping, but she wasn’t ready to look through that yet. She found some older boxes filled with assorted papers and notebooks and took them down, one at a time.

			Coughing up the disturbed dust, Jeanne washed her hands and brushed off the cobwebs before carrying the boxes into the kitchen. It was becoming cluttered in there and she decided to eliminate all the papers not worth keeping. Grabbing a black sack, she went through old bills and receipts that were no longer relevant; old magazines about fishing her grandfather had accumulated over many years, so well read that they were falling apart; and the parish magazines her gran had kept which looked unread. 

			Thinking about this, Jeanne realised that she had rarely seen her gran reading anything. She preferred to be doing something she considered useful, like cooking or gardening and was quite dismissive of reading as a leisure activity. She had always tut-tutted when she saw Jeanne with her head buried in a book which, as a teenager, had been most of the time. 

			‘You’re not reading again, my girl, are you? You could give me a hand in the garden. The herb beds need weeding and I want some chives, sage and rosemary to make up a remedy for old Mrs Le Prevost who’s been poorly. Now, put that book down and out you go!’ 

			‘Okay, Gran,’ Jeanne replied, reluctantly putting down the P.D. James she’d been reading and went out to the herb bed. She usually enjoyed pottering amongst the herbs and loved their scent on her hands as she picked the bunches her gran had asked for, but she had just come to a particularly gripping part of the thriller and had been loath to break away. She sighed, anticipating the pleasure of getting back to her book later. Going back indoors she was given the rare privilege of helping Gran prepare the tincture for Mrs Le Prevost. Gran’s remedies were much sought after by elderly neighbours who preferred them to modern medicines.

			Smiling at the memory, Jeanne remained thoughtful for a few more minutes. Books had been, and still were, very important to her but her gran had had a far more limited education. She had also held the traditional view that women were to run the household and raise children and not forge careers. Her daughter-in-law had met with approval by renouncing her job as soon as she had married her son, Owen.

			Shaking her head, Jeanne filled the black sack with the unwanted items so that she could start sifting through the boxes from the attic. These yielded the most interesting finds yet – old notebooks with a mix of pasted in and loose pages, neatly written in varied handwriting. They proved to be recipes in English, French and the local dialect, Guernsey French and seemed to cover many years of cooking from both sides of the Channel. Jeanne’s heart began to race as she turned the pages. Wow! What a treasure trove, must go back more than a hundred years! 

			For Jeanne, Guernsey French, or patois, and related to the French dialect of Normandy, was equivalent to double-Dutch. It was no longer taught in schools and because most of the island children had been evacuated during the Second World War, there had been little chance to pass it on to the next generation. But the more elderly islanders still used it occasionally among themselves, particularly when they wanted to say something unflattering about the mainlanders or much younger locals. She remembered her gran chatting to her friends in patois and unable to understand a word they were saying. Probably just as well! She smiled to herself, putting the notebooks and loose recipes carefully to one side before looking at the other boxes.

			One contained a variety of papers from her father’s childhood and youth. After a quick glance, she decided to go through them more thoroughly another time. Even seeing her father’s name on the papers made her stomach lurch. The ghosts of the past were not going to lie down quietly. Frowning, she opened another box which had been sealed long ago, full of yellowing, handwritten letters.

			Intrigued, she flipped through the envelopes and noticed that none bore any stamps so must have been hand delivered. All were addressed, in the same handwriting, to her grandmother in her maiden name of Ozanne. With mixed feelings, she carefully opened the top letter. Mm, what are these? Perhaps I shouldn’t be reading them. They’re private letters belonging to Gran. Looks like a firm hand but the English is poor, can’t really make it out. Turning to the last page she glanced at the signature – ‘Wilhelm’. 

			A German! Was this written during the German Occupation? That was over sixty years ago when Gran was a young woman. Mm, could Gran have had a secret past? She didn’t destroy them so perhaps she meant me to read them one day? Or maybe I’m just trying to excuse my prying! 

			Troubled, she paced around the kitchen, deciding to read it properly later.

			By now it was late morning and Jeanne made herself a coffee as she flicked through her grandfather’s papers. Most of them were old receipts from the Fisherman’s Co-operative on the Castle Pier where he sold his catch, bought by the catering industry and housewives wanting fresh fish. 

			In her mind’s eye she saw herself as a little girl sitting in her grandfather’s van, intoxicated by the smell of freshly caught fish and so happy that she had been asked to help, that she bounced up and down in excitement.

			 Granpa, twinkling, turned to her, ‘Calm down, m’dear. Not sure the ol’ springs can cope with all that bouncin’. Soon be there, eh.’ 

			When they arrived at the wholesalers he gave her a small tray of fish to carry, making her feel important. 

			‘There you are, lass. I’ll take the big ’un.’

			Jeanne was honour bound not to drop it and she didn’t, even though her arms ached. She walked so slowly that her grandfather had to shorten his stride to avoid bumping into her. Reaching the counter, she passed the tray to a smiling man waiting with outstretched arms. After putting down his own much heavier load, Granpa had patted her head and said, ‘Good girl. I couldn’t have managed without you, eh.’ Jeanne had glowed with pride all the way home and couldn’t wait to tell her parents how much Granpa had needed her help.

			The smell of freshly caught fish that always clung to the van and to her grandfather had remained with her over the years and whenever she went into a fishmongers she was reminded of him, winking at her as she carried that tray.

			He had died at sea, still working at seventy. His fishing boat had been caught in a sudden squall and been dashed onto the hidden rocks, notorious in these coastal waters. A strong and capable sailor, he was knocked out and alone. His mate, who should have been with him, was taken ill at the last minute and her grandfather had gone out to collect his lobsters, fetching premium prices at that time.

			After his death Jeanne and her mother had spent more and more time at her gran’s cottage and less in their own house not far away. Her father, an engineer, worked abroad for weeks at a time so they were happy to be with Gran. A couple of years after Granpa’s death her father had secured a job on the island, enabling him to spend all his free time with his family.

			Jeanne sighed as she turned over the fragile pieces of paper which still stirred up such vivid images of the past. She didn’t want to throw the receipts away but was unsure what use they had, apart from being a link with the past.

			As a writer she was conscious that seemingly innocuous documents might have a relevance at some time and she began to toy with the idea of a story or article based on the papers now strewn over the table. Having decided that she needed proper containers and files, she went out and bought a selection from a shop in Cobo.

			By the time she had sorted the papers into labelled files she was hungry and cooked herself a light lunch. After clearing away she still had a couple of hours before the builder was due and concentrated on the recipes.

			The majority of these were in her grandmother’s handwriting, but she did not recognise those written in French, which looked much older. The paper was almost brown with age and the ink and writing seemed to belong to an earlier era, perhaps the 1800s, she guessed. 

			Jeanne vaguely remembered being told that her gran’s family, from Normandy, had connections to well-known mid-nineteenth century Parisian restaurateurs. They had catered to the gourmands of the city and their food had, according to legend, been of the highest standard. When the couple retired they went to live with their married son in Normandy. It was this couples’ daughter and her husband who had moved to Guernsey sometime in the late 1800s or early 1900s, as Jeanne remembered the story.

			It was thrilling to think that she might be in possession of the recipes that had originated from those Parisian restaurateurs, possibly written down by their son or granddaughter. Scanning them she hoped that her schoolgirl French would be up to translating them.

			She grinned as she read Daube de Boeuf Provencale and was able to translate it sufficiently to recognise the recipe that Molly had pinched from her mother, Janet. All the French dishes were of the classical haute cuisine style and a complete contrast to the local Guernsey dishes usually favoured by her grandmother. She guessed that the French dishes were cooked on more formal occasions and at times when her grandparents could afford the expensive ingredients required, such as beef and wine, which had to be imported into the island.

			The local dishes were based on ingredients more readily and cheaply available, such as fish, shellfish, rabbit, pigeon, chicken and eggs. Jeanne fondly remembered some of Gran’s chicken and rabbit dishes and thumbed through the recipes in her handwriting to find them. Written in a mixture of Guernsey French and English made them difficult to follow. She read some of the headings – ‘Bouidrie d’Poulet et Legumes’, obviously something to do with chicken and vegetables – ‘Aёn Pâtaї à Lapins’, rabbit? – ‘Enne Jarraiё d’Haricäots’, probably the famous Guernsey Bean Jar and ‘D’Ormés Picqueläi’, something to do with ormers, a local delicacy, Jeanne guessed. Struggling, she decided to ask Molly for advice on the translations.

			As she was flicking through the notebooks, trying to make sense of what her gran had written, the doorbell rang and Jeanne was surprised to find that it was already half past four. She opened the door to greet Martin Brehaut and invited him in. Of medium height, with his dark hair showing flecks of grey, his eyes darted around the kitchen as she led him through.

			‘Thanks for coming so quickly, Martin, I know how busy you builders are.’ 

			‘No problem. Good to see the old cottage again.’

			 He must have noticed her puzzled expression as he went on, ‘About five years ago I did some work on the roof for your grandmother as well as one or two other little jobs she had at the time. Hope the roof’s stayed sound since then?’ His smile was hesitant.

			Hmm, she thought, a shy and honest builder. That’s a plus.

			‘Yes, I think so. Shall we go round and I’ll explain what I’d like done?’

			Martin nodded and they went from room to room while Jeanne consulted the list Peter had drawn up. He made little comment, just nodded occasionally at appropriate moments. Once upstairs, Martin went up into the attic on his own and was gone so long that Jeanne was concerned that he may have knocked himself out on a low beam. Just as she was about to go up the ladder, his now much greyer head appeared in the hatchway and he joined her on the landing.

			‘Yes, it’s dry, for sure, and the beams are sound. No sign of dry rot or woodworm.’

			Jeanne smiled her relief and they checked the bedrooms, with Martin tapping and knocking on the walls and ceilings as they went round. As she opened the door to the little bedroom she waited for a reaction from him but none came, he just tapped and knocked as before. They went outside for Martin to take a good look at the walls and roof.

			‘Can see a few tiles that’ve slipped and the gutter’s leaking in places,’ he said as he pointed to rusty stains on the walls and down the drainpipe. 

			 ‘Best to replace the lot with black plastic and get rid of the old iron ones,’ he added. Jeanne nodded her agreement and they then inspected the windows and doors, made of weathered wood but still sound. Once they had checked everything off the list Jeanne asked him if he wanted a cup of tea but he shook his head.

			‘Best get going, Jeanne. Lots to do tonight. I’ll work out some figures for you by next week and drop ’em in. Need to talk to my plumber and electrician first, though.’ Nodding at the cottage he added, ‘Be good to see the old place come alive again. Mrs Le Page was a nice ol’ dear but she wasn’t as bothered about the cottage as the garden, eh?’

			‘No, she wasn’t, but at least she kept it dry and in one piece.’ 

			 Martin nodded and left, bearing his copy of the list of works.

			 Jeanne decided that she, at least, needed a cup of tea and switched on the kettle. As she stood waiting for it to boil she thought about Martin Brehaut. She liked his quietness and the fact that he hadn’t bombarded her with lots of extra work he considered necessary. He had accepted that she only wanted the basic professional work doing and that she would do the finishing touches herself, sourcing her own fittings. He had even offered her his builder’s discount on sanitary fittings and tiles – another plus.

			After she had finished her tea Jeanne phoned the Ogiers. Peter answered.

			‘Jeanne, I’m glad you phoned, I’d been wondering how you are. Staying warm?’

			‘Yes, very warm, thanks. But it sure is a messy job cleaning out those fires every day. Makes you appreciate the wonders of central heating! Martin Brehaut came round today and I was quite impressed with him. I should get his quote by next week and then I’ll have to chat up the bank manager.’ She paused. ‘Is Molly there, Peter? I’d like a quick word if she is.’

			Molly came to the phone and Jeanne told her about the papers she had been going through. She mentioned the recipes and the problems with the Guernsey French.

			‘Do you know anyone who could translate them for me?’

			Molly thought for a moment and answered, ‘Yes, I do. There’s a Mrs Le Maitre who, like us, is a member of La Societé Guernesiaise and is fluent in the patois. I could give her a ring and ask her. Is there much to translate?’

			‘About thirty recipes, I think. But they’re all quite short and some are partly in English, too. I’m trying to translate the French recipes which are a bit easier but if I get stuck would you give me a hand? Your French was pretty good if I remember rightly.’

			‘Yes, of course. I’d love to see the recipes anyway, particularly if they’re as good as the Daube de Boeuf Provencale. How exciting! Perhaps you could write a cookery book, Jeanne.’

			‘Mm, perhaps. Hadn’t thought of that. Have to see how they turn out in English and if the ingredients are easily available.’ 

			She tingled with her writer’s buzz.

			‘There’s something else, Molly. I’ve found a number of letters written to my grandmother before she was married and they’re from a German. Do you know anything about Gran’s past, perhaps during the Occupation?’

			‘No, I don’t. Your grandparents were very private people and your father never said anything. Do you think these are love letters then?’ Jeanne heard the disbelief in Molly’s voice.

			‘Well, at first glance I certainly think so! The English isn’t very good so I’ll have to read them more thoroughly to be sure. There’s about forty letters so I think they must have been, at the least, very good friends! He was called Wilhelm.’

			‘Heavens! It certainly sounds as if there was something going on. A number of local women did have German lovers during the Occupation and some even had babies. A few married after the war although I don’t think many stayed here. I suppose it would have been awkward for them and any children. Well, I’m all agog now! I love mysteries – hope you’ll keep me informed.’

			‘For sure. Gran didn’t start going out with Granpa until after the war as he was in the navy fighting for king and country, so she was a free agent. I guess the tricky bit was his being the enemy. But it might make a good story.’

			‘Hmm, I can hear the wheels in your writer’s brain grinding from here,’ Molly laughed. ‘The scent of a good story and a delicious meal, what a combination!’

			Jeanne laughed. ‘Hey, who’s getting carried away now! I’ll let you know if there’s anything to be excited about when I’ve read a few letters. In the meantime, I’d be glad if you’d talk to Mrs Le Maitre for me.’

			They said their goodbyes and Jeanne began to think about what she was making for supper that night, the talk of food having made her hungry. It would be something simple, but the thought of all those mouth-watering recipes prompted her to go through some of them that evening so that she could buy the ingredients for a real feast. I might even invite Peter and Molly, she decided.

			By about ten o’clock she was yawning and decided to go up with her book and the very first letter that Wilhelm had written. She found that they had all been dated, starting in July 1943 and ending in February 1945, just a few months before the British liberated the islands. Diving under the duvet she settled down for a glimpse into her grandmother’s past and an intriguing sixty year old mystery.

		


		
			Chapter 8

			Springing out of bed the next morning Jeanne ran a bath – a slow process thanks to the rusty pipes – while she went downstairs to make a cup of tea. Back upstairs she perched on the bath sipping slowly as the water reached a suitable depth for immersion. The addition of exotic smelling bath gel made it more inviting, the foam hiding the cracks in the enamel. She enjoyed a good soak as her mind raced in different directions, inspired by Wilhelm’s letter, which she now re-read in the bath. It had been a love letter and stirred her romantic soul. Now she was desperate to know what had happened between the two lovers. She read:

			Mein Leibling Jeanne!

			It was good so to see you last night at the movie theatre. Was the film good, it not was? It was shamed one, that we were not able to seat us together and Griffhande, however it another pleasure was always to be in the same room. I love to see and know your smiling face that you want to be also with me. I have this week the duty at the Gewehreinbettung on the bunker and to see you soon hope. Were we able to meet at 8 o’clock on Friday in the wood near of the bunker, yes? For the walk? I want that my English it improves and is that why I at the writing to you. Bitte, write back to me!

			Ich liebe dich!

			Wilhelm

			Ah! They must have known each other a while if Wilhelm’s already expressing his love for Gran. If only she knew what Gran had thought about Wilhelm. Oh, it’s so frustrating reading a one-sided correspondence. 

			The recipes she had read through the previous day had spurred her to invite Peter and Molly for dinner on Friday. After her bath she made a quick call to Molly who was happy to accept the invitation to a French supper adding, ‘As long as you’re sure you’ve translated the French correctly.’

			Jeanne laughed. ‘Don’t worry. It’s very straightforward. I’m not likely to get my pommes de terres mixed up with my pamplemousse.’

			Excited at the thought of cooking and entertaining, she wrote out her shopping list for the ingredients and added candles and candleholders. 

			They would eat in the kitchen where it was cosy. Jeanne wanted to create a welcoming ambience. As she looked at the room critically she decided that the table might benefit from a crisp white tablecloth to set off her new cutlery and glassware. Gran’s blue and yellow china would add the finishing touch. She checked the linen in the airing cupboard and underneath a pile of decidedly threadbare sheets, spotted an Irish linen tablecloth with elaborate cutwork. She shook it out and it was perfect – no stains or holes and still white. Jeanne stroked the cloth, thinking how wonderful it was to use such lovely things. Gran had owned it for years, but it looked rarely used. Digging around again she unearthed matching napkins, also in good condition, though everything needed airing and ironing. 

			Deciding to have a quick look in the attic for anything that could throw more light on her grandmother’s relationship with ‘Wilhelm’, Jeanne climbed up the ladder, shining the torch ahead of her. She gave the trunk lid a big shove and looked inside. It seemed to be full of old men’s clothes. Searching through them she couldn’t see anything else except a battered hip flask and a pair of binoculars. Probably Granpa’s, she thought.

			Closing the trunk, she moved over to the boxes she had glanced at the previous day. The one containing the photo albums looked promising and Jeanne put it aside to take down. Another box contained what seemed to be Gran’s clothes. They looked very dated and slim-fitting whereas Gran had been decidedly cuddly in later life. Wondering if they went back to the forties she began to sift through the dresses, skirts and blouses with a reverence befitting such old and personal items. 

			She was particularly anxious to find anything with pockets and searched right to the bottom of the box. Just as she was admitting defeat, she pulled out one last item, a pretty cream cotton tea dress packed carefully in old wafer-thin tissue paper. As Jeanne shook it free something fell out of the pocket. Picking up the torch she saw it was a small black and white photo of a man in uniform. It wasn’t very clear in the torch light so Jeanne re-packed all the clothes and, popping the photo in the box of albums, went back downstairs.

			Sitting at the kitchen table she picked up the photo for a closer look. The man was bareheaded with fair hair and wore a soldier’s uniform with knee-high leather boots. Jeanne couldn’t distinguish any insignia on the uniform but it looked like the ones she had seen as a girl at the German Occupation Museum. Her grandfather had been in the Navy and had had dark hair when young, so she knew it wasn’t him. I can’t believe it! I think I’ve found Wilhelm. She jumped up and down with excitement. 

			Calming down, she remembered seeing a magnifying glass in her grandfather’s desk. Peering through the glass she could now quite clearly see the German eagle on the sleeve. Jeanne then looked more closely at the man smiling cheerfully at the camera. He had an open, intelligent face and looked young, probably in his early twenties. Mm, he’s certainly attractive, she mused. She could see why Gran was drawn to him. He looked anything but a fighting machine and if not for the war, perhaps he would have gone to university and become who knows what. Turning over the photo she saw in small neat writing – ‘30th May 1943’. No name. Pity. Jeanne was still sure it was Wilhelm as the date fitted in with the letter and hoped to find out more as she read his letters, placing the photo and envelopes in a protective polythene binder.

			Jeanne then opened the box of photo albums. Even though there weren’t likely to be more photos of Wilhelm, she still wanted to browse through those of her family. The very earliest ones, in sepia, were neatly arranged in an album with white hand-written descriptions beneath each photo, standing out clearly against the charcoal coloured card. The first one was labelled ‘Marie-France Dupres and Edward Bougourd, married 12th April 1900’. Mm, this must have been my French great-great-Grandmother, the granddaughter of the Parisian restaurateurs. How exciting! The couple looked stiff and ill at ease in their wedding clothes, a high-necked, wasp-waisted dress adorned with lace for her and a heavy wool suit with stiff collar and tie for him. The following photos showed the family of the bride and groom gathered around them, all staring sombrely at the camera. 

			Next were photos of the new parents with their first child, a boy named Alfred, in long christening robes, and others showing them with their next, and apparently last child, a girl called Jeanette, born in 1902. This would have been her grandmother’s mother, who went on to marry, according to the photos, a certain Raymond Ozanne in 1923. This is great, my family history in pictures. My roots – where I belong. Jeanne couldn’t remember having seen the photos as a girl, making the find that more exciting.

			The album was solely devoted to her grandmother’s family and right at the back was the wedding photo of her own parents, which gave her a jolt. She picked up another album, not as well organised, with the photos only labelled sporadically, and seeming to follow the male side of the family, from the Bougourds to the Le Pages. As she flicked through the album Jeanne could see why people wanted to trace their family trees and fill in all the missing details. 

			Judging by the clothes worn and the backgrounds depicted in the photos, Jeanne guessed that her family had been neither poor nor rich but fairly comfortable by the standards of the times. She knew there was a tradition of fishing on her grandfather’s side and a mixture of farming and fishing on her grandmother’s.

			Island life had precluded university for all but the more wealthy islanders and her father had been the first member of the family to study in England for a degree. It was now very common for youngsters to go away to study and, unfortunately for the islands, many did not want to return after a taste of mainland life and the opportunities available to bright, ambitious graduates. Phil and Natalie Ogier being a case in point. Jeanne bit her lip as she considered her own defection. She’d had pressing reasons to leave (in her mind anyway) and had never contemplated returning to live here but she could see that there might be compensations. The pace of life was still slower than in the UK but the island had become far more cosmopolitan with the dramatic influx of the finance industry. And it was easy to fly to London for the bright lights. She had no real ties to the mainland – apart from her Aunt Kate – and she could work here as well as anywhere else.

			She allowed herself to think about what it would really mean to stay, reclaiming her newly discovered roots. Well, I could write a cookery book as Molly suggested and perhaps I could write an article on the transformation of island life…and a…Hey, at this rate I could keep busy writing articles and books on my family and Guernsey for ages!

			She was still toying with this thought when the phone rang. 

			‘Hi, Jeanne? It’s me, Marcus. How are you?’

			‘Marcus! Fine, thanks. What a surprise. How’d you get my number?’

			‘From Mr Ogier. I wanted to invite you to the barbecue I mentioned the other day. We’re planning on going to Portelet Harbour on Saturday, about four o’clock. Please say you’ll come.’ His voice was warm and persuasive.

			‘Yes, I’d love to. Do I have to bring anything?’ Jeanne’s heart was racing and she was glad that Marcus couldn’t see her pink face.

			‘No, I’ll provide the food etc. We’re all chipping in with supplies and you’ll be pleased to know the men are in charge of the cooking, so you girls can just relax,’ he chuckled.

			‘Sounds even better! How many of us will there be?’

			‘About eight, I think. There may be some you remember from school.’ He paused. ‘How’s your cottage?’

			Jeanne brought him up to date, then he said, ‘Well, best get going, got a few people to call now. I’m really looking forward to seeing you on Saturday. Pick you up about a quarter to four, if that’s okay?’

			‘Fine, thanks. Look forward to seeing you then.’

			After Marcus had checked her address and said goodbye Jeanne sat for a moment deep in thought. She knew she needed to get out and make friends and she was still attracted to Marcus, but she was also scared about re-joining the human race and particularly meeting people she knew from school. Ah well, I’ll just have to be a big brave girl, I guess. At least they can’t eat me. Amused at the thought she settled down with Maeve Binchy and Robbie Williams for the evening. 

			Friday dawned bright and clear and as the sun shone through the thin curtains Jeanne slowly came to. A feeling of well-being flowed through her as she stretched and opened her eyes. The usual mental review of the previous day brought a smile to her face as she recalled the phone call from Marcus. She also remembered that tonight she was due to be the “hostess with the mostest” and the thought propelled her out of bed to run her bath, humming ‘Angels’ to herself.

			After giving the cottage a good clean Jeanne went for a walk before lunch. As she headed up the beach she heard bursts of laughter from groups of children making sandcastles, playing with a Frisbee or a bat and ball. Their laughter was infectious and when a Frisbee headed in her direction she caught it and laughing, spun it back to the grinning boy who had sent it winging towards her. ‘Well caught!’ he shouted before throwing it back again.

			Jeanne played with him for a few more minutes before spotting what looked like the boy’s mother coming to check on him and, after a quick wave, she set off back down the beach. Groups of parents had settled themselves against the granite walls edging the sand, sheltered from any wind yet still able to keep track of their offspring. It looked as if some families had grouped together. Typically, she thought, the women were chatting happily with each other, while the men were less sociable, their noses buried in newspapers or books, with an occasional glance to check little Johnny wasn’t too close to the water.

			Jeanne sighed, wishing she was nine years old again playing on the beach with her own family. Still, she could be a child again on the inside and she ran back along the beach, arms aloft as if she were flying a kite. Catching the eyes of bemused children she laughed, encouraging them to join in. She arrived home feeling exhilarated and ready for anything.

			After a quick lunch Jeanne headed up the coast to the Bridge to buy the food and other necessities for her small dinner party. She decided that if she did put in a new kitchen she’d definitely buy the biggest fridge and freezer she could afford. Then she wouldn’t need to go shopping more than once a week. Bliss! Her smile was broad as she drove along the coast, enjoying the sense of belonging, of “coming home”. Then, as the unwelcome memory of why she had left Guernsey popped into her head, her smile disappeared. If only the truth behind the fatal accident would emerge she could move on and make a new life for herself. She sighed. Perhaps I should consider Molly’s suggestion of using hypnosis to recover my memory. But that’ll have to wait until I’ve made a decision about the building work and whether or not to stay on the island. 

			Before shopping she decided to take a quick stroll round by the harbour and have a look at the new marina which had just been completed. It had always been a busy little port with small boats moored at random but had looked messy at low tide, with the boats balancing precariously on the mud. Now the same small craft were neatly lined up against new pontoons stretching out from the harbour walls. Jeanne admired the ranks of boats buoyant on the high tide. Breathing in the fresh sea air, she passed the warehouses where the marine engineers and boat-builders were based. Mm, wonder if that’s where Muscles hangs out?

			The day was still sunny, with a few scattered clouds, and Jeanne felt good as she drove along, Island FM blaring out of the radio. Even being caught in a tailback behind a small car being driven at exactly 20 mph didn’t dent her mood. She was nevertheless relieved when the car turned left at Albecq, allowing her to increase her speed to a dizzy 35 mph.

			After unloading her shopping into the kitchen, her first concern was keeping the white wine chilled. This would not have been a problem less than a week ago as the whole house had been freezing. Now the only cold places were the pantry with its marble shelves and the small bedroom which only seemed cold to her. She put the Chablis in an old terracotta pot on the lowest shelf and hoped for the best.

			She prepared her starter which also needed to be chilled before serving, placing the stuffed grapefruit shells on another pantry shelf. The wine still felt cold to the touch and Jeanne settled down at the kitchen table to prepare the vegetables for the main course. 

			Having checked that the range was still going strong, she set the table, twisting the napkins into a stylish shape and setting candles either side of the vase of freesias down the centre of the table. Jeanne smiled with pleasure, hoping that the food would live up to the table setting.

			While the casserole was simmering on the hob she went upstairs to freshen up and changed into a more dressy long black linen skirt and red T-shirt. Fishing around in the small jewellery box she’d brought with her, she found some pretty gold hoop earrings and a plain gold chain. She peered into the small bedroom mirror to admire the effect.

			After uncorking the Bordeaux, giving it time to breathe, she set out a selection of cheese on a plate in the pantry. As she went into the sitting room and switched on the stereo the doorbell rang.

			‘Hi, welcome to my humble abode!’ Jeanne smiled at them, giving them each a hug. 

			The meal was a success and Jeanne was happy to receive compliments on both the food and the way the cottage had improved. She had served Pamplemousse au Crabe as the starter and Agneau Champvallon for the main course. The lamb so tender it fell off the bone.

			Molly said that Mrs Le Maitre would be happy to do the translations for her but would like to keep copies and Jeanne was happy to agree. She lived near Portelet Harbour so Jeanne could pop them round the next day.

			As her guests were leaving, Molly asked, ‘Would you like to come round for dinner on Sunday? There’s a good drama on TV so you can catch up with some culture.’

			‘Thanks, I’d love to. And, er, would you mind if I bring my washing round as well?’

			They left, laughing. Jeanne went into the kitchen and filled the sink with hot, soapy water and, Marigolds to the fore, she waded through the pots as Dido sang out from the CD player. 

			In bed by eleven o’clock she was ready for a few pages of Joanna Trollope, having finished the Maeve Binchy. She was pleased with her first attempt at entertaining and the success of her food. Good on yer, Great-great-grandma, she thought, with a grin. Obviously, old recipes (and cooks) never die. Even though she’d enjoyed the evening, she would really like to have friends her own age, to talk about the more youthful topics of films, the latest fashions and music, rather than builders and cooking. Fond of Molly and Peter as she was, Jeanne was glad that the next day she would be spending time with people her own age.

			Thinking about the barbecue reminded her that she would be seeing Marcus again and she started to think about why he had invited her. I got the impression he didn’t have a girlfriend. Was he attracted to me? Or just needed someone to tag along with? After all, he thinks I’m only here for a little while so I wouldn’t be looking for a relationship. Perhaps he just thinks I’d like to meet old friends? If he is looking for a relationship would I be interested? No way! It’s too soon…Not sure I even like men much at the moment and I don’t even know what to do about the cottage. And I haven’t decided if I want to live here – it’ll mean facing those blasted demons if I do!

		


		
			Chapter 9

			Jeanne’s biggest decision the next morning was what to wear for the barbecue. Deciding against shorts – legs too pale and it might be cold later – she settled on a slim-fitting pair of black, low slung jeans with a blue V-necked cotton top which emphasised her figure and the colour of her eyes. She wasn’t trying to attract anyone, she told herself. Definitely not. Decision made, she threw on her usual, decidedly grubby jeans and a clean T-shirt before having a quick breakfast and two cups of coffee.

			Going through her gran’s notebook of recipes, she ticked those that needed to be translated from the local patois and put the book in a plastic bag with a note to Mrs Le Maitre. She then started on her translation of the French recipes, taking a break for lunch. 

			Later Jeanne spent about an hour wrestling with the last of the French recipes and when a mal de tête threatened to develop, she went into the garden for some fresh air. The prospect of seeing the garden being improved next week helped to lift the tension evoked by the intense concentration. She pottered about, idly pulling up weeds, even though the gardeners would be doing some heavy digging in a couple of days. At the top of the orchard stood a grand old oak tree in pride of place, the very tree which had given its name to the cottage and which she had loved to climb as a child. Jeanne hauled herself up to where the branches formed a natural seat. As she sat gazing down at the orchard, she pictured herself as a child again.

			She was about eight, skinny, with long dark hair tied back in a ponytail and running amongst the trees crying out ‘You can’t catch me!’ to her father who, handicapped by a blindfold, kept stumbling into the trees. Jeanne darted around, teasing him. ‘Come on, Daddy, you’re not trying very hard,’ she laughed at the tall, brown haired man who was nearly on his knees.

			‘I give up, you win – again!’ he groaned, before collapsing in a heap and pulling off the blindfold, revealing bright blue eyes. She rushed towards her father and threw her small arms around him – or rather his leg which was all she could manage. He laughed down at her and pulled her up, tickling her until she screamed for mercy.

			She shook her head at the memory and allowed herself to focus on the far-reaching vista spread before her. From this sheltered vantage point she could see Vazon Bay to her right and Perelle Bay to her left, noting that the tide was low and the sea calm. Good, perfect for the barbecue. Glancing at her watch she realised it was time to change and scrambled down inelegantly, landing with a bump. 

			Fifteen minutes later she had changed and was just spraying on perfume when the doorbell rang.

			‘Hi, Jeanne. Hey, you smell nice!’ Marcus grinned as he gave her a kiss on both cheeks. Holding her arms, he added, ‘and you look great too.’

			‘Thanks.’ She felt flustered, from the last-minute rush, she reassured herself.

			‘Ready?’

			‘Yep. I’ll just grab my things. I’ve got to drop something in at a house in Rocquaine, if that’s okay?’

			‘No problem. We’ve plenty of time.’

			Marcus waited until she had locked up and then opened the passenger door of his two-seater sports car for her. Very nice, she thought, glad that she was wearing trousers and not a short skirt. She had never mastered the art of getting in and out of a low slung car with any degree of decorum, while wearing a skirt. Perhaps she’d better start practising, she smiled to herself.

			Marcus said little as he drove down the coast, except to confirm there would be eight at the barbecue. Jeanne enjoyed the novelty of being driven by someone else. She was able to admire the view of fields and hills to her left and the low-lying craggy coastline to her right.

			‘Which road do we want at Rocquaine?’

			‘Route du Coudre, just before the Cup and Saucer,’ she replied, referring to Fort Grey, an old Napoleonic Fort, now a nautical museum and shaped like an upside-down cup on a saucer. As they pulled in to the road Jeanne had to check the names of the houses – numbers were rarely used on the island – pointing to a stone cottage on the left.

			‘Won’t be long,’ she said, before popping the notebook through the letterbox.

			He drove back to the main road, turning left towards Pleinmont, the furthermost corner to the south-west of the island.

			‘I’ve had a builder round this week, to give me a quote for the work that needs doing.’

			‘So you’ve decided to do it up after all?’

			‘I’m waiting for the quote before making a final decision. But I’m slowly coming round to the idea.’

			‘So I guess that would mean you staying here for some time, then?’ he asked, an edge to his voice.

			‘Mm. Several months, at least, I suppose,’ she replied, thinking he sounded a bit odd. 

			By this time they had reached the parking area just before Portelet Harbour and Marcus opened the door for Jeanne before retrieving two cool boxes and a picnic hamper from the boot.

			‘You’ve brought loads! I should have brought something.’ Jeanne was dismayed.

			‘Don’t be silly. There’s not that much, but you can give me a hand carrying it if you’re feeling guilty.’ He laughed at her.

			Jeanne took hold of the picnic hamper and they walked along to the slipway leading to the beach. As they went down she saw two couples standing together, focused on a large portable barbecue secured amongst sheltering rocks, while surrounded by bags and boxes.

			‘Hi guys!’ Marcus called out as they approached the group, who turned round and smiled.

			‘This is Jeanne who used to live here but has been in England for years. I’ll introduce you – Scott and Colette, Tim and Rachel.’

			As they shook hands and exchanged greetings, almost simultaneously, Jeanne and Rachel said, ‘I know you, don’t I?’ and they both burst out laughing. They had been in the same class at school.

			‘It’s been so long, Jeanne. How’ve you been? It was so awful about your mum and dad…’ Rachel’s voice was sympathetic, putting Jeanne at ease as she told her what she had been doing over the years. 

			‘Now I have to decide what to do about the cottage and I’m not sure if I’ll be staying here long.’

			‘Well, I hope you do stay. It’s great to see a familiar face as a lot of our year have settled in the UK. After uni I came back here to teach and I love it.’ Rachel’s face lit up as she spoke.

			‘That’s great. How are your family? I seem to remember there were a lot of you?’

			Rachel laughed. ‘Yes, I’m one of five – three boys, two girls. Fancy you remembering. Everyone’s well, my parents are still growers and enjoying being grandparents.’

			Jeanne raised her eyebrows and Rachel grinned and said, ‘No, not me! Not yet. Tim and I are engaged and getting married in October, at half-term.’ Rachel turned and smiled at Tim, who had been standing by quietly as the girls chatted.

			‘Congratulations, both of you. Are you a local lad, Tim? I don’t remember you from school.’

			‘Oh yes. I’m a Guern, for sure. I went to the college but as I’m a bit older than you, our paths may not have crossed.’ 

			Tim was dark with brown eyes and a shy smile but when he looked at Rachel he looked the confident fiancé, Jeanne noticed wistfully. While she had been talking to Tim and Rachel, another couple had arrived and Marcus came up to her and said, ‘Come and meet Nick and Sue. They’re late as usual.’

			Jeanne turned round and gasped, ‘Muscles!’

			‘Sorry? What did you say?’ Nick asked, looked nonplussed.

			‘Mussels! I mean…all those crates of mussels, stacked there on the beach. I’ve, er, only just noticed them,’ Jeanne stammered, embarrassed as she recognised Muscles from the ferry.

			‘Oh, yes. I see. They’re farmed here, you know. Anyway, I’m Nick and this is Sue.’ He was standing by the leggy blonde from her class at school.

			‘Hi. I’m Jeanne. We were at school together, weren’t we, Sue?’ 

			‘Yes, I thought I recognised you. How are you?’

			They exchanged their news, Jeanne learning that Sue hadn’t gone to university and was now a legal secretary. While they chatted, the men were lighting the barbecue and the smell of smoke began drifting towards them. The girls formed a separate group and Jeanne introduced herself properly to Colette.

			‘Were you at the grammar school as well?’

			‘Yes, but I’m a bit younger than you girls. So you wouldn’t have noticed me, little squirt that I was!’ Colette laughed. She was still small and dark with blue eyes that looked familiar and an attractive, elfin face.

			Jeanne asked, ‘So, what sort of work do you do?’

			‘I’m a chef. A pretty humble one, I’m afraid, at the St Pierre Park Hotel. My dream is to have my own restaurant one day, just like every other chef in Guernsey.’ 

			For its size there was a disproportionately large number of restaurants in Guernsey, it being possible to visit a different one every week for a year without repetition.

			‘I wish you luck on that one, Colette. It must be such hard work and the hours are awful. Doesn’t your boyfriend mind?’ Jeanne nodded towards Scott, standing with the other men.

			‘He works in a hotel himself so he’s used to the long hours. It’s unusual for us both to be free at the same time on a weekend, so this is a treat. And it’s great to see the men cooking for a change,’ she giggled.

			The other girls agreed that the men seemed to think it was macho for them to be in charge of a barbecue, but not of a domestic kitchen.

			Marcus came up with beers from the cool box and offered them round.

			‘How’re you getting on, Jeanne? You all seem to be chatting easily enough.’ He slid his arm around her waist.

			‘Fine, thanks. I remember Rachel and Sue from school, which helps. Will the food take long? All this talking is making us hungry.’

			‘About fifteen minutes, I should think. Just relax and enjoy yourself.’ He squeezed her waist gently before going off to re-join the other chefs. Jeanne did feel relaxed. She was enjoying the company, the sun warming her face and the beer soothing away the last remaining threads of tension.

			‘Didn’t you used to go out with Marcus when you were at school?’ Jeanne asked Sue.

			‘Oh, that was so long ago now! It was never anything serious. I left the Grammar after doing my GCSEs and we drifted apart. Do you like him, then?’ Sue grinned at Jeanne.

			‘I don’t really know him very well. But he seems nice. He invited me to join him today but we haven’t had a chance to talk much yet. Have you been going out with Nick long?’ 

			‘Oh, we’re not a couple! Not that I’d mind if we were,’ she added, sotto voce. ‘I first met him at Colette’s house ages ago and he picks me up when we gather as a group. We live near each other, you see.’

			Jeanne frowned and Sue added, ‘Oh, you probably don’t know – Nick and Colette are brother and sister, though he’s several years older than her.’

			‘I see. It’s hard to imagine – she’s so small and he’s so… much bigger!’ Jeanne was surprised, but, thinking about it, they did share the same colouring and their eyes were the same deep blue.

			Before the conversation could continue Scott shouted that the food was ready. The girls went to sort out the plates and cutlery and Colette offered everyone some of the fantastic looking salad she had made.

			It was difficult to talk much when chewing overcooked steak and charred, but tasty, sausages so the conversation became more sporadic. Jeanne really appreciated the effort the others had made to feed her, and also to make her feel welcome. The only slight fly in the ointment was the unexpected meeting with Nick or “Muscles” as she’d christened him. Her inadvertent wit had saved an awkward moment, but really it had been a bit embarrassing and she wasn’t sure if he had recognised her. Recalling what had happened in the café, she didn’t think many men would like to be reminded of a time when they were being yelled at in public. Equally, she didn’t want to be reminded of their meeting on the ferry.

			Marcus came to sit by her and asked, ‘Okay? Enjoying yourself?’

			‘Yes, thanks. Everyone’s being very nice and the food’s not bad either.’ 

			Marcus nodded. ‘I’ve known virtually everyone for years and we’ve had a lot of fun together. You know what a small world Guernsey is!’ He gave her his crinkly smile.

			Jeanne felt herself going pink – damn those hormones! ‘Nick seems older than the rest of us. You wouldn’t have met him at school, would you?’

			‘No. He’s about thirty-six or thirty-seven I think. Only met him through Scott. Seems okay, if a bit serious.’

			More beer and food was passed round and there was much joshing and laughing. Jeanne noticed that Nick seemed quiet and looked a bit bored. Perhaps he’d rather be working on Mr Evans’ boat than sitting around on a beach eating cremated food…As if he’d read her mind he looked up and for a moment their eyes met. He frowned, shook his head and looked as if he was about to say something when Scott interrupted. ‘How about a spot of Frisbee, everyone?’

			The suggestion was generally well received though some had to be chivvied with cries of, ‘You need some exercise or you’ll fall asleep!’ The plates were collected up and they gathered together on a flat stretch of sand. Forming a circle, the Frisbee was sent at random, causing much laughter when the wrong person made a dive for it. Jeanne was standing between Mark and Nick and at one point both she and Nick dived for the Frisbee, colliding with some force.

			‘Oomph,’ she cried.

			‘Are you all right?’ he asked as he picked her up.

			‘Yes, fine, thanks. No bones broken this time!’ She rubbed her arms.

			‘Have we met before? Only there’s something familiar about you. I can’t think…’ he frowned.

			Jeanne was saved from replying by a shout of, ‘Hurry up, you two, get back to your places as the light’s going to fade soon.’ 

			They moved apart and the game continued without any further contact between them. Jeanne could still feel the touch of his arms as he picked her up. The feeling had been like an electric shock and she was still stunned. 

			After a few more minutes of flying Frisbees it was decided to call it a day. The sun was sinking lower in the sky and the debris from the barbecue still had to be cleared. A happy group worked quickly to restore order on the beach and within minutes there were no visible signs of anyone having been there.

			As they loaded up their cars, goodbyes were called out and Jeanne exchanged telephone numbers with the other girls, agreeing they would arrange a ‘girls only’ night out soon.

			Marcus opened the car door for her and she eased herself into the narrow seat.

			‘Well, you seemed to enjoy yourself, Jeanne. Glad you came?’

			‘Yes, very glad, thanks. And you?’

			‘Oh, yes. Always like getting together with the lads.’ He swung the car round to go back up the coast.

			A short while later he pulled in to the driveway of Le Petit Chêne and after he had switched off the engine Jeanne asked, ‘Would you like to come in for a drink?’

			‘Yeah, great.’

			As she put the kettle on he looked around.

			‘Doesn’t look like this has been touched for years. You’ll need a new kitchen, for starters.’

			‘Oh, yes, for sure. Also a new bathroom, cloakroom, complete re-wiring, central heating and lots more besides. At least it’s sound and a good size – four bedrooms. Tea or coffee?’

			‘Coffee, please, white and two sugars.’

			‘Shall I show you around the cottage? It’s too dark to see the garden now.’

			She handed him his coffee and picking up her own mug she led the way around, starting with the sitting room. Marcus didn’t say much as they walked round and seemed to notice nothing wrong with the small bedroom.

			They made their way back to the kitchen and Jeanne asked, ‘What do you think?’

			‘Not bad. With a ton of money spent on it, could be great. Really for a family, though. Be a bit big for you on your own, won’t it?’

			‘Suppose so. I’m not sure if I’ll live here yet, I just want to see if it’s feasible to renovate first. So, where do you live?’

			‘I’ve got a flat in town, overlooking the QEII marina. I only moved in last year, when they were finished. Very hi-tech and fantastic views, I can even keep an eye on my boat as an added bonus.’

			‘Oh…so you’re a boating man. What kind – motor or sail?’ Jeanne twisted her hair.

			‘Motor, a Sunseeker, twenty-seven foot. Now the weather’s improving I hope to get out in her soon. Perhaps you’d like to come out with me?’ At the look on her face he quickly added, ‘Sorry, Jeanne, I forgot. I guess you haven’t been on a boat for a while?’

			‘No, not since the…accident. Except for the ferry, of course. Perhaps one day, but not yet.’

			‘I heard you didn’t remember anything that happened that night. Is that, er, true?’ He asked, shifting from one foot to another. 

			‘No, I didn’t. But I’ve had nightmares which could be flashbacks. I may still remember it all one day though.’ She shivered.

			‘Right. Well let’s hope that it helps, if you do,’ he frowned and Jeanne thought he seemed a bit nervous. Unlike the Marcus she remembered. His expression cleared and he added, ‘How about coming out for a meal with me – just the two of us, this time? One night next week – Friday or Saturday suit you?’

			‘Sure, love to. How about Friday?’

			‘Great. I’ll ring you when I’ve booked somewhere and confirm a time. I’d better get going now. Thanks for the coffee.’

			‘No problem. Thanks for inviting me today. I had a great time.’

			Marcus took her face in his hands and kissed her firmly on the lips. As he drew back Jeanne smiled at him.

			‘Bye for now, see you next week,’ he called as he got into his car. Jeanne waved and shut the door with a sigh. How come if she’d fancied Marcus all those years ago and still did, she hadn’t felt anything when he kissed her? She couldn’t work it out. All she knew was that her whole body had responded when Nick had touched her on the beach and although he was attractive, in a brooding sort of way, she wasn’t really interested in him. No way. It was Marcus she had a date with and that couldn’t lead to anything serious. She still wasn’t ready for that, even if she did hang around Guernsey for a while. Realising she’d been mulling over this very question only the previous evening without result, Jeanne gave in and grabbed a bottle of wine. Might as well try in vino veritas.
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