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Praise for Katharine McMahon

‘Well-shaped and lovingly crafted ...The theme of Footsteps - that of the effects of misplaced, frequently repressed love and passion on succeeding generations of women - is put together with intelligence and feeling, a grasp of narrative pace and an empathy for the weather-buffeted Suffolk coast where it is set. The author’s touch is appealingly fresh and she succeeds in suggesting the complexity, waywardness and inexplicable patches that constitute life’ Elizabeth Buchan, The Times


‘Irreducibly delicate and tough-minded’ Brian Morton, TES


‘McMahon has given us a first-rate historical romance; it is hard to think it will be bettered this year’ Independent on Sunday


‘This is everything a good historical romance should be’  Good Book Guide


‘McMahon writes a clear, sensual prose, filled with wit’  Washington Post


‘McMahon writes seriously and well, and conveys the disjunction between knowing something scientifically and knowing it emotionally. This is familiar material, but McMahon handles it with intelligence’ Daily Telegraph





Katharine McMahon is the author of six novels, including the Richard & Judy Book Club selected The Rose of Sebastopol. She lives with her family in Hertfordshire. Visit her website at www.katharinemcmahon.com





By Katharine McMahon

The Rose of Sebastopol 
The Alchemist’s Daughter 
A Way Through the Woods 
Footsteps 
Confinement 
After Mary




 
 
 

 
Footsteps

 

 
KATHARINE MCMAHON

 
 
Orion

www.orionbooks.co.uk




An Orion ebook

 
A PHOENIX PAPERBACK

 



 
First published in Great Britain in 1997 
by Flamingo

 
This paperback edition published in 2009 
by Phoenix, 
an imprint of Orion Books Ltd, 
Orion House, 5 Upper St Martin’s Lane, 
London WC2H 9EA

 
An Hachette UK company

 
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

 
Copyright © Katharine McMahon 1997, 2009

 
The right of Katharine McMahon to be identified as the author 
of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior 
permission of the copyright owner.

 
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places 
and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination 
or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual 
persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.

eISBN : 978 0 2978 5807 2

 
www.orionbooks.co.uk


 
This ebook produced by Jouve, France




For Lorna and John




My thanks to Charonne Boulton, 
Elizabeth McMahon and Lyn Trodd 
for their help, and especially 
Mark Lucas for his unfailingly 
excellent advice.




THE MAIN CHARACSERS




PAST

In The Rush House, Westwich

Ruth Styles

Alan and Julia Styles, Ruth’s parents


Harry Styles, Ruth’s brother


Mr and Mrs Millerchip, handyman and housekeeper


 



At Overstrands, Westwich

Robert and Esther Mayrick, parents of:


Simon, Mark, Giles and Clara Mayrick (see following page)

 



In Westwich

Maud Waterford, Julia Styles’ friend


Mrs Spendmore, shopkeeper


 



Also:

Hubert Donaldson, photographer


Alec McGrew, Harry Styles’ friend


Miss Lily, Ruth’s companion and governess


Margaret Shaw, Julia Styles’ mother; who walked into the sea


Dr. Philip Shaw, Margaret’s husband





PRESENT

Helena Mayrick

Michael Mayrick, Helena’s husband, grandson to Simon Mayrick (see previous page)


Nina Mayrick, Helena and Michael ’s daughter


Joanna and Robin, Helena’s parents


Caroline Mayrick, Michael’s mother


Elizabeth, Michael ’s sister


James Mayrick, Michael’s uncle



Clara Mayrick, Michael ’s great-aunt (see previous page)


Myra Finny, Mayrick family friend, housekeeper at Overstrands


Nick Broadbent, a photographer


Victoria, Helena’s friend
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Chapter One

Present




1

On the morning of that day Helena received a letter from a stranger.



Flat 3, 27 Greville Rd,  
Putney SW15  
25th March 1992


Dear Helena Mayrick,

 



I am writing to you because you are a researcher and the granddaughter of Hubert Donaldson, the photographer.

My interest in Donaldson is twofold. In the first place I am a photographer myself and have always been a great admirer of his work. Secondly, I have been commissioned to compile a retrospective of his life and photographs, and thought you might like to collaborate, or at least advise on the project.


If you are at all interested, perhaps you would get in touch.  
Yours sincerely,  
Nick Broadbent




Helena read the letter twice and then put it aside, taken aback by so abrupt and unexpected an approach. You can have no idea, Nick Broadbent, she thought, of the distress such an undertaking will cause my family.

She was aware that the mention of Donaldson’s name had already aroused in her a familiar sense of oppression.
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In the afternoon she and Nina walked into Shrewsbury to go swimming. Afterwards Helena was to wonder that she had felt no pang or jolt at the moment of Michael’s accident. Probably it happened while they were crammed into one of the cold-floored changing cubicles. Nina’s voice was high-pitched in the echoing, watery warmth of the pool. On the way home the dying sun cast long shadows among the trees in the Quarry Park. There were rowers out on the river, their noses and elbows red with exertion. Nina raced along beside them, and then stood on the bridge, panting, and peered down into the slick, chilly water.

They ate supper in the kitchen where late sunlight lit up Nina’s gallery of paintings on the larder door. Every so often Nina paused between mouthfuls to ask: ‘Is it nearly time for Daddy to ring now?’

Helena looked at her daughter’s tangled brown hair and anxious face with exasperation. ‘I’ve told you, Nina, he said he might not phone tonight as he’s coming home tomorrow.’

‘What will he be doing now?’

‘He’ll be having his supper, probably.’

‘I expect he’ll be tired after climbing the mountain.’

‘You know Daddy, he never gets tired. But with any luck all the children who are with him will be worn out. Some of them have never done any climbing, you see, and I expect Daddy will make them go right to the very top, however much they complain.’

After coaxing the child into bed, Helena at last returned to the letter which had been an unfocused but nagging intrusion into her activities all day.

Sighing, she unfolded the single page.

At that moment the doorbell rang.

From her place at the kitchen table, she could see along the narrow hall to the glass-paned front door. Two heads, one at shoulder height to the other, were dimly outlined. A little troubled, Helena tiptoed into the dark sitting room which overlooked the street and the porch. The taller figure was  standing nearest the bay window. At once she noticed that he was in uniform.

As she walked to the door, Helena had time to register that she was moving from one phase of her life and into the next. Fear, like a cold sword, cut through her.

The woman had bleached hair and eyes harshly outlined by thick pencil. She smelt of cigarettes and crowded rooms. Helena heard her voice as if from the end of a long tunnel, and noted an attempt at softness. They were in the familiar kitchen again, at the table where the letter lay buckled on its fold-line.

The policewoman had hold of Helena’s hand; her own was small and blunt with carefully manicured nails. Her words were thin, half-heard echoes in Helena’s consciousness. ‘He died instantly. No pain. So brave. A boy tumbled down a steep escarpment. Your husband went after him. Saved the boy’s life. But then fell himself. A long way. Everyone else is all right. Have you someone we could telephone?’

Behind them the man moved about with the kettle and cups. A suffocating blanket seemed to press on Helena’s lips and nose. Nauseous, she fixed her gaze on the woman’s small mouth.

Wave after wave of black, comfortless silence blotted out the pictures on the cupboard door opposite, the white gleam of the letter and the empty doorway leading to the dark hall.
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On the fourth night after Michael’s accident Helena at last noticed Nina’s pain. At tea that evening she saw the child’s white face with a sprinkling of freckles frighteningly prominent on her small nose. Behind her glasses Nina’s eyes were bleak with misery. Not even her grandmother could persuade her to eat. She merely turned her face into her grandfather’s sweater, her unbrushed hair a tousled mop against his chest.

‘Come on, Nina, and give me a hug,’ Helena said, and they all looked at her with their habitual expressions of concerned alarm. But the little girl climbed onto her lap and Helena  clasped the bony body and buried her nose in her daughter’s hair, which smelt of plasticine.

Across the table Helena’s mother Joanna coughed and then stood to clear the table.

‘You’ll be worn out, Mum,’ Helena said.

‘No, no. Good heavens, I can’t do much but I can do this.’ Joanna tied on her blue and turquoise floral apron - brought from home in her suitcase on the night of Michael’s death - with the deft movements that were so typical of her.

‘Then I’ll put Nina to bed.’

‘Let Dad do that.’

‘I’m all right. What story shall we have, Nina?’

They did not waver from the familiar bed-time ritual. Undressed, Nina trotted along to the laundry basket in her parents’ room with her discarded underwear. Then she and Helena went into the bathroom for a wash of face and hands and a clean of teeth. Back in the bedroom Nina chose The Twelve Dancing Princesses and both climbed beneath the duvet with the book, Nina tucked under Helena’s arm, thumb in. For a while they were lulled into a false sense of normality. Michael was often out at parents’ evenings or nights at the pub to plan the next expedition. Later he would be back with a clink of his key in the lock and a wolf whistle at the bottom of the stairs.

After the story Helena sat for a while with the child cuddled against her aching ribs. The gnawing pain in her chest and abdomen had been unremitting since the police arrived with news of Michael’s death. She took a breath and said: ‘You and I will be all right, Nina, you’ll see,’ and at once felt a surge of relief that she had made a commitment to her child, and even believed her own words. Until that moment she had struggled through a thick fog with only the thoughts: He’s dead. I can’t manage. He’s dead. What will I do? whispering over and over again through her head.

‘Shall I get Grandma to come up and say good night?’

‘Yes please.’ One last hug and Helena was released.

On the surge of energy created by her own optimistic words,  Helena went to her bedroom and closed the door. She sat on the green checked quilt, a wedding present from one of Michael’s Mayrick cousins, and confronted the row of baggage lined up neatly along the wall. Michael’s possessions had been brought to the house that morning by the same blonde policewoman who had delivered the news on the night of the accident. There was a plastic bag of clothes, his walking boots and his rucksack which looked even shabbier than usual propped against the shiny radiator. Michael had decorated the bedroom the previous summer and its paintwork had not yet lost its freshness.

Helena touched the hard nylon top of the rucksack.

‘This rucksack’s been the equivalent of several times round the world on my back,’ Michael had protested when she offered to buy him a new one for Christmas. ‘It wouldn’t be right to abandon it.’

It had numerous bulging pockets. Occasionally Helena had felt irritated by the officiousness of that rucksack. ‘Other people just go for walks,’ she said. ‘Why must you make every outing such a palaver?’

‘I’m responsible. I take precautions.’

There were stains on the fabric from years of walking through rain and mud.

His boots, by comparison, were quite new. Helena found herself thinking: He only bought them last year. Ninety pounds, they cost.

She was afraid of the rucksack, the bag of clothes and the boots and wondered how his things could go on existing now that he was gone. And yet they already had the slightly decayed air of items put out for a jumble sale. We’re used and discarded, they seemed to say, we shall never be important again.

Helena dealt first with the boots, which were clean. Even he would have let me put them away as they are, she thought. But the leather on the heel of the left boot was badly scuffed and, in a couple of places, torn back. The soles also had graze marks. She rested her palm on the roughened places as if they were sore but her mind shied away from picturing the force of impact  which had left such scars on the boots. She placed them carefully on Michael’s side of the wardrobe.

The clothes in the carrier bag had been beautifully folded. Helena visualised the policewoman with her smooth, oval nails packing them away. The last time Helena had seen them was when Michael was tucking them in curved wads into the rucksack. He had summoned her to dig him out an extra pair of boxer shorts from the back of the airing cupboard. Now she could do no more than touch the soft cotton of his shirt inside the bag. She withdrew her hand as if burnt.

The contents of the rucksack were less intimate for in it were stored all the paraphernalia of climbing and survival. She arranged the things in a row under the radiator: Kendal mint cake, survival blanket, rope, pitons, hammer, first aid kit, compass, map, camera, water bottle, kagool, cartons of soft drink. In the side pockets were paper and pen, spare socks, chocolate, fruit sweets, tissues and a list of emergency phone numbers.

The last pouch was for rubbish. Helena used to jeer at Michael for such organization. ‘Only you would have a designated rubbish pocket,’ she said.

Nevertheless, she arranged each bit of litter as if it was of great value. She smoothed out the wrappers, made a pile of the balls of tissues and unfolded the papers: a shopping list and a couple of receipts.

Right at the bottom was a well-worn sheet of notepaper.

A letter.

The paper was of good quality and the note was handwritten.


Can you feel me in your shadow? I could never be close enough to you.

I envy the mountains your footsteps.

Take care, precious man.

Love, and love, and love.
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Michael had been a committed atheist and Helena was only a nominal member of the Church of England, so the service at the crematorium was conducted by a stranger. Michael’s head teacher gave a short, appreciative address and his sister Elizabeth read an extract from Wainwright, chosen to reflect her brother’s love of the mountains. Helena had insisted only on the singing of ‘Dear Lord and Father of Mankind’ because it had been used during her marriage service. On that occasion Michael had submitted to her desire for a church wedding with an affectionate shrug.

The small chapel was packed to the doors, the balcony was crammed and there were still more mourners crushed into the waiting area outside. Colleagues from school, pupils past and present, friends and climbing partners were all there, as were many of Michael’s numerous relations. It was, thought Helena, a macabre replay of their wedding, only better attended.

She would not turn round though she was conscious of a great wash of sympathy flowing about her bowed head. It seemed to her an intolerable weight.

Is she here? she thought. Are her eyes on me?

Love, and love and love.

At the wedding, nine years previously, both Michael’s parents had been present. Now only his widowed mother, Caroline Mayrick, wearing a defiantly cheerful turquoise suit, sat beside his sister, Elizabeth, who was for once not cradling her latest infant to her breast.

Helena was supported by her father who had aged considerably over the last fortnight. He gripped her elbow throughout the service with a determination which caused her considerable irritation, as if by so doing he might transfer something of his grief and sympathy to her. On her right was Nina, a tense little figure with eyes fixed throughout on the long shiny box in which her big energetic Daddy was now encased.

Nina’s presence at the cremation had been the subject of  argument between Helena and her mother. Joanna’s view was that under no circumstances should a four-year-old child attend her father’s funeral service.

‘It’s far too disturbing for a girl of that age. She won’t understand.’

Joanna always avoided emotional language or behaviour. She could not bring herself to utter words such as ‘coffin’, ‘cremation’ or even ‘death’. The days since Michael’s accident had been a mine-field of potentially disastrous moments for her. When Helena cried, Joanna would rush away to make tea, bring tissues or run her a bath. Emotion, in her book, was dangerous and could easily run wild.

‘I want her to be there. I want her to understand that Michael will never come back. It will give her a chance to grieve properly,’ Helena insisted.

‘But it’s so terrible. The way they draw those curtains - you know, at the end.’

The entire conversation had been conducted by the two women in tight, subdued voices whilst they were making supper and Nina was in the living room playing Snakes and Ladders with her grandfather. Neither woman looked the other in the eye, a familiar pattern in all their struggles. Helena had been conscious of her mother’s plump, expert fingers preparing a crumble mixture.

‘If I don’t let her go she will wonder forever what happened to him. She keeps asking to see him. And she’ll have all the family there. I’m sure it’s right.’

‘What does Caroline think?’

It was rare indeed for Joanna to consult the opinion of Michael’s mother.

‘I haven’t asked her and I’m not going to.’

‘Dad thinks it’s a big mistake.’

‘Mum, Nina is going to the funeral and that’s the end of the matter.’

But the result of this discussion was anguished self-doubt for Helena and hours of withdrawal by Joanna whose desire to assuage her daughter’s grief was henceforth tempered by disapproval.

At the moment when the coffin began to glide forward towards the curtains Helena withdrew her elbow from her father’s clasp, stooped down and lifted Nina into her arms.

‘Will he be burnt now?’ asked Nina in a loud whisper.

‘He will. But he’s not really there any more. He’s looking after us in heaven.’

Nina thrust her thumb deep into her mouth and rested her head against her mother’s shoulder. A tape was playing ‘The Entry of the Queen of Sheba’, a favourite of Michael’s. The midnight blue velvet curtains swung shut with a practised flourish. Nina gave a deep sigh. Helena inhaled the salty perfume of her daughter’s neck.

 



Afterwards, again in lonely imitation of their wedding, Helena shook hands with the throng of well-wishers. She viewed herself as if from a great distance, dressed in a navy jacket and red paisley skirt, her hair tamed by a blue ribbon, pale but dry-eyed, looking intently into a hundred concerned faces. Is it you? she asked inwardly of each youngish woman who came up to smile sympathetically and murmur words of comfort or explanation: ‘I’m a colleague of Michael’s from school ...’, ‘I knew him from college ...’, ‘Do you remember me? We met years ago …’ Many were in tears, mascara smudged under the bottom lashes.

I envy the mountains your footsteps.

Helena shook hands with everyone and smiled restrainedly.

There were piles of flowers, although Helena had asked that donations be sent instead to a Mountain Rescue fund. Doggedly she walked among the wreaths and bouquets. What a waste, she thought, what a terrible waste of money. She read each message, all the tokens of love and regret. She was trying to identify the hand-writing in the note.


Precious man ...

‘Helena, are you ready to come back to the house now? The next people are coming out.’ Through the glass doors could be seen a different group mourning another dead person.

Distracted at last from her search for Michael’s lover, Helena thought wildly: I’m not ready to leave.

Even the typed name on the card by his flowers, MICHAEL GILES MAYRICK, seemed much too significant to abandon.

‘Just a few more minutes, I won’t be long,’ and she crouched over a bouquet of freesia and late narcissi.

Michael, stay with me, she thought. Don’t leave me. Don’t let them take you away.

 



Joanna had accepted Caroline Mayrick’s offer of help in preparing a buffet. When Helena arrived home people had already filed into the dining room. Nina, pleased with the presence in her house of two beloved grandmothers, was gravely passing round a plate of savouries.

Bewildered by the spirit of celebration, Helena made for the stairs but Caroline darted forward and took her hand. ‘No. Don’t run away. You’ll regret it. You must drink lots of wine and listen to all the lovely things people will say about Michael. That’s what I’m going to do. Come on.’

Looking into Caroline’s face, Helena saw a glimmer of Michael, who had inherited his mother’s steady grey eyes and wide mouth. Helena had never warmed to Caroline particularly, finding her detached and breezy. She wondered at her apparent calm. The loss of a child must be quite as unendurable as the loss of a husband. And now Caroline had suffered both.

‘Come,’ urged Caroline.

‘No. I’ll circulate. Don’t worry. I won’t disappear.’ Helena had a perverse desire not to make things easy for Caroline. She’s his mother, she thought. And look what he’s done to me. Maybe she even knows about this other woman.

All afternoon she was talked at as people told her of their encounters with Michael. He was so reliable, they said, so funny, so good with his pupils, so dedicated, so kind.

‘Yes, I know. I was very lucky to have had even a few years with him,’ she said.

But she was burning with rage. He was not faithful, he was not loyal, he was not kind to me, she thought. I trusted him, but all the time he loved someone else.

In the right pocket of her jacket she carried the note.  Occasionally she turned it over and over in her hand.

 



Later, when she at last flopped into an armchair, she found Caroline beside her again.

‘What are your plans now, Helena?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t think at present.’

‘Are you working at all?’

‘No. I’ve done nothing since Michael’s accident. In any case I’m between projects.’

Caroline leaned across to her. ‘I’m taking Aunt Clara to Westwich. Will you come with us? For a couple of weeks. Please. We could talk about Michael. And I’m sure Nina would like to be by the sea.’

Westwich. Suddenly Helena was overwhelmed by a host of remembered impressions; The Rush House, Maud Waterford’s cottage, the sea breaking on a million pebbles, a bright, bracing wind across the dunes, Michael in the garden at Overstrands and herself climbing the stile and seeing him there.

‘I’m not sure,’ she told Caroline. ‘You know that’s where I met Michael.’

‘Yes. I remember.’ All at once Caroline seemed much smaller and older, as if Helena’s hostility had crushed her determination to be a source of strength.

Ashamed, Helena kissed her cheek. ‘My own family has all sorts of convoluted connections with Westwich. It’s where my mother was brought up, which is why I came to be there that summer. Has anyone told you about my grandfather, the photographer, Donaldson? There’s the possibility that I might get involved in a book about him. Perhaps going back to Westwich will help me decide.’

‘Oh, I hope you’ll come. Please.’

Joanna, bearing a tray of cups, crossed the room towards them. ‘I’ve made tea,’ she said. ‘I thought everyone must be terribly thirsty after all that alcohol.’

‘Let me help,’ exclaimed Caroline, rising to her feet.

Helena lay back in her chair, balancing her glass on the arm.

Westwich. Donaldson.

Caroline Mayrick had thrown her a life-line, a pin-point of meaning.

There were very few people left in the room now. Helena looked down at the crumbs and discarded paper napkins on the rug she and Michael had chosen in the January sales. Debris.

Falling off a mountain is easy, she thought wearily.




Chapter Two

Past
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‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with “M”.’

‘No more, Harry, please.’

‘Just one.’

‘Go away and annoy someone else. Millerchip, for instance.’

‘You’ve got to be quick.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ Harry had leapt across the room, seized her book and snapped it shut. ‘Give that to me.’

‘Guess first.’

‘No.’

‘Guess.’

‘Oh. All right then. The mantelpiece.’

‘No.’

‘Mat.’

‘No.’

‘I give up.’

‘I won’t let you.’

‘Can I see it from where I’m sitting?’

‘Almost.’

‘A mote of dust?’

‘No. But it is a moving object and if you don’t hurry it’ll be out of sight.’

‘I don’t care. Give me my book.’

The doorbell rang.

‘Too late. I won. The answer’s Maud Waterford and she’s at the door.’

‘Oh no. Is there to be no peace? She surely doesn’t want me  to go out with her today. Have you seen the sky? You go, Harry.’

‘Sorry. Can’t. I’ve far too much work.’

‘You’ve done nothing all afternoon.’

‘That’s why I’ve so much now.’

There was a step in the hall and then came their mother’s light voice: ‘Ruth. Aunt Maud is here. She wonders if you’d take a walk with her.’

On her way to collect her hat and coat Ruth aimed an accurate kick at her brother’s ankle. His only response was to stretch his legs lazily to the fire, lean his fair head back and close his eyes so that his features relapsed into serene repose.

 



Downstairs in the parlour sat two women. Ruth’s mother, Julia Styles, was in her usual chair of patterned chintz, her hands resting on the piece of embroidery she’d brought from London. She looked harassed and exhausted, her delicate features obscured by irritability. Maud Waterford, her iron-grey overcoat fastened uncompromisingly across her bosom, sat bolt upright in a hard-back chair next to the door as if poised for instant departure. Ruth sensed animosity between the two. Maud never could accept the change in her friend. Instead she bullied her in an attempt to brace her into action.

Ruth’s voice was low and placatory. ‘Hello, Aunt Maud. How kind of you to call.’

‘I thought you’d probably like some air.’

‘Air, yes. But are you sure the wind won’t blow us away entirely? Can’t I persuade you to stay inside and have tea?’

Certainly the drawing room with its fire and lamp-light seemed very cosy compared to the lowering skies outside.

‘No. No. Let’s get out. Besides, I have an assignation.’

‘Oh, my word. Did you hear that, Mother?’ Ruth kissed her mother’s smooth cheek and squeezed her cold hand. ‘We shan’t be long. Keep Harry’s nose to the grindstone. I’m afraid he’s been slacking as usual.’ She gave her mother another encouraging smile, then closed the door softly behind her. A keen  draught blew along the stone flags of the hallway as the women pulled on layers of jackets and shawls.

As soon as the front door was open the wind took hold of their skirts. ‘My hat!’ cried Ruth and dragged out the pin to thrust it more fiercely into place. ‘Right, I’m fully armed. Where shall we go?’

‘The cliff.’

‘Oh well, goodbye world. We’re sure to be blown to our deaths.’

‘I’ve arranged to meet a man there.’

‘A man?’

‘Yes, but I’ll say no more or you might refuse to come. I told him we’d be there at a quarter to four so we’ve plenty of time. I want to see if my lemon yarn’s come. Do you remember I wrote that I was knitting for Josephine’s baby? It’s unlike me to miscalculate. I could have put in a white stripe but it’s too late now and Mrs Spendmore said the wool might be in today.’

‘How is Josephine?’ asked Ruth mischievously. She knew how to embarrass Maud.

‘Very well, considering.’

Considering she’s about to produce a little bastard, thought Ruth.

Maud’s gaze was now fixed firmly ahead. ‘She’s fortunate that her family has been prepared to take her in,’ she said.

‘Oh, surely most families would.’

‘There are many, many who wouldn’t. Certainly in my day most girls would have been cast out.’

There was something in Maud’s tone that made Ruth quicken her pace in order to look more easily into her face. ‘I know your own father was terribly strict,’ she said.

‘At least I had the advantage of not having the chance to get into Josephine’s condition,’ Maud said with some humour. ‘I was never alone with a man in my life.’

At sixteen, Ruth thought of her own young womanhood spinning away into the distance, ripe with possibility. How terrible to be a spinster like Maud. ‘You must regret that,’ she said but her words were whipped away by the wind.

‘Not that many young men ever come to Westwich,’ Maud shouted.

By now they had reached the top of the village street. Here the wind was funnelled between low cottages. Further intimacies were impossible. Grit beat at their faces as they fought their way down to the shop where a lamp burned in the window despite the early hour. The stone step was long unwashed and the door stripped of paint by impatient village children kicking it open with their capped toes. The interior was dim and stuffy, quite chill despite an oil heater. An unpleasant smell of old cheese predominated.

The proprietor, Mrs Spendmore, lurked as usual on a high stool at one end of the counter, fat cheeks cushioned heavily on her three chins. ‘I’m surprised to see anyone this afternoon,’ she said, as if affronted either by the way the village neglected her in poor weather or that anyone should intrude in the deserted shop. She eyed Maud’s stout boots and furled umbrella. ‘You’re surely not off on one of your walks, Miss Waterford. It’s going to pour. If you’re after the wool it’s not in. I told you I’d send to let you know when it is. Deliveries, as you can imagine, are slow this time of year.’

Thus dismissed, Ruth and Maud retreated onto the street. ‘She means she forgot to order,’ Maud said loudly as she let the door slam behind her.

‘Aunt Maud, why the cliff?’ Ruth asked, trying to keep the reluctance from her voice. She was too lightly dressed for an afternoon such as this. As they neared the sea the wind redoubled its velocity and swept a blade-like chill from the water.

‘You’ll see. Only the cliff would do.’ Maud tucked her arm through Ruth’s. ‘Hold tight, my love. You’re young. Why are you complaining? Oh, you young people will never wear enough.’

The clouds to the south-east were a deep purply black. Distant rain sheeted across the sea. Ruth’s cheeks and eyes smarted. Inwardly she cursed Maud and her friendly demands for companionship. ‘She’s been so good to us over the years,’ Julia Styles always said, her long fingers stroking her daughter’s  arm placatingly, ‘and she’s so fond of you Ruth. You know how she looks forward to us coming down each year.’ Certainly on Ruth’s birthday came unquestionable proofs of Maud’s affection; exquisitely embroidered petticoats or hand-painted miniatures parcelled in tissue and brown paper inscribed: To dearest Ruth, from Maud, with love.


Ruth clasped Maud’s gloved hand. ‘Shall we run then?’

‘I’m far too old to run,’ but Ruth knew her own power to enthuse and for a few steps they dashed forward and reached the cliff path.

A soaking drizzle was falling as they reached the stile. The cliff dropped steeply away to their left as soon as they began to climb. The sea sighed back and splintered on the shingle below - suck, sigh, shatter. Ruth’s heart beat faster. The surface of the sea was so regular, so eternal. It gave no hint of what it had taken.

‘I’m always afraid when I come here,’ she confided to Maud.

‘Why afraid?’

‘It’s so hard to imagine, isn’t it, about this earth where we walk? It’s hard to imagine that it won’t be here soon, that this land will be gone.’

‘Not gone, covered.’

‘Crumbled. There’ll be no sign of where we were.’

‘But we shall still be alive. We’re safe.’

‘Nobody will be able to put their foot on this path and say: “That’s where Maud and Ruth walked”.’

‘Would they want to in any case? Good heavens, Ruth, it’s not like you to be so morbid.’

Ruth was aware of a more than customary briskness in Maud’s tone. Both were conscious of the memory of Ruth’s poor mad grandmother who had walked into the sea - an event that was always referred to locally in hushed tones. Such evocative observations from Ruth caused Maud some unease.

There was indeed a man standing at the head of the path, gazing out to sea. Behind him was the church, the sky cold in its empty windows, the nave torn jaggedly where the sea had taken the cliff from underneath.

‘Who is he?’ murmured Ruth.

‘He’s a photographer. He’s making postcards of the area. I heard him talking in the shop yesterday. He said he wanted some human figures for his picture. So I asked: “Will I do? Shall I bring a friend?”’

‘Goodness. Will we be famous?’

The photographer was very young, and even more inappropriately dressed than Ruth; like her he wore no overcoat but instead a long, flapping oilskin. There’s no need for him to look quite so eccentric, Ruth thought indignantly. If he’s a good enough photographer his work will speak for his art. Nonetheless she straightened her skirt and put her hand to her head to catch back a few stray locks.

‘Mr Donaldson.’ Maud had blown within shouting distance of the young man. ‘What a day! Will the rain matter? Perhaps the photograph will come out wrong. This is my young friend, Ruth Styles.’

Young friend, thought Ruth indignantly. I’m not much younger than he is.

Mr Donaldson took her proffered hand distractedly in a cold, wet clasp. ‘I want to work quickly before the light goes. It could be a wonderful picture - very dramatic with the clouds lowering over the ruin.’

‘Why do you want us in it?’ asked Ruth.

‘To give perspective. The church’s size will not register unless there are people in the foreground.’

‘Now, where shall we stand? Shall I have my umbrella up or down?’ cried Maud. Even her good nature was a little ruffled by the discomfort of the rain.

‘Up, I think. Stand together here. As if you’d just met on the path.’

‘This is hardly a place anyone would just happen to meet,’ Ruth said.

She was ignored by the young photographer. ‘That’s it. Hold the umbrella a little further back. So.’

He retreated several yards from the path and began to struggle with a tripod, camera and case of equipment, considerably  hampered by the need to protect the entire ensemble from the elements.

‘I hope the rain doesn’t get in his machine,’ Maud whispered anxiously.

‘I do wish he’d hurry, my hat will be ruined.’

‘It’ll dry out.’

‘But the dyes may run.’

They were now instructed to shuffle back and forth across the path until their position exactly suited Mr Donaldson.

‘Stand very still. Try to look more natural. No, don’t speak. Now, very still. You have to be still for several moments as it’s so dark. It will be a long exposure.’

They stood stiffly, gazing solemnly into each other’s eyes. Then, as the seconds went by, Ruth began to giggle. Her grey gaze lost its solemnity and her eyes began to run with the effort of restraining laughter. When they were at last told it was over they collapsed with hilarity.

The young man was bemused by their behaviour. He tried to share in their laughter but succeeded only in looking somewhat baffled. ‘Just a couple more!’ he called. ‘I have to be sure as I can’t afford to come back.’ His deft fingers eagerly exchanged the exposed plate for another.

‘Why not try again when the sun’s out?’ Ruth said hopefully.

‘Oh no. No. Not nearly so dramatic. Now then ladies …’

At last they were released. ‘Please can we go?’ Ruth pleaded, shaking with cold.

‘Yes, we’ll go. Will you come and have tea, Mr Donaldson?’

He would be pleased to have tea, he said, but could they wait while he dismantled his camera?

‘We’ll go ahead,’ Ruth said firmly, ‘and boil the kettle. I’ll leave my glove on the door handle so you won’t miss the cottage.’

Giggling and chattering like conspiratorial children they ran down the path away from the tardy Mr Donaldson and came at last to Maud’s cottage where her warm kitchen provided a haven from the wind.
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In ten minutes the table was set with Maud’s best blue and white china, Maud had changed her dark brown skirt for one of navy blue and Ruth was wrapped in an old shawl, her hair drying in crisp tendrils on her shoulders.

Mr Donaldson emerged from the cold afternoon, clutching his camera. He propped his tripod and case in the hallway and came into the kitchen, smoothing down his shock of hair.

‘You must be wet through,’ exclaimed Maud. ‘Ruth, you should have waited to help carry his things.’

‘Where are you staying, Mr Donaldson?’ Ruth asked, her voice gentle, as if to apologize for the turmoil and hilarity of their earlier meeting. He watched the pink glow of her cheek, the clarity of her bright eyes and her calm, slender hands as she made the tea.

‘With Mrs Spendmore above the shop.’

‘Oh dear. More scones, Aunt, the poor man must be starving.’

‘Mrs Spendmore is not noted for her generous portions,’ Maud explained.

‘I’m only here a few days. I daresay I shall bear up.’

Ruth warmed to his attempt at gaiety and to the angular gaucheness of his body as he sat in the tiny kitchen, his knees bent up against the table edge. ‘Aunt Maud makes the best scones in Suffolk.’

‘Ah, but not London, I suppose. Miss Styles is a very smart young lady, Mr Donaldson. She lives most of the year in London and only graces our little backwater when her mama chooses to up sticks in the spring for a few months.’

‘Oh yes, I’m very cosmopolitan,’ Ruth agreed.

‘I was born in London,’ said Donaldson. ‘Well, nearly London. Enfield.’

‘We Londoners would say that was the country, I’m afraid.’ Laughter bubbled in her eyes. Donaldson looked disconcerted, as if uncertain whether or not her mirth was directed at him. ‘But I’m only half a Londoner myself,’ she added. ‘My mother’s a native of Westwich. She has to come back every year. I tell her she misses the wind as if it were alcohol and she an addict. She must have her gasp of Suffolk or she pines.’

The two women exchanged glances.

Maud said: ‘Mr Donaldson, will you be a very famous photographer one day?’

‘I don’t expect so,’ he replied with an unconvincing attempt at modesty. But Maud had successfully diverted the conversation from the subject of Ruth’s mother, Julia Styles. Donaldson was eager to speak at length about his apprenticeship and his good fortune at being commissioned so young to make a series of coastal postcards.

‘Your picture of us is hardly going to lure people here,’ Ruth said, ‘a ruined church and wild sky.’

‘But it’s drama, mystery. The idea that in a few years nothing will remain of the church except my postcard is very intriguing.’

‘Yes, I see.’ Ruth recognized his vanity. ‘Yes, that must feel quite grand - to capture something before it is lost for ever.’

He studied her carefully as if to assess whether or not she was laughing at him again but she had stood and was gathering the cups onto a tray. ‘I must away. Harry will be driving Mother into a fizz without me to entertain him. Goodbye, Maud, thank you for the walk. Goodbye, Mr Donaldson, it has been a pleasure meeting you.’

Her hand was not released quite soon enough. ‘Perhaps I shall see you again before I leave on Sunday,’ he said and she was looking for the first time directly into his dark, eager eyes.

‘Yes, perhaps.’ She smiled and withdrew her hand. But the moment quickened her blood and was relived several times during the evening, and on waking the next day.
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Shortly after Ruth’s first encounter with Donaldson, Harry left Westwich and went back to school for the summer term. Mr Millerchip, who was employed as gardener and odd-job-man, borrowed the trap from Upstones Farm to take Harry to the station. The task of coachman was one of the few Millerchip relished, though from his air of long-suffering resentment his pleasure was difficult to detect. At eleven forty-five his doleful figure,  draped in oilskins, could be seen perched level with the gate posts of The Rush House, the whip poised meanly in his hand.

In the hall Harry was creating a furore by not being nearly ready though he had begun packing his trunk two days earlier. ‘Mrs Millerchip, have you seen my house-shoes?’ he yelled. ‘Ruth, go and look under my bed.’

Julia stood at the head of the stairs dressed in her favourite pale blue wrap, her hair tumbled and her hand fumbling restlessly with the banister. Her thin face with its fine, straight nose and delicate cheek-bones was contorted by ineffectual anxiety generated by her son’s departure. ‘Harry, Harry, you’ll miss your train. Why didn’t you get ready last night?’

Ruth flew about collecting garments and books and thrusting them into a large carpet bag. ‘For goodness sake, Harry, you’ll have to go. We’ll send on anything you leave behind.’

Mrs Millerchip, the housekeeper, emerged from the kitchen holding a huge parcel. ‘I’ve done you some nice pies and sandwiches for the journey. Make sure you don’t crush them.’

‘Oh, Mrs Millerchip, he’ll never fit all that in,’ exclaimed Ruth.

‘Yes I will, here, give it to me.’ The parcel was thrust into the carpet bag on top of the shirts carefully starched by Ruth the previous night. ‘Thanks Mrs M. Thanks for keeping the wolf from the door. You’re the only one who cares for the inner man. Goodbye Mother, stay warm and well.’

He picked up his bag, flung his muffler round his neck and permitted Ruth a fleeting hug.

She wrapped Mrs Millerchip’s black shawl about her shoulders and followed him along the path. ‘Write, Harry, promise you will. Just a few words occasionally.’

‘I might, if I’ve time,’ he responded grandly.

‘Love to Father.’

‘You’ll see him soon.’

She held his hand for a moment, as if by so doing she might follow him into his life. But the trap lurched forwards and she was left with the fringes of the shawl tangling in the wind and her skirt already damp, listening to the receding rhythm of the horses’ hooves and Harry’s friendly goading of Millerchip.

‘Come in, Ruth, come in! You’re letting all the dirt blow into the house,’ called Mrs Millerchip.

Ruth turned away from the lane with its puddled ruts and potholes and instead faced the straight brick path to The Rush House. Mrs Millerchip stood in the porch with her arms crossed across her full bosom. Behind her the hallway was dark.

With leaden limbs Ruth hung the shawl on its peg in the hall. A familiar pain caught at her breast-bone. Heartache, Ruth called it to herself.

She prepared a bright smile and went up to her mother’s room. Julia had retreated back to bed and now lay crouched tautly against the white pillows, the floral eiderdown gripped to her chest. The curtains were drawn and the grey morning glowed dully behind the pink and green flowered material. Reflected in the oval mirror of the wardrobe opposite was the orange light of the bedside lamp. The perfumed fug of the room repelled Ruth, as did the clutter of books and papers which filled every surface. Julia was incurably untidy. Automatically Ruth began to pick up a discarded skirt and blouse, smooth them and hang them up.

‘At least that’s got rid of Harry,’ she said brightly.

‘You know you’ll miss him.’

Ruth saw that her mother was clasping a hair brush with her free hand. ‘Let me do your hair for you, Mother.’

‘Oh I’m not ready to get up yet. I’ve a mountain of correspondence. I thought I’d deal with that first, if you wouldn’t mind passing me my writing box.’ This box, a present from her husband on their wedding day, was Julia’s pride and joy. She spent hours reorganizing its contents, counting through sheets of paper, refilling the ink bottles and inserting mysterious little envelopes into its secret drawers. As Ruth knew well, a morning spent with the writing box on her knees was no guarantee that any useful work would be done by Julia.

‘I’ll put your clothes out for you, Mother. You’ll need your warmest skirt.’

‘No, no, I’ll choose something myself later.’

‘Shall I heat the water for a bath?’

‘No, not this morning. It’s far too cold to think of bathing.’

Ruth’s small armoury of strategies to coax her mother out of bed had failed.

‘Would you like help with your letters?’ she asked, though the prospect of spending any longer in the warm, fussy room horrified her.

‘No, no, you go now. You don’t want to be shut up here with me.’

Ruth went to her own room where the fire was unlit. She was arrested by her reflection in the little mirror on the chest of drawers. It was as if Julia’s features had been rubbed clear of all marks made by time, for here were the same wide-set eyes, the same square jaw and pointed chin. But Ruth’s eyes were bright and questioning, her hair glossy and her complexion clear and pink. She gave herself a brief smirk and turned away.

The corner window which gave her a view both to the front and to the side admitted too many draughts for comfort. On the low chest by the bed were carefully arranged her books and sewing. She ought really to take her French grammar to the parlour and study, she thought. It would not do to have fallen behind the other girls if she returned to school in September. Or should she play the piano? Or offer to bake with Mrs Millerchip?

Instead she peered out at the still-wintry trees. The exuberance she had felt on the afternoon of her encounter with the photographer was forgotten. My life, she thought, my life. The sixteen and a half years of her past seemed to swoop away from her in rainbow colours. Ahead was a grey, grey wait. For what? For what?

She hurtled downstairs, clapped on her inadequate hat and allowed the wind to carry her through the garden and along the lane towards the beach. The melancholy would be beaten out of her, she decided. But the sight of the cluster of cottages which constituted the village did little to cheer her. Their paint-work seared by salt spray, windows tarnished by sandy rain, the little dwellings appeared to have shrunk into themselves. Nobody was about. Mrs Spendmore’s shop lurked uninvitingly, its door  tightly closed, defying customers to enter. I wonder if that photographer’s still there, Ruth thought, ducking her head lest he should be looking down on her solitary form from an upstairs window. She hurried past The Boat Inn with its flaky sign and then she was nearly at the sea.

As she reached the high pebble bank, rain drove into her face. Oh, it’s so cold, so cold, was all she could now think. But she ran down to the water’s edge and played her usual game of ‘Dare’ with the waves. Plant your boots firmly on the shining pebbles as a wave recedes, watch as the grey water somersaults forward, wait until the very last instant and then, when the water has dashed to within inches of your feet, run up the beach. Julia had taught her the game when they first visited Westwich. ‘My mother used to play it with me,’ she had cried. Ruth, then a young child, had not noted the significance of this remark. Julia’s mother, Margaret, had played ‘Dare’ once too often.

Ruth’s attitude to the sea at Westwich had always been ambivalent. It fascinated and intimidated her. She thought it grasping. It was never warm, rarely calm, and attractive only to a handful of stalwart holiday-makers. Once her father had taken them for a week to the south coast, insisting that the children needed some proper sea bathing. How different had been the sea there - blue, tolerably warm, a friend to the crowds on the sunny beaches.

Today there were little smooth shinings of sand left by the retreating tide, kinder to the feet than the pebbles. Ruth ran along these and turned to see that her footprints had disappeared instantly. For some reason this intensified her despair and she began to sob. The wind and waves drowned the sound of her tears and she became enchanted by the release of giving voice to her emotion. She flung back her head and howled at the turbulent sky.

It had not occurred to her that she might be watched but when she at last turned from the sea she saw that Donaldson was standing high up on the shingle bank with his tripod. Immediately Ruth began to laugh. Oh my, oh my, explain this away, Ruth-o, she said to herself. But she was also very angry  with him. He had the whole coast of Suffolk on which to loiter with his wretched camera. How dare he come here and witness her crazed behaviour? Even at this distance she could see that he wore no hat and his wild hair was plastered unbecomingly about his ears. I hope he doesn’t expect me to take him home and dry him off, she thought. Her heart began to pound with excitement and embarrassment. Dashing away her tears with her knuckles she wondered whether he would approach. He was standing stock still. Was he simply going to watch her?

After several moments during which Donaldson squinted down at Ruth and she stared back at him he left his camera and slid inelegantly down the shingle towards her.

‘Good morning!’ he shouted.

She found this hilarious. ‘It’s after twelve and it’s certainly not good.’ Had he not heard her wails after all? Of course if he had she preferred him to ignore them but he might show a little sympathy.

‘Are you going to swim?’ she enquired sweetly.

‘It’s far too cold.’

Marking him down as humourless she said: ‘Oh, I would, only I haven’t a bathing suit with me. Mind you, I could simply peel off here and now, nobody would mind.’

He gaped at her. He has nice teeth but a rather loose lower lip, she decided.

‘Were you taking photographs or what?’ she demanded.

‘Yes. Of the beach. And the boats.’ He waved ambivalently at the line of fishing boats pulled high on the shingle.

‘There’s not much to interest a photographer here, I would have thought.’

‘That’s why I was pleased to see you. Something alive.’

‘Thank you very much. I’m so glad I have my uses. I shall have to start charging you a fee. But Mr Donaldson, I thought you’d be gone from Westwich by now.’

‘I’ve extended my stay. There’s so much more to photograph than I’d expected. My senior agrees that there might be much artistic possibility in the disappearing coastline.’

‘Oh good. I’m so glad there may be profit for you in the tragedy of our poor cliffs.’

He would not be baited by her wit. He is stodgy, she thought, and vain. Well I’m fed up with asking him questions. ‘I must get back,’ she said briskly. ‘It’s almost lunch-time.’

‘I’ll walk with you, if I may.’

‘I do know the way.’

This last remark was cruel, she realized, and he obviously felt the rebuff. In any case, she wanted him to stay with her. She imagined herself marching triumphantly along the village street, pursued by the young photographer. Such a conquest should set tongues wagging nicely. ‘I’ll be glad of your company, though,’ she added more kindly.

He did not so much pursue as limp, burdened as usual by all the machinery of his craft.

‘Do your boots hurt?’ she demanded.

‘They do seem to tighten when they’re wet,’ he answered humbly.

At her gate he asked: ‘Is there anything else in the area I ought to see?’

‘It depends what you mean by “ought”.’

‘For my photographs. The disappearing coastline. Lost communities.’

‘I’m not sure I should encourage your desire to exploit my village.’

‘Is it your village? I thought you were just a visitor. Mrs Spendmore says you’ve only been here a fortnight.’

Ruth was gratified that he must have made enquiries about her ‘Have you seen the friary? I could take you there if you like’

‘I have visited it. But the light was poor. I ought to go back.’ He immediately made an arrangement for the afternoon.

Rather elated, Ruth stood watching his retreating form and listening to the clatter of his tripod as it caught against his legs.

 



From her bedroom window Ruth could watch for Donaldson’s arrival. She expected him to be early and early he was - his head appeared level with the garden wall ten minutes before the agreed time of two-thirty. Ruth, who despite herself had let  down her hair in order to dress it more becomingly, had to duck away from the glass in case he looked up and saw her.

He was not so bold, however, as to come early to the door. Standing well back in her room as she jabbed the long pins back into her hair, Ruth saw him hover at the gate for a while, glance at his watch, and then disappear along the lane.

By the time Ruth finally emerged at two-thirty-five poor Donaldson’s carefully spruced appearance had been considerably dishevelled by wind and cold.

‘I hope you haven’t used your last clean shirt on a walk in muddy lanes,’ Ruth said reprovingly.

‘Mrs Spendmore does my laundry.’

‘And how much does she charge per item?’ But rather shocked by her own indelicacy Ruth waved aside this last question and turned her attention to his photographic equipment. ‘Must you bring all that with you every time you set out?’

‘I must, yes. I’m not a proponent of these little hand-held Kodaks. I like to take a perfectly composed picture, and for that I must have a tripod.’

Ruth was displeased by his pomposity. ‘It slows you down so much,’ she said, flouncing ahead, her skirts swaying with a forbidding momentum against her legs. They were walking away from the village past the little Victorian church with its high-walled graveyard. ‘This church was built to replace the ruin on the cliff,’ she told him curtly. She now wished that she had not agreed to meet him. Her clothes had not quite dried off since the morning.

‘You could carry something if you like,’ he said timidly.

She took his tripod grudgingly, feeling very disappointed in her companion. Donaldson was clearly no gentleman. The lane now twisted to the left, the fringe of trees disappeared and they were out in open country. Opposite was the gateway leading to Upstones. Thinking to amuse herself by shocking him she pointed to the row of cottages which stood near the gate. ‘In that end house is brewing our latest scandal. One of the girls, Josephine, is in an unfortunate condition - it’s thought the farmer’s son has something to do with it.’

‘Poor girl,’ said Donaldson with real compassion.

Ruth was ashamed.

Presently they came to the high stone arch of the friary. She had regained her composure sufficiently to instruct Donaldson on its historical import. ‘There were once several religious houses in Westwich but now there are only these ruins. Like everyone else, the monks and friars had to leave the town before the town left them, as it were. The friary is nothing now, but the leper chapel remains almost intact except for the roof. Odd, isn’t it, that the place built for outcasts should survive and the rest perish.’

‘You mean they ought to have put the lepers near the sea so that their chapel could be the first to go?’

‘Well, the leper chapel is no good without the main church being there to exclude the lepers from.’

They were united momentarily in deciding on suitable angles for the photographs. Ruth posed obligingly by a pillar and on a crumbling wall but soon grew too cold to tolerate any further standing about.

‘Do you want to walk on to warm up?’ she asked hopefully.

‘If you like.’

‘Couldn’t you leave that wretched stuff under a hedge for us to collect later?’

‘It’s much too valuable.’

‘Nobody will take it from here. For heaven’s sake.’

Without waiting for him she strode off to the stile and began walking towards the cliff path. Yet she rather despised herself for her anger. He was so well-meaning that it was unfair to bully him.

The sound of panting behind her warned that he was still on her trail. He had abandoned the tripod but not his heavy wooden case which he had strapped to his back, or his camera. Deciding that this was a fair compromise Ruth relented sufficiently to reply kindly to his next question. ‘Do you regard yourself as a visitor here, as Mrs Spendmore insists you are, or a resident?’

‘Half of each. The Rush House belongs to my family - well,  my mother. She was brought up in Westwich, as I told you. That’s why she and Maud Waterford are so close. They were childhood friends. My father keeps the house up and each year we come down for the spring and summer. We have quite a big house in London though my mother is never really comfortable there.’

‘I’ve not seen your mother out in the village.’

‘No. She’s something of an invalid. It’s too cold for her.’

‘Are you alone with your mother?’

‘What a lot of questions, Mr Donaldson. No, I have an older brother, Harry, but he’s gone back to school. Father comes at weekends when he can. He works in the City, dealing in stocks and shares. And we have the Millerchips to look after us. They live above the old stable block.’

‘And what of your own education?’

‘Oh, I’ve had enough of school for now. I may go back in the autumn. I don’t know, I have so many plans.’ She waved her hand as if to say his enquiries were too trivial to match her grand plans for the future. But she found his conversation peculiarly demanding, as if he had found her out, cut through the brightness of her skin and hair and discovered the grey deadness beneath.

She halted by the railings which marked an abrupt end to the sunken path from the friary. Far below the pale brown sea foamed on the pebbles. Ruth gazed at the breaking waves. ‘The beach inclines so steeply that you get drawn down, don’t you think? When Westwich was a thriving port the town would have extended for half a mile where the sea now is. You can’t imagine it, can you? It looks as if there’s been nothing but salt water for ever.’

‘Mrs Spendmore claims that some villagers have heard the sound of church bells from beneath the waves.’

‘That’s just silly. The bells would have been taken from the churches long before they fell into ruins. And anyway it presupposes that the sea drowned the town. That’s not right. It beat it into crumbs, pounded it into rubble. The old town is now washed up as shingle. It’s no use trying to imagine homes  and inns and shops intact on the sea-bed. Hardly material for a photographer, is it? All that sea.’

‘So you don’t believe any of the ghost stories.’

‘No. No. I don’t believe in ghost stories. Foolish nonsense - people who let their imagination run away with them.’ Donaldson was staring at her. She tilted her chin and looked defiantly back at him, noting the pale, thick-textured skin of his forehead, the sprightly rise of his untameable hair and the unmistakable admiration in his dark eyes. She was conscious that strands of her own hair were clinging to her cheek and that her skirts were flying out behind her. The melancholy left her.

He had to wrench his gaze from her face. ‘Is anything ever washed up?’ he asked.

‘Oh, for goodness sake. Haven’t you been listening?’ Suddenly tired of the bleakness and discomfort of the cliff-top she thought again of the delights of book and fire and of tea with her mother, who was always happier in the early evenings. ‘Let’s go back,’ she said, ‘the light is fading.’
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