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Sand in My Shoes


Jenny Harper


A trip to France awakens the past in this heartwarming short summer read from the author of People We Love.


Headteacher Nicola Arnott prides herself on her independence. She has successfully juggled motherhood and career, coping with early widowhood by burying her emotions somewhere deep inside herself. When a cancer scare shakes her out of her careful approach to life, she finds herself thinking wistfully of her first love, a young French medical student.


She decides to revisit the sleepy French town she remembers from her teenage years – and is astonished to meet up with Luc again. The old chemistry is still there – but so is something far more precious: a deep and enduring friendship.


Can it turn into true love?




Chapter One


Nicola Arnott pushed open the French windows and stepped out onto the balcony of her newly rented apartment. Above her, the blue and white striped canopy offered shade, but not coolness. She gasped – not at the heat, but at the view. She’d seen it, of course, on the letting agent’s particulars – after all, it was the view that dictated the price, not the apartment’s facilities, which were meagre – but no photograph could do justice to the panorama that greeted her.


She’d enjoyed so many holidays in France with David – in the Loire valley and the Dordogne, on the Côte d’Azur and in some of the country’s great cities – before Eleanor had been born. After that, they’d had so little time together before he’d been snatched from her. Now she was back.


She watched a dinghy tack and change direction, its sails startlingly white against the bright blue waters of the Bassin d’Arcachon. Picture postcard perfect.


Unthinking, she grasped the balcony rail and yelped. It was burning hot.


Nicola felt no pain when she thought of David, only love. But all memories were softened by time. If she were really honest, hadn’t they fought over everything? Whether to get up early to explore or laze in bed till midday. Whether to open the window at night or keep it closed. Whether to walk or take a taxi. Little things. Things that didn’t matter, but niggles that were easy to forget in the aftermath of loss.


It hadn’t been real fighting, just bickering – the kind of bubbling undertow that characterises many relationships but doesn’t affect the core.


She stood and stretched. Here she was, reminiscing already, and she hadn’t even unpacked. In any case, David had died twenty years ago and she had rebuilt her life since then. She had her work – at the primary school where she was headteacher – wonderful colleagues and friends, and several hundred children who filled her days with laughter and young life, and gave her all the challenges she could wish for. She had Eleanor, her daughter, and she had her beloved West Highland terrier, Darcy. So what if she hadn’t found love a second time? That had been partly circumstance, partly choice.


The boat had tacked again. Now it was heading for the low islands off the Grande Dune du Pilat, the magnificent natural sand dune, three hundred and sixty foot high that was one of the main tourist attractions of the area. She knew the islands well. Hadn’t she sailed there with Luc that extraordinary summer?


Sweet sixteen, and never been kissed? She’d celebrated her seventeenth birthday on the third day of her holiday in Arcachon with her parents. The night she’d met Luc. The memory of it made her smile, the sense of him stronger now that she was back here.


Stupid.


She pulled a chair towards her. Its metal feet, grating on the tiled floor of the balcony, set her teeth on edge and she sank onto it with a grimace.


So much to think about. So many memories. And so many worries about what the future held.


 


Six weeks earlier


‘You found the lump a month ago? Mum! What are you thinking!’


Eleanor Robertson stared at her mother in horror. The dimples that were such a happy feature of her round face when she smiled were nowhere to be seen and in their stead an unsightly frown creased her forehead.


‘Of course you have to go to the doctor’s. In fact,’ she grabbed her mother’s mobile from the kitchen table where she’d put it down and held it out to her with a fierce expression in her sage-green eyes, ‘you’re going to call them and make an appointment right now.’


Nicola made dozens of telephone calls every day in her capacity as the super-efficient, super kindly headteacher at Summerfield Primary School near Forgie. She might be arranging for some child to receive extra lessons to help with reading, or getting cover in place at short notice for a teacher who was off sick. Maybe she’d be explaining to one parent or another that it simply was not possible for little Jimmy to take three days’ holiday before the end of term to go to Benidorm. Or negotiating with the local authority over some minor irritation that hadn’t been dealt with. Now, however, she stared at the phone and quailed visibly.


‘I can’t.’


‘If you don’t, I will.’ Eleanor’s chin had started to jut out, a warning sign.


‘It’s my body.’


‘You’re going to say, “It’s my life,” next, aren’t you?’ Eleanor glared at her mother.


Nicola sighed. Her daughter had always been passionate and stubborn. Takes after me, she thought with wry recognition. The trouble was, she’d had to battle through life after David had died – being a single mother and earning a living isn’t easy. And Eleanor, who was naturally strong-willed, had cheerfully learned how to stand up for herself by following her mother’s example.


‘Well?’ she challenged her daughter mildly.


‘Well, it’s not. If anything happens to you, just think how many people will be affected. Not just me, but granny and grandpa, not to mention Gran and Gramps Arnott.’


Nicola had kept in close touch with David’s parents after the brain haemorrhage had taken him with no warning. It was their right to know their grandchild – and besides, she liked Richard Arnott, whose abrupt manner concealed real warmth, and Jennifer, who had turned to food for comfort after the death of her only son. They were good people.


‘And there are all your colleagues,’ Eleanor was saying. ‘God know what they’d do without you, you’re the backbone of that place –’


‘There are other people perfectly capable of being headteacher, Eleanor.’


‘– not to mention the kids,’ Eleanor went on remorselessly, her gaze unrelenting.


Nicola took the phone reluctantly.


‘Well?’


‘OK, OK, I’ll call. Later.’


‘Now, Mum. You’ll do it now.’


She caved in. In the face of such implacability, what could she do?


At first she’d barely given the lump a thought, but when she’d had her next shower, she’d found her fingers returning to it hesitantly. It was still there. Hard and irregular, it moved under her questing fingers as though it had a life all its own. Nicola shivered. Maybe it did have a life all its own. That was what she feared.


‘Mum?’


Eleanor was right. She knew that. Of course she should get the lump checked – but facing the possibilities still seemed worse than ignoring them. She’d never been good at dealing with emotions head on, she’d always buried them instead. She was doing it again.


Nicola drew a deep breath, realising there was no escape now that she’d confessed her discovery to Eleanor.


She found the number and dialled.


She was just putting the phone down when Eleanor reappeared with coffee.


‘I’ve made an appointment with the GP. She can see me next week.’


Eleanor looked at her mother with approval. ‘Good. I want to know everything she says. Ask for a quick referral, Mum. You’re great at being pushy for other people, but hopeless when it comes to yourself.’


She set the tray down on the table by the window, looking into Nicola’s garden, where two magpies were squabbling over some titbit, ruffling their striking black and white plumage indignantly.


‘One for sorrow, two for joy,’ Eleanor smiled. ‘It’s going to be all right. I can feel it here.’ She patted her chest.


‘You’re right.’ Nicola returned the smile, trying to convince herself that there was no point worrying about things until they happened. Nine out of ten breast lumps are benign. She knew that because she’d looked it up on the internet. Her lump could be anything. Most likely it was a cyst and all they would have to do was drain it. ‘Anyway,’ she picked up her coffee and savoured its aroma, then said pointedly, ‘what about you?’


Eleanor had no need to ask what she meant. Her mother knew all about the difficulties she and Sam were having in conceiving a child. She wasn’t shy about discussing it, quite the opposite. The one key difference in character between mother and daughter was that while Nicola had learnt to guard her hopes and fears by locking them deep within her, Eleanor’s passions lay near the surface, exposed and vulnerable.


Tears rose to her eyes, but she blinked them away bravely. ‘No luck this month. Again.’


Nicola reached over and laid a hand on her arm, as if to protect her. ‘Don’t worry about it. You’re only twenty-eight, there’s plenty of time. They’ve said there’s no reason why you shouldn’t conceive.’


‘I know.’ Eleanor found a tissue and blew her nose. ‘It just doesn’t seem fair, when we want a child so badly.’


‘Life,’ Nicola said with deep-felt sincerity, ‘is not about fairness.’




Chapter Two


It was this thought that was uppermost in her mind in the last weeks of school. It was June, and everyone was on countdown. The children were in summer clothes and summer mood. It was hot in the staff room and tempers frayed easily. Only the community garden kept everyone sane.


The ugly piece of waste land adjacent to the school had been transformed from a litter dump three years before. What an effort it had been! Everyone had taken part, from the local gardener Ibsen Brown (who had taken charge) right down to the children themselves. Now it was much more than a place to play during breaks. There was a canvas-shaded pergola in one corner, big enough for a small class to sit under, cross-legged on mats, for a nature lesson. There was a mini-assault course, where the children could wriggle through tubes and climb nets and swing on knotted ropes, under the watchful eye of the PE teacher. There was a friendship path, where you took your friend’s hand and kept tight hold of it as your two paths diverged and met and criss-crossed.


At lunch break one day, Nicola watched as a group of children set off along the path, giggling and squealing as they twisted and turned and teetered on the edge of falling, but always supporting each other. A great lesson, she thought, for life.


She thought of Eleanor, whose support over the past days had been amazing. Without it … As the bell rang to signal the end of break, she shuddered involuntarily. It was the waiting that got you. The not knowing.


When she got back to her small stone cottage on the edge of Forgie village, not a mile from the school in Summerfield, Darcy greeted her with ferocious love, his solid little body wiggling and waggling as his tail waved frantically from side to side.


‘Hello, boy! Hello! Did you think I’d forgotten you, then? Did you? Did you?’


She bent and patted him, smiling. Most days she managed to slip back for twenty minutes at lunchtime to let him out, but today she’d been on duty.


‘Give me five minutes, Darcy, OK? Then I’ll feed you.’


He looked up at her trustingly.


The post had dropped through the letterbox onto the mat, a jumbled heap of circulars and bank statements and bills. No one sent letters any more. There were even precious few postcards. For a moment she thought wistfully of the days when some card with an exotic image of elephants, or beaches, or the night lights of a distant city would arrive, with news of places visited, walks taken, swims enjoyed. All you ever got nowadays was an email, or a Facebook notification.
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