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By Jo Thomas

The Oyster Catcher

The Olive Branch

Digital Novella

The Chestnut Tree


About the Book

When Ellie Russet leaves home and her restaurant in the wake of disaster to house-sit in the Kent countryside, the last thing she wants to do is cook for a living – ever again.

Ellie’s new neighbour, Daniel Fender, is struggling to make ends meet as a furniture maker. Could the answer to his problems lie in the chestnut orchard at the bottom of the garden?

Only Ellie can help Daniel unlock the delicious secret that will bring them the fresh starts they need. And as autumn approaches, romance will blossom amid the glowing embers of the chestnut fire…


Prologue

Ellie watched the chalkboard she’d rehomed from an old school being dragged out of the blue front door, to the giggles of the young couple who were going to attempt to get it home in their Mini Clubman. It even had her smudged handwriting still on it. The door slammed shut behind them, echoing round the big empty room. Everything was gone now. But it wasn’t the chalkboard, or the pine pews, or the Singer sewing-machine tables she’d bought from a reclamation yard that mattered; it was the sounds and the smells. The sound of busy, happy chatter; the sound of laughter. The squeak of the chalk against the board as she wrote up the day’s specials. The little bell from the kitchen to signal hot food, ready to go. The smells of garlic, butter and red wine. Of basil and rosemary, rich coffee and baking bread.

Ellie walked over to the high, dark wooden counter. She picked up her keys, which were cold against her hot hands. She gave one final look out to the kitchen, now an empty, blackened shell. Her mind flicked briefly back to that night. The night everything had changed; when her world had fallen apart, literally. As though she was leaving her lover for the very last time, she picked up the cat basket with the protesting, mewing cat in it, slid the big metal pan off the counter and tucked it under her arm. She swallowed hard, and then, because she couldn’t bear not to, she shut the reservations book.

Outside, on the street, she looked up and down at the little row of shops on either side of the blue door, where the falling yellow and orange leaves were gathering in the doorways. She pulled the door to, and then, her eyes itching and her mouth dry, she pushed the keys back through the letter box, got quickly into her car and drove away, unable to bear to look back. And if Ellie didn’t know better, she’d swear the pain in her chest was her heart actually breaking.


Chapter 1

‘What about if we try sideways?’ Ellie said to the miniature dachshund who was weaving in and out of her legs, wrapping the lead around her ankles, like a maypole dancer.

Ellie shivered as the autumnal wind blew a swirl of leaves around her feet, making her shrink further into her big red duffle coat. Feeling like a contestant on the TV show Wipeout, where you had to fit yourself through an odd shape in the wall, she turned sideways and tried to edge the dog, the cat basket, the bulging bin bags, the satchel strung across her body and the large steel pan under her arm in through the tiny front door of the cottage. She just hoped she wouldn’t get stuck.

The dog, desperate to see his owner, yapped and yapped, anticipation making him more and more high pitched. The cat meowed indignantly at her enforced imprisonment, clawing at the wicker lock. The wind gusted more fiercely, blowing up Ellie’s hood and pulling her long fair hair from the hasty loose bun she’d tied with a hairband from her wrist just before getting out of the car. She always kept hairbands on her wrist, for when she was cooking and needed to put her hair up. Just like she usually wore black chef’s trousers and white tops, because she was always cooking. But not today. Today she was wearing jeans, chunky black boots and a baggy jumper under her duffle coat and knitted scarf. She wished she’d worn a hat to keep her unruly hair under control, because now the wind was throwing it round her face in what seemed like a deliberate attempt to blind her and make the manoeuvre as difficult as possible.

She took tiny steps so that the lead around her ankles didn’t trip her up. Despite the cross cat, the dancing dachshund happy to be home, and the bulging bin bags threating to rip and spill their contents, she did it. She shoved the door shut behind her with a kick of her boot and breathed a sigh of relief. She was in. She was here, at Chestnut Cottage. She looked around, taking in its faint familiarity. She hadn’t been here for years. It was small and crammed with shelves full of books, behind the door and anywhere there was a spare space. Ornaments covered every available surface. There were pictures and paintings filling up the spaces on the stone walls, giving the feeling of a room packed with memories: full, chaotic and eclectic. Ellie shook her head again, trying to flick away the loose strands of hair that had escaped the bun. She was still holding the bags and the cat basket. She had no idea how she was going to fit everything into this tiny cottage, already packed with Aunt Josephine’s many possessions.

Ellie bent at the knees, careful not to drop the cat basket, and let the black bags fall to the ground, tumbling over each other. She put the basket down in the only bit of clear floor space, in front of the black grate, which was laid up with paper and sticks and just needed a match putting to it. Then she let the dachshund, who was now doing a great impression of a spinning top, off the lead and watched as he leapt over the bags and flew off in the direction of the kitchen at the back of the house, yapping with all his might, letting Aunt Josephine know he was home and he’d missed her.

‘She’s not here, Maurice,’ Ellie said, still feeling ridiculous calling the dog Mooreese and not just ‘Morris’; you had to say it the French way, according to her aunt’s instructions, since he was apparently named after Maurice Chevalier. Aunt Josephine was currently in France, incapacitated by a broken ankle at the end of a holiday. Ellie had a sneaking suspicion wine had been taken. Her aunt had been at an outside restaurant, at a tea dance. There’d been a covered stage area with multi-coloured fairy lights around it. A band had played. She’d eaten ‘a wonderful meal’ and afterwards there had been dancing, followed by a twist of the ankle, which turned out to be a fracture, just before the end of the evening. Knowing Aunt Josephine, she would have forgotten she was now well into her seventies and was probably trying to high-kick her way through ‘New York, New York’ as the band finished up their set. Which was why she’d had to phone Ellie and ask her to make the drive from Bristol to her cottage in the heart of the Kent countryside to pick up her dog from kennels and house-sit for a couple of weeks until she was patched up enough to travel home.

For Ellie, it couldn’t have come at a better time. Not that she wished her aunt ill, of course. But right now, being here in Chestnut Cottage, just her and Cinders her little black cat, and Maurice of course, was exactly what she needed. She looked around at the small, black-beamed living room. A pair of battered and worn wingback chairs sat either side of the fireplace, one far more worn than the other. A table beside it was piled high with books and well-thumbed magazines, mostly travel ones, about France; a pair of reading glasses left on top suggested the reader had just popped out for a moment. There was a pile of logs by the fire and a burn-marked red tapestry rug in front of it. The room smelt of woodsmoke and beeswax.

There was a dark-wood French sideboard where Aunt Josephine kept the ‘aperitifs’, Ellie remembered from when she was a teenager. She smiled. Maybe she’d see what was in the cupboard and pour herself a drink once she’d got the dog and cat settled in.

Stepping high over the fallen bags, which were spilling their guts across the floor, and being careful again not to trip on them, she followed the sound of Maurice’s yapping into the kitchen, where he was still racing around excitedly, looking for Josephine.

‘She’s in France, Maurice.’ Ellie tried to do the accent again, but she still felt foolish even though there was no one around to hear her. No one around for miles, actually. Only the old farm next door. She looked out of the kitchen window into the dusk that was wrapping itself around the cottage like a hug, and the woodland beyond that dipped away down a gentle slope into a valley and to the stream below. At a guess, Ellie thought the woodland must’ve been about five or six acres, maybe more. It felt as though it went on for ever. Chestnut Cottage stood all on its own on the lane, with an empty, overgrown meadow between it and the farm with its collection of barns and sheds. Apart from that, there was nothing else around for a couple of miles. She couldn’t hear a thing. Not like in her flat above the restaurant in the centre of Bristol, where there was a constant backdrop of sirens, car alarms and traffic. Here, there was nothing other than the sound of the autumn wind, swooshing and sweeping outside the windows.

Cinders was now clawing at the cat-basket door with growing indignation. Ellie really needed to get her out and settled. In fact, she couldn’t wait to find somewhere to put all her belongings and settle in herself. First, though, she pulled out her laptop from her satchel, opened it on the kitchen table and connected to the cottage’s Wi-Fi.

Picked up Maurice and arrived safe and sound. Everything fine. Ellie xx she emailed to Aunt Josephine. She sent the same message to her parents just so they wouldn’t worry, then shut her eyes and tipped her head back. Yes, Chestnut Cottage was just what she needed right now. She took another deep breath and sent up a silent word of thanks to Aunt Josephine. It was perfect.

Suddenly a cacophony of noise blared out, crashing through the perfect peace: shouting and music, making her jump. Her eyes sprang open. Her heart thumped. What on earth was happening?


Chapter 2

Ellie quickly pulled back the bolts on the back door, top and bottom. It was a wooden door with small glass panels at the top. With the bolts back, she turned the stiff brass key and yanked the door open, checking for Maurice, who was sitting in his plush doggie bed, sulking. She leant out the door, frowning, to try to see where the noise was coming from. To her left was the big red brick Victorian farmhouse, Chestnut Farm. The surrounding fields were empty, not like Ellie remembered from her days visiting as a young girl, when they had been full of black and white cows and fat fluffy sheep. The farm used to be owned by Dick and Lily, a lovely couple. Aunt Josephine and Ellie’s mum, Jenny, had spent their summers camping there whilst Granny Alice and her friends had earned extra cash working on nearby farms, strawberry- or hop-picking. But Lily had died some years back, and Dick had finally gone into a home and died earlier this year, so Josephine had told her. There had been no children to take it on, so the farm had been auctioned off.

Josephine had loved it here so much that when the farmworker’s cottage came up for sale, she bought it. Ellie had visited in the school holidays when she was young, but had spent more time at Dick and Lily’s farmhouse than at Josephine’s, mainly because Lily always made a fuss of her and baked wonderful cakes. The farm and the woods had been Ellie’s playground. She remembered the traditional Kentish oast houses in the village, with their pointed roofs like witches’ hats; the peg-tiled russet roofs of the cottages, and the fields of hops that had surrounded the village a mile or so from the cottage, where she had walked with the farm dogs. Then of course there were the corn fields, with corn so high you could get lost, as Ellie often did. If it hadn’t been for the dogs, she might never have found her way back. Those days had seemed hot and endless, until it was time for the swallows and swifts to leave, signalling the end of summer for another year.

Her heart was still pounding. What the hell was that noise? It seemed to be coming from the woodland at the bottom of the garden. What if people had moved into the woods while her aunt was away? She listened again. She could hear a voice that seemed familiar. It sounded a lot like BBC Radio 2’s Ken Bruce. Ellie liked Ken Bruce’s PopMaster quiz, and had often had it playing in the restaurant kitchen while she worked, prepping the specials of the day. She tried to push the thought out of her head. She didn’t want to be reminded of it.
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