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Holly


JANUARY 2018


The house is small but solid looking, with a grey slate roof and whitewashed walls. You can see it from quite a long way off, across the fields as you approach up the lane towards the top of the cliff – especially during these cold months of winter, when the trees are bare and there’s nothing but the gloomy sky and the circling seagulls interrupting the view. It’s on its own, a bit of a landmark, sitting up there so close to the edge. Sometimes on winter nights it’s almost like a lighthouse looming out of the darkened sky; a warning, letting us know we’re approaching something. Approaching the end of the lane – but more than that. The end of everything.


I’ve lived in Hawbury Down for most of my life, and although I’ve never been inside Cliff’s End Cottage before, I know all about it. Everyone around here knows about the crazy old lady who lives in the house perched on the edge of the cliff, who refuses to move out even though half her garden has now gone into the sea and the environmentalists don’t think it’ll be long before the rest goes – followed by the house itself. People come up here to Hawbury Top, as it’s known, local people as well as visitors to the area. They come up this tiny dark lane riddled with potholes, bringing their cars as far as they can, until the lane peters out, and then walking the rest of the way up the track on foot. And they simply stand on the edge and stare. It’s a sight, all right. The waves crashing down below, where over decades, over centuries, they’ve been eating away at the base of the cliff, destabilising the clifftop from beneath, until bits of it crumble and topple into the sea.


People were up here taking photos earlier this month when a tremendous storm, combined with a high spring tide, finally sent an overhanging section of Mrs Jackman’s garden, including her potting shed, down to the hungry sea below. They stared, they took their photos, and they went away muttering about the stupidity of the woman who still insisted she wasn’t going to move, saying she’d know when it was time. I was there myself. I’d like to say my curiosity was purely professional, but to be honest I was being just as nosy as everyone else. I’d never met Stella Jackman before, and I wasn’t going to believe all the outlandish rumours and ridiculous myths that circulate this town about her, but I was intrigued. And that day, some of us who were up there on the clifftop did get to see her – the woman some people refer to as ‘The Witch of Cliff’s End’, because of the weird wailing noises reputed to sometimes come from her cottage at night – for a few moments when she came out of her front door to call her cats. She was just as I’d imagined her: small, with wiry grey hair, and a weathered look, as if she’d been outdoors her entire life. On the spur of the moment, I took my chance, rushing towards her as others held back, pretending they weren’t watching.


‘Excuse me … Mrs Jackman,’ I gabbled. ‘I’m Holly Brooks, I’m a feature writer for Devon Today—’


‘Oh, you are, are you?’ she said, looking me up and down. She started to turn away, but I went on, desperately trying to detain her:


‘I was rather hoping you might agree to have a chat with me – about your home, and the terrible damage from last night’s storm—’


‘My home’s fine,’ she said calmly. ‘No damage.’ She met my gaze and added, ‘No chat.’


Well, at least I’d tried, I consoled myself as she went back inside, closing the door behind her.


‘I don’t think so,’ the editor of Devon Today, Frances Small, said in response to my phone call, without trying to hide her boredom and irritation. She wasn’t nicknamed as Frosty Fran behind her back for nothing. She’d listened in silence as I’d outlined my idea for a feature on Mrs Jackman and Cliff’s End Cottage. ‘There’s been enough written already about that house. Enough pictures of it too. Coastal erosion has been done to death. Find me something new.’


Although I’m a freelance writer, Frosty Fran’s one of my most important clients and my feature submissions to Devon Life are normally accepted – and I really needed something to be accepted as soon as possible, if I wanted to avoid going into my overdraft again. Even with my cleaning job on the side, it’s tough at times. Trouble was, I knew Fran had a point. And to be fair, even if she’d grasped the idea with open arms, I had yet to persuade Mrs Jackman to talk to me.


‘What if I try a different angle?’ I blurted out, without having even thought it through. ‘A more personal angle. I mean, she – Mrs Jackman – must be in her eighties, and people say she’s lived there all her life. She must have some stories to tell. As well as explaining why she won’t move.’


There was silence for a moment.


‘Are you sure she’ll talk to you?’ Fran said eventually.


‘I’ll find a way.’ I swallowed back my doubts. I’d have to find a way.


‘So send me the story when it’s written. I’ll think about it.’


I sighed. If she didn’t take it for Devon Today, there were other markets I could try. And now I’d suggested it, I liked the idea of trying to talk to Mrs Jackman about her life in Hawbury Down. But despite my determination to keep pushing away at her until she agreed, I had a feeling I’d need to start more gently, and build up the pressure gradually if necessary. So I wrote a short, friendly note to her saying I’d love to talk to her about her long life in Hawbury Down, because I was just interested for personal reasons, and she didn’t have to agree to being interviewed for the magazine. I asked her to call me if she fancied a chat. I clipped my card to the note and went back to deliver it through her letterbox. It was a cold, rainy day, about as bleak and dark as it gets, the bare trees up on Hawbury Top bent against the wind, and there was no sign of her or the cats this time, and nobody hanging around taking photos. I wasn’t particularly optimistic about getting a response from her, but I was prepared to give it a bit of time before following up with another attempt. To my surprise, just over a week later, she called me.


‘I don’t know what you want,’ she said, ‘but I suppose you’ll keep on at me until I agree. Come on Tuesday. Eleven o’clock.’


And here I am, on her doorstep.
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Stella


I’m not a fool, whatever Miss Holly-I’m-A-Journalist-But-All-I-Want-Is-A-Little-Chat might think. She’s obviously still after her story, and she thinks she’s going to get it by the back door, by a softly-softly approach, talking about my long life in Hawbury Down. How does she even know how long I’ve been here? I should have just thrown her little love letter straight in the bin, but something about it intrigued me, even if it did exasperate me at the same time. I found myself wondering about her. Wondering how long she’s lived here herself, who her parents are and whether I know them, why the hell she’s interested in me – or rather, in my house – and why a young girl like that wants to work as a journalist, nosing into other people’s business. Well, I haven’t got much else to think about, these days. Or, to be honest, many people to talk to. Life gets wearisome when you reach my age, especially in the coldest months of the year. The cold wind up here chills my very bones, making me ache all over, body and soul. Sometimes I think winter will never end.


So, eventually, I called her. ‘Come on Tuesday at eleven’, I said. She won’t stay too long that way; she’ll be wanting to get away for her lunch.


It’s been a while since I had a visitor – apart from the nosy ones who hang around outside the house, looking down the cliff edge, taking photos, staring at my windows. They don’t realise I’m watching them from behind the curtains. But an actual visitor, coming into the house, sitting down and talking to me – I must admit, getting the little note from Holly Whats-Her-Name made me stop and think how long it’s been since that’s happened. Years ago, I used to get visits from ex-colleagues at the school. And friends from the Cats Protection place where I used to volunteer. But I suppose over the years they’ve all retired too. We’ve lost touch. And a lot of them probably aren’t even alive anymore. That’s one of the sad things about living to what we used to call a good old age – you outlive everyone. You don’t have any friends left.


Anyway, although I don’t like admitting it, I feel kind of jittery while I’m getting dressed this morning. I don’t know whether to put my better trousers on, and a decent shirt, one I’ve ironed. Normally I can’t be bothered much about what I wear. Nobody sees me. I shouldn’t care what this young woman is going to think of me, but nevertheless I do a bit of tidying up, brush the cat hairs off the table and chairs, move Gracie from where she likes to sit, grooming herself, on the top shelf in the kitchen, and shoo her outside with the other two, in case this Holly person doesn’t like cats. Or if she has an allergy – they all seem to have allergies these days. Just before eleven o’clock, I put the kettle on and warm the teapot. I get down the cake tin, lift the lid and peek inside, feeling silly all of a sudden. Why have I gone to all this trouble? The girl only wants to write some daft story about me for her job. Maybe I’ll save the cake till this afternoon and eat it on my own.


The doorbell makes me jump, and I nearly drop the cake tin. I go to the door and usher her in. She’s got dark hair, very pale skin, and she’s pretty in that too-skinny way they are these days. She smiles and reminds me who she is, as if she thinks I’m so bloody senile I’ve probably forgotten.


‘I’ll take my shoes off,’ she offers, unzipping her coat. I tell her not to bother. I’m aware I’m probably sounding a bit snappy. I feel flustered, having her coming into the house, wafting perfume and flicking her long hair.


‘Sit down,’ I say curtly. ‘Tea? Or do you prefer coffee?’


‘Oh!’ She looks around her through the open door into the sitting room, and I follow her gaze, seeing the thin old carpet and the shabby, worn sofa and armchairs through her eyes. The cats have, over the years, done what cats do – their claws have pulled threads in the fabrics, their damp fur has left dark marks on the cushions. The legs of the table have scratch marks in them. It hasn’t bothered me. I prefer their company to the idea of having a perfect home.


‘Um, what kind of tea do you have?’


I stare back at her. ‘The kind you make a pot of tea with.’


‘Right. Sorry.’ She gives a little laugh of embarrassment. ‘I … I was thinking about herbal teas – only because they’re what I normally drink myself. But of course, ordinary tea is fine. No milk or sugar, thank you.’


Herbal teas. They’re not tea at all, in my opinion, just fancy fruit drinks. I sniff as I turn back to the teapot, put in a spoonful of tea each plus one for the pot, wait for the kettle to come back to the boil, then fill the pot and put the tea cosy on. When I look back at Holly, she’s sitting down at the kitchen table, watching me. Probably never seen anyone make real tea before.


‘We can go in the sitting room,’ I say, ‘while the tea draws.’


She follows me and sits in one of the armchairs. I can see she looks as awkward as I feel, and something inside me softens slightly – but only slightly. Isn’t she supposed to be a journalist? Aren’t they supposed to be tough and ruthless? She looks like an anxious little girl, sitting there in her tight jeans with her toes together and her hands in her lap. No notebook, or recording thing, unless she’s hidden it. It seems she’s keeping up the pretence that she only wants a little chat – off the record, that’s what they say, isn’t it?


My radio’s playing in here – I put it on earlier, to listen to some music while I tidied up, and it’s probably a bit loud for her, so I go to turn it off.


‘That was nice music,’ she says – being polite, I suppose. I doubt she knows much about classical music.


‘It’s the first movement of Eine kleine Nachtmusik,’ I tell her. ‘A Little Night Music. Mozart.’


‘Oh.’ She looks blank but nods. ‘One of your favourites?’


I can’t help smiling now, despite myself. The memories that particular music evoke always make me smile. ‘My absolute favourite,’ I say. Then I catch myself, and move on abruptly:


‘Anyway, what exactly do you want to talk about?’ Straight to the point. No sense in shilly-shallying around.


She smiles back now. ‘Well, for a start I wondered how long you’ve been living here – in Hawbury Down, and in this house. Have you been here for your entire life? You must have some stories to tell.’


‘Must I?’ I say. ‘What sort of stories?’


‘Well, stories about Hawbury Down. What it was like here when you were younger, how it’s changed … your memories, and so on.’


‘I see.’


Holly sits back in her chair, as if she’s waiting for me to start. I feel weary, weary of this nonsense before it’s even begun. What’s the point? Can I really be bothered to drag up a few ancient memories just to satisfy this girl? Just so she can write something for her paper or magazine?


‘I’ll pour out the tea,’ I say, to delay the conversation for a bit longer. I hesitate, then add – because it will have been a waste of time making it if I don’t – ‘Want a slice of cake?’


‘Oh!’ She looks surprised. ‘Cake? Really? Well, thank you, that’s nice of you.’


She probably never eats it. Probably thinks it’s fattening, or not vegetarian enough for her. I go into the kitchen and cut us a slice each, whether she decides she’s going to eat it or not, pour out the tea and carry everything into the sitting room on a tray. Holly sits up, looking guilty.


‘I should have carried that in for you.’


‘I’m not totally helpless,’ I mutter, putting the tray down on the little table between our chairs. She’s looking at the teacups, a strange expression on her face.


‘Proper cups and saucers,’ she says wistfully. ‘My gran used to use them.’


Since when did cups and saucers become something only older people use? I push a plate of cake towards her and her eyes open wide with surprise.


‘This is home-made, isn’t it!’


‘Yes. Cherry and almond.’ I wonder if home-made cakes are something else she’s not used to. Another thing she only associates with old ladies. ‘You’re not allergic to nuts or anything like that?’ I add quickly.


‘No. It looks delicious.’ She takes the plate, picks up her slice of cake and nibbles it politely. ‘It’s lovely,’ she says with a smile. Then she puts her plate down again and gives me a more business-like look. ‘So: where shall we start? Were you actually born here – in Hawbury Down?’


‘No.’ I wipe crumbs from my mouth. This’ll spoil her little story. ‘I was born in London. In the East End.’


‘Oh, really?’ she says. ‘When did you move to Devon, then?’


‘I was evacuated as a child. During the war.’ I glance at her, wondering if she understands. ‘World War Two. Children were sent to the countryside, to escape the Blitz. The bombing.’


‘You were an evacuee! That’s really interesting.’


‘It wasn’t always much fun at the time,’ I retort.


Suddenly I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I don’t want to talk at all. I put my cup down so abruptly, tea slops into the saucer. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve changed my mind.’ I get up, trying not to look at her. ‘You’ll have to go.’


‘Oh. OK, of course.’ She follows me back to the kitchen and out to the front door. I’m already holding it open for her. This was a stupid idea. Stupid of me to agree to it. I shouldn’t have got her hopes up.


‘Goodbye,’ I say, still not looking at her. I don’t know why I feel bad about it. She shouldn’t have wheedled her way into coming round here.


She’s stopped on the doorstep. I can’t close the door while she’s still got one foot inside.


‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘For the tea, and the cake. It was nice to meet you.’


‘You’re welcome,’ I mutter.


‘I just … just wondered why you agreed to me coming round,’ she goes on. She sounds genuinely interested rather than being put out about it. ‘I mean, if you really didn’t want to talk to me – about your life, your past, whatever – why ask me to come? Why make me tea? Why bake that lovely cake?’


I nearly don’t answer. But then I glance up at her, and there’s something about her gentle expression, the kind look in her eyes, that makes me blurt it out.


‘If you must know,’ I say, ‘it’s my birthday. I’m eighty-three today. So I made myself a cake. I’m glad you liked it.’


She puts a hand on my arm, her eyes clouding with sadness. Damn it, why did I tell her that? Now she’s going to go away thinking I’m a pathetic, lonely old woman who invites strangers round to share her birthday cake.


‘Goodbye,’ I say more firmly, giving the door a little push so that she moves her foot out of the way. As soon as she’s off the doorstep, I close the door and walk back into the kitchen. What a waste of time that was. Never mind. I’ll have another piece of cake later on. Wouldn’t do to let it get stale.
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Holly


Poor thing. She’s lonely, obviously, and I’m not surprised – living up there all on her own like that, at her age, stuck in that chilly old house that – even inside – feels somehow as if it’s literally teetering on the edge of the cliff. I know it’s ridiculous, but just sitting in her lounge, I could almost feel how unstable it is, how very fragile its grip on that cliff might be. And what a shame that she has to invite a complete stranger to share her cake, just to have company on her birthday. Eighty-three! It was stupid of me to think she’d make anything other than real tea, in a teapot, and have anything other than home-made cake; my gran was exactly the same. It brought back such memories. I’m sighing as I walk back down the track to my car. Gran’s birthday was at this time of year, too. January the twenty-ninth– less than two weeks’ time. She’d have been seventy-eight. She’s only been gone a year and I still miss her so much, enough to bring tears to my eyes now that have nothing to do with the cold, sharp wind whipping across Hawbury Top. It’s always colder up here than down in the town, of course, and on a freezing winter’s day like this, there’s ice on the puddles that formed in the potholes from yesterday’s rain, and frost glittering on the bare branches of the trees. Beautiful in a sparkly Christmas-card kind of way, but also enough to make me shiver as I hurry to get into the car and turn up the heating.


I don’t want to start crying about Gran again. I think instead about Mrs Jackman’s change of heart today. It was pretty sudden – just as I was enjoying her cherry cake, too. She obviously didn’t want to talk about being evacuated, and of course I understand that perhaps she has some unhappy memories about it. Perhaps the people she stayed with weren’t kind to her, and no doubt she missed her own parents.


It would have been a perfect story for Devon Today; but I have to respect her feelings. It’s a pity, as I’d have loved to know more about it, anyway, just out of my own curiosity. Did she stay in Devon after the war? Or did she come back years later? Why move away from London to come back down here, if her time as an evacuee ‘wasn’t much fun’, as she put it?


My copy for a regular slot on another magazine is due so I’m busy enough for the rest of the day. It’s a nature monthly, and although I was lucky to get the chance to write it, I’m beginning to run out of ideas. There’s only so much you can say, the third year you’re describing what to look out for in January. I manage my word count, thanks to the brave little snowdrops I admired, poking their way up into the frosty air as I walked down from Hawbury Top this morning. And I’m just in time to go and pick Maisie up at three-fifteen.


‘Good day?’ I ask as she throws herself into my arms outside her classroom. ‘Do your coat up, Mais. It’s freezing.’


She fumbles with the zip and I pull her hat down over her ears. She skips along beside me, chattering about maths, and play time, and lunchtime, and which naughty kid in the class was told off by the teacher. She hasn’t put her gloves on – she hates wearing them – but her little hand is warm in mine, her cheeks glowing pink with health and happiness. Sometimes, at times like this when I know she’d be furious with embarrassment because of the other children around us, I have to fight the urge to pick her up and smother her with kisses. It’s a never-ending source of amazement to me that she’s so perfect, the most perfect little girl in the world – and she’s mine. She’s far and away the best thing that’s ever happened to me, despite being the last thing I wanted at the time.


It’s not until night-time, when Maisie’s in bed, that I start to think about Mrs Jackman again. I imagine her now, alone in that house, with the wind whistling outside and only her cats for company – how many does she have? Two? Three? I didn’t see any of them this morning. Does she even have a TV? I didn’t notice. I try to imagine her life, and can’t help the inevitable comparison with that of my gran. Gran was so different. She was an extrovert, a chatterbox, full of laughter and fun and wisdom.


‘Holly,’ she used to say to me, ‘don’t mope. Life’s too short, girl.’


It was too short to spend it moping over things I couldn’t have, too short to cry over a boy who didn’t want me, too short for regrets. She was right, wasn’t she – and sadly, life was too short for her. She shouldn’t have died at only seventy-seven. It was far too soon; she was still so full of life. Whereas Mrs Jackman …


I stop myself there, shocked by the direction of my own thoughts. What about Mrs Jackman? I still don’t know the first thing about her, but I’m making assumptions, based on rumours around the town, and one short meeting with her. I’ve assumed she’s not just lonely, but also a miserable old bag who doesn’t like people or want them around. That she insists on staying up there on the edge of a collapsing cliff out of sheer cussedness, and, worse, that if she’s lonely it must be her own fault. But now I’m remembering her tea tray, set with a cloth, china cups and saucers and milk in a little jug. The home-made cake on a plate. The way she made the tea – three spoonsful of tea leaves in the warmed pot, just like Gran did. I couldn’t take my eyes off her while she was doing it, because in this instant-gratification, tea bag in a mug without even sitting down world we live in, I wanted to treasure that sight, the memory it evoked. Whatever else Mrs Jackman is – miserable old bag or not – she’s alone, and lonely, and it’s her birthday, and I might be the only person in Hawbury Down, or even the only person alive, who knows about it.


As soon as I’ve dropped Maisie off at school the next morning, I head straight to the flower shop on Fore Street and choose a small posy of yellow and white freesias – nothing too fancy, just bright and cheerful. The florist ties the stems with yellow ribbon and wraps them in cellophane.


‘Do you want to include a card?’ she asks.


I hesitate. What would I write?


‘No,’ I decide. ‘I’ll say … what I want to say when I deliver them.’


She smiles at me and says that’ll be nice. I wonder what she’d say if she knew who I was taking the flowers to. I wonder, too, whether Mrs Jackman knows what they say about her in the town – that they call her a witch and spread silly rumours about those ghostly noises coming from her house at night. How do these things start, and why do people repeat them?


I put the flowers on the back seat of my car and drive, again, to the end of the lane to Hawbury Top, turning my coat collar up around my neck against the cold as I trudge up the narrow track to the house, avoiding the icy patches of bare rock. There’s sleet in the air and it stings my face. I wonder what the hell I’m doing.


Mrs Jackman comes to the door wearing a chequered overall and some brown slacks. There’s no burst of warmth from inside the house indicating that she might have the heating on, or a fire lit. She blinks at me in surprise.


‘Oh. It’s you again,’ she says. She looks down at the flowers I’m holding out to her. ‘What’s all this?’


‘For your birthday. I’m sorry it’s late, but obviously I didn’t know about it until I was leaving. But I wanted to … well, to say happy birthday for yesterday.’ She’s staring at me, silent, so I add: ‘A birthday should be a thing to celebrate, shouldn’t it?’ – and to my surprise, she gives a little gasp, blinking fast, as if I’ve said something outrageous.


I feel awkward now. Was this a mistake? Too late I wonder if she’ll think I’ve only done it to persuade her to talk to me for the magazine. I thrust the posy towards her and at least she takes it, passing it from one hand to the other as if she’s making up her mind about it.


‘Well,’ she says, just as I’m about to say goodbye and turn away. ‘Well, these are very nice. I suppose I should say thank you. And I suppose you’d better come in.’


She holds the door open wide for me. And here I am, back in her little blue kitchen again, with its ancient-looking electric stove and old-fashioned crockery cabinet with glass doors, as she puts the kettle on and gets down the china cups and saucers.


‘Let me carry the tray this time,’ I say. ‘Shall I put the flowers in a vase for you?’


And she’s actually smiling as we go into the sitting room.
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Stella


What a surprise – flowers, for my birthday. I can’t even begin to think when I last had flowers bought for me. And it nearly took my breath away when she said those words: A birthday should be a thing to celebrate. It’s exactly what he said to me – all those years ago, when I turned eighteen. How strange, to hear it said again now. Now I’m at the age where birthdays don’t mean a thing, don’t bring any excitement at all, just a reminder of the cold hard truth of another step into old age. Still – it … touched my heart, in a funny way.


I’m not stupid, though. I suppose the girl’s still just after her story and this is another way of trying to get round me. But it’s nice, anyway. Especially after I shooed her away yesterday. Well, there’s still some cake left so she might as well sit down and have a slice with me. I’m having to move two of the cats off the chairs while she carries the tray through.


‘Oh, don’t worry about that!’ she says, seeing me trying to brush the hairs off the cushions. She puts down the tray, bends down and starts stroking Vera, who’s winding herself around her legs. ‘I love cats. What’s his name?’


‘She’s a girl. Vera. They’re all girls,’ I say, nodding at Gracie, who’s trotting over towards her now to get her share of attention. ‘This one’s Gracie.’


I can’t help warming to her a bit, seeing her pet my girls.


‘How many cats do you have?’ she asks, smiling.


‘Three. You might not see anything of Peggy. She spends most of her time outdoors. Doesn’t mind the cold as much as these two.’


‘Ah, they’re lovely,’ she says. ‘Nice names.’


‘Singers,’ I tell her. ‘I named them after famous singers. Gracie Fields, Peggy Lee, Vera Lynn.’


She looks blank. I might’ve known.


‘Famous during the war, and after,’ I explain. Why should she have heard of them? ‘A bit before your time.’


I glance at her again. I wonder how old she is. In her twenties, I suppose – probably early twenties. She looks so young, sipping her tea, perched on the edge of her chair, almost as if she’s scared she’s going to fall off it at any minute. Perhaps she really thinks the house is wobbling on the edge of the cliff. All that silly nonsense people talk about it.


‘Eat the cake, Holly,’ I say more gently. ‘It’ll only go to waste.’


She smiles and thanks me, starting to nibble her slice of cake around the edges like she did yesterday. She hasn’t even taken her coat off. There’s a bit of a draught in here when there’s a cold wind blowing. That window needs fixing. I’m used to it, but she’s so skinny, not an ounce of fat on her, she probably feels the cold. I sigh, and to my own surprise, find myself saying:


‘Sorry about yesterday. I was tired. Couldn’t be bothered with it – talking about the war. Not that I can remember much about it. I was too young, really.’


‘That’s all right,’ she says. ‘I was intrigued, that’s all, when you said you’d been evacuated. My gran used to talk to me about the old days a lot, but she was too young to know much about the war. She was born in nineteen-forty.’


She looks down at her plate, blinking fast, pushing the remainder of her cake from side to side, and I guess:


‘Has your gran passed away now?’


‘Last year,’ she says, still looking down.


Poor lass. She must have loved that gran of hers. I wonder what it would be like to have a granddaughter myself, to sit down with me, asking for stories about ‘the old days’. As if she knows what I’m thinking, Holly suddenly looks back up at me and asks:


‘Do you have any family? Children, or grandchildren?’


‘No,’ I say automatically, without thinking. Then I remember, struggle to hide a little smile, and find myself adding, ‘Not … well, not really, no.’


She probably wonders if I’m away with the fairies – not even knowing if I have family or not. But it’s too soon. I’ve only known about it myself for a few weeks and I’m still not even sure I believe it. I’m definitely not ready to share it with someone I’ve only just met.


‘So—’ she puts her head on one side ‘—how do you manage? I mean … sorry.’ She goes a bit red. ‘But I can see your knees hurt, when you walk. My gran had arthritis too. How on earth do you get your shopping – living up here on your own? Do you order it online?’ She looks around her. I can see her mind whirling. No computer. Not even a TV. How on earth does this old girl cope?


‘No, I don’t order it online,’ I say scathingly. ‘I order it over the phone, from the Co-op in town. They deliver it every Friday.’


‘They carry it up, from where the lane runs out?’ she asks, looking impressed.


‘No, of course not! I have to walk down the track and meet the delivery driver there, with my shopping bags.’


‘You’re joking!’ she exclaims, although I’m clearly not. ‘Wouldn’t they help, if you paid them a little bit extra?’


‘No, they wouldn’t. I wouldn’t ask anyway. It’s a ten-minute walk each way, they’re busy, and I’ve got all the time in the world. They do help me load the shopping into my bags, though.’


‘But what about when it’s raining? And cold, like it is now?’ She looks so appalled, I almost want to laugh. ‘You can’t … with your poor legs, and carrying heavy shopping bags … it’s so steep coming back up that track!’


‘I’m used to it,’ I say, shaking my head. She doesn’t have to know how much I dread Friday afternoons. They call me to say they’re on their way. It just gives me time to put my coat and boots on and walk down to meet them. She’s right, of course. The track is steep, and it’s hard going when it’s cold and wet. I try not to order anything heavy, but now I don’t grow my own veg any more, I do like a couple of potatoes and a cabbage. And a bag of flour every week for my baking. ‘There was a time I used to walk down into town, buy everything I needed every day, and walk all the way back up,’ I tell her. ‘But I can manage with a delivery once a week now. And the milkman comes right to the door – only twice a week, that’s all I need, I don’t have much milk in my tea; but he brings my eggs too, to make my cakes. So I manage.’


‘You never learned to drive?’ she says.


‘No, never. Never wanted to.’


‘And you’ve lived here all this time, doing your own shopping like that?’ She makes it sound like a miracle. I could be offended, but I’m not. I actually find myself laughing.


‘Well, I’ve lived here – in this house – since nineteen-fifty-six,’ I tell her. ‘Before that, I lived on a farm, the other side of the town. There! That’s what you wanted to know, isn’t it? What you were asking me yesterday.’


‘I’d like to hear anything you want to tell me about your life.’ She pauses, meets my eyes, and goes on: ‘But I understand, if you don’t like talking about the old days.’


‘Well, it’s not as if I’ve got anything much else to do,’ I say. I glance at her again. ‘Aren’t you going to take your coat off? Are you cold?’


‘It’s fine,’ she says. But she gives a little shiver, huddling into her coat, and I sigh and get to my feet. These young girls don’t dress properly, that’s the trouble. They don’t wear vests in the winter. Me, I go into my thermals from the end of October and don’t leave them off until at least April. And I’ve got blankets for putting over my knees in the evenings if it’s really cold.


‘Oh, please don’t—’ she calls out, clearly embarrassed now, as I go over to the fireplace and switch on the electric fire. ‘I expect that’s expensive. If you don’t normally—’


‘Let’s just have it on for a few minutes,’ I say. I must admit it’s lovely when it’s on, but I try not to use it until it gets dark. That was always the rule: light the fire when it gets dark, not before. I’d have to lay it in the morning, before I went to school – carefully piling on the kindling wood, adding the balls of screwed-up newspaper, and the layer of coal – so that, in December, when it was starting to get dark before I even got home, it’d be all ready to light.


I sit back down again and Holly slips her arms out of her coat. The room will warm up quickly now I’ve got both bars of the fire on. I hope I don’t fall asleep.


‘So where do you want me to start?’ I say.


She looks back at me apologetically, probably still wondering if I’ll show her the door again. But I won’t. I feel a bit more like talking now. I’m getting used to her, and to be honest, I’m beginning to like it – having someone to talk to.


‘How old were you?’ she asks. ‘When you were evacuated here?’


‘I was about five and a half. It was September nineteen-forty. Same year you said your gran was born.’ I nod at her sympathetically. ‘The war had already been going for a year—’


‘I think it started on the first of September, nineteen-thirty-nine, didn’t it?’ she says.


‘That’s right. And the first wave of evacuations started as soon as Germany invaded Poland. But a lot of those children were brought home again when the bombings didn’t happen straight away, like everyone had expected. Then when the Blitz did start, they had to be re-evacuated.’


‘Is that when you were sent away?’


‘Yes. Because I was so little, my mother didn’t really want me to go. It was mostly school children who were being evacuated. A lot of them got sent in class groups, with their teachers, but I hadn’t even started school yet. I was due to start that month, so she decided it would be best to send me away then so I could start at the right time, at a school in the country. Some mothers were evacuated with their children, but my mum couldn’t leave London, because she was looking after her own mother – my grandmother – who was poorly, and lived down the road.’


I pause for a second, glancing at Holly, remembering again about that gran of hers who’s passed away. Sadly, I don’t really remember my grandmother at all.


‘My father was away at the war, of course,’ I go on. ‘He was in the RAF. And the Blitz had got bad by then. Houses all around us were being hit every night. My mum wrote to an aunt and uncle in Devon, who I’d never met, and asked if they’d take me in. As it happened, the twelve-year-old daughter of one of our neighbours was being evacuated to Devon at the same time, and my mother decided this girl was sensible enough to look after me on the journey. I had a little suitcase packed, a gas mask and a cardboard sign with my name on hung round my neck, and I was put on the train.’


‘You must have been terrified,’ Holly says.


‘I don’t remember, really. I probably thought it was an adventure, like going on holiday. But I do remember getting off the train, and meeting my great-aunt for the first time.’ I laugh. ‘I think I probably was terrified then!’
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SEPTEMBER 1940


Torquay railway station, Devon


‘Hurry up, hurry up! What’s the matter with you? Walk properly, I can’t stand dawdlers.’


Stella looked up at the woman in the blue coat who was rushing her along the platform. She couldn’t understand what the woman was saying. Her voice was different from her mum’s, and her nan’s, and everyone else she’d ever known. And she was huge. Not just tall, but wide, with massive arms and legs. Stella couldn’t stop staring at her. Her mum, and all the women in the neighbourhood where she’d grown up, had been thin and gaunt from hard work and surviving on rations – but at least they’d been cheerful, not like this inexplicably angry woman.


‘How old are you now?’ the big woman asked Stella as they left the station and walked towards a bus stop.


‘I’m five an’ a half,’ she said importantly.


‘Right. You might be of some use, then, when you’re not at school, although I don’t suppose you’ve got much idea about life on a farm.’


Stella puzzled over this as they waited for the bus. All she knew about farms was what she’d seen in her books. Pictures of cows, sheep and haystacks had as much to do with life in Bethnal Green as pictures of the moon might do.


‘Are you my auntie?’ she asked once they were settled on the bus, remembering what her mum had told her.


‘Yes. Your great-aunt.’


Stella had only found out about this auntie when her mum sat her down and explained that she was coming to live in Devon.


‘Auntie Nellie,’ she said out loud. ‘You’re Auntie Nellie, ain’t you? Mummy said so.’


The woman nodded but didn’t respond. She was staring straight ahead.


‘Why ain’t you never been to our ’ouse?’ Stella persisted.


‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ snapped Auntie Nellie. ‘And talk properly. You’re not in the slums now.’


There were so many things Stella didn’t understand in that short response, she hardly knew where to start. Which cat, and why was it killed? What was wrong with how she talked? What were slums, and when had she been in them? She instinctively realised already that it wouldn’t help to ask any more questions, that it would only make this auntie even crosser. She shifted uncomfortably on the rough seat of the bus. She was tired after her long journey and wanted a drink.


‘Stop wriggling about,’ said Auntie Nellie, without looking at her. ‘Sit still and behave.’


The bus had left the town behind now, and they were travelling through open countryside, the like of which Stella had never seen before. Vast open spaces, fields with cows in them, like in her books, and occasionally a tiny village where the houses had gaps in between them and some of the roofs looked like they were made of straw. Finally, Auntie Nellie dragged her off the bus again and they set off along a deserted country lane. Several times Stella stumbled as she tried to keep up.


When they came to a little house standing on the edge of a huge field, Auntie Nellie finally stopped and unlocked the door.


‘Home,’ she announced as they went inside. Stella wondered why she didn’t sound happy about it. If she could only see her own home at that moment, she knew she’d have been smiling till her face hurt. ‘I’ll show you your room.’ She led the way up a narrow staircase. Stella followed, watching her great-aunt’s huge girth as she ascended the stairs, wondering how on earth she didn’t get stuck halfway up.


She was shown to a small room with just enough space for an iron bedstead and a chest of drawers. Auntie Nellie laid Stella’s little suitcase on the bed and opened it up.


‘Put your things away in the drawers,’ she told her. ‘Then you can come back down and help me in the kitchen.’


Stella laid her few spare clothes into the drawers, laid her two books on the chest, tucked her nightie under the pillow, and sat her teddy bear on top of it. Then she went back downstairs, through the living room and into the kitchen. She could see her aunt, through the door into the scullery, peeling potatoes and dropping them into a big saucepan.


‘Has your mother taught you how to lay the table?’ she asked Stella.


‘Yes.’


‘Get the cutlery out of the drawer here, then. There’s a cloth in the other drawer. And three table mats.’


Three? Stella frowned. Who else was having dinner? She hoped it might be another little girl.


She’d only ever helped her mother set the table, so she struggled a bit with trying to do it on her own. She couldn’t remember which sides of the table mats the knives and forks went, and she was too scared to ask.


‘Knife on this side,’ whispered a voice behind her suddenly, making her jump and almost drop the cutlery.


She spun round to find a man smiling down at her. He was as thin as her aunt was fat, with a red face, bright-blue eyes and a shock of fair hair.


‘Hello,’ he said out loud now. He spoke in the same funny voice as Auntie Nellie, but he sounded a lot more cheerful. ‘I presume you’ll be young Miss Stella from London?’


‘Yes!’ she giggled.


‘Jimmy? Is that you?’ her aunt called out. ‘Did you bring the cabbage?’


‘Aye.’ The man winked at Stella, and, throwing a huge cabbage from hand to hand as if he was juggling with it, walked through to the scullery.


‘Wash your hands and face, then,’ Stella heard Auntie Nellie telling him. ‘Has that child managed to set the table?’


‘Aye, she’s made a good job of it. What’s for supper?’


‘Rabbit, what d’you think? Not that it’s ready. I’ve had to go down to Torquay, to bring that child back. It was chaos down there, soldiers everywhere. Look at her!’ she went on without bothering to drop her voice. ‘Doesn’t look like she’s had a wash since midsummer. And she talks like a ragamuffin.’


Stella felt the itch of tears in her eyes and wiped them quickly with the back of her hand.


‘I don’t talk like a muffin,’ she protested.


‘I was talking about you, not to you,’ Auntie Nellie said. ‘Speak when you’re spoken to.’


‘Nell,’ she heard the man say quietly. ‘Go easy. She’s only a littl’un.’


‘Yes, and what are we supposed to do with a littl’un, tell me that?’ her aunt replied. ‘With the harvest to get in, and his lordship up at the big house watching every jug of milk and every cabbage we take for ourselves – how are we going to feed another mouth, you tell me that?’


‘We’ll manage, Nellie. We always have done. I couldn’t say no. She’s my niece’s kid, when all’s said and done. And there’s plenty of rabbits; I’ve shot a couple more today.’


‘Shot them?’ Stella gasped, forgetting all about speaking when she was spoken to. ‘You shot the rabbits? Shot them dead?’


Stella had never seen a real rabbit, of course. The only rabbit she was familiar with was Peter Rabbit, hero of one of her favourite story books, which she loved her mum to read her at bedtime, so she was aware that rabbits got chased, and put in pies if they were caught. Rabbit meat was often served for dinners in her home – and her neighbours’ homes too – but she’d never made the connection before. Now, though, as Auntie Nellie dished up the dinner, and the man laughed – not unkindly – at her horrified expression, she folded her arms across her chest and stuck out her lower lip.


‘I’m not hungry,’ she said.


‘Come on, little miss Stella,’ the man coaxed her gently. ‘You’ve got to eat.’


‘She can go without,’ her aunt retorted. ‘I’m not putting up with fussy eaters.’


‘Aw, have a heart, Nell. It’s her first day. She’s tired out. Just let her have some tatties and cabbage.’


‘A slice of bread and a cup of water is what she’ll get, nothing else. You can take it up to her after you’ve eaten. Up to bed, miss, if you’re not having dinner.’


Sniffing back tears, Stella went up to her room, got into her nightie and sat on the bed, hugging her teddy as tight as she could to stop herself from crying. It was cold in the little bedroom and she slid her legs under the rough grey blankets and pulled the heavy eiderdown over herself. She must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew, someone was whispering close to her ear:


‘Stella!’


She blinked awake. It was long past blackout time, and the room was so dark that she could only sense, rather than see, the man – Jimmy – bending over her.


‘Sit up,’ he was whispering. ‘I’ve brought you bread and jam, and a cup of milk. Don’t tell your aunt.’


‘Thank you!’ she whispered. She took the cup from him and swallowed most of the milk straight down, before taking a bite of the bread and jam. The jam was delicious! Mum hadn’t been able to get any at home for so long that she’d forgotten what it tasted like. Her mouth was watering while she ate it.


‘Good girl,’ the man whispered. ‘Better now?’


‘Yes.’ She smiled. Thank goodness she had a friend. ‘Who are you?’ she added curiously as she lay back down.


‘Why, I’m your Great-Uncle Jimmy, dear,’ he said. ‘I’m your nan’s brother.’


‘Uncle Jimmy,’ she repeated, remembering now. Her mum had told her about him. ‘Goodnight, then,’ he whispered. ‘God bless. Back to sleep, now. If you need a wee, there’s a pot under the bed, right? You can empty it in the privy outside, in the morning. Tomorrow’s another day, right?’


‘Tomorrow’s another day,’ she repeated inside her head as Uncle Jimmy softly closed the door behind him. She liked the sound of that. Tomorrow Auntie Nellie might be in a better mood. And she might not have to eat dead bunnies.









5


Holly


‘She sounds absolutely awful!’ I say. Mrs Jackman has stopped talking and she’s leaning back in her chair, looking like she’s miles away. Remembering. What horrible memories they must be. No wonder she didn’t want to talk about it. One of the cats – the black one, Vera – is curled up on her lap, and Mrs Jackman is stroking her little twitchy ears, while the cat purrs in her sleep. The ginger-and-white one, Gracie, is lying in front of the electric fire, her paws stretched out in front of her as if she’s sunbathing. ‘How could anyone be so unkind to a little girl? It’s shocking. You poor thing.’


To my surprise, Mrs Jackman gives a snort of laughter.


‘Shocking? No. She was a grumpy old bat but she wasn’t used to children, and she hadn’t wanted to be lumbered with me. And children weren’t mollycoddled in those days; we were expected to do as we were told, or else.’


‘But you were so little!’ I protest. ‘And away from home – moving in with complete strangers—’


‘Yes. That was hard. And the thing is … ’


She hesitates, shaking her head, and then goes on quietly:


‘It sounds silly. But the thing is, that’s my earliest really clear memory. Meeting her at the station, and going back to the farm with her. And then the fuss about the rabbits.’ She gives a short little laugh. ‘Ah, don’t look so worried. I have other memories – happy memories – about my life here in Devon. Lovely memories that came much later.’


She’s smiling, her eyes actually twinkling behind her glasses. I’d love to know what happened later in her life that’s making her look like she’s got a wonderful secret, but I sense she doesn’t want to get ahead of herself. And anyway, maybe I’m missing something, but—


‘Didn’t you go back home to London, your parents, after the war?’ I ask her.


‘No,’ she says abruptly. She gets up and goes to turn off the electric fire. ‘It’s warm enough in here now.’


I think it’s my cue to leave. I don’t want to outstay my welcome – it’s been surprising enough that she started opening up to me. Equally, I feel awkward about just walking out on her now that she seems to have got a bit upset. But she suddenly turns back to me, smiling again.


‘I got used to it, you know,’ she says. ‘Got used to that miserable old bugger. There were a lot worse off than me. Uncle Jim was nice. And besides, I had some good times while I was growing up there. I got to like the farm, and the countryside. It suited me better than I expected.’


‘Then I’m glad.’ I get to my feet, pull on my coat, give her a smile and add: ‘And thank you for telling me about it. I … won’t write about it, by the way. I promised you I wouldn’t, and I won’t.’


‘Think I care, one way or the other?’ she retorts. But I’m getting to know her now. I know when she’s putting on a front, pretending she doesn’t care about something. There’s a sensitive soul behind that brusque façade.


‘No, it’s … what you’ve been telling me about; it’s personal, isn’t it? But I appreciate you sharing it with me. I do find it interesting – sad, but interesting.’


She doesn’t meet my eyes for a moment. Then she shrugs and says, in the same off-hand manner: ‘Well, you’d better come again, then, hadn’t you? If you want to hear some more. Not that I can understand why it’s so fascinating, for a young girl like you – listening to an old woman’s ramblings about her childhood.’


I hesitate. I’d like nothing more than to come again, of course. She’s right – I am fascinated. And I’m genuinely not even considering making a feature out of this now. It wouldn’t feel right. I’ll tell Frosty Fran I’ve had no luck with an interview. I just want to sit with Mrs Jackman and her cats again and hear some more of her story. I know I shouldn’t. I should be staying at home, working on other ideas, trying to win another commission so that I can get paid for something. As it is, I’ll have to catch up with my other regular work after Maisie’s asleep. But Stella’s starting to get to me: not just her story, but her attitude to life, the way she seems to shrug off difficulties and get on with things. I admire her, just as I admired my gran. I admire their generation: their grit and their spirit. But of course, I don’t tell her any of this. I just smile and agree:


‘OK, Thank you, I’d like that.’ Then I have an idea. ‘Why don’t I come on Friday, and bring your shopping? To save you walking down to meet the delivery van?’


‘Think I’m too old to do it, do you?’ she says sharply.


‘No. I think you’re amazing. You’re probably tougher than me! But if I’m going to come and see you anyway, what’s the point of both of us walking up the track?’ I can see her hesitating, so I press on: ‘Look, I’ll give you my phone number, then you can call me with your shopping list. Got a pen?’


‘All right, I will write your number down,’ she finally agrees. ‘And you’d better take mine. In case you decide … in case you can’t come. But I can give you the list right away. I always have it written out, ready.’


‘Perfect.’ I take the slip of paper from her. There are only about a dozen or so items on it. ‘Is this all?’ I say gently. ‘Don’t you need more meat than this? Some nice fruit?’


‘That stewing steak and that mince will last me all week, so does a big cabbage and a few carrots. There’s apples on the list. Can’t afford fancy stuff. And I’m not used to eating big meals. You don’t get hungry at my age.’


‘OK.’ I slip the list in my pocket and head for the door. ‘I’ll see you on Friday, then. Thank you again, Mrs Jackman – for the tea, and the cake. And the chat.’


‘Oh, call me Stella, for God’s sake,’ she says a little impatiently. Then she stops, looking thoughtful, and goes on quietly, as if she’s talking to herself: ‘I can’t remember when anyone last called me by my Christian name.’


‘Then I shall,’ I say, feeling a lump in my throat at this revelation: that she has no one, family or friends, close enough to call her by her name. ‘Thank you, Stella.’


The wind’s howling across Hawbury Top as I make my way down her garden path and head across the frosty ground towards the track. I stand for a while, looking back at the cottage, and mentally considering the short distance between its ancient walls and the dangerous cliff edge, before staring down at the angry grey sea below. Waves are crashing against the cliffs, spume flying high into the air, making a sound like the cracking of a furious giant’s whip. The force of nature, at times like this, is so awe-inspiring; it’s easy to imagine the damage it can do to human life and our sad little civilisations. I’m aware, standing up here, of how small and vulnerable we are, and I quickly step back from the edge of the cliff before I start to feel dizzy. I wonder if Mrs Jackman – Stella – ever feels afraid when she looks out to sea on days like this. I think I would.


As I’m standing here, watching a cheeky little robin hopping from branch to branch of the tangled bare hawthorn, a large tabby cat suddenly comes running out from a clump of gorse at the edge of the cliff, chasing the wind, her tail held high, her fur rippling in the breeze. So this must be Peggy, Stella’s third cat. I smile and bend down, trying to entice her to come closer for a stroke, but she looks at me disdainfully, turning away from me with a flick of her tail and strolling back off into the undergrowth.


‘Fair enough,’ I say to myself, watching her go. ‘You can’t force friendship on someone who doesn’t want it.’


But perhaps, if I tread carefully, it might be that Stella actually does want a friend. And it’s not as if my own life is exactly overflowing with them either, is it?
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