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To my brave, wise and beautiful Aunty June







   

Chapter One


If you were going to find yourself stranded in a village, Lucy tried to console herself, Little Maudley had to be one of the nicest ones there was. 


The houses – glowing, honey-coloured terraces – curved down the narrow hill towards the main street, interspersed with the occasional chocolate-box white thatched cottage. A signpost, hung with an overflowing basket of geraniums, indicated the local shop and post office was somewhere beyond the village green, which sloped gently down towards the churchyard. A huge, solid church of blonde stone stood majestic in the midsummer sunlight, set against a cerulean blue sky where tiny clouds scudded past in a slight breeze.


A faded red telephone box stood at the edge of the green, its once cherry-red livery now a dull, washed-out pink. One of the panes of glass had a spider’s web of cracks, and several others were missing altogether. Lucy peered inside and grimaced – it smelled utterly disgusting. Even the weeds that had grown through the broken glass looked as if they were trying to escape.


It was the only neglected-looking thing she could see in the village. Flowers poured in a rainbow of tasteful colour from window boxes, and lavender hedges edged neatly trimmed lawns. The doors were almost all a uniform shade of pale greyish-green, as if they’d been painted to order. Wisteria climbed over the windows, the last few blossoms still hanging on to their tendrils of twisted wood. Each house had a neat sign outside declaring its name: Bell Cottage, Lavender House, The Old Mill . . . it was so perfect that it was almost ridiculous. Where was all the mess and the stacked-up rubbish bins? Even in the pretty Brighton street where she lived, not every house was immaculate – some of them stuffed full of students, some flats. This place was like stepping into an episode of Midsomer Murders. In fact, come to think of it, there wasn’t a single person to be seen. Maybe they’d all been done in already, and she was the last woman standing.


Hamish barked sharply from across the road.


‘Coming.’ Lucy stood up. Hamish panted in a slightly over-dramatic fashion (both windows were open, and the car was sitting in the shade) and she opened the door, letting him jump out. He pootled around, sniffing his way along the road, and then cocked his leg on a neatly trimmed fuchsia bush. Lucy scanned for approaching gardeners, and seeing none, let out a breath of relief. He had a terrible habit of peeing wherever he felt like it – he’d done it in her brother’s girlfriend’s handbag not long ago. She hadn’t seen the funny side. Lucy and Tom, on the other hand, had been doubled over with laughter. The new girlfriend became an ex quite quickly after that.


Lucy opened the Corsa and slid back into the driver’s seat, feeling deflated. Hamish jumped back in too before settling down to sleep. She’d driven over the brow of the hill and into the village, and for a second she’d felt her spirits soar. It was exactly what she’d imagined.


As she sat and waited, she sighed. It had all started so well.


An hour earlier, she’d pulled the car up to a halt on Church Lane. The journey up from Brighton had been easier than expected – the traffic was on her side, the sun shining as she sped up the motorway with her sunglasses on, singing along to Taylor Swift with Hamish sitting on the back seat, occasionally barking. She’d parked the little car between two whopping great black 4x4s, feeling quite smug that all her Brighton parking experience meant she could reverse in on a sixpence. After a wander up and down, taking in the sights of the village while Hamish left his mark on virtually every lamp-post he could find, she’d popped him back into the car. And then she’d taken one final look at her phone, scrolling through her emails until she found the one she needed. It never hurt to have it there as backup – not that she needed it, because everything was organized, of course . . . 


A magpie hopped onto the fence beside her and cocked his head, looking at her thoughtfully. Lucy saluted him for luck, and he flew off with a chattering call.


She hesitated for a moment, took a deep breath and headed for the white-painted wooden gate of Wisteria Cottage. Pausing, she felt the roughness of the flaking paint on her palm and then moved forward, peering through the window into the gloom. It definitely looked a bit less – well, a lot less – well cared for than the others. Where all the other cottages in the village seemed to be spick and span, this one looked like it could do with a visit from Marie Kondo and a serious declutter. On the window-ledge there were stacks of old plastic plant pots, and two rolls of string. A grey cat looked out at her and blinked sleepily. Several huge, blowsy pink geraniums pressed up against the glass as if soaking up the sunshine. And – she stood on tiptoe for a better angle – she could just about make out what looked like a stack of old boxes filled with newspapers next to the kitchen sink. It was definitely a bit – well, chaotic would be a reasonable description.


‘Are you going to stand there all day?’


Lucy jumped.


A tiny, bird-like woman, with steely grey hair pulled back in an untidy bun, stood in the doorway. She wore a men’s checked shirt over a pair of green polyester trousers, and a thick woollen cardigan that hung from her shoulders like a blanket. She was glaring at Lucy through rheumy, narrowed eyes.


‘No, I – I’m here about the cottage. I’m Lucy Evans. I’m looking for a woman called Margaret?’ She held out her phone.


The woman recoiled slightly. ‘Why are you thrusting that thing at me?’


‘The details are here, look.’ Lucy held it out, tentatively.


The woman took the glasses which were on a string around her neck and put them on, peering down at the screen.


‘Can’t see a thing. That’s far too small for me to read.’


‘It says,’ said Lucy, aiming for a tone that sounded authoritative but not patronizing, ‘Beautiful cottage in Cotswold village available. Reduced rent in exchange for keeping an eye on elderly neighbour. Duties to include shopping, light tidying and daily company. Contact Margaret Nicolson for further details.’


The woman looked at her, and for a second Lucy saw a glimpse of determination in her eyes. She must have been quite formidable in her younger days.


‘Margaret Nicolson? There’s nobody of that name here. I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place. Terribly sorry, but you’ve had a wasted journey.’


The door closed.


Lucy stood on the doorstep for a moment, blinking. The woman hadn’t looked the least bit sorry.


After a second, the door opened again and Lucy stepped forward, smiling in what she hoped was a warm and encouraging manner. Oh, thank goodness.


‘Are you still here?’


The woman bent down and put a glass milk bottle on the step, straightened up, glared at Lucy, and then closed the door again.


Well. That hadn’t exactly gone to plan. She opened her phone and dialled the number in the advert, pulling a face at the sight of the words in the email. She hadn’t thought anything of the sentence, ‘If you have any trouble, please give me a call and I’ll smooth things over.’ Looking at it now as she waited for Margaret Nicolson to pick up, she realized that she should have read between the lines. This woman was clearly expecting trouble. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, wasn’t that the old saying? Her mum liked that one. You don’t get anything for nothing was more like it. A gorgeous cottage for a tiny rent, in a village like this? Of course it was too good to be true.


Half an hour later, Lucy was sitting in the car, wondering what on earth to do next. Margaret still wasn’t answering the phone. Hamish had woken up and was scratching at the gap in the car window; he whined querulously and then yapped in frustration. In the silence it seemed incredibly loud, and having been rejected, Lucy felt like she’d very much prefer to stay unnoticed. This was not on the list of things she’d expected to happen. When she’d told everyone at work that she was taking a sabbatical to go and do some research in the countryside, it had sounded romantic and free-spirited; now she was stranded, with no idea what to do. Not to mention a car full of bags and boxes, an extremely unimpressed West Highland terrier, and nowhere to live.


‘You wait there,’ she said to Hamish, getting out of the car again. She sat down on a bench beside the faded telephone box and began tapping out an email. Hamish stuck his nose through the gap in the window and snuffled hopefully. ‘I’ll take you out in a second. Hang on.’


The phone rang while she was still typing.


‘Hello?’


‘Gosh, that was quick. It didn’t even ring. Lucy. I’m so sorry. Margaret Nicolson here. Have you arrived? Is everything under control?’


Lucy bit her lip. ‘Not – exactly.’


There was a groan from the other end of the line. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake. Honestly.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Lucy, automatically. Why on earth was she apologizing when she was the one stranded?


‘Not at all. It’s me who should be apologizing. I’ll be with you shortly. If you want to pop up to the village shop you can get a cup of coffee, and I’ll meet you there in about half an hour?’


‘It’s fine – I have to walk the dog in any case. Shall I meet you by the cottage?’


She squared her shoulders. She hadn’t come all this way and given up a perfectly good (all right, extremely stressful and ridiculously high-pressure) teaching job to be knocked down at the first hurdle. Whatever was going on with the cottage would just have to be sorted out. She took a deep breath. She’d spent her entire working life dealing with obstreperous teenagers. She wasn’t going to let this minor hiccup get in the way. She gave a decided sort of nod, as if to reassure herself. It would be fine, somehow. It had to be.


Checking the time, she took another wander around the village with Hamish. He sniffed lamp-posts while she read the signs on them: village cinema night, 1950s theme night, PTA summer party. There seemed to be an awful lot on for such a tiny place. A gang of children ran past, laughing and playing music from a Bluetooth speaker. Hamish barked at them crossly, and she tugged his lead and pulled him in the opposite direction.


There was a huge house at the edge of the village, set back from the road with high laurel hedging. She peeked through the gates to see a sweep of pebbled driveway and a beautiful Queen Anne building with two neat bay trees flanking the heavy wooden front door. A solid-looking woman wearing a striped Breton top, her streaky blonde hair cut in a neat bob, was standing on a ladder, watering the hanging baskets. Sensing Lucy’s presence, she turned and waved.


‘Hello there! Lovely afternoon!’


‘Mmm,’ said Lucy. ‘Beautiful.’ She felt her cheeks going pink. She’d been staring. It was just all so posh, and so tidy – everything looked like a set for a Richard Curtis film. She half-expected a young Hugh Grant to rush onto the scene, hair tousled, apologizing with a sheepish grin.


‘Are you lost?’ The woman’s face appeared through a gap in the hedge. She raised her eyebrows slightly, a pleasant smile on her face.


‘No,’ Lucy shook her head. ‘Just having a little stroll.’


‘Wonderful day for it,’ said the woman, cheerfully.


There was a crunch of gravel as she headed back across the driveway. Lucy got the distinct impression that she’d been sized up. Perhaps this woman was the local Neighbourhood Watch. She turned down a lane and Hamish shot off, his extending lead pulling out to full length as he chased after a black-and-white cat that had been sitting cleaning its paws on a low wall.


‘Don’t start that again,’ Lucy said, calling him back. He’d disappeared on a wild goose – or cat – chase on her last morning at work in Brighton. She’d eventually found him wedged in a hawthorn hedge, barking furiously, and had arrived fifteen minutes late, missing the surprise mini-celebration her colleagues had put on in the staffroom. Leaving her job for a six-month sabbatical had felt significant, even though it was being kept open for her; it was the first time in her life that she’d taken a real risk, made a rash decision. And now here she was – only things weren’t turning out exactly as she’d imagined.


She took a left turn and found herself back on Main Street. Crossing the road, trying to look inconspicuous, she stood by the telephone box. She could see the woman, a small silhouette, moving about in her kitchen window. Despite its shabby state, the cottage really was beautiful – long and low, with upstairs windows peeking through the thatch like mournful eyes on a shaggy dog. There were pale pink roses round the door, and a low wall held back a border of candy-coloured mixed flowers. Tiny blue flowers spilled over the edges of the wall, the colour setting off the gold of the Cotswold stone perfectly. The gate opened onto a narrow flagstone path which meandered through spires of almost-grown foxgloves. Clematis climbed up the wall and twined through a trellis. It was – from the outside, at least – the English village dream.


She popped Hamish back in the car and sat down in the driver’s seat, waiting. A couple of minutes later, a sleek black BMW pulled up opposite and a woman climbed out of the driver’s seat, unfolding herself gracefully, knees together, as if she’d been trained like one of the royals.


‘I am terribly sorry about this,’ she began, extending a hand. Lucy shook it, and then stepped back, curling her fingers into her palms. Margaret Nicolson had ash-blonde hair that curled to her collar in neatly blow-dried layers. She was wearing a blue-and-white striped blouse with the collar turned up, spotless pale beige trousers and neat, dark blue deck shoes. Lucy, who had got up and pulled on the jeans she’d worn the day before and a grey vest top (because the car had no air conditioning, and she couldn’t have the windows open on the motorway or the wind howled so loudly it drowned out Taylor Swift) under a slightly crumpled linen jacket, felt scruffy and unfinished by comparison.


‘I’m afraid my mother-in-law can be rather – well, very – difficult.’


‘It’s fine,’ Lucy’s mouth said. Her head said Funnily enough, you didn’t mention that in the advert.


‘She’s . . . well, she’s getting on. She’s ninety-six. She’s really very independent-minded and is utterly convinced she can manage perfectly well without any help at all. I’ve managed to persuade her to have a cleaner come in three times a week, but we really want someone on hand who can pop in, get what she needs from the supermarket – I mean, the village shop is very good, of course, but you can’t get everything there – and that sort of thing. Probably only an hour a day, I should think.’


That was what the advert had said. And in exchange, a tiny little cottage with bills included, for a rent which was half the going rate for a room in Brighton. And best of all, it was in a village that skirted Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire, was close to Milton Keynes and Oxford and – most importantly for a history teacher with a fascination for the Home Front during World War Two – Bletchley Park. Lucy had planned to gather as much information as she could, and maybe even to apply for that master’s degree she’d been dreaming of for years.


‘Come on.’ Margaret blipped her car locked. ‘I’ll take you in and we’ll get things sorted. Will your little dog be okay out here for a moment, or –’ she cast a doubtful eye towards the cottage – ‘do you want to bring him in?’


‘He’ll be fine.’


‘Mother?’ Margaret knocked briefly at the door of the pretty little thatched cottage before turning the handle firmly and walking inside.


Lucy, following behind, opened her mouth to say something but found that no words were coming out.


‘Hello-oo?’ Margaret called. Then she turned to Lucy. ‘I’m sorry. It’s a bit of a state, as you can see.’ She gestured to the piles of old wellington boots and squashed dog beds on the flagstone floor of the hall. ‘Ideally the cleaner would be sorting this too, but I think she’s having a bit of a battle over what’s needed and what’s—’


‘That’s because I’ve already told you, I don’t need any help.’ A cross voice was approaching from behind a glass door at the end of the hallway. ‘I don’t need you or Gordon coming round here, tidying up my things, winding me up before I’m ready to be finished off. You’re like damned vultures, the two of you.’


The door opened. Standing there was the elderly woman, a jar of honey in one hand and a sticky-looking knife in the other. She avoided Lucy’s eye.


‘I believe you’ve met my mother-in-law. Bunty, this is Lucy.’ Margaret spoke through gritted teeth.


‘Yes, we’ve met,’ Bunty said, turning away and heading into the kitchen. With a glance at each other, Margaret and Lucy followed.


‘Hello again,’ said Lucy, bracing herself for another blast of disapproval.


Bunty ignored her. ‘I’ve told you already, Margaret,’ she said crossly, ‘I don’t need a nursemaid. Or a carer. Or a home help. I am perfectly happy here on my own.’


‘Nobody is suggesting you need a nursemaid,’ said Margaret, picking up a tea towel from the table and folding it before putting it back on top of a pile of faded, sepia-toned photographs in an old wooden box. Bunty beetled across the room and picked up the tea towel, shaking it out and then hanging it on the shiny metal rail of the range cooker that stood in the mouth of a huge stone fireplace.


‘No Gordon today?’ She lifted her chin slightly and regarded Lucy through beady eyes. Lucy shifted from one foot to the other, feeling uncomfortable.


‘No,’ said Margaret. ‘He’s playing golf. Sends his love.’


‘Knows when to stay out of the way, if you ask me. This is a conspiracy,’ Bunty chuntered. She shook her head and pursed her lips. ‘I don’t need a babysitter.’ She glared again at Lucy, as if to make the point. ‘I’m perfectly fine as I am.’


‘I’m sure you are,’ Margaret said, in what she clearly thought were soothing tones. ‘But you’re not getting any younger, and . . .’


‘And I’m not going anywhere. So there.’ Bunty sounded as petulant as a child, but twice as stubborn.


‘Nobody is asking you to move anywhere.’


‘You want me shipped off to an old folks’ home, so you can sell this place and make a fortune.’


‘I do not. Honestly. I don’t know where you get these ideas from.’


‘I saw it in the newspaper the other day. It’s happening all the time. And you know what happens as soon as people get shifted off to places like that – God’s waiting rooms, I call them. I’m having none of it.’


In spite of her discomfort, Lucy’s mouth twitched with amusement.


‘Nobody is moving you anywhere.’ Margaret slid a sideways glance at Lucy.


It was becoming increasingly clear that there was no such thing as a free lunch – or a cheap cottage, for that matter – and Lucy’s idyllic Cotswolds escape wasn’t going to be quite as anticipated. She’d imagined sharing cups of tea and cosy chats with an apple-cheeked, benevolent old lady, with a cat on her lap and a tray of scones in the oven. Bunty Nicolson was as far from that description as it was possible to be.


‘I’m really very busy,’ Bunty said, somehow managing to shoo both Lucy and Margaret back into the hallway.


‘We need to make arrangements,’ protested Margaret.


‘You can make them without me,’ said Bunty with asperity. ‘You seem to have done quite a good job of that already.’


‘I’m very sorry that—’ began Lucy, hoping to smooth things over a little.


‘Not your fault,’ said Bunty.


There was an awkward silence. Lucy’s gaze shifted round the room, taking in the smooth, age-worn flagstones on the floor and the paintings of horses and dogs that lined the walls. The coat rack was overflowing with battered waxed jackets of varying ages; below them, rows of wellingtons and walking boots toppled sideways. A faded tartan dog bed that had seen better days was askew in the doorway.


‘If you don’t get this place sorted,’ Margaret began again in conciliatory tones, ‘you’re going to fall and break a hip or something like that, and then you’ll end up in hospital.’


‘I’m not going to hospital.’ Bunty looked mutinous.


‘No. I think you would absolutely hate that. In which case,’ Margaret said, raising an eyebrow slightly, ‘perhaps you’d better let us stay a little while, and then you can get to know Lucy. Maybe we could offer her a cup of tea. She’s driven all the way from Brighton, you know.’


‘She could have come all the way from Timbuktu and I wouldn’t care.’


But Bunty moved out of the way, grumbling under her breath, and allowed Margaret to lead them back to the kitchen. Lucy tried to look unobtrusive.


With Bunty installed on a battered pine chair, her back against the window, Lucy was able to have a better look around. There was stuff everywhere. There was a geranium in the kitchen sink, and two pairs of shoes were upturned on the worktop on a pile of newspapers. Beside them was a wooden box, a tin of old-fashioned polish and a set of wooden brushes. The grey cat Lucy had seen in the window sat on top of a pile of folded tea towels on the Aga. Lucy could see why Margaret thought it was chaos, but it was really quite nice chaos. Comforting, even. As she tried to slip off her linen jacket, it slid out of her hands. Before she could react, Margaret had swooped down and picked it up.


‘Pop your things down there,’ she said, moving a newspaper, some more string and an old shoebox full of seed packets so there was a clear space on the big oak table. ‘And let’s pop your jacket –’ she scanned around, looking for somewhere safe to put it. ‘Over there on the dresser.’


‘Not there,’ said Bunty, sitting up slightly. She looked towards the big wooden Welsh dresser with narrowed eyes.


‘There is fine,’ Margaret said, taking the jacket and plonking it on the dresser. It slid slightly, as if it was about to fall onto the floor, then appeared to rise up of its own accord. Lucy recoiled.


‘I said –’ Bunty pushed her chair back with a screech of wood on tiled floor – ‘not there.’ She tutted loudly. Lucy looked on as her jacket continued to rise up, as if slowly lifted by a ghostly arm. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She was in an apparently deserted village in the middle of nowhere, alone, with two strangers. And now her jacket was possessed. This wasn’t going to plan at all.


‘I’m terribly sorry, Stanley,’ Bunty said, lifting the jacket up and dumping it over the back of a chair. ‘Some people have absolutely appalling manners.’


Stanley blinked slowly and thoughtfully, and his tongue slid in and out of his mouth. Lucy stepped backwards rapidly and sat down hard on a chair, before her legs gave way underneath her.


‘I don’t suppose Margaret thought to mention Stanley, did she?’ Bunty tipped her head to one side. There was the faintest hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.


Lucy shook her head. Her lips were pressed together. Snakes were fine. Snakes were absolutely fine. Unexpected, but fine. Lots of people had snakes as pets.


Margaret looked slightly shamefaced. ‘I didn’t deliberately not mention it—’ 


‘Him,’ Bunty interrupted.


Lucy stole a glance across the room at Stanley, who had curled up again – or was it coiled? – on her jacket.


‘Mention him,’ Margaret corrected herself. ‘I – well, it might have slipped my mind.’


Bloody big thing to slip anyone’s mind, Lucy thought. He must be six feet long and he wasn’t one of those nice, skinny, easy-going sort of snakes, either. He looked like the kind that sizes you up while getting ready to swallow you whole in bed one night.


Margaret bustled about, boiling the kettle on the Aga and gathering mismatched china cups and a teapot. Bunty sat with her hands clasped together, a slightly amused expression on her face.


‘Tea?’ Margaret lifted the pot and her eyebrows.


‘I – I’m not sure,’ Lucy said, making to stand up. Her legs really were very wobbly, so she sat down again.


‘I think perhaps you ought to,’ Bunty said, not unkindly. ‘You do seem to have had rather a shock. Have you never seen a snake before?’


‘In zoos,’ Lucy nodded. ‘I didn’t think I had a problem with snakes.’


‘People often don’t, when they’re behind glass. It’s when they’re out and about, minding their own business, that people tend to overreact.’ Bunty looked at her with mild disapproval.


‘Not many people of your age own a boa constrictor, Mother. It’s ridiculous, really,’ Margaret said, putting the teapot down on the table and glaring at Bunty. She pushed a pile of yellowing newspapers over to the far side, making space for three cups.


‘Where is your milk jug?’


‘Haven’t a clue.’ There was the ghost of a chuckle. Bunty, Lucy realized, was rather enjoying this. Margaret rummaged in the fridge.


‘Watch out for the chicks. They’re defrosting on the bottom shelf. Stanley’s lunch,’ she explained to Lucy.


Lucy nodded faintly.


Holding a bottle of milk, Margaret closed the fridge door. She looked slightly green. ‘So sorry, we’ll have to pour it from the bottle,’ she said, looking genuinely distressed by this. Lucy, still recovering from the trauma of having used an actual live snake as a coat rack, couldn’t have cared less. She took the cup gratefully and sipped a reviving, if too-hot mouthful.


‘So let’s get down to business,’ said Margaret, steepling her fingers and looking across the table towards Lucy. ‘Mother, we’ve been through this already. Bluebell Cottage is sitting there empty, and you really need some help.’


‘I don’t need any help,’ Bunty said, firmly, taking a sip of tea. ‘Ugh. You do make dreadful tea, Margaret. I don’t know how Gordon puts up with it.’


‘He makes his own.’ Margaret widened her eyes and turned to Lucy for backup.


‘Just as well,’ said Bunty. She looked at Lucy as well. Lucy wasn’t quite sure how to react to either of the looks, so she gazed into the depths of her teacup and then, as the pause stretched into another awkward silence, looked up and around the room. It was cluttered, yes, but full of memories of a life well lived. Faded photographs in dusty frames showed a small boy on a pony festooned with rosettes. Dusty, faded rosettes – the same ones, perhaps? – hung over the lintel above the Aga. The bookshelf groaned with a double layer of cookbooks and folders, and the rack that hung from the ceiling was swathed with bunches of herbs and battered, heavy cast-iron pots and pans. It felt like a house full of history. She could see why Margaret would see it as a project to be tidied up and organized, but in Lucy’s eyes it was really quite magical.


‘I don’t want you fussing,’ said Bunty suddenly.


Margaret leaned forward slightly, and she and Lucy waited for what was coming next.


‘I’m perfectly capable of living here alone. I don’t need someone looking after me, and I don’t want to be nursemaided, or fussed over, or tidied up, or any of that nonsense.’


‘Of course not,’ said Margaret.


‘I can see you have lots of special memories here,’ Lucy began carefully. ‘I wouldn’t be coming in here to do anything other than check if you needed something from the supermarket, see if there was anything you needed me to do . . . that sort of thing.’


‘Hmm.’ Bunty looked at her thoughtfully.


‘Well, that sounds all right, doesn’t it?’ Margaret brightened.


‘Fine.’ Bunty put her teacup down on her saucer and rubbed her hands briefly. ‘Now, if you can recover from your shell shock, we’ll get you on your way and I can get on with cleaning out the guinea pigs. I’ve got Freya from across the road popping round this afternoon, and I have things to do.’


And with that, they were dismissed. Somehow Margaret managed to manoeuvre Lucy’s jacket from underneath Stanley’s coils. They left Bunty sitting in the kitchen, clearly feeling pleased that she’d been the one to make the final decision.


‘You see,’ Margaret smiled, as they pulled the door closed behind them, ‘her bark really is worse than her bite.’


‘Not sure the same could be said for Stanley.’


‘He doesn’t bark,’ said Margaret, with a wry smile. ‘Sorry I forgot to mention him. I admit it’s an unusual sort of pet for a woman of Bunty’s age to keep, but she’s always been mad about animals. She had three dogs until recently – sisters – but sadly, they all passed away within the space of a year.’


‘That must have been awful.’


Margaret nodded briefly. ‘Yes, she was really quite distraught.’


‘Perhaps she’ll enjoy spending time with Hamish when I pop in.’


‘How is he with snakes?’ Margaret raised an eyebrow.


‘I have no idea, funnily enough.’ They both laughed.


‘This way,’ Margaret said.


Beside Bunty’s house there was a little row of terraced cottages, topped with steeply sloping slate-tiled roofs. The end cottage was as pretty as it had looked in the photograph Margaret had sent. She turned the key in the door, and stepped back to allow Lucy to look inside.


It was gorgeous, and absolutely dinky. Standing in the doorway, which opened into the sitting room, Lucy took it all in. To her left were twisting, narrow stairs that could be hidden by a heavy curtain, which was tied back with a thick cord. Beside that was an arch that framed a narrow galley kitchen and the back door, with sunshine spilling in through its glass panes. The walls were cool stone. There was a proper old-fashioned butler’s sink, and a Welsh dresser stacked with cups and plates. The walls were hung with shelves and plate racks crammed with blue-and-white china. In contrast to the clutter of Bunty’s house, it was dust-free and felt oddly empty. Lucy ran a hand along the wooden worktop, feeling the smoothness of the oak.


‘We rented it out for a while to a couple who worked in London – they used to commute back and forth, so they were hardly ever here. They redecorated so it’s all very neutral, as you can see, and there’s a new cooker and we’ve replaced the fridge.’


It was perfect. Unbidden, a thought popped into Lucy’s head. Back home, the exams were getting under way and her pupils would be working hard, the department humming with stress and the head pressurizing them to offer extra revision classes to try and get the grade averages up. The momentary fear that Bunty was going to put a stop to this chance of freedom had been like the first domino in a chain, and Lucy had started worrying again – which was precisely what coming here was supposed to prevent.


That’s why I’m here, she reminded herself firmly. I have six months to unwind, not think the world is going to end if I don’t get everything done yesterday, and to focus on life. She put a hand to her chest, steadying herself, and turned to smile at Margaret.


‘It looks lovely.’


In the tiny sitting room a little two-seater sofa, covered with a soft grey woollen blanket, faced a small, squat log-burning stove. Beside the fireplace, a cosy-looking armchair sat beside a little round table dressed with an embroidered cloth, and the kind of old-fashioned library light that Lucy had always wanted. There was another big – too big, really, for the room – wooden dresser stacked with books, and a tiny window on the back wall. On the rug there was a patch of sunlight which she already knew Hamish was going to declare his own.


It was so small and so perfect that she instantly forgot about the capricious Bunty and the fact that she’d almost been rejected before she even saw the place. She turned to look at Margaret, who was waiting on the front step.


‘I love it.’


‘You can see why pictures didn’t really do it justice.’


Lucy had decided that she would love it based on the wonky and fuzzy phone photos Margaret had sent – but it was a million times prettier in real life. She ran her hand along the stone wall.


‘Can I get Hamish? He’s been waiting very patiently in the car.’


‘Of course!’ Margaret stepped out of the way.


Hamish galloped in, sniffed everything, and curled up as predicted on the rug.


‘I’ll show you how the shower works – there’s a bit of a knack to it.’ Margaret beckoned Lucy to follow her upstairs.


There was a sweet little bathroom with a half-sized bath, a slightly temperamental shower (‘it’s fine as long as you make sure you turn this tap on first’) and a frosted window looking out over the garden. The bedroom had an old-fashioned iron bedstead, and a patchwork quilt covered the plain white bed linen.


‘We replaced the mattress for you. I hope it’s comfortable.’


‘I’m sure it’ll be perfect.’


‘And there’s a little spare room too, in case you have anyone to stay.’ She opened the door to a tiny box room, big enough for a single bed and a tall chest of drawers, with a lamp balanced on top.


Lucy looked down at her feet. How do you explain to someone that you’ve been so wrapped up in your job – and in making it your life – that you’ve somehow managed to have plenty of work acquaintances, but nobody who’d actually want to visit? It sounded pretty tragic. She’d always been an introverted sort of person, who spent most of her time at university in the library – and yes, she’d kept in touch with Anna and Dawn, the friends she’d shared a flat with, but now one of them was married and living in Inverness, and the other was teaching art at a college in Sydney. Neither would be popping round. She lifted her head and smiled as bravely as she could. ‘Thanks.’


‘I think it’s rather courageous of you to take the plunge and do something like this. I wish I’d done it when I was your age.’


‘Thanks.’ Lucy bit the inside of her cheek. She must look a lot more convincing than she felt. Right now she was having a very quiet internal wobble about what on earth she’d done.


‘You said you’ll be planning to spend time at Bletchley Park?’


‘Yes, I’m going to enjoy having time to do some research into the women of Bletchley, and the work they did – and the Home Front.’


‘Well, you’re in the right place. Plenty of women here in the village who’ll have something to say about that, I should think. If you catch Bunty in the right mood, she’s got a few stories to tell.’


‘Really?’


‘Oh yes. Worth a try, anyway. She’s very buttoned up about it – it’s her generation, I think. Don’t mention the war, and all that. But she’s lived here since she was in her teens, I think.’


‘She’s not from the village originally?’


‘Gosh no. London.’


Lucy made a mental note to work – carefully – on Bunty and find out what she could. If she was as sharp as she seemed, she must have a mine of memories to share.


‘Anyway, I think that’s everything. If you’re happy –’ Margaret glanced at her watch – ‘I really ought to get on. I’ll pop back later in the week and make sure you’re settling in, but I’m sure you’ll be fine.’


If she scuttled off with haste, Lucy thought, it was probably because she felt relieved at being slightly less responsible – in her own mind, at least – for Bunty. She would be quite a mother-in-law to have.


Closing the door behind Margaret, she slid the bolt and turned to look at Hamish.


‘We did it!’


She pulled off her shoes and stood for a moment with her feet flat on the cold flagstones of the kitchen floor. They’d done it. This was home – for the next six months, anyway.


She hauled in the boxes from the car and plonked them on the sofa, and then – mindful of what her doctor had said about balancing work and taking it easy – sat down with a large glass of water. Relaxing wasn’t something she did naturally. She still felt guilty about leaving everyone in the lurch, but there were teachers left, right and centre being signed off with stress-related illnesses. Somehow – pushing herself as hard as she could to do the best job she could, under increasingly trying circumstances – it hadn’t ever occurred to her that she’d be one of the casualties. She closed her eyes for a moment, and it all came back to her.


‘No.’


The word – so unusual for Lucy – had popped out before she even realized what she’d said.


‘Come on, Luce. There’ll be more money in it, of course, and it’ll look great on your appraisal.’ His voice was smooth and charming. Nick was used to getting his own way, and he knew no wasn’t in Lucy’s vocabulary. No is what she should have said when he asked if she – as head of the history department – would mind collating a report over half term. And yet, somehow, no was what she found herself repeating.


‘I can’t.’


‘Luce,’ he said, his voice softening. ‘Come on. You are an absolute star. I can always rely on you.’


‘Not this time, you can’t.’


There was a click as the hand on the clock moved to indicate eight thirty, and a buzzer on Nick’s desk rang. He reached out a hand and switched it off, looking irritated. Outside there was a rising feeling of energy as the day started to take shape – the first, early pupils making their way past the window of his office, the last – late – members of staff sneaking in, glancing gratefully through his window to see he was there and not standing in the car park, an eye on the clock. Nick had been shipped in as a superhead, designated the saviour of their rundown secondary school. He ran the school like a business, and on paper he was getting results. In reality, though, he was breaking the long-standing, most dedicated members of staff. Lucy had been teaching for almost a decade, and now, at thirty-three, she knew what was about to happen.


‘I’m only asking you to take it on for this term. I promise we’ll get you some non-contact time, give you some extra TA support.’


She knew that was rubbish – half their teaching assistants had been sacked at the end of the last school year, when the school had lost loads of money in budget cuts. Lucy twisted her grandma’s wedding ring, which she wore on the pinky of her right hand. It comforted her when she was stressed, which was pretty much all the time at the moment. She rubbed the back of her neck and gazed out of the window, only vaguely aware Nick was still talking. Her head was aching as usual, and she was so tired that she could have curled up under his desk and gone to sleep. In fact, he probably wouldn’t even notice if she did.


‘. . . I know it’s not ideal,’ Nick was saying. He was going on and on, wearing her down. She still had a load of NQT lesson plans to check over.


‘Oh God. Fine.’ Anything to get him to shut up. She couldn’t believe she was saying it. It wasn’t fine at all. Lucy had a class of rowdy year eights first lesson, and three missed calls from a number she didn’t recognize. Nick had already sent through a barrage of emails about head of department meetings. At break, she stayed in her room and checked her voicemail.


Hello, Lucy? It’s Amal, from the flat downstairs. I don’t want to worry you, but there seems to be a leak coming through our ceiling, and I wondered if I—


Oh hell.


Lucy shoved the phone back in her bag. The pretty Victorian house she shared with her brother Tom – a parting gift from their mother before she left for Australia – was divided into two flats. She lived in the top half with Tom and the bottom half was let out to tenants. The only trouble was, it seemed to have one thing wrong after another, and Tom was never around to solve the problems. She sighed, and then quietly laid her head down on the cool surface of her desk. Perhaps if she just lay here for a moment, nobody would notice . . . 


‘Miss!’


She shot upright in a split second.


‘Tyler. Hello. What can I do for you?’


‘Was you sleeping?’


‘No.’ Had she been? God. No, she’d been resting her eyes. And why was her head hurting so much? Those painkillers were hopeless. She reached down to her bag to see if she had any ibuprofen to take alongside them.


‘I wanted to know if you had any of that revision stuff from the session last week. I couldn’t come because I was looking after my little sister, but . . .’


‘Two seconds.’ She rifled in her bag and pulled out a packet, popping out another two pills and swigging them back with the bottle of water on her desk. ‘Yes. I’ve got some of the notes in my car, I’ll get them for you at lunch if you can nip back later?’


Tyler beamed. He was one of the kids that reminded her why she loved teaching. He had a difficult home life, no parental support, forgot his homework nine times out of ten, but genuinely loved the subject. His love for history made perfect sense to her, and he’d explained it recently in a way that summed it up.


‘Fing is, Miss, that history doesn’t change. Everything –’ he’d motioned with a massive arm in the direction of the window, where everyone else could be seen leaving for lunch ‘– it’s all kind of – unpredictable, y’know? And history stuff’s – like – it stays the same.’


Lucy had smiled and waved him off, sighing as she watched him stride out of the classroom. God, she knew exactly what he meant. Her love of history had stemmed from a childhood spent poring over old books at her grandpa’s house on the seafront. He’d been an inveterate collector of World War Two memorabilia, which had triggered her own fascination with the subject. She’d studied social history at university in Brighton, and spent hours trawling through the National Archives. When she’d gone into teaching, it had been with a desire to share her passion for the subject with her pupils, and because she loved working with teenagers. What she’d completely disregarded was the ever-increasing amount of stress, paperwork and admin that came with the job. And then when the well-meaning but inefficient head had been ousted after the school was put in special measures, and the new superhead bussed in, she’d found herself working twelve-hour days and falling asleep in front of the television every night. It wasn’t a life. And now she was dropping off in the middle of break. And her nose was running.


She reached across to the side of her desk and pulled out a tissue, wiping her nose and tossing it into the bin. It was only because she missed, and the tissue fell onto the floor, that she realized that it was scarlet with blood, and her nose was still dripping. She grabbed another tissue, holding it to her nostrils and tipping her head back. Or was it forward? God, she couldn’t remember which one you were supposed to do. The tissue leaked wetly all over her fingers.


When Lucy woke up again, a kind-faced paramedic was strapping belts around her waist. She was lying on a trolley in an ambulance, with wads of blue paper towel stuff tucked into her chin like a bib. She made to sit up, but the belts, and a wave of blinding headache and nausea, stopped her in her tracks.


‘No you don’t, young lady,’ said the paramedic. ‘Let’s keep you nice and still, and don’t you worry about anything. We’ve got everything under control.’ She looked at a monitor fastened to the side of the trolley and gave a nod. ‘Right, Dave, we’re in. Wagons roll.’


With a clonk, the doors closed at her feet.


‘What? Where are we going?’


‘Don’t you worry. Just lie still there, and we’re going to get you sorted.’


It all seemed a bit of a fuss for a nosebleed. She’d had a nosebleed and now somehow she was in an ambulance. And she was so, so tired. And her head felt like it was going to explode. The last thing Lucy remembered, before she slipped back to sleep, was that she’d left the test papers for Year 8 in the boot of the car.


‘Bloody hell, Luce.’


The lights were dim and she was vaguely aware of rustling behind the curtain. Her brother Tom was perched on the edge of a plastic chair and shot up, knocking it sideways with a screech of metal on hard tiled floor.


‘You okay?’


‘Mmph,’ Lucy heard herself saying. She lifted her arm, realized there was a tube in it and looked away, grimacing.


‘Thought you didn’t like all those Real Life A&E programmes?’ Tom grinned and rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t want to sound like a cliché, but you gave me a bloody fright.’


Vague images of the kind woman in the ambulance filtered through her mind, and the sound of sirens.


‘What happened?’


‘You work too hard is what happened.’ Tom bit his thumbnail, his brows knitted together. He looked unusually serious. ‘Your blood pressure went up, probably because you’re constantly mega-stressed. Apparently nosebleeds are a side effect of that.’


Oh God, Lucy thought, remembering the tissue and the drips all over the desk and the spreading pool of crimson and . . .


‘How did I get to the ambulance?’


‘One of the pupils found you, apparently. He’d left something on your desk and went back to find you there, passed out in a pool of blood. I imagine you’ll be the talk of the school for all eternity.’


She could feel her eyes drifting closed again. ‘Really . . . tired.’


‘Not surprised.’ Tom reached out and gave her arm a squeeze. ‘I’ve only got you, sis. You need to look after yourself a bit better.’


She tried to nod, but she was so sleepy that it was more of an intention than an actual movement.


And that was how it had all begun. Then, idly surfing the internet – she couldn’t ever remember how it had happened – she’d come across Margaret’s advert. Before, she’d always convinced herself that keeping hold of the money she’d inherited from her grandpa had been a sensible option – a decent little nest egg for a rainy day. It was Tom – who’d spent his on a round-the-world trip and a snazzy convertible BMW – who pointed out to her that this was a rainy day, and that this was the wake-up call she needed.


Before she knew it, Tom was standing on the doorstep of their shared flat, her bags were packed, the little Corsa loaded up with books and boxes and an eager Hamish, and she had a whole six months ahead of her, right on the doorstep of the very area that was so full of history and the secrets of the women of Bletchley Park. For the first time in what felt like forever, Lucy had been excited – she was doing something for herself. Not to please the head, or to smooth the way for other people – and even though she’d felt a ripple of guilt, the idea that she could read all the books she’d piled up beside her bed and visit interesting places was exhilarating. She could completely absorb herself in her love of history and have time to actually relax. Maybe she’d even make some friends.


So now here she was. All she had to do was keep a daily eye on Bunty, and the rest of her time was her own. She could stay in bed all day if she wanted to, or wander round antique shops and visit farmers’ markets. A whole six months of nothingness stretched out ahead of her. She rolled herself off the sofa and went to poke around in the dresser, pulling out a few local maps.


It wasn’t all that easy, doing nothing. She’d chosen a pile of interesting-looking local history books and stacked them neatly on the little table by the armchair, and pored over the maps. There were a few lovely-looking circular walks around the village – Hamish would enjoy them. Maybe she’d unpack first.


She took a bag upstairs and sorted out her clothes, putting them in the little wooden drawers beside the bed. Then she hung her things in the wardrobe and carefully arranged her toiletries in the bathroom. The bath was tiny – as if someone had taken a normal one and shrunk it. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Still pale, still not quite back to – well, what was normal? She’d been stressed and exhausted for so long that she couldn’t remember what she looked like. She splashed some cold water on her face and rubbed it with a towel, loosened her hair from the scruffy bun she’d tied it up in whilst bringing in all the bags from the car, and shook it out. There. At least with it down, she didn’t look quite so frazzled. A bit of country air and she’d be fine, hopefully.


Downstairs, Hamish had woken from his power nap and was gnawing happily on a corner of the rug. He looked up, wagging his tail and grinning toothily. Oh God, he’d actually chewed the entire corner off.


‘That’s probably an antique,’ wailed Lucy. Hamish ducked his head, ready for another chew at it. ‘Leave it. In fact, come on. You’ve been stuck in the car for ages. Let’s go exploring.’


Outside, a small and very cross-looking teenage girl was sitting on the same bench Lucy had been perched on an hour before. She didn’t look up as Lucy approached but carried on scrolling through her phone, her hair hanging in two smooth curtains of black and obscuring her face. Lucy walked past. It was a relief not to have to deal with teenage angst for a while. All she had to do was shut herself away in her little cottage with no complications. Nothing but rest, relaxation, peace and quiet. A daily check in on Bunty next door was a pretty good exchange for all of that. For the first time in ages, Lucy felt a little bit like her old self again.







   

Chapter Two


At the end of a long day, groaning with exhaustion and desperate to put his feet up with a coffee and the TV remote, Sam Travis secured the roofing felt he’d need for tomorrow to the back of his flatbed truck. Pulling the straps tightly, he jumped down from the back, landing lightly on the cobblestoned driveway of Bell Cottage, and fastened up the truck catches. He had to admit to himself, there was something quite satisfying about getting everything sorted for the next day as soon as he got home after dropping off the lads who worked alongside him – it meant the mornings, which were stressful enough with lost homework and trying to prise a reluctant teenager out of bed, were a little bit easier to cope with. At least with school breaking up next week, he wouldn’t have to extract Freya from under the covers with fifteen minutes to spare for a whole six weeks.


There. That was tomorrow sorted, at least. He gave the truck an absent-minded pat, as if it were a horse.


‘Freya?’ he shouted across the top of the truck, in through the window of the kitchen. It was propped open, as always, to allow the cats to hop in and out. Trevor, chair of the village Neighbourhood Watch committee, had rapped on the door earlier that week to inform him that not only was he putting his own belongings at risk, but he was enticing burglars into the village. Sam, who suspected it was unlikely that the tiny, out-of-the-way village of Little Maudley was going to become overrun by organized crime, had reassured Trevor that yes, he’d consider putting in a cat flap instead. When he was supposed to do that, between running a business, acting as taxi for a fourteen-year-old with a non-stop social life, and managing as a single parent running a house, he wasn’t quite sure. Like most people who ran their own business, his own place was the domestic version of the shoemaker’s children going barefoot. There were outstanding jobs that harked back years. He looked at the back of the cottage, where heaps of reclaimed bricks for the conservatory he’d been planning years ago were still sitting untouched. Grass was growing over a heap of topsoil he’d dumped with the best intentions of sorting out the garden, so it looked as if a miniature hill had landed out of nowhere on the cobblestoned driveway. God, he really needed to get his act together. And – he rubbed the bristles of stubble on his chin – he really needed to shave, which required razor blades, which he wasn’t going to get unless they made it to the shop . . .


‘Freya!’ he called again, but louder this time.


‘Just a minute.’


In teenager speak, that could mean anything from thirty seconds to half an hour. He climbed back into the truck and shifted slightly, and the two spaniels waiting inside shot to attention. Amber caught his eye and craned her neck upwards hopefully, her full tail whirling like a flag. Amber’s mum, Bee, scrambled over her daughter, barking loudly. They pressed their wet noses against the already filthy window.


‘She said just a minute,’ Sam said to the dogs, laughing. He shook his head and leaned back against the truck, pulling out his phone from the back of a pair of battered, mud-splattered Levis. Four messages from Annabel Bevan, his current – and very demanding – client. He’d only left Green Acres half an hour ago. He scrolled through them absent-mindedly.


15.01: Sam if you haven’t left, I wonder if you’d like to nip in for a cup of tea and a little bite before you do? xxx


15.08: Popped down the garden, think you must have gone already x


15.20: I’ll put some brownies in the oven for tomorrow – come and have one before you get to work first thing! Xx


15.21: Wonder if you could give me a ring. Have emailed! Xxx


Annabel was persistent, he had to give her that. Unfortunately there was something that came along with the job that made women – a certain type of woman, anyway – think that his practical services came with an option of . . . extras. The best way to handle it, he’d worked out, was to pretend he hadn’t noticed. He thumbed his phone closed and pulled open the car door, shoving a folder of plans and a thermos of coffee from this morning off the passenger seat to make space for Freya.


Ten minutes later, Freya appeared, wearing a heavy layer of some sort of face make-up and her perfectly nice eyebrows pencilled in so they were thick and dark. The whole make-up thing was a mystery to Sam in any case – he’d worked out that the answer was to buy whatever Freya said she needed – but why she needed to apply an entire coating of war-paint to go the library and the 24-hour supermarket was beyond him.
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