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The train came to a stop at the station. As the doors hissed open, Daniel felt his shoulders sag. He peeled his body from the seat and gathered up his luggage. He had everything he owned with him crammed into an oversized rucksack and two large holdalls. Then there was the long case carrying his walking poles which bashed and banged until he could free everything from the train and dump it onto the platform. With all of his possessions on the ground at his feet, he looked up at the sign: Bodmin Parkway Station. Though it had never been his plan, Daniel was well and truly back in Cornwall. The other passengers for this station had dodged around him and his baggage. Places to go, people to see. But Daniel was in no hurry. When the guard at the gate looked at him curiously, Daniel decided to heap his rucksack onto his back, pull his case of walking poles over his shoulder and then stoop to pick up the two bulging holdalls. As he lifted himself to standing, his mobile buzzed with a notification. It was probably his sister, Annabelle, saying she was waiting in the car, so he ignored it and exited the station.

Daniel had slept for most of the train journey from Gatwick Airport to Bodmin. The team of tour guides he’d worked with for the last five years had given him the biggest and noisiest send-off of his life the night before his flight. He was sure he’d enjoyed himself at Bar Casa Mia, though most of the evening’s events were hazy. The following morning his tour guide friends, dressed in their walking clothes, hiking boots and backpacks, had waved him off as his taxi sped away to Catania Fontanarossa Airport. From there, the journey to Cornwall had gone by in a blur.

Outside Bodmin Parkway, Daniel watched as people hopped into taxis at the rank, or were picked up by friends or relatives. He hoped his sister would have realized he was bringing home all of his worldly goods and would arrive in her four-by-four. But there was no sign of her, or a Range Rover come to that, so he dropped all the baggage he’d so carefully loaded onto his person and pulled out his phone. There was a message from Annabelle:


So sorry D. Rasmus has bucket stuck on head. On way to A&E. Key under the blue flower pot. See you later. A x



A careful negotiation of Daniel’s luggage into the boot of a taxi followed until, finally, he was on his way to his childhood village.

Daniel sat in the back seat of the taxi and rolled the window down. Fields and farmland swept past him along the Bodmin Bypass; vast verdant fields bordered by dark green hedges and brown furrowed land lay on either side of the A30. He sipped in the familiar Cornish breeze, which went some way to soothing the effects of his last night in Sicily.

‘Holiday, is it?’ The taxi driver was male, dumpy, with a thick neck. He glanced at Daniel through his rear view mirror.

‘Er, no. Family reasons.’

‘Must be a long stay.’ Daniel furrowed his brow at the driver’s reflection. ‘All the luggage?’

‘Oh, yes, of course. Yes, I’ll be here a while.’

Daniel twitched in his seat. A sinking feeling rose from the pit of his stomach as it always did when the word ‘family’ came up in conversation. He thought back to a strained family meal, ten years ago. Daniel sat across from his father at the dining table, their faces aimed at each other like pistols at dawn. A heavy brandy glass sat nervously close to the edge of the pine table when the confrontation began. Daniel had shouted that he didn’t want to follow in his father’s footsteps and should never have allowed himself to be forced into taking the engineering degree. His father, fist thumping the table, had called his son a complete failure. Daniel hated university. He hated his father and their provincial life and once he’d taken his exams he would leave Cornwall and never return. His father had swung his hand and said good riddance. The brandy glass had smashed on the stone floor and Daniel’s mother had rushed to gather the shards of glass. The family had shattered that evening and though she was able to collect together each piece of the broken brandy glass, Daniel’s mother had never tried to bring the family back together.

The taxi driver drove past the nature reserve, a small village with a close-knit infrastructure and past signposts to place names that sounded odd to Daniel now. He was drawing nearer to the town of Padstow where his sister Annabelle had moved to when she’d married Scott. Annabelle, unlike Daniel, had only moved a ten-minute drive away from their home village of Trevone.

Since his departure Daniel and Annabelle had remained in constant contact. Annabelle was the one who had reported to Daniel the cracks as they’d begun to appear in their parents’ marriage. So he wasn’t surprised, years later, when the divorce was announced or when his father remarried. On his rare and fleeting visits home after the divorce, Daniel had sensed some worrying changes in his mother. She’d become distant, disengaged. But he hadn’t anticipated her locking up the house and leaving the village on what seemed like a constant quest to ‘find herself’. She’d sent messages to the siblings, though they’d become fewer and further between, saying she was meditating in Tibet or kayaking in Canadian lakes.

Annabelle’s calls to Daniel had intensified over recent years as if his mobile was the Bat Phone and Metropolis needed his help to save them from peril. According to his sister, Daniel should be thinking about his future and not throwing away a good education on a dead-end job. She’d sent photographs of her children, the sea, the countryside, all in a bid to make her brother see what he was missing and come home. In return, he’d sent pictures of rocky grey and black mountain trails, and of ash clouds above the active Mount Etna, burning amber into a black sky. He’d sent a picture of the first time his best friend, Doc, threw up because of altitude sickness. It was clear to Daniel that Annabelle missed him, possibly more than she missed their parents, but he had made excuse after excuse for not visiting home. He was loving life in Sicily; he felt independent and free.

The driver turned onto a single track lane. The traditional hedges of Cornish stone and overhanging shrubs closed in on him, and the knot in Daniel’s stomach tightened. He was close to his destination: his grandmother’s house. His grandmother, who had been the last member of the family to remain in Trevone, had passed away quietly in her sleep. Daniel had made a brief visit to the village for her funeral, but just days after he’d arrived back in Sicily, Annabelle called to say that their grandmother had left her house to them both. It had come as a huge surprise to Daniel and Annabelle. Since she was their maternal grandmother, neither could understand why they had inherited the house instead of their mother. His mother acted as if she were just as confused as they were and clearly didn’t want to discuss it further. She had left the country very quickly after the will had been read and hadn’t been in touch again with either him or Annabelle.

Annabelle, even more desperate for Daniel to return to Cornwall, needed him to help her sort the house out and decide what they should do with it. The timing was awful. Daniel had managed to arrange a few days off work for the funeral but coming home indefinitely to help Annabelle was a sure way of being fired. The busy season for tours was fast approaching. The company he worked for had a waiting list of guides who could take his place in an instant, and though he’d been there five years, experience had shown him there was no loyalty to staff. To say he was dispensable was an understatement. The walking guide jobs were popular for young people from all around the world. In fact, it was a go-to job for people wanting to see the world, just as Daniel had in his early twenties. Age had been Annabelle’s trump card for getting Daniel to commit to coming home.

‘Daniel,’ she had said, ‘you’re well over the average age of walking guides in that company. You’re thirty years old. You’ll wake up one morning and wonder why you ever took a degree and how walking up and down a volcano every day is going to secure you a decent future.’

It was true. The people he’d started out with had moved on eventually. Daniel was one of the ‘old ones’ and he found it more difficult to relate to some of the newer guides who seemed to get younger with every new intake. He didn’t want to tell Annabelle she was right and that he knew how insecure the job and his future were. He resented the fact that he couldn’t leave on his own terms, that Annabelle was calling the shots.

Closer to the village, the houses were dotted along the network of roads off the main road through Trevone, their white walls gleaming on this bright but crisp spring morning. So peaceful, his childhood home, so quiet, not another soul in sight and no other cars around. Daniel had liked the tranquillity at one time but he wasn’t so sure he could survive a small village now.

‘It’s a beautiful place, Trevone,’ said the taxi driver. ‘You have it all. Countryside, beaches, fresh air.’

Daniel gave him a thin smile. He could hear gulls overhead and he could smell the sea. He remembered chilly autumn afternoons cycling home from school along the very road he was on and the lazy summer days on the beach with his school friends. But immediately he recollected the volatile relationship with his father as a young adult and shuddered. Not once in the ten years he’d been away did he envisage coming back indefinitely to a little village of white houses and grey slate roofs.

Daniel tried to blink away the past, block out the bad feeling and focus on the good times he’d had in Sicily. The great friends he’d made there, not to mention his job; five years of guiding tourists and adventuring around Mount Etna, one of the most thrilling landscapes he’d known. But before he could call to mind one of the many mountain walks, climbs, Jeep tours, or the way the cold weather sneaked up on you when you’d set off on a tour in just a T-shirt and sunglasses, the taxi pulled up outside his grandmother’s house.

Tall and sturdy, very much like his grandmother, the house stood on a hill looking down to a crossroads where two tiny white houses bowed to the imposing Cornish stonework of Gran’s house. Daniel helped the driver empty the boot of his luggage, and glanced down the hill. In the front garden of one of the houses, whose front door was painted bright red, was an elderly woman. She leaned on her walking stick while she watered her roses. She wore a coral-coloured tracksuit. Daniel couldn’t help but notice the vibrancy of her clothing and her smiling face. Her afro hair was clipped short and speckled with a generous helping of silver fractal curls.

‘Someone you know?’ asked the driver as Daniel paid him.

‘What? No. I don’t think so.’

‘Well, she’s waving in this direction and she’s not waving to me.’ The driver, back in his seat, nodded to Daniel. ‘Have a good one.’

As the taxi pulled away, Daniel paused to see the woman in her garden, waving her stick towards him as if she were trying to flag down a jet coming in for landing. Daniel, tired and irritable, gave her a quick nod and a half wave before going in search of the keys to his grandmother’s house. Correction. His and Annabelle’s house.

The blue plant pot Annabelle had mentioned in her text was filled with a large gardenia shrub and sat behind two terracotta pots with leafy geranium plants waiting to bloom later that spring in pink and scarlet. The leaves from the plant pots by the front door shrugged off the assault made on them by the walking poles Daniel clumsily shoved into the hallway. Next came his rucksack and holdalls, which he dumped by the mat just inside the door. As he did so he heard a cat mew and felt it whiz past his legs. He looked down but all he saw of it was a black fluffy tail disappearing into the kitchen. Great. Not only was he on house clearing duty, he also had a cat to look after.

Daniel looked around the hallway and spotted a picture on the wall of him and Annabelle as children. He was sat on his grandmother’s lap with a big grin on his face, Annabelle standing beside them in a short yellow dress. His grandmother had placed a hand across Daniel’s abdomen and he looked poised to wriggle off. As he stared at the old photograph, Daniel was gripped by a pang of guilt – he’d inherited her house but he knew so little about his grandmother. Annabelle had stayed in touch with her and he wished now that he had too. Maybe he’d have better memories of her to call upon; most of his were confused and unreliable.

His mother had taken Daniel and Annabelle on visits to see his grandparents quite regularly when they were very young. He had the impression that his mother had been overly keen to please Gran. She’d scrubbed Daniel’s round face and dirty hands in case Gran complained about how she was bringing up her children, as he recalled. An impending visit to Gran had filled him with a sense of foreboding, not only because it meant having to be clean, it also meant having to be quiet, not speaking until he got a nod from his mother. His grandfather, or Gramps, was different, though. He’d grab Daniel and Annabelle’s little hands and take them to have adventures in the garden. Sometimes they’d be at sea, fighting off sea monsters, other times he’d have them help with the gardening. Gramps had always made sure they kept away from Gran’s vegetable patch and they had to steer clear of the herb garden, too. He recalled the quiet lunches spent in his grandmother’s dining room and he couldn’t remember ever seeing her happy.

Daniel looked closer at the photograph of him and his sister with Gran and noticed how brightly he and Annabelle smiled and how serious Gran looked. If Gran had ever given him sweets or cuddles, the sort of thing you’d expect from your grandmother, he couldn’t remember them. He stared hard at the photo, at his grandmother’s hands around his podgy middle. In his mind her hands had felt cool and quite rough as though she’d laboured hard her whole life, but as far as he knew Gran and Gramps had always lived in this house. Their small garden couldn’t have caused the calluses and bumps on her palms. The guilty feeling tightened around him. Maybe he should have talked to Gran more, visited more often as he got older. He wished he’d known about the inheritance before she passed because he would have loved to have thanked her for his share.

In the kitchen was a basket of Annabelle’s famous chocolate cookies. He grabbed one and took a big bite out of it. The cat looked up at him and mewed loudly.

‘Forget it, mate, this lot is for me. Perks of having to come back to the UK under duress.’ And indefinitely, he thought, again. Daniel sighed and demolished another cookie in two bites.

Having second thoughts about being so stingy to Gran’s cat, he poured some milk into a saucer and left the cat lapping it up while he walked around the downstairs rooms. The house had seemed huge as a child but now he was six foot three the ceilings weren’t nearly as high and the rooms not as spacious as he remembered. He noted the only two family photos on the wall in the living room, another of him and Annabelle in primary school uniform and a black and white wedding photo, presumably of his grandparents. There were none at all of his parents anywhere. Tiny, dusty figurines lined the shelves and the few house plants on the window sills and side tables hadn’t been kept up.

Back in the kitchen he made a mug of tea and launched an attack on the chocolate cookies which had looked like an Instagram post, stacked in neat rows on a checked tea towel. Thank goodness Annabelle cooked as if she were expecting a coach tour to drop by. As he looked around the kitchen he remembered Gran telling him not to run through it, his grandfather winking at him and his mother not saying an awful lot. Without realizing it he had devoured the whole basket of cookies and after sloshing them down with a second mug of tea his energy reserves began to fail him. He yawned deeply as the damage of the farewell party from the night before took its toll. In the living room, he sank into his grandmother’s floral sofa and drifted into a deep sleep.

Hours later, Daniel woke to the sound of something clattering onto the wooden floor in the hallway and a child zooming past the living room door making the engine sound of an aeroplane. In his sleep he’d been listening to the booming bass from the speakers in Bar Casa Mia and the unleashed laughter of his friends as they danced and drank. He stood on a wooden table telling everyone, at the top of his voice, how much he loved them and that they could come to Cornwall to stay any time.

His sister’s voice calling his name shattered any chance he had of returning to the dream.

‘Daniel! What the hell? Why would you leave your bags by the door? I nearly killed myself.’

He rubbed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. In front of him was the small child with the pounding feet and aeroplane sound effects for a voice. He stared at Daniel with big green eyes, his face stained with vanilla ice cream.

‘Hey, Rasmus.’ Daniel attempted to ruffle his nephew’s hair but the child darted out of reach and went to stand behind his mother.

‘So you made it,’ Annabelle said, hobbling towards him with open arms and a child clinging to her right thigh. ‘It’s lovely to see you. You look so tanned.’

Daniel got up from the sofa to hug his sister. She was shorter than he was, had been since he turned eleven and Annabelle was fourteen. They had been mistaken for twins up until that point, both with their mother’s dark hair and green eyes. Now that he’d shot past her in height and developed an athletic build the question was never asked of them. Especially since Annabelle had inherited her mother’s short and cuddly stature, the cuddliness enhanced by the birth of two children, Mia, now six, and Rasmus, aged four.

‘Hey, sis, it’s good to see you.’ Daniel kissed his sister’s cheek. He attempted to greet Rasmus again but he swerved a pat on the head by ducking down and entwining his mother’s other thigh with his arms.

‘Don’t mind Rasmus. He’s actually glad you’re here. I told him all about his uncle Daniel coming home and he’s been excited to meet you.’

Daniel looked down at his nephew.

‘Good to see you got rid of that bucket.’ There was not a peep from Rasmus. ‘Looks like I’m going to have to charm him. I don’t suppose he remembers me.’

‘You haven’t seen him since he was a baby, so it’s hardly surprising.’ Annabelle arched an eyebrow.

‘I know, I know,’ said Daniel. ‘But I’m here now. Ready to get stuck in. I’ll probably lose my tan while we’re both indoors clearing this house out.’ Daniel stretched and looked around the living room. ‘Judging by the collection in here it’s going to take us a lifetime.’

‘About that,’ said Annabelle. ‘I’m going to have to leave most of the clearing out to you.’

‘Annabelle.’ Daniel’s voice went up a tone on the last syllable of his sister’s name, the way it had in his youth when Annabelle had said or done something to annoy him.

‘I’ve got a husband and two small people to worry about, Daniel. Then there’s the house, the garden and my vlog.’

‘Your vlog?’

‘I knew you didn’t watch my vlog. I sent you the link. I’ve got loads of followers. Not to mention I’m practically an Instagram influencer now. The Cornish Mamma Chronicles. Haven’t you seen a single video?’

He shook his head.

‘Come on, Annie. You know what my life in Sicily is like. Always working. Every hour.’

‘Apart from when you’re in the pub.’

‘I resent the inference. I’m up before sunrise and I don’t get to bed until gone midnight some nights. It’s a responsible job, you know? I’ve got the safety of up to ten people on my shoulders on some tours. Or, at least,’ he said, pushing his fists into his pockets, ‘I did have.’

‘Look, Daniel, this is no time to start whingeing. You know how much I need you. You’re not under any pressure to get the house cleared and sorted by any particular time and I’ll pop in whenever I can. Right now I have to go and pick Mia up from school so I’ll probably swing by tomorrow if I can.’

In the hallway, Annabelle’s voice began to trail off. ‘I stocked the fridge but I wasn’t sure what you liked.’ And then she was gone. She unlatched Rasmus from her thigh, strapped him into the booster seat in the car and drove off with a wave of her hand.

Daniel stood at the front door rustling his hair back and forth, wondering whether that whirlwind had all been part of his dream. Just before closing the front door, the woman he’d seen earlier in her front garden waved her walking stick at him again. She had a huge smile on her face. She looked as if she was about to leave her front gate, perhaps to come over and introduce herself, but Daniel felt in need of a shower before meeting the neighbours. He smiled and gave her a brief wave before he closed the door, promptly tripping backwards over his luggage and landing on his bottom.
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Out of habit Daniel woke early and decided to go for a run. His baggage was still in a heap in the front hallway. He rooted around in one of the holdalls to try to find his trainers. Crouched on his knees, he tossed items of clothing and equipment over his shoulder onto the floor. The cat sat in the kitchen doorway, whiskers twitching, head to one side, eyes following the trajectory of Daniel’s socks, pants and cargo shorts across the corridor. A pair of his diving goggles collided with the hall table.

‘What you staring at?’ asked Daniel. ‘Haven’t you seen an athlete at work?’

Finally finding the elusive trainers he went to put them on over odd socks. They felt damp and smelled weird but there wasn’t much he could do about that. The cat followed Daniel into the kitchen, purring loudly and working figures of eight around his legs as Daniel opened a tin of tuna and scooped some of it into a saucer and placed it on the floor.

‘Don’t make a mess,’ he said over his shoulder as he left the cat to it.

It was early spring and Daniel hoped the tide would be low enough for him to do a good circuit of Trevone Beach. If there weren’t too many people around, he could get in a decent run, get home, tank up on some breakfast and then make a start on the house. He sprinted down the hill in the direction of the house with the red front door. The old woman who had waved to him the day before was out in her front garden. This time she had her back to Daniel and was shaking her walking stick at the trellis above her front door. He mouthed the word ‘weird’ and sped up. He’d catch up with her eventually but wanted a serious workout first.

Before interviewing for the job as a tour guide on Mount Etna, Daniel had qualified as a personal trainer in London. Just one in a list of jobs and career moves he’d pursued since obtaining his degree. He never quite got the hang of making it into a business. Instead he’d hung out at the local gym chatting to girls and being chased up by the staff to pay his studio time rental.

Daniel ran a short distance and got as far as the village square before a pain shot up the back of his thigh. His hamstrings tightened and he stumbled hands first onto the paving stones. Rolling over, he grimaced and clutched his thigh. An old man in a flat cap, who was walking a sullen grey whippet, stopped to shake his head at Daniel.

‘You want to slow down a bit, young man.’

Daniel put up a hand to signify he was okay, not that the old man was asking. He sat on the ground, out of breath, the whippet sniffing at his trainers.

‘Maybe I’m a bit out of practice,’ said Daniel. He may as well have spoken to himself. The grey whippet and the old man continued on their walk and left the square without looking back. Daniel hobbled to standing and limped back towards home. Nearer the house he stopped to stretch his injured leg.

‘Back already?’ The old woman with the walking stick made Daniel jump and do a half turn.

‘Oh, hi! Yes,’ he said, ‘I wasn’t really feeling it today.’

‘You were limping. Did you do a proper warm up before you started running?’ she said. ‘If you don’t do a proper warm up, you’ll end up with all kinds of problems.’

‘Um, I suppose you’re right,’ said Daniel. He began to inch away, so red in the face from fatigue and embarrassment he couldn’t look at her.

‘Well, okay then,’ she called as Daniel headed on up the hill. At his grandmother’s house he turned back to see the old woman waving her stick at the trellis again. Daniel had images of her never actually entering her house but camping out in the front garden performing tricks with her walking stick. He shook his head and whispered ‘weird’ to himself again. When he pushed open the front door the cat shot outside with a frustrated mew. Daniel wondered why his grandmother hadn’t thought of putting a cat flap on the door.

The hallway floor looked like the aftermath of Black Friday at a sports equipment and clothes sale. He blew heavily through his lips at the mess he’d made. He should really get his junk in order. But first a shower and no doubt he’d need to rest his leg, too. He limped carefully over his mound of luggage and spotted a bath towel in a holdall. Pulling it free from a tangle of items, Daniel headed up to the bathroom.

Nothing had moved or magically neatened itself away in the hallway after he’d showered and trotted back downstairs. The pain in his hamstring was barely noticeable but some refreshments wouldn’t go amiss. He took an almost overflowing mug of coffee into the living room where he sat with his feet on the sofa, mug in one hand while scrolling messages on his phone. He was already missing his friends in Sicily, particularly his best friend Doc who’d been at the tour company for as long as he had and was still there. Doc’s messages made Daniel homesick for his job on Mount Etna.

Daniel hadn’t taken the decision to come home to Trevone lightly. He’d had to put his dramatic exit from Cornwall to the back of his mind, so far back, the bitter stings of his and his father’s words wouldn’t affect him. He’d hoped the lack of support he’d got from his mother might also just disappear. Having Annabelle act as go-between for Daniel and his father had made life easier for him. His sister had always looked out for Daniel. She’d stepped into the role of his parents but somehow managed to be an annoying big sister at the same time. He knew he’d upset her when he eventually left Trevone. He had no job there and he didn’t think he was likely to find one. He had lived quite cheaply in Sicily and managed to save some money, and though Annabelle had promised to take care of him financially until things were settled, his money would run out and he didn’t want to have to rely on her until the house was sold, if that’s what they decided to do with it. At some point he might go to London to find work or take his share of the house sale to travel abroad again. He was feeling unsettled and irritated by having to go through the motions of trying to find a new job. That meant more upheaval and decision making to take into account. He longed for the easy life he’d had up until this point. Maybe the thing to do would be to hurry up and sell the house so he could leave quickly, making it a flying visit, a ripping off of a plaster. It was strange to think that this small village had once seemed enough for him.

He looked again at the old-fashioned furniture in the living room. Varnished wood tables and shelves. Edges that were dented and scratched. His grandparents must have had this furniture forever. He could get WiFi on his phone but his grandmother, more than likely, didn’t have broadband. Again he wondered how he had come to be the co-owner of his grandmother’s house. What was behind her decision? Why had his mother left, unwilling to say anything about it? Daniel imagined his mother must have bad feelings about them inheriting the house instead of her. Maybe between him and Annabelle they could puzzle it out.

He switched on the television. It was old, bulky, not flat screen and he couldn’t find the remote. Daniel left it on one channel, allowing show after show to start and finish before his eyes, breaking away only to make himself more coffee and a sandwich or two. He felt out of place in the outdated old-fashioned kitchen, a stranger in his grandparents’ house, to the whole village actually. The drone of talk shows, a shampoo advert that repeated itself in each commercial break and a glittery quiz show lulled him into a stupor and just like that a day of not sorting out anything in the house passed him by.

Daniel woke the next morning in the early hours. He’d crashed out on the sofa after a late evening call from Annabelle, apologizing for not having popped round. A quick trip to the loo told him that his leg was completely fine, but the crick in his neck from sleeping on a sofa not built for a man of six foot three inches made house clearing a non-starter. He needed a good stretch and decided on an early morning walk to the beach, no running this time. Maybe the sea air would blow some energy into him and get him motivated at last.

Nearing the beach complex car park, he saw a figure walking in from the shoreline. It was a young woman wearing a baseball cap. She held something in her hands, a camera Daniel realized. She bent to pull a silver bicycle, which had been lying on the soft yellow sand close to the coast path, to standing. After putting her camera into the front basket of the bike, she rode away on the path, her gaze towards the sea, her face turned up to the sky. He wondered if she lived in Trevone or was there on holiday, or like him, just passing through en route to something or somewhere new – whatever that would be.

He walked towards the sea, stepping into the footprints the girl had made, and sat on the sand, his arms hanging lazily over his bent knees, hands lightly clasped. The beach was empty save for a couple walking their dog. He tried to quieten a mind filled with questions and very few answers. What would he do after the house was sorted? Where could he go? Could he take up one of the offers he’d had to visit the homes of his tour guide friends from around the world? He’d had several invitations. He thought about the friends he’d once had in Cornwall and wondered what they might be doing now. After several minutes of watching the hypnotic flow of waves gliding onto and away from the sand, the image of his junk piled up by the door in the hallway and the gurgling sound of his stomach reminded him he should get back to the house.

Daniel finally managed to get his gear back into the holdalls and take his luggage upstairs to the back bedroom. After breakfast he began to walk from room to room assessing the damage and wondering where to start. He decided to begin at the top and work his way downstairs. Three bedrooms, a living room, one dining room, a conservatory, a bathroom and a kitchen, how hard could it be? The majority of Gran’s stuff was probably just junk he could throw into boxes and dump at the charity shop. On opening his grandmother’s wardrobe, he wondered if a museum might not be the better option. To one side there were a couple of suits hanging on the rail. His grandfather’s, he imagined. Daniel couldn’t imagine why they were still there since Gramps had died over ten years ago.

He threw the suits onto the bed. Dust had collected on the shoulders and collars and he went in search of some black bin bags to shove everything into.

He felt his phone buzz in his back pocket again. Apart from messages and pictures from Doc, his other friends in Sicily had continued to message him. As usual, life for them was one long party. It wasn’t going to be easy to forget them. Daniel tossed his mobile onto his grandmother’s bed and put his grandfather’s old suits into the bin bags. Worn clothes from a distant time, stuffed away like the problems he’d had with his father. They had been hard to compartmentalize.

Daniel flopped onto the floor and sat with his back against the bed. He swivelled one of his grandmother’s berets around on his forefinger as he spun the many disagreements he’d had with his parents out of his mind. He couldn’t keep dwelling on the past, it would make him crazy. He needed something to get him out of the house.

He continued to spin Gran’s hat until it spun off his finger and landed on the floor beside him. His day of house clearing had amounted to his grandmother’s bedroom floor being covered in half-full black bin bags and a stack of dusty books piled up in front of the rickety shelf unit in the corner. On his grandmother’s bed, her old clothes and a couple of military uniforms lay across the floral quilt and all he could think was that it must be time for lunch. Daniel had eaten practically everything Annabelle had left in the cupboard and fridge, the cat had made light of the tins of tuna and the four-pint bottle of milk so he’d have to go and do a top-up shop. He went to the back bedroom to find his credit cards. In the small room his packed rucksack leaned against the wall beside his walking poles. Flashbacks of his walking tours on Mount Etna came happily to mind when the shrillness of his mobile brought him back from a reverie.

It was Annabelle. He walked along the landing and in and out of the bedrooms as he spoke to her.

‘How’s it going?’ she asked in a cheery voice.

‘So far so good,’ said Daniel.

‘How far have you got?’

Daniel looked around the room he was in, the back bedroom he’d taken over as his. His holdalls were spewing crumpled T-shirts and unwashed socks. He had knocked over a cold cup of coffee the day before and there was a brown stain on the beige carpet which he wasn’t sure how to shift. The bed was unmade and in his mind’s eye he could see the mountain of chaos he’d created in his grandmother’s bedroom.

‘It’s going well,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘I can spare you a few hours later. Scott is home early and Mia has ballet.’

‘No, no. I’ve got a system going.’

‘You sure? Because I do have a couple of vlogs I can record while Scott takes care of the kids. I like to keep at least three vlogs in advance, that way I can always upload something in good time. It pays to be organized.’

‘Yeah, I get that.’ He looked around the room again. ‘Anyway, you just caught me on my way out to the shops. Need to stock up on a few things. Cat food for one.’

‘Cat food?’

‘Yes, for Gran’s cat.’

‘Gran never had a cat.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure. What does it look like?’

‘Well, mostly black, cute, I suppose. Likes milk and tuna.’

‘Daniel, you can’t give cats cow’s milk or tuna. Most are lactose intolerant and then there’s the mercury in tuna.’

‘How was I supposed to know? And anyway the cat seems fine. I’ll try to find its owner, get it safely back home. In the meantime, both the cat and I are starving.’

‘You know you can always come round for dinner. I bet it’s been ages since you had a proper cooked meal.’

‘Tell me about it. And thanks, I’ll do that.’

The last time he ate out was with his friends in Sicily, not something that would happen here. He had lost contact with his old friends from Trevone, hadn’t seen them in ten years, or been in touch, not even on social media. He looked at his walking poles and wondered how many people in Trevone shared the same sense of adventure as he did. Maybe he could find a way to hook up with them. Another look at his walking poles gave Daniel an idea.

He ran around the house searching for some paper and pens. His idea, seeming like a brilliant one in his head, would not only give him a break from clearing the house but could also help him meet new people in and around the village. Finding a writing pad and a felt pen, Daniel went about making up some signs. After several attempts at sounding fun, friendly, relatively sporty and not like a profile for a dating app, he came up with a sign that read:


Join the Saturday Walkers Club

First walk: Saturday 4th April

The South West Coast Path

Meet at 12 noon outside the café at Trevone Beach car park

See you there!



He would put his signs up in the community centre, the village hall, the church notice board and the farm shop. It was Wednesday, he was sure that enough people would see them by Saturday for at least ten people to show up. He’d get to meet some like-minded outdoor types, go out with them of an evening, have some fun again. After all, his friendship circle so far included an unnamed cat who came to mooch milk and use his house as a squat.

He made his way down to the square and successfully managed to put up three of the signs for his walking club. The last place to try was the farm shop. The woman behind the counter held his handwritten notice at arm’s length and squinted at it.

‘Walking?’ she said after a ten-minute inspection of Daniel’s handy work.

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘It’s for the health conscious. Fresh air. Good vibes. That kind of thing.’

She grunted and handed the sign back to Daniel.

‘There might be a spare drawing pin in the notice board.’ She shook her head and went back to dusting the shelves.

Daniel found a single drawing pin and looked around the board for a place that would give his sign maximum impact. Placing it dead centre on the board he stepped back and into something soft. He spun around and saw a young woman with short hair dyed white blonde. She had a very pretty face and a silver bar in her ear. She wore a baggy, loose knit sweater, and had the local newspaper under her arm. It was the girl he’d seen with her camera and her silver bicycle on the beach.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

‘I hope you’re not planning to walk backwards on Saturday,’ she said pointing at his sign. ‘I don’t think it’s particularly safe to do that on the coast path.’

He gave a nervous laugh and stared at the girl for several seconds before they both began to speak at the same time.

‘You first,’ she said.

‘I was just going to say that anyone can come. It’ll be an hour-long walk. Nothing heavy.’

‘Well, I know the path very well in each direction. I cycle from Crugmeer through to Harlyn Beach practically every day.’ She sounded like the sporty type so he dared to ask her to consider coming along.

‘But you’d be surprised how different the path can be if you walk it.’ It was his best attempt at a sales pitch.

‘Well, it sounds like a nice idea.’ She gave him a wide smile and went over to the woman at the counter and paid for the newspaper before leaving the shop. Daniel watched her put the paper into the front basket of her bike and hop onto the saddle. With the briefest look back at the farm shop window, she cycled towards the coast path and out of sight.

‘Will there be anything else?’ the shopkeeper called to him.

‘Um, yes,’ said Daniel, looking back at his sign and checking for typos. He picked up a wire basket and aimlessly filled it with anything that needed little or no cooking. Dumping the basket onto the counter he gave the shopkeeper a bright smile, feeling pleased that he’d taken a step towards doing something with his time other than house clearing. He looked forward to Saturday.
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On Saturday, with very little house clearing done and after several phone calls to his sister to establish how to use the washing machine, Daniel set off to the coast path in cargo shorts, hiking boots, a sweat top, and with his set of walking poles. He’d spent the morning studying the path and plotting a walk on Google Maps. It would last at least an hour in total and have the walkers back at the car park by 1pm. He was excited for the walking club, imagining the blonde girl he’d met at the farm shop, and people like her, wanting to join.

Memories of gathering the walkers setting off on a hike to Mount Etna with Daniel as their guide came to him as he made his way to the café by the sea. Before leading a walk to the volcano he’d have to go through health and safety checks, making sure everyone was equipped with the right clothing and boots and that they’d packed enough food and a good supply of water. It crossed his mind that he’d have to give a talk on safety to the walkers. Perhaps he should have had a First Aid kit with him instead of a bottle of water for himself and a Snickers.

As he entered the car park at just minutes to twelve he was disappointed to see that there was no one waiting outside the café. Someone had just locked their car but they’d headed off in the direction of Crugmeer and obviously had no intention of joining his walking club. Daniel slowed down. He looked over his shoulder to see if any potential walkers might be coming up behind him. But no, not one soul had shown up. He looked at his phone; there was still time, he supposed. It was only just twelve, he could wait fifteen minutes at least before giving up on the whole village of Trevone as a dead loss.

A little closer to the beach complex he saw the café door open and a familiar figure emerge. Carrying a large beige handbag and dressed in baby pink sweat pants was the woman from down the hill. Emblazoned across her blue sweat top was a flag with a bright red background and a white-edged black stripe running diagonally across it. The words ‘Trinidad & Tobago’ were printed in large letters above it. She had her walking stick with her, a sun visor around her brow and a pair of brilliant white Crocs on her feet. She looked up and, for a moment, Daniel considered ducking behind a car or marching off in the opposite direction and pretending he hadn’t noticed her. It was no good, of course, because she began to wave her stick up and down, a huge grin on her face and a call of ‘Coo-ee! Are you here for the Walkers Club?’

He couldn’t fake not having heard her and, with a walking pole in each hand, what else could he be there for?

‘Oh, hello,’ he said, doing his best to mask his disappointment. ‘Yes, I am here for the walk. Actually, I’m the organizer. Daniel.’

‘Daniel! Pleased to meet you properly, at last. I’m Hazel.’ She put out her hand, small and shaky with protruding veins. How fragile and soft it was to shake. Hazel’s eyes were squeezed almost shut as she beamed up at him.

‘Nice to meet you, Hazel.’ Daniel couldn’t help but look down at her footwear. ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right walking in those? It might be a bit rough in places along the path.’

‘Well, I wasn’t sure what to put on and these are so comfortable. I thought that comfort should come first.’

Comfort over speed, Daniel thought to himself. Well, there went his hour long walk idea. If he stuck to the route he’d planned the Crocs alone would delay them by a day at least. He fidgeted around, looked at his phone and did several sweeps around the car park and surrounding roads. Maybe some people had already walked down to the path. Maybe the blonde girl was there chatting with the other walkers.

‘Hazel, if you’d excuse me, I’m just going to do a quick recce to see if anyone else is going to join me – I mean us.’ He handed his walking poles to her.

Daniel shot off towards the path and to the edge of the beach. There was no one in sight apart from an elderly couple holding hands as they walked close to the sea. The tide was low and the waves rippled into shore. They were slow and calm, the opposite to Daniel’s anxious heart rate. He stepped from hiking boot to hiking boot, puffing and panting and willing someone else to show up for the walk. He scooted around the side of the café, trotted up and down the car park and by quarter past twelve it was blatant that no one but Hazel was going to accompany him on this walk. His only recourse was to cancel. Maybe get proper flyers printed next time and circulate them a bit further afield. He jogged back to Hazel who was busy inspecting his walking poles.

‘Do you think I should get a pair of these?’ she asked him. She was grinning at him again, teeth completely straight and dazzling white, dark pink lipstick neatly applied to what was a genuinely cute smile. He didn’t have the heart to cancel the walk.

‘And maybe you could advise me on some walking shoes,’ continued Hazel. ‘I think I have a new pair of trainers in a box somewhere but they might be on top of the wardrobe. I haven’t been able to reach up very high and find anything in my house for nearly a year now. Anyway, Daniel, we can discuss it on the way. I think it might just be us, don’t you?’

‘I think you might be right. We don’t have to go too far.’

‘Don’t worry about me, I might have a walking stick but I’m as fit as a fiddle. Shall we?’ Hazel handed Daniel’s walking poles back to him, hooked the handle of her handbag into the crook of her arm and placed her walking stick down with purpose. Daniel shook his head and led the way.

Once on the path and only minutes into the walk, Daniel turned back to find Hazel a good twenty metres or so behind him. She was taking it extremely slowly and shuffled her Croc’ed feet on the stony path. Daniel ran back to meet her.

‘Really, Hazel, if this is too much for you, we could always turn back.’ He pointed a walking pole in the direction of the car park.

‘Nonsense,’ Hazel said. She hooked her walking stick over Daniel’s outstretched arm and unclasped her enormous handbag. ‘I told you, I’m physically fit but I do have a slight touch of diabetes, the doctor told me, so I will need to stop for a snack. I’ve brought lots. In case I needed to share.’ Looking inside her handbag and not up at a bewildered Daniel, she pulled out an egg sandwich, a tuna sandwich, a protein bar, some diabetic chocolate and a malt drink. All of these she shoved at Daniel, who gathered the food into his arms while trying to balance her walking stick and his walking poles.

‘Hazel, I don’t think this is very—’

‘If you don’t like any of these, I think I’ve got a sausage roll.’ She looked up at him blinking, waiting for an answer. What do you tell a little old woman in a sun visor, when there is no sun, that you don’t want a sandwich, you want to go home and eat a Snickers and wallow in self-pity because none of the people you’d hoped for had bothered to turn up for your well-organized walk?

‘Actually, I have some water,’ Daniel said. ‘That’ll do me. You go ahead and eat something. I’ll wait.’

‘You sure you don’t mind? You look a bit flushed, Daniel. Do you think you should have done some warm-up stretches before you started? In fact, maybe we should make that a condition, that we don’t start the walk until everyone has had a good stretch.’

‘I’m not sure we can call just two people “everyone”.’ Daniel couldn’t keep his mood at bay. He had really had enough. ‘Here, let me help you put some of this food back into that bag of yours. We can sit here so you can eat but you might get your tracksuit dusty.’

‘I don’t mind.’

They sat on a weather-worn bench, its feet rooted in the scant grass just to the side of the path, a vast field to their backs and the clifftop metres away in front of them. A couple of fast runners, clad in expensive running gear, sped past them in the direction of the village. Daniel looked up at them wistfully as he pulled out his Snickers.

‘Don’t worry, Daniel,’ said Hazel, holding one half of an egg sandwich. ‘I’m sure more people will come next week.’

‘I don’t know, Hazel. I’m not sure it’s worth it.’ He bit off a good third of the chocolate bar and chewed slowly.

‘I don’t mean to pry,’ said Hazel. ‘But you are Molly’s grandson, aren’t you?’

‘You knew Gran?’ Daniel swallowed his mouthful. Hazel smiled and nodded at him.

‘I suspected you were the grandson when I saw you arrive,’ she said. ‘You know, I miss your grandmother terribly. In fact, Molly will be greatly missed by a lot of people in the community.’ Hazel looked off into the distance as if she were reliving a memory, a happy one, Daniel thought.

‘So you two were friends?’ He hadn’t exactly been friendly to Hazel when he’d first arrived but she seemed not to have noticed.

‘Yes, we were,’ she said. ‘We became acquainted a little while after I moved down the hill from her. My husband and I moved to Cornwall from London when he retired years back but we’ve only lived in Trevone for the last two. I used to pop round to Molly’s if I’d done some baking. We’d sit and have a cup of tea in her living room. She couldn’t leave the house much towards the end. Up until then she was practically running around the whole village. She would have been a good candidate for the Walkers Club.’

An image of all the little old women in the village turning up to join his walking group flashed through Daniel’s mind. It was definitely not the sort of group he’d planned but if they were all as charming and bubbly as Hazel, how could he let them down?

‘She told me all about you, your grandmother.’ Hazel nibbled off a piece of her sandwich. ‘She said you lived abroad?’

‘I did, up until recently. I lived in Sicily for five years and now I’m here, sorting out the house.’

‘You don’t sound happy to be back,’ said Hazel.

‘I’ll get used to it.’ He shrugged. ‘It’ll be an adjustment. This place is so quiet, it’s not what I’m used to.’

‘What did you do before?’

‘I was a walking guide. I led tours up Mount Etna in Sicily. I used to take people on amazing journeys every day.’

‘And you miss it.’

Daniel nodded and looked down.

‘You could always go back,’ said Hazel.

He looked at her now, really studied her face. It was a kind face, caring; he felt as if he could tell her anything and not be judged.

‘In all honesty,’ said Daniel, ‘I would have had to move on from that job eventually. Great adventures but not much of a future. Annabelle was right, though I hate to admit it. Annabelle is my sister.’

‘Yes, I know. We’ve met. Annabelle would visit your grandmother once in a while, but I gathered she had a bit of a hectic lifestyle so neither Molly nor I saw an awful lot of her. Molly used to talk about you both. It was kind of her to leave the house to you and your sister.’

‘Gran told you about that, did she?’

‘We did have very long chats over those cups of tea.’ Hazel chuckled. ‘We must have talked about everything under the sun. Molly said that if anyone deserved the house it would be her lovely grandchildren.’

‘Lovely?’ said Daniel, a sideways smirk on his face. ‘I can’t imagine Gran calling us lovely. My sister perhaps.’

‘I don’t know why you think that,’ said Hazel. ‘Your grandmother was a good judge of character and she meant what she said.’ She looked at Daniel, taking a sharp inhale as if to say more but, with a brief shake of her head, she fell silent. Daniel wondered what it was Hazel was holding back. She cleared her throat and continued.

‘Molly was ever so proud of you both. She said you went to university in London and that you were the most like her in the family. The adventurous type.’

Daniel sat around to face Hazel. He knew she was old but could Hazel be mistaking his gran with someone else? In what way was Gran the adventurous type?

‘I know an awful lot about your grandmother,’ said Hazel, possibly reading the doubt in Daniel’s eyes. ‘A remarkable woman she was.’

Daniel shoved the last of the chocolate into his mouth, a crease in his brow. He had never thought of his grandmother as remarkable or adventurous. If she went on any adventures, no one had told him about them. He remembered her as strict, perhaps becoming eccentric in her old age, judging by the collection of scarves he’d found in her bedroom. He was curious, though. What was it about Gran that made her remarkable?

‘Should we get going again?’ Hazel closed her bag and attempted to push herself up from the bench.

‘I was just wondering,’ said Daniel, halting her progress with the palm of his hand, ‘as you knew Gran so well, if you could tell me about her adventures and how am I like her?’

‘Oh, Molly was definitely up for an adventure or two. Her first probably being the time she left home. It caused an uproar. She was only eighteen and had to go against her parents’ wishes. Something I understand very well.’

Daniel remembered the feeling of going against his father when he’d eventually left home. Had both Gran and Hazel clashed with their parents in the exact same way as he had? Had they felt as let down by their parents as he still did?

‘It wasn’t all doom and gloom, Daniel,’ Hazel said. Maybe his bad memories of leaving Cornwall showed on his face. ‘We used to sit and compare stories. I thought I’d got up to all sorts but your gran was quite a woman. She helped a lot of people in her time, brought them happiness. As I say, I do miss her a lot.’

‘Mum never told us anything about Gran. This is all news to me,’ said Daniel.

Hazel lowered her eyes to the large beige handbag and began fiddling with the clasp.

‘Well, we sometimes don’t get the opportunity to tell our whole story to our children.’ Hazel kept her eyes down.

‘But she obviously passed on a lot to you.’ Daniel looked intently at Hazel, keen for her to continue. He only had a few flimsy memories of his grandparents, they could almost be dreams.

‘She did, Daniel, but I can’t pack everything into just one walk.’ Hazel went to rise from her seat again.

‘Here, let me.’ Daniel put an arm around her, hooking her underarms and pulling her to standing. He handed Hazel her stick and steadied her as she pushed her foot back into the Croc that had fallen off during the process. He smiled to himself as he watched her straighten up, hook that big handbag into the crook of her arm and look towards the path.

‘So what about you, Hazel?’ She looked up at him through her sun visor. ‘You said you had to go against your parents’ wishes, too.’

‘Oh my goodness,’ said Hazel with a timid laugh. ‘Mine and Molly’s circumstances were very different, yet we both found ways to get around our parents so that we could make our lives our own. I miss us exchanging our wild stories.’

Daniel couldn’t imagine someone as small and as frail as Hazel having wild stories to tell. He wondered how these women had both had conflicts with their parents but had managed to make them come around, whereas he was still in a bad place with his father. He would love to find out what these two women talked about over those cups of tea. Hazel was whetting his appetite with bite-sized chunks, headlines. He wanted to know more. He was positive Hazel must also know why he and Annabelle had inherited Gran’s house. He turned to ask her another question but Hazel leaned down to massage her leg.

‘Old age,’ she said with a smile.

‘We won’t go very much further,’ said Daniel. ‘Best to take it easy at first.’

They set off once again. A hint of sun peeked through the smoky clouds. Rain hadn’t been forecast, though Daniel had visions of Hazel’s Crocs becoming waterlogged if it did rain.

‘Look, Hazel,’ he said, ‘I could always swing by yours and get that box with the trainers down for you if you or your husband can’t reach it.’

Looking out towards the cumulus sky, she said, ‘That would be very kind of you. But it’s just me now. Henry died a year ago, otherwise he would have fetched it down for me.’

‘Hazel, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…’ Daniel brought the walk to a stop.

‘It’s all right. I probably spoke about him in the present tense again. My daughter has been telling me, whenever she phones, that I have to stop doing that. But it’s not easy.’

‘Come on,’ said Daniel. ‘Let’s turn back.’

They walked quietly along the path. Daniel was at Hazel’s side slow and steady. The walk itself had been a far cry from the exciting and sometimes dangerous ones he used to lead, but it had gone some way to him discovering something, if not much, of Gran’s past. Hazel had hinted at the woman she really was, which promised to be far more interesting than the impression he had of her. He looked forward to delving a little deeper into Gran’s history. He was intrigued, not only by her but by Hazel, too. Judging by her sweat top she was probably from Trinidad, a part of the globe he hadn’t been able to visit yet but would dearly love to one day. Was it there she’d had the adventures she’d talked to Gran about?

‘I’m going to call on my best pal for lunch,’ said Hazel once they’d stopped outside the café. ‘So I’ll see you here next Saturday?’

‘Yes,’ said Daniel. ‘You will. And I’ll come and knock on your door before then so I can help you find those trainers. I might have a small backpack you could borrow, then you’ll have a free hand if you want to leave your handbag at home.’

Hazel burst out laughing.

‘I know, ridiculous, isn’t it? I’m pretty sure I’ve got a backpack, too. Again, high up somewhere and I can’t reach it. Thank you, Daniel.’

‘You’re welcome. Enjoy your lunch.’

He watched Hazel’s slow amble across the car park and waited until she disappeared down a path between a row of white houses before setting off. He realized his walking pace had slowed down considerably as he left the car park. Hazel’s sweet and calm demeanour might be rubbing off on him.
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