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What readers have to say about Sheila Jeffries’ books


‘Stunning. Beautifully written, with an exquisitely poetic narrative’


‘One of those rare books that stays with you long after you’ve finished reading it’


‘The most heart-warming book I have read in a long time. I did not want it to end’


‘Fabulous read’


‘One of the best books I have read. I couldn’t put it down’


‘Brilliant’


‘The prose is simply superb. When the sheer beauty of words can evoke tears, that’s the sign of a gifted writer’


‘Of all the books I have bought, this is the best’


‘I thought all the characters were brilliant’


‘A book to touch your heart’


‘Every page was a pleasure to read’


‘This novel is sweet and insightful and shows a good understanding of human emotions’


‘Spell binding’


‘I thoroughly enjoyed it and the insight into the afterlife was so interesting’


‘Sheila Jeffries is an amazing storyteller’


‘A truly unique book, one that I would highly recommend. I can’t wait for her next’


‘Deep insight and understanding into the pain and fear many people live with. I heartily recommend this book to everyone who is tired of the violence and anger in so many books now’
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To my brilliant cousin, a healer of souls, who passed into spirit on 15 April 2016, and who appears in this book as ‘Starlinda’.




PROLOGUE


1970


Why am I doing this?


Tessa looked down at her silver shoes, the pointed toes peeping out from the ruffles of lace around the hem of her satin dress. She waited on the pavement outside Monterose Church. The March wind surged through the tree tops, but on the lawns the pale green buds of daffodils were stiff and unmoving. Like aunties, Tessa thought. The church would be full of them – aunties in their Crimplene suits and portly hats. Watching her. Triumphantly.


It was what they wanted her to do. Conform.


As she waited for her father to ease himself out of the car, Tessa glanced down the road, and imagined herself running, in her silver shoes, her white veil flying, her bouquet of pink roses and freesias discarded in the gutter.


Freddie manoeuvred himself out of the shiny black car. He felt awkward in unfamiliar clothes. Kate had insisted on him wearing a grey top hat. It felt like a cardboard cereal packet on his head, and he hardly dared speak in case he shook it off. He knocked it sideways getting out of the car. ‘I’m not wearing this blimin’ thing,’ he said, at the last minute, and chucked it back into the car.


Tessa gave him a secret smile, and saw his blue eyes twinkle with pride as he looked at her in awe. She didn’t care about the hat. I can’t let him down, she thought, looking up at him adoringly as he took her arm.


‘You ready?’ he asked.


She nodded. No, her mind screamed silently, I’ll never be ready for this!


‘Come on, you’re shivering.’ Freddie took her arm and walked her slowly down the flagstone path between two rows of yew trees.


The vicar’s white robe billowed at the church door. Tessa was glad it was a new, young vicar, not the old Reverend Reminsy who had haunted her childhood. The new vicar had a quiff of boyish dark hair and enthusiastic cheeks. He obviously loved weddings.


Tessa saw him dart inside and nod to the organist. The murmur of voices stilled like water settling, and the stones of the ancient church trembled with the energy of Widor’s Toccata. Music had the power to disturb Tessa. I will not break, she thought, watching her silver shoes taking her elegantly into church.


Hats and flowers brightened the sombre interior. An unfamiliar fragrance of Pink Camay soap merged with the resident fustiness of old hymn books and candlewax.


Why am I doing this?


Tessa fixed her eyes on her mother who was in the front pew, her bright brown eyes shiny with emotion. Kate’s smile lit up the church when she saw her daughter in the fairy-tale dress, walking down the aisle with Freddie.


This is Mum’s dream, not mine, Tessa thought. I’ve caused her so much worry over the years and she wants me to be happy and settled, and – normal – what she thinks is normal.


As a teenager, Tessa had been haunted by a vision of her mother leaving. It had flashed into her mind on Kate’s birthday when she saw red roses in a vase on the table. ‘Freddie gave them to me,’ Kate said, her voice warm with joy. ‘He knows I love red roses. You smell them.’ Tessa had inhaled the fragrance, feeling the cool, pillow-like petals brush her cheek, and in that moment the vision had come. Her mother was leaving. The family were following her coffin into Monterose Church, and it was covered in red roses. The colour seemed darker, the perfume heavier, the sadness an unexplored, fathomless twilight.


Tessa kept the disturbing vision to herself. But Kate had noticed her expression. ‘Don’t look so gloomy,’ she quipped. ‘Anyone would think it was a funeral, not a birthday.’ And when Tessa stared at her with tears glimmering in her eyes, Kate said, ‘For heaven’s sake, what’s the matter NOW? Why can’t you ever behave like a normal person, Tessa?’


It hurt. Every time. But now, after the years of heartbreak, she was walking into church, a bride, a normal person. Despite everything.


Tessa was aware of the heads turning to gaze at her, embroidered hankies dabbing tears from powdered cheeks. It’s what they wanted. To see their ugly duckling turn into a swan, Tessa thought, and imagined the shock it would cause if she turned and fled from the church like an escaping snowflake.


The heavy oak door of the church was closed. Its iron latch clanged into place, and an expectant pause settled over the congregation.


In the moment between moments, a small white dog appeared in the church porch. He sat at the door and barked. His bark echoed in the stone porch, but the door stayed closed, so he stretched his throat and howled.


Tessa heard him, even as the words of the first hymn were being sung lustily by the army of aunties. The spirit of her little dog, Jonti, who had so often warned her of danger, was warning her now, from beyond the grave. She glanced at Freddie. He’d heard it too. His eyes looked startled, then worried.


The satisfied gleam in her mother’s eyes brought her back into place and she found herself standing at the altar looking up at Paul. She searched his eyes and saw only hunger. An unnatural hunger, thinly packaged in a shell of pride. And somewhere in those hazel eyes the expectations hovered like sparrowhawks waiting for a twitch of movement. Waiting to pounce.


In a dream-like state, Tessa heard herself saying, ‘I do’ and ‘I will’. She saw herself floating down the aisle with Paul like a captive fairy, picking her way through a sea of smiles and flowers. A thought echoed from the abandoned caverns of her mind. It’s wrong. Paul is the wrong man. What have you done, Tessa? What have you done? And why?


The wedding was over. The bells of Monterose Church pealed joyfully. A slate-grey sky hung low over the town, the light bruised with storm clouds, and the West wind drove barbs of rain into the stone porch. It lifted Tessa’s veil as if wanting to snatch her back to the distant shores of Cornwall. She smelled salt and heather. She saw Art wading out of the sea, his intense grey eyes burning into her soul. I love you, Art, she thought fiercely. I will carry you in my heart, always and forever.




PART ONE




CHAPTER 1


Hippies 1964


A bus painted in psychedelic colours rumbled through the streets of Monterose. A few heads turned to watch it disapprovingly. Were the hippies invading the quiet market town?


‘That girl in the front – that’s Tessa Barcussy! What’s SHE doing with the hippies?’


‘Disgusting. I mean – it’s disGUSTing. A nice girl from a nice family – and she went to Hilbegut School. Now look at her!’


‘But then – she always was a bit odd – wasn’t she? Moody and rebellious.’


‘Keep an eye on them. If they try and set up camp in Monterose, there’ll be trouble.’


‘Pity. Freddie and Kate are such good people. Sad they’ve got a daughter like that – and the other girl, Lucy – she went wrong too.’


The bus rattled on, over the railway bridge, and up the lane, the tyres running softly on carpets of golden leaves that were drifting and zigzagging along the lane.


‘Are we nearly there?’ Art asked. ‘She’s running out of petrol.’


‘Half a mile,’ Tessa said. Her pale blue eyes were luminous and bright as she looked at Art adoringly. His tanned arms with a fuzz of sun-bleached hairs, his mane of hair that always looked as if he was flying over the Atlantic on a surf board. His frayed denim jacket, the patchwork pockets bulging with a conglomeration of things he used, and things he loved, like the photo of Tessa walking out of the sea in her sea-green bikini. Art had two other photos, one of his gran, the other of a dog he’d loved as a child. He’d got cards with friends’ contact numbers on them, a card with a recipe for a Cornish pastie, and cards with poems in tiny writing. All crammed into an Embassy cigarette packet with a flip lid. His diary was stuffed with pressed flowers from the Cornish cliffs where he and Tessa had first made love on a magical day in summer.


Leaving Cornwall had been a wrench for both of them. It had taken three days to drive Art’s converted bus to Somerset; the roads were narrow, meandering through towns and villages, over Bodmin Moor and Dartmoor, crossing narrow stone bridges over bubbling streams, and when it rained the autumn leaves stuck to the windscreen like splashes of paint. Art couldn’t get the windscreen wipers to work, and Tessa had to lean out and clear raindrops and leaves from the glass. They’d camped on Dartmoor, surrounded by wild ponies, granite and heather.


Somerset felt civilised and flat after the grandeur of Devon and Cornwall. The fields were square, and the Levels stretched into the distance to the gentle blue hills of the Mendips. But to Tessa it was home. The air smelled of cows and apples. The hedges were laden to the ground with bright berries, and covered in a creeping plant known as old man’s beard, which shone like foam in the sun. It was a long time, six months since she had been home, and there were issues to be settled with her parents. Number one was Art, and his lifestyle. Number two was her decision to quit college and set up home in the bus with Art.


‘How do you know which field it is?’ Art asked. ‘We don’t want to park up in the wrong one.’


‘Of course I know, Art, I grew up here,’ Tessa said. ‘My sister and I ran wild in these fields. It’s this next one – where the stream rises. Stop and let me get out. I’ll open the gate.’


‘Okay.’


Tessa climbed down from the bus. The hedges leaned over her in a tangle of blackberries and coloured leaves of field maples with their bunches of winged brown seeds. Strands of vivid orange bryony meandered through the branches. The gate looked as if it hadn’t been opened for years. The bleached seed heads of grasses had woven themselves through the bars; columbine and ivy curled around the posts and along the top bar.


Tessa paused, gazing at the field. It was hers, and she found that hard to believe. A precious square of Mother Earth. She could do whatever she liked with it, or in it. And no one could tell her what to do!


The field was an unexpected inheritance, left to her by Ivor Stape, an eccentric pervert who had abused Tessa when she was only seven. She had run away from school to explore the Mill Stream, the words of Tennyson’s poem, The Brook, singing in her mind. It had filled her with a yearning to find the brimming river and to follow it to forever on that long ago May morning. Remembering the story her mother often told, of how Aunt Ethie had drowned in the Severn River, Tessa had been overwhelmed with sadness. In memory of an aunt she had never met she gathered cowslips and floated them on the stream. Finally the Mill Stream led her under a tunnel and into Ivor Stape’s gloomy garden where he found her shivering and soaking wet. Feigning kindness, he lured her into his secluded home, and there, in a shadowy room cluttered with old books and geological specimens, Ivor Stape had raped her. It had made her feel bad and dirty, and angry too. Angry at men. Tessa was given no understanding, no therapy or help to deal with it. Instead, the family forbade her ever to talk about it, classifying it as a shameful secret.


Years later Art had finally healed her with his sensitive, romantic love-making. Ivor Stape, whose presence in the village had haunted Tessa’s childhood, died and left the field to her as compensation for his behaviour.


Now she stared at the stretch of rough grass leading up to the woods, and the source of the Mill Stream was exactly as it had always been – a secret place under a clump of trees. Even above the throbbing engine of the bus, she could hear the water burbling in its chasm beside the hedge, pouring into the pipe under the lane. From there it flowed down to the water meadows, and on, towards the Mill. Tessa shivered. She wasn’t going to think about the Mill and the man who had abused her. She was going to be positive now. That’s what Art expected of her. Positive thinking. It didn’t come naturally to Tessa.


She tugged at the gate, tearing the wiry tendrils of bindweed with her slim fingers. A silver charm bracelet dangled from her wrist and sparkled in the sun, and spots of colour shone from the beads and ribbons braided into her chestnut hair.


Art jumped out to help her, leaving the engine running and the door of the bus open. Together they lifted the latch end away from its rusty iron hook, and the gate toppled inwards. A robin watched them from the field maple, and as soon as the grass was disturbed a buzzard came circling out from the wood.


It was the cry of the buzzard that disturbed Tessa. She couldn’t at first identify the feeling that lodged in her mind like a cold pebble. She froze.


‘What’s the matter?’ Art asked. His eyes were gentle and attentive as always. Yet Tessa felt she couldn’t share the illogical feeling with him. Putting it into words would make it ridiculous. So she resorted to one of her mother’s tactics. Laughter.


‘This gate just doesn’t want to open,’ she joked.


‘You’re dead right. This grass has got serious muscles.’


‘We need to cut it. What can we use?’


They looked at each other.


‘The bread knife!’


Tessa grinned. The bread knife got used for everything from turf-cutting to sawing the legs of jeans to make shorts. Art bounded into the bus and emerged brandishing it gleefully. He squatted down and attacked the tough stalks of grass along the base of the gate. ‘No wonder they used to make rope out of this stuff.’


‘The Romany Gypsies still do,’ Tessa said, ‘and they make baskets from grass and reeds, if they can’t get willow.’


‘You tug and I’ll saw,’ said Art. ‘We ARE going to get this damn thing open. I don’t want to leave that engine running too long. She’ll get too hot and we won’t be able to start her up again.’


As he spoke, the engine of the bus died and the sudden silence pooled around them in widening rings. It spooked Tessa. This was not the way she wanted to be introduced to her precious piece of land. She would have liked to quietly walk there, by herself, get over the gate, stroll up to the source of the spring, and sit there alone, listening, watching, talking to the spirits of the land who might be there, tell them she was a friend, reassure them of her love. Breaking in felt like an invasion.


A chill crept over her skin. Goosebumps appeared on her arms. The feeling hadn’t gone away. She looked towards the source of the stream, and stopped breathing as a shadowy figure stepped out from the trees. His cold, dark stare was warning her. ‘Something bad will happen here – something bad.’ He threaded the words into her mind, and she felt them go in. She tried to ignore them, tried to be brave and bright like her mother. What could possibly go wrong in such a lovely place? she asked herself. Especially with Art by my side.


‘You are not welcome here.’


‘Ah – here’s the culprit,’ said Art at the same moment, pulling at a tenacious ivy root that had grown over the lower bar of the gate. It was too much for the bread knife. ‘Can you find the pruners, Tessa? They’re in the box under the bed.’


Tessa battled with herself. She wanted to turn and run away like a child, run back home to the safety of The Pines and her mother’s kitchen. She wanted her mother to hold her and tell her everything was all right, tell her she hadn’t inherited a haunted field and a demon. She wanted her father to come striding up there with her, and sit by the stream and make peace. But what she wanted more than anything was to please Art. Not run away and leave him with a gate that wouldn’t open and a bus that wouldn’t start.


‘So where have they gone in that painted-up bus?’ Freddie asked, sitting himself down at the kitchen table. The old wooden top was now covered in a red and white gingham plastic tablecloth, Kate’s pride and joy. She hadn’t got to scrub it! And in the sink was a brand new red plastic washing-up bowl, another wonder of the age. Freddie wasn’t so keen on the plastic cloth. He missed running his fingers over the uneven wood that generations of his family had cared for with beeswax and elbow grease. He wanted to sneak his fingers under the plastic and smooth the knots and ridges of the pine wood.


Kate put a mug of strong, sweet, steaming tea in front of him and opened the biscuit tin. ‘They were a bit vague about where they were going,’ she said. ‘I told them they could park here for a few nights, but Tessa seemed so jumpy about it. I was a bit hurt, to tell you the truth. She wanted to come home, but it felt as if she couldn’t get away fast enough.’


‘Ah – ’tis him,’ Freddie said. ‘That hippy she’s with. She’s got stars in her eyes over him.’


‘I made Tessa’s bed up so nicely with clean sheets, and she hasn’t seen her bedroom since we decorated it,’ Kate said, ‘but she wouldn’t even go up there.’


‘She will, when she’s ready.’


‘I do like Art.’ Kate took two bourbon biscuits out of the tin and gave them to Freddie. ‘It’s a pity he’s a hippie. I mean, if he cut his DREADFUL hair and wore a suit, he’d be lovely. But Tessa clearly adores him.’


‘She does – but what kind of life is he offering her?’ Freddie said passionately. ‘He doesn’t work, does he? To me they’re like two kids playing at life – doing something we could never have done. There’s no future in it.’


‘But we mustn’t intervene,’ Kate said. ‘If only I could get Tessa on her own I could talk some sense into her, but Art is there all the time, almost as if he’s guarding her.’


‘Talking sense into Tessa doesn’t work, Kate, does it? We’ve tried to do that all her life, and it makes her worse. Just keep quiet. That’s my attitude.’


Kate sighed. She looked into Freddie’s steady blue eyes and remembered how his policy of keeping quiet had so often proved to be the healing silence that calmed everyone down. When the girls were small it had been Freddie they ran to for comfort, and he would hold them silently and let them cry. His innate understanding of Tessa’s turbulent moods had formed an unbreakable bond with her. The memories circled in Kate’s mind as she munched her bourbon biscuit. ‘Now who’s that?’ she said as someone tapped on the back door.


Before she could get up to answer it, the door flew open and Susan Tillerman burst in. ‘Thank goodness you’re here,’ she gasped, and leaned on the table, looking from one to the other with wild, tormented eyes.


‘What’s up, Sue?’ Kate asked.


Susan could hardly speak. ‘It’s the hippie convoy,’ she stuttered. ‘They’re in our field and Ian’s new horses are arriving tomorrow. Those lawless vagrants took the gate off its hinges in the night and just went in and parked their FRIGHTFUL old vans with flowers painted all over them. They’ve got goodness knows how many dogs – and kids running round – turning the field into a quagmire. They’re lighting fires and banging drums. Oh, what am I going to DO?’


Freddie and Kate looked at each other in alarm. They’d heard about ‘the convoy’, a group of hippies travelling together, setting up camp wherever they could. It had been on the news every night, and in the papers.


‘What am I going to DO?’ Susan wailed.


‘Number one is to calm down.’ Kate put her arm round Susan’s shoulders. ‘We’ll do whatever we can to help.’


‘But Ian and Michael have gone down there to confront them,’ Susan wept. ‘You KNOW what Ian’s like – and he’s taken his gun. He’ll end up killing someone, I know it. Oh, what am I going to do?’


‘Have you called the police?’


‘Yes – but these hippies just laugh at them, Kate – they can’t make them move. They have to get a seven-day injunction or something, and by the time they’ve got it the camp is well established, and it’s no good even asking them to move. They just laugh and say the land belongs to everyone, and it DOESN’T.’


‘Surely someone can talk to them?’


‘I tried – I did try, Kate. I told them we’ve got some new horses arriving and we need the field. I told them it was ours, by law. And these long-haired arrogant freaks just sneered at me – and the women were awful. They blatantly went on drumming and letting their kids roll in the mud and and—’ Susan paused to allow her fury to settle. She wasn’t good at anger. Freddie looked at her eyes and remembered her as a child and how he had patiently coaxed those terrified eyes over the station bridge. It had cemented a bond of trust that Susan now seemed to need in her stormy marriage to Ian Tillerman.


‘And what?’ Kate asked. ‘What were the kids doing?’


‘Peeing in the hedge,’ said Susan, and tears of rage glistened on her powdered cheeks. She looked at Freddie. ‘Would you PLEASE come down there with me – you and Kate – PLEASE?’


‘What – now?’


‘Yes – now.’


Kate and Freddie exchanged glances, both with the same alarming thought. What if Tessa was involved? Were she and Art part of that notorious convoy? It was unthinkable.


Freddie battled with his silent thoughts. Live and let live, he believed. He wasn’t going to engage in a confrontation. And anyway, he didn’t like Ian Tillerman. Ian Tillerman was an arrogant toff in Freddie’s opinion, a man with more money than sense, and it was time he was taught a lesson. ‘Sorry,’ he said, looking directly at Susan, ‘I’m not going to get involved. And that’s the end of it.’ He got up, pushed his chair in, and walked quietly away.


‘I’ll come down with you, Sue,’ Kate said kindly. ‘Maybe we can pour oil on troubled water.’


‘Thanks.’ Susan glared at Freddie’s back as he disappeared into his workshop. ‘I just need some moral support.’


‘I’ll support you, dear.’ Kate had the sparks of battle in her eyes. ‘I’m not afraid of a few hippies. I’ll tell them to go to Putney on a pig.’


Tessa hung her muddy jeans out of the window on the sunny side of the bus and went into the bedroom. She was glad she’d made the bed that morning, covering it with the ethnic blanket Lou had given her, and some cushions she’d made herself in the colours of the Cornish sea – turquoise and purple, with creamy white fringes and touches of gold. She picked one up and buried her face in it, breathing the fragrance of gorse and bracken from the fabric. The familiar old bed welcomed her as she lay down and pulled the blanket over her bare legs. A time to sleep. A golden hour of solitude and rest.


Tessa hadn’t intended to sleep. She’d wanted to explore the field on her own while Art had gone to ‘catch up with some old mates’. He’d promised to come back with a meal. Fish and chips bundled in newspaper and kept warm under his denim jacket on the walk home. But the exhaustion of the long trip from Cornwall, and the emotional turmoil of seeing her parents again had drained Tessa.


She stretched out, with the noontime sun streaming through the back window of the bus onto her bare toes. A tin lid full of white shell sand from Porthmeor Beach was on the shelf by her side of the bed, along with a black elvan pebble. Tessa picked it up and was comforted by its smooth, cool surface and the way it evoked the eternal symphony of the surf.


Seeing her father again had rekindled a part of her that she’d put on hold. A need to immerse herself in the deep sparkle of his eyes, always more blue than she remembered, brimming with secrets untold, with knowing that didn’t come from books. Those eyes were a coming home for Tessa, a coming home to her true self. The astonishment on Freddie’s face as she showed him the inside of the bus had been refreshing. His look of wonder at seeing the beautifully fitted cupboards Art had made, the Queenie stove and its chimney which he’d bought from a Romany Gypsy, the extraordinary and comical tap which had to be pumped up and down to produce water from the tank. Freddie was genuinely impressed, and Tessa sensed that he secretly envied their apparently carefree lifestyle.


The feeling emanating from her mother had been quite different. Kate made obvious efforts to be positive, admiring the tie-dyed curtains and the cork-topped glass jar full of seashells. ‘I could give you some decent saucepans, dear,’ she said, eyeing the battered black objects stacked in the tiny kitchen, ‘and – excuse me asking, but how do you MANAGE without a bathroom – I mean – a toilet?’ Tessa sensed her mother’s disgust when she opened a locker and showed her their toilet bag which consisted of a trowel and an ageing roll of Izal with the words Medicated with Izal Germicide printed in green across every sheet.


It had been a relief to escape in the bus with Art, and find her own field on the edge of Monterose, a safe place to camp. Home for the winter, Tessa hoped, home to the woods and fields she loved. She dreamed of finding Selwyn again. Selwyn was a horse, a dappled grey part-Arabian mare Tessa loved, a problem horse who responded only to Tessa and shunned everyone else. Tessa felt Selwyn had been her first-time friend and teacher. Selwyn was not far away. She’d be in one of Lexi’s fields further up the lane.


Tessa drifted into a deep sleep, a refuge from the cornucopia of feelings and the creeping shadow of anxiety which had somehow arrived in Somerset with her. In her sleep she vaguely heard the unusual sound of police sirens howling through the quiet lanes. She awoke feeling warm and dreamy, wanting just to lie there and stare out of the window at the sprays of scarlet rosehips bobbing against the sky, listening to a robin singing his poignant little solo, a sound of winter.


The sea was our bathroom, she thought, feeling suddenly grubby and hot. Every day in Cornwall her time in the foaming surf had left her squeaky clean and energised. During their brief camp on Dartmoor she and Art had stripped off and bathed in a fast flowing river, a deliciously sensual time of love-making and playing under a waterfall with magical pips of sunlight darting through the trees. The chill of the water on her skin had intensified the throbbing heat of Art inside her and Tessa had felt like a scarlet flower opening up to a bee in the hot sun.


Moments later it had been spoilt by the ringing voice of a woman walking her dog. ‘Don’t you hippies have ANY sense of decency? I’ll report you to the town council.’ The passion had cooled, but Tessa and Art had stumbled into the bus, laughing helplessly, and the laughing had been as wild and energising as the love-making. Pure happiness. Pure unadulterated joy. That was Tessa’s life with Art. He was her first and only lover, the love of her life. Nothing else mattered. Until now.


Mum would let me have a bath, she thought, and indulged in remembering how it felt to sink into steaming scented water and lie there until your toes went wrinkly.


Her dreamy thoughts were interrupted by the squelch of heavy boots on the grass. A fist the size of a sledgehammer thundered on the door of the bus. Tessa was terrified. She rolled off the bed, crawled underneath it, and lay there with her heart beating hard and fast against the floor.


The furious knocking came again. A voice shouted. ‘Get the hell out of this field you evil, feckless hippies. Monterose doesn’t want you here.’


And it was a voice she knew only too well.


She wriggled along the floor to the ‘pencil hole’. It was a small round hole in the metal bodywork of the bus, and on stormy nights the wind whistled through it. If it was cold, Art stuck a pencil in it, and on the outside Tessa had cleverly camouflaged the hole as the centre of a marigold.


She slid the pencil out, and put her eye to the hole. She could see Ian Tillerman’s leather riding boots standing in the grass, and the gleaming twin barrels of his rifle pointing at the ground. From his belt hung three dead rabbits. The sight of them sickened Tessa. Her fear turned quickly to rage.


Brushing the dust from her bare thighs she stood up and flung the door of the bus open. She was wearing an embroidered smock with tiny round mirrors that winked in the sunlight. Her chestnut hair, full of beads and ribbons, flared back from her face. Her eyes glittered with fury. ‘I’ll have you know this field is MY LAND, Ian Tillerman,’ she yelled. ‘And how dare you come here banging on my door with – with those dead rabbits. Shame on you. You’re disgusting. Get off my land. NOW.’


Ian Tillerman frowned. His confident eyes swept up and down Tessa’s long suntanned legs and then back to her face. ‘I don’t believe it,’ he said. ‘Surely it’s not – Tessa – is it? Kate’s daughter?’ The outer edge of his eyebrows flipped upwards like the wings of a buzzard as he scrutinised her appearance. ‘What on earth are you doing with the hippies, girl?’


Tessa stepped down from the bus, feeling herself quaking deep inside her solar plexus. ‘I’m being ME.’ She turned on the full power of her eyes, knowing they were turquoise and gold and charged with the kind of radiance that a being like Ian Tillerman couldn’t face. The love that Art had given her burned in her mind like a healing flame. It empowered her to draw back from the jagged edge of yelling, and into the ice fields of being polite to someone you hated.


‘This is my land, this field. I have a right to be here, and I would like you to leave.’ Tessa walked up to Ian Tillerman. She could smell the salty fur of the dead rabbits. ‘And NO SHOOTING is allowed on my land. So go please, and take your silly gun with you.’


Ian Tillerman smirked. It was the retreating smirk of darkness hesitating in front of light. ‘You, young lady, are asking for trouble, turning up in Monterose with the hippies. I’m surprised your parents allow it. They’re hardworking, honest folk.’


‘It’s none of your business.’


‘Oh, but it is. I live here too – Tessa – and there’s a right of way across this field, and shooting rights. You can’t keep people out – and – good heavens, girl – look at you! – I wouldn’t let my children behave like that.’


Tessa snorted. ‘Fiona and – Michael. I’m sure they are paragons of virtue.’


‘They’re good kids,’ Ian Tillerman said, ‘which is more than you were, I seem to remember. And don’t you dare come near my family looking – like – like THAT.’


Tessa could hardly breathe with the effort of containing her rage. She sensed something similar going on in Ian Tillerman’s mind, the embers of his anger blocked with steel bars. Beyond them lurked the secret shame of a man who actually wanted to grab her and throw her down in the wet grass. ‘Will you please go,’ she said imperiously. ‘You’re trespassing.’


‘And you’re asking for trouble, girl. My field has just been invaded by the hippie convoy, and the police have been called to evict them. If you leave the gate open like that, they’ll be in here – all of them, and you’ll never get them out. Have some sense – Tessa.’ He wagged a leathery finger, let his eyes rake over her again, turned on his heel and stalked out of the gate.


Tessa felt the quaking rippling down her legs and through the bones of her arms. She stood, hugging herself, listening to his boots parading down the lane, and the wind in the elm trees whispering after him. Their leaves hadn’t yet turned. The elms were always last to go gold, not turning until her November birthday when they shed glorious blizzards of saffron yellow. But now there were dead branches, with dead leaves, a dead, silvery brown that changed the whispering voice of each tree to a song that was hoarse and sad.


Something’s wrong, she thought, and with the thought came pulses of grief and longing. Grief for Jonti, her little dog, now buried at home in the garden, grief for her Granny Annie who had died that summer, a longing for her carefree life camping on the Atlantic coast of Cornwall, a heaviness of coming home to her family and her village, a need to have it all in harmony, when it wasn’t.




CHAPTER 2


Sensing the Shadows


Kate marched across the Tillermans’ field towards the collection of battered camper vans. The lower half of her looked ridiculous in a bottle green pleated skirt, a flowery pinny, and a pair of Ian Tillerman’s wellies several sizes too big. The top half looked majestic, her bust lifted high under the red cardigan, her black hair rippling in the sun, her eyes on fire, her jaw set so that her profile resembled a figurehead on a ship. Unstoppable. Strong through wind and weather.


A few dogs trotted beside her, their tails apologetic, their eyes dubious. Susan stumbled a few yards behind, protesting in undertones. ‘Kate, don’t! Don’t get involved. KATE!’


Kate sailed on, undeterred, heading for a group of hippies who were sitting around throwing sticks into a fire. The wind flared and crackled in the flames, tearing smoke towards the woods, with crimson sparks spiralling through the dry leaves of the hedgerow elms. Thank goodness, she was thinking, thank goodness Art and Tessa’s bus isn’t in here. She’d said nothing to Susan about Tessa being a hippie. They’d find out soon enough, she figured, if the bus was parked locally.


She felt drawn to a woman who was sitting on the steps of an old horsebox bouncing a baby on her lap. The baby was squeaking with delight and the mother laughing. Kate felt a twinge of envy. She had adored her babies, Lucy and Tessa, and would have had another one if the doctor hadn’t told her it would kill her.


The mother looked up with challenging eyes. ‘Who are you?’ she asked. ‘Chairman of the Parish Council?’


‘No, dear – I don’t sit on committees,’ Kate said pleasantly. ‘What a lovely baby! A boy is it?’


‘Yes – a boy. His name’s Willow.’ A ghost of a smile twitched on the woman’s lips, and the baby turned startling blue eyes on Kate and chuckled.


‘Can I hold him?’ Kate asked.


‘No way! I don’t know who you are, do I? Let me guess – a social worker?’


‘No, dear, I’m just an ordinary mum, Kate. I live in Monterose, and it’s a lovely town – everyone is so kind.’


‘Good for you.’ The tone was sarcastic, but Kate detected a loneliness in the woman’s eyes.


‘Willow’s granny must be so proud,’ Kate said.


‘She hasn’t seen him. Doesn’t know he exists. Anyway – what’s it matter to you?’


Kate felt the hostility building. She was aware of a silent group of hippies gathering around her, watching, waiting to protect the woman and her baby. She sensed Susan hovering behind her with those frightened eyes, and wished she would go away. Her presence wasn’t helping Kate’s carefully constructed plan. ‘Well, dear, I just like to keep everyone happy,’ she said. ‘I don’t do much. I make butter and cheese, and lots of delicious jam and chutney. I could bring you down some if you like – what did you say your name was?’


‘Rowan.’


Susan was tweaking Kate’s sleeve in a ‘don’t get involved’ sort of energy. She was radiating negativity.


‘And who’s your friend?’ Rowan asked suspiciously. ‘Parish Council? It’s written all over her!’


Susan tensed with anger. ‘I HAPPEN to be the owner of this land,’ she announced in a ringing voice.


Rowan smirked, and there was laughter from the group of hippies who had gathered around them. Kate saw her delicate plan collapsing like a snagged cobweb. ‘Let me handle this, Sue,’ she pleaded, but it was too late. Rowan clicked her fingers, her eyes alight now as she looked across at her friends. A man with a plaited beard, and a pair of drums hanging around his neck on a beaded belt, began to beat a rhythm with the palms of his hands, and the chanting started:




This land is your land, this land is my land


From California to the New York Highway,


From the Redwood Forest to the Gulf Stream waters


This land was made for you and me.





‘See what I mean?’ Susan whispered in Kate’s ear.


Kate looked searchingly into Susan’s frightened eyes. ‘I think you should go and wait in the car, Sue,’ she said kindly. ‘Go on – I won’t be long. I want a little chat with Rowan.’ She turned Susan round and pointed her at the car, and Susan went, hugging herself round the middle and looking at the ground.


Her departure raised a cheer from the group of hippies. Kate stood her ground, her hand fondling the ears of a tatty lurcher dog who was leaning against her legs.


Rowan studied her with a quizzical expression.


‘Well, fancy you being named after a tree,’ Kate said. ‘I’m named after a bird! A golden bird, if you please – shall I tell you the story?’


‘Yeah! Go on, lady – we like stories.’ The man with the plaited beard stopped beating his drums. He sat down with his back against the wheel of Rowan’s converted horsebox, and the rest of the group followed him. Suddenly Kate had an audience. She sat on a wooden box and swept her bright brown eyes over the motley group. They’re just lost children, she thought, with nice parents out there somewhere, breaking their hearts – please God, tell me what to say to them.


‘When I was born,’ she began, ‘here in Somerset, at Hilbegut, my dad carried me over to the window. And there, in the tree outside, was a bright yellow bird, singing its head off. He got the bird book and discovered it was a Golden Oriole, a rare visitor to this country.’


‘That’s awesome!’ The man with the plaited beard was studying her with intense eyes. ‘A Shamanic totem. Did he know that’s what it was?’


‘No, dear, we don’t do that kind of thing,’ Kate said, ‘but he named me after it – Oriole Kate.’


‘Wow – Oriole Kate – Golden Bird Woman. Has the Golden Oriole appeared in your life?’


‘Well yes, dear, it has,’ Kate said. ‘It appeared to my wonderful husband, Freddie, before we were married – and when he saw it he thought it was a messenger, and so he leapt over the church wall and ran down to meet the train I was on – and that was the first time we’d seen each other for months – and we’ve never been parted since that day.’


‘Awesome.’


‘And she makes butter and cheese,’ said Rowan. ‘Golden stuff!’


‘And marmalade,’ Kate added. She looked around at each pair of eyes fixed on her. The plan was working. She had them in the palm of her hand. Soon she would persuade them to leave Ian Tillerman’s field.


It would have worked, she was sure. But something broke the spell. A man in denims appeared at the door of Rowan’s horsebox, and the baby squealed and held out his little arms. ‘Dada! Dada!’


Art came down the steps and took the baby in his arms. ‘Hello, Kate,’ he said. ‘I’m surprised to see you here.’


Kate went cold. The magic died in her eyes.


‘Is Tessa there with you?’ she asked.


‘No, not right now.’


‘I see.’ Kate’s eyes burned into his. He looked down. Guilty, she thought. She lifted her chin and fired the words at him like arrows of deadly ice. ‘Then you stay away from my daughter. You – you cheat. You’re beneath contempt.’


She got up and marched off across the field, the east wind lifting her hair, leaving the shattered silence twinkling across the ground.


Tessa felt vulnerable after the confrontation with Ian Tillerman. She wanted the comfort of familiar things. Her old bedroom, her books, her dog, Jonti. Even her Granny Annie who had always criticised her so much. She wanted to spend time with her father. She wanted to visit her friend, Lexi, and see Selwyn again.


But Art had asked her to stay with the bus until he came back. Why was he so long? In Cornwall he’d often gone ‘to catch up with some mates’ on his own, or to visit his parents who lived in Truro. Tessa had never been sure exactly where he went, but she hadn’t worried about it. Being ‘free’ was part of the hippie culture.


She found her watch and looked at it. Ten past twelve. Or had it stopped? She put it to her ear and listened for the tick. It had stopped. She wound it up, guessing by the hunger in her stomach that it was nearer two o’clock. Mum would give me lunch, she thought, remembering the taste of Kate’s homemade butter, and the apple pies she made from the mellow Egremont Russet apples in the garden. The cinnamon-scented steam. The way the juice soaked into the pastry. I’ll go, she thought. Why shouldn’t I?


Tessa locked the bus and put the key under a stone behind the wheel. She glanced up at the source of the spring, tempted to go up there, and decided to wait until she had a Peace Rose in her hand, and Art by her side. Together they would float the petals and make wishes for peace. She walked on up the lane, past the apple orchards, over the railway bridge and into the small town of Monterose where she had grown up. She and her sister Lucy had run wild in the woods and water meadows. They knew every tree, every corner, every old stone farm and hay barn. They knew where the wild orchids bloomed in spring, and where the hedges were heavy with hazelnuts and blackberries in autumn, and where the white button mushrooms appeared in the grass on dewy mornings.


In Cornwall Tessa hadn’t missed Jonti. But now she yearned to see the little white terrier trotting ahead of her, always so alert and responsive. Without him she felt unprotected and isolated. Her intense relationship with Art was emotionally engulfing and healing for Tessa. After being sexually abused by Ivor Stape, she had vowed never to allow a man near her – until she met Art. His understanding and his gentle love-making had healed her in body and soul. She no longer felt like a misunderstood loner. She felt LOVED. She felt like someone who mattered, and she wanted to explain that to her parents.


The Pines looked welcoming, its windows open, its red brick walls clothed with Virginia creeper, the leaves in autumn fluttering gloriously in shades of crimson and magenta. Tessa opened the wicket gate and walked up the path through Freddie’s vegetable garden where a mini-forest of purple sprouting glistened alongside feathery carrot tops, runner beans and marrows. Her footsteps got slower and slower. She sensed something. A mood.


She listened in surprise.


Kate was banging pots around in the kitchen. Saucepan lids crashing and plates being scrubbed and thudded onto the drainer. It wasn’t like Kate. Usually she’d be singing or listening to the radio. Or chatting and laughing with a friend.


Tessa walked in to the kitchen. ‘Mum?’


Kate jumped. She spun round and for one terrible moment her eyes were darkly angry. Tessa looked at her in alarm. Her mother’s aura, usually so bright, was full of storm clouds and sparks.


‘Tessa!’ Sunlight spread into Kate’s eyes as she saw her daughter. ‘What a lovely surprise, dear!’ She held out her arms. In the reassuring closeness of their hug, Tessa could feel the tension across Kate’s shoulders.


‘What’s the matter, Mum?’


Kate carefully rinsed the pan she’d been scrubbing with a Brillo Pad and put it to drain. ‘Nothing, dear – I’m just being silly.’


‘Silly?’ In Tessa’s memory, ‘silly’ meant a number of powerful emotions, most of them socially unacceptable. Fear. Anger. Anxiety. Jealousy. ‘You don’t fool me, Mum. What’s wrong?’ She steered Kate to the cottage sofa in the kitchen window and sat down with her. Kate’s face was flushed as if a maelstrom of worries were whirling in the heat of her mind.


Tessa stared at her wordlessly, and at last Kate met her eyes. ‘You’re so like your dad, Tessa,’ she said, and her voice was low and subdued, not at all like her usual ringing cheeriness. ‘Nothing’s wrong, dear – I’m quite all right.’


Tessa shrugged. ‘I don’t believe you.’


But Kate continued to build a shining wall around her obvious distress. Talking brightly of other things. ‘You just missed your dad. He had his lunch and he’s gone out delivering bird boxes. Have you had lunch?’


‘No,’ Tessa said, glancing at the clock. It was two thirty. She adjusted her watch.


Kate got up immediately. ‘My dear girl. No lunch! What would you like? Shall I boil you an egg?’


‘No, Mum, thanks. Toast will be fine – and I’d kill for some apple pie. I can smell it.’


‘We ate half of it – but the custard’s still warm.’ Kate gave her a dish of golden pastry and apple, glazed with brown sugar. She poured custard over it, and watched, satisfied as Tessa enjoyed it. ‘Where’s Art?’ she asked rather sharply.


‘He’s gone to catch up with some old friends,’ Tessa said.


‘So where are you parked?’


‘In my field.’


‘Oh no!’ Kate said, and the anxiety clouded her eyes again.


‘Why? Why not? It’s my field.’


‘I know that, but—’ Kate put two slices of bread under the grill.


‘But what?’


‘Well, dear – I’m sure you’ve heard about The Convoy.’ Kate lowered her voice. ‘It’s been on the news every day.’


‘We don’t listen to the news.’


‘Don’t you? Well – it’s a convoy of – well, they call them travellers – but they’re hippies. And yesterday, they turned up in Monterose. The whole town is up in arms. They rolled into Ian and Sue’s field in the night, about ten vans and old horseboxes, and they won’t move!’


Tessa stiffened. ‘So why should that stop me camping in my own field?’


‘For a start, dear, it’s not legally yours until you’re twenty-one,’ Kate said carefully. ‘We are the trustees – your dad and I.’


‘Well, you don’t mind – surely?’


‘No, dear – I’m delighted to have you home – but the point is, Tessa, if those hippies are evicted from Ian’s field, which they will be, they could see your bus and think they can go in there too – then you’d have kids running round, dogs, fires and they’d soon turn it into a dump. And I don’t want—’ Kate shut her mouth. She’d intended to say she didn’t want her daughter associating with them.


‘Mum – I AM a hippie.’ Tessa looked at her shrewdly. ‘I spent the summer with the commune on the cliffs in St Ives. And they’re great people. The best I’ve ever met.’


Kate looked at her silently.


‘You don’t approve, do you?’ Tessa asked. She didn’t know why it mattered, but it did. She’d been free from those oppressive shadows all summer. Coming home ought to be happy. Didn’t it? Her mother looked flushed with anger. A mysterious, judgemental anger that Tessa recognised and no longer understood. Her mother was a warm, beautiful person. Why, why did she choose social prejudice over love? ‘You like Art, don’t you, Mum? I thought you did.’


‘Oh Tessa!’ Kate reached across the table and took her daughter’s hand. She squeezed it tightly.


Tessa studied her mother’s hand. The old familiar fingers were dry and ingrained with the stains of blackberry juice, the nails cut short, the plain gold wedding ring embedded. ‘Look what Art has done for me, Mum. You’ve no idea. He’s totally, totally changed my life. I’m so happy now. We’re soul mates. Mum, I never thought I’d find a man who loves me the way he does.’ She spoke passionately. ‘He’s a fantastic person – I love him, Mum – I never EVER want anyone else. Our love is transformational, and healing.’


‘I’ve never heard you use those words,’ Kate said from between tight lips.


‘That’s because they were packed away in my mind, waiting for an awesome being like Art to coax them out.’


‘But—’ Kate was searching for sunbeams. Bright words to rescue them from an ugly confrontation. ‘Well – yes – I’m sure there’s good in him. But – do you think he’ll ever cut his hair and wear a suit?’


‘Mum – we’re not like that. We’re New Age people – phantasmagorical, multi-faceted beings bringing in the dawning of the Age of Aquarius.’


Kate’s eyes widened. Her aura bushed out like the fur of a startled cat. And Tessa watched it slowly darken again. Sinking back into convenient ignorance, she thought. ‘Jesus didn’t cut his hair and wear a suit,’ she added hopefully.


‘No, dear – but, supposing the Prime Minister looked like that.’


‘We’d be a nation of peaceful enlightened beings.’


In that moment Tessa saw the spirit of her grandfather standing next to Kate. His eyes were twinkling as always, and he had Jonti in his arms. Tessa’s eyes filled with tears at seeing the little dog looking so shining and so at home. She was glad of her ability to see him, but she longed to actually feel the warmth of him, the way he wriggled and made conversational noises in his throat, the way his eyes gazed into her very private soul.


‘Will you show me Jonti’s grave, Mum?’


‘Yes, dear.’ Kate seemed glad to escape from the threat of an argument. ‘And you must see your bedroom. We decorated it while you were at college. I found the most beautiful wallpaper with pink roses.’


Tessa winced. Pink roses? Mum still thinks I’m a child, she thought. She’s never going to accept that I’m a woman. Art’s woman! She hugged the secret thought to herself as she followed Kate through the house and into the garden.


‘Daddy made him such a nice wooden box,’ Kate said as they stood under the lilac bushes in the Anderson Hollow. As children, Lucy and Tessa had made a tiny cemetery there, a place to bury the dead mice and birds they had cried over. Some of the crosses made from lolly sticks were still there, the writing faded. One stood out. The grave of a song thrush Tessa had found dead in the lane. She’d spent ages scratching the words on a piece of slate. SILENT SPRING, she’d written, after the book by Rachel Carson, and to Tessa it marked the beginning of her passion for saving the earth from an environmental disaster.


Freddie had carved Jonti’s name in beautiful Roman lettering on a slab of golden hamstone.


‘He’s not supposed to do stonework now,’ Kate said, ‘but he insisted on doing this. And he’s carving an angel for Granny Annie’s grave. It’s a pity you weren’t here for the funeral.’


Tessa felt she couldn’t bear to see Jonti’s grave a moment longer. ‘Let’s go and look at my bedroom,’ she said. ‘There’s some books I want. Then I should go home.’


‘Go home? But you are home,’ Kate said.


‘No, Mum. My home is with Art now – in the bus.’


‘But you don’t need to be camping now that you’re back, Tessa. You can stay here with us – where you belong.’


‘We’re not camping, Mum. It’s how we live.’


Kate took her daughter’s hand. ‘Wait ’til you see your lovely bedroom – you’ll want to stay in it,’ she said confidently.


Tessa followed her indoors, struggling with remembered powerlessness and obligation. She clung to the fact that Art loved and respected her. But with that thought came a twinge of pain deep down in her pelvic area. She frowned. Her period was due in three days. She had three pills left. Then what? She would have to go to her old doctor – Doctor Jarvis – and ask him to give her the contraceptive pill. And he was bound to say no.


The night rain was indigo and silver. It pelted on the roof of the bus, and Tessa snuggled up next to Art, enjoying the song of the rain, imagining the diamond drops secretly sparkling on scarlet rosehips, bramble leaves and twigs. Imagining a morning full of mirror-like puddles and glistening grasses. Listening to the gurgle of the Mill Stream and the patter of a fox’s wet paws in the lane, a haze of moisture glazing his ruffled fur.


They slept close, like one being, their hands linked on the pillow, Tessa’s head nestled under Art’s bearded chin. She stayed awake, savouring the happiness after love-making, loving the closeness, admiring him while he slept. The details of him that she loved. The triangle of sun-bleached hair on his torso. His firm hand with its broad, curly thumb, the way his breathing was so powerful and peaceful. Touching him in the pitch dark was like touching the sun and the sea, as if the long hot salt of summer was stored in his body, for her. Sometimes she twisted a lock of their hair together. Chestnut and gold, like a precious candlestick. She loved him so much that she didn’t want to sleep. Staying awake was like floating on a cushion of dreams, woven from strands of the loving words that had spun out of him. Words that healed her mind while the intensity of his gaze and the slow, thoughtful, electrifying touch of his hands healed her body. She felt reborn. Cleansed. Whole. Every time.


Tessa was always awake early. Like her father, she was attuned to the natural world, its birdsong, its life cycles, seasons and tides. Today she woke up contented, happy to fling the bus door open and gaze at the raindrops winking in the sun, hanging from every leaf and blade of grass like tiny prisms. She took a bar of soap and a towel and walked barefoot to the stream to wash, shivering in the chill of an autumn morning. The water was clear and icy cold. Full of energy. She played with it, cupping it in her hands and watching the light flicker through it as it poured back into the stream.


Feeling good, and alive, Tessa returned to the bus, dried her tingling feet and got dressed. She unpacked the willow basket she had brought from home, pleased to put Kate’s pots of plum jam along the shelf in the window where they glowed red like stained glass. There was a box of eggs from the chickens, a pat of homemade butter wrapped in grease-proof paper, and a 1953 Coronation tin full of golden brown fruit buns, each with a cherry on top.


She took out the three books from her bedroom. A precious copy of Palgrave’s Golden Treasury which her father had given her, a navy blue embossed leather copy of The Water Babies, her favourite childhood book, and The Rainbow by D.H. Lawrence, the first adult book she had loved. Tessa’s fingers itched to open them, but she put them safely in a wooden cubbyhole which Art had said was hers. Art liked to read with her, and she planned to share them with him later.


Right now she could hear him yawning and waking up. She knew he liked to lie in bed and hear her pottering around, the kettle whistling, the smell of toast. So she lit the little gas stove and made breakfast.


‘Aw – this is fantastic, Tessa,’ Art said, sitting opposite her at the small table. ‘Is this your mum’s homemade butter? And plum jam – wow – your mum is awesome.’


‘And the eggs are from our own chickens,’ Tessa said, happily shaking salt and pepper over hers. Momentarily she remembered a look in Kate’s eyes when she had packed the butter into the basket, and the odd tone in her voice when she’d said, ‘This is for YOU, dear.’ The unsaid words hovered in the air between them. Not HIM. Tessa wondered why, suddenly, her mum didn’t like Art.


‘Mmm, it’s delicious,’ he said, licking the melted butter from his beard. His grey eyes shone into her soul. ‘And you look SO beautiful, Tessa. Your hair is a little bit damp – and sparkly’ He moved a tendril of chestnut curl from her cheek. ‘Have you been outside?’


‘I went for a wash in the stream.’


‘Aw – man! How did I miss that?’ Art joked.


Tessa grinned widely, showing the dimples in her cheeks. ‘So what are we doing today?’


Art peered out of the window. ‘I fancy sitting in a tree and reading poetry. With you, of course.’ He stroked his beard and stared out at the sky, as if trying to make a decision, then his eyes looked into hers with startling intensity. He took her hands, his thumb caressing the sheen of her delicate nails and the sensitive tips of her fingers. ‘The thing is, Tessa – I’ve got to go and help a mate move camp this morning – no need for you to get involved – but later I want to do something really special with you, something unforgettable.’


Tessa smiled, trusting him implicitly. ‘I’ve got somewhere I must go,’ she said, thinking about Dr Jarvis. ‘But later – yes – we’ll do something special.’ Her mind flew to Granny Barcussy’s ruined cottage. She knew it was somewhere on the other side of the wood, but she wasn’t sure exactly where, or how to find it.


Art was looking at her expectantly, his rough, suntanned fingers playing with her silver charm bracelet. He reached up and touched the amber bead in her hair.


‘Dad used to take Lucy and me to see his granny’s ruined cottage,’ Tessa said, and sensed Granny Barcussy’s bright, bird-like face watching her from spirit, encouraging her. ‘It was in an enchanted woodland glade, and I used to see little orbs of light dancing in the trees. I felt peaceful there, and – alive. Dad would sit us down inside the old stone walls and tell us stories, but—’


‘But?’ Art was listening intently, his eyes locked into hers.


‘But sometimes he used to get sad because the cottage was a ruin, and he couldn’t do anything about it. His parents had sold it to the estate who owned these woods. He’d go on and on about how they didn’t care about the environment. The whole estate was split up into blocks of woodland and sold, and we weren’t supposed to go and visit the cottage any more – but,’ Tessa leaned forward and kissed him, ‘I’ve dreamed of going there with you – if we could find it. Shall we?’
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