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AN ESCAPE FOR NICOLE 

Nicole gazed down in horror as her mobile phone sank through the clear water to vanish in a mound of bladderwort on the sea bed. 

It would have been safely back in her bag now, she thought, if she had boarded the Kenvarloe bus as she had intended. Instead, on impulse, she had broken her journey in this attractive Cornish town, revelling in the busy harbour, the fishing boats, sun speckled sea and golden sand. 

Until her phone rang. 

‘Dropped something?’ asked an interested voice behind her. 

Startled, Nicole spun round. Bradley? Even though the man regarding her with interest was plainly a long-distance walker clad in shorts, tattered T-shirt and hiking boots he was so much like the man she wanted to avoid it was startling. 

She felt warmth flood her cheeks. ‘My mobile,’ she said, her voice unsteady. ‘It’s down there. Someone phoned me . . .’ Someone she never wanted to see or hear from again, someone who was convinced she didn’t mean it. 

He dumped his rucksack on the ground. ‘No problem,’ he said. ‘Wait here.’ 

He wrenched off his walking boots, pulled his T-shirt over his head and slipped effortlessly over the quayside. Seconds later he emerged, shaking a spray of water from his head before swimming with confident strokes to the steps in the harbour wall. 

‘Yours?’ he said as she joined him. 

She took it from him with trembling hands. Surely there weren’t other mobiles down there, dropped by inept females? Maybe he thought she had stolen it and was on her way to get a valuation. But it couldn’t be worth much. Probably the proceeds wouldn’t even pay her bus fair to Kenvarloe and that was only six miles away by road. 

‘Salt water’s lethal,’ he said. ‘You’ll need to open it up and douse it in fresh water before it has time to corrode.’ 

The breath hurt her throat as she thought of the masses of green verdigris already on the attack. ‘I need to save the messages,’ she said. ‘They’re important.’ 

‘Then get it to a phone shop quickly if there’s one anywhere near.’ 

He looked at her in such a familiar way she shivered, reminded vividly of one of the reasons she had come to Cornwall. But Bradley didn’t know she was here. That was the beauty of mobile phones and being able to leave messages on them. He had no reason to believe she had left London. 

If she hadn’t been so shocked at the resemblance between the two of them with their broad shoulders and fair hair she could have thanked him as he deserved to be thanked. 

‘I’m grateful to you,’ she said, struggling for control. ‘It was good of you. And now you’re soaked.’ 

‘Not to worry. Spare shorts in my bag. You’ll need to act quickly if your messages are crucial. Good luck.’ 

She stared after him as he retrieved his belongings. Surely he wasn’t going to change here on the busy quayside? But no, it seemed he couldn’t get away fast enough. 

He must think her crazy for dropping her phone over the harbour wall and then going on about those messages. But they were the only proof she could produce of Bradley’s over-friendly interest in her, if proof were ever needed. 

No-one apart from herself knew about them. Certainly not her sister back there in London, worried she might lose the baby she was expecting. This was a bad time to unload her own problems on her, so instead she had pretended that she hadn’t a care in the world. 

The strain had been enormous. 

*          *          * 

Nicole located the Phone & Camera Shop in a back street leading steeply uphill from the harbour. Relieved, she pushed open the door and went in. 

The assistant took her mobile from her gingerly, his lips twitching. ‘Taken it for a swim?’ he said, eyeing her with interest through his gleaming rimless glasses. 

She felt herself flush. ‘Something like that.’ 

He opened the back. ‘Can you leave it with me for three or four days and I’ll see what I can do?’ 

Slightly encouraged, she smiled. ‘Can you save the messages on it?’ 

‘I’ll do my best, m’dear. I’ve had plenty of practice already this season.’ 

‘Shall I come back for it at the weekend then? 

‘If you can last that long without it.’ 

‘Oh yes,’ she said with feeling. ‘I’ve no problem with that.’ In fact she’d have no problem if he’d suggested four weeks instead of four days, she thought as she went back to the Kenvarloe bus stop. 

*          *          * 

The narrow road wound first inland and then, higher up, giving views of the sea across small stone-walled fields shining green in the late afternoon sunshine. The great sweep of land dropped away to the right and a flutter of excitement caught in Nicole’s throat as they swung round yet another bend. They approached the grey cottages of Kenvarloe and there was the pub and the church tower seeming to say that they had been here for centuries and didn’t want to be disturbed now, thank you very much. 

Nicole alighted with her bulky bags and stood for a moment breathing in the earthy smell of muddy lanes. High above her a skylark’s song trilled. She looked around her for a moment, taking in the peaceful scene. No-one was about, only a languid dog that got up from his place in the sun by the churchyard wall, shook himself, gave an interested look in her direction and then sank down into slumber again. 

Zelda had described the place over the phone when she first moved in so Nicole knew she had to turn her back on the village and head for the coast path until she saw a couple of cottages down on the left. She set off along an obvious track that sloped gently downhill from the church. 

Walking between stone-walled Cornish hedges coated with grass and wild flowers was pleasant even with heavy bags. The scent of wild thyme mingled with honeysuckle, and beside the track a stream gurgled. 

She could understand Zelda coming to live here even if her sister couldn’t. But then Harriet was always the sensible one and it was hardly sensible to live a longish way from a Cornish village to open a tea shop, was it? Well no, not if you were Harriet. But if you were Zelda it seemed a good location with the coast path not far away. 

At first she had done well, but lately things hadn’t been so good. Now with the latest setback it looked as if Zelda might have to sell up and move away from the area to where she could find enough lucrative work to keep her going until she retired. 

Nicole raised her chin as she strode along. This wasn’t going to happen if she could help it. She knew that Zelda had worked hard, her optimism carrying her through many difficulties with resource and good humour. It simply wasn’t fair that hooligans trashing the place would mean the end of Zelda’s dream. 

She rounded a corner and looked down over land that stretched to the rugged coast and turquoise sea. And there was Zelda’s home as she had described it, stone-built and so well settled into the wild hillside surrounding it that you would hardly notice it from this direction. In fact, if she stopped to take a photograph of the cottage it probably wouldn’t show up at all. 

Smiling, Nicole trudged on, imagining Zelda’s delight that she had come to help her turn the place into the success it had once been. A spark would be ignited, she was sure of it, and then watch out, Kenvarloe, you won’t know what’s hit you! 

She left the track to head down another towards the cottages, she could see in the distance and noticed that the door of the far one that she knew was Zelda’s, was tightly shut. No wonder, really, after the break- in, but there was a deserted feel about the place that didn’t seem right. 

Kenvarloe Tea Rooms, there could be no mistake. 

Nicole pulled the bell rope at the side of the door but heard no sound. The door was locked and the curtains drawn across the downstairs windows to prevent anyone looking in. Since when had Zelda been so sensible? She must have been more shaken than she had let on. 

She stepped back from the door and peered up at the bedroom windows. All tightly shut like the downstairs ones. Zelda was out. Or away from home? Or could it be something more sinister? 

Concerned, Nicole placed her bags at the side of the porch out of sight. Then she opened the gate to the neighbouring cottage. Two sun-bleached wooden containers filled with yellow pansies stood on either side of the open door and a tabby cat sat watching her from a rickety garden seat. 

At Nicole’s knock a girl came running, her brown hair tied back from her face. Her long flowery skirt was topped by a short-sleeved jacket buttoned to her neck and she carried a huge shoulder bag. 

‘You’re looking for Zelda?’ she said in a surprisingly deep voice ‘She won’t be long if they don’t get held up.’ 

‘They?’ 

‘She and Mark. They went soon after lunch.’ 

Nicole stared at her, bemused. ‘I thought my aunt would be here.’ 

‘They’ve gone to the Cash-and-Carry for a big shop. I’d ask you in but I’m just off out to meet Olaf down at Witten and I’m a bit late.’ 

‘That’s all right,’ said Nicole hurriedly. ‘I’ll have a look round while I’m waiting now I know she won’t be long. Thanks anyway.’ 

She went thoughtfully back to Kenvarloe Tea Rooms. 

Tempting as it was, she had managed to bite back a startled query about Mark. She was glad she had played it cool and not let on that his existence was a surprise to her. He could be anyone . . . someone Zelda had got in to landscape the garden? Not likely in her straightened circumstances. Landscaping was the last thing she would want anyway. Or was he just an odd job man useful for accompanying her shopping this afternoon? The Cash-and-Carry could be miles away for all she knew and impossible for Zelda to get there without a lift. 

The paved patio at the side of the cottage that faced the sea was edged by an escallonia hedge for extra shelter. Wooden tables and chairs were set out invitingly. Nicole sank down on one of the seats to wait for their return. 

It looked as if someone had been working recently on a raised bed nearby because it was partly planted out with small hydrangea plants. Surprising. Zelda had always poured scorn on cultivated shrubs in wild areas and the surroundings here were definitely wild. Was this Mark’s doing? 

Food for thought here even if hydrangeas weren’t edible. Or maybe they were and she hadn’t known about it. Hydrangea soup? No, too fanciful. Smiling at her foolish thoughts she looked about her. 

In her recent phone calls her aunt had dwelt lightly on her dismay at finding the cottage turned upside down after the break-in and of her attempts to set it to rights. 

Being Zelda she had even seen the funny side of the thugs leaving empty-handed. ‘They didn’t think anything of mine worth taking,’ she had said in mock indignation. ‘Can you imagine it, Nicole?’ 

Nicole could, only too well, and had worried for her aunt living alone in this remote place. 

The young neighbour had told her that Zelda and Mark would be back soon but that could mean anything. The distant rocky headland would be a good place to head for in the meantime. From there she would have a clear view of a returning vehicle and would have the advantage of forming a quick opinion of this man before Zelda introduced them. 


TELLING ZELDA ALL HER WOES 

Nicole climbed high up on the rocks to find a suitable seat. Leaning back, she closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her skin and beginning to feel the tension seep out of her. 

The only sounds were mewling seagulls and the mumble of a tractor in the distance. Nearer at hand bees hummed in the patches of wild thyme among the cracks in some of the lower boulders. She marvelled that they had managed to survive in such hard conditions when the plants in Zelda’s flower bed looked none too happy. 

After a while she opened her eyes and sat up to take in more of the glorious view of sea and sky. She could hardly believe she was here in this beautiful place free from the anxiety that had dogged her these past few weeks. 

‘I’ll have to leave here tomorrow at seven-thirty,’ she had said only yesterday in Harriet’s tidy London kitchen. 

Head tilted a little to one side, she had looked at her sister, waiting for her reaction and knowing what it would be. 

‘You’re being selfish as usual, Nicole,’ Harriet said. ‘You know Robert will still be eating his breakfast. He never leaves for the station until eight.’ 

Nicole smiled. ‘Then I’ll get a taxi.’ 

In fact she had already booked one. Not for her Robert’s last minute dash, wiping crumbs from his shirt front with one hand while driving with the other. She didn’t want to listen either to any more of his advice on how to run her life. 

Primed by Harriet, he would insist that what she was doing in hurrying down to Cornwall was utter madness. At twenty-four she was old enough to make her own decisions. 

Harriet’s lips had pursed as she picked up a biscuit crumb from the worktop and dropped it in the bin. ‘So you’re still insisting on going ahead with this mad scheme, Nicole?’ 

‘If you call it mad helping out our aunt in her hour of need after all she did for us when we were young,’ Nicole said. 

Harriet sniffed. ‘The far west of Cornwall wasn’t once called West Barbary for nothing, you know. Well-named, I’d say. Barbaric then and not much better now.’ 

‘If you say so,’ said Nicole, smiling. ‘Zelda doesn’t know I’ll be descending on her and you’re not to phone and warn her. You know how she loves surprises. And promise me you won’t tell anyone else either.’ 

‘On your own head be it then.’ 

‘I’ve loved staying with you, you know that, Harriet,’ Nicole said with warmth. ‘And instead of heading back to my own place now I’d like to help Zelda out. There’s no harm in that surely?’ 

Harriet had looked suddenly vulnerable. ‘I don’t like to think of you being taken advantage of, that’s all.’ 

Nicole’s voice had softened as she clasped her sister’s hands. ‘It’ll be all right, I promise.’ 

Now she wriggled slightly into a more comfortable position against the rock. Hearing voices, she looked around her. The rocky outcrop that formed a landmark for miles around was on the extreme tip of the headland. From her vantage point she watched a young couple pass by with hardly a glance in her direction. 

Yawning, she looked across at Zelda’s cottage. There was no-one there yet or she would see a vehicle parked nearby. Her eyelids drooped. Struggling to remain alert, she got up, stretched and looked out to sea. There was a boat out there now, heading purposely this way along the coast. 

‘Checking its lobster pots,’ called a voice from below. ‘I watched it go out earlier.’ 

Shocked, she spun round, knowing instantly who he was. 

‘I didn’t startle you, did I?’ he said. ‘Hey, are you OK?’ 

She shuddered and then rubbed her cheeks in an effort to appear calm and relaxed. He was so like Bradley it wasn’t true. Her heart beat wildly. ‘I . . . I’m all right.’ She took a deep breath. 

‘Sit down,’ he said, concern in his voice. ‘I thought you’d seen me.’ 

She tried to laugh as she did so. ‘A good thing I wasn’t on the cliff edge then or you’d have had murder on your hands.’ 

‘It’s not murder if it’s an accident,’ he said. ‘Manslaughter maybe, but only if you could prove I wanted to be rid of you. But then you wouldn’t be in a position to do that, would you?’ 

He sounded so serious she smiled. 

He retrieved his rucksack and sat down too. ‘A good place this for a rest,’ he said. ‘The Dancing Hole.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘The name of this place according to the Ordnance Survey map. I understand at certain times the beams of the setting sun shine directly through it and you can imagine the rocks dancing.’ 

Nicole glanced round, trying to picture it. He seemed well-informed for someone just passing by. Or had he just made that up? She looked at him suspiciously and saw amusement in his eyes. 

He shrugged. ‘We all believe what we want to believe.’ 

The flat boulder at his side made a good table for the thermos flask he got out and placed there. ‘Coffee?’ he said, raising an enquiring eyebrow. ‘Milk already in. No sugar, I’m afraid.’ 

‘I don’t take sugar.’ She watched him pour and then took the cup from him with a murmur of thanks. 

He sat with his hands round his legs staring out to sea until the coffee was cool enough to drink. Then he tipped the flask to his mouth, took a testing sip and then drank what was left. ‘Daniel’s the name, Daniel Murray,’ he said. 

‘Hi, Daniel.’ 

He took her empty cup from her. ‘I’m walking the coast path round Land’s End to Lyme Regis.’ 

‘A long way,’ she agreed. 

He looked searchingly at her when she didn’t give her name in return. ‘Not all in one day, of course.’ 

She nodded, unable to tell him of the sheer panic she had felt on seeing him because for a second she had believed he was someone she never wanted to see again. But this man was more suntanned than Bradley, his smile warmer. Bradley wouldn’t have jumped from the harbour wall to rescue a stranger’s mobile phone. Or produced a flask of coffee when he thought it was needed. 

‘Thanks for the drink,’ she said. ‘I’m fine now. It was just the shock of seeing you when I thought I was alone.’ 

He looked at her with a serious expression on his face, but then there was a twitch at one side of his mouth. ‘Seeing me is enough to tip anyone over the edge. By the way, what did you do about your phone?’ 

‘It was good advice you gave me,’ she said. ‘The phone shop said to go back in a few days. It should be fine.’ 

He nodded. ‘They keep a special solution for accidents of that nature. I’m glad to hear that.’ 

He sounded as if he meant it and she was ashamed that she wanted him gone. She realised, suddenly, that she’d had nothing to eat and drink for hours. She glanced towards the cottage and then away again. 

‘Something wrong?’ he asked, following her gaze. 

‘No really. I’m waiting for someone, that’s all. I’ll have to go.’ 

‘And I should be on my way too.’ 

She stood up unsteadily, supporting herself against an overhanging rock. ‘They’re here now. I can see the car.’ 

A white vehicle was driving down the track to the cottage. Two people got out and started to unload some bags. Then the man drove away again. 

‘Come on then,’ Daniel Murray said. ‘Nothing for it but for me to escort you there to make sure you’re OK since you look fit to pass out at any moment.’ 

She wiped her hand across her forehead. ‘No, really, I can manage on my own.’ To prove it she took a step away from the rock face but then, dizzy, had to cling to it again. 

He stepped forward to help her. 

‘Don’t touch me!’ 

He looked surprised at the sharpness in her voice. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she muttered. ‘It’s just that . . .’ 

‘Nothing sinister intended. I want to help, that’s all.’ 

‘I know. I’ll be all right in a minute.’ 

She took several deep breaths and gradually the dizziness passed. With a strong effort of will she got herself down to the path and turned to look at him. ‘Please go now,’ she said sharply. 

‘With you in this state? No way.’ 

She shuddered, not knowing how to get rid of him. Her eyes fixed on the cottage and concentrating hard, she moved forward. She bit her lip, conscious all the time that he was close behind her. 

When at last they got there he tapped smartly on the door. It swung open and Zelda Leavey in white cut-offs and sleeveless top beamed at them as if they were her favourite people in the whole world. 

‘Nicole!’ 

Immediately her left arm was round Nicole in a tight hug. ‘My darling niece, this is truly wonderful.’ 

As her aunt released her Nicole stared, appalled, at her right arm encased in plaster. ‘Zelda, what happened? What have you done?’ 

‘Stupidly, I tripped. Luckily Olaf was around to run me to hospital. They’ve been so kind, Olaf and Pippa. A broken wrist, would you believe?’ 

‘You didn’t tell us . . .’ 

‘Why worry you, Nicole? You’ve enough to think about with Harriet’s pregnancy. And I didn’t expect you to come.’ 

‘Thank goodness I did,’ said Nicole in heartfelt tones. 

‘And now you’re here and you’ve brought a friend.’ 

‘No, I . . .’ 

She was cut short as Daniel stepped forward. 

‘Daniel Murray,’ he said. ‘I gave your niece a hand when she was feeling faint.’ He looked at Nicole. ‘OK now? Then I’ll head off.’ 

‘Feeling faint?’ said Zelda in alarm. ‘Come in, both of you. You won’t get away as easily as that, young man. I need to know a bit more of what’s been happening.’ 

He hesitated. ‘I really need to get on my way to find somewhere to pitch my tent for the night.’ 

Zelda smiled warmly at him. ‘No problem. There’s grass out at the back and an outside loo. I’ll have a meal ready in two ticks.’ 

Nicole glanced unsmilingly at him. Zelda was going way too fast. It was a wonder she didn’t produce a silken web and bind him hand and foot to the door handle so he couldn’t escape. 

‘I’ve already eaten all I need, thanks,’ he said. His face lit up into a smile. ‘Thank you for the offer, but I’ll be off now.’ 

‘But only as far as the back lawn?’ Zelda’s eyes twinkled at him. 

‘I’ll pitch my tent on that rough piece of land beyond the wall then,’ he said. ‘And thanks. I’ll be off at first light tomorrow.’ He glanced at Nicole, seemed about to say something more but thought better of it, and left. 

‘Now then, Nicole dear,’ Zelda said as they went inside. ‘Let me look at you properly. Oh my, your face is as white as a sheet. We’ll have coffee first before I see about something to eat.’ 

‘I’ll give you a hand.’ 

‘Not a bit of it, just leave your bags where they are and go on through. I’ll get you to carry in the tray when it’s ready.’ 

To Nicole’s surprise the room looked comfortable with huge piles of cushions scattered everywhere in the gaudy colours Zelda loved. A blue jug of sweet-scented honeysuckle stood in the hearth. No-one would guess that only a week ago intruders had forced an entry and roughed up the place. 

She sank down on the sofa and listened to the sounds of her aunt making coffee with her uninjured hand and humming softly as she did so. 

Zelda was always loving and kind. She had focused a lot of attention on her husband’s small nieces and had never lost touch even when Uncle Jem died. No blood relation could have been more devoted to her than Zelda or more concerned for her welfare. Nicole wondered now that she hadn’t told her about Bradley before, but the physical distance between them had made her hesitate. 

In no time at all the coffee was made. Nicole carried in the tray and put it down on a handy table. Then she pulled forward a low chair for her aunt. 

‘Now, dear, are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?’ said Zelda. ‘It can’t be anything to do with your young friend surely?’ 

‘Not really apart from looking like the man who’s been a bit of a nuisance lately.’ 

Then it came out in a rush, urged on by Zelda’s concern. ‘You poor, poor girl,’ she said at last, her voice deep with sympathy. ‘I can understand this Bradley chap finding you attractive, a pretty girl like you, but then to keep pestering you . . .’ 

‘I don’t think he could quite believe that I wasn’t interested in him,’ said Nicole. ‘His phone calls kept coming, some of them quite nasty. He left messages . . . I kept them in case I ever needed them for proof or anything.’ 

Zelda looked appalled. ‘But it’s not going to come to that if I have anything to do with it, I promise.’ 

Nicole leaned forward to pour the coffee and placed Zelda’s cup and saucer within easy reach of her. ‘As soon as the school holidays started I packed my bag and went to Harriet’s. Then your break-in gave me the perfect reason for coming down here right away and no questions asked.’ 

‘It’s so nice to be useful.’ 

‘Oh no, I didn’t mean that.’ 

The dimple in Zelda’s cheek deepened as she smiled. ‘I know you didn’t, dear.’ 

‘No-one knows where I am except Harriet and she won’t tell anyone,’ said Nicole. ‘But I can’t bear to look at Daniel because he reminds me of Bradley. It’s so unfair but I can’t help it.’ She gazed unhappily down at the cup in her hand. 

‘I’ll tell him to clear off early tomorrow morning, just see if I don’t.’ 

Nicole laughed shakily, trying to imagine a fierce Zelda doing just that instead of smothering him with loving kindness. 

‘Zelda, you’re a saint,’ she said. ‘And you’ve got your own troubles I haven’t even asked about.’ 

‘All behind me now.’ She glanced down at her wrist in plaster. ‘Well, almost.’ 

‘Good for you.’ 

Zelda waved her good hand. ‘This room’s all right now and the two bedrooms.’ Her smile faded. ‘But I need to get the catering side sorted out or I’ll be in trouble.’ 

Nicole sat upright and put her empty cup down on the tray. ‘But I’m here to help you do that. Lead on, Zelda, and show me what needs doing. Together we’ll have the place up and running in no time.’ 

Zelda’s eyes brightened. ‘You want to see it now?’ 

‘Why not?’ 

The phone rang. Nicole sank back into her cushions. 

‘That’ll be Mark,’ said Zelda as she got up to reach across to the small table by the window to answer it. 

‘Harriet?’ Nicole heard her say in surprise. ‘How nice to hear from you, dear. Are you keeping well and that husband of yours looking after you? Nicole? Oh yes, she’s here, safe and well. You’d better talk to her yourself.’ 

Nicole took the receiver from her, ashamed of being so full of her own concerns that she had forgotten to phone her sister as soon as she got here. Now she hastily apologised and promised to keep in touch. 

‘And she really doesn’t know anything about that horrible chap?’ Zelda said as she replaced the receiver. 

Nicole shook her head. ‘I thought it best not to tell her in the circumstances.’ 

‘You’ll be all right here, my love,’ Zelda said with confidence. 

*          *          *

Later, Nicole got ready for bed in the room downstairs that her aunt had so lovingly set out as her tearoom. It must have looked attractive before those thugs got going on it. The curtains had been ripped from the rails, china smashed and tables and chairs broken. She had gazed at the damaged room in silence, imagining it as it had once been. 

‘Mark said to leave this for the time being and get my living space sorted out first,’ Zelda said. ‘I wish now we’d started here and left the rest.’ 

A bad mark for Mark, Nicole thought. But he may have had a point. 

‘The curtains are ruined,’ said Zelda. ‘But Pippa’s promised me some she wove herself. Kind of her, I think. She’s the girl next door. A bit scatty but a heart of gold.’ 

‘And you’re afraid the curtains will be clumsy, woven from seaweed from the beach in dreary colours that’ll put your customers off their food?’ 

Zelda laughed. ‘Hark at me when she’s being so generous. But you know me too well, my love. Pessimistic to the core.’ 

‘You’re anything but that,’ Nicole said with feeling. Zelda was so cheerful in the face of her troubles that for a brief spell she had forgotten her own concerns as they discussed the work ahead. 

Before getting into bed she pulled the curtains a little apart and gazed out across the moonlit garden and the rough land beyond to the sea in the distance. The high rocky outcrop that Daniel had called the Dancing Hole looked dark against the shimmering water. The tent wasn’t visible from here but he would have pitched it in the most sheltered spot. She hoped he’d be off early next day so that she’d never see him again. 
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