The Elephant at Low Tide (BETA READER) 
The Marling Bay Elephant · Book One 
Simon Rudd
Chapter 1 – Westward
By half past four, Kirsteen Whitton had sorted her mother’s kitchen into six cardboard boxes and become increasingly suspicious that none of the labels written across them meant anything at all.
KEEP had seemed sensible when she began, as had CHARITY, KITCHEN, JODI?, PAPERS and a final box marked DECIDE LATER, now fuller than any of the others. It held three chipped mugs, a lighthouse-shaped biscuit tin, four tea towels washed thin enough to see through, a hand-painted ceramic chicken and orange-handled scissors Kirsteen had not seen since she was twelve. The scissors had always lived in the second drawer beside the cooker and been forbidden to children for reasons nobody had explained. Kathleen had owned newer, sharper pairs, but these had survived every clear-out and acquired the unreasonable authority of an heirloom.
Kirsteen stood with them in one hand and the marker pen in the other while the kitchen radiator clicked behind her, producing noises of industry without any corresponding increase in heat.
“Are those going?”
Jodi was sitting cross-legged on the table despite having been asked twice not to sit on the table. One of Kathleen’s old recipe books lay open across her knees, and her dark hair had worked loose from the ponytail Kirsteen had tied that morning. She was wearing a knitted jumper over the top half of her pyjamas because she had apparently interpreted we aren’t going anywhere this afternoon as permission to begin preparing for bed before lunch.
“They’re scissors,” Kirsteen said. “And they’re blunt.”
“You said Gran used them.”
“Gran used lots of things.” Kirsteen looked at the orange handles once more and dropped the scissors into DECIDE LATER.
Jodi smiled. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You don’t need to. You’ve got a victorious face.”
“I can’t help my face.”
“Your face has been extremely unhelpful all afternoon.”
Outside the kitchen window, the last useful daylight had drained from Marling Bay until the glass reflected more of the room than the town beyond it. Kirsteen could still make out a dull strip of harbour between the roofs below the cottage, the water darkening beneath a sky that had lowered steadily since lunchtime. Lights were beginning to appear along the quay, blurred by moisture on the old glass, while beyond them sea and sky had merged into a shifting grey heaviness that made the distance difficult to judge.
A gust came over the roof and found its way beneath the back door. Cold air brushed Kirsteen’s ankles, and she capped the marker pen before adding draught excluder to the list beside the kettle.
The list had become longer than the house had any right to require. Boiler service. Chimney inspection. Loose rear gutter. Bedroom sash cord. Damp patch in box room. Clear loft. Photograph meter readings. Call estate agent. Arrange valuation. Decide what to do with the furniture. Decide what to do with the piano.
The piano had earned its own line because Kirsteen had spent twenty minutes that morning pretending it did not exist. It occupied most of one wall of the sitting room, a black upright instrument with yellowing keys and a lid Kathleen had covered with framed photographs. Neither Kirsteen nor Kathleen had ever learned to play it properly. It had belonged to Kirsteen’s grandmother, which meant the family had treated it for decades as though ancestry had somehow exempted it from being enormous and inconvenient.
“What’s this?” Jodi had turned several pages of the recipe book and was holding up a square of paper.
Kirsteen crossed the kitchen. It was not a letter or photograph, merely a till receipt used as a bookmark, its print faded until only a few numbers remained visible.
“An old receipt. It could be sixty-three pence for carrots.”
“It might still be important.”
“To the carrots?”
Jodi considered the question with enough seriousness that Kirsteen almost laughed. Instead she checked both sides of the receipt and put it into PAPERS, which earned another widening of Jodi’s smile.
“Oh, don’t start.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
The cottage had been full of these small defeats since their arrival four days earlier. Kirsteen had brought packing tape, marker pens, bin bags, cleaning products and a plan that had seemed almost offensively competent when she wrote it at the dining table of the rented flat they had occupied since September: two weeks to sort the house; Christmas; a formal valuation in the first week of January; a sale as soon as reasonably possible. By spring, she had told herself, everything would be settled.
What everything meant once the house was sold remained deliberately vague. Kirsteen told people there was no point deciding before she knew what the cottage would fetch, which was financially sensible and difficult to argue with. For months she had laid practical decisions like stepping stones across deep water: leave the house that no longer felt like a shared home, find somewhere Jodi could sleep without hearing arguments through the wall, deal with solicitors and school, then Kathleen’s hospital paperwork, funeral, cottage and estate. The method worked provided she never looked too far ahead. The truth was that Kirsteen had no idea where she wanted to go.
Jodi slid down from the table. “Can I go upstairs?”
“You can, but please don’t open any more boxes in Gran’s bedroom.”
“I only opened one.”
“You opened four, and one of them was taped shut yesterday.”
Jodi accepted this with a small shrug and wandered towards the door. Kirsteen called after her not to climb into the loft, which brought Jodi’s head back around the doorway.
“I wasn’t going to. Can I have the lighthouse tin?”
“That first answer worries me more than if you’d said yes, and the second is probably.”
“It was going to charity.”
“It’s in DECIDE LATER.”
Jodi brightened. “So that’s basically my box.”
“It is absolutely not your box.”
Jodi had already gone, her footsteps sounding on the narrow staircase. The kitchen became too quiet after she left. Kirsteen could hear the refrigerator humming, the radiator ticking and the wind pressing intermittently against the rear of the cottage. Somewhere outside, a gull cried with the harsh indignation of something objecting formally to the weather.
Kathleen’s tins were still arranged above the sink exactly as they had always been: tea, coffee, sugar, flour, cocoa and a tin of mustard powder old enough to have acquired historical significance, every label facing forwards. Kirsteen had inherited her mother’s dislike of disorder without the patience required to prevent it. She took down the cocoa, checked the date and dropped it into the bin, then stared at the empty place.
Her mother had been dead for seven months. Kirsteen had signed documents containing the date, chosen flowers, spoken to undertakers and listened while people from the library, church hall, greengrocer’s and several organisations she had never heard of told her what a lovely woman Kathleen had been. The gap above the sink made the loss immediate. Kathleen was not going to need cocoa again.
Kirsteen shut the cupboard rather harder than necessary. A moment later Jodi shouted from upstairs.
“Mum? Was Gran weird?”
“You’re going to have to be much more specific.”
There was a pause, followed by the thud of something being put down. “She kept your teeth.”
Of course she did.
Kirsteen found Jodi in the smallest bedroom, kneeling beside two open cartons despite the clear and recent instruction concerning boxes. In her hand was a small white plastic container shaped like a tooth, with a pink lid.
“This one wasn’t taped,” Jodi said before Kirsteen could speak. “There aren’t actual teeth in it, are there?”
Kirsteen remembered the container sitting on her bedside table after one of her baby teeth came out. Apparently Kathleen had preserved it for more than three decades alongside school reports, Christmas cards and a knitted mouse missing one eye. She shook it. Something rattled.
“Oh, God.”
Jodi collapsed into laughter while Kirsteen opened the lid with the care of a bomb technician. A single small tooth rolled into her palm, yellowed with age.
“That’s disgusting,” Jodi said. “Is it yours?”
“I sincerely hope so.”
The practical problem interested Jodi more than the tooth itself. It could not go to charity or be sold with the house, she reasoned, so perhaps Kirsteen ought to bury it, as people did with pets.
“It’s not a pet. Gran had it, not me.”
“Then it’s inherited.”
Kirsteen looked at her daughter. “You’ve become very keen on inheritance since discovering it might include a lighthouse biscuit tin.”
“The lighthouse is nice.”
“The lighthouse is hideous.”
“Which means you don’t want it,” Jodi said.
“Apparently that isn’t relevant.”
Jodi returned the tooth to its container and reached into the box for a school exercise book decorated with peeling stickers. Kirsteen recognised her own large, rounded handwriting before Jodi opened it.
“‘My Christmas Holidays,’” Jodi read.
“Put that back. There are limits to what any human being should be required to endure twice.”
Jodi turned away protectively. “‘On Christmas morning I got a bike and a jumper and my mum said the bike cost too much, but Dad said Christmas only happens once a year, which is true unless you’re…’”
Kirsteen caught the edge of the book. “Give me that.”
“Unless you’re what?”
“I have absolutely no idea.”
Jodi stopped resisting, and the playfulness left her voice so quietly that Kirsteen let go. “Who was Dad?”
She sat on the edge of the narrow bed. The room smelled faintly of dust and old cotton, with something underneath that might once have been Kathleen’s soap. Outside, a low branch from the apple tree tapped occasionally against the window.
“My dad. Your grandad. He was funny, mostly deliberately, and he could fix nearly anything as long as you didn’t mind it looking worse afterwards.”
Jodi asked whether Kathleen had loved him and whether they had argued. Kirsteen answered yes to both, admitting that sometimes the arguments could be heard. Her daughter traced one finger over a faded sticker on the exercise book.
“They stayed married,” Jodi said.
The remark was aimed backwards, but Kirsteen knew where it was trying to go. “They did, but people can stay together and still have difficult times. People can decide not to stay together without either of them being horrible.”
Jodi’s quiet “I know” ended that line of conversation. After a moment she asked whether her father would come to the cottage for Christmas.
“He’ll see you at Christmas.”
“Here?”
Kirsteen hesitated. Kathleen’s bedroom was through the wall, her own childhood room at the end of the landing, and downstairs the dining table still carried a pale circular mark from some Christmas serving dish she could no longer date. Bringing Kevin Dunne into all of that felt less like arranging a visit than staging an unsuccessful historical reconstruction.
“We’ll work something out.”
Jodi’s mouth tightened. “That’s what you say when you haven’t worked something out. Is it what you’re saying about where we’ll live after the house is sold too?”
“We need to know what our options are first. We could rent somewhere and stay near your school, or move a little farther away. I can work from different places.”
That was true, but incomplete. Kirsteen worked freelance as a production editor for educational publishers. Her largest client had offered her a permanent post from January: a salary, a pension and two days a week in an office near their rented flat. They wanted an answer before Christmas. From Marling Bay, those two days would mean an early train, a late return and money they did not have spare for travel or childcare.
Jodi did not want a list of other places. She wanted to know whether they could stay here, and when Kirsteen promised they would remain until after Christmas, she shook her head. “I meant afterwards.”
Kirsteen had expected the question, but expectation had not produced an answer. “It’s too early to decide.”
Jodi looked down at the exercise book, disappointment visible only in the slight tightening of her shoulders. Before Kirsteen could try to soften the answer, her daughter fitted the lid over the tooth container and asked, “Did Gran want you to sell it?”
Kathleen’s will had been clear about ownership and silent about preference. There had been no final conversation in which she took Kirsteen’s hand and told her what Westward Cottage ought to become. By the time either of them understood there would not be as much time as they had assumed, Kathleen had been tired and Kirsteen had been busy believing practical competence could still alter the outcome.
“She didn’t say.”
“Didn’t you ask?”
Medication charts, district nurses and forms had filled those last weeks. Asking what Kathleen wanted done with the house had sounded too much like accepting there would soon be a house without her in it. “I thought there would be time.”
Jodi seemed to recognise that the answer belonged to a different sort of question and, for once, did not press.
Something struck the back of the cottage with a hollow bang. Both of them looked towards the landing.
“What was that?”
“Probably something in the garden.”
Kirsteen went to the window. Rain had begun properly, moving sideways across the glass whenever it caught the reflection of the bedside lamp. The apple tree was bending hard enough for its upper branches to blur, and beyond the garden wall chimney pots and aerials stood black against a sky already almost dark. Her phone vibrated with notice that the weather warning had been upgraded.
“Can we go and look at the sea?” Jodi asked.
“No. We can go tomorrow if it’s safe.”
Jodi came to stand beside her, their reflections faintly layered over the rain-black garden. In summer, Kirsteen remembered, you could see a strip of blue between the houses and sometimes the white passage of a boat beyond the harbour wall. As a child she had believed the sea belonged to every view in Marling Bay because, even when you could not see it, you could smell salt on warm days or hear gulls above the roofs. Years away had reduced those memories into pleasant fragments. She had forgotten what the town was like in December, when wind drove itself inland from the bay and dried salt white on windows several roads from the shore.
“We used to go down after storms,” she said. “Gran and I. To see what had washed up.”
“Treasure?”
“Seaweed. Bits of timber. Half a garden shed, once.”
“Did you keep it?”
“The shed? No.”
“Gran probably would have.”
Kirsteen glanced towards the box containing her own tooth and conceded the point.
By six, she had abandoned the sorting and heated soup. They ate between the boxes while the radio delivered weather warnings between Christmas songs. Ferries had been cancelled, coastal roads farther west were affected by surface water, and people were being advised to avoid sea fronts during the worst of the storm.
After dinner, while Jodi carried the bowls to the sink with exaggerated helpfulness, Kirsteen opened the estate-agent folder that had been lying at the far end of the table since they arrived. The cover showed an immaculate house containing no visible possessions, which she regarded as unnecessarily judgemental. The agent had mentioned the cottage’s harbour outlook, period details and garden, along with the work worth doing before the formal valuation soon after New Year: declutter; repair the sash cord; repaint the smallest bedroom; remove anything too personal.
Kirsteen read that final phrase twice. A house somebody had occupied for forty-six years was entirely too personal. She pulled the notepad towards her and wrote Before valuation, followed by kitchen, clothes, books, loft, piano, window repair, garden, photographs and documents.
Jodi appeared at her shoulder. “Where’s after?”
“After what?”
“After we sell.”
Kirsteen put down the pen. Outside, the gusting had become a sustained pressure around the chimney, easing only briefly before returning.
“There doesn’t need to be a list for everything.”
Jodi reminded her that the Christmas list included the instruction make food list, and Kirsteen’s claim that this was completely different only prompted the question, “How?”
Kirsteen closed the folder, and Jodi’s smile faded. “Could this be after?”
She meant the cottage, Marling Bay, here. Kirsteen’s answer rose quickly because she had rehearsed it many times. The house needed work and was worth more sold than retained. Jodi’s school was elsewhere. Kirsteen had spent more than twenty years building a life away from this town, and returning now, after her marriage had ended and Kathleen had died, carried an implication she could not bear: that everything beyond Marling Bay had been an unsuccessful excursion and she had come back to the beginning because she had nowhere else to go.
“It’s too early to decide.”
Jodi rubbed one thumb along the edge of the folder. “But selling it is deciding.”
Ten-year-old logic could be brutal. Kirsteen sent Jodi upstairs to put her pyjamas on properly and remained at the table after her daughter left with the air of someone who had won an argument that had never officially taken place.
The lights flickered once. Kirsteen checked the downstairs windows, then opened the cupboard beneath the stairs. Kathleen’s coats still hung there because Kirsteen had not yet decided whether clothes counted as possessions or remains. A navy raincoat brushed her wrist, carrying the faintest trace of familiar soap, old wool and the lavender sachets Kathleen tucked into drawers. For one second it felt possible that her mother had only just taken it off.
Tomorrow, Kirsteen thought as she closed the cupboard. The word had become another box marked DECIDE LATER.
Upstairs she found Jodi in bed reading the exercise book Kirsteen had expressly returned to the carton.
“You were a terrible writer,” Jodi said. “You wrote ‘very nice’ four times.”
“I was eight. Give me the book.”
Jodi handed it over. “If the storm shuts school tomorrow, do I still have to do the work they sent?”
“I strongly suspect a storm in Marling Bay won’t persuade your school thirty miles away to close. Your arithmetic remains tragically safe.”
Jodi’s headteacher had authorised her absence for the rest of the autumn term, with work sent to Westward Cottage and ordinary attendance to resume in January unless Kirsteen and Kevin agreed otherwise. The school had treated Kathleen’s death, the separation and the temporary move as exceptional family circumstances. Jodi had already discovered that the compassion did not extend to arithmetic.
“We’re not thirty miles away from it normally, because normally we don’t live here.”
Kirsteen placed the exercise book on the chair. “Sleep.”
“Are you going to carry on sorting?”
“No more tonight.”
Jodi looked surprised enough that Kirsteen wondered whether she had accidentally announced a major philosophical conversion. She kissed her daughter’s forehead and had reached the doorway when Jodi said, “I like it here.”
Her daughter was already looking back at the book as though the statement required no answer.
“I know.”
Downstairs, Kirsteen made tea and sat alone at the kitchen table with the estate-agent folder in front of her. She did not open it again.
Instead she listened. The storm had stripped away the ordinary town sounds: no cars on the road, no voices from the pavement, not even gulls above the roofs. Rain struck the glass, wind pressed around the cottage and the sea lay beneath both as a distant weight.
For the first time since returning, Kirsteen felt the town close around them. It was an absurd thought. The roads remained open inland, the cottage was sound, and they had food, heating, electricity and several boxes of possessions Kathleen had considered too significant for disposal, including at least one human tooth. Nothing important had changed.
Her phone lit with another warning: severe coastal conditions expected overnight. Avoid beaches, promenades and harbour walls.
Kirsteen checked that the phone was charging, carried the mugs to the sink and had just turned on the tap when the wind hit the cottage. It came with a low roar from the direction of the bay and struck the front of the house hard enough to rattle crockery in the draining rack. Somewhere upstairs a door shifted in its frame, and the old sash windows shuddered with a dry wooden clatter that moved from room to room.
She stood still until the gust passed. Another followed, stronger than the first.
Kirsteen looked towards the kitchen window, where her reflection hovered over the invisible town, and listened as sea and wind took hold of Marling Bay beyond the glass. Behind her, the estate-agent folder remained closed beneath the list of everything she intended to finish before January.
Outside, the storm had begun the much less orderly business of moving things around.
Chapter 2 – Low Tide
The storm had passed by dawn, but Marling Bay looked as though it had spent the night being rearranged by somebody with strong opinions and no interest in putting anything back.
Kirsteen saw the first evidence from her bedroom window. One of Kathleen’s terracotta pots had travelled twenty feet across the garden and come to rest upside down beneath the apple tree. The recycling box, which she had definitely put inside the shed before dark, leaned against the back wall with its lid missing. Broken branches lay across the grass, their wet bark almost black against the winter green. Beyond the roofs, the harbour had returned beneath a pale metallic sky, though the water inside the wall still moved with an agitated chop and the sea farther out remained streaked white where the last of the storm pressed eastwards.
The sash window gave a tired rattle. Kirsteen pulled a jumper over her nightclothes and went downstairs, where the electricity had survived, the boiler was working and, judging by the smell, Jodi had decided she was capable of preparing breakfast unsupervised.
Her daughter stood on a chair beside the toaster, reaching towards the cupboard above it.
“Down.”
“I was getting the jam.”
“By standing on furniture. It will be considerably slower if I have to take you to hospital.”
Jodi climbed down and handed her the jar with the expression of someone whose method had been criticised on a technicality. “Can we go and see the beach?”
“No.”
“You said if it was safe.”
“I said if it was safe, which I intend to establish using methods more reliable than looking through a window.”
“The storm’s gone.”
“The sea hasn’t received the memo.”
Jodi sat down with a piece of toast while Kirsteen checked the local warnings. The worst of the wind had moved away before sunrise. Restrictions remained around parts of the promenade and harbour wall, but the general warning had eased, provided people stayed away from damaged structures and the water’s edge. Low tide was due later that morning.
The tide time caught Kirsteen’s attention at once, along with the childhood mornings when Kathleen had taken her to the beach after storms. Her mother had not been reckless. They waited for the worst to pass, kept away from damaged sea walls and walked only where the shore was safe, wearing boots and gloves and carrying a bag for anything Kirsteen declared treasure. Most of it had been rubbish: sea-smoothed glass, lengths of rope, a wooden float and, once, a shoe with a small crab living inside it.
“You checked the tide,” Jodi said.
“I checked the warnings.”
“And the tide.”
Kirsteen pointed at her toast. Jodi grinned.
An hour later they left Westward Cottage in boots, waterproof coats and gloves, with Kirsteen carrying the sort of sensible rucksack that made her feel approximately ten years older. It contained water, tissues, a first-aid kit, two cereal bars, Jodi’s spare gloves and a power bank, because apparently walking half a mile to look at storm debris now required expedition planning.
Outside, the violence of the previous night had given way to a washed stillness. Water ran along the gutters; shredded leaves and broken twigs covered the pavement. The clouds had lifted just enough for colourless sunlight to spread across wet slate and chimney pots without warming any of them.
Jodi stopped at the gate and sniffed. “It smells weird.”
Kirsteen breathed in properly: salt, mud, wet timber, something oily from the harbour and torn seaweed carried much farther inland than usual. “That’s the sea.”
“It doesn’t normally smell like that.”
“No.”
They walked downhill into a town that had come outside to inspect itself. People stood in doorways talking across pavements. A man in fluorescent waterproofs dragged a broken Christmas-tree display away from the florist while two council workers dealt with a fallen sign farther down. Decorative garland had wrapped itself around a bicycle rack outside the bank, and an enormous silver bauble rolled along the gutter whenever the breeze nudged it.
At the corner of Harbour Street, the bakery had opened despite one hanging sign having twisted backwards. Across the road, a fibreglass Father Christmas lay face-first in a display of artificial snow.
Jodi pointed. “He looks drunk.”
“He’s had a difficult night.”
“Are you allowed to say Father Christmas is drunk?”
“I didn’t.”
“You implied it. That’s what adults say when somebody’s drunk.”
Kirsteen let that piece of social knowledge pass.
Closer to the water, the damage became harder to laugh at. One of the old beach shelters had lost part of its roof, several bins had been torn from their mountings, and a blue rowing boat rested sideways against a railing where no boat had any business being. Weed, shingle and driftwood coated the promenade. A temporary barrier blocked the section nearest the harbour entrance.
“That’s as far as we go that way,” Kirsteen said.
Jodi looked along the railings. “The beach is open farther down.”
It was. Several people were already walking the upper shingle well beyond the harbour wall, keeping clear of broken structures and the wet margin. The tide had retreated an unusually long way, exposing a broad stretch of sand and stone Kirsteen could not remember seeing so bare. They followed the safer route.
The beach had changed. The familiar slope of shingle had been carved through in places, exposing darker layers beneath. Timber protruded from the lower beach at odd angles, some fresh wreckage and some blackened by years beneath sand and water. Bladderwrack lay tangled around rope, plastic and lengths of broken board. Pools had gathered in hollows left by the tide, holding the hard grey sky so clearly that Jodi stepped around them as though they might be deeper than they looked.
Farther towards the harbour, part of an old brick foundation stood exposed where Kirsteen remembered only shingle. “I don’t remember that.”
Jodi followed her gaze. “Maybe it wasn’t there.”
“It was there. We just couldn’t see it.”
“That’s what I mean.”
Without the wind, the morning’s sounds travelled strangely far: gulls arguing near the waterline, stones scraping beneath their boots, loose rigging knocking in the harbour and machinery starting somewhere along the promenade. The cold smelled metallic near the exposed structures, mixed with salt, diesel and the heavy sourness of displaced seaweed.
They walked slowly. Jodi found half a red bucket, a tennis ball and what she claimed was the lid of an ancient treasure chest but which appeared to be part of a garden planter.
“Leave it,” Kirsteen said.
“It’s wood. It could be old.”
“So is mould.”
They had almost reached the wide curve below the old pier when Kirsteen saw the shape near the water.
At first she took it for machinery. Something large and dark stood twenty or thirty yards ahead beside a rectangular blue object, and her mind tried one explanation after another: a stranded sculpture, damaged amusement equipment, an elaborate publicity stunt.
Then the shape shifted its weight and raised its head.
Jodi walked into Kirsteen’s back when she stopped. “What?”
For several seconds Kirsteen’s sense of scale failed. The animal was smaller than the African elephants she remembered from wildlife programmes, its ears more compact against its head, but there was no possibility of mistaking it.
An elephant stood at low tide on Marling Bay beach.
Seawater had darkened its skin almost to charcoal, and the tip of its trunk moved faintly as though sampling the cold air. Across one shoulder hung a strip of fabric, red beneath salt and water, with a tarnished line of gold through the weave. Beside it stood an old travelling trunk, large enough to look substantial even next to the animal.
The trunk was the part Kirsteen found hardest to accept. Blue paint had been knocked away in broad patches, the brass fittings were green at the edges and sand had banked along one side. Elephant and case looked less as though they had washed ashore than been arranged there, an impression so ridiculous that she distrusted it immediately.
“Mum,” Jodi whispered. “Is that an elephant?”
“Yes.”
“On the beach?”
“Apparently.”
“Why?”
“That information is not presently available to me.”
Jodi took one step forward. Kirsteen caught the back of her coat.
“I’m not going near it,” Jodi said.
“You were literally going nearer. You can look from here.”
The elephant turned its head towards them. Every part of Kirsteen’s body became newly aware that elephants were enormous animals and that almost everything she knew about them came from documentaries in which a calm narrator explained afterwards why someone should not have done what they had just done. She took Jodi’s hand. “Back up a little.”
“But…”
“Jodi.”
Something in her voice worked. They retreated several steps without turning their backs. The elephant did not follow, but remained beside the blue trunk, watching them with an expression Kirsteen knew better than to humanise. From this angle she could see a deep notch in one ear and, lower down near the shoulder, a pale irregular scar crossing the darkened skin.
“Her ear’s torn,” Jodi said.
“Don’t assume it’s a her.”
“She looks like a her.”
“What does that even mean?”
“I don’t know. She just does.”
Kirsteen took out her phone. Her fingers were colder than she had realised.
The first call went to emergency services because there was no ordinary-life menu option for elephant on beach. She gave their location, confirmed that the animal was alive, standing and apparently alone, then repeated the word elephant when the operator asked her to clarify.
By the time the call ended, other people had noticed. A man farther up the beach was talking into his own phone, while a couple had stopped near the promenade steps. Within minutes the strange quiet around the animal had begun acquiring witnesses.
“Nobody goes closer,” Kirsteen told Jodi. “If people start behaving like idiots, we’re leaving.”
Jodi looked towards the small but growing crowd. “How will we know?”
“We’ll know.”
The elephant reached towards the blue case. Her trunk travelled slowly along the metal edge of the lid before lifting again, and then she turned towards the sea. For one uncomfortable moment, Kirsteen had the impression that she was waiting for someone.
“Maybe she escaped from a zoo,” Jodi said.
“There isn’t a zoo in Marling Bay.”
“Where’s the nearest elephant?”
Kirsteen looked at her. “I don’t keep a list.”
“You keep lists of everything.”
“Apparently not everything.”
Jodi pulled her gloves tighter. “Shouldn’t there be footprints?”
There were, huge rounded impressions in the wet sand near the elephant. Several led towards the waterline; others curved around the trunk. Beyond that, the storm-scoured beach offered almost nothing coherent. No deep line of tracks approached from the upper shingle, no churned route descended from the promenade, and nothing obvious led from either direction along the shore.
“Maybe she came out of the sea,” Jodi said.
“Elephants can swim.”
Jodi stared at her.
“I did not say she swam here.”
“You thought it.”
“I thought elephants can swim. That is a fact.”
“From where?”
“I don’t know. France?” Kirsteen considered what she had said. “All right, clearly not France.”
The elephant turned towards them again. The red-and-gold cloth slipped farther down one shoulder, revealing heavy fabric that might once have been bright, with gold thread and the remains of a darker pattern beneath the staining. It did not resemble a modern animal blanket. It looked theatrical.
Circus, Kirsteen thought, and mistrusted the conclusion as soon as it came.
“It’s circus stuff,” Jodi whispered.
“We don’t know that.”
“It looks like circus stuff.”
“It looks old. That’s not the same.”
A gull landed on the travelling trunk. The elephant’s own trunk lifted with surprising speed, and the gull departed at once.
Jodi laughed. The sound was bright and involuntary, and the elephant’s attention shifted towards her. Kirsteen tightened her grip on Jodi’s hand as the animal took one slow step.
“Back.”
They moved; the elephant stopped. Farther along the beach, several phones rose together.
“Oh, brilliant,” Kirsteen muttered. “In fifteen minutes she’ll be on the internet.”
Jodi glanced towards the crowd. “She probably already is.”
Every practical instinct told Kirsteen to leave. Trained people were coming, she and Jodi were unnecessary, and remaining near an unfamiliar elephant added nothing useful. Yet they had found her, and Kirsteen could not quite abandon the beach to people whose first instinct was to film.
The elephant moved again. This time Kirsteen heard the footfall, not a dramatic thud but the deep, soft compression of wet sand beneath enormous weight. She guided Jodi back to firmer ground near the shingle. “Stay behind me.”
“Mum, if she wants to…”
“Behind me.”
Jodi obeyed. The elephant came within several paces and stopped, and at that distance her scale changed completely. Kirsteen could see the folds around the eyes, the sparse bristles along the head and pale mud dried against one foreleg. Something in the hollows of her face and the slow deliberation of her movements made youth seem impossible.
Her trunk lifted. Kirsteen froze as the tip moved towards her coat and warm breath touched her glove. Then it rose higher, and she understood what was happening just before the woollen hat left her head.
The sound Kirsteen made was neither dignified nor effective. Jodi folded over laughing while the elephant turned the hat between the flexible tips of her trunk.
“Don’t eat that,” Kirsteen said. “It isn’t food.”
The elephant touched the hat briefly against the side of her face, then lowered it onto the sand.
Jodi wiped her eyes. “She likes you.”
“She stole my hat.”
“That’s basically friendship.”
“It is basically theft.”
“You’re going to put it in DECIDE LATER.”
Despite herself, Kirsteen laughed. Then the elephant made a sound so low that Kirsteen felt it almost as much as heard it, a vibration travelling through the cold air and into the ground.
The animal lowered her trunk towards the sand between them. Jodi plainly wanted to step forward, but stayed where she was.
“Good,” Kirsteen murmured.
“I know.”
Sirens sounded faintly from the road above. The elephant turned her head as voices followed and someone began moving the barriers. A person in a high-visibility jacket called for the gathering crowd to step farther back.
Kirsteen retrieved her hat. It was damp and smelled faintly of elephant, so she put it in her coat pocket.
“I’m not wearing that again.”
“You definitely are. It’ll be lucky.”
“It has been in an elephant’s nose.”
“Trunk.”
“That is not an improvement.”
The first responders reached them within minutes, followed by several people whose jobs Kirsteen could not identify but whose expressions made it clear none had expected this particular morning. They moved the public back, kept an open route along the beach and began collecting the useful facts: Kirsteen and Jodi had found the animal alone; there had been no vehicle or handler; the blue case was already there; nobody had opened it; the elephant had shown no aggression.
“She took Mum’s hat,” Jodi added. “But she gave it back.”
One of the responders looked away in an obvious attempt not to smile.
While veterinary and specialist animal services were contacted, the exclusion area widened. Kirsteen expected the elephant to use the space by walking towards the promenade or along the shore. Instead she returned to the blue trunk and stood with one forefoot close to its lower edge, touching the lid or a brass fitting every so often.
A specialist voice came through a responder’s phone on speaker, asking about size, visible injuries, behaviour, tusks, signs of distress and proximity to the water. The instructions were calm: keep people back, reduce noise, do not offer food, leave her an open route and make no attempt to move or contain her until the specialist team arrived.
“Can we stay?” Jodi asked.
“For a little while.”
“Until they know she’s all right?”
Kirsteen looked towards the elephant. “Until someone tells us something useful.”
The tide continued to withdraw, exposing more sand around the case. A shallow channel showed where water had recently run back towards the sea, and pieces of brick and old timber jutted from the storm-cut shingle behind it.
From this angle Kirsteen could study the trunk more clearly. Some of the damage looked fresh, pale scrapes where blue paint had recently been knocked away. Beneath those were older rub marks, dull and smooth, as though the case had spent years against a wall or floor. Along one side, half obscured by sand and grit, remained part of an old label or transfer mark.
Kirsteen narrowed her eyes.
“Don’t,” Jodi said.
“Don’t what?”
“You’re doing the face. The one where you’ve noticed something.”
“I haven’t noticed anything.”
Jodi’s look made clear what she thought of that. Kirsteen turned back towards the elephant. The animal needed help, and the case belonged to whoever had lost it. Professionals would deal with both.
Then the elephant began moving again.
A veterinary vehicle had reached the access road, and several people were positioning themselves between the crowd and the open beach without closing off the animal’s route. The elephant ignored them. She turned instead towards Jodi.
Kirsteen saw it before her daughter did and placed both hands on Jodi’s shoulders. “Stay here.”
The animal took two deliberate steps before stopping perhaps ten yards away. Someone behind the barrier called for everyone to remain calm.
Jodi swallowed. “She’s looking at me. Should I move?”
“Not unless they tell us to.”
The elephant lifted her trunk slightly, and the low rumble came again. The delight had disappeared from Jodi’s face, replaced by something careful and serious.
“Hello,” she said softly.
The word barely travelled. Without encouragement from anyone, the elephant took several slow steps away from the retreating tide and stopped again on firmer sand.
Behind her, the battered blue travelling trunk remained where the storm had left it, half surrounded by wet shingle and pale remnants of foam.
Kirsteen kept both hands on Jodi’s shoulders while the specialists moved into place around the elephant and the case. Yesterday she had intended to empty a house. This morning, apparently, the problem was an elephant.
Chapter 3 – An Elephant-Sized Problem
By ten o’clock, the elephant had acquired three emergency vehicles, two temporary barriers, one veterinary surgeon, several council staff, a steadily expanding audience and a possible name.
“Mabel,” Jodi said, having overheard it from one of the responders. “She looks like a Mabel.”
Kirsteen turned from the woman in waterproof trousers who was explaining why moving several tonnes of unfamiliar elephant without specialist support would be a spectacularly poor idea. “That isn’t evidence.”
“Somebody said an elephant called Mabel is missing.”
“They said she might be Mabel.”
“And she looks like one.”
That part of the identification remained less scientific. Dr Imogen Wood’s assessment was deliberately cautious: female Asian elephant, elderly, probably in her early sixties. No obvious acute injury. Mild dehydration, concern about exposure after an unknown length of time near the winter sea, and enough fatigue to make everyone attentive without suggesting immediate collapse. The notch in her right ear and scar near her shoulder were old. Her feet would need closer examination when it could be done safely, and Dr Wood was waiting for records from the possible care centre.
Mabel’s stable condition should have reassured Kirsteen, but instead it gave the situation a future. A medical emergency could be treated and handed over; an exhausted elephant standing calmly on a beach while professionals discussed where she might sleep was harder to contain in a single morning.
Mabel, as everyone had begun calling her provisionally, stood inside the widened exclusion area with hay and a large container of water within reach. She had drunk readily, shown polite interest in the hay and demonstrated considerably more enthusiasm for the pockets of an animal specialist.
“She’s used to people,” Jodi said.
“So they think.”
“She took your hat.”
“That is not a recognised temperament assessment.”
“It should be.”
Kirsteen folded her arms against the cold and watched the crowd thicken. The beach had become busier without becoming warmer. People who had presumably set out to walk dogs, buy milk or go to work raised their phones whenever Mabel shifted her weight. A local photographer in a knitted hat the size of a tea cosy was being told for the third time that professional equipment did not entitle him to cross the barrier.
Mabel appeared to regard the response as excessive. She had moved perhaps twenty yards from where Kirsteen and Jodi found her, and only after the specialists encouraged her away from the wetter sand. When someone tried to guide her along a particular line, she stopped and waited until the humans reconsidered. Nobody forced the matter.
Within an hour, the impossible had divided into practical questions about water, shelter, noise, distance and veterinary care. The search for somewhere to keep an elephant began while another search supplied her probable origin.
A national alert described an elderly female Asian elephant named Mabel who had left a specialist retirement centre thirty miles inland eleven days earlier, after high winds damaged a woodland boundary and service fence. Her age, sex, right-ear notch and shoulder scar matched the animal on the beach. Staff from the centre were on their way, although Dr Wood carefully distinguished a probable present-day identification from proof of Mabel’s earlier history.
Thirty miles supplied an origin, but not an explanation. Nobody had a reliable account of the route an elderly elephant had taken across the intervening country, or why it ended beside the blue trunk.
“Mum, you’re doing the face again.”
Kirsteen turned to find Jodi watching her. “I don’t have a face.”
“You definitely have a face. The noticing one.”
“I’m watching an elephant.”
“You were watching the ground.”
Kirsteen put her hands into her coat pockets and found the woollen hat Mabel had taken from her. She pulled her hand out again, which made Jodi grin.
“Don’t.”
“You kept it.”
“I haven’t yet had an opportunity to burn it.”
“It’s lucky. Mabel gave it back.”
“Mabel may not be her name.”
The elephant turned her head at almost exactly that moment, and Jodi’s eyes widened in triumph.
“Coincidence,” Kirsteen said.
“Of course.”
“The tone you got from me is not helping.”
A few minutes later, Dr Wood approached with a woman whose waterproof coat and trousers were streaked with mud. Tamsin Cole had driven down from the retirement centre and, according to the hurried introduction, had been one of Mabel’s principal carers for nearly six years. She stopped well inside the controlled area but did not close the remaining distance. Only when the elephant noticed her did she say the name quietly.
“Mabel.”
The elephant’s ears shifted. She crossed part of the space, answered with a low rumble and searched the pocket Tamsin held open for inspection. Tamsin laughed once and touched the offered trunk.
“Still shameless.”
Jodi looked at Kirsteen. “I told you.”
“You repeated something you overheard.”
“And I was right.”
Tamsin joined them after another handler took her place. “She knows me, and the ear notch, shoulder scar and other details match her records. This is our Mabel.”
“How did she get here?” Kirsteen asked.
“We don’t know yet. We’ve had sightings, but nothing that gives us a complete route.”
Dr Wood glanced towards the elephant. “The good news is that she’s stable enough for us not to rush. The difficulty is that she’s exhausted and hates loading. Taking her thirty miles inland today would be a major undertaking.”
“What happens to her?”
“We’re working on somewhere safe for the next few hours, perhaps overnight,” Tamsin said. “People have been generous.”
Kirsteen suspected that generosity had outpaced usefulness.
“A farmer has offered a cattle shed, somebody at the riding school has offered stables, and a man on Harbour Road says we can use his garden.”
“His garden has decking,” Jodi said.
Everyone looked at her. “I’ve seen it.”
Dr Wood’s expression hardly changed. “We won’t be using the decking.”
“What would you actually need?” Kirsteen asked, already regretting the question.
“For something genuinely temporary, secure land, safe access, shelter from the weather, reliable water and enough room for her to move without feeling confined. Tamsin’s team would bring an elephant-rated modular corral and remain on site. Nobody is suggesting we put her behind a garden fence and hope for the best.”
Westward Cottage came into Kirsteen’s mind: the old orchard, the paddock and Kathleen’s wide side gate, which her mother had once complained was large enough to admit a tractor she did not own.
“No,” Kirsteen said aloud.
Jodi turned. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You were about to.”
“How do you know?”
“Your face.”
Dr Wood looked between them, and Kirsteen surrendered. “My mother’s house has an old paddock. It isn’t suitable for an elephant.”
“You haven’t told them about it,” Jodi said.
“It’s a paddock, not a sanctuary.”
“We don’t need a sanctuary this morning,” Dr Wood replied. “We need a safe holding place while Mabel rests and the centre plans her return.”
“The fencing is old, there are trees and the shelter is a converted field store.”
“We’d inspect all of it. How far away is the property?”
“Half a mile. Maybe a little more. Uphill.”
Tamsin glanced towards the access road. “That may be considerably easier than the current alternatives.”
Jodi’s hope was so transparent that Kirsteen refused to meet her eyes. “This is temporary.”
“Entirely,” Dr Wood said.
Kirsteen knew a trap when she heard one. “What does entirely mean?”
“It means we are not suggesting you keep an elephant.”
“Good.”
Jodi drew breath.
“No,” Kirsteen said.
“You can’t keep answering things I haven’t said.”
“I can when they’re predictable.”
The paddock inspection happened quickly enough that Kirsteen had no time to invent a better excuse. She returned to Westward with a council officer while Jodi remained behind the public barrier under the supervision of the response team.
During the walk, Kirsteen assembled reasons the land would fail. The rear access would be too narrow, except that it was not. Some domestic fencing was weak, but the independent modular corral would provide the real containment. The old field shelter needed cleaning and additional wind protection, though its structure was sound. Even the storm-soaked ground drained better than several other sites that had been offered.
By the end of the inspection, Kirsteen had developed an unreasonable resentment towards Kathleen for maintaining land she had barely used during the last decade of her life.
The council officer surveyed the paddock from the gate. “We could make this work for a short period.”
“Define short.”
“Hours initially. Possibly overnight, depending on specialist advice.”
“Not weeks. Not permanently.”
“No.”
Kirsteen pointed towards the cottage. “I’m selling that house.”
“Then I imagine the elephant will need to be gone before completion.”
There was no mockery in the woman’s expression, which somehow made the answer worse.
Jodi arrived ten minutes later in the back of a council vehicle wearing an expression of extraordinary satisfaction.
“Do not say it,” Kirsteen warned.
“Mabel’s coming to our house.”
“Temporarily, and to the paddock.”
“Which belongs to our house.”
“It belongs to the estate. Go and move anything breakable away from the outer fence.”
Jodi ran through the gate, slowed when Kirsteen told her to walk, then forgot after three paces.
The rest of the morning disappeared into practical work. The elephant-rated modular corral arrived with water containers, feed, rubber matting and enough people in waterproof clothing to make Westward Cottage resemble the headquarters of a very specialised emergency. The old field shelter was swept, checked and screened against the wind. Kathleen’s fence remained as an outer boundary, while the independent structure provided the secure enclosure.
Kirsteen made tea because it was the only useful task nobody else appeared to be doing. By early afternoon, the paddock was ready.
Nobody attempted anything theatrical. Because Mabel remained calm under her known handlers but reacted poorly when transport equipment came close, Dr Wood and Tamsin chose a short controlled walk. Police closed the entire route from the beach, sealed the side roads, removed turning hazards and kept the public behind a second barrier line. The handlers used familiar cues, food and patience, giving Mabel time rather than forcing her.
Kirsteen and Jodi waited inside the cottage gate. Marling Bay had never looked less suited to elephants.
The road seemed to shrink around Mabel as she approached. Vehicles had been moved wherever the team needed space, and decorations over Harbour Street had been lifted clear. Beyond the working corridor, shopkeepers watched from doorways with the respectful attention of people who understood that several tonnes of animal left no room for improvisation.
“There,” Jodi whispered.
The faded red-and-gold cloth had been removed for drying and examination, leaving Mabel’s shape clearer. She moved without hurry, guided rather than driven, her feet making surprisingly little noise against the wet road. People online had already begun calling her the Low Tide Elephant, a name Jodi considered unacceptable.
“She has a proper name.”
“Now we know she does,” Kirsteen said.
Mabel reached the entrance and stopped. One handler waited while the other gave her room, and Jodi remained exactly where she had been told. After a long examination of the gatepost, Mabel crossed into Kathleen’s paddock.
Kirsteen watched an elephant pass the shed where her mother had once kept a lawnmower. The apple trees seemed decorative, the field shelter absurdly small, and even Westward Cottage looked diminished, as though Mabel had changed the scale of everything around her.
The elephant explored at her own pace, touching the gatepost with her trunk, testing the water and ignoring the first hay in favour of an apple branch just beyond the corral.
“Don’t,” Kirsteen said automatically as the trunk reached through and a twig disappeared.
One of the handlers laughed. “She’s unlikely to respect property boundaries the way you do.”
“That tree is older than I am.”
“Then it has survived worse.”
Jodi appeared carrying an apple. “Can she have one?”
“Not from your hand,” Tamsin said.
Jodi accepted the rule without argument. Tamsin checked the fruit and placed it where Mabel could take it safely. The trunk found it almost at once.
“She likes apples,” Jodi said.
“Very much,” Tamsin replied. “Pears too, but fruit is a treat. She has a feeding plan.”
Jodi looked towards the kitchen. Kirsteen intercepted the thought. “You are not emptying the fruit bowl.”
“Gran’s pears are going soft. That’s waste.”
Tamsin turned away, but Kirsteen saw her shoulders move.
By mid-afternoon, Mabel had drunk again and settled into the enclosure. Once everyone realised there would be no dramatic event, the excitement outside the cottage began to ease. People were moved on, and local residents returned to work, shopping and whatever else they had been doing before an elephant walked through Marling Bay.
Inside, Kirsteen found six missed calls on her phone. Two came from people she barely knew, one from the estate agent and three from numbers she did not recognise. She put the phone face down.
Jodi came through the back door. “Can we open the trunk now?”
“No, because it isn’t ours.”
“Neither is Mabel, and she’s in the paddock.”
“That is not helping your argument.”
The blue trunk had been transported separately and stood under cover near the utility entrance. Police had photographed it on the beach and checked the exterior before moving it; ownership remained unknown, but there was no identifying information beyond damaged old markings and no matching loss report. Given its unexplained proximity to Mabel, the police wanted to inspect the contents in a dry place and preserve anything that might establish where it came from.
Jodi crouched several feet away. Out of the beach glare, the case looked older. Its paint had once been dark blue, perhaps almost navy, but wear had reduced it to several shades. The brass catches were mottled green, and dull horizontal rubs along the lower edge lay beneath the pale scratches left by recent damage.
“Like it was against a wall,” Jodi said when Kirsteen pointed them out.
“Possibly.”
Half hidden by dried grit, a darkened metal label plate retained only a few stencilled characters.
“Don’t rub it,” Kirsteen said.
“I wasn’t.”
“You were thinking about it.”
“I hate it when you do that.”
A knock at the back door interrupted them. The council officer had returned with a police constable and one of Tamsin’s colleagues.
“No owner has come forward, and we’d like to inspect it properly,” the constable said. “You may both watch if you stay back and don’t touch anything.”
Jodi stood so quickly she almost caught her head on the draining board.
Kirsteen pointed at her. “Watching means not handling and not deciding anything inside belongs to you. The lighthouse tin has created a dangerous precedent.”
The trunk was moved into the utility room and placed on a protective sheet. One catch opened easily; the other had corroded enough to require slow work. Kirsteen found herself standing closer than she intended when the lid finally lifted.
The first smell was old paper. Damp had reached parts of the edge, but most of what rose from the case was the dry enclosed scent of cardboard, leather, dust and fabric shut away from fresh air for years, with mildew and salt underneath.
The contents had been packed more carefully than the damaged exterior suggested. A folded length of red cloth lay across the top. Beneath it sat a cracked hand mirror, a child’s red mitten, a cream programme printed on thick card and several bundles of postcards tied with faded string.
Jodi leaned forward without crossing the line Kirsteen had established. “How many cards?”
“We haven’t counted them yet,” the constable said.
The constable lifted the programme and angled it towards the better light. Its edges had yellowed, but the elaborate title remained clear: CHRISTMAS WEEK. Below it, a painted winter scene showed lanterns, a striped tent, horses, acrobats and an elephant wearing a red-and-gold covering.
Through the utility-room window, Mabel stood in Kathleen’s paddock pulling apart hay.
“Same blanket,” Jodi said.
“The same colours,” Kirsteen corrected. “It’s an illustration.”
Several curled photographs lay beneath the programme. One showed a circus tent in snow and another a line of performers beside their wagons. In a third, a younger Asian elephant stood side-on beneath a bright covering. The image was grainy, its contrast poor, and the visible ear partly lost against a dark wagon behind it.
Tamsin’s colleague studied the photograph beneath the better light. “There may be an ear mark, but this isn’t clear enough for comparison.”
“It could be her,” Jodi said.
“It could,” Kirsteen agreed. The possibility was strange enough without pretending it was proof.
The constable lifted out a postcard bundle. Its string had loosened but remained intact, and the top card carried a Marling Bay address. So did the next, and the next.
“They’re local,” Kirsteen said.
The writer had dated the first card beneath the address: 18 DEC 1986. Other bundles began with cards marked 19 December and 21 December. Different hands had written the messages, some crowding the card and others using only a few lines, but most of the addresses belonged to Marling Bay or the surrounding area.
There were forty-seven in all.
“Why were they in a trunk?” Jodi asked.
Nobody knew.
Kirsteen looked from the Christmas programme to the circus photographs and the bundles of undelivered cards. The objects placed a winter circus in Marling Bay forty years earlier, but did not explain how the trunk reached the beach, whether the photographed elephant was Mabel or why Mabel had stood beside the case as the tide withdrew.
The constable continued cataloguing without reading more of the messages than necessary. “Nothing leaves the room until we’ve documented it and established what can lawfully happen to the contents.”
Jodi leaned towards the nearest card without touching it. “That person’s still here. I’ve seen the name on a door.”
The address lay only three streets away, on the house with blue tiles near the chemist. Forty years was long enough for almost everyone connected to the postcards to have moved, died or forgotten why somebody had written to them, but perhaps not everyone.
Outside, Mabel gave a low rumble.
“She brought them back,” Jodi said.
“We don’t know that.”
Kirsteen looked again at the first address. An elephant stood in Kathleen’s paddock, an old trunk full of undelivered postcards occupied the utility room, and at least one intended recipient might still be living three streets away.
Chapter 4 – The First Card
The first thing Kirsteen heard the following morning was an elephant breathing outside her mother’s kitchen.
It was not a sound she had ever expected to recognise. There was no trumpet or dramatic bellow, only a deep rush of breath beyond the window followed by the dry tearing of hay. For a few seconds she lay beneath Kathleen’s old duvet and listened. Then the previous day returned: the storm-dark beach, the battered travelling trunk, forty-seven postcards dated 1986 and the elderly elephant now occupying the paddock behind Westward Cottage.
Mabel. Somewhere during the night, Kirsteen had apparently lost that argument too.
By the time she came downstairs, Jodi was in the kitchen wearing her coat over her pyjamas and standing at the window with both hands around a mug of hot chocolate.
“You weren’t supposed to go outside without me.”
“I haven’t.”
“Why are you wearing your coat? It’s eighteen degrees in here.”
“The window isn’t.”
Outside, Tamsin Cole was walking the modular corral boundary while another carer watched Mabel from a sensible distance. The two had stayed overnight in a temporary cabin beyond the side gate. Mabel had eaten, drunk and slept intermittently, and nothing in the overnight report suggested a crisis.
Kirsteen took the overnight report as good news for about a minute. Then the sight of Mabel eating hay beneath Kathleen’s apple trees made yesterday’s emergency look permanent enough to outlast the council barriers and borrowed cabin.
“Is she all right?” Jodi asked.
“So far.”
“She ate three apples and two pears.”
Kirsteen turned. “Whose pears?”
Jodi became interested in her hot chocolate. “They were soft.”
“They were still our soft pears.”
“Mabel liked them. I asked Tamsin first.”
Because Jodi had asked Tamsin first, Kirsteen could only inspect the fruit bowl, where one bruised pear remained as if it had narrowly escaped a purge. “We are going to establish a system for this.”
“We already have one. I ask them first.”
Kirsteen filled the kettle rather than admit defeat.
On the kitchen table lay a copy of the first postcard they were considering for delivery. The police had photographed both sides and recorded it with the rest of the trunk’s contents. Ownership of the collection remained unresolved, but after speaking to the local legal team they had agreed that a card could be shown to its named addressee if the person wanted to receive it. The original would be released only against a signed receipt acknowledging that the wider ownership question had not yet been settled.
Mrs Marilyn Seagrove, Penrose Street.
The card was dated 19 December 1986 and had been written in a neat, compressed hand that climbed slightly uphill. Kirsteen had resisted reading the message. Private correspondence did not become public simply because it had spent forty years in a trunk beside an elephant, a principle that had needed explaining to Jodi more than once.
“What if she’s dead?” Jodi asked.
“We find out before doing anything.”
“She isn’t. I saw her on Tuesday. Her name’s on the blue tile beside the door.”
After breakfast, Kirsteen called the number linked to the address. A woman answered on the fifth ring.
“Mrs Seagrove? My name is Kirsteen Whitton. I’m sorry to call without warning. We found something yesterday with your name on it.”
The line went quiet. Kirsteen heard how that sounded and added, “Nothing alarming. At least I don’t think it is.”
“That has not improved matters.”
“No. Sorry. It’s a postcard from 1986.”
The television murmuring behind Marilyn Seagrove seemed to recede. “Where did you find it?”
“Inside a travelling trunk on the beach.” Jodi, listening from approximately a foot away, mouthed elephant. Kirsteen shook her head, then admitted, “The trunk was beside the elephant.”
Marilyn took this with a calm “Oh”, the least alarmed response Kirsteen had heard since finding Mabel.
“Do you know about the elephant?”
“Everyone knows about the elephant. She was on the local news before breakfast. Is she still at Kathleen Whitton’s?”
Kirsteen stopped. “Yes.”
“I wondered if that was you.”
“You knew my mother?”
“Everybody knew your mother.”
In Marling Bay, that could mean lifelong friendship or recognising someone across a post-office queue. Kirsteen explained that the card bore Marilyn’s name and address and that the message remained unread. If Marilyn wanted it, a constable would document the handover and bring the receipt to Penrose Street.
“What date?” Marilyn asked.
“Nineteenth of December, 1986.”
The television stopped. “What picture is on the front?”
Kirsteen checked the copy. “The harbour under snow. There’s a red fishing boat.”
A breath travelled down the line. “I’ll put the kettle on.”
That was apparently an invitation.
Penrose Street lay inland from the high street, its narrow gardens protected by low walls and iron gates. The storm had left several gutters overflowing and one television aerial hanging at an uncertain angle, but the street had returned to ordinary winter life. A delivery van blocked half the pavement. Somebody had propped a broken fence panel beneath a sign reading FREE FIREWOOD, which Kirsteen considered optimistic.
The constable met them outside the house, carrying the postcard in its protective sleeve and a clipboard. Marilyn would confirm her identity and sign the receipt before taking custody of the card. The process was less romantic than Jodi might have preferred, but it prevented a disputed collection from becoming an unofficial lucky dip.
“This is only one card,” Kirsteen reminded Jodi as they reached the door. “We haven’t promised to deliver the rest.”
“I know.” Jodi pressed the bell before Kirsteen could add another condition.
Marilyn opened the green door almost immediately. She was small, perhaps eighty, with short white hair and a navy cardigan buttoned incorrectly near the bottom. Fine lines crossed a face that looked accustomed to weather, and her expression suggested she had expected Kirsteen while reserving judgement on whether that had been wise.
Her gaze moved to Jodi. “You’re Kathleen’s granddaughter, and the one the elephant follows.”
“A little bit,” Jodi said.
“Don’t encourage that description,” Kirsteen told her.
Marilyn looked at Kirsteen. “You sound like your mother. Come in before all the heat escapes.”
The hallway smelled faintly of beeswax and toast. Christmas cards stood along a narrow shelf, and a paper chain cut from old sheet music crossed the sitting-room doorway.
“My grandson calls that upcycling,” Marilyn said when she noticed Kirsteen looking. “I call it cutting up a piano book I paid for in 1974.”
The sitting room was warmer than Westward Cottage had managed to become since their arrival. A gas fire glowed beneath a crowded mantel, and a clock ticked loudly enough to seem argumentative. Marilyn sat, placed the sleeved postcard on her lap and stared at the handwriting.
“Good Lord.”
“You recognise it?” Kirsteen asked.
“Not the card, but I know that writing. It’s my mother’s. Unless somebody spent an extraordinary amount of time learning to make her capital M look like a collapsing deckchair.”
Her fingers trembled slightly as she turned the card over, although her voice remained steady. “She died in 1998.”
“I’m sorry.”
“She was ninety-two. At that age death is still rude, but not much of a surprise.”
The room settled around her as she read. Kirsteen looked towards the window rather than watch. The wet street shone beneath a clearing sky; someone passed with a Christmas tree over one shoulder while a dog stopped at Marilyn’s gate to inspect a drain.
When Kirsteen looked back, Marilyn was reading the card again. Her face had not softened into the gratitude Jodi might have expected. If anything, she looked irritated. Then she laughed once.
“Typical.”
“You don’t have to tell us what it says,” Kirsteen said.
“I know. My mother and I weren’t speaking that Christmas.”
Jodi began to ask why, caught Kirsteen’s warning look and stopped. Marilyn noticed.
“You’re allowed to ask. Whether I’ll answer is a separate matter.”
“Why weren’t you speaking?” Jodi tried again.
“My brother was very good at needing people. He’d been practising since birth. By 1986 he was forty-six and had turned it into something approaching a profession: money, somewhere to sleep, somebody to explain to his latest employer why an inconvenience wasn’t technically his fault. That winter my mother let him move back into her house after promising me she wouldn’t.”
“So you were angry with both of them.”
“I was tired of watching her rescue him. I told her that if she chose him again, she could have him, and then I stayed away for nearly four months.”
Kirsteen understood more of the message without reading it than she expected. “Did you make up?”
“Eventually. We were at the same table by 1989 and neither of us mentioned it.” Marilyn’s smile did not quite settle. “We behaved as if the argument had expired. We never spoke properly about that Christmas.”
She tapped the sleeve. “Apparently it hadn’t.”
After a moment, Marilyn chose to read the card aloud.
“I know you think I chose your brother. I chose the person in front of me who needed help, and I forgot that the person who walked away might need something too. Your blue scarf is still on my chair. I wore it yesterday. I haven’t forgotten you just because I’m angry.”
She breathed out. “There. Forty years late and still managing to suggest I was difficult.”
Jodi studied Marilyn’s face. “Are you glad we brought it?”
Marilyn took her time answering. “I’m glad she wrote it. I would rather she’d said it while we were both alive, but I can’t alter the order now.”
She returned the postcard to her lap and kept one hand over the sleeve, her thumb resting on the date as if she meant to hold it there.
Kirsteen let the quiet stand before asking, “How did it end up in the trunk?”
Marilyn’s attention sharpened. “Now you’re asking the interesting question. I know why the cards existed.”
She fetched a tray with three mugs and a plate of shortbread, refusing Kirsteen’s offer of help. Jodi accepted a biscuit before Kirsteen could decide whether permission was necessary.
“It was the Winter Circus,” Marilyn said once she had settled again.
Kirsteen had heard the phrase somewhere, perhaps as a child, but it carried no definite memory. “The programme in the trunk advertised a Christmas circus.”
“That’s the one. Nobody called it the Winter Circus when it arrived. It was meant to give a few performances on the old field beyond North Lane, but then the snow came. Proper snow, not half an inch and a school closure. Roads were dreadful, some vehicles couldn’t move and feed deliveries became difficult. A few days turned into nearly three weeks.”
“And there was an elephant called Mabel?” Jodi asked.
Marilyn’s eyes moved sharply towards her. “How do you know that name?”
“The retirement centre confirmed it yesterday. That’s the elephant in Gran’s paddock.”
Marilyn set down her mug. “The circus elephant was called Mabel too. I’m almost certain.”
A shared name was suggestive, but a forty-year-old memory could not prove that the elephant outside Westward was the same animal. Kirsteen ignored Jodi’s triumphant look. “What do you remember about the circus Mabel?”
“What everybody remembers. Big, clever and better behaved than most of the people running the place. She wore red and gold during performances.”
“What about the postcards?”
Marilyn’s expression softened towards memory. “They were Barrie’s idea. Barrie Stretton wasn’t exactly the ringmaster, though people later remembered him that way because he talked enough. He was a storyteller, announcer and general maker of himself useful when it suited him.”
After the evening performances, Barrie sat in a smaller tent with a paraffin heater and told stories about places he had been, people he had met and events that were probably true until he improved them. On a table beside him he kept stacks of local postcards showing the harbour, pier, church and beach.
“He asked people what they’d write if they knew the message wouldn’t arrive until the person needed it,” Marilyn said.
“How would he know when?” Jodi asked.
“He wouldn’t. Nobody could get a sensible answer out of him, but people wrote anyway. Barrie could make a foolish idea feel reasonable for ten minutes.”
“Did he keep the cards in the blue trunk?” Kirsteen asked.
“Yes. Horrible old object even then. It sat beside his chair. He promised to deliver the messages when they were needed, which was like most of Barrie’s promises: impossible, but attractive while he was making it.”
Marilyn sipped her tea. “It was confession without consequences. People wrote what they couldn’t quite say in person because they believed the card might turn up one day. If it didn’t, perhaps that was easier.”
“Why didn’t he deliver this one?”
“Because the circus went. Christmas Eve was bad. The weather came in again, and there had already been trouble around the site. By Boxing Day half the circus had gone; within a few days the rest had scattered. People later said it vanished overnight because that made a better story.”
Marilyn had assumed Barrie took the trunk when he left. The case on the beach proved only that it had remained somewhere in Marling Bay, not where it had spent the intervening decades.
“Who wrote the line at the bottom?” Kirsteen asked.
Marilyn turned the card towards her. Beneath the main message, in broader handwriting, were the words: For later, if later knows what it’s doing. B.S.
“That sounds irritating,” Kirsteen said.
“He was.”
“Did my mother know him?”
Marilyn’s expression became puzzled, as though the question itself were strange. “Of course. Kathleen was always at the circus, especially during the last week.”
Kirsteen set down her mug. Kathleen had told stories about the winter of 1986: snow against the back door, frozen pipes, Kirsteen refusing mittens and a Christmas pudding boiled dry badly enough to ruin a saucepan. She had never mentioned a circus, an elephant or Barrie Stretton.
“Why was she there?”
“I don’t know all of it, but I remember seeing her. Sometimes she had you with her and sometimes she didn’t.” Marilyn looked at the postcard her own mother had written. “Kathleen got involved when she thought somebody needed help. She wasn’t nearly as cautious then as people later remembered.”
“My mother was extremely cautious.”
“Your mother became extremely cautious.”
The careful woman Kirsteen had known left no obvious place for Marilyn’s younger Kathleen.
“If you wanted to know why the trunk never left Marling Bay,” Marilyn continued, “Kathleen would have been one of the people I’d have started with.”
“She died in May.”
“I know.” Any remaining sharpness left Marilyn’s face. “I’m sorry.”
Jodi touched Kirsteen’s sleeve. “There are still Gran’s boxes.”
At Westward, the postponed cartons waited among everything Kirsteen had meant to sort and dispose of. For the first time, she wanted to know what they contained.
Marilyn saw the direction of her thoughts. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking everything old is a clue.”
Kirsteen looked pointedly at the postcard in Marilyn’s hands.
“Fair,” Marilyn said.
They left twenty minutes later. Marilyn stood at the green door with the message inside its transparent sleeve, one hand holding it against her incorrectly buttoned cardigan.
At the corner, Jodi worked through the evidence aloud until she reached the name Kirsteen had been waiting for.
“And Gran,” she said.
Kirsteen looked uphill. Only Westward Cottage’s chimney was visible above the roofs. Two days earlier, the boxes there had contained possessions to sort; now they held papers left by a woman who had once taken her toddler to a snowbound circus and never explained why.
“What did Gran do there?” Jodi asked.
“I don’t know.”
When they reached Westward, Kirsteen went upstairs without removing her coat and stood for a long moment looking at the first of Kathleen’s postponed cartons.
Chapter 5 – The Woman in the Photograph
Kirsteen had spent enough of her childhood in Marling Bay Library to remember when the local-history room smelled of dust, furniture polish and radiators hot enough to burn a hand without making the rest of the building noticeably warmer. Thirty years later the radiators had gone, the furniture had changed and somebody had installed a computer catalogue, but the room still carried the hush of a place where people came looking for versions of the town that no longer existed.
Jodi disliked it immediately. “Why can’t we search everything online?”
“Because not everything is online. History is badly organised.”
Jodi considered the rows of archive boxes. “You’d hate history.”
“I’m beginning to.”
They had left Westward shortly after ten, once Tamsin confirmed that Mabel had passed another uneventful night under professional supervision. Her present-day identity was settled; her route to Marling Bay was not. Scattered sightings accounted for part of the thirty miles from the retirement centre, but nobody could explain the final stretch or how she came to stand beside the blue trunk.
The circus photographs might offer a different kind of answer. The picture in the trunk showed a younger Asian elephant wearing red and gold, but its age and poor contrast made detailed comparison impossible. Marilyn Seagrove had supplied names and memories: Barrie Stretton, the Winter Circus and Kathleen visiting repeatedly. Kirsteen wanted evidence less vulnerable to forty years of recollection, yet she had walked past Kathleen’s unopened cartons twice that morning and found reasons not to touch them.
The archive assistant showed them the digitised newspaper index and pointed out several bound volumes that had never been fully scanned. “December 1986 should be mostly here. People still ask about the storm and the circus.”
“The Winter Circus?” Jodi asked.
“That’s what people call it now. I don’t think it was the proper name.”
“Nobody remembers the proper name,” Kirsteen said.
The woman smiled. “That’s usually how local history works. We preserve exactly the wrong details.”
They began with the week the circus arrived. The first article was shorter than Kirsteen expected: a touring circus had set up beyond North Lane for a limited December engagement, with afternoon and evening performances advertised beneath a photograph of a striped tent rising under a rain-heavy sky. There was no Mabel, Kathleen or Barrie.
Four days later, the headline read SNOW LEAVES TRAVELLING SHOW STRANDED. Caravans and lorries stood under several inches of snow. Children in bobble hats crowded beside a rope barrier, and a pony stared at the camera with the resigned expression of an animal promised a short engagement and given Hampshire in December.
Jodi pointed to the rear of the photograph, where part of an elephant was visible behind a wagon. “That’s definitely a trunk.”
“An elephant trunk,” Kirsteen said before Jodi could redirect the observation towards the missing case.
They moved through the papers one day at a time. Once the snow refused to release the circus, the coverage grew warmer. Farmers supplied hay, shops donated food, and children collected coins at school. Photographs showed circus workers clearing paths while local people arrived with sacks, blankets and flasks.
Kirsteen found herself irritated by the cheerfulness of it. Time had turned blocked roads and failing deliveries into Christmas magic, transforming people who had probably spent the week swearing into smiling volunteers under picturesque snow. The articles said nothing about financial trouble or arguments, and offered no hint of the abrupt dispersal Marilyn remembered.
Then Jodi tapped the screen. “Barrie.”
A photograph showed a man standing at the entrance to a smaller canvas tent. He was perhaps in his sixties and wore a heavy coat open over a waistcoat. Even through the grain of the image, his face looked built for public speaking, with strong eyebrows permanently prepared to express astonishment. The caption named him as Barrie Stretton, storyteller and master of ceremonies.
“He looks annoying,” Kirsteen said.
“You decided that from a photograph?”
“I have supporting testimony.”
Jodi leaned closer. “He looks nice.”
“Those aren’t opposites. You prove that every day.”
Barrie’s evening storytelling sessions received a paragraph beneath the photograph, but the report did not mention postcards. Two days later, another spread showed the deepening snow and volunteers unloading feed.
Kirsteen almost missed Kathleen because she was looking for the mother she remembered.
The woman in the photograph was too young. Her hair was dark and tied beneath a knitted hat, and she stood ankle-deep in snow with one gloved hand lifted towards someone outside the frame. Kirsteen’s eyes passed over her once before recognition arrived.
“That’s Gran,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen enlarged the image until it blurred. The woman remained unmistakable. She was thirty-eight or thirty-nine, younger than Kirsteen was now, without silver hair, reading glasses or tissues emerging from every coat pocket.
At the edge of the frame, a toddler sat beneath blankets in an old pushchair, glaring at the camera from inside a woollen hood.
“Is that you?” Jodi asked.
“I suppose it is.”
“You look furious.”
“I was cold.”
“You’ve still got the same face.”
Kirsteen laughed despite herself, then looked beyond Kathleen. An Asian elephant stood near the lorry beneath a red-and-gold cloth. Snow and the angle of its head obscured the ear, leaving no mark clear enough to compare with Mabel’s. Near the elephant’s shoulder stood a tall, dark-haired woman, perhaps in her early forties, one hand resting against its skin.
The caption read: Local resident Kathleen Whitton helps animal keeper Sheila Stretton as stranded circus receives emergency feed supplies.
“Sheila Stretton,” Jodi said. “Barrie’s daughter?”
“Probably, but a shared surname isn’t proof.”
The remainder identified Kathleen of Westward Cottage as one of several residents helping after snowfall disrupted deliveries. Sheila was quoted as saying that the animals remained in good health despite the conditions.
“Gran knew them,” Jodi said.
“The photograph proves she helped unload feed.”
“She’s standing beside Sheila and an elephant.”
Kirsteen enlarged the image again. Kathleen watched Sheila rather than the camera, relaxed and attentive while she spoke. The photograph proved proximity, not friendship, but they did not look like strangers assembled for a newspaper picture.
Kirsteen searched her memory for Sheila Stretton and found nothing. Apparently Kathleen had decided that helping a snowbound circus did not deserve a place among the stories she told about that winter.
They printed the article, and warm paper slid from the machine with Barrie Stretton, Sheila Stretton, Kathleen Whitton and the circus elephant sharing a page for the first time.
Several more reports mentioned Sheila in connection with animal care. One photograph showed her beside the elephant during a performance, watching the animal while the audience watched them both. Barrie appeared everywhere. He judged a children’s snowman competition, told stories in the evening tent, thanked businesses for supplies and posed beside a charity bucket with the air of a man who expected the bucket to feel honoured.
“What happened to Sheila?” Jodi asked.
“We haven’t got that far.”
“She might still be alive. Marilyn is.”
A current business search produced a listing: STRETTON’S SWEET SHOP, HIGH STREET, MARLING BAY.
Jodi leaned so far across the desk that her chair squeaked. “We walked past that. We could ask if it’s hers.”
“We are not walking into an elderly woman’s shop and saying, ‘Excuse me, did you lose an elephant forty years ago?’”
Jodi considered this. “We could say it more politely.”
They moved into the final week before Christmas. The newspaper’s tone changed as cheerful reports about the snowbound circus gave way to cancellations, worsening weather and damage around the site. Christmas Day had no edition, and the Boxing Day paper contained only a short retrospective saying the circus had begun leaving Marling Bay after storm damage and disruption.
“That’s it?” Jodi asked. “They wrote more about the snowman competition.”
“Local journalism has priorities.”
While Jodi searched the photograph index, Kirsteen turned the pages of a bound archive volume that had never been catalogued properly. Advertisements, church notices and Christmas sales passed beneath her hands. Between two pages lay a folded photocopy from a private donation, labelled in pencil: Winter Circus, rear animal yard, Christmas week 1986. Donated 2004.
The photograph had been taken after dark. Headlights illuminated part of the field, and snow lay in dirty ridges beside the track. A lorry stood with its rear doors open. Sheila and Kathleen were among three figures moving equipment, although the third person was too blurred to identify. Heavy red fabric lay across Kathleen’s arms while Sheila carried what might have been leather straps or harnessing. The elephant was nowhere in the frame.
“Why were they moving elephant things at night?” Jodi asked.
Kirsteen examined the image. There was no precise date, no proper caption and no indication whether the photograph preceded or followed the Christmas Eve trouble Marilyn had described. “We don’t know that the equipment belonged to the elephant.”
The archive assistant studied it. “It might be harness, tack or blankets, but I couldn’t say what it was used for.”
The accession record led only to a former resident who had donated photographs in 2004 without an interview or explanatory notes. The image established that Kathleen and Sheila moved circus equipment after dark, but not why.
They left the library shortly before one. The high street had brightened after the storm, though sandbags remained stacked outside several businesses. Unlit Christmas decorations hung overhead in alternating stars and bells.
Halfway along the street, Jodi stopped. “There.”
Stretton’s Sweet Shop occupied a narrow double-fronted building between a florist and a second-hand bookshop. Gold letters crossed a deep-green sign that looked old enough to have survived several fashions in retail design. The windows were crowded with glass jars, chocolate boxes and striped paper bags arranged around a wooden carousel. Painted horses moved beneath tiny lights while a thin mechanical tune played from inside the display.
“It’s creepy,” Jodi said.
“It’s a Christmas song.”
“It’s creepy on that.”
They remained on the opposite pavement. Behind the counter stood a thin, white-haired woman, upright despite moving slowly as she shifted a box between shelves.
“Do you think that’s Sheila?” Jodi whispered.
“I don’t know.”
The woman looked towards the window, and Kirsteen turned away.
“You panicked,” Jodi said as they walked on.
“I decided staring into somebody’s shop was rude.”
“After staring.”
The carousel tune followed them halfway to the corner.
At Westward, Mabel stood near the field shelter while a carer checked the water containers. She lifted her head when Jodi came through the back door, but Jodi stopped at the marked boundary as she had been taught.
Kirsteen spread the archive copies across the kitchen table. In daylight, Kathleen stood beside Sheila and the circus elephant. At night, she carried equipment across a snowbound yard. The woman in both photographs was younger than Kirsteen and harder to reconcile with the mother who had made tea at this counter, opened these cupboards and spent her later life in habits so familiar they had seemed permanent.
Jodi came inside several minutes later and searched on her tablet for the carousel tune. When she found an old-fashioned instrumental version, Kirsteen made her lower the volume before playing it.
The paddock had been full of boots on wet ground, hay rustling and a bucket being moved. A low rumble sounded through the music, and Mabel turned towards the cottage. She took several slow paces, lifting her trunk, while the nearest carer watched her closely.
“She knows it,” Jodi said.
“We don’t know that.”
The carer came nearer to the kitchen window. Mabel remained calm, showing none of the pacing or other signs of agitation Tamsin had described. Her attention might belong to the melody, the unfamiliar sound or something else entirely.
“It was playing outside Stretton’s,” Jodi told her.
Kirsteen switched off the tablet. Mabel stayed facing the cottage for several seconds, then lowered her trunk and returned to the hay.
Kirsteen’s phone rang before she reached the table. Marilyn Seagrove had remembered something after their visit and agreed to the call being placed on speaker.
“Near the end of the circus’s stay, I saw your mother helping Sheila in the rear yard,” Marilyn said. “They were moving blankets or harness. Animal things. It was after dark, and I remember thinking Kathleen had finally lost her mind.”
The photocopy on the table showed exactly that much. “Why were they moving it?”
“I don’t know. Mabel wasn’t there when I saw them.”
“Did you ask Mum?”
“Once. She said she was helping someone who needed help. Kathleen could be very good at answering the question beside the one you’d actually asked.”
That sounded enough like her mother to make Kirsteen smile.
“She said one other thing,” Marilyn continued. “She told me not to make a story out of it.”
“What did she mean?”
“If I’d known, I suppose I’d have made a story out of it.”
After the call, Jodi studied the night photograph. “Do you think Gran did something bad?”
“No.” The answer came quickly, but Kirsteen did not withdraw it. Nothing in the photographs showed wrongdoing. They showed Kathleen helping Sheila, at least once after dark, at a circus that soon scattered without a clear public account of its departure.
Through the kitchen window, Mabel stood beneath the bare apple branches, enormous and calm against the winter garden. Kirsteen had spent most of her life thinking of Kathleen as someone who stayed: in Westward Cottage, in Marling Bay, among the same shops and routines. The younger woman in the photographs was busy in the snow, carrying equipment for an elephant keeper and refusing to explain herself afterwards.
Chapter 6 – Thirty Years Before
The impossible postcard was found because Jodi dropped a pencil.
Later, Kirsteen thought Barrie Stretton might have appreciated that. A proper mystery ought to be uncovered by moonlight or while following an elephant through snow, not by a ten-year-old knocking a free magazine pencil beneath a travelling trunk during an inventory. Yet at eleven twenty-three on a wet December morning, with Mabel pulling hay apart in the paddock and the dishwasher running in Kathleen’s kitchen, that was how it began.
“Don’t move the trunk,” Kirsteen said.
“I’m not moving it.”
Jodi lay on her stomach across the utility-room floor, one cheek against the tiles as she peered into the narrow gap beneath the case. The county conservator who had come to photograph its remaining contents was working at the kitchen table, which ought to have made Jodi more cautious. It had merely given her an audience.
“You’re reaching under it.”
“My pencil’s under there.”
“You have eleven more.”
“That one’s sharp.”
Kirsteen crouched beside her. The blue trunk stood on a protective mat under its documented temporary handover, most of the postcards now removed into labelled archival boxes. Only damaged fabric, loose paper and the cracked mirror remained inside for closer examination.
The pencil had lodged against one of the wooden runners. Kirsteen was considering the least embarrassing way to retrieve it when Jodi pointed into the shadow. “What’s that pale bit?”
Behind the pencil, a narrow strip showed beneath the trunk where Kirsteen remembered only dark wood.
She stood. “Get up. We’ll ask.”
The conservator examined the underside with a torch before allowing either of them nearer. One internal floorboard had shifted by less than half an inch. Recent soaking and drying appeared to have loosened old adhesive around the bottom lining, allowing the board to flex above a narrow cavity.
“So my pencil found a secret compartment,” Jodi said.
“Your pencil remained entirely passive.”
“It still found it.”
The conservator photographed the loose section, then eased it upwards. Beneath the false floor was a shallow space running almost the full length of the trunk. It contained no diary, money or missing circus ledger. One postcard lay face down against faded green felt, held there by pressure, darkness and forty years of luck.
Its edges had darkened and one corner was bent where the board had shifted. Jodi lowered her voice without being asked. “Why would there only be one?”
The conservator lifted the card onto a clean sheet. “We don’t know whether it was hidden, slipped in or was left after other things were removed. We record what we can see before interpreting it.”
The picture side showed Westward Cottage.
Kirsteen knew the house before she read the printed caption. The photograph had been taken from the road below, when the flint-and-brick frontage was cleaner and the apple trees behind the wall were little more than saplings, but the crooked chimney, roofline and pair of upstairs sash windows were unmistakable.
Across the lower edge were the words WESTWARD COTTAGE, MARLING BAY.
“That’s our house,” Jodi said.
“Gran’s house.”
Jodi glanced at her, and Kirsteen corrected herself. “The house.”
The conservator turned the postcard over. Kirsteen saw the address first and failed, for several seconds, to understand the arrangement of familiar letters.
The handwriting was broad and confident, written in dark blue-black ink.
Miss Jodi Whitton
Westward Cottage
Marling Bay
Rain ticked against the utility-room window. The dishwasher hummed beyond the door, and somewhere outside Mabel gave a low rumble while Kirsteen read the name again.
Jodi stepped closer. “That’s me.”
“It says your name.”
“There isn’t another Jodi Whitton here.”
Kirsteen could have argued, but the address had closed that escape. She bent nearer without touching the card.
The stamp remained attached. Unlike the cards in the main bundles, which carried only dates written by their senders, this one had a complete postal cancellation crossing the stamp and the card. The black impression was clear enough to read without magnification.
23 DEC 1986
“I wasn’t alive,” Jodi said.
“No.”
“You were.”
“I was two.”
Jodi counted silently, then looked at her mother. “It was posted thirty years before I was born.”
The conservator intervened before Kirsteen could answer. “It appears to have been. A readable date isn’t the same as authentication.”
Kirsteen seized gratefully on the distinction. The card might have been inserted later. The stamp could be old, the cancellation copied or the address added to genuine period paper. None of those explanations was elegant, but elegance was not a condition of reality.
“Can you tell?” Jodi asked.
“We can examine the paper, ink and impression. We may be able to identify alteration or modern materials. We won’t necessarily prove the precise day every word was written.”
The conservator photographed both sides and began recording the card’s position and condition. Kirsteen tried to watch the procedure, but the address kept drawing her eyes.
Kathleen had not chosen Jodi’s name. Kirsteen and Kevin had settled on it in 2016, and Jodi carried Whitton because Kirsteen had retained her own surname. The combination had no reason to exist in 1986.
“Maybe Gran put it there as a joke,” Jodi said.
“A joke involving a trunk she never mentioned?”
“Maybe she knew where it was.”
Kirsteen studied the handwriting. It was not Kathleen’s neat, upright hand, with narrow loops and badly placed crossings on every letter t. These lines were broader, like those beneath the message on Marilyn’s postcard: For later, if later knows what it’s doing. B.S. The resemblance made Kirsteen notice the cold air coming through the utility-room vent.
“What’s the message?” Jodi asked.
They had been so occupied by the address that neither had read the unsigned, two-line message. The conservator rotated the card on the clean sheet.
When Mabel comes home, find the woman who remembers the snow. She has waited long enough.
Jodi looked through the window towards the paddock, where Mabel stood partly obscured by the bare apple branches.
“Sheila,” she said.
“Marilyn remembers the snow. So did Gran.”
“But Gran’s dead, and Marilyn got her card. Sheila was with the elephant.”
“An elephant,” Kirsteen said. “The photograph isn’t clear enough to identify her as Mabel.”
Jodi accepted the correction with poor grace. “Stretton’s Sweet Shop is still there.”
Kirsteen read the message again. When Mabel comes home. Not if she comes home, or if you find her. The certainty of the wording disturbed her more than any flourish in the handwriting.
A modern forger could have gathered Mabel’s name, Jodi’s full name, Westward Cottage and the circus history since the beach discovery; the archive was public, Marilyn had spoken to people, and news photographs showed the cottage. Yet the same hoax required access to Mabel, the forty-year-old trunk, genuine period postcards and Kirsteen’s family history, all arranged on the beach after the storm. The human explanation was becoming as absurd as the impossible one.
“What?” Jodi asked, watching her face.
“I’m considering a hoax.”
“Is it a good hoax?”
“It would be exhausting.”
The conservator placed the card inside a protective sleeve and arranged for a paper specialist to inspect it. Her first visual assessment found nothing obviously modern, but she refused to offer more than that. The card stock resembled the others, the stamp was appropriate to the period and the ink did not appear fresh. Each observation narrowed the field without settling anything.
Procedure was supposed to be a comfort. The message followed her into the kitchen anyway, where she made tea because she had no better use for her hands.
Jodi sat opposite her. “You always do that.”
“Make tea?”
“When you don’t know something.”
“Tea exists for precisely this purpose.”
“Does it work?”
“No.”
The two archive photographs lay between them, neither explaining why a card addressed to Jodi had been hidden in Barrie’s trunk.
“Suppose the woman is Sheila,” Kirsteen said.
Jodi sat straighter.
“Suppose. That doesn’t mean we rush into her shop today.”
“The postcard says to find her.”
“The postcard says to find a woman. You supplied the name.”
“Because it’s obvious.”
“Probable isn’t obvious.”
Jodi sighed. “You’ll think about it until the shop closes.”
“That is exactly why you’re not in charge.”
She reached for a biscuit. “Do you think Barrie wrote the card?”
“The handwriting resembles his. It has to be compared properly.”
“What if he did?”
Through the window, Mabel stood with one foot relaxed, sorting hay with slow precision. A tarpaulin had been hung near the shelter to reduce the wind, and the extraordinary sight was acquiring the dangerous familiarity of something seen every day.
“Then we still won’t know how he knew your name,” Kirsteen said.
“Maybe he knew Mabel would come back.”
“We’re not calling it magic because we can’t explain it before lunch.”
Jodi’s faint smile suggested she had not needed to call it anything.
Kirsteen took Kathleen’s notepad and wrote down the possibilities: later insertion, old card with a new address, forged cancellation, reopened false floor, family involvement and an elaborate modern hoax. The list restored enough order for her to breathe normally, although none of its entries survived more than a minute without producing a fresh problem.
“How many?” Jodi asked.
“Six.”
“Any good?”
“No.”
By mid-afternoon, the card had left for examination. Kirsteen photographed the conservator’s transcript and sent it to Kevin with the words Please call when free. He rang eleven minutes later, which was faster than he answered most messages and slower than he answered anything about Jodi.
“Is she all right?” he asked.
“She’s here,” Kirsteen said, and put the call on speaker.
Jodi moved close enough to the telephone to make ordinary volume unnecessary. “Dad, there was a postcard with my name on it in 1986.”
“Hello to you too.”
“Did you see the photograph?”
“I did. I also saw an elephant behind your grandmother’s house on the national news, so my understanding of this week is already under strain.”
He asked who had handled the card, whether the police knew and whether Jodi had touched anything. Kirsteen answered while Jodi objected to the order of his priorities. His questions were sensible, mildly repetitive and reassuring in a way she had once found easy to depend on.
“We need to check the name,” Kirsteen said. “When did we first decide on Jodi?”
Kevin was quiet. “You mean before she was born?”
“I mean exactly. Did either of us mention it to Mum early? Was it a family name on your side, or something she’d heard years before?”
“No. We didn’t choose it until the last month.”
“Three weeks,” Kirsteen said.
“Was it three?”
“You brought a list to the hospital appointment and crossed out every name I liked.”
“I crossed out Fenella.”
“You crossed it out with feeling.”
Jodi stared at the phone. “I could have been Fenella?”
“No,” Kevin and Kirsteen said together.
The answer made her laugh. Kevin did too, and for a moment the three of them occupied the same conversation without having to negotiate it.
Kirsteen returned to the question. They had found Jodi on a list, preferred the spelling without an e and agreed only because neither could produce a reason to reject it. Kathleen first heard the full name after the birth. Kevin had no relative called Jodi and remembered no family story connecting the name with Marling Bay.
“It didn’t exist as her name until 2016,” Kirsteen said.
“Not to us,” Kevin replied. “Someone could have added it later.”
“That’s the least impossible explanation.”
“I don’t like that sentence.”
Neither did she. They discussed modern access to the cottage, Kathleen’s keys and whether a reporter, carer or neighbour could have interfered with the trunk after the beach discovery. Each possibility required more access or preparation than the last. Kevin did not make a joke about magic. He asked Kirsteen to send him the specialist’s report when it arrived and said he would come down if they needed him.
Jodi leaned over the table. “For Christmas?”
“We still need to sort Christmas.”
“You could come here.”
Kevin paused. Kirsteen knew the pause and spoke before Jodi could fill it. “Your dad and I will arrange when you see him. Westward is one option.”
“I can come to Marling Bay,” Kevin said. “That doesn’t mean I can stay for all of Christmas, and it doesn’t mean we’ve made a plan yet.”
“But you both said it could be here.”
“We said it was an option,” Kirsteen replied.
Jodi accepted the distinction too readily. Her satisfaction belonged to something larger than the location, but Kevin had begun asking about the school work on her desk and the moment passed before Kirsteen examined it.
He stayed on the call while Jodi told him about an arithmetic sheet, the photograph of Mabel through the window and the red mitten from the trunk. When he finally said goodbye, he reminded her to charge her tablet and reminded Kirsteen to send the report.
“You didn’t argue,” Jodi said after the screen went dark.
“We don’t argue every time we speak.”
“I know.” She gathered her worksheets with unusual cheerfulness. “It was nice.”
Kirsteen watched her carry them upstairs. Civility was the least they owed their daughter, though Jodi had received it as if it promised more.
Before dinner, Jodi asked twice whether they could go to Stretton’s, and Kirsteen refused twice. Mabel’s immediate welfare arrangements were still being settled, the evidence had barely been documented, and arriving in an elderly woman’s shop with a message that might be from her father required more care than Jodi’s plan allowed.
“It’s addressed to me,” Jodi said after the second refusal.
“It is, but you’re ten. That means I make the decision.”
“Marilyn said the cards should arrive when people needed them.”
“This one may hurt Sheila.”
“How?”
“I don’t know, which is why we’re waiting until tomorrow.”
Jodi recognised the concession. “We are going tomorrow?”
“If it still seems sensible.”
“You’ll think all night until it doesn’t.”
“Possibly.”
“At least you’re honest.”
Late in the afternoon, the rain stopped and a narrow strip of clear light reached beneath the cloud. For less than a minute Mabel stood inside it, silver along one side, while Jodi watched the evening feed from the marked boundary with one of the carers.
Kirsteen returned alone to the utility room. The pale line beneath the trunk remained visible where the loose board had been secured for later conservation, but the postcard had gone, leaving no physical proof of its message in the room except the photographs and notes on the worktop.
She had spent days clearing Westward under the assumption that knowing who had lived in a house meant knowing its history: Kathleen, Kirsteen as a child and, later, Kathleen alone. Now an old postcard of the cottage carried the name of a child who would not exist for another thirty years.
Outside, Mabel rumbled. Whatever the postcard was, Sheila remained the most obvious living person who might know why Kathleen had moved circus equipment through the snow and why the card spoke of Mabel coming home. Tomorrow, Kirsteen decided, they would ask her.
Chapter 7 – Barrie Stretton’s Stories
By breakfast, Kirsteen had decided they were not going to Stretton’s Sweet Shop yet.
Jodi received the qualification with the expression of someone watching democracy fail by degrees. “You said we’d ask her today.”
“I said we would ask her. I want to know more about Barrie first.”
“He’d be about a hundred.”
“Which makes questioning him unlikely.”
Outside, frost whitened the paddock while Tamsin checked Mabel’s feet. The elephant had eaten well, drunk normally and apparently spent part of the night rearranging hay into a design meaningful only to herself. Her breath showed faintly beneath the bare apple branches.
Kirsteen drank her tea. She had slept badly, moving between theories about Jodi’s card until every explanation required either forgery, elaborate family deception or an unreasonable quantity of coincidence. Barrie Stretton, unlike the card, was at least a problem with edges. People remembered him, newspapers recorded him and bills might have recorded him more honestly than either.
The local archive had digitised several interviews from the circus’s enforced stay. Barrie offered a different childhood in almost every one. He had grown up near Bristol and gone to sea at sixteen, been raised partly in Ireland by an aunt who taught him folk tales, or travelled with theatrical parents who never remained beneath one roof for six months. His later career included Marseille, Alexandria and Prague, three circuses, a repertory company and a Belgian puppet theatre, although dates wandered whenever an interviewer asked for them.
One reporter called him a born raconteur. Another advised that Mr Stretton’s chronology was better enjoyed than audited.
“Maybe all the stories are true,” Jodi said, reading over Kirsteen’s shoulder.
“That would require a very energetic childhood.”
“He could have had an aunt in Ireland and gone to sea.”
“He could.”
“So you don’t know he lied.”
Kirsteen glanced at her. “No, but three childhoods seems ambitious.”
Jodi folded her arms as if she had won something. Kirsteen returned to the archive before she could say so.
Barrie’s finances left firmer marks. A newspaper notice recorded an unpaid supplier account, while a surviving agricultural ledger showed the Winter Circus receiving hay and animal feed during the snow and settling only part of the bill. A copied invoice listed paraffin and diesel supplied over several days, with the balance still outstanding when the circus left.
The sums were modest by modern standards, but they exposed the trouble hidden by cheerful photographs of volunteers in the snow. Cancelled performances, fuel, feed and damaged vehicles had left the circus short of money before the final storm.
From the kitchen window, Mabel stood near the frost-darkened apple tree while Tamsin moved around her. Keeping an elephant must have been expensive even in a successful season, and the Winter Circus was failing. A sale became unpleasantly possible, though Kirsteen had only debt and two women moving equipment after dark.
Jodi pushed the supplier account away. “Marilyn liked him, and her card was kind.”
“Neither pays a feed bill.”
Barrie kept refusing to become easy to judge, and Kirsteen resented him for it.
She closed the records and told Jodi to fetch her coat. The child’s immediate delight disappeared until Kirsteen added, “We have another postcard.”
Dennis Widdowson lived on the north side of Marling Bay, where the roads climbed just high enough for the sea to appear between houses whenever the street dipped. His name belonged to the second card they had matched confidently to an original address. It was dated 20 December 1986, written by Dennis and addressed to himself.
They telephoned first. Dennis answered after two rings and said, “You’re the elephant people.”
Kirsteen had begun to resent that phrase too. “We found the elephant. We’ve also found a postcard with your name on it.”
“From the circus?”
“You remember the cards?”
“I remember making a fool of myself in a tent. Come at eleven.”
His bungalow smelled of coffee, woodsmoke and furniture polish. Dennis was eighty-three, tall but stooped, with a narrow white beard and a hearing aid he accused of making Jodi louder than necessary. The sitting room was crowded with photographs of the same woman at different ages: young beside a caravan, middle-aged on the harbour wall, older in a red coat holding a Christmas pudding. A framed wedding photograph stood beside the television.
“My wife, June,” Dennis said when he noticed Kirsteen looking. “She died six years ago.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Yes. Me too.”
He said it without inviting comfort. Dennis signed the prepared transfer receipt, then settled the sleeved postcard on his knee.
The picture showed Marling Bay pier in summer. He studied it for a moment, turned it over and said, “Well, Barrie, you old fraud.”
Jodi leaned forwards. “What does it say?”
Kirsteen touched her arm, but Dennis waved away the warning. “Let her hear it. She’ll invent something worse otherwise.”
He read aloud. “If you are still angry with June, stop enjoying it. You know why she left the party and why you followed her. Being right and being kind were never the same competition, however often you tried to win both.”
Dennis began laughing hard enough to remove his glasses. When he recovered, he looked at the card with renewed irritation. “That’s infuriating.”
The Christmas party had been at the sailing club. He and June had been married for twelve years and were passing through a period when every disagreement arrived carrying all the earlier ones. Somebody made a cruel remark to June, and Dennis laughed with the room. She walked out; he followed eventually, angry that she had embarrassed him by leaving.
“Did you apologise?” Jodi asked.
“No.”
Jodi stared at him. Dennis pointed at her. “You haven’t been married.”
“I’m ten.”
“Exactly.”
“That isn’t a reason.”
“It is an excellent reason.”
He had entered Barrie’s tent after the pub closed and drunk enough to trust a man in a waistcoat who asked whether he would rather be right or married. Barrie gave him a postcard and told him to write whatever he would be furious to receive if he remained an idiot for another ten years.
“Did Barrie read it?” Kirsteen asked.
“Not that I recall. He sat on the other side of the heater telling a story about a prince who won every argument and ended up ruling an empty kingdom.”
“Was it a true story?” Jodi asked.
Dennis considered. “Absolutely. Belgium, I think.”
She frowned before realising he was joking.
Dennis and June barely spoke through Christmas Day, then repaired the argument on Boxing Day. His apology arrived eventually and properly, he assured Jodi, and the marriage lasted another thirty-four years, forty-six in all.
“We had difficult years,” he said, looking towards June’s photograph. “I’d go down to the boat and she’d let me. Then I’d come back.”
Jodi nodded at the card. “Did you need that later?”
“There were days.”
“Then Barrie helped.”
Dennis snorted. “Don’t give him too much credit.”
The word fraud had not been affectionate invention. Barrie told other people’s stories as though he had lived them, borrowed money he could not repay and could persuade a room that he had visited every country named in an atlas. He also noticed when Dennis needed someone to challenge his pride.
“Did everybody know the circus was in financial trouble?” Kirsteen asked.
“Anybody who supplied it did. Feed, fuel, repairs. Some people were paid and some weren’t. Barrie still owes me twelve pounds for boat fuel.”
“And you kept speaking to him?”
“He was unreliable about money and good company on a wet Tuesday. Twelve pounds doesn’t buy back the second one.”
Kirsteen asked whether Mabel had become part of the financial trouble.
Dennis’s expression changed. “That’s a dangerous question.”
“I mean the cost of keeping her.”
“I know. She cost money, but Sheila would have gone hungry before the elephant did.”
He confirmed that Sheila was Barrie’s daughter and had cared for Mabel for years. Their relationship varied with the weather until the last week in Marling Bay, when one public argument made the split impossible to hide.
“Two or three days before Christmas,” Dennis said. “Barrie crossed the yard shouting that Sheila was taking away the last thing they had. She shouted back that Mabel wasn’t a thing.”
“What was Sheila planning?”
“I couldn’t hear all of it. Barrie said she couldn’t make the decision alone. Sheila said she’d already made it.”
“Did he mention selling Mabel?”
“No. There was something about leaving, but I couldn’t swear who said it. I’ve had forty years to improve the memory, and that’s the danger with old stories. Eventually you remember the telling.”
Kirsteen appreciated the warning. Dennis remembered Kathleen helping with feed and blankets, though he had not seen her in the yard after dark. Once the circus departed, rumours supplied every missing fact. Mabel had been stolen, sold, given away or lost in a card game.
Jodi looked horrified. “Nobody loses an elephant in a card game.”
“Exactly,” Dennis said. “Barrie was supposed to be terrible at cards.”
The stories were absurd, but they had grown from the same gap. Barrie was in debt, Sheila wanted Mabel removed from the circus, and Kathleen had helped her. Then the elephant vanished from the town’s account of that winter.
“You’re putting him in your guilty box,” Jodi said.
“I don’t have a guilty box.”
“You have boxes for everything.”
Dennis watched them over the top of his glasses. “You’ll both get Barrie wrong if you try to make him one sort of man. He was dreadful with money, generous with anything that wasn’t money, selfish in peculiar directions and sometimes kinder than he had any right to be.”
“That isn’t very useful,” Kirsteen said.
“It isn’t supposed to be.”
When they left, Dennis placed the card on the mantel beside June’s wedding photograph. With one hand resting beside the frame, he said, almost to himself, “She’d have laughed at that,” then walked them to the door.
Outside, the afternoon had turned clear and bitterly cold. Frost survived in the shadows of walls, and low winter sun laid a white shine across the wet roofs towards the harbour.
At the next corner, Stretton’s Sweet Shop came into view. Its door was open, the wooden carousel turned in the window and the elderly woman stood behind the counter.
They stopped at the bakery for bread. While Jodi inspected iced snowmen, Kirsteen’s phone buzzed with a reply from the archive to her earlier request for financial records. The attachment was the final page of a feed supplier’s handwritten account, dated 22 December 1986.
Deliveries of hay, fruit, meal and winter bedding were followed by part-payments and balances carried forwards. Beside the last entry, the supplier had written: Further supply refused pending settlement. B. Stretton disputed account. S. Stretton requested feed regardless.
Another hand had added: S. Stretton states elephant leaving in any case.
Kirsteen read the line twice before showing Jodi.
“Leaving where?” Jodi asked.
The bakery was warm with bread, cinnamon and sugar. Customers queued behind them discussing Christmas orders and storm repairs, while outside the high street continued beneath strings of unlit stars.
On 22 December 1986, Sheila had told a feed supplier that the elephant was leaving while Barrie, already in debt, argued that his daughter was taking away the last thing the circus possessed. The record did not prove a sale, a theft or even that the elephant was Mabel, but it gave Kirsteen a question Sheila could answer.
Chapter 8 – The Road Mabel Remembers
Mabel did not want to turn left. This became clear after four minutes, three attempts and one increasingly careful discussion between people wearing expensive waterproof clothing.
The intended route had been chosen for practical reasons. It avoided the steepest roads, kept Mabel away from the harbour and gave the specialist carers room to work during the short controlled exercise they had recommended. Since arriving at Westward Cottage, she had become calmer and was eating reliably, but nobody wanted an elderly elephant standing in the same paddock for days simply because moving her required more organisation than moving almost anything else in Marling Bay.
Unfortunately, the route turned left at the end of Westward Lane. Mabel stopped. One carer waited rather than repeating the cue while the other moved slightly ahead, left her plenty of room and tried again. Mabel lifted her trunk, sampled the cold morning air and remained where she was.
Jodi stood with Kirsteen behind the agreed safety line. “She wants to go right.”
“She wants to stand there,” Kirsteen said. “Don’t turn a look into a decision.”
Mabel took one measured step towards the right-hand road, and Jodi looked at Kirsteen.
“Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were about to. I know your face.”
Kirsteen had discovered that this argument became more irritating every time it was used.
The morning had begun with frost and a sky so pale that blue seemed too generous a description. Marling Bay was recovering quickly from the storm, although evidence remained wherever people had not yet repaired or removed it. New timber patched a fence near the corner, sandbags still sat beside several shop doors and a council van blocked part of the road below while workers cleared a drain.
Tamsin watched Mabel, then consulted the route plan. The right-hand road was the pre-cleared alternative towards North Lane, with police already holding traffic at both junctions in case the planned turn failed. “We can offer her that direction as far as the old loading bay, then turn her back. We are not following her through town.”
Jodi brightened. Kirsteen pointed at her. “This does not prove she remembers the circus.”
“I know,” Jodi said, though her expression suggested otherwise.
Mabel moved before Kirsteen could answer, and the whole group shifted with her.
The sight of an elephant walking through Marling Bay had not become normal. The short corridor to North Lane was closed to vehicles, stewards held each side road and the public remained behind secondary barriers or watched from upper windows. Nobody was permitted to step into the route for a better photograph.
Mabel ignored almost everyone. She moved at the same deliberate pace Kirsteen had seen on the beach, her feet far quieter against the damp road than something of her size had any right to be. Streets that had always seemed reasonably wide became mean and cluttered. Parked cars appeared carelessly placed, lamp-post decorations dangerously low and every garden wall suddenly vulnerable.
At the first corner, Mabel slowed beside a plastic reindeer fixed to someone’s front lawn. White lights twisted around its wire body and a red scarf had been tied at its neck. She extended her trunk. “Don’t,” Kirsteen said automatically.
Jodi lowered her voice. “You say that as though she’s going to listen.”
The trunk curled around one end of the scarf. The homeowner, watching from his doorway, made a small distressed sound, but a carer intervened before the decoration lost its clothing. Mabel released the scarf, regarded the reindeer for another moment and continued.
“She likes Christmas,” Jodi said.
“She likes fabric.”
“Same thing in December,” Jodi said, and Kirsteen almost laughed.
North Lane was older and less tidy than the harbour roads. Workshops stood beside converted cottages, a marine repair business occupied what had once been a chapel, and large warehouse doors survived in walls now attached to flats. The buildings had the accumulated look of places adapted repeatedly rather than planned once.
Mabel slowed near a bakery vent and lifted her trunk, sampling warm bread, diesel, wet timber and, farther along, the sharper mixed scent of animal feed, compost and damp sacking.
She continued another twenty yards before stopping outside a building Kirsteen had passed many times without noticing. The modern sign read NORTH LANE FEEDS & GARDEN. Its frontage had been renovated, but an old loading arch survived at the side, partly blocked by bags of compost and stacked planters. Mabel turned towards it and raised her trunk while one of the carers followed her attention without approaching too closely.
The shop door opened and a man in a green apron came outside. “Is she supposed to be here?”
“No,” Kirsteen said, just as the carer replied, “She’s allowed to be.”
The man considered both answers and decided not to ask for clarification. “My dad used to drive for this place. Different name then, different owners.”
Jodi turned towards him. “What was it called?”
“North Lane Agricultural. Feed, bedding, fuel, bits of everything.”
Kirsteen remembered the ledger from the archive: hay, fruit, meal, winter bedding. Further supply refused pending settlement.
“Was it here in 1986?” Jodi asked. “Did it supply the circus?”
“Much older than that. Dad used to tell a story about taking sacks up to the winter circus when the snow came. Said the elephant knew his van. I rode up with him a few times, but I was only a lad.” His gaze moved to Mabel. “That’s what everyone has been asking since you’ve had an elephant walking about.”
“We haven’t got an elephant,” Kirsteen said. Jodi’s eyebrows rose, but she ignored them.
Mabel gave a low rumble. Jodi’s eyes widened, although to her credit she said nothing.
“Did he ever mention her name?” Kirsteen asked.
“Mabel, wasn’t it?” The answer came casually enough to be convincing. “She always tried to steal apples from the damaged boxes.”
Mabel remained calm, her attention fixed on the loading arch. There was no trained response or dramatic recognition, nothing Kirsteen could honestly call proof, but the old building held her attention.
The shopkeeper went inside and returned with an apple. “Can she have this?”
“Not directly.” A handler checked the fruit before offering it, and Mabel accepted it immediately.
“That’s strange,” the man said as Mabel chewed. “My father died years ago. He’d have enjoyed seeing this.”
“Maybe she remembers him,” Jodi said.
“Maybe.” The man smiled.
Tamsin allowed Mabel a few more minutes before signalling the return. As the carers repositioned around her and offered the agreed cue, a thin mechanical tune drifted along the lane, bright and old-fashioned beneath the clatter from a nearby workshop.
Jodi heard it first. “That’s the one.”
Kirsteen recognised the melody from the wooden carousel in Stretton’s window. They had first heard it several days earlier and had played a similar recording at Westward Cottage that same afternoon, when Mabel turned towards the sound.
Now Mabel stopped eating and faced the mouth of the lane. Beyond it lay the high street. Nobody called her or moved that way; the carers held their positions while she listened with her trunk raised, shifted her weight forward once, then waited.
Jodi touched Kirsteen’s sleeve. “She knows where it is.”
“She recognises the sound,” Kirsteen said. “That’s all we know.”
Tamsin gave the return cue again. “The high street isn’t part of today’s corridor. We don’t enlarge a route because an elephant finds something interesting.”
This time Mabel responded, turning away from the music without distress and following the carers back along North Lane.
The return took another forty minutes. Mabel paused once to inspect the plastic reindeer, whose owner had wisely removed its scarf, then continued to Westward Cottage. Only after she was settled inside the modular corral, drinking under the carers’ supervision, did Tamsin lift the road closure.
“Can we go now?” Jodi asked.
“Where?”
Jodi gave her the look reserved for questions she considered dishonest. “The sweetshop.”
“After the feed shop,” she added. “There was a postcard with North Lane Agricultural on it.”
Kirsteen had noticed the same address during the inventory and had not connected it to anything that survived. She fetched the card from the locked document box while Jodi changed out of the boots she had worn near the corral. The recipient was Mr Peter Walmsley, care of North Lane Agricultural. A second name, Julia, appeared at the end of the message.
They walked. Without Mabel, North Lane returned to its ordinary proportions. Vans moved through the junction, shopkeepers reclaimed their pavements and somebody restored a chalkboard that the stewards had shifted. At the feed shop, the loading arch was unremarkable again.
The man in the green apron was back behind the counter, selling bird seed to a customer who wanted to discuss squirrels at length. When the customer left, he recognised Kirsteen and checked the lane behind her.
“She hasn’t come back, has she?”
“No elephant,” Kirsteen said. “Only a question.”
Jodi held up the protective sleeve. The man’s expression changed before she read the address aloud.
“I’m Peter Walmsley.” He wiped both hands on his apron without taking the card. “That’s this place. Dad drove for the Noddins then. We bought the business from them later and dropped the Agricultural.”
“Do you know Julia?” Jodi asked.
“She’s my sister.”
He said it in the manner of someone confirming an administrative fact. Kirsteen explained where the card had been found and how long it had remained in Barrie’s trunk. Peter listened with his eyes on the handwriting rather than her. When she asked whether he wanted to read it, he reached for the sleeve and stopped.
“Is she dead?” he asked.
“We don’t know.”
“She’s in Elgin Close. Same town, different weather system.”
Jodi turned towards the door as though Elgin Close might be visible through it. “Should we take it to her?”
“It’s addressed to me.” Peter took the card at last. “She wrote it.”
The message filled most of the available space in a hurried hand:
Peter,
I did take Dad’s camera. I left it in the story tent after Barrie made me write this. Kathleen Whitton found it and says she’ll bring it tomorrow. I know you covered for me and I know I let you take the shouting. I’m sorry.
Tell Dad I was photographing the elephant, not meeting Alan. He may be equally furious but at least it will be about the right thing.
Julia
Peter read it twice. At the apology his eyes returned to the first line; at Alan’s name he snorted. When he finished, he seemed chiefly annoyed.
“Forty years,” he said. “We live twelve minutes apart.”
“Did the camera come back?” Kirsteen asked.
“Your mother brought it on Boxing Day. Dad had already made me pay for a replacement film and spend two mornings doing Julia’s work because I’d supposedly helped her sneak off with it.”
“Did you tell him what happened?” Jodi asked.
“No. By then I was committed to being furious.”
Kirsteen had recognised the usefulness of staying angry often enough not to question it. Peter turned the card over and traced the old photograph of Marling Bay’s bandstand with one finger.
“Would you like us to leave it with you?” she asked.
“It is addressed to me.”
“That was a yes-or-no question.”
Peter gave a brief laugh. “Yes. Leave it.”
The shop door opened behind them. A woman entered carrying two account books and a paper cup. She had Peter’s narrow face, though her hair was white and cropped close. She stopped when she saw the card in his hand.
“What have you bought now?”
“An apology, apparently.”
“We don’t sell those.”
“You wrote this one.”
Julia Walmsley set the books on the counter. She did not reach for the card. Peter handed it to her, and she read in a silence broken by the low hum of the drinks refrigerator and somebody shifting compost bags in the yard.
“Barrie said he would post it when you were ready to receive it,” she said.
“He missed by several decades.”
“Perhaps he had an optimistic idea of how quickly you’d mature.”
Peter folded his arms. “You could have told me.”
“I thought Kathleen had. She returned the camera.”
“She gave the camera back. She never said what was in it.”
Julia returned to what her younger self had written. “No. She didn’t.”
Jodi waited through three seconds of silence before asking, “Do you still have the photographs?”
Kirsteen gave her a warning look, but Julia nodded towards a door behind the counter. “Somewhere. Dad kept everything that might prove we’d cost him money.”
She disappeared into the stockroom and returned with a biscuit tin printed with roses. Inside were envelopes of small colour prints, their dates written in the same hurried hand as the card. She found December 1986 and laid six photographs on the counter.
The first showed Mabel beside the old loading arch while a much younger Peter stood on a stack of feed sacks and offered her an apple through the open van window. The next caught Barrie outside his story tent, one hand raised in mid-performance. His blue trunk sat open behind him, filled with cards, programmes and red-and-gold cloth.
In the third, Kathleen crossed the rear of the feed yard carrying a split box of apples while Sheila walked beside Mabel on the road beyond. The animal was heading away from the circus field towards the right-hand turn into North Lane.
“She used to come down this way whenever the van arrived,” Peter said. “They walked her for exercise as well. The circus field was along the upper road, but the feed came through here.”
The photograph did not prove why Mabel had chosen the right-hand route that morning. It showed only that the road, the loading arch and the smell of feed had belonged to her life in Marling Bay once before.
Julia lifted the print of Kathleen. “Your mother kept me out of trouble twice that week. She found the camera, and she told my father that taking photographs of an elephant was educational.”
“Was it?” Jodi asked.
“No, but Kathleen could sound extremely official.”
Peter found a paper envelope and slid the photograph inside. “Take that one. Julia has the negative somewhere in the ruins of her filing system.”
“I know where it is.”
“You said that about the camera.”
They were still arguing when Kirsteen thanked them. The card remained on the counter between the account books. At the door, Julia called after Peter that she would cover the Boxing Day opening as agreed.
“You said you couldn’t.”
“I said I didn’t want to.”
“That isn’t what I asked.”
“No,” Julia said, and did not soften it.
Outside, Jodi tucked the photograph safely inside Kirsteen’s document folder. “Did that fix them?”
“I don’t think they were broken. I think they were annoyed for a very long time.”
“They might talk now.”
“They were talking before. The card changed what they could argue about.”
Jodi considered this as they turned towards the high street. “Now the sweetshop.”
Stretton’s stood on the high street behind deep-green paint and gold lettering. Glass jars, chocolate boxes and Christmas sweets surrounded the wooden carousel in the window. The horses revolved beneath tiny bulbs while the same tune played from a speaker hidden in the display.
The elderly woman behind the counter was filling a paper bag. She raised her head as Kirsteen and Jodi entered, then folded its top with firm, precise movements.
“Does that music play every day?” Jodi asked.
She checked the carousel. “At Christmas.”
“Has it always?”
“Nearly.”
Kirsteen followed the change in the woman’s face as Jodi said, “Mabel stopped when she heard it.”
The fold in the paper bag flattened beneath the woman’s thumb. “Who?”
“The elephant.”
For a moment, the carousel seemed very loud. The woman’s attention moved from Jodi to Kirsteen, taking in details rather than merely seeing customers.
“She came as far as North Lane this morning,” Kirsteen said. “The carers wouldn’t take her into the high street.”
“Quite right.”
“Did you know her?”
The woman placed the bag beneath the counter. “If you came to buy sweets, buy sweets.”
“We came to ask about the circus.”
“Then you came to the wrong shop.”
Jodi opened her mouth, but Kirsteen touched her arm. The woman had already turned to straighten a row of jars that did not need straightening.
“I’m Kirsteen Whitton,” she said. “This is my daughter, Jodi.”
The woman’s hand paused on a jar of mint imperials. Only for a moment; when she faced them again, her expression was composed.
“Sheila Stretton,” she said. “Now you know my name and I know yours.”
Kirsteen bought a small bag of pear drops. Sheila counted the change exactly and wished them good morning in a tone that ended the conversation.
Outside, Jodi waited until the door closed behind them. “She knows Mabel.”
“She knew bringing an elephant into the high street was a bad idea.”
“And our name did something.”
Through the glass, Kirsteen saw that Sheila had not returned to the jars. She stood behind the counter with one hand resting beside the paper bag, watching the carousel turn.
“Tomorrow,” Kirsteen said. “We come back and ask properly.”
Jodi accepted a pear drop and slipped it into her mouth. “Those still sound like clues.”
Kirsteen began walking. “They are sweets.”
Behind them, the carousel continued its bright, repetitive tune. It followed Kirsteen halfway home.
Chapter 9 – Stretton’s
Stretton’s Sweet Shop opened at nine, which Kirsteen knew because she had checked twice before breakfast and then spent twenty minutes pretending the entire morning had not been arranged around that information. At quarter past nine, she and Jodi stood across the high street beneath a sky the colour of wet wool, watching the shop through its Christmas display.
“We’re doing it again,” Jodi said.
“We’re checking whether she’s busy.”
“There aren’t any customers.”
Behind the glass, the wooden carousel turned beneath its canopy of tiny bulbs while the same thin melody played inside. The window had been rearranged since the previous day, with a pyramid of chocolate boxes between jars of boiled sweets and a handwritten card advertising peppermint creams in three sizes. Sheila was behind the counter, folding a paper bag. She looked straight through the window at them, then returned to the bag with impressive deliberation.
“She knows we’re here,” Jodi said. “So staring is definitely worse now.”
Kirsteen exhaled. “Fine.”
They crossed the road. The bell above the door gave a bright, old-fashioned ring, and warmth closed around them as soon as they entered. Shelves climbed almost to the ceiling, packed with amber humbugs, pink shrimps, chocolate limes, mint imperials and hard striped sweets that looked capable of removing fillings on contact. Sugar, chocolate and peppermint scented the air, along with something warm and toasted from the back room.
Sheila continued folding the bag without greeting them. Jodi’s attention wandered towards the jars, but Kirsteen touched her shoulder. “No.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“You were preparing to. Looking becomes purchasing very quickly in places like this.”
Without lifting her eyes, Sheila said, “Only if the person looking has money.”
Jodi turned towards her. “I’ve got four pounds seventy.”
“Then you’re dangerous.”
Kirsteen almost smiled. Sheila finished the bag, placed it beneath the counter and finally looked at them properly. “You came back.”
“We wanted to speak to you.”
“I noticed that too.”
There were no chairs near the counter and nowhere convenient for customers to linger, which Kirsteen suspected was deliberate. “We don’t want to upset you.”
Sheila’s expression altered by almost nothing. “Then you’re already behind.”
Jodi glanced at Kirsteen, who held her gaze long enough to make the instruction clear. She took the photocopy of the archive photograph from her bag and placed it carefully on the counter. It showed Kathleen beside a younger Sheila and the circus elephant in the snow, one hand lifted as though responding to something outside the frame. For a moment the hard shopkeeper’s expression disappeared, then returned.
“Where did you get that?”
“The local archive.”
“They should have thrown half that collection away years ago. Photographs encourage people to think they know what happened.”
Kirsteen remembered Dennis Widdowson’s warning that people eventually remembered the telling rather than the event. “Do you remember this being taken?”
“No.”
“Do you remember Mum helping you?”
Sheila kept her eyes on the picture. “I remember Kathleen.”
“How well?”
“Well enough.”
Kirsteen resisted the urge to press faster. “Marilyn Seagrove remembered her being at the circus a lot. She also remembers the two of you moving animal equipment after dark.”
“Marilyn remembers everybody’s business. Perhaps she should have charged admission.”
The sharpness made Jodi shift beside her. Kirsteen lowered her voice. “Sheila.”
The old woman’s gaze came up with enough force to stop the next question. “You don’t know me. You don’t know my father, and you don’t know what that circus was. Don’t use my name as though you’ve earned the right to put conclusions after it.”
The rebuke landed more cleanly than Kirsteen expected. A week earlier she might have answered by presenting evidence, but instead she nodded. “All right. Tell me what I’ve misunderstood.”
“I haven’t said you’ve misunderstood anything.”
“You said photographs make people think they know what happened. Help me understand what they don’t show.”
Sheila turned away and adjusted the jars behind the counter with unnecessary precision. The carousel’s thin tune continued behind the faint clink of glass. “The circus was old before it arrived here. Not the tents. The idea of it. People remember the lights and music because that’s what they were meant to notice. They remember the animals because children always remember animals, and they remember the snow because weather improves every story if you leave it alone long enough.”
“You don’t remember it fondly,” Kirsteen said.
“I remember it accurately.”
Kirsteen let the carousel turn through several notes. “What do people get wrong?”
Sheila leaned one hip against the counter. “That we were stranded and everyone had a wonderful Christmas adventure. We were stranded because half the vehicles were barely roadworthy before the first snow fell. We couldn’t afford the delay, the feed or the repairs, and every cancelled performance made the next day worse.”
“Barrie owed money,” Kirsteen said. “So the accounts are accurate?”
“Barrie always owed money. He disputed bills because admitting they were accurate meant admitting the money didn’t exist.”
The bitterness in Sheila’s voice had been there long enough to lose most of its heat. Kirsteen asked, “Was he a con man?”
Sheila gave one unpleasant laugh. “That’s the kind of question people ask when they want a neat answer. He could persuade a landlord to wait another week when there wasn’t another week’s money. He could tell a creditor a story until the man forgot why he was angry. He could make a child believe the moon followed circus wagons because it liked the horses, and he believed half of it while he was saying it.”
“That doesn’t answer me.”
“It answers you better than yes or no.”
“Dennis said something like that,” Jodi said.
Sheila’s head turned. “Dennis Widdowson?”
“You know him?”
“I knew him when he had hair.”
Jodi smiled, and for a moment Sheila almost did too. Kirsteen watched the amusement vanish before she said, “Barrie was your father. What was he like as a father?”
Sheila began straightening the paper bags beneath the counter. “That isn’t about Mabel, so it’s none of your business.”
Kirsteen accepted the boundary. Jodi did not quite manage it. “The postcard might be about you.”
Sheila stopped, and Kirsteen touched Jodi’s sleeve. “We’ve already told her there is one.”
“Not what it says,” Jodi replied. “She should know.”
Sheila looked between them. “What does it say?”
Kirsteen took out the copy of Jodi’s impossible card and placed it beside the photograph. Sheila did not touch it. Her eyes moved first to the address:
Miss Jodi Whitton
Westward Cottage
Marling Bay
Her eyes paused on the postmark, 23 December 1986, and one hand tightened against the counter as she reached the message:
When Mabel comes home, find the woman who remembers the snow. She has waited long enough.
“Where was this?” Sheila asked.
“Under the false floor of the trunk. It was documented in place before anyone removed it.”
“Who has handled it? Has it been tested?”
“Very few people. The paper, ink, stamp and postmark have had preliminary checks, and nothing obvious says it’s modern.”
Sheila looked at Jodi. “When were you born?”
“Twenty sixteen.”
The old woman closed her eyes briefly. When she opened them, Kirsteen said, “You knew Barrie’s handwriting. Does that look like his?”
Sheila let the carousel turn through several notes before answering. “It looks like his.”
Jodi inhaled. “Could he have written it?”
“Anyone can copy handwriting. Barrie wrote hundreds of things.”
“That’s not what she asked,” Kirsteen said.
Sheila’s expression sharpened. “You keep thinking that asking the same question more precisely earns you an answer.”
Kirsteen looked at the date on the card. “Could Barrie have known the name Jodi?”
“She didn’t exist.”
“I know. What about Westward Cottage?”
“Of course he knew the cottage. Kathleen lived there. Most people knew Kathleen.”
“Marilyn implied more than that.”
Sheila’s gaze returned to the old photograph. “Barrie knew her well enough to ask for help.”
“Was Mum your friend?”
Something softened in Sheila’s face. “Yes.”
The word was quiet enough for the carousel melody almost to cover it. Kirsteen had prepared herself for many answers, but not that one. “She never told me.”
“That wasn’t unusual for Kathleen. She didn’t think every part of her life required an audience.”
“I was her daughter.”
“Exactly. Children know the version of us that raises them. They don’t get an archive.”
Jodi looked from one woman to the other. “Mum doesn’t like archives any more.”
“No?” Sheila asked.
“They’re badly organised.”
Kirsteen sighed. “Thank you, Jodi.”
“She asked.”
This time Sheila’s amusement was unmistakable, although it did not last. “Kathleen helped because that was the sort of person she was.”
“Helped you with Mabel?”
After a small hesitation, Sheila said, “Yes.”
The answer gathered the photograph, the equipment moved after dark and Mabel’s disappearance into the story Kirsteen had been building. Dennis’s warning kept her from calling it proof. “How did she help?”
Sheila folded her arms. “You’re very attached to the idea that silence is suspicious. Sometimes people don’t tell you things because they’re ashamed, because they’ve promised not to or because it isn’t their story. Sometimes forty years pass and nobody asks the right question until half the people who could answer it are dead.”
Her voice thinned on the final word. “Which was it for Mum?” Kirsteen asked.
“Several.”
“Was she ashamed, or had she promised not to tell?”
“I gave you possibilities, and you turned them into evidence before I’d finished talking.”
Jodi glanced at Kirsteen, who refused to meet her eyes. Before she could answer, the bell above the door rang and a woman entered to buy a quarter-pound bag of lemon sherbets and discuss a leaking conservatory roof. The interruption was so ordinary that it felt almost offensive.
Sheila changed while serving her. Her shoulders relaxed and her voice warmed; she asked after somebody’s daughter by name, remembered a hospital appointment and slipped two wrapped chocolates into the bag without charging. Kirsteen watched another part of her emerge, a woman who had built forty years of ordinary life around whatever she refused to discuss. When the customer left, some of the armour returned.
“Can I ask something about Mabel?” Jodi said.
Sheila looked wary. “One question.”
“What does she hate?”
Of all the possible questions, that one had not occurred to Kirsteen. Sheila considered before answering. “Being hurried. Umbrellas opening near her, especially black ones.”
Jodi’s eyebrows rose. “Why?”
“Old training association.”
Kirsteen registered the phrase. “Anything else?”
“That was one question.”
“You gave two answers,” Jodi said.
“Don’t get clever.” Sheila sighed. “Certain hats.”
Kirsteen’s hand moved instinctively towards the woollen hat in her bag. “What hat?” Sheila asked, following the movement.
“Mabel took mine on the beach. Dark wool.”
“Then she was probably checking whether it offended her.”
Jodi laughed, but Kirsteen stared at Sheila. “You know her habits very specifically for someone who said we’d come to the wrong shop.”
The amusement disappeared. “I didn’t say I didn’t know her. She was never mine.”
“But you looked after her,” Jodi said. “For how long?”
“Sixteen years.”
Sheila’s hand tightened against the counter. Kirsteen asked, “What happened after that? Did you take her away?”
The question came too quickly, and Sheila’s eyes hardened. “Mum,” Jodi warned.
“You’ve decided already,” Sheila said. “You’ve got a photograph of me carrying harness, your mother helping me, accounts showing my father had no money and an elephant who disappeared. You’ve arranged it into a story because that’s easier than admitting you don’t know.”
Heat rose into Kirsteen’s face. “I haven’t accused you of stealing her.”
“You asked whether I took her away as though there are only two kinds of departure: lawful and stolen.”
“You’re right. I’m arranging pieces into a finished story because I hate not knowing what happened or why Mum never told me. I don’t know enough yet. I’m sorry.”
The shop clock filled the pause. Then Sheila said, “Kathleen would have hated that apology. She preferred people to realise things privately so she didn’t have to watch.”
Kirsteen smiled despite herself. “I’ll stop asking.”
“For today,” Sheila said. “That’s all you get.”
“All right.”
Jodi opened her mouth, but Kirsteen shook her head and, for once, she stopped. They had almost reached the door when Sheila called them back, filled a small paper bag from one of the glass jars and handed it to Jodi.
“Peppermints,” she said.
Jodi looked inside. “For Mabel?”
“For you. You don’t give her anything without asking the people caring for her.”
“I know.”
“Good. And if you eat all of those before lunch, don’t tell your mother where they came from.”
“I’m standing here,” Kirsteen said.
“Then you’ll have to pretend not to hear.”
The bell rang again as Kirsteen opened the door, letting cold air into the shop. Before it could close, Sheila said, “Don’t bring her here again.”
Kirsteen turned. “We didn’t bring her here yesterday.”
“Then don’t encourage her.”
“How exactly would we do that?”
For one second Sheila almost smiled at the absurdity of her own instruction. “Just don’t.”
Outside, Jodi waited until the door had closed. She looked into the bag of peppermints, then back at the shop. “Sixteen years.”
Kirsteen remembered Sheila’s hand gripping the counter and the change in her voice when she admitted Kathleen had been her friend. “We know some of it.”
Chapter 10 – Missing Pages
The harbour office had moved three times since 1986, but its paperwork had apparently developed the survival instincts of a much older species. Kirsteen discovered this shortly after ten the next morning, when a council archivist led her and Jodi into a records room behind the modern harbour administration building and pointed towards shelves filled with grey boxes.
“Anything after 2002 is mostly digital,” he said. “Anything before that depends on who was working, how much they liked paperwork and whether the roof was leaking.”
Jodi looked along the shelving. “History again.”
“Afraid so.” Kirsteen took off her coat and hung it over the back of a chair. “We’re looking for Christmas Eve 1986.”
The archivist nodded. “Travelling circus? Elephant?”
“Apparently everyone knows.”
“Everyone knows there’s an elephant living temporarily behind Westward Cottage. That narrows the reason for researching a circus quite efficiently.”
Jodi smiled; Kirsteen did not. The harbour records had become relevant because of one detail in a Boxing Day report she had found the previous evening. The Christmas Eve storm had damaged the circus site, forcing several vehicles and pieces of equipment towards the harbour while the worst of the weather passed. The report was more interested in road access than circus property, but one phrase had caught her attention: temporary dry storage made available.
If the blue trunk had remained in Marling Bay, it needed somewhere to disappear for forty years. A dry store near the harbour offered the first practical route and placed Kathleen within reach of another part of the story.
The archivist brought out a box of duty sheets, tide tables, storage receipts, equipment logs and handwritten ledgers thick enough to discourage enthusiasm. Jodi sat opposite Kirsteen. “How long will this take?”
“Longer if you keep asking. Look for anything dated twenty-fourth December that mentions the circus, travelling show, animal equipment, temporary storage or Kathleen.”
“Or Mabel. Or a blue trunk.”
“If somebody wrote either of those in a harbour ledger, yes.”
For the first half-hour they found almost nothing. The harbour had been busy that Christmas Eve despite the worsening weather. Fishing vessels returned early, a small cargo boat delayed departure and two private craft were moved to safer berths. Notes recorded debris, high winds and a minor fuel spill. Then Kirsteen found an entry in the temporary-storage ledger for 24 December:
Travelling show: emergency dry store. Animal equipment and personal effects. West retaining stores.
No names, list of items or decipherable signature accompanied it. Jodi leaned across the table. “Gran was moving animal equipment. This is it.”
“It’s a record of equipment entering storage. Nothing tells us the trunk was among it.”
“That’s what you say when it’s obviously it.”
The archivist explained that rooms had once been built into the old retaining wall: workshops, general stores and emergency storage. Most were sealed during redevelopment, some physically closed and others filled or absorbed into later structures. One might have survived, though its contents should normally have been collected.
“You are looking at harbour records from forty years ago, Mrs Whitton,” he added. “I would avoid treating ‘normally’ as a guarantee.”
“That’s what I keep telling her,” Jodi said.
Several entries followed for fishing gear, damaged timber and two boxes of electrical equipment. Then the page ended, and the next sheet began on the twenty-sixth. There would have been no routine office work on Christmas Day, but the Christmas Eve evening entries were missing. A ragged line in the binding showed where several pages had been removed.
The archivist came closer and frowned. “That’s deliberate. Old removal, not recent damage.”
“Somebody tore them out,” Jodi said.
“Yes. Suspicious.” The missing pages made a theory easier to construct, not safer to trust. Kirsteen turned to the next box.
The duty schedule for Christmas Eve survived, though several attached notes did not. Four names appeared across the evening hours, including one that meant nothing to Kirsteen: Marc Revill. Beside it, a handwritten note read tender crew, weather assistance. Below, in different ink, someone had added circus assistance, W retaining. A departure time had been crossed out, but the return time remained clear: 22:14.
“What’s a tender?” Jodi asked.
“A small harbour workboat, usually,” Kirsteen said. The archivist added that it might have moved equipment, checked moorings or carried staff around the harbour; assistance could mean several things.
“Would it carry an elephant?”
He stared at her. Kirsteen closed her eyes. “No. An elephant would not be put on a harbour tender during a storm.”
“You said not to assume.”
“Some assumptions are allowed.”
The archivist appeared relieved. “There’s no record of an animal on the tender, and something that size would have produced paperwork.”
“Usually,” Jodi said, earning a look from Kirsteen.
No such paperwork appeared. A damaged duplicate sheet did contain another notation: ambulance requested, travelling show site. There was no name, but Kirsteen remembered Marilyn’s account of Christmas Eve going badly.
“Barrie,” Jodi said.
“We don’t know.” Kirsteen had thought the same thing.
By midday, they had established that the circus used emergency dry storage, animal equipment and personal effects went towards the west retaining wall, and a harbour tender operated during the storm. Several evening pages were missing, and Marc Revill had been on duty. A search of the council system showed that he still lived locally.
“Unless there are two Marc Revills born in the same year,” the archivist said. “He is eighty-four.”
“We can ask him,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen hesitated. The habit had developed too quickly: find a name, find an address, knock on a door and treat a life as a continuation of the archive. “We telephone first.”
Marc Revill answered on the third ring, his voice deep and surprisingly strong. “Who wants him?”
Kirsteen had begun to suspect that reaching eighty involved answering every call as though it might be a debt collector. “My name is Kirsteen Whitton.”
He paused. “Kathleen’s girl?”
“Yes. We’re looking into what happened around the Winter Circus in 1986.”
“No.”
Kirsteen looked at Jodi. “I haven’t asked a question yet.”
“You were going to.”
“There are missing harbour records from Christmas Eve. They were torn out.”
The line remained quiet until she said his name. “I heard you,” Marc replied. “Old records go missing.”
“Do you remember the circus using the harbour or Kathleen being there?”
The silence lasted long enough for Kirsteen to check that the call had not ended. Finally Marc asked, “Where are you?”
“At the harbour archive.”
“Stay there.”
He disconnected. Jodi stared at the phone. “That’s suspicious.”
“Yes.”
Marc arrived thirty-five minutes later in a waxed jacket that had probably been expensive in 1994 and had since been maintained through stubbornness. Age pulled his tall frame slightly forwards at the shoulders, and his white hair was combed straight back from a deeply lined face. After looking at Kirsteen, he turned to Jodi. “You’re Kathleen’s granddaughter. Jodi.”
“How do you know her name?” Kirsteen asked.
“It’s been in the paper all week.”
Of course it had. Disliking herself for the question, Kirsteen put the storage-ledger copy on the table. “Travelling show. Animal equipment and personal effects. West retaining stores.”
Marc glanced at it. “I don’t know what you think you’ve found.”
“Neither do we. Do you remember the entry?”
“I worked here. Imagine six people shouting about twelve problems while the wind tries to remove the roof. Nobody stood making a museum catalogue.”
“Was the blue travelling trunk among the equipment?”
Recognition crossed his face. He looked towards the window, where the modern harbour moved through an ordinary winter afternoon: masts shifting gently, a forklift carrying pallets and gulls circling above the quay. “Blue case. Maybe.”
“Where was it?” Jodi asked.
Marc looked at her. “Your mother lets you interrogate people?”
“She says we’re not investigating.”
His mouth twitched. “Kathleen used to say the same thing while asking six questions in a row.”
Again, somebody was describing a version of her mother Kirsteen recognised only partly. “Was she at the harbour that night?”
“Yes. She was helping Sheila.”
“With Mabel?”
Marc glanced at Jodi. “Some of this isn’t for children.”
Jodi sat straighter. “I’m ten.”
“Exactly.”
“If there’s something inappropriate, tell me rather than her,” Kirsteen said.
Marc flattened one hand on the table. “Mabel was being moved away from the circus. Sheila was involved, and your mother helped.”
The room seemed to contract around his words. “Did Barrie know?”
“Yes.”
“Did he agree?”
“You’re asking two things.”
Kirsteen heard the evasion but changed direction. “Was Mabel sold, stolen or taken illegally?”
“No.” The answer was immediate, and Jodi looked almost relieved.
Kirsteen nodded towards the damaged ledger. “Then why the secrecy?”
“Because people keep assuming secrecy means the same thing every time.”
Sheila had said almost the same thing, but Marc had come because Kirsteen mentioned pages torn from a public record. “Then what were they doing?”
“Getting Mabel where she was supposed to go.”
“Where was that?” Jodi asked.
Marc looked at her. “Somewhere better.”
The simplicity unsettled Kirsteen more than another evasion. “A sanctuary?”
“Possibly. I didn’t know the details, and I didn’t help move her. The harbour provided storage, vehicles and somewhere out of the weather, the same things harbours always provide when people turn up with trouble and no time.”
“What about the tender? It went out during the storm, and you’re listed as circus assistance.”
Marc’s expression closed. “It helped with several things. The record says weather assistance.”
“The record has pages missing.”
Neither spoke. Jodi glanced between them as certainty arrived in Kirsteen with the familiar force she had learned to distrust. “You removed them.”
After a long moment, Marc exhaled through his nose. “Yes.”
“Why?”
He looked towards the archive door. The archivist had left them alone but remained somewhere in the neighbouring office. “Because there were things written down that didn’t need preserving. Partly because I was an idiot.”
“What was the other part?”
“None of your business.”
“If it relates to Mabel, Kathleen, Sheila or Barrie, it is relevant.”
“It doesn’t. I’ve answered you.”
“You’ve admitted destroying public records and decided the reason is private. You understand how that looks.”
“To you.” Marc leaned closer. “That’s the problem with looking backwards. You stand forty years away from somebody’s worst evening and think distance has given you ownership. I shouldn’t have torn the pages out. It was wrong, and one of my reasons was selfish. But it had nothing to do with stealing, selling or hurting an elephant, or helping anybody hide one.”
“Then why not tell me?”
“Because the person I was protecting is dead, the person I was lying to is dead, and dragging it through the daylight now wouldn’t improve anybody.”
Names, relationships and the tender crowded Kirsteen’s mind, but Sheila’s warning returned: Sometimes because it isn’t their story. She forced herself back to Mabel. “You’re certain the missing pages don’t conceal an illegal transfer?”
“Yes, because there wasn’t one. Sheila arranged for Mabel to leave, Barrie knew and Kathleen helped. She collected things, drove where she was told, made tea and kept everybody from becoming more useless than they already were.”
Despite herself, Kirsteen smiled. That sounded like Kathleen. “Was she frightened?”
Marc considered. “Busy.”
The answer matched the woman in the photograph, neither secretive nor dramatic, simply occupied with what needed doing. Kirsteen showed him the ambulance note. “Barrie was injured that night.”
“Timber came down near one of the tents. He was taken to hospital eventually.”
“Before Mabel left?”
Marc’s mouth tightened. “You’re trying to put the whole night in order, but you won’t do it from those papers. Barrie was hurt, the weather was worsening and Sheila was trying to keep a plan from collapsing. Kathleen was helping her. Half the circus wanted to wait, half wanted to leave, and nobody trusted the roads. That’s what I remember.”
“Was Barrie trying to stop Mabel going?”
“Barrie spent years changing his mind about anything that frightened him. That’s the answer you’re getting.”
Kirsteen sat back. Marc’s attention returned to the storage ledger. “That blue trunk wasn’t part of Mabel’s transport. I remember Barrie asking about a blue case on Christmas Eve, or perhaps later. It’s muddled. I think it was in a dry store, probably one of the low chambers in the west retaining wall. D-three or D-four, something like that.”
“The wall on the beach,” Jodi whispered. The storm had exposed old brick and retaining structures beneath the shingle; if one of the stores had been sealed during later redevelopment, a trunk left inside could have remained there.
“Why wouldn’t anyone collect it?” Kirsteen asked.
Marc gave her a tired look. “Have you ever watched three organisations each assume another one has done something? The circus was leaving, Barrie was injured, Sheila was occupied with Mabel, Kathleen had a toddler and a life, and harbour staff were dealing with storm damage. A blue box nobody urgently needed could become tomorrow’s problem.”
“And tomorrow became forty years.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time.”
The answer was offensively plausible. Confusion passed the task from person to person until it belonged to nobody; redevelopment supplied the sealed wall, and another storm and a low tide returned the trunk to the beach. The route was not complete, but it no longer required a conspiracy.
Jodi remained dissatisfied. “What about Mabel? How did she reach the beach at the same time?”
“We don’t know,” Kirsteen said.
Marc smiled faintly. “Good. Kathleen used to say people got into trouble when they mistook not knowing for an invitation to invent.”
“Apparently she had a lot of sayings nobody passed on to me.”
“Mostly she just told people to stop talking nonsense.”
As Marc stood and put on his coat, Kirsteen gathered the copied records. “My mother never mentioned any of this.”
“Kathleen helped Sheila through a difficult night forty years ago,” he said. “It wasn’t a crime or a grand secret. It was something another person trusted her with.”
“Then why did Mum tell Marilyn not to make a story out of it?”
“Because Kathleen knew Marilyn.” Kirsteen laughed despite herself, but at the doorway Marc rested one hand against the frame. “You keep looking at those missing pages. Don’t use them to make your mother guilty.”
Her smile disappeared. She had turned Kathleen’s silence into a possible conspiracy far too easily. “I haven’t. Not entirely.”
“Kathleen was at the harbour. She helped Sheila, moved equipment into storage and knew Mabel was leaving. That’s all true. The missing pages were my mistake and my secret, not hers.” He opened the door, then looked back. “Your mother wasn’t the one with something to hide.”
Chapter 11 – Don’t Let Sheila
The card addressed to Gillian Dryburgh was the first one Kirsteen considered returning to the locked box without attempting delivery. During the inventory, Jodi had read enough of the message to declare it important. Nothing about it suggested it would be welcome.
The card showed the old Pavilion Theatre with its name picked out in electric bulbs. Miss Gillian Dryburgh had lived at fourteen Chapel Steps in December 1986, and the current electoral record placed a Gillian Dryburgh at the same address. Kirsteen telephoned before breakfast. A woman answered at once, listened without interruption and asked whether anyone else had read the message.
“The conservator made a transcript. My daughter and I saw it during the inventory.”
“How much?”
“Enough to know it may be private.”
Gillian’s silence lasted long enough for Kirsteen to move the card towards the return box. Then she said, “Bring it at ten. No photographs, no local paper and no reading it on the doorstep.”
“Of course.”
“People say that when they mean they haven’t yet thought of the exception.”
The line went dead.
Chapel Steps climbed from the back of the high street in two steep flights between painted cottages. At five minutes before ten, Kirsteen and Jodi stood beside a blue door with a brass number fourteen and a Christmas wreath made entirely of folded sheet music.
“She sounded cross before we’d done anything,” Jodi said.
“That gives us no reason to disappoint her.”
“I’m only saying.”
“You are not to quote the card unless she asks. You are not to ask who Lynne was, why Gillian stayed or what happened to the theatre place.”
Jodi looked at her. “That’s all the questions.”
“Yes.”
Gillian Dryburgh opened the door before Kirsteen knocked. She was in her late fifties, with a blunt grey fringe and a long green cardigan fastened by one button. Her gaze went first to the protective sleeve in Kirsteen’s hand.
“Inside. The neighbours don’t need a matinée.”
The narrow sitting room held a piano, two crowded bookcases and a framed theatre poster from 1971. Gillian pointed them towards a sofa but remained standing. Kirsteen repeated the explanation about Barrie, the trunk and the forty-seven cards, keeping it shorter than the version she had given Marilyn and Dennis.
“I remember his tent,” Gillian said. “People went in because he was a stranger who would be gone by January. That can make a person safer than a friend.”
“Did he read what people wrote?” Jodi asked.
“Not mine. He talked while I wrote, which was nearly as intrusive.” Gillian held out her hand. “May I?”
Kirsteen gave her the sleeve.
The message had been written by Lynne in a careful script that became heavier towards the end:
Gillian,
They offered you the place. I know because your mother asked me to hide the letter. I put it back in your coat because I won’t help her decide for you.
It’s your coat and your letter. Read it before she notices it’s back. And if you end up famous, I want a free seat for life.
Lynne
Gillian read without visible surprise. Her thumb covered Lynne’s name while she looked towards the old theatre poster.
“Did you get the letter?” Kirsteen asked.
“Yes.”
“Then the postcard doesn’t tell you anything new.”
“No.” Gillian placed it on the piano. “You can go.”
Jodi looked from the card to the poster. “But did you stay?”
“Jodi,” Kirsteen said.
“The card says it’s your letter. So it was your choice.”
Gillian turned from the piano. “I asked you not to read it aloud.”
“I didn’t read it now. I remembered it.”
“That is not better.”
Colour rose along Jodi’s neck. “I only wanted to know if it helped.”
“Helped whom?”
Jodi opened her mouth, but Gillian did not wait for an answer. “A private message isn’t a puzzle you earn the rest of by delivering it. You brought me the card. Thank you. What I do with it and what it means are mine.”
“She’s ten,” Kirsteen said, hating the defensive note as soon as it appeared.
“Then she is old enough to learn before somebody gives her a worse lesson.”
Kirsteen stood. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
Jodi remained on the sofa, staring at her boots. “I’m sorry too.”
Gillian took the card from the piano and held the front towards her. “Do you know why I told Lynne about the offer?”
Jodi shook her head.
“Neither do I any more. Perhaps I wanted somebody to tell me leaving was allowed. Perhaps I wanted permission to stay. It was a foolish thing done in a warm tent during a cold week, and it belongs to a girl you never met.”
She slid the card into the pocket of her cardigan and opened the sitting-room door.
Outside, the steps shone with frost beneath the handrail. Jodi descended four of them before saying, “You asked if she got the letter.”
“I did.”
“How was that different?”
Kirsteen stopped. The answer could not be that adults were permitted better mistakes. “It was a question about whether the card contained new information. I should still have waited until she offered. We both pushed.”
“She was more angry with me.”
“You used words she had specifically asked us not to use.”
Jodi kicked at a line of frost and immediately had to catch the rail. Kirsteen caught her other arm, held on until both feet were secure, then released her.
“What happens now?” Jodi asked.
“You won’t handle the next three cards or read their transcripts. If a recipient says stop, you stop. No helpful final question, no one more thing.”
“Three is a lot.”
“Yes.”
“Can I still come?”
“Only if they agree, and you listen.”
Jodi descended the next flight without argument. At the bottom she looked back towards number fourteen, where the music-paper wreath moved slightly in the wind.
“Do you think she went to theatre school?”
“I think she told us to leave.”
They returned to Westward Cottage in time to see Mabel receive her morning feed. Jodi stood at the kitchen table, took the pencilled delivery list from beside the locked document box and handed it to Kirsteen.
“For three,” she said.
Kirsteen put the list in the desk drawer. “For three.”
A damaged postcard from the trunk arrived back at Westward Cottage shortly after lunch in a transparent sleeve, accompanied by a conservator’s note and enough cautionary language to make Kirsteen suspect the card might be personally offended by handling. Only about two-thirds of it survived. Water had softened one corner into layers, part of the address side had torn away, and several lines of writing had vanished where the surface lifted. There was no complete recipient name, no reliable address and nothing on the picture side beyond part of a snowy street that might have been Marling Bay or almost anywhere else in Britain during December 1986.
Kirsteen stood at the dining table while Jodi sat opposite, both looking at the enlarged photograph supplied with the conservation notes. Outside, Mabel was having an uncharacteristically slow afternoon. She had eaten breakfast but shown less interest than usual in the midday feed, prompting another check from Dr Wood. Her temperature was normal, she was drinking and moving comfortably, and the advice remained observation rather than intervention.
Responsibility for an elderly elephant seemed to involve an endless cycle of noticing whether several tonnes of animal had eaten the expected amount of hay. Tamsin made the position plain: Mabel was stable, older animals had quieter periods and nobody was worried yet. Jodi asked whether not worried yet meant worried, and Kirsteen told her it meant exactly what it said, aware of how many such phrases adults used when they could not promise anything.
“Mum,” Jodi said, pointing at the photograph. “You’re not reading. You’ve been on the same line for ages.”
Kirsteen sat. The broad capitals and long descending strokes matched Barrie’s surviving handwriting. The preliminary assessment found no second writer, while the paper and ink were consistent with the other December 1986 material. An incomplete cancellation mark appeared to come from the same period, although nobody could establish whether the card had ever been posted. Three fragments remained legible:
…if she insists…
…don’t let Sheila take Mabel…
…before I change my mind.
Everything between them was missing.
“That’s bad,” Jodi said.
A sentence was already trying to complete itself in Kirsteen’s mind. Sheila wanted Mabel out, Barrie resisted, Kathleen helped Sheila, and animal equipment moved through the harbour after dark. Now Barrie’s handwriting seemed to show him trying to prevent Sheila from taking Mabel.
“Do we know who it was meant for?” Jodi asked.
“No. It could have been Gran, Marc or somebody at the circus.”
“History again. Badly organised.”
Kirsteen set the feed ledger beside the night photograph of Sheila and Kathleen carrying equipment. Marc had confirmed that Mabel was deliberately moved, Barrie knew about the plan and decisions that threatened the circus frightened him. The damaged card fitted almost too well.
“You’re building the guilty box again,” Jodi said.
“I’m looking at the evidence.”
“You said that before Sheila told you off.”
“Thank you for maintaining a record of my mistakes.”
“You’re welcome.”
The missing words might have specified a time, destination or condition, but none revealed what Barrie had already agreed. Jodi tapped the lower fragment. “Before he changed his mind about what?”
“Exactly.”
“If we don’t know where he started, we don’t know which way he was going. Like deciding you hate sprouts and then deciding you only hate boiled ones.”
“This is not about sprouts.”
“I know. I’m saying the card doesn’t prove which way he was changing his mind.”
“No,” Kirsteen admitted. She had wanted certainty, then welcomed ambiguity as soon as certainty pointed towards something ugly. Her phone rang before she could pursue the thought, and Sheila’s name filled the screen.
“She knows,” Jodi said.
“She cannot possibly know through telepathy. Marilyn has told her.” Kirsteen answered, and Sheila dispensed with any greeting.
“What’s on the new card?”
“How did you hear?”
“Marilyn.”
“Has she established some kind of telephone exchange?”
“She’s eighty, not dead. Read me the card, and don’t edit it for me.”
Kirsteen warned her that only fragments survived, but Sheila replied, “Most things from that winter are damaged. Read them.”
The silence at the other end held something more complicated than shock. When Kirsteen said Sheila’s name, the reply came quietly. “Leave it alone.”
“Do you know what it means? Was Barrie trying to stop you taking Mabel?”
She heard the mistake before she finished asking. Sheila inhaled. “You really do like permission. You keep wanting this to become a story where my father either gave permission or I acted without it.”
“Wasn’t that the argument?”
“No. We argued about whether Mabel should remain somewhere that was no longer right for her. He treated her leaving as though I was taking something from him, and you’re doing the same when you ask whether he let me.”
“You’ve refused to tell me what happened.”
“That doesn’t give you the right to fill the silence with whichever accusation fits best.”
Jodi sat motionless beside the speaker. Kirsteen tried again. “Did you take Mabel against Barrie’s wishes?”
“That’s not a question I’m answering over the telephone. Barrie changed his mind three times a day when he was frightened.”
Marc had said much the same. “Does the card sound like him?”
“Yes. It looks like his writing, and he might have used those words.”
“That’s not very helpful.”
“Perhaps the past isn’t required to organise itself around your convenience. You’re asking the wrong thing again.”
“What should I ask?”
Sheila’s anger thinned. “Ask whether Mabel needed to leave.”
Through the window, Mabel stood beneath the temporary shelter while Tamsin prepared another small feed offering. “Did she?”
“Yes. She’d spent years travelling, loading and unloading, standing in places built for convenience rather than for her. Her feet were getting worse. I knew it, the vet knew it, and Barrie knew it when he allowed himself to know anything. The life we were giving her wasn’t enough any more.”
Sheila had not said so much before. “Then where were you taking her?”
“I’m not having this conversation in pieces.”
“When will you have it?”
Her voice cooled again. “Not today.”
The line went dead. Kirsteen stared at the phone until Jodi said, “She answered quite a lot before she hung up.”
Outside, Mabel accepted what looked like a piece of pear from Tamsin. Her appetite had not vanished completely. “She said Mabel needed to leave,” Jodi added, “but she didn’t say where.”
Kirsteen looked again at the language she had used throughout: Barrie’s circus, Sheila’s elephant, Kathleen helping to take her. If Mabel needed different care, Barrie’s wishes could not be the moral centre of the decision. Legal authority and secrecy still mattered, but they were not the same as ownership.
By late afternoon, Mabel’s appetite had improved enough for Dr Wood’s team to replace reduced interest in food with the more reassuring slightly quieter day. Jodi celebrated by trying to donate the last pear in the kitchen, but Kirsteen intercepted her.
“Mabel likes pears.”
“So do I.”
“You never eat them.”
“That is not the point.”
“What is the point?”
“Domestic sovereignty.”
Jodi stared at her. “You’re making that up.”
“I am establishing it.”
Tamsin laughed from outside the back door and gave Mabel part of an approved fruit portion from the specialist feed supply. With order restored, Kirsteen returned to the dining table and her working notebook, which she refused to call a clue ledger despite Jodi’s persistence.
Current theory, provisional:
Kirsteen set down the sequence in the fewest words she could manage. By late December 1986, the circus was failing and Sheila believed Mabel should leave. Barrie feared losing them both. Kathleen helped Sheila with the practical arrangements, Marc assisted at the harbour, and the damaged line suggested that Barrie might have objected to Mabel being taken.
She underlined provisional, then listed what resisted the theory. Marc denied any illegal transfer; Sheila described a welfare decision; no sale or payment had appeared anywhere; and Barrie’s debts proved nothing about what he wanted for Mabel. Most importantly, before I change my mind might mean that he had already agreed to her departure. The missing words could reverse the apparent meaning of the card.
The door opened as Kirsteen finished. Jodi entered carrying Kathleen’s old lighthouse-shaped biscuit tin and glanced at the notebook. “I thought that was in DECIDE LATER,” Kirsteen said.
“It was. I decided.” Jodi sat down. “Is that a theory?”
“A provisional one.”
Jodi read it slowly. “You think Sheila might have moved Mabel even though Barrie objected, Gran helped, and Marc covered it up.”
“Parts of that may be right.”
“Do you think Gran would help somebody steal an elephant?”
Despite the seriousness of the question, Kirsteen smiled. She lacked facts about legal ownership, animal welfare, Sheila’s and Barrie’s authority and the precise transfer arrangement. Calling it theft only disguised those gaps. “No. I think she may have helped Sheila move Mabel against Barrie’s wishes, but I don’t know whether his wishes decided anything.”
Jodi placed the lighthouse tin on the table. “That’s better.”
“I’ve created a monster.”
“Mabel?”
“No.”
Jodi smiled. Evening settled early, and the paddock lights came on before five, throwing pale pools across the grass. Mabel ate a better portion of her evening feed and spent several minutes searching Tamsin’s jacket for something that was not there. Watching from the kitchen, Kirsteen admitted how much the quiet afternoon had frightened her. Nothing about Mabel’s impossible arrival protected her from age, illness, bad feet or ordinary biology. Wonder was not safety.
Before bed, Kirsteen returned to the notebook and drew a box around the word provisional. A theory that explained almost every contradiction might be strong, or it might mean she was forcing every contradiction to fit. Outside, Mabel gave a low rumble, and Kirsteen listened until it faded. Tomorrow they needed Sheila’s version, not the one Kirsteen had built for her.
Chapter 12 – You Took Your Time
Sheila did not come to Westward Cottage the next morning. Kirsteen told herself she had not expected her to, although she checked the front window whenever a car slowed outside. By ten, the frost had begun to lift from the paddock, and Mabel had returned to her usual appetite. She sorted through her hay with the concentration of somebody reviewing a disappointing filing system, all trace of the previous afternoon’s quietness gone. Kirsteen ought to have returned her attention to the damaged postcard. Instead she watched the road.
“She might be working,” Jodi said. “It’s nearly Christmas. Sweetshops are probably busy.”
“I know.”
“I’m only saying.”
Kirsteen poured tea into two mugs. Sheila had said plainly that Mabel needed to leave because the circus life was no longer enough, but the practical history remained incomplete. Kirsteen still did not know where Mabel had gone, what Barrie finally accepted or why Kathleen never spoke about Sheila. Then there was Jodi’s impossible postcard, directing them towards a woman who had waited long enough. Sheila did not look as though she had expected anything for years.
At half past ten, Tamsin came to the back door. “You’ve got a visitor at the side gate.”
Sheila stood beyond the temporary enclosure in a dark wool coat, one hand closed around the other. After Mabel turned towards the carousel music at the end of North Lane, Tamsin had offered Sheila a private meeting at Westward. She had refused, then changed her mind without warning anyone except the care team.
“I said I wouldn’t come,” she told Kirsteen.
“You came.”
“Don’t make a ceremony out of it.”
Jodi appeared in the doorway but stopped at the agreed safety line. Tamsin reviewed the rules: Mabel would choose whether to approach, a protected-contact barrier would remain between them, and Sheila would step back if asked. She could offer food only through a handler. Sheila repeated the instructions before walking to the marked position.
The orchard was quiet apart from the movement of hay and an occasional knock of equipment inside the modular corral. Mabel stood near the shelter with her trunk resting loosely against the ground and continued eating while Sheila waited. After several seconds, Sheila said softly, “I came, then. Don’t make a fuss.”
Mabel stopped. Her ears shifted and her trunk lifted to test the cold air between them. Sheila went pale but held her position as Tamsin moved closer, keeping the protected-contact boundary clear without obstructing either of them. Nobody prompted the elephant or called her name. Mabel took one deliberate step and then another.
As Mabel came within reach, Kirsteen thought of Sheila’s sixteen years with her: black umbrellas, certain hats, and the young woman in the grainy photograph with one hand against grey skin. Mabel extended her trunk towards Sheila’s coat, and Sheila made a sound that might have been a laugh if it had not broken halfway through. “Still checking pockets.”
The trunk passed across her coat, investigated one pocket and moved to the other when it found nothing. Sheila kept her hands at her sides. “You’re not getting one.”
“She definitely has one,” Jodi whispered.
Mabel’s trunk moved from Sheila’s shoulder to her cheek. Sheila closed her eyes and, only when Tamsin gave a small nod, rested one hand against it. Kirsteen had seen reunions at railway stations, airports and hospital corridors, where open arms and noisy tears made the emotion plain. Here the elephant and the old woman barely moved. Sheila opened her eyes and looked directly at Mabel. “You took your time.”
The words almost vanished beneath the winter wind and rustle of hay. Mabel breathed against Sheila’s face, and the old woman laughed properly, although tears were already running down her cheeks. Her hand moved over the trunk, slow and familiar, until Mabel searched her coat again.
“Yes, yes, you ridiculous old thing. I know.”
Tamsin held out a hand. “If you’ve brought something for her, let me see it first.”
Sheila produced a wrapped peppermint. Jodi gave Kirsteen a triumphant look while Tamsin checked it, then Sheila unwrapped the sweet with fingers that shook badly enough to tear the paper and passed it to Tamsin. Mabel accepted the peppermint from the handler and immediately searched Sheila’s pocket again.
“That was the last one,” Sheila said.
“It wasn’t,” Jodi muttered.
Sheila glanced towards her, proving that age had done nothing to her hearing. “Don’t ruin this.”
Jodi smiled, and some of the strain left the moment. Only the care team, Kirsteen and Jodi had witnessed the reunion. There was no applause and no forest of raised phones beyond the boundary; for once, what happened belonged to Sheila and Mabel.
After several minutes, Tamsin signalled that they were ready to continue. Sheila stepped back, and although her face tightened when Mabel turned away with the carers, the elephant showed no distress.
“She always was better at going than people,” Sheila said.
Kirsteen waited until Mabel had moved farther away before approaching. “Are you all right?”
Sheila wiped her face with a tissue produced from her sleeve with the efficiency of somebody who had spent forty years running a sweetshop. “Obviously not. And don’t look pleased. You’ve got Kathleen’s pleased face.”
“I’ve been told I have several of her faces.”
“Mostly the irritating ones.” Sheila looked towards the road. “Come to the shop in twenty minutes.”
Jodi’s head snapped around, but Kirsteen kept her voice level. “Only if you’re sure.”
“I’m not. Come anyway.”
By the time they reached Stretton’s, the morning rush had thinned. Sheila locked the door, turned the sign to BACK SOON and led them into a small room behind the counter. Beyond the storage shelves, sweet boxes and invoices stood a small table, an electric kettle, two mismatched armchairs and a wall of family photographs.
Barrie appeared at different ages, often in a theatrical hat or waistcoat. Sheila stood beside circus vehicles, horses, dogs and people Kirsteen could not identify, while Mabel appeared throughout the sixteen years they shared. In one photograph she wore the red-and-gold cloth from the archive; in another, Sheila sat on an upturned bucket while Mabel stood beside her without costume or audience. The workaday intimacy of the second picture affected Kirsteen more than any of the circus displays.
“I didn’t keep everything,” Sheila said.
“You kept a lot.”
“I had room.”
Kirsteen let the lie stand. Jodi pointed to a photograph of Barrie at perhaps fifty, one hand raised as if explaining something to whoever held the camera. “Was he her keeper too?”
“No. He talked.”
Jodi nodded solemnly. “That fits.”
Sheila gave her a sideways glance, then poured tea beneath the photographs. Once they were seated, she said, “I was twenty-four when Mabel properly became my responsibility. She was about five. We had sixteen years together, and at the start I’d have thought that sounded like forever.”
“Was she born in the circus?”
“No. She came from another travelling collection, but I don’t know enough about her very early life to give you a version I’d trust.”
When Kirsteen asked whether Mabel had been treated badly, Sheila studied the wall. “Not in the simple way you’re asking. People loved her, knew her well and worked hard. We also accepted things because everybody around us accepted them: the travelling, chains at times, small spaces, loading her into vehicles because the circus moved and therefore she moved.” Her hand tightened around the mug. “Something doesn’t have to begin as cruelty before it becomes wrong.”
By 1986, Mabel’s feet were worsening. The vet knew, and Barrie knew the facts even when he resisted what they meant. Another few years of constant travel would have served the circus, not the elephant.
“Because the circus needed her?” Kirsteen asked.
“Because Barrie needed the circus to remain the circus. The money was part of it. We probably wouldn’t have survived another season in the same form, and he knew that too.”
The debt records had made the financial trouble plain, but Kirsteen’s theory still depended on a sale. “Was there a buyer or money involved?”
“No,” Sheila said at once. “Nobody bought her.”
“Then where was she going?”
Sheila looked towards the photograph of Mabel beside the wagon. “Somewhere built for elephants instead of performances. Other elephants, proper ground, people who understood what her feet needed. I’d been working on it for months.”
“A sanctuary?”
“Something close enough to that word.” Sheila’s reserve returned before Kirsteen could ask where. “There were vets, papers, transport people and a charity involved. It wasn’t a sale, and nobody was planning to push an elephant into a lorry under cover of darkness.”
The rebuke reached the part of Kirsteen’s theory she had tried not to name. “Did Barrie agree?”
“Barrie knew the plan.” Sheila glanced at the photograph of the damaged card. “He also knew how to make knowing and accepting look like unrelated activities. Don’t ask me to complete that sentence while half of it is still missing.”
Kirsteen had already asked enough questions to turn the back room into an interview. She let the damaged words remain between them and changed direction. “What did Mum do?”
“She found me crying behind a feed lorry.”
Jodi’s eyebrows rose. “You cried?”
“Once or twice in the twentieth century.” Sheila waited for Jodi’s smile to fade. “Kathleen asked what was wrong. I told her to mind her own business, so she came back ten minutes later with tea. She wasn’t interested in the circus or Barrie’s stories. She wanted to know what still needed doing.”
The account was precisely Kathleen. Her care had often arrived as a question about the next useful act. “Did she help arrange the move?”
“The arrangements already existed. Your mother helped me when the weather began tearing holes in them.”
“Did Mum move the equipment? Did she travel with Mabel?”
Sheila placed both hands around her mug. “Tomorrow. Memory doesn’t improve merely because you demand it in the right order.”
“Then why tell us any of this?” Jodi asked.
Sheila looked through the wall as if Mabel might be visible beyond the jars and brick. “Because she remembered me. I had prepared myself for her to stare at an old woman and find nothing familiar. She didn’t.”
The admission cost more than the account of paperwork had done. Kirsteen looked at the photographs lining the wall, where sixteen years had been reduced to a young woman, an elephant and the changing paint on a series of wagons. “Did you go with Mabel?”
“Part of the way.”
“Why only part?”
Sheila stood and collected the mugs. “Come to the old field tomorrow morning. If you’re determined to ask what happened when Mabel left, you may as well stand where she started.”
Jodi sat straighter. “The field you own?”
Sheila gave Kirsteen a narrow look. “Land records?”
“They were easier to read than people.”
“People seldom file themselves properly.” Sheila carried the mugs to the small sink. “Ten o’clock. Wear boots, and don’t bring Marilyn. She’ll claim she happened to be walking past.”
“Could Mabel go there?” Jodi asked. “Not forever. Just to see it.”
Sheila’s hands stopped beneath the running tap. “It is a field, not an elephant facility.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
Jodi glanced at Kirsteen before nodding. Sheila turned off the water. “Then tomorrow you can see what is there and what isn’t.”
She led them back through the shop, unlocked the door and turned the sign to OPEN. Beside the carousel, Jodi asked whether Mabel knew its music from the circus.
“Barrie had something similar near his tent,” Sheila said, adjusting a box on the display. “A cheap little mechanical thing that played the same three tunes until everybody hated them. Mabel heard it for years.”
“Then she remembers.”
Sheila rested a hand on the carousel case. “I know she responded.”
At the door, Kirsteen thanked her. “I haven’t told you everything,” Sheila said. “Don’t turn what I did tell you into the wrong ending before tomorrow.”
“I’ll try not to.”
“Better.”
Outside, the high street had returned to full Christmas activity. Jodi waited until they had crossed the road before saying, “She was trying to help Mabel.”
“That’s what she says, and I believe she meant to.” Kirsteen looked back at the shop. Behind its glass, Sheila stood beside the turning carousel with one hand resting on the case. “I still want to know how.”
Mabel was visible beyond the hedge as they neared Westward Cottage, crossing the staff-controlled orchard extension towards her shelter. Jodi lifted a hand, although the elephant was too far away to notice. “Do you think the postcard means Sheila?”
“Yes.”
“What has she waited for?”
A father she would not discuss, a friend Kirsteen had never known and an elephant who remembered the pockets of her coat offered no simple answer. Kirsteen watched Mabel cross the orchard. “I don’t think she knew.”
Chapter 13 – Sheila’s Version
The old circus field did not look like a place that had been waiting forty years for an elephant. Kirsteen had expected some trace from the photographs, perhaps a flattened arena or the ghost of a track beneath the grass. Instead, she found a winter meadow bounded by hedges, dark woodland and a stone barn leaning just enough to show its age.
Sheila unlocked the gate shortly after ten. “Try not to look disappointed. People usually are.”
“It looks nice,” Jodi said.
“You’re ten. You haven’t had time to become nostalgic properly.”
Jodi accepted this as a compliment. Frost lingered wherever the sun had not reached, and their boots pressed dark marks into the whitening grass. Beyond the lower hedge, Marling Bay fell towards the harbour, its roofs layered against a pale strip of sea.
“Part of the main tent stood there,” Sheila said, pointing across the field, “with the animal lines nearer the barn. We put caravans along the lower boundary when the ground was dry enough. Barrie’s smaller tent was closer to the road.”
Jodi turned slowly, placing vanished structures in the empty spaces. Sheila showed her the end of the barn where Mabel had slept beneath a temporary covering. “It wasn’t good enough by modern standards.”
Her voice warned Kirsteen that the field had not become easy ground. They followed it into a rougher meadow fringed with gorse and winter bramble, with woodland rising towards a low ridge.
“All this is yours?” Kirsteen asked.
“The field, meadow and trees.”
“That’s a lot of land to keep.”
“It was cheaper when nobody wanted it.”
Several paces ahead, Jodi found a long wooden board half-hidden beneath ivy against the barn wall. Most of the paint had gone, though traces of dark red, a gold border and part of one letter remained.
“The entrance board,” Sheila said. “I found it when they cleared one of the sheds.”
“And kept it for forty years,” Kirsteen said.
Sheila sounded offended by the accusation of sentiment. “I’ve been very busy.”
Beyond the barn, the town disappeared behind stone, hedge and trees, leaving only winter grass and the distant cries of gulls. Kirsteen understood why Sheila had resisted the housing development. New houses would have erased even the emptiness.
Near the centre of the meadow, Jodi asked, “Was this where you said goodbye?”
“Later, on the road near the handover point.”
Jodi looked towards the gate. Kirsteen remembered Sheila’s warning against turning her account into the wrong ending and waited.
“You’ve improved,” Sheila said.
“Briefly.”
“Make the most of it.”
At the woodland edge, an old track disappeared between the trees. Sheila rested one hand on a gatepost. “Mabel was approximately twenty-one that winter. The earliest records weren’t perfect, but she’d spent most of her life travelling. I’d known for longer than I admitted that she needed something else.”
“When did you begin looking for a sanctuary?”
“Seriously? The previous spring. There were veterinary reports, ownership papers, transport permissions and people who needed convincing that we wouldn’t change our minds.”
“Barrie needed the most convincing.”
“Usually.”
The European Elephant Refuge in western France had accepted Mabel in principle before the circus reached Marling Bay, although the final papers and timing were still being settled. Sheila had spoken to its wildlife charity, vets and experienced transport staff, studied photographs and reports, and checked the place through another keeper she trusted.
“Were there other elephants?” Jodi asked.
“Yes. That was part of the point.”
Kirsteen pictured Mabel at Westward Cottage, surrounded by people but separated from her own kind. The emergency paddock could keep her safe for a while; it could not give her a permanent life.
“What did Barrie object to most?” she asked.
“It depended on the day. Sometimes the money, often the circus losing Mabel.”
“And sometimes you leaving with her.”
Sheila glanced at her. “Yes. He thought that if Mabel left, the circus ended. It was ending anyway, but if I left as well, he would have had to admit it.”
The old argument sounded less like a dispute over property than fear given an uglier name. That did not make Barrie’s behaviour noble, but it made it human.
“Did he ever formally agree?” Kirsteen asked. “There must have been a point when his consent mattered.”
“He signed what he needed to sign before Christmas Eve. Then he spent the next week behaving as though signing had happened to him.”
“So legally he agreed.”
“Legally. People can agree to something and still wish it wasn’t happening.”
“Did he try to stop the transfer?”
“He argued, shouted and changed his mind several times, but he didn’t stop it. Underneath all the noise, he knew I was right. He simply couldn’t say so to me.”
The surviving words on the damaged card returned to Kirsteen: before I change my mind. Perhaps Barrie had been trying to say it to someone else.
At the far end of the meadow, the track curved behind the trees. Sheila pointed down it. “Kathleen drove through there on Christmas Eve in that old estate car of hers.”
“The brown one?”
“If it was still brown. Mostly rust, as I remember.”
Jodi brightened. “Gran drove an elephant?”
“She collected feed, blankets and some personal belongings I’d packed. The car carried those.”
“The feed that was refused,” Kirsteen said. “The North Lane ledger stops with a note that you asked for it regardless. Somebody must have gone and collected it anyway.”
Sheila’s expression changed. “Of course you found that.”
Kathleen had known the plan for only a week. Sheila had needed practical help from somebody capable whose livelihood and loyalties did not depend on Barrie. Kirsteen had been two, Kathleen thirty-eight and Sheila about forty: two working women organising an elephant transfer in a storm.
By late afternoon on Christmas Eve, the transfer team had decided their largest vehicle could not safely enter the circus field if the ground worsened. They chose an inland handover point with better access, which meant walking Mabel along part of a checked route under professional control while roads were managed.
“She knew the loading procedure,” Sheila said, “but by then she hated it. She wasn’t frightened of vehicles exactly. She was tired of them, and there’s a difference.”
“Did she refuse?” Jodi asked.
“She didn’t want to load that night, so the handlers waited as long as it took.”
Kirsteen remembered Mabel refusing the left turn in Marling Bay with patience rather than panic. “What was Kathleen doing?”
“Keeping people warm, passing messages, driving between the field and the road, and making sure things arrived where they belonged. She dealt with Mabel only as far as she’d been shown was safe. Kathleen wasn’t an elephant keeper.”
She had not needed to become one. Kirsteen could picture her mother finding the jobs nobody else had time to do and completing them without fuss.
“Part of the smaller tent was already damaged,” Sheila continued. “Then somebody remembered the blue trunk was still nearby. Barrie went back because the cards mattered to him, and falling timber caught him.”
For a time Sheila believed she could not continue while her father was taken to hospital. Kathleen gave her the blunt test Sheila now repeated for them: cancel if Mabel needed to stay, but not because guilt made leaving hurt.
“Barrie asked for me before the ambulance left,” Sheila said, her face closing slightly. “First he said I was making a mistake, then that perhaps I wasn’t. After that, he told me not to come back complaining when everything went wrong.”
“That’s horrible,” Jodi said. “Did he mean it?”
“For the length of the sentence.” Sheila looked down at the frost-softened grass. “I said things too.”
Jodi opened her mouth, then closed it. Sheila noticed and thanked her, which seemed to surprise them both.
They turned towards the lower field, where the town came gradually back into view. Kathleen had helped Sheila and the professional team reach the handover route; after that, the refuge staff took charge. Sheila travelled with them only part of the way before returning to the circus.
“You said there were other animals and Barrie was in hospital,” Kirsteen said. “Was that the whole reason?”
“No. I was afraid that if I went all the way, I wouldn’t come back. For sixteen years I had known exactly what I was: Mabel’s keeper, Barrie’s daughter, a circus person. If Mabel went to the refuge and I went with her, perhaps I would become somebody else. I didn’t know whether that would be terrible or wonderful, so I came back and told myself I would visit within weeks.”
Barrie’s injury and the circus’s collapse filled the weeks with practical demands. Kirsteen understood how immediate tasks could postpone the larger question beneath them; since Kathleen’s death, funeral paperwork, school, solicitors and work had done the same for her.
The refuge continued to send letters, photographs and veterinary reports. Two years later, Sheila made her only visit.
“What was Mabel like?” Jodi asked.
Sheila’s face softened. “Busy being an elephant. She was healthy, social and better than she would have been travelling with us.”
The answer loosened something in Kirsteen. Mabel had not been waiting in grief. She had lived.
At the faded entrance board, Jodi brushed frost from the last gold edge while Kirsteen asked why Sheila had never returned.
“Barrie got older. I came back here. The sweetshop became available, and one year became another. Kathleen and I stayed in touch for years, sometimes closely. You probably met me once or twice when you were small.”
Kirsteen could find no trace of her. “What happened between you later?”
“Nothing, which is the answer people dislike most. We didn’t quarrel and nobody betrayed anybody. There were Christmas cards, occasional cups of tea, then fewer of both. We became busy.”
“Why did Mum never tell me?”
Sheila looked almost exasperated. “She didn’t wake every morning and decide to keep it from you. This happened before you could remember. By the time you were old enough to ask, why would you ask whether your mother had once helped move an elephant? Silence usually needs time, not maintenance.”
The secrecy shrank to ordinary proportions. Kirsteen thought of relationships she had allowed to thin without any decisive ending, and stories from her own life Jodi would never think to request.
Near the lower hedge, Sheila stopped beside a patch of uneven ground. Kathleen had returned there on Christmas morning, leaving two-year-old Kirsteen with someone elsewhere in town while she checked on a grieving woman at the circus site, half-packed and quiet. When Sheila refused to approach the field, Kathleen persuaded her to walk through the slush.
“I told her I never wanted to see it again,” Sheila said. “She warned me that avoiding it would only make the place larger in my memory. Unfortunately, she was right.”
“Is that why you bought it?” Jodi asked.
“Partly. I didn’t want houses here because of Mabel, the circus and everything else.”
At the gate, Kirsteen looked back across the meadow. Without Sheila’s account, the land gave nothing away. Snow had melted, tents and vehicles had vanished, people had scattered and grass had returned. What remained was memory, not evidence.
Jodi studied the barn and the land beyond it. “Could Mabel live here?”
“You asked me that yesterday,” Sheila said.
“I’ve seen it now.”
The field, meadow and woodland offered room, but Kirsteen saw what the view concealed: elephant-rated fencing, shelter, water, veterinary care, trained staff, planning permission and insurance. “This is land, Jodi. It isn’t an elephant facility.”
“I know. I still wanted to ask.”
Sheila looked towards the trees. “I didn’t buy it for that.”
Jodi let the answer stand. Sheila locked the gate and rested one gloved hand briefly on the top rail.
Several minutes into the walk back, Jodi said, “Maybe Gran thought helping to move an elephant was normal.”
Kirsteen smiled. “For Gran, possibly.”
Ahead, the roofs of Marling Bay brightened beneath a break in the cloud. Mabel would be at Westward Cottage when they returned.
Chapter 14 – What Barrie Owed
Rhona Noddin lived above the pharmacy on Church Street, at the top of twenty-seven narrow steps, three of which creaked loudly enough for Jodi to count them twice.
“Twenty-seven,” she announced at the landing.
Kirsteen caught her breath with one hand against the wall. “I wasn’t aware this was a survey.”
“It helps to know how many there are on the way down.”
“Excellent. I was worried we’d be trapped forever.”
The door opened before Jodi could answer. Rhona was seventy-eight, broad-shouldered and silver-haired, with a bright red cardigan over a blouse patterned in tiny blue flowers. Her gaze passed from Kirsteen to Jodi and settled on the protective sleeve. “That’s it? Come in before you make the stairwell cold.”
Her small, warm flat was crowded with books, pottery and framed photographs. From a round table beside the bay window, they could see shoppers passing beneath the Christmas lights while a delivery van blocked half the pavement outside the bakery.
The postcard had been written on 21 December 1986 and carried only Barrie’s small initial beneath a message from Rhona’s father. She recognised Harold Noddin’s handwriting before she sat down.
“He would have been sixty-three.” Rhona studied the card through its sleeve. “He wrote this after we’d had a row.”
Her father had wanted her to stay at North Lane Agricultural, where she had kept the books since leaving school. At thirty-eight, Rhona had accepted an accounts job in Exeter; Harold treated the decision as abandonment.
“Did you go?” Jodi asked.
“In January. I wrote him a letter before I left. Apparently, he wrote this and never gave it to me.”
Rhona lifted the card. “Rhona. I have been counting you with the stock. Hay, meal, bedding, Rhona. That is a poor way for a father to go on, and I knew it when I entered your wages in the same book. The business is mine to worry about. You are not a delivery I can hold back pending settlement.”
She paused before reading the last lines. “Exeter has trains. I have looked at the timetable. That is the closest I shall get to an apology. Go in January. Write when they are late. The van will cope, and so, eventually, will I. H. Noddin.”
Rhona lowered the card and gave a shaky laugh. “He never said any of that.”
“You don’t have to read any more,” Kirsteen said.
“There isn’t any more. He always did know when to stop.”
The name Noddin had already stirred Kirsteen’s memory. She showed Rhona the old North Lane feed entries, and Jodi explained that Mabel had stopped outside the modern shop.
“Of course she did,” Rhona said. “Peter Walmsley’s dad drove our van up there every day that winter. I used to feed her bruised apples. My father hated waste.”
“What did you think of Barrie?” Kirsteen asked.
“Charming until he owed you money. We supplied hay, fruit, meal and bedding, and by the end Dad insisted on cash.”
The ledger warned that no more feed should be released without payment. After Sheila’s request for another delivery came the final notation: S. Stretton states elephant leaving in any case.
“Were people saying Mabel was being sold?” Kirsteen asked.
“People said all sorts. If there had been a buyer with proper money, Dad would have known. Every supplier in town would have appeared before the ink dried.”
Rhona thought some of the account had been settled, and when Jodi asked if the old books survived, she glanced towards a tall cupboard. “Somewhere, and somewhere can be a very large place at my age.”
Twenty minutes later, they sat beside two archive boxes. Kirsteen tried not to consider how easily delivering postcards had become searching other families’ accounts.
“You’re enjoying this,” Jodi said.
“I’m finding information.”
“Clues in records.”
Rhona laughed behind them. “She’s got you.”
The Noddin ledgers gave each delivery a date, quantity, price and payment notation. Barrie’s account carried a substantial balance by 22 December; on the following day he requested a forty-pound advance against Boxing Day receipts. Harold refused, and recorded Barrie’s offer of a watch as security.
“It probably wasn’t worth forty pounds,” Rhona said.
A small cash payment barely reduced the debt. Part of the balance was paid after Christmas and some remained outstanding into January, with no large sum that could have come from selling an elephant.
Rhona opened her father’s thinner working book. Its margins held curt reminders: Extra hay if snow continues. B.S. promises Friday. Believe when seen. On 22 December, another entry read: Extra fruit/hay for Mabel. Not circus account. Transfer people paying? Beneath it Harold had added: EER? international phone.
“The European Elephant Refuge,” Kirsteen said. “The sanctuary in western France.”
The next entry was clearer: Collection/handover 24th. Confirm road/weather. S.S. says charity arrangement. Do not bill B.S.
A loose invoice inside the notebook had WINTER CIRCUS crossed from the customer line and replaced with MABEL TRANSFER, EER. The fruit, hay and bedding were marked as collected at 16:40 on 24 December 1986. At the bottom, in the same practical hand, was a final line: Collected by K. Whitton.
“There,” Jodi whispered. “Gran really did it.”
Kirsteen pictured Kathleen beneath the winter sky, leaving her two-year-old daughter with somebody before taking the old estate car to North Lane. Her name had survived because she collected feed for an elephant, and the simplicity moved Kirsteen more than the mystery around it.
“Kathleen was good in a crisis,” Rhona said.
“I knew that. I didn’t know she had quite so many interesting ones.”
One final entry, dated 23 December, reduced the quarrel to two lines: B.S. says circus finished if M. goes. S.S. says circus already finished.
Jodi read the final entry again. “Your dad said you weren’t stock.”
Rhona looked from the notebook to her postcard. “From a feed merchant, that’s practically a love letter.”
After Kirsteen showed her how to handle the old card safely, Rhona slipped it from the sleeve. “I don’t regret going to Exeter, and I didn’t need my father’s forgiveness. We had difficult years and better ones. He visited me, I came home, and when he became ill, I moved back for a while.”
“So the card doesn’t change what happened,” Jodi said.
“No. It changes the part I had to guess. Knowing what somebody probably meant is different from hearing what they tried to say.”
Kirsteen thought of Sheila and Barrie, and of words that had failed to arrive for forty years.
They left shortly before two with copies of the relevant pages and invoice, while the originals remained with Rhona. At the bottom of the staircase, Jodi announced that there were still twenty-seven steps.
“I believed you the first time.”
“I was checking.”
Outside, Christmas lights had begun to glow against the grey afternoon. Jodi asked whether they should tell Sheila about the invoice. “She’ll say she already knew, then pretend she doesn’t care.”
“Almost certainly.”
Kirsteen’s phone rang before they reached the corner. The estate agent spoke with cheerful efficiency: the January valuation remained available, the second week would suit, and there was strong interest in period cottages near the harbour.
“The second week of January is fine,” Kirsteen said.
After she ended the call, Jodi walked several paces in silence. “You still want to sell.”
“It was always the plan.”
“But finding out about Gran changes how you feel about the house.”
Irritation rose because the observation came too close to something Kirsteen had avoided examining. “We aren’t making property decisions because Mum once collected hay for an elephant. We need somewhere sensible to live, and Westward needs work.”
“So does everywhere.” Jodi looked straight ahead. “Where are we going, then?”
“We’ll decide after Christmas.”
“And Dad? If we stayed here, could he come back?”
A bus pulled away from the church, leaving Kirsteen standing among shoppers and Christmas bags. Church Street offered neither the privacy nor the time the question deserved.
“You said people can change their minds,” Jodi continued.
Kirsteen answered too sharply. “Jodi, stop.” When her daughter lowered her eyes, she softened her voice. “We’ll talk about Dad properly tonight.”
“Not in the middle of Church Street?”
“No. Tonight.”
Jodi nodded without looking convinced, and they resumed their walk with the copied ledgers heavy in Kirsteen’s bag.
At Westward Cottage, Mabel stood near the gate while a carer checked the enclosure. Jodi went to the marked observation area, and Kirsteen spread the copies across the kitchen table. The figures recorded debt and desperation, but no profit from selling Mabel. Through the window, the elephant selected one branch from a pile of browse and rejected another.
Barrie had owed money throughout Marling Bay, but he had also owed people words. Money, at least, came with ledgers.
Upstairs, Jodi moved around her bedroom. Kirsteen paused over Rhona’s copied postcard, with its admission about counting a daughter among the stock, then closed the folder. Tonight she would talk to her daughter about Kevin without schedules, euphemisms or promises she could not define.
Chapter 15 – Kathleen’s Box
Kathleen’s box turned out to contain a boiler warranty. Kirsteen sat cross-legged on the sitting-room floor at half past eight the following morning, holding it with an unreasonable mixture of disappointment and relief.
Her laptop chimed from the armchair. The subject line read PERMANENT ROLE: DECISION DATE. Kirsteen closed the notification without opening it. The answer was due on Wednesday, and postponement had begun to resemble a decision.
The carton marked PAPERS / KEEP held a cooker manual, old insurance policies, guttering receipts, Kirsteen’s birth certificate and three council letters about a hedge. She had delayed opening it because the label felt authoritative, while every discovery about 1986 made the contents seem more like evidence. Instead, ordinary paperwork returned Kathleen to scale.
“Anything?” Jodi asked.
“The boiler was guaranteed for seven years, which would have been useful in 2015. We also have instructions for a burglar alarm that hasn’t existed since 1998.”
“Gran kept rubbish records.”
“Gran kept records.”
Beyond the window, Mabel fed among the apple trees while the care team moved through its morning routine. Feed arrived, records were updated, Dr Wood visited and staff used the side gate without ringing the bell. Westward Cottage had become temporarily attached to a much larger organisation.
The previous evening, Kirsteen had kept her promise about Kevin. She told Jodi that her father would see her during the holiday and that the adults were still arranging how. He might visit Westward Cottage, but Kirsteen would not promise it. When Jodi asked whether things could change, she had answered, “Some things can,” and heard how easily truth could become shelter.
Near the bottom of the carton, several small notebooks were bound with an elastic band. Most contained gardening notes, Christmas-card lists and recipes. Then Kirsteen found a narrow red one, faded brown at the edges, with December 1986 written inside the cover.
“Is that it?” Jodi asked, moving closer.
“Possibly.”
The cheap ruled notebook was not a diary. Kathleen had used it as temporary memory for appointments, shopping and neighbours’ borrowed ladders. Early December held a library visit, a plumber who needed chasing and a question about whether two-year-old Kirsteen’s cough was too bad for nursery.
Around the seventeenth, snow began to appear among notes about heating oil and soup. The next entry read: 18 Dec: snow worse. Took soup to M. Seagrove. Kirsteen furious in pram, lost mitten again.
“Did you lose the red one?” Jodi asked.
The child-sized mitten in the trunk had been found beneath the folded circus cloth. Kirsteen had assumed it belonged to a child from the show, but Jodi was already hurrying upstairs.
She returned with the carton from their first evening and found another small red mitten beneath the school reports and the one-eyed knitted mouse. The conservator’s catalogue showed that the trunk held the left mitten; Kathleen had kept the right. Their ribbing, faded wool and narrow thumb repairs matched, as did the crooked K sewn in blue cotton inside each cuff.
“It is yours,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen ran a finger over the mitten Kathleen had brought home. Somebody at the circus must have found its partner and put it in Barrie’s trunk to be returned after the storm. She remembered none of it, yet a small part of her had travelled through the story in red wool.
The next entry changed subject without changing Kathleen’s unadorned handwriting.
19 Dec: Sheila. Mabel feet worse. Vet agrees no more road travel if avoidable after season. Barrie won’t hear it properly.
On 20 December, Kathleen added: S. papers nearly done. Witness needed / inventory. B. difficult. Beneath it came another line: S. upset. B. worse after argument. Do not repeat what she said. Not mine to tell.
“Do you want to know what Sheila said?” Jodi asked.
When they first arrived, Kirsteen would have treated the omission like a locked cupboard. Now she traced a finger beside her mother’s sentence without touching the ink. “Not unless Sheila wants to tell us.”
The entry for 21 December recorded the heart of the quarrel: Barrie knows EER confirmed. Says this finishes circus. Sheila says circus already finishing. B says she is taking both of them. S says he can’t keep people by making leaving cruel.
Kirsteen pictured the damaged postcard: …don’t let Sheila take Mabel… Barrie’s signature made the apparent warning less certain; the missing words could still turn its meaning.
On the page for Christmas Eve, Kathleen’s list ran sideways in the margin: paraffin / blankets / call S. / collect feed 4.30 / check road report.
“The invoice says sixteen forty,” Jodi said. “Gran was ten minutes late.”
“Remarkably restrained for Christmas Eve in a storm.”
Kathleen’s later additions crossed the page at different angles.
Weather worsening. Road inland passable for now. Collected Mabel feed N Lane 4.40. Transport delayed but coming.
Barrie hurt: timber near small tent. Ambulance. S says cancel. Told her decide for Mabel not B.
Moved blankets / personal effects. Mabel calm. Doesn’t like loading. Time.
Then came the line Kirsteen read twice: Do not let them send her back because B changes his mind again. Set beside the damaged card, it supported more than one completion and settled neither.
The remaining entries offered more: S going part way. EER handover if bridge road passable. M. papers with S. Lower down the page, Kathleen recorded Barrie’s request for the blue trunk and her assurance that it was safe.
blue case + cards moved harbour dry store with other things. M.R. knows. collect after Christmas.
“Marc,” Jodi said. “And the trunk.”
The storm, Barrie’s hospitalisation and the circus’s departure had interrupted an ordinary collection. Kathleen’s final note reduced the day’s anger to one sentence: S not to blame. B frightened. Both too proud.
After Christmas, references to the circus became sparse.
25 Dec: Sheila came by? no. Went field. Tea. She shouldn’t be alone.
26 Dec: heard Mabel arrived. Good. B still hospital. Circus vehicles moving when road clears.
27 Dec: blue case still harbour. remind M.R.?
Household life returned with milk, laundry and Kirsteen refusing peas.
“You hated peas,” Jodi said.
“I still hate peas.”
“At least something survived.”
Through January and spring, Sheila appeared only occasionally: Tea with S. S heard from refuge. Mabel settled. Postcard from France. Then the notebook ended.
They went back through the carton, where Kirsteen found a Christmas card showing a robin on a snowy fence. Inside, Sheila had written: Christmas 1987. First Christmas without her. Still think I did right. Doesn’t make it easier. Thank you for being there. S.
Near the bottom lay a much-folded receipt bearing a harbour stamp: Travelling Show property: temporary emergency storage. Store D-4 / West Retaining. The initials M.R. appeared in the lower corner.
“D-four,” Jodi said. “Marc remembered.”
The receipt placed the trunk exactly where Marc had said. A sealed part of the old retaining wall could explain how the storm had released it onto the beach, but not why Mabel had arrived beside it forty years after her transfer.
Jodi stood to stretch her legs. “Can we show Sheila the parts about her?”
Kirsteen looked at Kathleen’s private notes. “We’ll ask first.”
“Definitely learning.”
The rest of the carton held no more about Mabel, only a university postcard from Kirsteen, a birthday card Kathleen had kept for twenty-five years, photographs of Jodi as a baby and a school-play programme in which Kirsteen had played a tree.
Jodi held it up. “It says Tree Three. Did you have lines?”
“I was part of an ensemble.”
“You were a tree.”
They laughed until Jodi had to put the programme down. For several minutes the mystery gave way to the odd contents of a life: a boiler warranty, a child’s tooth, an elephant transfer and a school play, all kept without distinction.
By lunchtime Kirsteen had sorted everything into smaller groups, though nothing had reached the bin.
“What box does it go in now?” Jodi asked.
“Back into PAPERS / KEEP, for now. Apart from the burglar-alarm instructions. We can probably survive without those.”
Jodi glanced towards Mabel. “Can we buy pears? Some for us and some for her?”
“Some can be approved by the carers.”
“That’s basically adoption.”
“It is absolutely not.”
Jodi grinned at the easy victory. Kirsteen carried the carton out of the sitting room but stopped beside the damaged postcard photograph on the dining table. Kathleen’s note from the same day lay open beside it.
…don’t let Sheila take Mabel…
Do not let them send her back because B changes his mind again.
“Those could fit together more than one way,” Jodi said.
“They could. We wait for the rest of the card.”
Kirsteen returned the notebook to the box and closed the lid. Kathleen remained the woman who labelled cocoa tins, kept obsolete warranties and checked a road before helping an elephant through a Christmas storm. For once, Kirsteen did not need to finish sorting her.
Chapter 16 – Marc’s Other Secret
Marc Revill answered the door wearing a cardigan, slippers and the expression of a man who had known exactly why Kirsteen was coming and had spent the previous ten minutes deciding whether to pretend otherwise.
“You found D-four.”
Kirsteen held up a photocopy of the harbour receipt. “Kathleen kept this.”
Marc looked at it once. “Of course she did.” He glanced at Jodi on the narrow front path. “Come in before somebody notices you’re here and decides I’m hiding another elephant.”
His house stood high on the slope above the harbour, where the town began to give way to fields. Grey-blue sea showed between the rooftops beyond a sitting room that was neat rather than decorative, its mantel crowded with photographs of boats, harbour crews and old colleagues. There was only one wedding picture. Marc noticed Kirsteen looking towards it as he lowered himself into the chair nearest the window.
“My wife,” he said, holding out his hand for the receipt.
He read the faded lines with his thumb resting beside the initials at the bottom.
Travelling Show property: temporary emergency storage
Store D-4 / West Retaining
M.R.
“So the blue trunk was definitely there,” Kirsteen said.
“Last week I was remembering. Now you’ve brought me proof.”
Jodi settled into the armchair. “What happened to D-four?”
“Nothing dramatic. The chambers were built into the retaining wall, low stone rooms that became damp if the doors weren’t maintained. D-four was one of the better ones, but it was sealed years later during redevelopment.”
“With things inside?”
“Possibly. Somebody should have checked, and somebody probably did, but that isn’t the same as knowing.” Marc returned the copy. “Part of the old wall was damaged in the storm. If the chamber survived behind the later work, the trunk could have been knocked loose and carried onto the beach.”
“With Mabel,” Jodi said.
“That part I can’t explain.”
Kirsteen folded the photocopy along its existing crease. “What happened after Christmas Eve?”
Barrie had asked about the trunk after Christmas and Marc had assured him it was safe. Barrie expected somebody at the harbour to arrange collection; Marc expected Barrie to send somebody. Kathleen’s note said collect after Christmas, but Christmas became Boxing Day, and by then the circus was leaving without it.
“Why didn’t you chase it?” Kirsteen asked.
Marc looked towards the wedding photograph. “I had my own problems.”
The missing pages entered the room without being named. Once, Kirsteen would have assumed that every silence concealed part of Mabel’s story. Kathleen’s notebooks had cured her of that.
“You don’t have to tell us anything unrelated to the harbour records.”
“That’s convenient.”
“I mean it.”
Marc studied her. “You’re different from the first time you came.”
“I’ve been corrected repeatedly, mostly by an eighty-year-old sweetshop owner and a ten-year-old.”
Jodi smiled. Marc almost did, then glanced at the mantel again. “I tore those pages out because of me. I was married, and not happily that winter. There was a woman connected with the circus.”
He would not give them her name. She had travelled with the company for a while without performing, and she and Marc had become close. He told her things about his marriage that he should have told his wife; she trusted him with unhappiness of her own. By Christmas Eve, they had planned to leave together.
“Were you having an affair?” Kirsteen asked.
“Not in the way you mean, though the distinction mattered more to me then. We made plans we had no business making. I was going to leave my wife.”
The storm blocked the roads while the woman prepared to leave with the circus. Marc had access to a harbour tender and authority to use it for storm work, but not for his private life. He took her around part of the harbour to a service landing where she could reach a vehicle.
“You were going with her,” Kirsteen said.
“That was the plan.”
Jodi looked openly disapproving. “Did your wife know?”
“No. I got halfway through ruining my life and lost my nerve.” Marc spoke without asking for sympathy. “I helped the woman ashore, stood there with a bag I’d packed earlier and realised I didn’t want the future I’d spent weeks pretending I wanted. She left. I came back.”
Kirsteen remembered the crossed-out departure time and the return recorded at 22:14. “The tender log recorded the trip.”
“Parts of it. I tore out that sheet and the shift pages that showed where I’d been. People had covered for me because they thought I was on official assistance. I did move equipment and help with the storm response on the way back, but none of that changes why I took the tender out.”
Kathleen had seen him return with his bag. He told her very little, and she asked only whether he meant to ruin his marriage. When he failed to answer, she told him not to make harbour staff cover his shift while he worked up the courage.
Kirsteen laughed, and even Marc smiled. “Then she made tea,” he said. “Strong enough to strip paint.”
“That sounds right.”
His smile faded. “She didn’t tell anyone. Not even my wife.”
Not mine to tell, Kathleen had written. The words described no exceptional act of loyalty, only the way she moved through other people’s lives.
“What happened to your marriage?” Jodi asked.
“My wife found out years later because I told her. I didn’t give her the woman’s name or every detail. By then, that would only have transferred my guilt into information she had to carry.”
“Did she forgive you?”
Marc was quiet for a moment. “People ask that as though forgiveness is a certificate. She stayed. We had good years afterwards, and bad ones. She knew enough to understand what I’d nearly done, and I knew enough not to call her staying proof that I’d done nothing wrong.”
Jodi looked at the photograph. “She’s dead now.”
“Eight years.”
“I’m sorry.”
Kirsteen laid the harbour receipt on the table. “When we found the missing pages, it looked as though you were concealing something about Mabel.”
“I understood that when you turned up. By then I’d known you for twelve minutes, and I wanted the whole business to stay buried.” His gaze travelled past them to the harbour. “It turns out buried things have their own ideas.”
“Do you still have anything from those pages?”
Marc left the room and returned with a flat cardboard folder held shut by an elastic band. “I made photocopies before I tore out the originals.”
“Why?”
“Because destroying a record felt wrong even while I was doing it. People are very good at wanting opposite things simultaneously.”
Several faded copies remained readable. The Christmas Eve shift page held no confession, sale or hidden payment, only operational notes on the weather, tender movements, west-retaining storage, an ambulance request and assistance to the circus. One entry read:
B. Stretton injured. Ambulance requested. S. Stretton proceeding with animal transfer. K. Whitton assisting.
Lower down, another line was shorter:
B.S. states elephant not returning with company.
“What did Barrie actually say?” Kirsteen asked.
“Something close to that. ‘She’s not coming back with us.’”
However reluctantly he had spoken, Barrie had accepted Mabel’s departure.
On the next page, two notations recorded the blue trunk:
D-4: travelling show effects received. B.S. requests blue case retained dry.
K. Whitton aware. Collection after holiday.
Marc had also seen Mabel on the road beyond North Lane before the weather became truly bad. Sheila and the others were guiding her towards the handover route while Kathleen drove back and forth “as though the whole town belonged to her”. Mabel had been calm. Later, Barrie said she was not returning with the circus.
Kirsteen took out the damaged postcard and laid the surviving fragments beside the folder:
…if she insists…
…don’t let Sheila take Mabel…
…before I change my mind.
Marc read them carefully. “That sounds like Barrie. He could recognise his weakness more easily when somebody else had to manage it.”
“Who would he have written to?”
“Kathleen, perhaps. He trusted her not to be impressed by him.”
The answer fitted, but the missing words could still change the instruction. Kirsteen returned the fragments to their envelope.
Jodi pointed to Marc’s folder. “What happens to those?”
“They go back to the archive. They were never mine, especially after forty years.” Marc fastened the elastic band with unsteady hands. “I’ll take them to the archivist myself.”
“Are you sure?” Kirsteen asked.
“No. Apparently that is no longer a reason not to do things.”
Jodi’s approval showed on her face. Marc told her not to start.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Your face did.”
At the front door, Marc stopped Kirsteen while Jodi went ahead to the gate. “Your mother knew enough about me to have made trouble.”
“She didn’t, because it wasn’t hers to tell.”
“So she did teach you something.”
“Eventually.”
Marc’s expression grew serious. “Don’t make her secrecy prettier than it was. Kathleen wasn’t a saint who carried everyone’s burdens perfectly. Sometimes she kept things because she hated confrontation, and sometimes she waited too long. Privacy and avoidance can look very similar, even from inside.”
Kirsteen had no wish to replace suspicion with idealisation. “Thank you.”
“She’d hate us thanking each other for that.”
“Probably.”
From the lower road, Kirsteen and Jodi could see the storm-damaged retaining wall across the harbour, partly fenced while engineers assessed it. Somewhere behind that stonework had been Store D-4. The trunk’s route from Christmas Eve 1986 was plausible now: removed from the circus, stored until after Christmas, forgotten amid Barrie’s injury and the company’s departure, sealed behind later redevelopment, then released when the storm broke the old structure. Only Mabel’s arrival on the same beach, at the same low tide, refused to fit.
“Maybe we’ll never know how she got there,” Jodi said.
Not long ago, the possibility would have irritated Kirsteen. “Maybe.”
They continued downhill while the harbour carried on with its tides, repairs, deliveries and paperwork. Forty years earlier, Marc had torn pages from its records because he could not bear his private failure entering the official story. He had been wrong, but the truth he concealed had never belonged to Mabel.
Chapter 17 – The Same Elephant
The email arrived at seven eighteen the next morning with the subject line MABEL: HISTORICAL IDENTIFICATION / RECORD MATCH. Kirsteen read it twice in bed, then sat upright as its conclusion displaced the individual sentences. The elephant in the paddock was not merely the Mabel who had walked out of the retirement centre before the storm. The records now connected her to the Winter Circus.
Confirmed physical markers, photographs, transfer documents and veterinary notes carried one life across forty years and several institutions. Outside the bedroom window, frost silvered the roofs below Westward Cottage, and a few harbour lights held against the pale beginning of morning. A floorboard creaked downstairs. Kirsteen pulled on a dressing gown and went down with the phone still in her hand.
Jodi was standing on tiptoe at the kitchen window. “She’s awake.” When she saw Kirsteen’s face, she hurried to the table. “What happened?”
“We know who Mabel was before. Properly, back to 1986.”
Kirsteen switched on the lamp and opened the report. The specialists had matched Sheila’s records with archive photographs and later veterinary notes. Mabel’s right-ear notch, pale shoulder scar, age and longstanding foot problems all agreed. Jodi leaned close as Kirsteen enlarged the first scanned page:
EUROPEAN ELEPHANT REFUGE: INTAKE RECORD
26 DECEMBER 1986
Female Asian elephant. Approx. 21 years. Name: Mabel.
Beyond the window, Mabel stood beneath the paddock lights. The intake notes described the same ear notch and shoulder scar, calm behaviour with familiar handlers and resistance to hurried loading.
“That’s her,” Jodi said.
Later records added a fondness for pears, a dislike of dark umbrellas and a 1993 incident in which Mabel had removed a dark wool cap from a male visitor, returning it after a brief inspection.
Jodi began laughing. “Your hat. She always did it.”
“That makes her a repeat offender, not a traditionalist.”
The first photograph showed a younger, unmistakable Mabel in a muddy enclosure beneath leafless trees, another elephant beside her. Its January 1987 caption named the older female as Celeste.
“She had a friend,” Jodi said.
The report traced twenty-two years at the refuge among other elephants under specialist care. When the programme merged with a larger facility in 2008, Mabel moved with it. By then she was in her early forties, socially settled and increasingly reluctant to load for transport. In 2017 she transferred again, this time to the retirement centre in southern England, roughly thirty miles inland from Marling Bay.
For nine years, she had lived less than an hour’s drive from Sheila.
Jodi stared at the location. “Did Sheila know?”
“She knew Mabel had moved. I don’t think she knew how near.”
“She could have visited.”
“Yes.” Kirsteen looked towards the paddock. “Though knowing the distance would have forced a choice that France did not.”
The retirement centre’s notes described Mabel’s slow adaptation, good appetite, managed foot problems and periods of companionship, with no severe cognitive decline. They also reconstructed most of the eleven days after her escape. A forestry camera caught her before dawn on the second day; later sightings placed her near farmland and, by day six, twelve miles inland from Marling Bay. There the documented trail ended.
Jodi studied the map. Roads crossed woodland, fields, industrial estates, a railway and built-up areas before reaching the coast. “She couldn’t hide. She’s enormous.”
“You’d think.”
The specialists considered the journey possible. Rural tracks, hedgerows and woodland offered some cover, while the storms reduced visibility and made witnesses doubt what they had seen. Nothing explained Mabel’s final miles or why she reached the coast where the trunk emerged at low tide.
The report also confirmed the continuous legal and medical chain behind Tamsin’s responsibility. Westward remained an acceptable temporary arrangement while Dr Wood assessed Mabel for transport, but her return to the inland centre was still the default.
“They’ll probably want to take her back,” Kirsteen said.
The delight left Jodi’s face. “When?”
“We don’t know. It won’t be today, and they won’t move her without planning.”
Jodi turned to the window as Mabel walked towards the shelter. “She found Sheila. She came back to Marling Bay.”
“We don’t know whether she meant to.” Kirsteen heard the chill in her answer and sat beside her. “We care about Mabel, but she needs secure facilities, veterinary care, people who understand her feet and age, and contact with other elephants. I can’t promise that being loved here is enough.”
Jodi’s eyes filled. Kirsteen wanted to promise that Mabel would stay through Christmas, but after Kevin and the house she could no longer dress uncertainty as hope. “I don’t know what happens next.”
“I hate that.”
“I know.”
At ten, Tamsin came to the back door with an orange folder and asked Kirsteen to help with the site-access record. The care team kept Mabel’s medical and behavioural notes; this one concerned the cottage, the temporary corral and everybody who came near either.
“Write down deliveries, contractors, unexpected visitors and anything affecting the access route,” Tamsin said. “If somebody crosses a boundary or blocks the emergency gate, call us first. Don’t approach them near Mabel.”
Kirsteen opened the folder. The printed form already had columns for time, location, observation and action taken. “You came prepared.”
“We find it reduces the number of helpful improvements.”
Jodi read over her arm. “Can I record what Mabel does?”
“You can tell your mum what you see,” Tamsin said. “She decides whether it belongs in this log or ours.”
“So Mum is in charge of the clipboard.”
“Your mother is responsible for accurate information about her property. The carers remain responsible for Mabel.”
The distinction pleased Kirsteen more than being in charge would have done. She recorded the morning feed delivery, a council inspection of the storm-damaged lower fence and two photographers who remained outside the public barrier after being asked. When Jodi reported that Mabel looked sad, Kirsteen made her begin again.
“She’s resting her left rear foot,” Jodi said. “She has done it twice since breakfast.”
Kirsteen checked the time and called Tamsin rather than adding an interpretation. The behaviour was already in the care record and consistent with Mabel’s known foot discomfort. Tamsin thanked them for noticing, then told Kirsteen to note that the care team had reviewed it.
At eleven twenty, a heating-oil lorry turned into Westward Lane and stopped across the emergency access while the driver searched for the cottage tank. Kirsteen telephoned the site number, waited for a carer to confirm that Mabel was settled and directed the driver to the domestic entrance from well outside the working boundary. The interruption lasted six minutes. She recorded all six without improving the story.
Tamsin collected the folder before lunch. “This is useful.”
“I wrote down what happened.”
“Yes. You’d be surprised how often people write down what they think should have happened.” She tapped the entry about the lorry. “The important part is that you called before moving anyone near the corral.”
Kirsteen had spent most of the month treating uncertainty as an instruction to act. Waiting for the right person had felt less satisfying and produced a better result.
“Can she keep doing it?” Jodi asked.
“While Mabel is here, if your mum wants to.” Tamsin handed the folder back. “Observation, access and telephone calls. Nothing involving an elephant on the other side of a barrier.”
Kirsteen put the folder beside the kitchen telephone. “Understood.”
Shortly after one, Tamsin and Dr Wood came into Kathleen’s kitchen for the formal welfare review. Before handing the paddock to another carer, Tamsin checked Mabel’s foot at a quiet cue. Mabel followed her to the gate and searched her pocket when they finished. Jodi watched as Tamsin showed that she knew which foot hurt, which rumble meant impatience and how long to wait before repeating an instruction.
“She’s done incredibly well,” Tamsin said. “The foot condition hasn’t deteriorated materially. She has lost some weight, but less than we feared, and her hydration is good now.”
“Will she go back?” Jodi asked.
“That’s the likely plan.”
When Jodi objected that Mabel hated transport, Tamsin did not dismiss her. The centre had specialist shelter, veterinary access, elephant-grade fencing and staff who knew Mabel. It could also offer managed contact with other elephants. Mabel’s memory of Sheila could not decide what would support her every day.
Thursday, Christmas Eve morning, was the earliest possible transport date. Nothing had been booked, but the meeting covered foot support, loading, medication, weather and the route. No one treated returning Mabel as cruel, which made resistance harder.
After Tamsin and Dr Wood left, Kirsteen called Sheila. “Can you come over? We’ve got Mabel’s records.”
Sheila arrived twenty minutes later without peppermints, or none she admitted to. Kirsteen first showed her the January 1987 photograph of Mabel beside Celeste.
“Older female,” Sheila said, staring at it. “Bossy.”
She smiled at the refuge notes about pears and laughed over the umbrellas and stolen hats, but the later transfer history stopped her. Two clipped lines placed Mabel at the southern England centre in 2017.
“That’s near here. I thought the later centre was farther north.”
“The records went through the merged organisation. Perhaps you weren’t on the current-contact list.”
“I should have checked.”
“You didn’t know.”
“I could have known.” Sheila looked through the window at Mabel. When Jodi asked whether she would have visited, she took her time. “I don’t know. Maybe believing she was far away made it easier not to decide.”
“She had a life,” Sheila said after a while. “Other elephants. She wasn’t waiting.” Her eyes shone, but she smiled. “Good.”
Jodi leaned closer. “She came back anyway. To you.”
“Careful. Mabel came to Marling Bay. That’s what we know.” Sheila looked outside again. “And she remembered me.”
Kirsteen showed her the broken route on the map. Sheila studied the last confirmed sighting before remarking that Mabel had always moved quietly when she wanted.
“Quietly for an elephant,” Kirsteen said.
“Exactly.”
When Jodi mentioned the possible Christmas Eve transport, Sheila’s gaze returned to the window. “She has proper facilities.”
“But the field,” Jodi began.
“The field is a field. Land isn’t enough, and we don’t know what Mabel knows.” Sheila softened at her expression. “I want her safe more than I want her here.”
The old land had meadow, woodland and a barn, but lacked the fencing, shelter, drainage, water, veterinary access, staffing and legal structure Mabel required. Sheila would offer it to the care organisation if they believed it could be useful under professional management, while accepting that any permanent home must provide more than memory.
“We can ask them to assess it,” Kirsteen said.
Jodi brightened. “Tomorrow?”
“That is not how everything works.”
“Why not?”
“Because civilisation would collapse.”
Sheila stood. “I’ll speak to them. It’s my land, and they’ll probably take me more seriously than a ten-year-old with a pear budget.”
“My budget is sensible.”
“No elephant facility has ever been built on that principle.”
At the back door, Sheila watched Mabel beneath the apple tree while a carer checked the ground around her feet. “I spent years thinking distance was the reason.”
“Maybe it was one of them,” Kirsteen said.
Mabel noticed the open door, lifted her trunk and rumbled. Sheila’s answering smile was quieter than it had been at their reunion. “Yes,” she said. “I know.” Then she left without approaching the fence.
The conservator telephoned shortly after four, when the light had already gone from the lane.
“I said I’d ring when the paper specialist had finished. He has.”
Kirsteen moved the site-access folder aside and found a clean page. “Go on.”
The interim report ran to eleven pages, and the conservator summarised it in the order she had examined it, which was not the order Kirsteen wanted. Paper stock consistent with the other cards in the trunk and with commercial production before 1990. Printing process consistent. Stamp genuine and correctly issued for the period. Ink consistent with the writing across the rest of the bundle, with no separation between the address and the message. The cancellation impressed into the surface rather than laid on top of it.
“And the handwriting?”
“Compared against fourteen of his other cards. The examiner reports a match and will not use a stronger word than that, and neither will I.”
Kirsteen wrote it down anyway. “Is there anything modern on it?”
“No.”
“Anywhere?”
“Anywhere. That is the part I would be careful with. A forgery usually fails somewhere small. There is no small failure on this card.”
Jodi had come to stand at the end of the table without being noticed. Kirsteen turned the page towards her rather than pretend she was not there.
“One more thing,” Kirsteen said. “Every other card in that trunk carries a date its sender wrote. This one has a postmark.”
“Yes.”
“Is that unusual?”
“It is the only one in the collection that went through the post.” A pause, and the sound of paper. “I record that. I don’t interpret it.”
“No,” Kirsteen said. “I do that badly enough for both of us.”
When the call ended, Jodi stayed where she was.
“So it’s real.”
“It’s from 1986. That is all that means.”
“It says find the woman who remembers the snow.” Jodi counted it off on the table with one finger, the way she set out anything she thought was being ignored. “We found Sheila. And it says when Mabel comes home.”
Kirsteen looked out at the paddock, where the lights were on and Mabel had not moved for some time.
“It does say that.”
She wrote the conservator’s findings into the working notebook on a clean page, and wrote nothing underneath them.
That evening, Jodi came downstairs in her pyjamas while Kirsteen reread the welfare report. Tamsin’s organisation remained responsible for Mabel’s welfare, Westward could not become a permanent improvisation, and a Christmas Eve return was the default.
“Is she definitely Mabel?” Jodi asked. “No more probably?”
“No more probably. She’s the same elephant.”
Jodi went to the window. Mabel stood in the paddock, about sixty-one years old, carrying the same ear notch through forty years and places Kirsteen had never seen.
“Do you think she knows she’s home?”
“I think she knows where she is.”
“That’s not the same.”
“No.”
Outside, Mabel rumbled. Christmas Eve was less than a week away.
Chapter 18 – The Missing Half
The conservator telephoned just after eleven while Kirsteen sliced bread and Jodi attacked the last worksheet her school had sent. Beyond the window, two carers supervised Mabel’s morning feed beneath a pale grey sky that turned the paddock frost almost blue.
“We found something. Two paper fragments were stuck behind the green lining in the trunk base. They appear to belong to the missing section of the damaged postcard.”
Kirsteen put down the knife and switched the call to speaker. The fragments did not replace every lost word, but they completed several crucial lines. Photographs and a transcript were already waiting in her inbox.
Jodi pulled her chair closer. “Read it.”
The restored opening confirmed that Barrie had written to Kathleen:
Kathleen: if she insists on going tonight, help her.
I may tell you different later. Don’t listen.
Then came the phrase that had driven so much suspicion. What they had read as:
…don’t let Sheila take Mabel…
now continued:
Don’t let Sheila take Mabel back to me after the handover, even if I ask.
Kirsteen closed her eyes. The missing words had reversed the sentence.
Jodi leaned across the table, but there was no triumph in her voice. “You thought Sheila was taking Mabel from him.”
“I remember.” Kirsteen read on.
Get them gone before I change my mind again.
She is right about Mabel. I know that much. I don’t know what the circus is without her and I don’t know what Sheila is without it, which is perhaps the same cowardice twice.
If I start talking about money, remind me that being broke does not make me right.
Barrie’s debts had been real, along with the harm he had done because of them. The next line opened a different gap:
There is another card for Sheila. I haven’t managed to give her that one either.
The card might still be somewhere inside the trunk, or it might never have reached it. The final sentence offered no clue:
If she leaves angry with me, at least make sure Mabel doesn’t come back because of it.
The paper ended without a signature. Outside, a bucket scraped the ground and Mabel’s trunk tapped the water container while Jodi read the reconstruction again.
“Sheila has to see it today,” she said.
Kirsteen placed the transcript beside Kathleen’s note: Do not let them send her back because B changes his mind again. She had built a crime around half a sentence despite warnings from Sheila, Marc and her mother’s notebook.
Her working notebook lay beneath the conservation photographs. Kirsteen opened it at the page headed Current theory, provisional and found the account she had written only days earlier: Sheila moving Mabel against Barrie’s wishes, Kathleen helping and Marc concealing the route. She had drawn a box around provisional as though caution in the heading excused everything beneath it.
Jodi read over her arm. “Are you going to cross it out?”
“No.” Kirsteen turned to the next clear line and wrote: Barrie asked Kathleen to make sure Mabel did not return to him. The two versions occupied facing pages, each tidy enough to look reasonable until the missing words decided between them. “I’m going to leave the wrong one where I can see it.”
Jodi looked at Sheila’s name. “She already knew you thought it.”
“Yes.”
“You still haven’t told her you were wrong.”
Kirsteen capped the pen. The observation was irritating because it was accurate and because Jodi had learned the distinction from the adults who kept failing to make it. “No. I haven’t.”
When Kirsteen telephoned, Sheila demanded the answer rather than suspense.
“Barrie wrote to Mum. He asked her to help you go.”
After a pause, Sheila said, “Come to the shop.”
Stretton’s was closed despite the sign. Sheila admitted them through the side door and led them past the silent carousel to the back room; without its music and turning horses, the shop seemed older.
“Give it to me.”
Sheila read without moving. Her thumb stopped at She is right about Mabel. I know that much, then travelled on to Barrie’s admission about money, the other card and the final line.
At last she laid the page flat. “Idiot. Absolute idiot.” Her laugh broke towards a sob before she turned it into a cough. “He could tell Kathleen I was right. He could tell her not to let him undo it. But he couldn’t tell me.”
Barrie smiled from several photographs on the wall, young enough that his later mistakes had not happened yet.
“He did write you another card,” Jodi said softly. “It might still be somewhere.”
“That doesn’t mean I want it.”
“Okay.”
Anger returned as Sheila faced the years Barrie had allowed to pass. “He lived long enough to speak, write again or apologise without hiding it in a trunk.”
“He may have meant it and still failed,” Kirsteen said.
“That’s not better. People make too much of intention. If you wound someone accidentally, they still bleed.” Sheila touched the line naming her as right about Mabel. “The card changes what happened that night. It doesn’t change the years afterwards.”
She had always known Barrie signed the legal agreement. Now she knew he had also asked Kathleen to protect the decision from his own fear.
“That is something,” Sheila said. “It isn’t forgiveness.”
“No.”
Kirsteen placed both hands on the edge of the table. “I was wrong too. I treated every answer you refused to give me as evidence that the worst version must be true. Even after Mabel recognised you, I kept trying to make the damaged card prove you had taken her against Barrie’s wishes.”
Sheila looked at her across the transcript. “You did.”
“I’m sorry.”
“That is at least an apology given to the person it concerns.” Sheila’s attention moved briefly towards Barrie’s photograph. “You also stopped when I asked you to stop, eventually. We’ll call that improvement rather than sainthood.”
“I can live with that.”
“I said things too.” Sheila reached for a tissue, then shook her head before Jodi could ask. “Those remain mine.”
Jodi drew breath, closed her mouth and nodded. “All right.”
“Thank you,” Sheila said, and the unusual absence of sarcasm made Jodi sit back in her chair.
Sheila began to fold the transcript, caught Kirsteen’s alarm and flattened it again. “I know. Archival sin.”
The original fragments would remain with the conservator. Sheila refused to have the trunk dismantled in search of her other card; it might not be there, and Barrie’s inability to communicate did not justify damaging what survived.
At the doorway, she said the care organisation would try to assess her field before Christmas if the right people were available, perhaps as soon as the following day.
In the shop, she switched on the carousel. As the horses began turning to their thin old tune, she said, “Barrie hated that music by the end.”
“Why keep it?” Kirsteen asked.
Sheila looked through the window. “Because Mabel didn’t.”
Back at Westward Cottage, Dr Wood found nothing alarming during Mabel’s routine pre-transport checks. Jodi came in afterwards, reported that Mabel was fine and took a biscuit from the tin only after Kirsteen made her ask.
“Do you think Barrie was good?” she said through a mouthful.
“No.”
“Bad, then?”
Kirsteen looked at the photographs and the restored card. “He understood people and still hurt those closest to him. He could be kind and selfish at the same time.”
“That’s annoying.”
“Very.”
Beneath the winter branches Mabel stood, older than the elephant in Sheila’s photographs yet unmistakably the same animal. On the table, Barrie’s words sat beside Kathleen’s note, addressed to the wrong person forty years too late.
Chapter 19 – Christmas Eve, 1986
The west retaining wall looked disappointingly solid from the promenade. New fencing kept people away from the storm-damaged section, where repair crews had cleared the shingle and exposed a patchwork of old brick, concrete and darker stone. Nothing resembled a door, much less the entrance to a room that had swallowed Barrie’s blue trunk for forty years.
Kirsteen stood outside the barrier with Kathleen’s notebook and the copied records sealed inside a waterproof folder. Jodi had brought the lighthouse biscuit tin in her rucksack for reasons she refused to explain. Sheila arrived without greeting Marc, who was already leaning on the rail and studying the wall as though it had altered since he worked there.
“D-four was behind that later concrete facing,” he said, pointing towards a vertical join several yards beyond the damaged section. “The old entrance came from the harbour side, not the beach. By the time they redeveloped this part, two rooms had been filled and three sealed.”
Jodi followed the line of his finger. “So the storm didn’t open the actual door.”
“There wasn’t a door left to open. It broke through whatever had been built across the old chamber and shifted what was inside. After that, water and the tide did the rest.”
The explanation accounted for the fresh damage and salt on a case that otherwise bore the dry rub marks of storage. It did not explain why Mabel reached the same part of the beach before the tide returned, but Kirsteen had stopped asking the wall to answer for the elephant.
Wind moved along the promenade, carrying salt, diesel and the knock of rigging from the harbour. Sheila pushed her hands deeper into her coat pockets. “Why are we doing this out here?”
“Because we already sat around my mother’s table and told the story three different ways,” Kirsteen said. “I want to know what the places and records actually settle.”
Marc glanced at the folder. “Paper doesn’t become more accurate near the wall where it was written.”
“No, but you become less mysterious when you’re pointing at concrete.”
Jodi looked between them. “That was nearly nice.”
“It wasn’t intended to be,” Marc said.
Kirsteen opened the folder against the rail. Sheila remembered seeing the brown estate car return to the field while the wind drove loose snow across the yard.
“Mostly rust by then,” Sheila said. “The driver’s door only opened from the outside.”
Kirsteen had no memory of the car, but the detail brought Kathleen closer than the formal invoice did. “Who had me?”
“Marilyn thinks it was Kathleen’s neighbour, but she isn’t certain. You were warm, fed and nowhere near an elephant in a storm. Kathleen checked that much before she came back.”
Marc tapped the copied duty sheet. “The harbour began receiving circus property before the ambulance call. Blankets, cases, equipment that couldn’t stay under damaged canvas.”
“Not the blue trunk,” Sheila said. “Barrie still had it by his tent when I last saw him.”
“I didn’t say the trunk.”
“You said circus property as though it all arrived neatly together.”
Kirsteen found the distinction in Kathleen’s notes. Early loads of equipment had gone towards the west stores while Barrie continued using the blue trunk beside his story tent. The exact minute it arrived at D-four appeared nowhere. “The first storage entry doesn’t include the trunk. The later note does.”
“After Barrie was hurt,” Jodi said.
Sheila faced the wall rather than the girl. Nobody offered to go through the injury again.
“Who carried it here?” Jodi asked.
Marc shook his head. “I didn’t see. Harbour staff received it with other things, and Kathleen knew where it had gone. I remember Barrie asking from hospital or after he came out. The order is less clear than I’d like.”
“You copied times from the pages before tearing them out,” Sheila said. “Surely one of them tells you.”
“The ambulance request has a time. The storage entry doesn’t. My younger self failed to prepare for an inquiry by an elephant forty years later.”
“Poor planning,” Jodi said.
The surviving evidence allowed a narrow window but not a minute. Kirsteen wrote uncertain beside the entry and closed the folder. The exact sequence had gone with the missing records.
They followed the harbour road towards North Lane. The town climbed around them through repaired fences, wet shopfronts and Christmas deliveries. Mabel had taken part of the same route in 1986, and again after her return, though the roads were wider now and the old loading yards had become flats, workshops and gardens.
At the former feed premises, Marc stopped. “Kathleen drove between here, the circus and the handover road as if petrol were free.”
“She made tea too,” Sheila said.
“Strong enough to remove paint.”
Kirsteen smiled, but the red notebook in her folder showed what memory had simplified. Kathleen checked weather reports, carried messages when the circus telephone failed, collected feed and moved equipment, none of it dramatic enough to earn a newspaper photograph on its own. Her usefulness came from completing the small jobs on which the larger one depended.
The old circus field lay beyond North Lane. Frost survived beneath the hedges, and the grass showed the dark marks of Sheila’s boots when she led them towards the barn. Forty years earlier, the main tent, animal lines and wagons had crowded the open land. Now only the fading entrance board beneath the ivy suggested that audiences had once queued there.
Sheila stopped near the track where the handlers had brought Mabel from the field. “This is the part I kept making too complicated. Barrie was in pain and going to hospital. I thought leaving with Mabel meant choosing her over him.”
Jodi sat on the low stone edge beside the barn. “Gran asked if his shoulder made Mabel’s feet better.”
“More or less. I called her several things you aren’t hearing, and she said I might be right about all of them. Then she asked the same question again.”
Before the ambulance left, Barrie told Sheila she was ruining the circus and abandoning him. Minutes later he admitted Mabel should go, then made the admission sound temporary enough to withdraw. His restored card to Kathleen was firmer because he did not have to watch his daughter receive it: help Sheila, ignore him if he changed his mind, and do not let Mabel be brought back after the handover.
“Don’t improve it,” Sheila said when Kirsteen reached that line. “He said the right thing to somebody else after saying several cruel ones to me. Both happened.”
“Both go in the account.”
Sheila studied her, then nodded. “Good.”
The ambulance took Barrie towards hospital. Sheila and the handlers left with Mabel, while Kathleen drove between them and the handover point with supplies and messages. On the road beyond the field, Mabel stopped. The handlers waited, changed position and allowed her to decide when she was ready to move again.
“How long?” Jodi asked.
“A few minutes. Perhaps ten.” Sheila looked down the empty track. “It felt longer because everybody else wanted the weather to hurry. Mabel didn’t care what the weather wanted.”
There had been no last performance, secret sale or midnight disappearance. Sheila went with Mabel as far as a controlled stop, then turned back to a father in hospital, animals that still needed care and a circus coming apart around them. She expected to follow within weeks and did not understand that her last sight of Mabel would remain the last for years.
The four of them walked back across the field. Near the faded entrance board, Kirsteen reopened the folder at the records from the days after Christmas. The circus had come apart over several days rather than vanishing overnight, and the town had since compressed the untidy version into the shorter one because it was easier to remember.
The blue trunk remained in D-four.
“Barrie asked me about it,” Marc said. “I told him it was safe and assumed he would send somebody.”
“I thought the cards were his responsibility,” Sheila replied. “I had enough of my own belongings to find.”
Kathleen had written collect after Christmas, followed three days later by remind M.R.? She had not forgotten the case entirely, but a note with a question mark had never become a collection. Barrie’s injury, the circus’s departure and the harbour’s storm repairs passed the responsibility among them until nobody held it.
Jodi frowned at the copied entries. “So everybody remembered the trunk, just not on the same day.”
“That is probably the most accurate account,” Marc said.
Years later, redevelopment closed the west stores. Marc could not prove that nobody inspected D-four, only that no surviving record listed the trunk or arranged its disposal. It stayed behind the retaining wall until the storm opened the old chamber and the tide carried the case onto the beach.
That explanation ended at the blue trunk. Mabel’s route from the inland sanctuary still broke several miles outside Marling Bay, and nothing in any record explained how she reached the exposed store at the same low tide. Jodi’s postcard remained older than its addressee by thirty years. Kirsteen wrote both beneath unresolved and did not offer the page to anyone for improvement.
Marc collected the copies he meant to return to the harbour archive. At the gate, Sheila looked back across the empty field. “For forty years, I thought that night was the end of everything.”
“It was still important,” Jodi said.
“Yes.” Sheila rubbed frost from the top of the gate with one gloved thumb. “But the circus took days to leave, Mabel went somewhere better, Barrie lived for years and so did I. Even the trunk carried on being a nuisance.”
Kirsteen fastened the waterproof folder and asked what Kathleen had said when she returned on Christmas Day.
“I told her I’d ruined Christmas. She said Christmas was one day and Mabel was likely to live for years.”
“That’s quite severe,” Jodi said.
“Your grandmother could be useful and severe at the same time.”
Jodi unzipped her rucksack and took out the lighthouse biscuit tin. Her three-card ban was over, but she had asked before choosing this one, asked again before putting it in the tin and watched Kirsteen seal the protected card inside.
“There is a Pye Plant and Haulage sign across the road,” she said. “The address on the card says Pye Plant Hire.”
Sheila looked at the tin. “You carried a forty-year-old postcard around a wet field in that?”
“It survived our kitchen for longer.”
The modern business occupied a low brick office and the gravel yard beyond the old circus entrance. A row of excavator buckets stood beside a stack of temporary road panels, each large enough to make the lighthouse tin look even less adequate. Kirsteen telephoned the office from the gate and explained the card. Five minutes later a woman in a high-visibility coat came across the yard to meet them.
Donna Pye was seventy-eight and still worked two mornings a week because, as she put it, retirement had given her husband ideas about shared hobbies. She recognised the name on the card and asked Jodi to read the address, but not the message.
“You ask now, then?” she said when Jodi stopped.
“Always.”
Donna accepted the sleeve and read what a circus worker called Tom had written:
Donna,
Your road mats got the animal wagon clear. Barrie says he’ll return them after Christmas. Make him sign for them. He has also promised me India, a camel and three weeks’ wages.
You were right to make us wait for Mabel’s van first.
Tom
Donna gave one short laugh. “He never returned the second mat.”
“Barrie?” Sheila asked.
“Your father. He brought one back with a bottle of whisky balanced on top and said the other had become essential to the national interest.” Donna looked at Sheila more closely. “I remember you.”
“Most people do eventually.”
Donna tapped the final line. “My father told that story as if he’d made the decision. I’ll keep this bit. The rest is typical Barrie.”
On the way out, Jodi pointed to the stacked road panels. “Sheila said the assessors would worry about access.”
“Jodi,” Kirsteen said.
“What? I didn’t ask for anything.”
Donna glanced from the panels to the old field. “If the welfare people need temporary trackway, they can speak to the office. Two weeks without hire charge, provided somebody else pays transport and cleans it before it comes back.”
Sheila narrowed her eyes. “Why?”
“Because your father still owes us one mat. This will not clear the whisky.”
Donna returned to the yard with the postcard in her coat pocket. By the time Kirsteen and the others reached the gate, she was already on the telephone giving somebody the field’s address and correcting the spelling of Sheila’s surname.
Sheila locked the gate, then reminded them that the field team would arrive at two o’clock. Jodi called it an assessment; Sheila insisted they were only looking, which made no difference to Jodi’s smile.
When they reached Westward Cottage, Mabel was working her way along a pile of browse with the unhurried attention of someone who had all afternoon. Kirsteen returned Kathleen’s notebook to PAPERS / KEEP and placed the corrected chronology in the January folder. At two, people who knew what an elephant needed would come to decide whether Sheila’s field deserved a place in Mabel’s future.
Chapter 20 – The Card Barrie Couldn’t Give
The second card had not been deliberately hidden. The conservator explained this when she brought it to Westward Cottage later that afternoon: the stitching behind the trunk’s inner document flap had loosened, allowing the card, and the folded pages behind it, to slip through.
The old blue trunk stood on its protective mat in the utility room with its lining lifted to expose seams and pockets nobody had noticed when it was first opened. Jodi leaned close without touching the narrow leather panel inside the lid. “So there isn’t another secret compartment?”
“No,” the conservator said.
“That’s disappointing.”
“One false floor wasn’t enough?” Kirsteen asked.
“It set a standard.”
The card in the protective sleeve showed Marling Bay harbour beneath snow. It carried no impossible address or forty-year prophecy. The address side held only three lines in Barrie’s hand:
Miss Sheila Stretton
Winter Circus
Marling Bay
There was no stamp or postmark. Whatever Barrie had intended, the card had never left his possession. Folded twice behind it, in a sleeve of its own, were two sheets of lined paper torn from a notebook and covered on both sides in the same broad writing.
“That’s hers,” Jodi said.
Kirsteen reached for the telephone. “Then we ask whether she wants it.”
Sheila answered on the fourth ring and said the field-assessment team was still there. When Kirsteen told her about the card, the only reply was a long breath. Then Sheila asked where it had been found and whether it carried a stamp or postmark.
“Neither,” Kirsteen said.
“So he never sent it. Typical.”
“Do you want to see it?”
“No.”
Kirsteen accepted the answer, but before she could end the call another silence opened between them. “Bring it,” Sheila said at last. “But don’t make a ceremony out of it, and don’t bring half the town. Marilyn finds out everything.”
“Then I’ll tell her myself.”
“No one has controlled Marilyn since 1962,” Sheila said.
Twenty minutes later, Kirsteen and Jodi reached Stretton’s. The assessment team had gone, and Sheila still had field mud on her boots. She unlocked the shop door before they knocked twice and led them into the back room without sarcasm, which made Kirsteen more cautious than any insult would have done.
The photographs on the wall had changed now that she knew what lay beyond their edges. Barrie smiled beside a wagon; Sheila sat near a much younger Mabel, whose trunk reached towards an apple. What had once looked like a collection of performances had become a family record with its difficult moments left outside the frame.
Kirsteen placed the sleeved postcard, the letter and its transcript on the table. Sheila read the address before touching any of them, then sat down and followed the letter while Kirsteen read the copy aloud.
“I have spent most of my life believing that if I can explain myself well enough, the explanation becomes the same thing as being right. You have always known better, which has been extremely inconvenient.
“You were right about Mabel. I knew it before I admitted it, and I admitted it to Kathleen before I managed to say it to you.
“I told myself that if Mabel left, the circus was finished. The truth is the circus was already finishing and I wanted her to stay so I would not have to look at what was left. I did the same thing with you. I made leaving Mabel into leaving me, because it was easier than admitting you had a life I could not keep in one field.
“I said things I meant only for the length of the argument and then discovered words last longer than temper. I cannot take them back. I also cannot ask you to pretend I behaved better than I did.
“Follow her to France if the life is calling you, and never mind the fare. I will find it somehow, which you may frame as the first promise I ever meant. Only do not come back to this wreck of a company to keep an old man supplied with an audience. I have confused being needed with being loved often enough for both of us.
“I don’t know what is left of us when the circus is gone. I should have asked sooner. If there is anything, I hope you keep the part that was real and throw away the performance.
“I am sorry. Not elegantly. Just late.”
Sheila read the last line again. Beyond the wall, a floorboard creaked in the empty shop; otherwise the room held only the quiet hum of the heater. “Absolute bloody idiot,” she said, before returning to the beginning and reading more slowly. When she reached the address again, she looked up. “He had years.”
“He did,” Kirsteen said.
Sheila had never entirely lost track of her father. For the first few years after the Winter Circus broke apart, Barrie announced small touring shows and told stories in holiday camps and pier theatres from Skegness to Scarborough. The venues grew smaller as he grew older, until he settled in a rented room in Scarborough and exchanged evening performances for library groups, school visits and care-home afternoons. The scale diminished; the talking did not.
He died there fourteen years earlier, aged ninety, after a short illness. A solicitor contacted Sheila because she was his only child, and she travelled north to clear a room containing three bright jackets, a broken record player and boxes of programmes and postcards. She arranged his cremation, kept one photograph and dealt with the rest. Nothing in the room mentioned Mabel or that last winter in Marling Bay.
A few birthday cards had reached her over the years. Each carried a new address and an account of the weather, an audience or somebody else’s troubles. He had never written again about what happened between them.
“He could have telephoned,” Sheila said. “He could have said any of this to my face. And don’t defend him.”
“I’m not.”
“People find one beautiful message from a dead man and use it to improve his whole life. I’m not doing that.”
She lifted the sleeve. “He always liked the last line. Whenever he told a story, he’d wander around for twenty minutes and then produce a sentence that made the rest sound as though he’d known where he was going all along.”
“Still performing?” Kirsteen asked.
“Especially there.” Sheila’s mouth twisted as she looked at Barrie’s photograph. “That doesn’t mean he didn’t mean it.”
On the shelf beneath the photographs stood the image Kirsteen had given her after Mabel’s records arrived: Mabel at the refuge in January 1987, another elephant beside her. Sheila placed Barrie’s card next to it, with the folded letter beneath, unframed and slightly to one side.
“Are you keeping it?” Jodi asked.
“Apparently.”
“Does that mean you forgive him?”
“No.” Jodi accepted the answer so readily that Sheila almost smiled. “Perhaps I’ll forgive parts. I can forgive him for being frightened about the circus. Not for making me responsible for his fear, or for waiting years, or for turning my leaving into something I had to feel guilty about.”
The card remained beside Mabel’s photograph. Sheila could keep the words without allowing them to improve the life around them or decide what she remembered.
She sat down again. “The field assessment went well enough.”
Kirsteen looked up. “How well?”
“They think the land is worth assessing properly. That means a site plan, elephant-rated fencing, shelter, water, drainage, access, legal arrangements, a welfare review and an amount of money nobody should say aloud before Christmas. No celebrating,” she added when Jodi drew breath. “They haven’t approved anything.”
“What exactly are they considering?” Kirsteen asked.
“A satellite arrangement under the retirement organisation, with professional staff and veterinary oversight. Mabel’s main home would remain the sanctuary, but this could become a managed visiting site if the land, facilities and her welfare allow it.”
Christmas Eve remained the planned departure, and nobody yet knew whether Mabel could stay at Westward while the fuller assessment was completed. It was hope with conditions attached, which Kirsteen was beginning to recognise as the adult form of hope.
“No thanks,” Jodi said when Kirsteen told her so.
Sheila put the kettle on. As she filled it at the small sink, Kirsteen looked towards the postcard. “Why didn’t he give it to you?”
“Because he would have had to stand there while I read it.”
Writing had allowed Barrie to be brave alone. Delivering the card would have required him to remain for Sheila’s answer. “He could tell Kathleen he was wrong,” Kirsteen said.
“Kathleen didn’t need anything from him. I did, which made me dangerous.”
Jodi frowned. “That’s backwards.”
“Most cowardice is.”
When the kettle boiled, Sheila made tea and the conversation loosened into Christmas opening hours, the bakery’s remaining mince pies and Jodi’s belief that elephant-shaped biscuits could finance permanent fencing. A child passing the shop said Mabel’s name loudly enough to be heard through the glass.
“She’s becoming a tourist attraction,” Sheila said.
“Professionals are controlling access,” Kirsteen reminded her.
“Doesn’t stop people buying peppermints.”
“Are sales up?”
Sheila gave her a severe look. “Immaterial.”
At the door, Kirsteen glanced back at Barrie’s card. “Do you think this is what Jodi’s postcard meant by the woman who remembers the snow having waited long enough?”
Sheila considered the question. “I wasn’t waiting for an apology. Perhaps I was waiting for the argument to stop being the last thing.”
She sounded annoyed by her own answer, and Kirsteen left it undisturbed. Before they went, Sheila handed Jodi a small paper bag of peppermints. Jodi asked whether she might share one with Mabel if the carers approved it.
Sheila stared at the ceiling. “Your mother has created a procedural monster.”
“I think you started it.”
Outside, the afternoon was already becoming dusk and Christmas lights glowed above the high street. Jodi walked ahead with her peppermints, but Sheila stopped Kirsteen at the shop door.
“If the field works, I’ll make the land available properly. Whatever legal arrangement the organisation needs: long-term lease, charity arrangement or transfer. I’m not preserving it for housing.”
“You’d give it up?”
Sheila looked almost offended. “I bought it because I couldn’t bear what happened there being turned into something else. Perhaps I was wrong about what ‘something else’ meant.”
At Westward Cottage, the estate-agent folder remained at the far end of the dining table. Kirsteen noticed it when she came in but went to the window instead. Jodi was already showing the peppermint bag to Tamsin Cole and asking, with exaggerated correctness, whether one sweet might eventually be approved for Mabel.
Beyond them, Mabel moved beneath the paddock lights. Farther uphill lay the field Sheila had kept for forty years because she could not bear to lose its past. Now she was prepared to give it a future.
Chapter 21 – Things That Do Not Come Back
The Christmas Eve move became real on Monday afternoon.
Until then, Mabel’s return to the retirement centre had belonged to the category of arrangements: necessary, professional and still uncertain enough not to occupy the whole room. People had discussed road conditions, her feet and the difficulty of asking an elderly elephant to enter a vehicle she would almost certainly prefer to avoid. Phrases such as later in the week and subject to welfare review had allowed them all to pretend that several days were a considerable amount of time.
At twelve minutes past two, Tamsin took a telephone call. Eight minutes later she knocked on the kitchen door and said, “We’ve got a suitable vehicle for Christmas Eve morning.”
Jodi was cutting stars from gold paper at Kathleen’s old table. Her scissors stopped halfway through a point, while Kirsteen set down the mug she had been drying. “Right.”
Tamsin stepped inside, bringing cold air with her. “Nothing happens without another veterinary assessment. The forecast is good, the transport team can be here early, and if Mabel’s feet remain as they are, Christmas Eve is workable.”
Kirsteen asked what time they would begin, how long loading might take, whether Dr Wood expected to use medication and which route the vehicle would follow. Tamsin answered with professional caution: preparations from around eight; however long Mabel needed; sedation only if necessary; route checks already under way.
Jodi put down the scissors. “Does she have to go?”
“Going back remains the plan.”
“What about Sheila’s field? They’re assessing it tomorrow.”
“Land with potential is not a safe elephant facility,” Tamsin said. “Even if the site is suitable, there would be fencing, shelter, drainage, water, veterinary access, approvals and staffing to arrange. Some of the permanent work could take months or longer.”
Beyond the window, Mabel stood beneath a pale winter sun, pulling bark from a branch held between the flexible tips of her trunk. Perhaps she knew that preparations were changing around her, Kirsteen thought, but she did not have to organise that knowledge into calendar days.
“Tomorrow’s assessment is still worth doing,” Tamsin added. “Planning the Christmas Eve move doesn’t rule out a local option later.”
It was the most she could honestly offer. Kirsteen thanked her, and after she returned to the paddock, Jodi picked up a four-pointed star and dropped it into the bin.
“Do you want something to eat? There’s soup.”
“I’m not hungry.”
For days Jodi had met every change in Mabel’s circumstances with questions, objections and improvised solutions. Now the move had a date and a vehicle, and she had none. When Kirsteen reminded her that they had known this might happen and that tomorrow could still help in the longer term, Jodi answered both statements with the same quiet “I know”, then gathered the paper scraps and went upstairs without slamming her door.
Kirsteen remained in the kitchen with the tea towel in her hand. She could make lunch, confirm the field assessment and ask whether Jodi should be present during loading. Instead she folded the towel and watched Tamsin Cole bring fresh water to the corral. Mabel accepted a piece of browse, then investigated a coat pocket that evidently contained nothing interesting.
The estate-agent folder lay at the far end of the dining table. Kirsteen’s January valuation appointment was still in her phone, a sensible next step she had begun to dislike.
That afternoon, Tamsin kept Mabel within the modular corral and its staff-controlled orchard extension. With Christmas traffic building, another public-road walk offered no welfare benefit, and Kirsteen found the refusal reassuring.
She was putting on her own coat to walk to the upper beach when Jodi came downstairs and stopped by the front door. Kirsteen asked whether she was coming.
“If I’m allowed.”
“Of course you’re allowed.”
Jodi pulled on her coat. “I didn’t know. You say lots of things without saying them.”
Before Kirsteen could decide what that meant, Jodi opened the door.
They took the quiet road towards the beach. Marling Bay had turned bright and cold after several grey days; low sun flashed across upper windows, while repaired timber and sections of new fencing marked the path of the storm. At the access rail, Jodi stopped.
The sea lay beyond the shingle under a pale blue sky, calmer than it had been on the morning they found Mabel. The tide had returned the beach to its ordinary shape. Storm debris was gone, and the exposed brickwork near the harbour had been fenced off. Nothing remained of the strange low-tide landscape where an elephant and a blue travelling trunk had appeared together.
“That’s where she was,” Jodi said.
“Farther down.”
“I know.” Wind blew her hair across her face, and she pushed it away as she looked along the tideline. “Nobody’s explained how the trunk got there. Or my postcard.”
“No.”
“Maybe nobody will.”
Kirsteen made herself answer plainly. “They might not.”
Jodi put both hands in her coat pockets. “Sheila got her card, though. Barrie didn’t come back, but I suppose the card was still better than nothing.”
“I think so.”
They walked home without discussing what else either of them might be waiting to have returned.
At four thirty-seven, an automatic reminder arrived from the estate agent. Kirsteen was checking the next day’s field-assessment arrangements at the dining table when the offensively cheerful message appeared beneath her thumb: We look forward to seeing you at Westward Cottage.
Jodi came into the room as Kirsteen opened her calendar. “What are you doing?”
“Checking the January appointment. The field team are definitely coming at nine tomorrow, so I’ll need to make sure…”
“You’re still selling it.”
Kirsteen closed the calendar. “The valuation isn’t a sale.”
“You always say that.”
“Because it’s true.”
“Then why have one?”
“So I know what the house is worth. That’s useful information.”
“For selling it.”
“For making an informed decision.”
Jodi gave a short, joyless laugh. “You sound like a leaflet.”
Defensiveness rose before Kirsteen could stop it. “Knowing what a property is worth is sensible.”
“There. Sensible.”
“I don’t understand what you’re angry about.”
Jodi stared at her. “Mabel’s going on Christmas Eve. Gran died and you came here to empty her house. Dad left and you made a timetable.”
“He didn’t leave you.”
“And now Mabel has to leave and you’ve got a transport plan.”
“The specialists have a transport plan.”
“You’ve got plans for everything. If something’s difficult, you organise it until it goes away.”
The accusation struck home, but embarrassment turned quickly to irritation. “What would you rather I do? Refuse to deal with the house? Pretend schedules don’t matter?”
“I don’t know!”
“Exactly.”
Jodi flinched, and the room seemed to shrink around them. “Everything here is temporary. We’re leaving. Mabel’s going. And Dad isn’t coming back.”
The last sentence stripped the argument of everything around it. Kirsteen looked at her daughter’s filling eyes. “What do you mean?”
“You know. I thought maybe at Christmas.”
Kirsteen put both hands flat on the table. “Why?”
“Because you said you needed space. You said you and Dad were sorting things out, and after Christmas we’d know more. You said he might come here.”
Kirsteen tried to recall every careful sentence she had used since September and knew Jodi was probably right. Space. Sorting things out. Seeing where we are. After Christmas. None of it had been a lie, but none of it had been kind enough to be clear.
“Your father might visit you here,” she said.
“That’s not what I thought.”
Panic offered Kirsteen the cleanest sentence available, and she took it. “The marriage is over. Your father and I are not getting back together, and Christmas won’t change that.”
Jodi stared at her. “You sound like a letter.”
Then she ran upstairs and slammed her door.
Kirsteen sat down as Mabel’s low rumble travelled faintly through the glass. When Kathleen died, she had organised the funeral, the probate, the house and the boxes. When her marriage ended, she arranged where Jodi slept, when she saw her father, school runs, money and weekends. Now Mabel might leave, and Kirsteen had asked about transport, timing and welfare. Every practical task had been necessary, but none had told Jodi what she needed to know.
Her gaze settled on the estate-agent folder. Selling Westward Cottage had begun as the reasonable answer. Kathleen was gone, the house needed work, and Kirsteen had a life elsewhere, or at least had possessed one before it came apart. At some point, however, the sale had stopped feeling inevitable and become an instruction she repeated because she had already written it down. She had not told Jodi because she had barely admitted it to herself.
Upstairs, Kirsteen stopped outside the closed bedroom door. “Can I come in?”
“No.”
“All right.” She sat on the landing, where Kathleen’s brownish-green carpet scratched against her palms. Her mother had chosen it sometime in the early 2000s and defended the colour against everyone who suggested it was not worth defending. “I was horrible. Accurate in the least useful way possible.”
After a silence, Jodi’s muffled voice came through the door. “You sounded like a letter from school.”
“That’s devastating.”
At least they were speaking. Kirsteen rested her head against the wall. “I’m going to try again. Your dad and I aren’t getting back together. Our marriage ended because we weren’t good together as a married couple any more. It didn’t end because you failed to fix it, and the right Christmas or the right house won’t put it back.”
Something moved inside the room. “We both love you,” Kirsteen continued. “That hasn’t ended. I know it feels different because it is different. I shouldn’t have pretended a timetable was the same as telling you.”
The door opened a few inches, revealing Jodi’s blotchy face. “You knew I thought it?”
“I suspected.”
“Then why didn’t you say?”
“I didn’t want to hurt you.” Kirsteen let the unflattering truth follow. “And if I said it clearly, I had to hear it clearly too.”
The door opened wider, and Jodi sat opposite her with her back against the frame. “So it definitely isn’t happening?”
“No.”
“I hate that.”
“I know.”
“You’re the one who wanted it.”
“Ending the marriage was the right decision. It still hurt.”
Jodi looked down at her hands. After a while she asked, “Are we still a family? Even if Dad lives somewhere else?”
“Yes.”
“Even if you don’t like each other?”
Kirsteen smiled faintly. “We like each other more reliably now that we’re not married.”
Jodi almost smiled. “That’s weird. Does he still come for Christmas?”
“You’ll see him at Christmas. We need to agree exactly when and where, but yes. It might be here if it works for everyone. That won’t mean we’re getting back together. It will mean your parents can both be in the same place for you.”
Jodi nodded, still sad but no longer confused. “What about the house? Are you selling it?”
The familiar answers waited: probably, valuation first, after Christmas. Kirsteen left them unused. “I don’t know.”
“But you booked the valuation.”
“I kept following the plan after I stopped being sure it was what I wanted.”
Jodi asked why, and Kirsteen looked down the landing towards Kathleen’s open bedroom and the boxes that still waited inside. “When I left Marling Bay, I thought growing up meant building a life somewhere else. Coming back after my marriage ended and Gran died felt like going backwards.”
“But you lived here before. That’s why it’s home.”
“It didn’t feel that simple. Most adult problems are badly designed.”
“Like history.”
“Very similar.” Kirsteen drew up one knee. “I don’t want to stay because I’m frightened of making another decision, and I don’t want to leave because staying feels like failure.”
“Do you want to leave?”
The answer had become clearer during the past few days. “I don’t think I do.”
Hope altered Jodi’s face. “Then stay.”
“I want to find out whether we can. There are things to work through: the permanent job I have to answer by Wednesday, your school, money, repairs and what your dad thinks about decisions that affect you.”
“He doesn’t decide where you live.”
“No, but he gets a voice in your life. So do you.”
Jodi rubbed at the carpet. “Not just because of Mabel?”
“Mabel is part of it. Gran and Sheila’s field are part of it too. But if Mabel leaves on Christmas Eve, I don’t want that to decide for us.”
“So we might stay even if she goes.”
“Yes.”
Jodi moved out of the doorway and sat beside Kirsteen. After a while, she leaned against her shoulder. “I still want Mabel to stay.”
“So do I. I’m trying not to confuse wanting something with being allowed to decide it.”
“Could tomorrow change the Christmas Eve plan?”
“Possibly.”
Jodi pulled a face. “Don’t say possibly like it’s a secret no.”
“I’m not. I promise I’ll tell you what I actually know.”
“You still can’t promise she’ll stay.”
“No.”
“Okay.”
After dinner, they telephoned Kevin together. Kirsteen stayed in the room, and Jodi did not ask her to leave. The conversation was ordinary enough to be slightly painful: Christmas times, a present Jodi had apparently requested and forgotten, and whether Kevin would come to Marling Bay. He would, although not for the whole day.
Before the call ended, Kirsteen said they also needed to discuss school. Jodi insisted on being included because it was her school, not an arrangement to be passed between adults. Kevin agreed, and they set a time to talk properly the next evening.
At half past eight, Kirsteen returned to the dining table. She considered cancelling the valuation, but that would be another sudden practical act performed to force an emotion into a decision. She was not ready to sell, and she did not have to prove the opposite that night. The appointment stayed in her calendar, although she moved the estate-agent folder out of the centre of the table.
Beside it lay the preliminary information Sheila had sent about the old field: a main field, an adjoining meadow, a strip of woodland, a stone barn and access from two points. The property was larger than Kirsteen had realised, enough to justify a professional visit if nothing more.
She telephoned Sheila, who answered with, “Some people sleep.”
“Not at half past eight.”
“Older people enjoy practising.”
Kirsteen asked for the acreage and wrote it down. “All of that is available if the organisation thinks the site could work? Long term, under a formal lease or transfer?”
“Yes. Why are you asking me things I’ve already told them?”
The field had stopped looking like Jodi’s desperate solution and begun to resemble a possibility that might demand years of work from living people. “Because I wanted to understand.”
“That’s new.”
“Everybody’s a comedian. We’ll be there at nine.”
“I assumed.”
After the call, Kirsteen went outside. Frost was beginning to form along the corral rails, and the overnight carer stood near the temporary shelter while Mabel occupied the darkness beneath the apple trees. Kirsteen stayed beyond the professional boundary and said Mabel’s name.
The elephant shifted at the familiar voice, or perhaps only at the sound of her name, before returning to the branch she was examining. “Christmas Eve,” Kirsteen told her.
The kitchen light came on behind her. Jodi stood in the doorway wearing pyjamas and Kathleen’s old cardigan. “Are you coming in? It’s cold.”
“In a minute.”
Jodi looked towards Mabel. “Tomorrow might work. And it might not.”
“Yes.”
She considered that, then nodded. “Okay.”
The Christmas Eve move might still take Mabel away, and the January valuation remained in Kirsteen’s calendar. Her marriage was over; Kathleen and Barrie were dead; the circus was gone. None of those facts changed because Kirsteen had finally spoken them aloud.
Yet when she followed Jodi into the cottage and closed the door against the cold, staying no longer felt like an attempt to restore what had been lost.
Chapter 22 – Somewhere Better
The old circus field looked less romantic under professional scrutiny, which Kirsteen considered a good sign.
By nine the next morning, three vehicles stood along the access track. Two assessors measured the distance between the hedges and the stone barn while Tamsin Cole discussed drainage, turning space and water provision with Dr Wood. Jodi, wearing boots and carrying a notebook nobody had asked her to bring, had already begun to reconsider whether elephant care was chiefly a matter of fruit.
Mabel had remained at Westward Cottage. Jodi had objected until Tamsin explained that they were assessing land, not asking an elephant to make a decision for them. Mabel’s response to the field might provide useful information later, but it could not repair a roof or make inadequate fencing safe.
Sheila stood by the gate in a dark coat, watching strangers inspect property she had owned for forty years. “They don’t like the barn.”
“Nobody has said that,” Kirsteen replied.
“They keep looking at the roof. People look at roofs when they expect trouble.”
“You’ve owned it for forty years.”
“Exactly.”
Jodi looked up from her notebook. “Could they build a new shelter?”
Sheila sighed. “That is precisely the sort of question that causes money.”
One of the assessors approached them. “The barn could be useful, but we wouldn’t rely on it as the main shelter without substantial work. The good news is that the site has more potential than the initial maps suggested.”
Jodi straightened, and Sheila’s hands stopped moving inside her coat pockets. Kirsteen repeated the word potential.
“Not approval,” the assessor said. “The area is useful, the adjoining meadow gives us flexibility, and the woodland could provide shade and enrichment if it were managed properly. Access is better than we expected.”
“What are the problems?” Kirsteen asked.
The assessor smiled. “That was quick.”
“I’ve learned to ask before Jodi begins planning.”
“I can hear you,” Jodi said.
They followed the assessor towards the lower boundary. The existing fences were unsuitable, the barn needed a structural survey, and the lower ground would require drainage work. Any visiting enclosure would also need elephant-rated perimeter barriers, secure separation points, redundant water supplies and hard-standing for veterinary and transport vehicles, along with planning permission, insurance, feed storage, staff facilities and an emergency plan.
Jodi’s pencil slowed. “Is it impossible?”
The assessor looked across the field before answering. “No, but it isn’t quick or cheap.”
“Definitely not cheap,” Sheila said.
From the lower boundary it was easy to imagine Mabel moving between the meadow and woodland. That was why imagination needed to wait until the measurements were finished.
Dr Wood joined them beside the hedge. “The most immediate question is whether Mabel is fit to travel on Christmas Eve. This field won’t be ready to receive her by then.”
Jodi’s face fell. “So none of this changes anything?”
“It may change what becomes possible later,” Dr Wood said. “For now, the modular corral at Westward can support only a short extension under continuous professional care. It isn’t a permanent facility.”
Tamsin crouched slightly so that she was nearer Jodi’s height without speaking down to her. “Mabel’s principal home needs to be the sanctuary. She knows the other elephants there, and they provide something people can’t.”
“Even people she likes?”
“Even people she loves. Humans don’t replace elephants.”
Jodi looked across the empty field. “Then what’s this place for?”
“Visits, if the organisation approves them and Mabel remains well enough to travel. She might spend short periods here with her care team and return to the sanctuary afterwards. The field could give her familiar people, different ground and useful stimulation without making her live alone. Her health and welfare would decide each visit.”
Sheila had listened without interruption. “I won’t have her kept here if it makes her life smaller.”
“Good,” Tamsin said. “A visiting site must add to her life, not replace what she has.”
The bluntness appeared to please Sheila more than reassurance would have done.
They continued towards the barn, where another assessor had finished measuring the doorway. The upper ground drained better and might support a properly designed visiting enclosure, although the woodland edge required a tree survey. Nothing they had seen made the proposal impossible; nothing allowed anyone to call it approved.
Jodi had stopped asking when Mabel could move in. “What would have to happen first?”
The assessor listed formal permission to use the land, an agreed welfare plan, a transported modular elephant-rated corral, secure staff access, water, shelter, vehicle access and veterinary approval. Permanent improvements could follow only if the organisation decided the site deserved further investment.
“Could any of that happen before Christmas Eve?” Jodi asked.
No one laughed. Tamsin glanced at Dr Wood, then said, “The field won’t be ready. We may be able to extend Mabel’s stay at Westward while the sanctuary reviews the transport decision, but that depends on her next assessment and whether we can maintain the current staffing safely. It is an option, not a decision.”
Jodi wrote the distinction in her notebook.
Sheila asked what the organisation needed from her. When the assessor explained that even temporary use required formal permission, followed by a lease or transfer if the project continued, she did not hesitate. “The land is available. Let the lawyers decide which arrangement causes them the greatest happiness.”
“Long term?” Tamsin asked.
“Yes, provided it remains under professional control. No performances, no public feeding and no turning her into the town’s Christmas attraction.”
Forty years earlier, Sheila had helped remove Mabel from a life built around being watched. She had no intention of recreating it in a prettier field.
Inside the barn, cold air moved through openings where the high windows had lost their glass. The walls smelled of stone, old timber and wet earth. One iron ring remained fixed near the rear, its original purpose something Sheila refused to discuss while Jodi was present.
Tamsin paused beneath the soundest part of the roof. “If this becomes an approved visiting site, we’ll need someone local to coordinate it.”
Sheila looked at Kirsteen, and Jodi followed her gaze. “Someone local doing what?” Kirsteen asked.
“Site stewardship rather than elephant keeping. Checking the grounds, recording problems, arranging contractors and deliveries, maintaining secure access and knowing when to call us. Mabel would arrive with qualified carers, and all handling, feeding and medical decisions would remain with them and the vets.”
Kirsteen asked whether the work would be paid and what training a local steward would need.
“That depends on the final arrangement,” Tamsin said. “There might be paid coordination work, but nobody should reorganise their finances around a proposal that hasn’t been approved. Training would cover site safety, observation and record keeping, emergency procedures, welfare indicators and very clear boundaries. The valuable skill is recognising what belongs with a specialist.”
“I don’t know enough about elephants.”
“Knowing that is a good starting point.”
The role sounded limited, practical and uncomfortably suited to Kirsteen. It also sounded nothing like rescuing an elephant by affection alone. “If the site is approved and you need somebody nearby, I’ll undertake the training.”
Jodi made a small noise and covered it with a cough. Tamsin studied Kirsteen. “Because of Mabel?”
“Partly.”
“And the rest?”
Kirsteen looked through the barn doorway towards the track that led back to Westward Cottage. “I’m staying.”
She had made the decision before knowing whether Mabel would spend another week in Marling Bay, much less return to the field. Saying it aloud did not make the barn sounder or the future cheaper, but it removed the last pretence that the choice belonged to somebody else.
Tamsin nodded. “Then we’ll record your interest.”
“Interest?” Jodi objected. “Mum literally said she’ll train.”
“I’m helping with accuracy.”
Sheila laughed, and Kirsteen pointed towards the notebook. “Write quietly.”
The inspection ended shortly before noon with a deliberately cautious preliminary view. Sheila’s land was unsuitable in its present state but worth developing as a supervised visiting site. It could never replace Mabel’s sanctuary home or her contact with other elephants. Meanwhile, the team would ask whether the Westward arrangement could safely continue beyond Christmas Eve while Dr Wood reviewed the journey.
At the gate, Tamsin promised an answer as soon as the sanctuary’s welfare committee had considered the proposal, possibly the following day.
Jodi looked at Kirsteen, sighed and said, “Possibly isn’t a secret no.”
“Excellent.”
They watched the vehicles leave. Sheila remained beside the gate and looked towards the barn. “You’re staying.”
“Yes.”
Jodi asked whether Kevin knew. Kirsteen said he knew she was considering it and promised to speak to him before they altered the school arrangements or made another decision affecting Jodi. Her daughter asked to be present, and Kirsteen agreed.
Sheila glanced towards the hidden cottage. “What about the valuation?”
Yesterday Kirsteen had refused to cancel it simply to force an emotion into a decision. Now she could answer without relying on the field or Mabel. “I don’t want to sell Westward Cottage.”
Jodi became very still. “Even if Mabel goes back to the sanctuary? Even if she never visits?”
The possibility hurt, but it did not alter the answer. “Yes.”
“Useful thing to know before you sign anything,” Sheila said.
They walked home through an ordinary Tuesday morning. A delivery driver argued with a reversing van near the corner, while a gull pulled something unidentifiable from a bin. There was no music, no snow and no sign from Kathleen to confirm that Kirsteen had chosen correctly.
At Westward Cottage, Mabel stood near the corral gate. Her trunk lifted as Jodi approached the approved observation area, and a low rumble travelled across the grass.
“She knows we’re staying,” Jodi said.
“She knows we’re here.”
“That’s nearly the same.”
“It really isn’t.”
Jodi smiled and went to find Tamsin.
Inside, Kirsteen sat at the dining table and opened the email about the permanent production-editor post. The offer promised a salary, a pension and the dependable shape of two office days each week near their rented flat. From Marling Bay, those days meant early trains, late returns and travel or childcare costs they could not easily absorb. Accepting it would make keeping Westward harder; refusing it could leave her with less freelance work after Christmas.
She began three replies before writing the honest one. She declined the permanent post and asked whether the publisher would keep her on its freelance list, then read the message twice and sent it.
The response came an hour later. Her editor understood, wished her well and could make no promises about the volume of work in January. Kirsteen closed the laptop and allowed the uncertainty to remain what it was: a financial risk she had chosen with her eyes open.
She moved the estate-agent folder into the bottom drawer of Kathleen’s writing desk. The valuation remained in her calendar, an appointment she no longer wanted and had not yet cancelled. The house still needed repairs, Jodi’s school journeys needed arranging, and no local role at Sheila’s field yet existed. Keeping Westward had made those problems hers rather than removing them.
In the kitchen, Jodi opened the refrigerator. “Can I have a pear?”
“One.”
“For Mabel?”
“For you. We are not organising this household entirely around an elephant.”
Jodi looked through the window, where Tamsin was reviewing notes beside the corral while Mabel stripped bark from a branch. “Only partly?”
“Only partly.”
Kirsteen took Kathleen’s notepad from the counter and wrote January at the top of a clean page. Beneath it she listed the roof, the school meeting, the freelance accounts and the conversation with Kevin. The list did not send any of them away. It told her where to begin.
Chapter 23 – Christmas Eve
Christmas Eve began with frost whitening the paddock rails and sealing the churned mud around the gate into hard, glittering ridges. Beyond the misted kitchen window, Mabel moved near the temporary shelter, her broad shape appearing and disappearing between the apple trees while one of the overnight carers checked the water line. The transport lorry had not yet set out when Tamsin telephoned at seven twenty-three. Eleven minutes later, Christmas Eve was no longer a transport date.
Kirsteen remained beside Kathleen’s kitchen table with the phone in one hand while Jodi watched from the doorway, wearing her coat over her pyjamas. Overnight frost had left two stretches of the inland route unsafe for a vehicle of that weight, and the forecast promised black ice by late afternoon. Dr Imogen Wood saw no medical reason to force the journey before Christmas, particularly when cold loading surfaces could aggravate Mabel’s known foot sensitivity. The move was suspended before the crew departed and before Mabel was asked to approach a ramp. She could remain at Westward under the existing professional rota while the route and her transport plan were reviewed.
The delay changed no one’s view of her long-term needs. The specialist sanctuary, thirty miles inland, remained the only place equipped to give her full veterinary care and the company of other elephants. Sheila’s field might, after planning, construction and formal approval, become somewhere Mabel could visit. It would not replace her principal home.
Tamsin also wanted to take Mabel to Sheila’s meadow that afternoon for a short, controlled assessment. The team had finished assembling a modular elephant-rated corral on the safest ground; the road closure arranged for that morning’s transport had not yet been stood down, the route was familiar and the walk involved none of the loading that had distressed her. If Dr Wood approved after the morning examination, they would learn whether the field could form part of a future visiting arrangement.
Kirsteen ended the call and found Jodi still waiting.
“Well?”
“They’re not taking her today.”
Jodi’s face brightened before caution caught up with her. “Because she’s staying?”
“Because the roads are unsafe and she doesn’t need an urgent journey. She’ll go back to the sanctuary when Dr Wood and Tamsin are satisfied with the transport plan.”
“But she’s not going today.”
“No,” Kirsteen said, and allowed that small, temporary certainty to be enough.
Jodi crossed the kitchen and hugged her hard enough to press the phone into Kirsteen’s side. Kirsteen held her until she let go.
When Jodi pulled away, she asked whether Sheila knew. Kirsteen said she had been on the call.
“Why didn’t you put it on speaker?” Jodi demanded.
“Because there were six people discussing road temperatures and axle weights before eight in the morning.”
“That sounds excellent,” Jodi said.
“You are ten.”
“I’m interested in transport.” She said it with such dignity that Kirsteen left the matter there.
Outside, Mabel gave a low rumble. Jodi glanced towards the window and smiled, but for once did not offer a translation.
By mid-morning, the old circus field looked markedly different from the place they had walked two days earlier. Frost lay in the shelter of the hedges, but boots and tyres had darkened the working ground, releasing the smells of wet grass, timber and cold earth. The modular corral enclosed a firm section of meadow well away from the road, with a double-gated entry, portable water tanks and an open-sided shelter anchored beside the barn. Heavy trackway loaned by Pye Plant and Haulage protected the access from winter mud so that veterinary and emergency vehicles could reach the site. The domestic fences still marked Sheila’s boundary; the specialist barriers inside them were what made the visit possible.
Bolted panels, portable tanks and weighted barriers showed their temporary construction. Kirsteen found that reassuring.
Tamsin assigned the village its limits as firmly as she assigned tasks to her own staff. People could carry ordinary materials, clear safe debris and keep the tea moving. They could not adjust the corral, choose Mabel’s food or cross the working boundary for photographs. The field would remain closed to the public. Anybody inside the gate was there as a named helper on Tamsin’s list, and there would be no announcement, no ceremony and nothing that could turn an animal-care assessment into a Christmas attraction.
Sheila accepted every restriction before Tamsin finished stating it. Marilyn Seagrove arrived with sandwiches. Dennis Widdowson brought two flasks and a toolbox he was never allowed to open, while Rhona Noddin surrendered a bag of apples after a brief but spirited discussion about approved feeding. Marc Revill stationed himself beside the vehicle access until a site officer pointed out that harbour work did not qualify him to advise on elephant enclosures.
Jodi carried tea in a fluorescent tabard two sizes too large. VISITOR stretched across her back, a label she treated as a position of authority despite strict instructions to remain outside every marked boundary.
Kirsteen had begun the first modules of her site training the previous evening. Her new folder, labelled MABEL: VISITING SITE, contained emergency contacts, observation sheets and a particularly comforting list of decisions she was not authorised to make. Sheila had studied the cover, then said, “Of course you made a folder.”
Shortly after midday, Dr Wood completed her examination at Westward and joined Tamsin beside the barn. “Mabel’s fit for the walk,” she told Kirsteen and Sheila. “She’ll have one short visit. If either of us sees discomfort or agitation, we turn back or bring her straight home.”
Jodi materialised with three empty mugs and the careful innocence of somebody who had arrived at precisely the wrong moment by design.
Tamsin looked at her. “You were listening.”
“I was carrying tea,” Jodi said, offering her the mugs.
“Very slowly.” Tamsin took the mugs. “Today tells us whether this enclosure and this route are worth developing. It doesn’t ask Mabel to choose between Marling Bay and the sanctuary.”
“Because elephants live with elephants,” Jodi said.
“Among other reasons.” Tamsin’s tone was kind, but she did not turn the exchange into a lesson. “You’ll stay with your mum behind the secondary barrier.”
“I know,” Jodi said, and retreated before Tamsin could add to it.
Sheila asked whether she would be inside the corral. Tamsin told her that only the handling team would cross the inner gate.
Sheila nodded, and the set of her shoulders eased. Her reunion with Mabel did not need to place her inside every new boundary.
The transfer from Westward began shortly after two. Because the walk served a specific welfare assessment, the entire route had been closed to traffic. Police and stewards sealed the side roads, buses and deliveries were diverted, and residents had been asked to remain behind secondary barriers or watch from upper windows. Shops were already closing for Christmas Eve, but no customers or parked vehicles remained inside the working corridor. The quiet was not complete: a gull cried above the roofs, a van reversed somewhere outside the closure and the sea dragged shingle down the beach beyond the harbour wall.
Under a pale sky, Mabel walked between Tamsin and the other trained carers at the steady pace Kirsteen had come to recognise, each foot placed with a care that made the town’s preparations seem both elaborate and entirely justified. The smell of salt, diesel and wet rope drifted uphill from the harbour, and church bells carried across the empty road. Against shopfronts, parked bicycles and narrow brick houses, Mabel’s scale became startling again. Kirsteen had grown accustomed to seeing her among the apple trees; the street restored the fact that nothing about accommodating her could safely be improvised.
Jodi stayed beside Kirsteen. At North Lane, Mabel slowed near the old feed premises and lifted her trunk. The current owner stood in the doorway holding an apple he had already been told not to give her, so he raised it in salute instead. Mabel moved on.
At the lane leading to Sheila’s field, she stopped. The route had changed over forty years; hedges had thickened, buildings had gone and the entrance no longer sat where it had in the circus photographs. The handlers waited while Mabel tested the air. After nearly a minute, she turned towards the open gate.
Jodi’s gloved hand found Kirsteen’s as Mabel passed through the double gates and entered the corral. Kirsteen held it without looking down.
Mabel entered at a walk and began a patient investigation. She touched the barrier with the tip of her trunk, checked the water and moved towards the browse. She ate for a while, walked the perimeter and paused beneath the shelter with her head inside and the rest of her body out, as though unwilling to give the new structure more confidence than it had earned. When she emerged, she stood facing the woodland while the carers recorded her behaviour.
Sheila watched from twenty yards beyond the secondary barrier, both hands pushed deep into her coat pockets. When Mabel turned towards her, Sheila said, “Don’t look at me.”
Mabel answered with a low rumble that Kirsteen felt through the soles of her boots.
Jodi laughed softly. Sheila’s mouth shifted towards a smile, but she did not call Mabel closer.
The visit lasted just under forty minutes. Mabel drank, explored the browse and rubbed one side against a scratching post installed that morning. For several minutes she stood near the lower boundary, facing the part of the field where the main circus tent had been, although no mark of it remained in the frost-stiff grass. Tamsin and Dr Wood watched her feet, her breathing and the pace at which she moved, while the rest of them left the old ring out of it and kept quiet.
Near the end of the visit, Tamsin joined Kirsteen behind the barrier. “She’s calm, and the enclosure worked as designed. That gives us enough to continue the site assessment.”
“For visits from the sanctuary.”
“If the charity approves the field, if she remains fit to travel and if loading doesn’t distress her. Some visits might last a few days, perhaps longer, but the sanctuary remains home. Familiar ground can enrich her life; it can’t give her an elephant herd.”
Kirsteen looked across at Jodi, who was too far away to hear. “And if travel stops being right for her?”
“Then people visit Mabel,” Tamsin said, and Kirsteen was grateful that the answer stopped there.
The carers ended the assessment on schedule, and Mabel returned to Westward before four. As soon as the corral was empty, the field began to clear: Marilyn reclaimed half her sandwiches, Dennis had to be called back for his toolbox, and Rhona left with every apple she had brought.
Kirsteen found Sheila inside the barn locking one of the storage rooms. The low sun reached through the open doorway and caught the fresh survey marks in the grass.
“You all right?” Kirsteen asked, stopping just inside the doorway.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Mabel was here,” Kirsteen said.
“She stood in a field.” Sheila tested the padlock, then looked out towards the empty corral. “It was better this time.”
“Better than what?” Kirsteen followed her gaze.
“The circus. No audience waiting for her to do something.”
After a moment she added, “Barrie would have hated it.”
Kirsteen raised an eyebrow, and Sheila conceded the missing part without being asked.
“At first,” Sheila said, and pulled the barn door shut.
The Christmas Eve light was thinning above the harbour when Sheila asked, “Have you cancelled the valuation?”
Kirsteen stopped. She had refused the permanent job and told both Jodi and Kevin that she meant to stay, yet the January appointment remained in her calendar, an administrative escape route preserved out of habit.
“Not yet,” Kirsteen said. Sheila said nothing at all.
“I put the folder away,” Kirsteen said.
“Heroic,” Sheila said.
Kirsteen took out her phone. “The estate agent will be closed.”
“Then leave a message.” Sheila started towards the gate.
Someone answered. There were always people working on Christmas Eve because other people had delayed making decisions, and Kirsteen experienced the brief, unreasonable irritation of discovering that her final excuse had been available only in theory.
The woman recognised Kirsteen’s name. “Ms Whitton? Is there a problem with the January valuation?”
Kirsteen looked across the field. Temporary barriers caught the last light, and the barn remained exactly as unsuited to an elephant as it had been that morning. Its fresh survey marks showed how much work waited there. Whether that work succeeded or not, she no longer wanted to sell Westward Cottage.
“No problem,” she said. The cold tightened her fingers around the phone, but her voice remained steady. “I’m cancelling it. I won’t be selling the house.”
The estate agent offered to postpone instead. Kirsteen declined, thanked her and ended the call after the cancellation had been confirmed.
Sheila, who had walked several yards away and was pretending not to listen, said, “About time.”
“You’re repetitive,” Kirsteen told her as she put the phone away.
“So are you,” Sheila replied, and locked the gate behind them as frost gathered in the shaded edges of the road.
Jodi was sitting on the utility-room floor beside the blue trunk when they returned, close enough to guard it and careful not to touch the conserved contents without permission. Kirsteen took off her coat and put her phone on the table.
“The valuation’s cancelled,” Kirsteen said.
Jodi looked up. “Postponed?”
“Cancelled. Properly.” The words felt larger indoors than they had in the field.
Jodi stood and hugged Kirsteen, more quietly than she had that morning.
“And Mabel?” she asked when she let go.
“She stays here through Christmas while they plan a safe journey. Then she goes back to the sanctuary and the elephants she knows. If Sheila’s field is approved, she may come here for visits.”
Jodi glanced towards the dark window. One of the overnight carers was checking the water while Mabel stood beneath the paddock lights.
“Days or weeks?” Jodi asked.
“Perhaps either. It will depend on what’s right for her each time.”
Jodi considered this, disappointed and pleased in proportions Kirsteen could not measure. “So she can have two places.”
“She can have one proper home and people in another place who are ready when she visits.”
“That’s nearly two,” Jodi decided, and Kirsteen let her keep the fraction.
On Kathleen’s old notepad, the first list still began Before valuation. Kirsteen drew a line through the heading, leaving the unfinished jobs beneath it, and turned to a clean page.
January
Training
Field meeting
House repairs
School visit
Call Kevin about dates
Piano tuner
Gutter
Emergency site protocol
Do not buy elephant
Jodi read over her shoulder and burst out laughing. “You can’t write that.”
“I think it needs stating,” Kirsteen said.
“You missed pears.” Jodi reached for the pen without asking.
“Pears are groceries, not strategy,” Kirsteen objected, but Jodi added them anyway.
The kitchen still held Kathleen’s cupboards, unpacked boxes, a rattling window and a radiator that complained more than it heated. From the paddock came the measured clank of a gate being checked, followed by Mabel’s low breathing beneath the shelter. Kirsteen listened to the harbour beyond the roofs while Jodi drew a box around PEARS and added three exclamation marks. Then she left the list exactly as it was.
Chapter 24 – The Next Postcard
Christmas morning arrived under a hard blue sky, with frost whitening the roofs between Westward Cottage and the harbour. Sunlight caught the upper windows across the bay while the sea beyond the harbour wall lay almost motionless, its colour deepening from pewter to blue as the day reached it.
Kirsteen lay beneath Kathleen’s old duvet and listened to the house: pipes settling, a reluctant radiator warming on the landing and Jodi attempting stealth on floorboards that had exposed generations of children before her. From the paddock came a low rumble, followed by the careful thud of an elephant beginning breakfast. There were stranger ways to begin Christmas, though Kirsteen could not immediately think of many.
Kirsteen found Jodi halfway downstairs in pyjamas, two different socks and the fluorescent field tabard.
“No,” Kirsteen said when she saw the tabard.
Jodi inspected herself. “What?”
“The tabard. You’re not wearing VISITOR across your back on Christmas morning.”
“It has pockets,” Jodi said, glancing down.
“So does your coat.” Kirsteen stood aside, leaving the choice between retreat and compliance.
Jodi continued downstairs with the dignity of someone whose professional clothing had been insulted.
The cottage still held unpacked boxes, an out-of-tune piano and a patch of damp above the landing window that had been transferred from urgent to January without shrinking. Yet the rooms no longer appeared to be holding themselves ready for removal men. Christmas cards stood along the mantel, Jodi’s paper star hung in the front window and Kathleen’s blue bowl contained nuts nobody particularly liked but both of them had agreed belonged there. On the dining table, beside two mugs from the previous evening, lay the new January folder rather than the estate agent’s one.
Its contents included training notes, a school appointment, house repairs and the early plans for Sheila’s field. Kirsteen had read the estimated cost of specialist fencing twice before deciding the number would remain equally alarming after breakfast.
Jodi opened the refrigerator. “Can Mabel have a pear?”
“Ask Tamsin,” Kirsteen said, reaching past her for the pear.
“I know. I’m asking if I can take one,” Jodi said.
“Ownership of pears has become unexpectedly complicated.” Kirsteen handed it over, then called Jodi back for her coat before she reached the door.
Through the kitchen window she saw her daughter stop at the marked boundary and show the pear to Tamsin. It was checked and added to the approved feed rather than handed directly to Mabel. Jodi accepted the ruling without negotiation, which Kirsteen considered one of December’s more impressive developments.
A knock came before the kettle boiled. Sheila stood outside with a paper bag and the expression of someone personally inconvenienced by Christmas.
“Merry Christmas,” Kirsteen said.
“Is it?” Sheila looked past her into the hall, as if Christmas might have entered by another door.
“Traditionally,” Kirsteen said.
Sheila came in and handed her the bag. “Chocolates.”
“For us?” Kirsteen asked.
“No, I carry them for ballast.” Sheila unbuttoned her coat without taking it off and went straight to the window, where Mabel had already located the pear.
“She’s getting fat,” Sheila announced.
“Her food is managed by professionals,” Kirsteen reminded her.
“Professionals can be generous,” Sheila said, while carefully keeping one side of her coat turned away.
Kirsteen noticed the shape in Sheila’s coat pocket. “What have you brought her?”
“Nothing,” Sheila replied too quickly.
“Peppermints?” Kirsteen asked, indicating the pocket.
“One Christmas peppermint,” Sheila admitted.
“How does that differ from an ordinary peppermint?” Kirsteen asked.
“Packaging,” Sheila said, and walked into the kitchen.
Jodi returned, spotted Sheila and the suspicious pocket at once, and appealed directly to Tamsin. Ten minutes later, one peppermint had been approved. Mabel approached the boundary and searched Sheila’s coat with the tip of her trunk while Sheila folded her arms and accused her of being spoiled.
“You brought it for her,” Kirsteen said.
“I brought one,” Sheila said.
“How many are in the pocket?”
Sheila ignored the question. The exchange took place under Tamsin’s supervision, with Jodi watching the feeding rules so solemnly that her whispered estimate of four concealed sweets nearly escaped notice.
At ten, the doorbell rang again. Jodi reached the hall first but waited with her hand on the latch until Kirsteen joined her.
Kevin stood on the step with a wrapped parcel under one arm and a paper bag from the bakery in the other. Jodi hugged him hard enough to crush the bag against his coat, and he shifted the parcel out of danger before kissing the top of her head.
“Merry Christmas, Kirsteen,” Kevin said, with a careful smile.
“Merry Christmas. Come in before the harbour removes the front door.” Kirsteen moved aside, and the cold followed him into the hall.
He had taken off his coat before he noticed Mabel beyond the kitchen window. Although Kirsteen had sent photographs and the elephant had appeared across the news, Kevin stopped beside the table and stared.
“She’s much larger than she looked on my phone,” he said at last.
“You’re not allowed to feed her,” Jodi said. “Or cross the marked boundary, open an umbrella near her or assume she wants you close.”
Kevin turned to Kirsteen. “Has she memorised the whole risk assessment?”
“Only the sections she tried to negotiate,” Kirsteen replied.
Jodi placed her parcel on the table without opening it. “We need to talk about school first.”
Kirsteen had expected to raise the subject, but Kevin pulled out a chair as if summoned to a meeting. “Your present school will keep your place through January,” he said. “Nothing changes until we’ve visited the school here, heard whether they have room and listened to what you think.”
“Who’s we?” Jodi asked, narrowing her eyes at the plural.
“All three of us,” Kevin said without looking to Kirsteen for permission.
Jodi turned to Kirsteen. “Actually all three?”
“Actually all three,” Kirsteen confirmed.
Kevin explained the temporary arrangement they had agreed. During the first week of term, Jodi would stay with him on school nights and return to Westward on Friday. They would visit the local school together, and if a transfer took longer, he and Kirsteen would divide the journeys instead of expecting one person to drive between Marling Bay and her old school four times a day.
Jodi regarded the plan with the suspicion she reserved for timetables. “So I have to leave here all week.”
“Four nights,” Kevin said. “After that, we see what’s possible. If you don’t like the school here, you tell us. If you do and they have a place, we apply.”
“Will you come here?” Jodi asked.
“Yes. I’m not making you do all the travelling because I dislike the coast road.”
Her next question came more quietly. “Do you mind us staying?”
Kevin answered after a glance at Kirsteen. “I mind being thirty miles farther from you. That doesn’t make staying here wrong. Your mum and I will argue about journeys and weekends when we need to, but you won’t carry messages between us.”
Jodi absorbed this, then tapped the unopened parcel. “Is this the thing I forgot asking for?”
“You remembered,” Kevin pointed out.
“I remembered you saying I forgot,” Jodi replied, and began opening the parcel.
Inside was a tin of drawing pencils arranged from pale grey to near-black. Jodi had wanted them after borrowing a friend’s set at school, and her delight survived the discovery that the request had once existed.
Kevin stayed for tea and pastries, then let Jodi take him to the approved observation point beside the paddock. He followed every instruction, including one Tamsin had never issued about remaining silent while Mabel ate. Before leaving, he confirmed that he would collect Jodi on Boxing Day and bring her back the following evening. She stood at the window until his car turned out of the lane, the pencils held against her chest, then went to find paper.
The house became unhurried after he left. For weeks, every day had brought a photograph to identify, a record to trace or a theory that collapsed as soon as Kirsteen trusted it. Now sunlight lay across the hall runner, the pipes ticked behind the kitchen wall and nobody was expected before lunch. The main history was settled, though two parts resisted every attempt at a sensible explanation.
The full conservation report arrived in January and added nothing to what the conservator had said on the telephone before Christmas. The experts could establish what the card was. None could explain how it existed.
Mabel’s journey to Marling Bay contained a different gap. Scattered sightings accounted for much of her route from the sanctuary towards the coast, but the final miles remained undocumented. No record explained why she reached the bay during the storm that opened Store D-4, or why she and Barrie’s trunk appeared together at low tide. Sheila had offered practical possibilities and rejected most of them herself; Marc preferred coincidence. Kirsteen left both questions in the folder marked UNRESOLVED. A blank space no longer required her to fill it with the answer that hurt least.
By late morning, Sheila had spread the newest plans for her field across the kitchen table and was objecting to the proposed gates. Jodi sat beside her, adding purple circles to a photocopy.
“What are those?” Kirsteen asked.
“Trees,” Jodi said, continuing to colour.
“Why are they purple?” Kirsteen asked, leaning over the plan.
“They’re future trees,” Jodi said.
Sheila studied the drawing. “They’re too close to the access track.”
“They aren’t real,” Jodi pointed out.
“That’s no reason to put them in the wrong place,” Sheila said, shifting one circle away from the track with the end of her pencil.
The charity had now agreed the outline of Mabel’s future. She would remain at Westward through Christmas and her immediate recovery, then return to the specialist sanctuary thirty miles inland. There, Tamsin and the other staff could reintroduce her gradually to two older female elephants she had known before her disappearance. If Sheila’s field passed its assessments and the necessary work was completed, it could host supervised visits lasting days or weeks whenever Mabel was fit and willing to travel. If travel stopped being right for her, Marling Bay would go to Mabel instead.
Jodi still called the arrangement adoption. Kirsteen had corrected her twice, then accepted that a ten-year-old’s word did not alter the legal or welfare plan.
Sheila tapped a proposed opening in the barn wall. “The engineer wants to replace half of this.”
“He said the present structure wouldn’t support the alteration,” Kirsteen reminded her.
“He looked twelve,” Sheila said.
“He was thirty-six,” Kirsteen replied.
“Exactly.” Sheila folded the plan as if age had settled the engineering question.
Her objections continued until the conversation wandered from gates to Christmas and, eventually, to Barrie’s card. Sheila had kept it on the shelf in her back room, beside Mabel’s photograph.
“I read it again,” she said.
“And?” Kirsteen waited.
“Still annoying.” Sheila traced the edge of the plan with one finger. “I dreamed about him afterwards. He was complaining about the price of diesel.”
“That sounds plausible,” Kirsteen said.
“I woke up angry. It took me a while to realise I hadn’t thought about our last argument first.”
“Does that help?” Kirsteen asked after a moment.
“A little.” Sheila pushed the plans away and reached for her coat. “Don’t make anything of it.”
After lunch, Sheila produced a small packet of modern postcards copied from old Marling Bay photographs. One showed the harbour, another the pier and a third Westward Cottage beneath a winter sky. Jodi selected a card and disappeared into the utility room with her new pencils.
Kirsteen found her sitting on the floor beside the blue travelling trunk. Most of its historic contents had been removed for conservation or returned through the agreed process. The police had found no theft report or rival claimant, and Barrie’s solicitor confirmed that the recovered property passed to Sheila as his only child. Sheila gave the trunk to Jodi, with Kirsteen responsible for it until she was older, and authorised delivery of the addressed cards to recipients or surviving families who wanted them. The town archive would keep any unclaimed cards under privacy restrictions.
The few objects inside included the costume fabric, the cracked mirror wrapped in cloth and Kirsteen’s two small red mittens. Kathleen had kept the right-hand one among her own things; the identical repairs and the blue K stitched inside both cuffs confirmed that its partner, found in Barrie’s trunk, had belonged to Kirsteen too.
Cleaning had also exposed a line stamped beneath the damaged Winter Circus label: THE LANTERN ROOMS, WHITBY. The back of the mirror carried the same tiny lantern and the pencilled words Room Seven. Sheila said Barrie had bought the trunk second-hand before the circus’s final tour, and claimed to know nothing about either mark. Kirsteen’s enquiry had received an automatic reply from an archive closed until the new year, so the report waited in the January folder with both lines underlined by Jodi.
Now Jodi bent over a blank postcard, shielding her work with one arm.
“Who’s it for?” Kirsteen asked.
“Someone who isn’t here yet,” Jodi replied without looking up.
“Do they have a name?” Kirsteen asked.
Jodi covered the address side with her hand. “You’re ruining it.”
Kirsteen turned her attention to the washing machine and listened while pencil moved across the card behind her.
“Done,” Jodi said at last, setting down the pencil.
The card had no stamp, and Jodi refused to reveal the address. She placed it inside the trunk on top of the reunited mittens.
“Barrie didn’t always use stamps,” she said.
“Barrie was extremely unreliable,” Kirsteen reminded her.
“That’s why I’m improving the system.” Jodi closed the lid with great care.
With Tamsin’s permission, they carried the closed trunk to the garden gate. Mabel had shown interest in it since arriving without trying to damage it, and the carers understood enough of its history to allow a brief, supervised encounter. Tamsin checked that nothing sharp or loose remained inside, then she and another carer positioned the trunk in the protected service strip between the elephant rail and the outer visitor boundary. Kirsteen and Jodi remained on the public side of the second barrier.
Sheila followed them into the garden. “What are you doing with that?”
“Continuing the post,” Jodi said, taking her place beside Kirsteen.
“I wasn’t consulted,” Sheila complained.
“Neither was I,” Kirsteen told her, stepping back from the gate.
“This is how institutions collapse,” Sheila said, although she moved closer to the boundary with them.
Mabel approached at her own pace and reached over the inner rail into the empty service strip. The blue case brought back the first morning on the beach: wet shingle under metallic light, storm wreckage and an elephant standing beside a battered piece of luggage. Now two secure barriers separated her from the waiting family, Tamsin controlled the encounter, Jodi knew where she was allowed to stand and Sheila asked Mabel to remember nothing for them.
Mabel explored one brass corner, ran the tip of her trunk along the wood and lifted the lid a fraction.
“No,” Jodi said. “Close.” The word was out before she could soften it.
“That isn’t how elephant instructions work,” Kirsteen told her.
Mabel investigated the edge once more, then rested her trunk across the lid. The case closed with a faint click from the old brass fittings.
Jodi grinned. Sheila wiped one eye and immediately accused the cold, while Mabel remained by the boundary searching Sheila’s coat for the peppermints she had denied bringing.
The winter sun had begun to lower over the harbour, drawing long shadows from the apple trees. Mabel would return to the sanctuary when the journey was safe; the field might pass its assessments or expose difficulties nobody had yet imagined. January held school arrangements, training, repairs and arguments about money, distance and gutters. None of that uncertainty felt like evidence that Kirsteen had failed.
Tamsin waited beside the gate. For several seconds, the blue case remained closed beneath Mabel’s touch, and inside it, among two red mittens and a mirror marked Room Seven, waited a postcard addressed to someone who was not here yet.
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