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      There’s a hand on my arse – and it isn’t mine. Some pervert in this sauna-hot Tube carriage has clamped his sweaty fingers to my left buttock, like a climber clinging on to a rock face. And as the three men squished up against me in this London transport hellhole are all looking shifty, it’s hard to tell which one of them is the groper.

      Fortunately I’m wearing comfortable big pants today which means that, as well as my jersey skirt, there’s a substantial layer of easy-wash polyester between me and skin-on-skin contact.

      As luck would have it, I’m also wearing my best shoes. Black, shiny shoes with two inch spiky heels, just perfect for my last day at the charitable trust where I’ve been working as a PA to the chief exec – and ideal for spearing the fleshy upper part of a man’s foot.

      The sour-smelling businessman behind me, whose breath is warming my neck, gives a high-pitched yelp as my heel hits home, and the hand slides off my backside. Result! And lucky first time, too. Years of living in London have sharpened my instincts when it comes to identifying the dodgy bastards, from crack addicts and lairy teenagers to middle-aged, married businessmen who get a thrill from touching up strangers.

      ‘Nice one, love,’ whispers the large perspiring woman crushed against my boobs, giving the buttock-clamper a glare. ‘They should all be thrown off the train, preferably while it’s moving.’

      We grin at one another while I slip my hand into my bag and feel around for my lip salve. Chilly January winds are drying out my skin. But I pull my fingers out quickly when they brush against the edges of an envelope. I’m not sure why I’m still carrying the letter around with me, especially as it’s been in the dustbin twice, so the thick cream-coloured paper is stained with tomato sauce and grease.

      ‘I promise that I’ll throw the damned letter away properly when I get home,’ I mutter under my breath. And I won’t almost upend myself in the dustbin trying to get it back out again.

      Once I’m rid of the letter I can get back to my lovely, carefree life in the thriving, beating heart of the nation – where we pile into tin tubes and whizz round the city’s arterial system, deep underground with the rats and the gropers. London might be dirty and noisy and a ridiculously expensive place to live, but it’s been my home since I was born in Ealing twenty-nine years ago and I love it.

      

      There’s plenty of city centre dirt and rush-hour noise when I emerge, blinking, from the Tube station at King’s Cross. A police siren is wailing in the distance and a fug of car fumes drifts like mist around the people hurrying along the packed pavements. The small bouquet of hothouse roses presented to me by staff at the Trust is looking decidedly droopy but the flowers might revive if I shove them into water at Maura’s flat. I’ll probably let Maura keep them because she could do with a treat.

      Three months ago, when Harry was born, Maura’s tiny flat was filled with flowers. But since then the heady scent of fresh blooms has been replaced by a faint aroma of last night’s tea, dirty nappies and rubber. The rubber whiff comes from the cycle shop underneath whose clientele is made up of whippet-thin women in neon-striped Lycra. Or ‘lucky cows without kids who still have a life’, as Maura refers to them. Though I know she loves Harry to pieces, even when he’s projectile puking like something from The Exorcist.

      ‘Come in,’ says Maura, yanking open her front door and tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. ‘Don’t worry about taking off your shoes. The place is a total tip so I’m not worried about mud on the carpet.’

      I slip my shoes off anyway and follow her through an obstacle course of baby paraphernalia piled up in the narrow, dark hallway. The lounge is equally cluttered, with a pushchair in the corner and a boxed travel cot. Maura has to move a mountain of cloth nappies onto the floor so I can sit down. There’s so much stuff everywhere I feel claustrophobic, especially when a pile of baby clothes falls into my lap.

      ‘So how was your leaving do, then?’ asks Maura, rubbing her eyes. Without waiting for my answer, she gives the nappies a kick. ‘Sodding things! It’s all very well saving the planet by not using disposable nappies but where are the eco-PC brigade at 3 a.m. when I’m scraping shit off terry towelling with my eyes shut?’

      She stifles a yawn and grimaces when Harry starts squealing in the small bedroom next door.

      ‘Paul!’ she yells, putting her head round the door and shouting towards the galley kitchen. ‘Harry’s crying and it’s your turn.’

      ‘Bloody useless,’ she mutters under her breath when Paul drops pans into the sink with a passive-aggressive clatter and stomps into the bedroom. ‘I was up all night doing feeds so the least he can do is pull his weight during the day.’ She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. ‘Anyway, enough about my domestic bliss. How did it go with the big goodbye? Did you cry?’

      ‘Hardly! I’ve only been there a year and it was time to move on.’ I think back to my low-key leaving do with tea and cake and people giving me awkward hugs. ‘I’ll miss them but I don’t feel sad about it.’

      ‘No, you really don’t,’ says Maura with a puzzled look. ‘Personally, I’d hate all the chopping and changing you do with your jobs but I guess you’re just brilliant at goodbyes.’

      She’s right. If there was a degree in saying goodbye and moving on, I’d have a double first. Moving on is underrated by people who opt to put down roots and – shudder – settle down. Mortgage, marriage, babies, lunch with the parents. It’s fine if that’s what you want but keeping on the move when it comes to jobs and relationships makes life far less complicated. Particularly if, like me, you have no family ties at all.

      Maura squeezes in beside me on the sofa and puts her hand on mine. ‘But will you be OK without a job? I know you like these short-term work contracts but they seem stressful to me.’

      She looks so concerned, my heart suddenly feels fluttery with panic. But I quickly get a grip on myself.

      ‘Of course, I’ll be fine,’ I reassure her with a smile. ‘I always knew the Trust job was a maternity cover contract. It’s nothing to worry about, and certainly nothing to spoil our evening out. I’m planning on celebrating the end of my contract and the start of my freedom. Who knows what’s next? That’s part of the fun.’

      ‘Ah yes, our evening out.’ Maura stands quickly and kicks shut the door of an overflowing cupboard. ‘I’m really sorry, Annie. I know we were supposed to be going out but Paul has suddenly remembered that he’s got a works do this evening –’ she moves closer to the door and raises her voice ‘– which is really inconvenient and inconsiderate and unfair when I so rarely get out of the flat these days.’

      ‘Oh, do give it a rest, Maura,’ shouts Paul from the bedroom, which starts Harry wailing all over again.

      ‘Sorry, Annie,’ says Maura, seeing my face fall. ‘I’d love to go out, but you’re welcome to stay here and we can get a takeaway and watch telly instead.’ She stifles a yawn. ‘Though I won’t be vibrant company, what with Harry not sleeping through. My mum thinks he’s teething which is terrifying if one tooth causes so much chaos. He’s got another nineteen of the little buggers waiting to carve their way through his gums between midnight and dawn. I kick Paul to get up and do his bit but he lies there and pretends he’s dead.’ She lowers her voice and leans towards me. ‘I so miss what I had.’

      ‘Before you had Harry?’

      ‘No, before I got feckin’ married,’ says Maura darkly, picking up one of Paul’s socks from the floor and twisting it viciously into a tight knot. ‘You are so lucky, Annie.’

      I nod sympathetically and try not to look smug because I know I’m lucky. I’ve got my own life. OK, so I don’t have a job at the moment but something will come up, it always does. But I’m mortgage-free with a lovely, handsome boyfriend who doesn’t cramp my style, and no family to tie me down. An image of the grease-spattered letter nestling in my handbag floats into my mind but I bat it away.

      ‘Here!’ Maura waves a takeaway menu for the Terrific Thai Palace in my face. ‘Pick what you fancy and I’ll give them a call. Order as much as you like because Paul’s paying.’

      In the end I stay for the takeaway and a cuddle with Harry, who smells of milk as he dribbles onto my shoulder. But I give Maura a hug and leave when she starts nodding off into her pad thai. What Maura needs is an early night and my change of plan means I can pay a surprise visit to Stuart.

      Normally, Stuart and I never see one another on Fridays because we go out with our own friends instead – it’s become a kind of rule. But he told me he was having an evening in tonight, and rules are there to be broken. Plus I’d really like to see him. We’ve been going out for more than six months now, which is a bit of a record for me, and I’m getting used to having him around.

      It’s dark and chilly when I hobble down Pentonville Road to the station, with my earphones in and my favourite Ed Sheeran tracks playing. My weapon-grade shoes are pinching my toes and all I can think of is sinking my throbbing feet into a hot bath. Maybe I’ll have one at Stuart’s, in his gleaming tub with its jacuzzi jets, and he can join me. I smile at the thought and a young man lolloping towards me with his jeans at half-mast smiles back and winks.

      The traffic is still crazy busy at King’s Cross and I ferret through my handbag for my Oyster card while waiting at the crossing for the green man to appear. It never ceases to amaze me how much crap can fit into a small bag – a half-eaten tube of Polos, hand cream, a tatty notebook, a ton of tissues, the lip salve I couldn’t find earlier.

      My fingers close round the letter again, and this time I give in and pull out the thick envelope which has ‘Miss Annabella Trebarwith’ in black type above the address of my Stratford flat. It arrived almost a week ago and, after I’d quickly scanned through the letter inside, it’s been in my handbag ever since – apart from a couple of forays into the bin. Out of sight, out of mind, though that doesn’t seem to be working too well. I’m usually great at ignoring things that upset me but the letter keeps niggling at the edges of my brain, like a panther waiting to pounce.

      ‘Why can’t people leave me alone?’ I murmur, shoving the letter back into my bag as the green man beeps and I’m swept across the road by a surge of impatient commuters.
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      There’s no one in the foyer of the mansion block near Earl’s Court station, where Stuart lives. Ageing concierge Peter is usually at the front desk but he’s nowhere to be seen, though curls of steam are wafting from his coffee cup so he can’t have gone far. Taking advantage of his absence, I run my fingers across his desk and stand for a moment absorbing the atmosphere. I love this glorious 1930s building; the cherry wood panelling on the walls, twisting banisters and thick smell of furniture polish. Visiting Stuart is like stepping back in time into a bubble of art deco elegance, while people with heads buried in their iPhones hurry by outside.

      I usually take the stairs – especially now I’m approaching thirty and determined to get fit – but my feet are killing me. So I wait for the creaky lift instead and take it to the fourth floor. If the weather’s nice tomorrow, I’ll slap on some blister plasters, put on my comfy trainers and go for a run round the Olympic Park to make up for it.

      The burgundy carpet outside Stuart’s flat is worn but his door is a freshly painted navy blue with a gleaming gold letter box. I turn my key in the lock and creep inside, keen to surprise him with the jumbo bar of his favourite chocolate that I bought at the station.

      The TV’s on so I tiptoe through the hall, past the art deco floor lamp with its black and white dragonflies picked out in glass across the shade. The hall walls are a delicate shade of duck-egg blue which contrasts beautifully with the snow-white coving and cornicing. Stuart has the most amazing taste – particularly when it comes to women, he reckons, and I’m hardly going to argue with that.

      The front room door is closed but I fling it open and jump inside with the chocolate held out ahead of me like a magic wand.

      ‘Behold, I come bearing Toblerone!’

      ‘Oh fuck!’ Stuart’s head bobs up over the back of his black, corduroy sofa which is facing away from me towards the flat-screen TV. His white shirt is unbuttoned, his face is sweaty and there’s a lipstick-red rash on his neck.

      ‘Stuart?’ I stride round the side of the sofa and there’s Melinda, the woman who works in his office at Base and Harwood Financial Accountancy. I met her at Christmas in the pub, where she was looking beautifully turned out in a taupe trouser suit and perfect make-up with a Chanel bag. She intimidated the hell out of me.

      She’s not looking as self-possessed right now. Her white-blonde hair is mussed up and her cashmere jumper, scarlet to match her lips, is on the floor along with her skirt and red-soled shoes.

      Though I feel like someone’s punched me in the chest, I’m still with it enough to notice that the bra and tiny pants she’s wearing are matching. They’re probably Myla, damn her. She’s undoubtedly the type of woman who never wears big pants, even on days when she doesn’t expect to be shagged by her boyfriend. Or rather, my boyfriend.

      ‘Look, Annie, I can explain,’ blusters Stuart, rubbing a hand across the faint stubble on his chin and smearing the lipstick marks on his neck. ‘It’s not how it looks.’ He winces. ‘Well, I suppose it is but I was going to tell you.’

      Melinda is cowering in the corner of the sofa, hands across her breasts and genitals which are inadequately covered by scraps of exquisite lace. She doesn’t meet my eye when I pick up her clothes and shoes and shove them towards her.

      ‘Um, thanks,’ she mutters, grabbing them, leaping off the sofa and running into the hall. I follow her and watch as she wrenches open the front door, clothing still draped over her arm, and slams it shut behind her. She’ll be getting dressed in the communal hallway then, which will liven up Peter’s day no end when he reviews the CCTV footage later.

      Stuart’s not in the front room when I stomp back in and sink onto the sofa. I still feel as if someone’s sitting on my chest so I let off steam by punching one of his beige Habitat cushions. I was with Stuart when he bought them, so I give it another hard whack with the Toblerone and clasp the cushion across my stomach as Stuart comes into the room.

      He’s wearing blue tracksuit bottoms, the white T-shirt I bought him from Gap, and a sheepish expression. The marks on his neck are gone apart from faint red outlines.

      ‘I’m really sorry you saw that, Annie,’ he says, pushing a hand through his short, fair hair which is standing up in spikes.

      ‘Sorry I saw it or sorry you’ve been shagging Melinda behind my back?’

      ‘Don’t start twisting my words. This is difficult enough as it is.’ He pulls an unopened bottle of whisky from the cupboard underneath the TV and twists off the cap. ‘I need a drink. Do you want one?’

      ‘You know I don’t like whisky.’

      ‘I forgot.’ Stuart pours a triple into a crystal glass, perches on the edge of the cupboard and takes a large swig. ‘Look, this is really awkward.’

      ‘You think?’ The panicky fluttering I felt at Maura’s is back, though this time my heart is being jumped on.

      ‘Don’t be snippy, Annie,’ says Stuart sharply.

      ‘How should I be? We’ve been going out for months and I’ve just found out you’re cheating on me. I think I have every right to be snippy.’

      In more ways than one: a vision of large kitchen scissors poised around Stuart’s testicles springs into my mind.

      ‘Look, I’m really sorry, Annie.’ Stuart puts down his glass, sits beside me on the sofa and stares at his knees. ‘I’ve behaved like a shit and I should have told you sooner but, be honest, our relationship was never going anywhere, was it? It was just a bit of fun for both of us. You’ve made it very clear that you like being independent and doing your own thing. We spent most of Christmas apart and there was no way you were ever going to move in or do the marriage thing.’

      The back of my neck starts prickling because I hate these heavy conversations.

      ‘You seemed happy enough with the way things were going,’ I say bitterly.

      ‘I was and you’re a great girl, Annie.’ Stuart touches my cheek and drops his hand when I flinch. ‘But I’ve started to feel differently now I’m in my thirties and Melinda wants the same things I do.’

      ‘What kind of things?’

      ‘More long-term stuff: commitment, maybe a family one day. And I know you don’t do family.’

      ‘You should have told me.’

      ‘I tried,’ says Stuart in a whiney voice. ‘I mentioned I’d like kids one day, just in passing, and you couldn’t get out of here fast enough. Remember?’

      I do have vague memories of a conversation getting more intense than usual, finding it difficult to breathe properly and making some excuse about having to go.

      ‘And when I suggested that we visit my family at Christmas you said you couldn’t go to Dartmoor because you’re allergic to the countryside.’

      ‘I am,’ I protest. ‘I get sneezy and my eyes run if there’s too much grass.’ I snap the Toblerone in two and watch chocolate shavings cascade onto the beige carpet, unsettled that Stuart has me pegged as family-phobic. He might be right, of course, though I do want to have children and a family one day. Well, probably. But not for ages.

      Stuart gives a heavy sigh.

      ‘Face it, Annie, you’re allergic to commitment and you prefer being on your own. So I’m doing you a favour by ending things now before they get too serious.’

      ‘That’s rich. You’re getting off with Melinda behind my back and you’re doing me a favour? And it’s not true that I prefer being alone.’

      ‘Really? You only want to meet up on set days each week, and you’ve got hardly any of your stuff here even though you often stay over.’

      ‘It’s normal for couples to want to spend time on their own.’ Isn’t it?

      He grabs my hands and holds on fast when I try to pull away.

      ‘You’re a free spirit, Annie, and that’s great. I admire how you’re making your own way in life and you don’t need anyone, but I want something different. We can still be friends though, can’t we?’

      And he kisses me on the cheek while I try to remember where he keeps his scissors.
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      It’s three o’clock on Saturday afternoon and, rather than spending the day with Stuart, I’m eating my own weight in pretzels while watching a box set of The Bridge.

      There are three reasons why life traumas trigger a Scandi-noir box set binge:

      
        	concentrating on subtitles clears the mind;

        	I bloody love Saga, The Bridge’s autistic heroine who gets by on her own; and


        	though this probably sounds nuts, I reckon one of the more mature male actors might just be my dad.

      

      I’m convinced my dad is Scandinavian, so who’s to say that he didn’t go on to find fame and fortune in Denmark as a TV actor after knocking up my mother at a music festival in the mid-eighties?

      I’m not daft. I know there are like a million men in Scandinavia and my dad is more likely to be working in an office than on TV. But I’m still fascinated by Scandi dramas which feed an alternate fantasy life that runs through my head; a life filled with bleached wood and snow and uncluttered homes straight out of the IKEA catalogue.

      Mum never confirmed that the man who impregnated her was Nordic but she once referred to him as a Viking and often told me I was the only one in the family with bright blue eyes. So I’ve constructed a story about my heritage based on that. The rest of me is pretty nondescript: thick shoulder-length brown hair that goes frizzy in wet weather, pale complexion, not terribly tall, size twelve in jeans. But people have always remarked on the vibrant colour of my eyes.

      I’ve had to take it on trust that I’m the only blue-eyed Trebarwith because I’ve never met another member of my family. Not one, apart from Mum, and I like it that way because it means there are no stressful Christmases spent with warring relatives, and no trying to find the perfect birthday present for a stroppy sibling.

      Now Mum’s gone, there’s just me which suits me fine except on days like today when being alone feels a bit sad.

      ‘Not out with Stuart, then?’ My flatmate Amber plonks down next to me on the sofa. She’s ten years younger than me and at university doing media studies.

      ‘No, we split up.’

      ‘OMG!’ exclaims Amber, searching through her pockets for her mobile that’s just dinged with a text. ‘That’s a bummer ’cos he was hot. Are you OK about it then?’

      ‘Not really, I—’

      ‘OMFG!’ squeals Amber, her eyes fixed on her mobile screen. ‘Siobhan has got tickets for us to see Beyoncé at the O2 and she’s like my favourite person of all time. That’s totally sick! Lauren will go mental ’cos her dad’s getting married to some random woman the same day so she can’t come.’ She glances across at me. ‘What did you say about Stuart? Are you all right about it?’

      ‘Yes, fine,’ I lie, while Amber does her Happy Dance round the room, totally blocking Saga who’s kicking some bloke’s arse.

      By the time Amber leaves to meet up with Siobhan, I’ve heard more than I ever wanted to know about Beyoncé’s general awesomeness, and Lauren’s stepmum-to-be who’s a right bitch, apparently. But the flat’s too quiet without Amber so I listen to my break-up playlist on Spotify. Yep, I’m such a loser I’ve created my very own playlist for occasions such as this because the magical power of music can soothe a broken heart. But today even Sinatra and Streisand aren’t cutting it and I try another episode of The Bridge instead.

      Being without a job and boyfriend has never really bothered me before but this time it’s hitting home. Maybe it’s because there’s a significant birthday looming or because I got closer to Stuart than was sensible. I’m upset about what happened and I’ll miss him when I stop feeling so angry with him. But I also feel relieved, as if I’ve escaped from something scary, so maybe Stuart was right when he said I don’t need anyone.

      ‘Yay, girl power!’ I say to the empty room, pumping my fist and feeling rather pathetic.

      I wish I could talk to someone about how I’m feeling but, when I scroll through the contacts list on my phone, there’s no one I can call. I’ve got friends from my various jobs over the years, people like Maura. But they’re all busy these days with partners or kids and they can’t drop everything to suit me.

      Putting the TV on pause, I sit in silence for ages as the penny drops that I’m heading for thirty and I’m not the most important person in the world to anyone. Now that Mum has gone and my friends are drowning in responsibilities, I’m completely on my own, although… reaching across to my handbag, I pull out the envelope and smooth out the letter inside. It’s on headed paper from a solicitors’ practice called Jasper and Heel in Penzance.

      Globules of grease have made the paper transparent in places, and the writer’s surname has been obliterated by a smear of something that looks disgusting. But I can still make out what the letter says:

      
        Dear Miss Trebarwith,

        I am contacting you on behalf of Mrs Alice Gowan, your maternal great-aunt. Mrs Gowan is keen to have urgent contact with you and requests that you visit her to make her acquaintance. I have enclosed a cheque to cover the cost of your journey.

        Mrs Gowan lives at Tregavara House in Salt Bay, Cornwall. She understands that you may be surprised to hear from her which is why she has asked me to act as an intermediary. If you are able to visit Mrs Gowan, please call me on the phone number above as soon as possible and I will liaise with her to arrange a convenient date and time.

        Yours sincerely,

        Elliott J.

        

      My maternal great-aunt Mrs Alice Gowan – a woman I never knew existed until her solicitor’s letter dropped onto my doormat. Mum never mentioned her and wouldn’t speak about her family. They were shadowy figures when I was growing up; ghosts who inhabited a place far away. All Mum did say, after having a few too many, was that her parents had thrown her out after discovering she was pregnant so she’d travelled from Cornwall to London to make a new life. And it was a good life mostly, except on the days when Mum would sit and cry for hours until I got scared.

      Her family have never had anything to do with us, so why now? I rub my fingers across the Jasper and Heel cheque and wonder what I should do. Visiting Mrs Gowan would feel disloyal to Mum but I can’t help being curious. The letter has opened a hidden doorway and I’m tempted to step through it. And I’m lonely. There, I’ve finally admitted it. Being independent is all very well but it’s a bugger when you can’t find a friend in your hour of need.

      I glance at the blonde woman frozen on my TV screen. What would Saga do, if she could step out of the telly in her leather trousers and advise me? She’d tell me to call Elliott whatever-his-name-is and find out what’s going on, though of course she would say it in Swedish so I wouldn’t understand a word.

      I’m about to make a life-altering decision based on imaginary advice from someone who doesn’t really exist. But I pick up my mobile, dial the number for Jasper and Heel and leave a message before I can change my mind.
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      A dank mist is hanging over the village below me. Gulls are wheeling overhead calling mournfully to one another and the sea looks like a sheet of cold, grey steel. Welcome to Cornwall, also known as the Cornish Riviera apparently. People are really taking the piss!

      The main thing I’ve noticed about Cornwall is that it’s wet. I’m used to London rain that washes the streets clean and freshens the air. But this is something else; a curtain of endless drizzle that seeps through coat seams and soaks you to the bone.

      Even my socks are soggy, and I’m seriously regretting my choice of footwear. Ankle boots are ideal for the flat streets of Stratford but they’re not so great when trying to keep upright on a potholed road which is almost vertical, as if it’s been carved out of a frigging cliff. It’s so steep the taxi driver refused to take me down into the village, saying he valued his gearbox. So he abandoned me here in the middle of nowhere, stumbling towards houses huddled around a harbour far below.

      There’s a tang of salt on the breeze and a faint boom from the waves which are crashing into the grey harbour wall, sending plumes of sea-spray high into the air. On the more sheltered side of the harbour, the water is churning about and brightly coloured fishing boats are lurching violently. I’m so busy watching the boats sway back and forth, I don’t notice a pothole which catches the back of my foot, snapping off my heel with a sharp crack and sending it skidding across the road into a hedge. Fantastic! Now I’m dripping wet and hobbling.

      I stumble on down the mountain, cursing myself for coming to this godforsaken place and vowing to head home once I’ve discovered why Mrs Gowan sent for me. Her solicitor Elliott gave nothing away when we spoke on the phone. All he kept saying in a husky voice – obviously thinking he was being sexily mysterious rather than knobbishly annoying – was that everything would be explained when Mrs Gowan and I met. If I had a job and a boyfriend, I’d have told him and Mrs Alice Gowan to bugger off. But I’m fancy-free and, though I hate to admit it, curious about this stranger who shares my DNA. Even if she is part of the family that turned its back on my mum.

      The houses are getting closer when I hear the growl of a car coming up fast behind me on the narrow road – really fast. Just in time, I flatten myself against the hedgerow as a battered black Mini hurtles past. It misses me but its front wheel bumps into a rain-filled pothole and a wall of dirty water arcs over the rusty roof and splats onto my head. Like Taylor Swift doing the charity ice bucket challenge, except she looked drenched but gorgeous and I look like a cat that’s been thrown into a bath head-first.

      ‘You idiot!’ I yell, picking up a stone and hurling it. There’s a clunk as the stone hits metal – oops, my aim is usually rubbish – and the car screeches to a halt and reverses at speed. It stops next to me and the driver leans across and winds down the passenger window. He’s about my age and wearing a Clash sweatshirt, which reminds me of Stuart.

      ‘Did you just throw a stone at my car?’ Raindrops are splattering onto the passenger seat and the dark-haired man winds the window up halfway. ‘What are you, a complete moron?’

      I swipe aside my fringe which is plastered to my forehead and dripping into my eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hit your car but didn’t you see me? You almost knocked me over and you drenched me when you went past.’

      ‘You shouldn’t have been walking on the road.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Since when has it been a crime to walk on the road?’ I say those words confidently though maybe it is against the law here. The whole place is weird enough. And it’s obviously against Cornish law to be polite to strangers and offer them a lift when it’s peeing down.

      The driver gesticulates wildly over my shoulder. ‘There’s a footpath over there – just over the hedgerow. You should be using it! Any idiot can tell that the road isn’t safe.’

      ‘How am I supposed to know about the footpath when there aren’t any signs telling me it’s there? I’m from London where we know how to put up signposts and motorists don’t drive like dickheads.’

      Which isn’t strictly true because I’ve had several near-death experiences courtesy of dickhead drivers racing through red lights. But right now I don’t care about the truth. I’m tired and hungry, it’s taken me hours to get here, and what I want more than anything is to go home. Back to cliff-free, drizzle-free, wanker-driver-free civilisation.

      ‘Ah, I get it,’ smirks the man. ‘I thought you weren’t from around here. You emmets are all the same, acting like you own the place!’

      ‘Don’t call me an emmet,’ I shout through the endless rain. I’m not quite sure what an emmet is but it can’t be good. ‘You almost knocked me over and soaked me in the process. I wish I’d never come to Cornwall.’

      ‘I suggest you bugger off back to precious London then,’ yells the man, crunching his car into gear and screeching off into the distance. The Mini disappears round a bend while I send up a quick prayer to the gods: please don’t let him be related to me.

      I hobble on down into the valley, keeping my spirits up by singing show tunes and thinking of new marketing posters for the county. ‘Visit Cornwall: the Ratsarse Riviera in the Back of Beyond.’ The local tourist board wouldn’t like it, but at least they wouldn’t get visitors here under false pretences.

      When I eventually reach the village, yellow lamplight is glowing from cottage windows and piercing the gloom. The cottages are brown granite or painted white with rough, bumpy walls. They look like doll’s houses, with tiled roofs and climbing plants trailed around their front doors. Some are grouped together around a small green and there’s a narrow river meandering past the houses toward the sea.

      It’s chocolate-box pretty but the place is like a ghost town so I poke my head round the door of a small shop selling newspapers, fruit and… plastic sunglasses. The shop owner must have a good sense of humour.

      ‘Excuse me, I‘m looking for Tregavara House.’

      ‘What will you be wanting there, then?’ asks the middle-aged woman behind the counter, looking up from her copy of OK! magazine.

      ‘I’m looking for Mrs Alice Gowan.’

      ‘Is that right?’

      ‘She's expecting me.’

      The woman raises her eyebrows and points along the road. ‘You’d better carry on the way you’re going, then. Her house is set back near the cliffs. It’s the last one in the village so you can’t miss it. If you end up in the sea, you’ve gone too far.’ She chuckles at her own joke and crosses her arms under her huge chest. ‘Tell her Jennifer says hello and I’ll have her magazine in tomorrow if she feels well enough to call in for it.’

      She comes to the door and watches me hobble on, past a church for the smallest congregation in the world. The ancient building is so dinky it must be a squeeze if more than fifty people turn up at the same time, and the churchyard is equally small and packed with weathered stones, pock-marked with green lichen. Maybe my ancestors are buried here, but most of the stones I can see have been scoured blank by decades of wind and rain so it’s impossible to tell.

      Beyond the churchyard is a house with white-framed windows and a porch overhanging the black front door, held up by two thin stone pillars. The house is larger than the cottages in the village and behind it the land slopes up steeply towards towering cliffs which drop into the sea. This must be Tregavara House. It looks weathered and neglected – the garden is untidy and window frames are peeling – but it’s a handsome house, made of grey stone which mirrors the sky.

      All of a sudden I’m nervous and it takes all my courage to open the rusted iron gate and walk through the garden. A large shrub near the front door has been blown flat by the wind and the metal bell-pull crunches with salt when my fingers close round it.

      A bell clangs deep inside the house and, just as I’m starting to think no one is in, the door swings open.

      ‘Hello. Mrs Gowan?’

      Much to my surprise, the woman nods. Mrs Gowan is not what I was expecting. ‘Great-aunt’ to me says small, round and cuddly with a tragic grey perm, but the woman in front of me is tall and slim with a shock of straight, white hair falling to her shoulders. She looks like a stern headmistress who’s just discovered me snogging behind the bike sheds.

      ‘You must be Annabella. You’d better come in.’ The scary woman pulls the door wide and, with a gulp, I step past her into a narrow, flagstoned hallway. ‘My, you are wet, aren’t you? Stay there.’ She disappears through a doorway at the end of the hall and returns with a fluffy blue hand towel. ‘Here! You’d better hang your coat up and come and sit by the fire. Try not to drip everywhere.’

      I hang my coat on a wooden coat stand and it drips onto the floor while I pull off my boots and put my socks across a huge iron radiator which is only lukewarm. Mrs Gowan watches me without a word and then beckons for me to follow her across the cold stones into a sitting room where a fire is blazing. She gestures for me to take a seat on one side of the tiled fireplace and she sits opposite, with her back to a large stone-framed window. Behind her I can just make out the sea roiling against the dark harbour wall and I shiver.

      ‘Do you need a blanket?’

      ‘No thank you, Mrs Gowan. I’ll be fine when the fire warms me up.’

      ‘You’d better call me Alice.’ The flames cast shadows on her wrinkled skin as she picks up a silver bell from a side table and rings it. ‘I’ll get you a hot drink.’

      A plump, teenaged girl in jeans and an apron comes bursting into the room.

      ‘You rang,’ she says wearily. ‘Again.’

      ‘I did, Serena. Could you make us a pot of tea, please.’

      ‘Not really in my job description,’ mutters the girl, stalking out of the room. But she returns a few minutes later with a flowered china teapot, two matching cups and saucers and an open carton of milk on a tray. I’m beginning to think I’ve wandered into a scaled-down version of Downton Abbey.

      ‘Thank you, Serena, though next time could you put the milk into a jug,’ instructs Alice, ignoring the eye-roll and heavy sarcasm as Serena assures her that next time she will be delighted to decant the milk. The girl gives me a hostile stare and rushes out of the room, almost knocking over a large ornament of a cat as she goes.

      ‘Serena lives nearby and comes in some days after school to do a few jobs for me.’ Alice picks up the teapot and stares into my face. ‘You look very like your mother, apart from your blue eyes. Your mother’s were brown.’

      ‘I know,’ I say sharply, searching for some resemblance between my mother and the stern old woman opposite me. There’s something about the crease between Alice’s eyebrows that looks similar but that’s all. Nothing about Mrs Gowan or this place feels familiar and if I came here hoping to find an echo of my mum I’m going to be disappointed.

      ‘Tell me about your mother,’ demands Alice, handing me a cup of tea. ‘I want to know what happened to her after she left Salt Bay.’

      She really doesn’t. I could tell her the truth about our constant moves between small flats across London because Mum got bored, the ‘uncles’ who came and went, her crazy schemes when she would encourage me to play truant so we could ride the Underground all day, and her low moods that would strike out of a blue sky and smother her for weeks.

      But I don’t think the family that abandoned my mum deserves the truth so I give great-aunt Alice the sanitised version, where the sun shone every day until Mum died three years ago of breast cancer she had ignored for too long.

      When I’ve finished, Alice gives me a hard stare and takes a sip of tea. ‘And what about you, Annabella?’

      ‘It’s Annie, and there’s nothing much to tell. I’ll be thirty just before next Christmas, I work as a PA – a personal assistant – and I share a flat with a girl in Stratford.’

      ‘No boyfriend?’

      ‘Nope, I’m a free spirit.’ This sounds a bit pathetic even to me as I sit steaming in front of the fire in Alice’s old-fashioned sitting room. ‘I don’t mean to be rude but why did you ask me to come here?’

      Alice gives a faint smile.

      ‘I’m afraid I’m not up to travelling to London these days and I was curious to see what my great-niece was like. I also have a business proposal to put to you. I was going to wait a while before speaking about it but it seems you’d prefer me to be direct.’ There’s a tremor in her hand when she puts down her tea cup. ‘I need someone to help me around the house for a while, someone to live in, and I thought you might be interested, especially as Elliott tells me you’re between jobs at the moment. I can’t pay much but you’d have bed and board and time to explore Cornwall. Think of it as a working holiday.’

      I look past her at the rain lashing down outside. ‘Why are you asking me?’

      ‘I’d like to get to know you and I’d rather it was someone who’s family than a total stranger.’

      ‘We’ve only just met so I am a total stranger. I could be an axe murderer for all you know.’

      ‘Elliott made a few discreet enquiries about you before sending my letter and there was no hint of homicide. They say that blood is thicker than water, Annabella. Wouldn’t you like to find out? Aren’t you curious at all about your family?’ She stops abruptly and gazes into the distance as though she’s seen a ghost, which freaks me out. ‘Anyway.’ She suddenly looks weary. ‘Please think about it and we can talk more in the morning. There’s some food ready for you in the kitchen and I’ll show you where you’ll be sleeping, because I’m sure the travelling has made you tired. Serena has prepared a bedroom for you.’

      On cue, Serena pokes her head round the door.

      ‘I’m heading off now Mrs Gowan ’cos it’s almost six o’clock. Josh has come to collect me seeing as it’s still pissing – sorry, pouring – down.’ She nods towards the window through which I can see a tall, dark-haired man unfolding himself from a battered black Mini, the same Mini that almost took me out an hour earlier.

      ‘Who exactly is Josh?’

      Serena gives me a surprised look. ‘He’s just my brother.’

      ‘Josh works as a teacher in Trecaldwith which is a town a few miles away. I expect your taxi went through it,’ says Alice, pouring more tea. ‘He teaches English and he’s about your age so you might have a few things in common. Could you ask him to come in for a minute, Serena.’

      Before I can protest, Serena grunts ‘S’pose’, disappears into the hall and there’s a murmur of voices before she and Josh come into the room. He’s at least six foot tall and fills the low doorway.

      ‘Hello Mrs Gowan.’ When he’s not yelling, his voice is deep and he has the same soft-burr accent as Alice. Though he doesn’t sound particularly pleased to see my great-aunt.

      ‘Good evening, Josh. This is Annabella, my great-niece, who’s visiting me for a while from London.’

      Josh looks at me and starts to smile until the penny drops that we’ve met before. He shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans and pulls his shoulders back.

      ‘From London, you say. Fancy that.’

      ‘Annabella works as a PA,’ says Alice.

      ‘Really?’ Josh sizes me up and down and rubs a hand over the faint stubble on his chin. ‘Isn’t that just a fancy title for a secretary?’

      Ignoring his question, I smile at him sweetly.

      ‘Alice tells me you’re a teacher. It must be lovely only working for nine months of the year.’

      Serena smirks at her brother and picks up her bag from the floor while he glares at me but says nothing.

      ‘See you on Friday then, Mrs Gowan.’ Serena puts her purple rucksack over her shoulder and glances at me with a slight smile. ‘Bye Annabella. I might see you on Friday too, then.’ She looks round for her brother but he’s already swept out of the room.

      As Josh and Serena pile into the Mini, I take another sip of my tea which is lukewarm and tastes vaguely of aftershave. I don’t know why I said that about teachers. Some of my friends are teachers and they work their socks off, but the man’s an idiot and he started it with his snarky comment about secretaries. He brings out the worst in me and I’ll do my best to avoid him during my brief stay in Salt Bay.
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      The rain has finally stopped when I wake the next morning but thick clouds are still scudding across a grey sky. The house is chilly and after pulling back the brocade curtains I rush back to my bed with its old-fashioned sheets, blankets and patchwork counterpane. Maybe duvets haven’t made it as far as Cornwall. The weight of the blankets felt suffocating when I first slipped under the covers but I was so tired I soon fell into a deep sleep, only roused occasionally by the creaking of a strange house.

      None of this feels familiar. I thought it might – like some sort of inherited memory from my mum – but everything just feels strange and awkward. And Alice’s proposal out of the blue is bizarre. I’ll stay for a couple of days because she shelled out loads for my train fare and it would be rude not to. She’s also quite scary. But then I’ll head back to my proper life because I was right, I don’t need family. Keeping in touch with Alice might be appropriate – Christmas cards and perhaps a postcard when I go on holiday – but I doubt I’ll ever visit her here again. Why on earth would I?

      Alice is moving around downstairs so, after a while, I throw back the covers and head for the wooden-floored bathroom next to my room. The bathtub has a rolled top and claw feet and looks amazing but everything else is slightly shabby. A cold draught is snaking in through the closed window, there are cracks in the cream walls and paint is flaking from the blistered ceiling. But at least the water is steaming hot and I feel revived after soaking in the tub for ten minutes.

      Alice is polishing a brass coal scuttle when I go into the kitchen, which is warmed by a vast black Aga. She’s laid a cloth over the table and is scrubbing at the brass with scrunched-up newspaper.

      ‘There you are.’ She stops polishing and brushes a strand of snow-white hair from her forehead. ‘There’s tea in the pot and cornflakes in that cupboard. Milk’s in the fridge.’

      She goes back to her scuttle but watches me while I pour myself tea and a bowl of cereal.

      ‘Did you sleep well, Annabella?’

      ‘Yes, thank you. The bed was really comfy and I love your beautiful old bath.’

      ‘That was my mother’s pride and joy and it still serves its purpose so there’s no point in changing it.’

      ‘How long have you lived here?’ I ask, wondering if I’ve poured myself too many cornflakes. At home I don’t usually bother with breakfast.

      ‘I was born in this house. This is the Trebarwith family home and has been for generations. My great-great grandfather bought it after making a lucrative investment in local tin mines, and it’s been passed down to me through the Trebarwith line.’

      She scrubs at a mark on the scuttle while I wonder what it must be like to have long-standing roots in one place. There isn’t one part of London that feels like home because Mum and I moved around so much. Even Stratford, where I’ve lived for two years, is just a pit-stop on my way to somewhere else.

      ‘What do you think of the house?’ demands Alice.

      ‘It’s… it’s very handsome.’

      Alice scrunches up another sheet of the Telegraph and rubs it across the brass.

      ‘Handsome. Yes, I suppose it is. Though I don’t suppose it has all the mod cons you young people in London are used to.’

      ‘Do you have Wi-Fi?’ I ask hopefully but Alice looks puzzled. ‘So I can get onto the Internet?’

      ‘Ah, I’m afraid not. I’m not sure the Wi-Fi can reach us here. And if you’ve got a mobile phone, that won’t work in the house either. Too many cliffs, apparently.’

      Great, I really am in the huge black hole that time forgot.

      Alice looks up and gestures towards the window.

      ‘I thought you might want to explore the village this morning. Your coat has dried off overnight. It’s too windy to take an umbrella so you might want to be back by lunchtime because it’s going to rain later.’

      Of course it is.
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      Salt Bay is small. It takes me only half an hour to wander along the valley from one end of the village to the other, and you could fit the whole place into a floor or two of the Westfield shopping centre in Stratford. It’s prettier than Westfield, if you like teeny tiny cottages and views of cliffs and boats and endless seagulls. But it’s a lot less vibrant. The only people out and about are an elderly couple walking their dog who, when I look back, are standing still as statues, staring at me. It’s like the start of a horror film where a new girl arrives in the remote hamlet of Satan’s Den, little knowing what fate awaits her – even though the name is a bit of a clue.

      Salt Bay is also nothing like a retail mecca. Apart from the newsagent’s and a closed ice-cream kiosk, there’s a tiny grocery store and Maureen’s Cornish Tea Shop which has brightly coloured cloths on its tables. And I’m not surprised to see that the village has a pub, The Whistling Wave. I bet the people who live here drink loads. I would.

      Giving the pub a miss, I queue up in the tea shop behind an old man in a thick fisherman’s sweater who orders cheese on toast.

      ‘Can I have a soy caffè latte with extra foam please,’ I say to the girl behind the counter when it’s my turn. She wrinkles her nose and shrugs her shoulders. ‘What kind of coffees do you do then?’

      ‘Instant, with or without milk.’ She scoops a pile of mugs off the counter and drops them into the sink behind her.

      ‘Soya milk?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Cappuccino?’

      ‘We had a machine but it’s on the blink. So we’ve got instant, black or white.’

      A loud Australian voice booms out, ‘Personally I’d kill my own grandmother for a honey macchiato.’

      A red-haired girl behind me in a purple fleece winks when I turn round.

      ‘If I were you, I’d go for the hot chocolate. They put Cornish cream on top. It’ll give you a heart attack but you’ll die happy.’ When she smiles, her green eyes crinkle at the edges.

      ‘Thanks. That’s good to know.’ I order hot chocolate and the girl does the same before sitting opposite me at a table near the window.

      She puts out her hand. ‘I’m Kayla. Nice to meet you.’

      ‘You too. I’m Annie.’ I shake her hand and spoon the yellow cream floating on thick liquid chocolate into my mouth. It tastes like heaven.

      Kayla laughs at my expression and cups her hands round her mug. ‘It’s good isn’t it, though I’ve put on half a stone in the last three months. Have you been here long, Annie?’

      ‘Only since yesterday. I’m visiting Alice Gowan. She, um, she knew my mother.’

      ‘I know Alice. Mind you, I know just about everyone and I didn’t think I’d seen you around. Your first visit?’

      ‘Yes, and you’re obviously not from round here.’

      ‘Well spotted, Sherlock!’ Kayla gulps down a mouthful of chocolate and wipes a cream moustache from her upper lip. ‘I’m from Sydney on a gap year, though my gap year has lasted eighteen months so far.’

      ‘Why would you leave the golden beaches of sunny Australia for Salt Bay?’

      ‘Hey, have you seen my colouring?’ Kayla picks up a strand of her long, auburn hair and shakes it. ‘Australian weather is a nightmare for people like me. The climate here is bloody great. I only have to wear suncream in July and August and there are plenty of fantastic golden beaches round here too if you know where to look.’ She taps the side of her freckled nose. ‘I can show you.’

      ‘Where are your family from originally?’

      ‘My grandmother was Irish and my grandfather was English but they decided the best place to emigrate to, with their pale complexions, was one of the hottest countries in the world. Madness! Both of them looked like wrinkled prunes by the time they were sixty. That was in the days before slip-slop-slap.’

      ‘Slip, slop, what?’

      ‘Haven’t you heard of “slip on a shirt, slop on sunscreen and slap on a hat”?’

      ‘No, though “slip on your anorak and slop on your wellies” might be more appropriate round here.’

      ‘Nah, the weather can be good sometimes and, when it is, there’s nowhere more beautiful than Cornwall in the whole world.’

      When I raise my eyebrows in disbelief, Kayla gulps down the last of her hot chocolate.

      ‘Drink up, I’m going to show you the local sights.’ She stands up and pats her flat-as-a-board stomach. ‘Look at that! Too much clotted cream and not enough striding over cliffs. I work in the local pub, too, with all those bags of peanuts and pork scratchings around. I bloody love pork scratchings. If we don’t have them in Australia, we should. Maybe I could set up an import business.’

      She leads me away from the tea shop towards the village green where a child with tumbling golden curls is hurling bread at two seagulls. A crust bounces off one gull’s head and the girl giggles.

      ‘That’s seven-year-old Celine who’s bunking off school again with some imaginary ailment. She lives in that cottage over there,’ says Kayla out of the corner of her mouth. ‘Face of an angel but the personality of a freaking psychopath. I caught her pulling the wings off flies a while ago. Mark my words’ – she taps the side of her head – ‘psychopath. And the woman who lives in that house by the tree is having an affair with a fisherman from Perrigan Bay. I hear all sorts of stuff working in the pub. Do you know anyone around here apart from Alice?’

      ‘I met Serena, and I had a few words with her brother Josh.’

      ‘Josh Pasco?’

      ‘I don’t know his surname.’

      ‘Tall, dark, brooding? Looks a bit like Poldark off the telly?’ Kayla bends her arms as though she’s weightlifting. ‘Nice pecs.’

      ‘Possibly. I wouldn’t know.’

      ‘Not gay, are you?’ asks Kayla, zipping up her thick purple fleece.

      ‘Blimey, that’s direct! No, I go for blokes.’

      ‘That’s a shame. You could have been the only gay in the village. What?’ laughs Kayla. ‘We like Little Britain in Australia too. And we’re renowned for being direct. It’s a national trait.’ She points over my shoulder. ‘See the church over there? That was built like a gazillion years ago and it’s hardly used these days but it’s worth a look inside. Are you religious?’

      ‘Not really. My mum was into alternative stuff, like Gaia and sun worship.’

      ‘Cool,’ says Kayla, pushing open the churchyard gate and letting me go through first.

      The church is built of large, granite blocks scored by centuries of full-on Cornish weather. In the full-to-bursting churchyard, gravestones are crammed up close to one another, with some tilting at crazy angles.

      Kayla runs her hand along the top of a stone that’s about to fall over.

      ‘There’s another cemetery on the cliffs, to take the overspill. They seem to have a lot of dead people round here. Would you like to see inside the church? The door’s usually unlocked during the daytime.’

      She pushes open the heavy wooden door and a musty smell of dust and damp hits my nose. The church smells like an old library full of secrets. It’s very simple inside. There are a few dark pews with embroidered kneelers in reds and greens, a tall vase of lilies near the stone pulpit and, on the altar under a stained-glass window, there’s a chunky wooden cross that has been bolted down.

      Kayla spots me looking at the bolts and giggles.

      ‘They had to put the silver stuff in storage after one tourist was nabbed trying to walk out with a huge silver crucifix stuffed up his jumper. What an idiot! You can’t trust emmets.’

      ‘What exactly are emmets?’

      ‘That’s what the locals call tourists. I think it means “ants” or something. You can’t move round here in mid-summer for emmets in shorts shouting at their kids and stuffing their faces with ice cream, but there’s none about at this time of year.’

      Perhaps Mum used to call tourists “emmets”. Maybe she once stood in the spot where I’m standing now. A wave of longing to see her just one more time sweeps over me and my eyes begin to water. I was wrong to think there were no echoes of her here in this isolated village that’s shackled to the past.

      To be honest, I can’t imagine my new-age mum in a church but I light a candle near the altar just in case and put a pound in the donations box. This one’s for you, Mum. The flickering flame dances and reflects in a brass plaque above it.

      The plaque is polished to a gleaming shine and reads:

      
        In loving memory of the members of Salt Bay Choral Society who drowned in the great storm of April 15th 2002. Still singing in Heaven.

        

      Beneath are listed the names of seven men, including ‘Samuel Trebarwith, aged 70’.

      A shiver goes down my back as I wonder if Samuel Trebarwith was a relative. I’ve no idea how common the surname is round here, and I don’t remember the storm, which might not have reached London. But it must have been devastating for this small community to lose so many men on one day.

      ‘Sad, isn’t it,’ whispers Kayla, who’s crept up behind me. ‘I don’t think the village has ever fully recovered. No one talks about it, like it’s unlucky to even bring it up. I mentioned it in the pub once and everyone went quiet as though I’d brought up my kinky sexual practices.’

      ‘What is the Salt Bay Choral Society?’

      Kayla peers more closely at the plaque. ‘I dunno. What it says on the tin, I guess. It’s not still going so I guess the storm finished that off, too. I don’t s’pose there’s too much call for singing when you’ve had a tragedy like that.’

      The mood has lowered and Kayla suddenly grabs hold of my arm. ‘Come on, I’m supposed to be showing you the wonders of Cornwall, not burying you in its tragedies. Let's go up onto the cliffs so you can get a good view. They’re a bit steep, mind.’

      Kayla wasn’t kidding. I’ve borrowed a pair of Alice’s flat shoes but, by the time I reach the top of the cliffs overlooking Salt Bay, I’m out of breath and incredibly hot. I peel off my scarf and stand full on into the wind to cool my glowing cheeks.

      I’m used to stale, hot air gusting out of Tube tunnels but the cold air gusting around me here smells clean and fresh. The late-January sky is still heavy with clouds but there’s a sudden gap between them and a shaft of golden sunlight falls onto the churning sea. It lights a glimmering path across the waves which are beating hell out of the rocks below us.

      ‘Look over there,’ shouts Kayla, above the wind and the screeching seagulls. ‘Can you see it?’

      Gingerly, I move closer to the edge of the cliff and peer over the top. Far below there’s a perfect curve of washed, golden sand littered with huge dark boulders. Each boulder is circled by a rock pool edged with crinkled, brown seaweed.

      ‘That’s the real Salt Bay,’ shouts Kayla, turning her back to the wind. ‘Most tourists think Salt Bay is the village and harbour and don’t even know about the beach. We keep it a secret so emmets don’t spoil it with ice-cream wrappers and empty suncream bottles. A couple of tourist guidebooks have given the game away but you have to go down a tricky cliff path to get there so that puts lots of people off.’

      She catches her hair which is being whipped into her face and tucks it into the neck of her fleece.

      ‘The beach is defo worth a visit, but make sure you check the tide timetables or you’ll get cut off. A couple of tourists got stuck there a few months ago and they had to launch the lifeboat to rescue them. Some of the lifeboat crew came into the pub afterwards. Very nice!’ Kayla grins. ‘But then I’ve always had a thing for men in oilskins.’ She pulls me back from the edge of the cliff. ‘Come and look at this, too.’

      She leads me over a small mound to a more sheltered area encircled by a low wooden fence. Inside the fence are tidy rows of dark-grey marble gravestones.

      ‘This is the overspill cemetery above the beach. It’s a lovely idea, though the stones will all fall into the sea one day when the cliff erodes far enough. Maybe that’s what they want, because the sea is God around here.’

      I leave Kayla sitting on the grass and wander for a while among the stones. They’re newer than those in the churchyard so it’s easier to make out the names and I soon spy the one I’m looking for. The stone is a simple marble oblong with black lettering: Samuel Trebarwith – February 24th 1932 to April 15th 2002 – husband of Sheila and father of Joanna. Loved and missed.

      I touch the top of the gravestone, which is cold and slippery, and trace my mother’s name with my fingertips. So Samuel Trebarwith was my grandfather. It doesn’t seem right that her name is here, next to the man who threw her out when she most needed help. How could Samuel Trebarwith abandon his child? How could he abandon me?

      The wind has picked up even more and catches an empty chocolate wrapper which dances between the gravestones.

      ‘Hey, don’t be too long,’ yells Kayla, standing up and brushing grass from her damp backside. ‘I’m working in the pub soon so I’d better get back, though you can stay up here longer if you like.’

      ‘No, that’s fine, I’ll come with you,’ I shout back, keen not to be alone in this wild, spooky place where the past and present collide and the wind seems to whisper with the secrets of the dead.
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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