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Prologue
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Yesterday I almost saw her. I was standing on the sun deck, looking out to sea, revelling in the unexpected warmth of the February sun. A butterfly trembled on a nearby buddleia and suddenly I smelled her perfume, fragrant, drifting, elusive. The same fragrance which infused the little pink silk pouch in my bedside drawer. I touched the beads round my neck; perhaps the scent lingered on them. They were hers, given to me by her mother, and I kept them in the pouch.

Then a distant shiver of motion. They had put an old rowing boat in their garden, its prow vertical against the sky, secured in an alcove to use as a summer seat. Glancing past it I saw a shimmer, a translucent shift beside the lavender. It was as if her clothes, always wispy, drifted on the breeze: a glimpse of red, a swirling skirt, a gorgeously coloured silk scarf. The way I had so often seen her dressed.

She wasn’t there, of course. How could she be, when I had seen her lying in her coffin just two weeks ago, the day before she was buried, her casket surrounded by the scented candles she loved. She lay in Cornish ground, now.

There was no possibility of her ever coming back.



Chapter One
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The sea mist plays strange tricks in Cornwall. By the time we got back to Talland Bay it was impossible to see more than a few yards ahead. The sea lay invisible on the smoky-grey horizon and the trees loomed and dripped over the steep and slippery steps down to our cottage. Inside, we switched on the lights and Chris fetched logs from the little slate-roofed store tucked around the side path. Once the fire was blazing I sat on the rug, staring into it, trying to find comfort in remembering all the bedtime games we’d played with the children when they were little. With them cuddled on my lap in their pyjamas, we wove stories about the pictures we saw in each fiery nest of coals: jewelled caves glowing fiercely red, scary black petrified forests, witches’ cottages and princesses’ castles all cast their shadowy spells, and we watched, enchanted.

But today, as Chris brought more logs for the basket, all I could see in the flames were dark tombs, embers of death, coffins consumed by fire.

Chris watched me. I could feel his growing impatience but I ignored him. He poured two glasses of red wine, handed one to me and, with a loud sigh, sat on the sofa behind me.

‘Come on, Cathy. Stop doing this to yourself. If you’re not careful you’ll get seriously depressed again. If I’d known you were going to get this upset, I wouldn’t have come down here so soon after Eloise’s funeral, and I certainly wouldn’t have let you go to their house.’

‘Let me?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice light.

‘You know what I mean. I’m only thinking of you,’ he said with studied patience.

‘Yes, well, don’t, Chris. I don’t believe you anyway. If you were really worried you’d stop trying to tell me off. You could try asking me why I’m so upset instead of lecturing me.’

‘Cathy, I know why you’re upset. Eloise has died. But we’d been expecting it for years. We’re all sad because yes, it’s terrible, and she was so young; but there’s nothing you – nothing any of us – can do. Let it go, honey. You know you’re not strong enough for this.’

‘There speaks my resident psychiatrist,’ I said bitterly. ‘Could you just stop practicing your profession on me?’

‘Cathy, you’re tired and overwrought—’

‘You bet I am! Friend dies, I get upset – that really makes me a basket case, doesn’t it? Well, go on, Doctor Freud. Because once a loony, always a loony in your eyes,’ I raged, getting to my feet. ‘I’m going to bed.’

He stood up and held me by the arms, looking at me intently.

‘Cathy, don’t. Tell me what’s really making you so unhappy.’

‘I’m frightened, Chris, that’s why I’m unhappy – desperately unhappy. She’s dead – Ellie’s dead, and she was the same age as me. And I thought she would beat it.’

He shook me slightly. ‘No, you didn’t. None of us did. We’ve been playing a game of let’s pretend for years so as not to upset her. But there’s no reason to be frightened, honey. It’s not an omen that you’re going to die. These terrible things just … happen.’

Beneath my misery and anger I knew he was right, but just because he was calm and rational didn’t mean everything was all right. It wasn’t. I was scared, yes, but not just of dying.

There was something else. Something very wrong. Something that gnawed at my gut like a restless rat, only I didn’t know what it was, couldn’t put it into words, and if I said it was ‘a feeling’, it would simply confirm Chris’s fears that my depression was back.

Eloise had been ill for five years, her cancer diagnosed six months after her twin daughters were born. What she had confidently assumed was a milk lump was an aggressive tumour. At first she had conventional treatment: surgery, chemotherapy. But the lump in her amputated left breast refused to be vanquished. It reappeared in the right one, and Eloise fled into a fairy tale, a story she wove in a defence against the doctors whose grave faces terrified her every time she kept her hospital appointments.

It didn’t work. So she stopped going for check-ups. Instead, she read dozens of self-help books, which told her the disease was rooted in her own anger and that if she exorcised the past fury from her mind, she would recover. She went to faith healers, visited spas in Europe where the water and the treatments promised miracles. She created her own sanctuary of denial, believing she could cure herself with coffee enemas and green tea. And the rest of us – her husband, her mother, her closest friends – the rest of us, to our shame, let her believe it. Crippled by pity, afraid to puncture her fragile sense of hope, we kept silent about her increasingly irrational routines, her avoidance of scans, doctors, hospitals. We allowed ourselves to think that keeping her spirits up was more important than insisting on proper treatment.

And for five years she seemed invincible. Still beautiful, still vibrant and full of energy, she convinced herself – hell, she almost convinced us – that she would beat the cancer, that she would live.

Of course, she was wrong.




Chapter Two
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I went up to bed, leaving Chris to lock up and make sure the fire was out, but before I slept I pulled out my bedside drawer and immediately her scent floated softly into the room. I opened the little silk purse, impregnated with the perfume Ellie had loved, and gently drew out the beaded bracelet her mother had given me to accompany the necklace I’d been wearing earlier. Without waiting for Chris who, I thought sourly, would have given me a lecture on being morbid, I drifted off to sleep with Eloise’s enamelled runes clasped close in my hand.


I wish I hadn’t. Because I slid into the mist-edged landscape that I knew only too well would haunt me, and it had held me in its thrall for too long already. Whenever I felt my mind blackening, my thoughts darkening, I knew I had to hold on tight to my sanity. And bad dreams, nightmares that were almost Gothic in their horror, were often the first sign that my depression was returning.


In my cloudy dream I stood on a seashore. I was very small and distant, looking out toward the ocean; the night was dark and starless but there was a weak moon and, as I watched, a shadowy form pushed a wheeled stretcher across the sand with slow stateliness. Beyond this figure, shrouded in a long hooded robe, lay a calm sea rimmed with silvered moonlight, and I saw that on the stretcher lay a coffin.


The coffin was open, lined with white silk, and the body inside was my father’s. His gaunt, cancer-ravaged profile was suddenly bathed in a deathly pale glow as the cloud and mist cleared and then, to my left, fire erupted from countless chimneys I hadn’t seen until now.


I knew, because I first had this dream twenty years ago when my father died, that these were charnel houses, dozens of them, littering the rocky cliffside. Back in the Middle Ages these places had been used as repositories for dead bodies and bones; but in my nightmare they blazed with burning horror, infernos promising a passage to hell.


I also knew, though, as my father’s corpse made its inexorable progress towards the furnaces, that its eventual destination did not lie in those flames, but across the black stillness of the sea. My father was going somewhere else, pushed by the hooded boatman, the guardian of the underworld, who would ferry him across to the land of the dead.


I woke up, my heart racing, my head pounding. I remembered my dad’s death, his cremation, how I would dream for months afterwards of his slow, stately passage over the sands; how I would sometimes dream that I went downstairs in my parents’ house to find my father grotesquely hunched up in the fireplace, half alive, half dead. I would wake, shaking and shouting for my mother, until Chris put his arms around me, hugged and shushed me until I calmed down and I would sob on his shoulder as he gently soothed me.


Dear, strong Chris. Of course he was anxious about my reaction to Eloise’s death. He had seen me hyperventilating with panic, crippled by near insanity. Damn it, I thought, I don’t want this horror all over again. Chris was right; I had to avoid all the negative emotions that had plunged me into clinical depression in the past. We’d go back to London tomorrow, I decided, although we had planned to see Eloise’s husband – widower, I suppose I would have to call him now – Ted, and their little girls. We’d gone to their house – Eloise’s house – this afternoon because I’d felt strong enough to cope with what I knew would be an emotionally charged encounter, but they weren’t there. Now I felt guilty for thinking I couldn’t face them, but I knew had to get away from the Cornwall I loved, the Cornwall that sparkled with clear green mornings whatever the season, as it had today. There were butterflies on the cliff path as early as Boxing Day and the daffodils in our meadow came out in November, and stayed golden and full of hope no matter how harsh the winter. The sea gleamed blue in the sunlight, and on rainy days its sullen pewter gloom was thrillingly brightened by crashing white surf that made my heart sing and my head clear of everything except the brilliant beauty of this wondrous place.


Cornwall filled me with peace and happiness. It had been my refuge for over twenty years, my sanctuary, and we’d planned this break long before Ellie’s death, looking forward to time on our own with the boys away at their universities and our daughter on her school’s ski trip. But now here, where Eloise had died, I was obsessed with death and gloom again. Worst of all, somehow I could feel Eloise pulling at me, filling me with dark thoughts, fear and foreboding.


Chris slept quietly beside me and I wrapped my arms round his warm, solid body. I would apologise for my irritation when we woke, tell him that we would go home.


*


In the morning, Chris was sweetly accepting of my apology, clearly feeling that it marked an upturn in my spirits. So much so that after breakfast he asked me if I still wanted to go back to London, glancing wistfully out of the window at the brilliant blue sky. It was raining at home, so the weather report had said, my night terrors were almost gone and it was a beautiful day.


‘We could go to the beach at Polkerris,’ he said. ‘It seems a shame to waste a day like this and drive back to pouring rain.’


It did. Anyway, I could do with some sun and sea air to chase away the last night-time horrors. I looked at Chris and nodded. He grinned and kissed the top of my head. Outside in the garden the glorious salty tang of the sea helped revive my spirits and I wondered if Talland Beach Café was open. The season didn’t really start until Easter but sometimes the young couple who ran it would open up before that if the weather was exceptionally good and it was a weekend. We’d stroll down in the afternoon for a cup of tea, I thought. Meanwhile we’d have lunch at Polkerris or Fowey.


We reached Bodinnick in twenty minutes and waited for the ferry. There were only two other cars in the queue, but in summer the lane was often packed with families waiting to cross to Fowey. I never minded waiting because I could look at the striking house by the water’s edge and daydream about Daphne du Maurier. Painted white, with window and door frames picked out in vivid indigo, this was Ferryside, Daphne’s beloved first home in Cornwall. Eloise and I were both passionate about du Maurier. Every year we would go together to the literary festival held in Fowey in honour of Cornwall’s greatest novelist. This year, I realised sadly, I would have to go on my own.


The crossing took five minutes. We drove off the boat, turned right past the car park and instead of taking the left hand turn to Fowey we carried on until the road sign indicated Polkerris beach and Menabilly.


Ah … Menabilly. The Holy Grail of anyone who seeks to understand and emulate the extraordinary talent and vision of Daphne du Maurier. Those of us who have been enslaved by her stories set in Cornwall know how her obsession with Menabilly, the house in which she wrote her most marvellous novel of all, Rebecca, still enchants and draws us. Ellie and I would sometimes walk down the lane and try to catch a glimpse of the old farmhouse, but it’s so secluded and remote that it’s impossible to see through the impenetrable thicket of trees surrounding the property.


Reaching Polkerris we had a choice of eating at The Rashleigh Inn, a very pleasant pub with lovely views of the sea, or at Sam’s on the Beach, a truly great little bistro with a good fishy menu.


Today we chose Sam’s, a converted nineteenth century lifeboat house, utterly unpretentious, all wood and glass, right on the glorious beach which in February was mostly populated with dogs and young children enjoying a fabulous sunny Saturday with their mums and dads.


We ordered prawns and scallops and watched the little ones on the sands outside, marvelling at their simple happiness with bucket and spade.


We had to talk, of course, about Eloise and, more particularly, about Ted and the twins. We hadn’t seen them since the funeral but I really didn’t want to just yet, not after last night’s nightmare. We would call later and perhaps visit them tomorrow.


‘We ought to see Juliana as well,’ I told Chris. ‘She’s in the most awful state about Eloise – I called her last week and she simply couldn’t speak. She just wasn’t prepared for it.’


‘Are you kidding, Cathy? Of course she was prepared. Juliana knew her daughter was terminal for the last couple of years.’


‘Yes, but Ellie was doing so well just before the end. I know Juliana thought she had rallied, and her doctors thought so too. They told Ted and Juliana that she had maybe as much as a year; certainly another six months.’


‘That was all speculative.’


‘Obviously, as things have turned out. But Chris, of course Juliana’s very shocked, and I want to see her. I’ll call her now.’


‘Honey, could you please leave it for today? I really, really want a quiet evening with just you. We could have some tea at Talland Bay and then head home, light a fire, and watch TV. We can have a couple of glasses of wine, and just relax. I think we both need that, and it won’t happen if you get obsessed with Eloise again, as you did yesterday.’


I felt mutinous, but only for a moment. Chris had been wonderful when I was ill and I owed him some uncomplicated pleasure. I smiled and squeezed his hand. Tomorrow I would deal with Juliana, Ted, and those poor, motherless little girls, Rose and Violet. Tonight I would just try to make my husband happy.




Chapter Three
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On Sunday morning I called Juliana – and she sounded desperate.

‘Cathy, I’m so very glad you called. Can I see you? I’m in a bit of a state here. I’m really sorry to bother you but – well, things aren’t right.’

‘Of course. I’ll come straight away. Do you want anything?’

‘Oh God, Cathy. I want my darling daughter, and I want her daughters too.’

‘I know, I know,’ I said, aching with sympathy for her. ‘I’ll come. I’ll be at Roseland in an hour.’

*

I don’t drive. Well, I do – I finally passed my test after six attempts and felt too embarrassed to be triumphant. But it was all such a strain that I never really enjoyed it and always had the feeling that I was two steps away from a fatal accident.

Because of that, I now leave it to Chris, who loves driving; one of the many areas of our life together which I cede to him because I have so little confidence in myself; part of the catastrophic breakdown in my mind from which I was supposedly recovering. When I was ill, I became agoraphobic. I was terrified of leaving the house, and I hated meeting new people. I was much better now, but I still had no faith in my ability to drive. I have a little VW Beetle convertible that we keep in Cornwall, but I only drove it once last year, after my breakdown. Within yards of leaving the cottage to do some shopping, I hit an enormous boulder on the left-hand side of the road. I wasn’t hurt and the only damage was a blown tyre, but that, as far as I was concerned, was that. Total failure. Despite all of Chris’s encouragement, I refused to take the wheel again, even though he took a sledgehammer to the offending rock and smashed it to bits.

So the little cream Beetle sat forlornly on our Cornish driveway like a neglected pet: utterly sweet and begging to be taken out for a walk – or rather a spin. And hardly ever rewarded but for an occasional impulsive trip to the pub, on days so sunny it was irresistible not to drive with the roof down; but every time Chris or one of the boys was firmly at the wheel.

So it was Chris who drove me to see Juliana, and when we arrived he said he’d take a walk around the grounds, sure that Ellie’s mother would prefer to talk to me alone. The gardens were magnificent, National Trust owned and cared for, so it wasn’t exactly a sacrifice. Actually, it was a total treat.

Roseland Hall is a grand old manor house, built in the mid-seventeenth century, overlooking the lower part of the beautiful River Fowey. It’s open to the public and is no longer the private domain of the Trelawneys, the great, ancient Cornish family to which it originally belonged.

Eloise had often shown me round it. She especially loved inveigling the curator to let us in late at night, when its ghostly grandeur easily persuaded us that it was haunted, as was its reputation. It’s a remarkable house, astonishingly almost as cosy as it’s grand, lit with exquisite French crystal chandeliers, and with a magnificent Long Gallery hung with the finest tapestries and paintings.

For any family, it would be a tragedy to leave such a house behind. But sadly, Juliana, the last Lady Trelawney, no longer lived there.

For generations, Eloise had confided to me, the Trelawneys had had problems with fertility and gradually, but inexorably, the line dwindled. Sir Charles, Eloise’s father, the last baronet, was the only child of his generation, as his father and grandfather had been of theirs. He had no brothers, no sisters, no cousins. When he married the beautiful Juliana, a well-bred Cornish girl from an old, landed family, he had high hopes of producing a son and heir. And, after five years of increasingly desperate attempts to conceive, Juliana at last fell pregnant. When Eloise was born, Charles tried hard to hide his disappointment, but Juliana knew she had failed him. She never got pregnant again, and they never talked about it. She was afraid to plumb the depths of his despair. Juliana, though, adored her little daughter, and increasingly resented her husband’s indifference to their child. She also suspected that her inability to produce more children was not her fault, but his. Her own family had no problems with fecundity.

Still, there was nothing to be done about it. Charles was so gloomy about Trelawneys no longer living on the estate that his wife knew to press him on the matter would open deep, irreconcilable wounds, wounds that could destroy their marriage, so she kept her peace.

Charles became increasingly maudlin about the future of the big house. He had a great deal of money, but the estate was a constant drain on his resources. And for what? There was no dynasty here, no reason to invest in his ancient family’s future because there would be no future Trelawneys. If Eloise married, she would take her husband’s name. And he sensed Juliana’s heart was not in it. Charles was right. She was not enthusiastic about being forever responsible for an enormous stately pile, with all the sacrifices, discipline and hard work it required, and she had absolutely no wish to burden Eloise with the responsibility of maintaining an anachronism that had outlived its usefulness. She vowed to herself that if her husband died before her, she would give the house to the National Trust.

And that’s exactly what she had done. Ellie told me it was the best decision her mother ever made.




Chapter Four
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I knocked at Juliana’s door. Since Charles’s death, she had lived in a very beautiful old farmhouse in the grounds of Roseland Hall. I always felt a bit intimidated by its utterly perfect, though slightly shabby, patrician décor. But, to be honest, that was only my own inverted snobbery kicking in. And Juliana did not deserve that. She was so warm, so utterly enveloping, that her aristocratic background, her upper-class vowels, her complete confidence in her own being and her place in one of the most ancient and romantic families of distinguished Cornish aristocracy made you want to be close to her, to be involved with the rich tapestry of her days.


She looked wonderful, even though losing Eloise was, I knew, the greatest tragedy of her life. Tall and slender, she wore ruffled blouses with high collars, long flowing skirts. Her hair was abundant, ice-queen silver, gathered behind her head and then left to flow like a curling wintry river over her shoulders. She was completely beautiful at seventy-five, a graceful Cornish nymph, a dryad who could sit by a sacred well and comb her long hair to charm and enchant, even now in her old age.


She asked if I wanted tea, and one of her remaining devoted servants brought it. We sat in her pretty sitting room, and she talked about Eloise.


‘She seemed so much better, Cathy. The doctors said she was in remission.’


‘But you must know they just meant a sort of reprieve. Seriously, Juliana, you knew she was terminal?’


‘Of course, but she was full of energy, and enjoying her life so much.’


‘OK, I know she was, but we have to accept in an illness like that, things can suddenly accelerate. God knows, Juliana, we’ve talked so much about her pain. That’s why she was taking the drugs. However much we wanted to deny it, we knew what was coming for Eloise.’


She fixed me with a long stare.


‘Cathy, don’t you think it’s strange that I wasn’t there?’


‘What do you mean? When she died?’


‘We were so close. She always wanted to be with me when … it happened.’


‘But … well, you couldn’t have been. It happened so fast. There was no time … ’


‘Yes, there was.’ She gave me an unfathomable look. ‘Tell me, Cathy, when someone is terminally ill, do they die suddenly as if they’d had a heart attack? I don’t believe so. I saw Eloise the day she died, in the morning. We had coffee with the little ones. She was happy, so relieved that the doctors had given her a reprieve. You knew Eloise. She was always so positive, convinced she would beat it. And then, three hours later, she was dead? It makes no sense to me.’


I wasn’t sure what to say. I had my own concerns about Eloise’s death – a barely conscious doubt and unease that I suspected had caused my awful nightmare the other night. But I felt that if I gave in to Juliana’s anxieties, it would send me into a realm of total paranoia. What was she saying? That my dear friend did not die because of her terminal cancer? After all those years of gloomy prognosis? Of course she did. The alternative was utterly ridiculous.


I asked her what she thought could have happened to Eloise, if her death was not from natural causes. There had been no need for a post-mortem, of course. There was no need to confirm what we all knew: Ellie died from her cancer, which had metastasised throughout her body. Her lungs, liver, spine and brain had been riddled with the hideous disease.


Juliana shook her head in frustration. ‘I don’t know. It’s just an instinct that I can’t shake off. Oh, I’m aware that I sound like a deranged old woman, unable to accept my daughter’s death. Ted told me as much a few days ago.’


‘You’ve discussed it with him?’ I was astonished.


She gave a deep sigh. ‘I tried to, but he became really angry with me. He said he had enough on his plate without having to deal with an eccentric old biddy who couldn’t cope with reality. He even suggested I was going senile.’ Her face darkened. ‘That hurt me a lot.’


‘But you and Ted – you’ve never really got along, have you?’ I asked.


‘Did Eloise tell you that?’


I nodded.


She sighed unhappily. ‘Eloise got a bit impatient with me. Told me I was imagining things.’


‘What do you mean? Imagining what?’


‘I always thought he was a bit hard. To be honest, I thought he was a gold-digger. I never really trusted him,’ she said.


‘And what did Ellie say to that?’


‘She laughed at me. She said she was grateful that I was looking out for her, but I was being ridiculous. She told me that Ted was a really talented artist, and that his paintings were increasing in value all the time. She said collectors were hungry for his work, and they both thought he was going to make a fortune in his own right. She said that what I took for hardness was actually fierce ambition, and a lack of sentimentality.’ Juliana shrugged. ‘She may have been right. She obviously knew him much better than I did. But Cathy, I never warmed to him – and he knew it, though we kept up a front for Eloise’s sake. I’m so scared that now there’s no need for that pretence that I’ll see much less of him and … and the twins … ’


I tried to reassure her that she was simply and understandably hugely upset, that there was no need to worry, and I told her I would think about what she had said, and call her the next day. We were supposed to be returning to London tomorrow, but I had no real reason to go home. Chris had appointments on Tuesday, but I could stay. As I left, I thought about Ted and Eloise. We knew Ted quite well, and on the whole they had seemed happy. They’d had the occasional row, and would sometimes arrive at dinner parties, each of them silently simmering with resentment of the other.


But so did every married couple. Chris and I certainly did. And Ted made Ellie laugh. He could be very witty.


I found Chris outside, mesmerised by the beautiful garden. I told him what Juliana had said and he sighed. Chris was kind, but like most men he wanted solutions, not problems.


‘Look,’ he said. ‘She’s her mother and she wasn’t there at the most emotionally significant moment of her daughter’s life. What she’s feeling is natural. Not to have been with Eloise when she died makes her feel incredibly guilty. She feels she should have prevented it – and that if she’d been a better mother it would never have happened. You know all that stuff, Cathy. Comes with the motherhood territory. If it had been Evie, you would have felt exactly the same.’


Evie was our sixteen-year-old daughter. A flash of pain tore through me as I imagined losing her.


Then I felt furious. How dare he shift a mother’s grief into something that ‘comes with the territory’? Yes, of course, for a child to die before her is beyond the worst realms of a mother’s imagination. But Chris spoke so glibly, as if he were explaining something to me that I was too stupid to understand. As if he had a paternal overview which was quite naturally superior to a mother’s instinct.


I did feel strongly, at that point, a sort of tribal alliance with Juliana. We were both mothers. We were both, in different ways, deeply uneasy about Eloise’s death. I decided then that, however irrational, I was on Juliana’s side. Something was wrong. And whatever Chris said, I was staying put in Cornwall until I had fathomed out what was troubling me.





Chapter Five
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Monday. I woke feeling worried and oppressed. I had to do something and I really didn’t want to. Then I remembered. Ted. We hadn’t called him yesterday.


‘Will you phone him today?’ I asked, drinking tea on our little sun-drenched patio.


‘Right. And what am I supposed to say?’


God. Men.


‘Jesus, Chris – you’re supposed to be his friend. You’ve always said he’s one of the straightest guys you know. Can’t you just talk to him about losing his wife? Then maybe we can talk to him about Juliana’s concerns. And we have to check on the girls. See how they are. They must be so bewildered and sad at losing their mummy.’


‘All right. Shall I ask them to lunch?’


‘Yes. If they can make it.’


As it happened they couldn’t. They were staying at Ted’s parents’ house in Manchester. They wouldn’t be back in Cornwall until tomorrow.


‘Well, I guess that’s it,’ Chris said when he ended the call. ‘I’ve got to go back to London tonight, so we won’t see him.’


Not ‘we’ – but I could, I thought. I didn’t have to go anywhere. I would stay here until I had sorted things out with Ted and Juliana. For Eloise. But I wouldn’t tell Chris for a couple of hours, until I thought of a way to convince him that I had to, that I needed to do this.


The weather turned on Tuesday. As I had waved a slightly surly Chris goodbye on Monday evening the sky was clouding over. Now the rain was hurling down in the relentless sheets that Cornwall throws at those of us who fondly hope for sun. It mocks us, really. ‘Call yourselves lovers of Kernow?’ the wind howls. ‘What do you know about what living here really means? The hardship and bleakness?’ And yes, Cornwall can be far from a paradise. A beautiful haven for family holidays for a few months of the year; a relentlessly harsh and difficult place to make a living for most of it. And so dependent on the weather. Every winter, every spring, the locals’ eyes focus anxiously on the coming summer season. Will the sun bless the beaches? Will the holidaymakers flock to Looe, Polperro, and Penzance?


On a day like today, with the rain lashing down, and the wind thrashing the plane trees, it makes even the most devoted lovers of this beautiful, mystical county question their sanity. What was I doing here in this godforsaken, isolated place, so far from the shops, so shrouded in mist, rain and loneliness?


It was a day for staying in. I lit the fire and turned on the lamps although it was still morning. My little VW sat outside on the drive, but I had no intention of driving anywhere, so it was fortunate that there was enough food in the fridge to tide me over for a few days. Milk, eggs, bacon, cheese. And bread, fruit and salad. I made a cup of Horlicks and sat in my favourite place – a little yellow sofa tucked into a corner window, which made me feel warm and secure. I watched the fire – we could see it from everywhere in the big, open downstairs space; from the living room, kitchen, dining table and the little snug, which is where I sat now.


I loved this place, this cottage with its simple warmth, its big windows, the honey colour of the wide oak floorboards, the white, grey and blue of the walls and woodwork, the roaring fire and red and gold rugs. Sometimes I thought I could curl up here with a book and never feel the need to leave.


The afternoon passed slowly. The rain turned to hail, thundering down on the roof and windows. I put my book aside and sat on the little yellow sofa, immersed in memories of the lovely days here in Cornwall when Chris and I would meet up with Ted and Eloise, all our children in tow. Little Rose and Violet, the gorgeously beautiful twins, and our own kids, Eve, Tom and Sam, much older than the little girls but still young enough to enjoy the beach and demand ice creams. We would go to Polzeath or Daymer Bay, on the north side of Cornwall, far removed from our gentle southern coves. This was surf-land, all crashing waves, tanned public school boys and waif-like girls whose parents hired houses in trendy Rock at vast expense every year. Personally, I despised it, but Ted and Eloise were more forgiving, and, to be honest, quite relished the social vibe there. I suppose it’s exciting up in north Cornwall, but I much prefer the gentle, cradling south.


We had some wonderful times, our two families. Chris and our eldest Sam would hire wetsuits and attempt to look convincing with surfboards, though they couldn’t compete with Ted, a brilliant surfer, revered as a bit of a legend by the eager kids who holidayed on the North Coast and thought everything to do with surf was über-cool, while Juliana, Eloise and I sat on the beach with the younger ones, feeding the tiny twins frozen yoghurt, laughing as the damp sand seeped up into our underwear. Soggy bums are very much part of the picture if you have small children in Cornwall. Photos of us all, raincoats on, umbrellas up, are among my greatest treasures. Lovely days. Full of the joy that having little children brings, as if you can believe, for a few fleeting moments, that life goes on for ever, that you can glimpse an extraordinary vision of bliss that will somehow endure. From here to eternity.


I felt achingly sad for those days now. With Eloise’s death, that was all over. All that joy, that exuberance as you watch your children hold out the promise of eternal life – all snuffed out in an instant as your best friend, just forty-five years old, dies and shows you the true reality of your silly, ephemeral hopes for happiness, and the emptiness of what lies ahead for all of us. Oblivion. Darkness. That extraordinary god-like link with our children vanished in a moment, leaving them to their uncertain fate, alone and motherless.


And us, the mothers. What happens to us in the void? Do we stop caring, watching? Or do we suffer eternal grief as we see our children grow up without us, knowing that however well their lives turn out, they will never be the same? Never be as happy, as secure as they would have been if death had not cleaved us cruelly apart?


And that, I knew with absolute certainty, was how Eloise felt now. I shuddered. Something had shifted inside my head. I could feel myself hovering close to the dark pit of despair that had engulfed me during my breakdown. I must, must not let that happen to me again, I told myself.


The phone was ringing. I had fallen asleep. My head was muzzy, and I was tempted to let the call go unanswered, but as ever I envisaged disaster. What if Chris had had an accident? What if one of the children was ill or in trouble or down at the local police station accused of some teenage carnage? That’s the way you think when you’re a mother. So I staggered to the kitchen and picked up the receiver.


‘Hi, Mama.’ It was Eve. ‘I was just wondering – when are you coming home? I’ve just got back – it was brilliant, the whole trip, by the way – and I’ve spoken to Dad at the clinic. But why are you still in Cornwall? Dad says it’s because of Eloise, that you’re sad. Please don’t be sad, Mama. Come home and I’ll give you a big hug.’


Ah, my Eve. My baby. Always.


And Eloise?


No babies for her now. Never, ever. Or was she still here, still watching, brooding, desperate to get home to her little girls? Unable to let them go, scared for their future, wanting above all else to hold them once more, to protect them? My new, dark instinct, enveloping me as I veered ever closer to my old battle with depression, told me yes. But what did that mean? Could it be that, if I was right, Eloise’s death was unfinished business? Was Eloise not at peace? Did Juliana’s anxiety about how her daughter died mean that she shared my growing feeling that something very bad had happened?


Or was the stress of my best friend’s death, my grief, my fear that if she could die so young, then so could I, pulling me back into the horrible black world of mental illness from which I had so recently escaped?


I gulped, got a grip, and forced myself to smile as I murmured soothing words of love and reassurance to my Eve, asked her more about the ski trip, said I would see her by the weekend, and meantime to give Daddy a big kiss from me. It seemed to work. She put the phone down sounding happy and well loved. Which she was.


I fried some bacon and eggs, and sat down to watch television while I ate. As usual there was nothing I wanted to see. Thank God for Sky Plus. I found the planner and accessed Steel Magnolias. If you’re steeped in family sentiment you might as well watch a weepie. Besides, it reminded me of Evie. Julia Roberts, Sally Field, Dolly Parton, Daryl Hannah, Shirley MacLaine and the magnificent Olympia Dukakis never failed to grip me in a tight embrace of femininity. Evie and I had watched this movie many times. In fact, we were totally hooked on girls-only nights. Together we’d sniffled through Stepmom and Mama Mia when Chris, Sam and Tom were out, eating scrambled eggs, loving the silly sentimentality of our mother/daughter bond.


At about nine o’clock, when Julia Roberts was just about to expire, headlights swept past the sitting-room windows. I didn’t think they had anything to do with me. We have two sets of neighbours on our land, both with rights of way past our house. It would be Jim and Mary, or Terry and his adolescent children arriving home after a day of work, school and football practice. I never closed the blinds in our cottage, just as, like everyone else in our tiny hamlet, I never locked the doors. There was no need. Our neighbours were benevolent, and no one else ever came down our remote drive unless invited.


The ceaseless heavy rain had turned into a violent storm, which can be pleasurably thrilling if you’ve got company, but much more threatening when you’re on your own.


The kitchen door opened without a knock and banged violently against the wall as it was thrown open. I leapt up in alarm. Ted! He stood just inside the door and leant back against the frame. His knees buckled and I thought he was going to faint. I ran to hold and steady him.


‘Ted, my dear. Are you OK? Let me get you a drink. Where are the girls?’


‘I dropped them off at Juliana’s. They’re staying the night.’


That surprised me. Not that Juliana had agreed to babysit the twins, because she absolutely adored them. But if her relationship with her son-in-law was as difficult as she’d said, I wondered at Ted’s preparedness to take advantage of her kindness. Maybe it was just a matter of convenience for him or maybe he didn’t dislike her as much as she thought he did. I just hoped he’d dropped them off before he’d started drinking, because he was definitely not sober.


‘I hope you don’t mind, Cathy, but I was desperate for someone to talk to. I know Chris had to go back to London, but I really needed to see you. I’m sorry.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s probably the last thing you need at this time of night.’


‘Don’t be silly. It’s not that late and I’m glad of your company. Cornwall in the middle of a storm can be pretty lonely.’ As I spoke, thunder rocked the valley and the rain pounded on the roof. I waited for the lightning. In truth, I was glad not to be on my own right now.


‘Ted, what can I get you to drink?’


‘Don’t suppose you’ve got any whisky?’


‘You’re in luck. Left over from Christmas.’


Lightning flashed and cracked as I poured the Scotch while he collapsed on the sofa.


He looked exhausted and I studied him carefully. He was an attractive man, tall, with hair bleached blond by the Cornish sun. His eyes, blue as the sea, were tired and sad.


‘How are they? The girls?’ I asked.


‘Remarkable, actually.’


‘And you?’


He laughed, sweeping his hand through his hair.


‘Well actually, since you ask, I’m pretty crap.’


‘I thought so. I’m sorry.’


‘D’you know what? I’d really like not to talk about this at the moment. I mean, just being here feels like a bit of normality.’


But the conversation was stilted. There were things neither of us wanted to say and I felt I had a duty to have a deep and serious talk with him about Eloise, but it was obvious he didn’t want it. He craved a blazing fire, female company, a large Scotch and News At Ten. And that’s what I gave him, watching him relax and sink into his chair.


‘It’s been so difficult, keeping up appearances for the children,’ he said eventually. ‘I can’t talk, can’t cry in front of them. I think I’m going mad, Cathy – the world’s turned over and I don’t know what to do next. To be honest, all I want is to get drunk.’


‘Well, you’re entitled to that.’


‘I wish, but not here. I’ve got to drive back to Fowey. Home.’ He grimaced.


‘Haven’t you been back yet?’


‘No. Couldn’t face it. Have to tomorrow, though. Just couldn’t bear it tonight.’


‘Then stay here, Ted. Have a few drinks, sleep it off, and go back to collect the girls in the morning. I’ll come with you if you like. And go back with you all to Fowey. You’ll need groceries to keep you going. I’ll help you shop.’


‘Cathy, you’re an angel. But I can’t impose my sad, pathetic self on you.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve nothing else to do, and besides, I’m pretty knocked sideways myself. I spoke to Juliana yesterday. She’s still in shock.’


His face changed. Now he didn’t look sad, just angry.


‘She blames me, you know. Christ knows why. Eloise had been living under a death sentence for years.’


‘It’s really tough on all of you. I’m desperately sorry. Just stay here tonight. Have another drink.’


He acquiesced. I wasn’t trying to get him drunk, but his mood was hard to read, and I was anxious to calm him down.


I brought him another Scotch. He tossed it down. His face relaxed and he turned to look at me.


‘You know, Cathy, of all Ellie’s friends, you’re the only one I can really trust. I really like you.’


‘Well, that’s good. I’m glad you feel like that,’ I said, feeling slightly uncomfortable. ‘And I really want to help; I can’t tell you how much I want to make this better for all of you. If I possibly can.’ It was obvious now that he’d drunk so much there could be no effective conversation, so I said, ‘Look, Ted. I’m suddenly really tired and I just have to go to bed. If you go downstairs, you can sleep in any of the kids’ rooms. The beds are all made up … ’
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