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  It was nearly eleven and Maddie had been behind the wheel of the car for over eight hours. She yawned and forced her eyes open wider. Slowing, she

  approached yet another blind bend. Moonlight silhouetted the twisted trees against the sky. Their tortured shapes rose from the hedges, forming a tunnel. It seemed to be closing in around them. A

  shiver went down her spine. The engine stuttered.




  ‘Come on, old girl. It can’t be much further to Trevenen, and once there, both you and I can have a much deserved rest.’ Maddie stroked the dashboard. Smoke seeped from the

  edges of the bonnet.




  She glanced at her stepdaughter asleep in the passenger seat. Hannah looked sweet with her blonde hair in spiky disarray. She changed position and a tattoo appeared on the teen’s arm.

  Maddie took a deep breath. Hannah had disobeyed her. She’d had to call on all her patience reserves when Hannah had displayed it last night. Maddie had just let it go. She too had been a

  teenager. However, she’d obeyed her parents.




  Turning her attention back to the road, Maddie knew if the map was accurate that they must be near their new home, Trevenen. This, of course, assumed she’d followed it correctly and

  she’d no idea whether she had or not. The last thing she needed was to be stranded on a remote country lane.




  When she’d visited the house back in April, the solicitor had driven her there. It hadn’t seemed confusing then, but maybe she hadn’t been paying attention as well as she

  should have. That was no surprise. She hadn’t done anything as well as she should have since her husband, John, had died.




  In an effort to cool the engine, she turned the fan on full, but it did nothing. The car slowed despite Maddie pressing the accelerator to the floor. The engine coughed twice then died. She

  thumped the steering wheel. The trailer’s momentum nudged them further along the lane until all movement stopped. The headlights went dim, then went out. ‘Shit.’




  Hannah woke. ‘What?’




  Maddie tried the ignition again but nothing happened.




  ‘Are we at this godforsaken place?’ Hannah stretched.




  ‘Err, no. The car has broken down.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘The car . . .’ Maddie’s fingers worried the key.




  ‘I heard that, but where are we?’ Hannah sat up.




  ‘Don’t know precisely.’




  ‘Christ.’




  ‘Mind your language.’ Maddie shut her eyes. The day had begun at five in the morning when they’d carefully packed the last of their things, but they’d only left London at

  two after the removers had finished loading the van. Maddie wasn’t sure what form of madness had made her agree to move house on the Friday of a bank holiday weekend.




  ‘Hah, fine thing to say. I just heard you swearing.’




  Maddie sighed.




  ‘What’s wrong with Christ, anyway? Besides, you haven’t done God since Dad died.’




  Silently Maddie counted to ten before she replied. ‘We’ve been down this road before.’




  Hannah crossed her arms against her chest. ‘No we haven’t. I’ve never been to Cornwall.’




  ‘Don’t be pedantic.’ Maddie massaged the rigid tendons in her neck. ‘Arguing isn’t going to help.’




  ‘So?’




  Maddie yanked the bonnet release and stepped out of the car. Things could be worse she told herself. It could be raining. Instead it was a perfect late summer night. The fresh breeze scented

  with honeysuckle caught her hair as she stood in the darkness and struggled with the catch.




  ‘What are you doing?’ asked Hannah.




  ‘Looking at the engine.’




  ‘Since when do you know anything about cars?’




  Maddie laughed. Hannah was right; she hadn’t a clue so she pulled the phone from her pocket to call roadside assistance. The screen lit up with a picture of John. She blinked. He’d

  been gone eight months.




  ‘Are you just going to stare at it?’ Hannah asked.




  Maddie dialled the number. No signal. Brilliant.




  Hannah leaned out of the window. ‘Well, what’s happening?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  ‘Nothing? Even better. So we’re in the middle of nowhere with no reception and a broken car.’




  ‘That sums it up quite well.’ Maddie turned to the heavens for strength, but all she found was the Milky Way. Although not what she needed, it was beautiful and she couldn’t

  remember the last time she’d seen a sky so devoid of light pollution. A shooting star sped across the black canopy and Maddie wondered if she dared to make a wish. At this moment, what would

  it be? Would it be the same one she’d always wished for, the whole white picket fence fantasy, or had her experience of life this past year destroyed her ability to believe in dreams, or

  anything for that matter?




  Hannah waved her hand in the air. ‘Hel-lo?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What are you going to do?’ Hannah fiddled with the zip on her jacket.




  ‘Walk down the road and find help.’ Maddie turned to the deserted lane then swallowed.




  ‘Good luck. No sign of life. You’ve driven us to the end of the earth.’




  Refusing to rise to the bait, Maddie held out her hand. ‘The torch, please. It’s in the glove compartment.’




  Hannah tossed it on the driver’s seat.




  Maddie waited in silence but finally asked, ‘Are you coming?’




  ‘No.’ Hannah thrust the torch out of the window.




  ‘Fine.’ Taking it, Maddie strode from the car alone. She couldn’t force Hannah to come. John was dead and Maddie’s relationship with his daughter deteriorated every

  day.




  Slowing her pace, Maddie squinted, seeing only the road ahead fading into the darkness. She resumed her walk at speed and finally a light appeared. She ran until she could make out a cluster of

  buildings, but only one showed signs of life. Where was everyone?




  Hannah’s words, ‘end of the earth’, echoed in Maddie’s mind while she pressed the doorbell. There was no response. Maddie jabbed the button again and listened, but all

  she heard was her own breathing. She rapped on the door.




  ‘Who the hell—’ a deep voice grumbled.




  Maddie looked up into brown eyes.




  ‘Sorry to disturb you but my car’s broken down and I can’t get a signal.’ She checked her mobile once more. ‘Is there any chance I can use your phone?’

  Silence filled the air and then Maddie heard a woman’s throaty voice in the distance ask who was at the door. Her eyes opened wide. His hair was a mess, he wore no shirt and his trousers

  weren’t on quite right. She looked at the ground.




  ‘Of course.’ The man stood back from the door.




  Despite being the twenty-fifth of August, the rustle of leaves spoke to Maddie of the approaching autumn. This transitional time of year had always been her favourite, when the

  change in the angle of the sun’s rays intensified the colours of the season. Not that she could see much of anything at the moment. Her torch’s beam barely pierced the darkness.




  A badger braved the dim light and dashed across the lane into a hedge in the distance. There was just enough room for Maddie and the man to walk abreast. He’d had to give the rescue

  service directions and, as a precaution, had offered to accompany her back to the car. They’d left the woman sipping a glass of wine. Maddie hoped that they could resume their evening, but

  she doubted it.




  ‘Bloody hell, Maddie, you’ve taken your time.’ Hannah stepped out of the shadows.




  Maddie’s heart stopped.




  ‘Is this the rescue man?’




  Maddie bristled. ‘Has anyone come?’




  ‘Are you joking? Someone come down this excuse for a road? Nothing but bats here.’ Hannah waved her hand above her head.




  ‘Excellent. They’re protected. You’re lucky to see them; numbers have been declining.’ The man spoke quietly.




  ‘Thanks for the endangered species update, but this place gives me the creeps. And who the hell are you by the way?’ Hannah asked.




  ‘Hannah . . .’ Maddie began but stopped.




  He extended a hand to Hannah. ‘I’m Mark Triggs.’




  Hannah ignored him and turned back to Maddie. ‘Have you done anything useful like found out where this Trevenen is?’




  ‘Trevenen?’ the man said. ‘So you’re related to Daphne Penventon.’




  ‘Yes.’ Maddie wrinkled her nose for, despite what the solicitor had said, she wasn’t sure who or what Daphne Penventon was to her birth mother.




  ‘Have you been to Trevenen before?’ he asked.




  ‘Once, a few months ago.’ It was all so fuzzy now, just like everything lately. In the dim torchlight, she looked to see if he was horrified by this information, but she saw only the

  play of shadows across the planes of his face.




  ‘You’re planning to sleep there tonight?’




  ‘God, this is worse than I ever nightmared. Trevenen will be a wreck with no roof and no hot or cold running anything,’ Hannah muttered. ‘I saw the papers that said it was a

  dwelling – a dwelling – and not a house.’




  Mark laughed.




  Something in Hannah’s tone set Maddie on edge. Trevenen was habitable. Even though she’d been in a fog, she’d seen it with her own eyes. ‘Dwelling is a legal

  term.’




  Hannah shrugged. ‘Hey, when’s the car man coming?’




  Maddie looked at her watch. ‘Within the next two hours.’




  ‘Rush job, huh? Two lone women stuck in a dark country lane with a strange man and they’re going to take their time about it. Good. I can see the headlines next week when the bodies

  are discovered by a passing farmer.’




  ‘Enough, Hannah.’




  ‘Enough what?’ Hannah asked.




  ‘Melodramatics.’




  ‘Is that what that was? Good. Thanks for the vocabulary lesson.’




  Maddie’s hands balled into fists. ‘Hannah.’ She took a breath. Obviously Hannah had been scared waiting alone. Maybe the next time she wouldn’t be so mulish and she would

  come along.




  ‘Back off, Maddie.’ Hannah paused and turned from them. ‘You’re nothing to me but Dad’s widow. Nothing more.’




  ‘I’m your legal guardian,’ Maddie said but she shouldn’t have responded. She accepted that Hannah would need more than being left alone on a country lane before a

  conversion could take place. It might just take a thunderbolt from above, but then miracles never happen.




  ‘Bloody courts.’ Hannah climbed into the car and slammed the door. The noise rang in Maddie’s ears, almost drowning out the cry of an owl.




  The dawn light revealed the outline of a bedraggled group of granite buildings. The house was big; far bigger than Maddie had remembered. The roof stretched, and more

  worryingly dipped, across a vast expanse. Had it been that way in the spring? She closed her eyes and searched her memory. Bluebells had huddled under trees and filled what had once been

  flowerbeds. Blue, grey and green mixed with the scent of wild garlic. She could remember nothing of the state of the roof. With eyes open again Maddie searched the mass of shapes.




  There were so many windows and she counted four chimneys, but she hadn’t counted on . . . an old manor house. How had she forgotten it was so big? When the letter had arrived and stated

  she’d inherited a house in Cornwall, she’d pictured something small, a cottage or bungalow, but Trevenen was not small. She swallowed. What had she taken on? No simple white picket

  fence here, but mullioned windows and responsibility. She was insane to have done this but what options had she had? None, really. The house in London had been worth more than an old house in a

  remote part of Cornwall. So she sold up in London and paid the bills.




  Suppressing a yawn, she climbed out of the car and took a deep breath. The scent of damp earth soothed her. Quietly she closed the car door. Hannah lay sleeping on the back seat where

  she’d retreated when it had become apparent that the car could be fixed, but that it would take a while. The mechanic had been a master of understatement.




  Their new neighbour stepped out of his car. She couldn’t believe how kind Mark had been, considering the circumstances. Rather than have them get lost again he’d led them the short

  distance through the confusing lanes to their new home.




  ‘Morning,’ he said.




  Noting with envy that he showed no evidence of the night spent awake and outdoors, Maddie searched his face for tell-tale shadows, but found only high cheekbones and a full mouth. His features

  were not classical but the combination of the components, she imagined, could be quite devastating.




  ‘It’s been morning for a while,’ she said.




  ‘True, but the dawn chorus hadn’t been singing then.’




  She raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s how you define morning?’




  ‘Yes, that and a good cup of coffee.’




  ‘Don’t mention something that’s nigh on impossible right now.’ Just the thought of a double espresso from her local café in Fulham was enough to make her weep, but

  her exhaustion was so deep that no dose of caffeine could reach it.




  ‘You could come back to my place.’




  Maddie looked at him and considered his offer genuine, but then she turned to the house. ‘I’m eager to see Trevenen.’




  ‘It awaits you.’ He held out his hand towards the old building and grinned as he made a slight bow.




  Her body ached but she focused on her new home. Carved stone surrounded some of the windows and others were simple wooden sashes painted white. They all reflected the early morning but revealed

  nothing of the interior. Trevenen appeared sound, if cold and empty.




  To her left, if her memory was correct, was the piggery, which was missing its roof, and behind her on the far side of the yard were the stables. The buildings formed three sides of a large

  rectangle with the house on the eastern side.




  Fortified by a deep breath, she put one foot in front of the other up the overgrown path to the door. She pulled a large key from her pocket and tried it. With a bit of force the lock tumbled

  over and she turned the handle, but the door didn’t budge. She tried again and pushed with her other hand on the flaking paint. Something gnawed at the pit of her stomach while she waited for

  it to give way. She had to be brave. This should be exciting: she was the owner of Trevenen.




  A crack sounded and a blast of musty air greeted Maddie as she stumbled forward across the threshold. The disturbance caused dust to swirl and a sigh seemed to emerge from the walls. Shadows and

  dead flies covered the floor. Maddie wrapped her arms around herself.




  ‘Do you think there’s electricity?’ She turned and gave Mark a weary smile.




  ‘Should be.’




  The heavy curtains were pulled tight, trapping the smell of damp and adding to the feeling of neglect. Flicking the light switch on, she stood tall. It would be all right – eventually. She

  and Hannah had a roof over their heads and they could rebuild their lives. Now she needed to look forward and leave the painful memories behind.




  Mark moved to her side and she felt his breath caress her cheek. Maddie stepped away. She could not have drawn a man more different in appearance to her husband. When well, John had been lanky

  and fair. Closing her eyes she could see him bent over his computer madly typing to finish some article before its deadline, with his boyish locks fallen across his brow. By the end, all his silky

  hair had gone. She twisted a loose curl that lay on her neck.




  ‘Shall I go and have a quick check through the house for you?’




  ‘Thanks.’ Maddie paused and scanned the hall again noting the dust and cobwebs. She suppressed a shiver. The house was almost icy cold. ‘There aren’t any ghosts, are

  there?’




  ‘Trevenen isn’t haunted,’ he said.




  She took a breath and peered at the closed doors covered in white gloss paint that had become buttermilk with age. Maddie knew the colour couldn’t be achieved by just mixing it. That shade

  only arrived after years of exposure.




  ‘No ghosts, promise. There are several other houses nearby with them, but not Trevenen.’




  ‘You sound like an expert.’




  ‘Absolutely not.’ He grinned and disappeared up the large staircase. The wood on the banister wasn’t painted but the grain was barely visible. Maddie moved closer to it. The

  sweat and oil from many hands had stained the oak dark and worn it smooth. The colour of the balusters was three shades lighter. The tread of each stair dipped in the middle. Maddie glanced up

  again when something caught her eye but there was nothing there. She rubbed her arms.




  Leaning against the wall, she willed the tightness around her heart to retreat. The single bulb suspended from the ceiling cast a dull glow on the floral wallpaper. The array of blooms almost

  obscured the pictures that hung on the walls, but a faded photograph of three women stood out from the rest. Who were they, she wondered, and was Daphne Penventon one of them?




  Her hand trailed along the walls of the hall, rising and falling over the undulating surface as she wandered, lost in thought. Thanks to Daphne Penventon, she and Hannah had a new start. Maddie

  now had Trevenen, although it didn’t yet seem real.




  Having some security should provide her with the space to find inspiration again. While John was ill she had longed to paint – to paint her pain, her hope and her love, but time

  didn’t permit and now that she had time she was empty. She didn’t know what she was going to do. She needed a plan but didn’t know where to begin. How could life once have been so

  clear and now be so opaque?




  As she entered the kitchen, her glance fell on the massive window that dominated one end. Each of its hand-blown panes framed an alternative vision of the scenery beyond. She shook her head and

  turned away. Great black beams crossed the ceiling and faded gloss paint was in abundance, but the uneven yellowing of the walls put the woodwork to shame. Maddie tried to guess when the room had

  last been decorated. Judging by the fittings, it might have been the fifties or even earlier. Set in the fireplace was a range that had seen much use and hadn’t been cleaned in a long while.

  Nothing had. It wasn’t just the dust that covered every surface, but the smell of decay that hung in the air.




  Maddie leaned over the large white sink and fiddled with the latch to open the window and let in the morning air. Piles of dead insects filled the corners of the ledge and a spider’s web

  clung to the frame. There was no sign of the spider. It was as if all residents of Trevenen had departed in a rush, leaving everything behind. There was even a teapot with the mouldy remains of

  what must have been Daphne’s last brew. Had Maddie noticed this when she’d viewed the property?




  Mark’s footsteps heralded his arrival in the kitchen. Fighting the overwhelming urge to cry, she turned to him. ‘You’ve been incredibly kind. You didn’t have to

  stay.’




  He rolled his eyes and smiled. ‘Leave two damsels in distress? My reputation would be destroyed for ever.’




  Maddie laughed. With his good looks and smile she didn’t doubt he had a reputation but it was of no concern to her.




  Mark had departed and Maddie checked on Hannah in the car. She was still asleep. It was good that one of them would be rested. The sun beat down on Maddie as she gazed around.

  The lawn looked like a meadow and there were more weeds than flowers in the garden, but the house appeared cheerful in its surroundings.




  Making a mental list of things to do, she began to walk around the house. A climbing rose sprawled over the arch that led to the front. Wild tendrils crawled from the arch to the neighbouring

  little building. The plant had grown through a broken window pane. So much to do. Adding broken window to the list, she moved on.




  Here, at the front, Trevenen seemed to have had a facelift. It was trying to be formal, almost Georgian, unlike the rear which reflected the medieval beginnings of the building and a bit of a

  few other centuries thrown in. Maddie stepped away from it and studied the shape of her house. She had to say it again: her house. This ancient building was hers and its wonky façade

  made her smile, but it must have annoyed whoever had tried to impose rigid balance on it. It didn’t work but the result was delightful with tall Georgian windows capturing the morning

  light.




  The same light picked out the seam in the building where it had been added to. The stones changed in size and were more regular in the newer half. She walked towards the join and ran her hand

  along it. Her fingers stilled and goose pimples travelled up her arm. A faint crying sound whispered around her. She turned her head looking for the source, but all she saw was the overgrown garden

  basking in the late August sun. A sleepy wasp hovered around her knees.




  She blinked and broke contact with the house. The sound stopped. She shrugged and strolled through the garden towards the large Monterey Pine tree that towered over the far side. Its boughs

  reached out to the sky in asymmetrical disorder. Chunks of blue were visible between branches, triggering that creative pull. She pushed it aside. Today was not a day for painting. She had a house

  to discover and clean before their worldly goods arrived next week.




  She wandered further through a gap in the hedge to what must have been the kitchen garden. Stakes stood bare and grass ran riot. She bent over one bed and found some spinach that must have

  self-seeded. It wouldn’t take too much effort to make this garden operational again. Maybe she could persuade Hannah to take an interest in this. Cleaning it up would be hard work, but the

  results would be worth it.




  Standing again, Maddie scanned the horizon. The trees that sheltered the buildings thinned and the vista opened up as she came to the far side of the garden. She surveyed the fields that dropped

  down into a deep crease where the tree cover was dense. Maddie suspected there might be a stream at the bottom, but couldn’t see. Fields rose up the other side. With eyes half closed against

  the sun, the irregular shapes outlined by hedges formed a haphazard pattern of furrowed, planted and pasture.




  She turned and walked through the orchard back to the house. All the trees were heavy with fruit. She gave an apple a twist but it resisted. It would be another month she guessed before they

  would be ripe. What surprised her was the variety of apples and pears she saw. Greens, reds, ochres, yellows made her fingers itch. Soon she would paint.




  Moving back to the house, she began to acquaint herself with it. The solicitor had provided her with a brief history. Trevenen had begun as two rooms up and one room down then had grown to a

  manor house, albeit a small one. The house was built roughly in the shape of an L, with the large kitchen being the bottom of the L and projecting into the yard at the back. The rest of the house

  followed in a long line. All the reception rooms on the ground floor ran off the main corridor with a hall dividing the old from the new.




  Maddie opened every door and flung windows wide open along the way. Each room was unique and clearly had served a purpose in the past, but in most cases that had been long since lost. From all

  of Daphne’s belongings that remained as she’d left them, Maddie could begin to ascertain how her benefactor had used the spaces. It was a big house for an old woman to have maintained

  alone.




  Beside the door to the yard hung an old waxed jacket on a peg. Below it stood a pair of very tired boots. Gloves caked in mud sat on the windowsill with a pair of secateurs beside them. How had

  Daphne died? Had she been out working in the garden and come in for a cup of tea and keeled over? It all had that feel about it. Maddie touched the gloves, wondering about the woman who had worn

  them.




  Leaving the back entrance, Maddie went to the dining room with its beautiful long table and mismatched chairs. She counted three of a Chippendale style; the others were probably Victorian.

  Opening a cupboard on the side of the fireplace, a wisp of air spun the dead moths sitting on the china. Maddie sneezed and waved her hand to clear the dust but it had no effect.




  She walked out of the dining room and stood in the main hall. Sunlight fell through the tall window on the landing, picking out the large slate slabs on the floor. Most were rectangles of

  varying sizes. Their veins and scars were visible on the dull surface. Maddie gave into the urge to play hopscotch and jumped on one foot until she was at the base of the stairs. Laughter bubbled

  up and she felt a lightness that she hadn’t felt in years. She took the stairs two at a time.




  Something was digging into Hannah’s back and she kicked out. Light blasted through her eyelids while the smell of cows assaulted her nostrils. She’d died and was

  waking up in hell. No, she was in the back seat of the car. Why? Oh yes, Maddie’s grand plan to live in a hut in Cornwall. That’s why.




  Sitting up, she looked around. To the left there was a thing that resembled a stable and directly in front was a wreck with two walls, no roof and certainly no hot and cold running anything.

  Brill. The wicked stepmum rode again, tearing her from London to this hell-hole. Was that the house? If so, it was a nightmare, complete with bats filling the night air and that drooling eco geek,

  Mark, who hadn’t left them, or more correctly Maddie, alone last night.




  How long had Hannah slept? She rubbed her eyes. The sun was high in the sky. Where was Maddie? Hannah turned to the right and saw a huge building with a roof. It was massive and it was ancient,

  really ancient. She’d always loved old buildings; it was a passion she and Dad had shared. They’d always done the National Trust thing. Now she’d be living in one and she

  wasn’t so sure it would be as cool as she’d thought back then. She could thank Maddie for fulfilling one of her fantasies, but then again maybe not. Reality sucked.




  Abandoning the car, she lost herself in granite, windows and slates. The stones making up the walls seemed to have order in some places. Big ones on the bottom slowly getting smaller until the

  top but that wasn’t always the case. Hannah stepped back and wondered if the house had been added to. A seam-like line moved down one part of the house. It wasn’t straight. It was like

  the mason had been pissed when he was building it or maybe the house had shifted over time.




  The windows on one side were all shapes and sizes, including a bay over the back door that made her think of a woman sitting there and spinning. Weird time-warp feeling. She set off around the

  outside of the building until she reached the front of the house where a majestic tree ruled. It made the house look small in a way.




  A breeze scented with pine wrapped itself around her and she turned back to the tree. It had been a while since she’d climbed one, but she reckoned she was up to the task. Swinging from

  the bottom branch, she remembered climbing her first in Windsor Great Park. Dad had taught her how to study the tree before beginning. He’d love this one. It was made for climbing, but of

  course he’d never see it because he’d died, bloody leaving her alone.




  Her phone pinged. A message from her best friend, Abi, appeared.




  

    How bad is it? Hows the witch? x


  




  Hannah paused and looked at the stones that made up the building. It wasn’t bad at all.




  

    Cool house. Witch as usual, x


  




  Hannah jumped to the ground and thought maybe she’d been a bit tough on Maddie about this move, but then she heard Maddie’s voice and thought again. Who was she talking to? Was that

  guy still here? Why did men find Maddie so attractive? Hannah had never understood why her father had fallen for her. It must have been the sex. Why else would he marry a tall, gangly woman with

  wild, curly brown hair and a posh accent? No other possible reason.




  Her stomach growled. Food. She continued her journey around the building hoping she’d come back to where she started and find something to eat, maybe in the car. Walking slowly, she

  arrived in the yard in front of the stables. She’d come full circle. No sign of the witch. Hannah pulled her bag out of the car and rummaged for a chocolate bar while she went into the

  house.




  Dark walls covered in flowered wallpaper. Welcome to the forties. Maybe if Hannah tried to think of this as one of those television experiments that lasted for just a few weeks, she’d

  survive and then magically life would return to normal. Or as normal as it could be without Dad.




  Maddie opened the first door at the top of the stairs and entered a sparsely furnished room. A crocheted bedspread covered the double bed. Small roses adorned the wallpaper and

  the curtains. She walked to the window and looked down to the courtyard and to the fields beyond. They were filled with cows. The solicitor had said Daphne had farmed up until she was eighty, but

  now the fields were let to another farmer. This provided a small income and every bit helped. She frowned. She didn’t want to think about all of that right now.




  The floorboards creaked as she made her way to the next room. Here was the one with the bay window which stood above the rear entrance. It must have been used as a library. Shelves lined two

  walls and a large desk sat in the bay alcove. A small sofa was pushed up against the bare wall. Needlework cushions covered its surface and a very fine watercolour of a beach hung above it. Tempted

  though she was, Maddie resisted the urge to pull a book off the shelves; she had more to explore.




  Back in the hallway, Maddie counted the doorways and realised that the room she remembered from her visit must be in the ‘new’ part of the house. It was much larger and airier than

  any of these, although the one above the kitchen was a big room if a bit narrow. She opened a few windows and then went downstairs to the sitting room.




  She didn’t linger but wondered if the original floor was still under the horrible wall-to-wall carpet. The seventies had a lot to answer for in terms of decoration and shag pile carpeting

  was one of the biggest, only surpassed by avocado green bathroom suites. The furniture was lovely and she could visualise the few pieces of her parents’ furniture that she hadn’t sold

  fitting in well with what was already there. She closed her eyes. She musn’t dwell on what she’d given up; that wouldn’t achieve anything. Turning from the room she went into the

  smaller one beyond and found what must have been Daphne’s office. It too had a lovely big window but the furniture was sparse, nothing more than a few filing cabinets, a table and a chair.

  Maddie glanced at the documents that lay on the desk, but it was just old bills and she didn’t need to see those. New ones would arrive soon enough.




  Maddie peered into the small loo tucked under the stairs then she made her way up, pausing to look out of a circular window. Once in the room she saw how it echoed the sitting room below, but

  felt cosier because of the lower ceiling height. Light flooded in. Maddie walked the length of it and explored the sizeable bathroom that sat above the office. There was no evidence that this room

  had been used by Daphne, or anyone for that matter. The wardrobe was empty and there were no towels or toiletries to be seen. Maybe this side of the house was too much for the old woman to look

  after. However, it was perfect for Maddie with both the morning and the evening light.




  A large four-poster bed dominated the room. It seemed to call to Maddie and she was too tired to resist. Dust rose from the old eiderdown covering it, as the mattress sank with her weight. The

  light caught the dust motes in their flight and Maddie fought the urge to close her eyes. She knew even as tired as she was that the nightmares would arrive as soon as sleep did. She forced herself

  into a sitting position then out of bed.




  ‘Hannah?’ The precise tones invaded her head. Maddie was looking for her.




  ‘Hannah?’




  Did Hannah hear a touch of panic? She smiled. Finally the calm was disturbed. Usually Maddie was oblivious to everything, lost in her world of colours and shapes. Hell, she hadn’t even

  shouted about the tattoo. She’d just closed her mouth and then commented on the lovely use of blue. She wasn’t even clued up enough to know it was a fake; so much for getting under her

  skin. Maddie didn’t shout. She didn’t rage. She kept on packing for this wretched move to Cornwall and whimpering on about what a godsend it was she’d inherited this house.




  Hannah strolled up to her stepmother standing in the hall.




  ‘There you are.’ Maddie smiled. ‘Having a look around? What do you think?’




  Hannah shrugged.




  ‘I’ve chosen the bedroom over the sitting room. You can have any other room you want. There are certainly enough to choose from.’ Maddie paused. ‘You may need to take

  furniture from other rooms too. I’m sure you’ll find what you need.’




  Hannah rolled her eyes and climbed the stairs. Maddie always had to try and put a positive spin on everything. When was the woman going to realise that life sucked?




  Walking back and forth between rooms, Hannah couldn’t decide, but she wanted to be as far away from Maddie as she could. The room Hannah stood in now spanned the full width of the

  building. It sat directly above the kitchen and had a sweet fireplace. Not a big open job like the one downstairs, but a dainty ladylike one with a white wooden mantel around a small black

  grate.




  Most rooms had bits of odd furniture. Maddie had said she could take what she wanted so that didn’t need to come into her decision. Maybe she should just opt for the place furthest from

  Maddie’s and be done with it.




  Leaning on the mantel, she wondered if the fireplace worked. It might need to because Maddie didn’t know if the central heating did. The woman was going to test it later. Any normal person

  would’ve had someone check the place out before they came to live in it, but no, Maddie had just rushed ahead and sold the house in London. She claimed she had to, to pay Dad’s bills

  but that was crap. She could’ve sold this place. It must be worth something to someone.




  A bird perched on the windowsill.




  ‘Good morning, Mr Magpie.’ Hannah bit her lip. Hadn’t she grown out of stupid childish superstitions yet? No, not when they were one of the things her father had taught her

  long ago before her stepmother had come into the picture. Hannah walked to the window to look more closely at the brilliant black feathers. The bird cocked its head at her before it flew away.




  A neat vanity table stood in front of the window. It was dusty as hell, but the wood under it looked nice. Hannah sat down at it. From here she had a wonderful view of the huge tree on the lawn

  through the open window. Through its branches she could see into the field across the lane where cows munched peacefully in the sun. A waft of cow shit came through the window. Something had to

  spoil everything.




  She turned away from the view. This room was going to be hers. All she needed was the big wardrobe from the other room and it’d be perfect. Not that she was excited about it, but it just

  wasn’t as bad as she’d thought.
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  The long weekend was over and Maddie had worked nonstop to clean and air the house. Light rain softened the outline of the big tree as she stood

  staring out of the window. Her fingers were raw and there was a lingering scent of vinegar in the air. The roses she’d cut from the garden and put in a vase on the kitchen table had done

  something to hide the smell, but not quite enough. She sighed and sank into a chair. The tea was brewed but she couldn’t be bothered to pour it. It would be wonderful if someone would come

  and do it for her. She held her breath. She was alone. There was no one any more to help her do anything, from making tea to raising Hannah.




  Hannah sulked into the kitchen, her hair only partly concealing the scowl on her face. Things weren’t that bad here. It wasn’t London but Trevenen was beautiful. Maddie bit back the

  comment about to escape from her lips. What was happening to her? Was she mad? Was it grief? Or had the continuous battles with Hannah buried her better emotions? Was anger now her normal mental

  state? Or was it something else? She didn’t know, but she had a hard time controlling the maelstrom within. Maybe at thirty-eight she was going into early menopause? There had to be some

  reason.




  Hannah sat down with a thud. Dust and guilt settled on Maddie’s shoulders. She frowned. The child looked too thin. The lead up to this move had taken its toll on them both. Maddie stood

  and poured her a glass of water. Handing it to Hannah, she watched the sullen figure look around the room. It was dire, but Maddie knew she could do something with it.




  Trevenen seemed almost to speak to Maddie. Maybe it was all the little things she kept discovering. Like the beautiful wood panels in the sitting room that reminded her of a ship, or the way her

  staircase curved up to her room.




  She looked around the kitchen. Trevenen appeared sound except for the roof, which needed some patching. She and Hannah could live in it as it stood. The house, although badly decorated, had an

  appeal. Something stirred inside her when she thought about it. It was hers. It would take time, but she would help it out of the past and into the current century. She stood and ran her hand along

  the lintel, seeing initials carved into it. TP 1595. A house of this age must have stories to tell. Who was TP? Was he or she a Penventon?




  Hannah rocked back in her chair which made a complaining noise. Maddie turned to her and smiled. This morning optimism had filled Maddie and she nearly hadn’t recognised the feeling. Once

  the glass had always been half full, but lately it had been more than empty. She pulled her shoulders back. She could make this work and she would fix things with Hannah, beginning now.




  ‘Have you heard from Abi?’




  Hannah rolled her eyes.




  ‘I take that as a yes.’




  Hannah put her hands up in her ‘whatever’ gesture. Maddie stepped back, but then decided to try again. ‘She’ll want to come and visit I’m sure. Cornwall is an

  in spot and . . .’ Maddie watched Hannah squirm, so before the girl could open her mouth she continued, ‘It’s also a new start for us.’




  Hannah crossed her arms against her chest and stared out the window. Maddie had to keep trying. If she didn’t she couldn’t help feeling that Hannah’s walls would only get

  higher. Maddie pulled out a chair and sat opposite. She took a breath. ‘I know this has been hard on you.’




  ‘You what? You’re joking, right?’




  The teenager glared at her across the table. Maddie straightened her back and willed herself to continue.




  ‘No, I’m not.’




  ‘You’re more mental than I thought.’ Hannah stood and began to leave the kitchen.




  Maddie exhaled and decided maybe now wasn’t the best time to try and mend their relationship. They were both too tired.




  ‘Hello,’ a man’s voice called.




  ‘Oh, bloody hell, that man’s here again.’ Hannah stopped in the doorway.




  Maddie stood. ‘Hi, Mark.’




  ‘The house is looking better already.’ He spoke over the top of Hannah’s head as she blocked his entrance into the room.




  Maddie smiled, pleased someone had noticed.




  ‘I was sent over with some sausages and mash.’ He grinned and manoeuvred past Hannah.




  Hannah flicked her hair out of her eyes. ‘What? Are you Nigella Lawson in drag?’




  ‘No, but it will be a few days before someone will be able to service the range so a little warm food might not be amiss.’




  Hannah grunted.




  Maddie tensed.




  He coughed and walked to the door. ‘I’ll leave you two to continue to discover the delights of Trevenen. If you need help with anything, call. I work from home most days.’




  ‘What do you do from home: save bats?’ Hannah asked.




  ‘I’m an architect, but not of bat caves.’




  ‘I’ll come out with you.’ Maddie glanced at Hannah. She knew she was just running away from the problem. Nonetheless, her feet took her out of the kitchen while she tried to

  think of something other than her stepdaughter. The photo in the hall, which had intrigued her on arrival, came into view.




  ‘Mark?’ Maddie paused in front of it. ‘Is Daphne Penventon in this?’




  He moved to her side. ‘I think she’s the one in the middle.’ He gave her a searching look then studied the photo. ‘You really know nothing about her?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  ‘You can see she was a beautiful woman. I hear she broke many hearts.’




  Maddie nodded. ‘Was she married?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘I wonder why?’ she asked.




  He looked at her. ‘I think she lost her fiancé in the war.’




  The women were not smiling, but somehow Maddie sensed their welcome. Her finger traced Daphne’s outline while she tried to guess her age in the photo. Was Daphne’s heart still whole

  at that point? To be young again and to still have those decisions in front of you. Would Daphne have chosen to fall for the same man if she’d known it would mean she’d spend her days

  as a spinster? Did one have a choice in such things? Spinster? Widow? Maddie closed her eyes. Would she do things differently? She knew the answer, but unfortunately there was no going back.




  Once out in the sun things looked less daunting. Flecks of mica in the granite walls of the piggery dazzled her. It would have perfect light for a studio, but with no roof it was an impossible

  dream. Things in the house must take a higher priority. When they reached Mark’s 4x4, she tore her thoughts away from musty smells and damp patches.




  ‘Thank you for all you’ve done. I’m not sure where we’d be without you.’




  ‘Blocking my lane, I expect.’




  Maddie couldn’t help but laugh as she leaned against the vehicle and absorbed the heat of the metal. Why was she so cold? The day was warm.




  ‘Thanks again.’ She held out her hand and watched his strong fingers embrace hers. Something connected and she stepped back, letting go. She looked up and caught a flash of mischief

  in his eyes.




  ‘No problem. I specialise in rescuing beautiful women.’ He climbed into his Land Rover.




  ‘So you mentioned.’ Maddie swallowed a lump in her throat. It had been a lifetime – John’s to be precise – since someone referred to her as beautiful.




  Watching the car until it disappeared round the bend, she noted the clouds appearing to the east. The pain of John’s death emerged. She’d done all she could to keep him alive.

  She’d given everything, but it hadn’t been enough. Tears ran down her cheeks. She stopped by a rose, its blood red petals caught in a ray of sun. Maddie felt her heart shatter into a

  thousand pieces once more.




  ‘Hannah, we need to go.’ Poised at the top of the stairs, Maddie waited. ‘Hannah?’ she called again as she walked down the hall towards Hannah’s

  room.




  ‘Yeah, yeah. Just coming.’ Hannah closed the door with a bang.




  ‘Good. We’ve an appointment so I don’t want to be late.’




  ‘Yeah, I know. You never want to be late.’




  Maddie cast a sidelong glance but didn’t say anything and went out ahead of Hannah to the car.




  ‘Seat belt on?’ Maddie asked.




  ‘Duh.’




  Maddie reversed the car, dreading the drive and feeling like an old lady the way she was clasping the wheel for dear life. The rear-view mirror revealed the glimmer of a new grey hair, a

  phenomenon that had first appeared on the day of John’s funeral. She’d gone to bed without and woke with ten, which she’d plucked immediately. Despite her vigilance, they’d

  returned with alarming regularity.




  When Maddie felt she could allow her eyes to leave the road, she saw Hannah inspecting the hedges at close range. She was sure that Hannah was terrified of this new start. It couldn’t have

  really come at a worse time: her GCSE year.




  ‘So what’s the school we’re going to?’




  ‘First, Mullion. Not a top choice as you’d only have a year there before changing schools. The other one is Helston.’




  Hannah peered at Maddie. ‘Why am I looking at a school for only a year? Are we going back to London then?’




  ‘No, it’s just that it’s a smaller school and I thought it would be easier to integrate.’




  Hannah rolled her eyes.




  ‘I know it’s not what you wanted but we didn’t have any choice.’ She knew they were lucky to have an option as obtaining a place could be difficult. Again, Maddie checked

  her mirrors and wondered if she’d ever get used to driving in these lanes.




  ‘We could’ve stayed in London.’




  ‘No we couldn’t.’




  ‘Why?’ Hannah asked.




  ‘I’ve told you before. We were on the verge of bankruptcy.’




  ‘You have money.’




  ‘No, I don’t.’ Maddie paused. ‘In case you didn’t notice, I didn’t work the last year your father was alive.’




  ‘Your parents left you tons.’




  Maddie frowned. ‘It wasn’t tons and that too is gone. All of it was used.’ They’d bled money. She swallowed, thinking of the thousands.




  ‘So blame it all on Dad now that he’s not here.’ Hannah pressed her lips together.




  ‘I’m not blaming anything on him. They were decisions we made. I nursed him. I didn’t work. If I don’t paint there’s nothing to sell. Simple.’




  ‘You’re blaming him.’




  Maddie ran a hand through her hair. ‘No, it was my decision too. Shit. I just missed the turn. Having this discussion when I’m driving is not a good idea.’




  ‘It never is with you. You always find a way not to talk.’ Hannah glared out the window again.




  The school prospectuses lay on her desk. Hannah didn’t want to think about them right now. Term started soon and she needed to make a choice quickly, but it was still

  August. Summer. No school thoughts allowed.




  The bucket at her feet contained the dirtiest water she’d ever seen. She shuddered when she remembered she’d been sleeping in this filth. However, last night she’d slept well,

  the best she had since Dad died. Must be all the cow shit in the air knocking her out. In fact, today she couldn’t smell it. Did that mean they’d stopped shitting or she’d become

  used to it? She didn’t want to go there.




  The room was finally clean and now she needed to paint the walls. Why hadn’t they bought some when they were out? It would mean another drive with Maddie clutching the wheel as if her life

  depended on it. Really, she was just too much. During the schools trip she’d played the trendy artist who shows in London galleries. Yeah, right. The last show was three years ago.




  Hannah sank down onto the bed. That was just before Dad got really sick. He was still working then too and Maddie hadn’t been around too much because she was painting all the time. Life

  was good. Dad had worked from home and Maddie in her studio.




  The large cabbage roses that adorned the walls became swirls of colour. Nothing distinct, just blobs. With a tight fist Hannah wiped her tears away. Dad was gone. End of story. Now she had to

  live in the wilds of Cornwall with a wicked stepmum. What was it about the woman? Dad had fallen for her immediately. He’d met her when he was writing an article on galleries in London. Her

  paintings had been in one and he’d interviewed her. That was the beginning of the end, but he’d been happy, happier than he’d been in a long time. When Mum had walked out on them,

  he’d shut the door on his life. Maddie had opened it, but she should have left after she had.




  Bags sat still unpacked in the corner of the room. Hannah grabbed her backpack and with shaky fingers pulled out the picture of Dad. She’d taken it on a day out in Brighton. He had a huge

  smile on his face and a large ice cream in his hands, but it hadn’t been his ice cream, it had been hers.




  A few minutes after she’d taken the picture, the gloppy chocolate ice cream splashed onto the pavement. How they both had laughed and when they’d recovered he’d bought her

  another. He was so good that way. He made everything right even when the world was wrong.




  She shoved the picture back in the bag because looking at it wasn’t going to bring him back; nothing would. Now she needed to do something like finish the room and drag a wardrobe in here.

  She just wasn’t sure how she was going to do this without Maddie’s help because it stood a good six inches taller than Hannah. In fact, she doubted if she and Maddie could do it.

  They’d need help. Shit.




  ‘Hannah. I’m going to have a bath. Shout if you need me.’ Maddie called from downstairs.




  Why would I do that? Hannah wondered, as she fled downstairs. This house could be OK. If she was careful she could almost avoid Maddie totally. That wouldn’t be a bad thing. In

  London the house had been smaller and there was no escape, especially when Dad was ill. When she woke up, Maddie had been there. When she’d come home from school, Maddie had been there. When

  she’d gone to sleep, Maddie had been there. It was like the woman didn’t trust her and wouldn’t give her any space. Now at last she had space, just no friends, no London and

  nothing to do. Not such a good trade-off.




  ‘No!’ Maddie’s own scream woke her from a nightmare again. Her heart raced. Tears ran down her face. Grief was supposed to lessen with time. That was what

  they’d all told her, but instead of fading, each night she was haunted more than the night before. No matter how many times she told herself to let go, she couldn’t.




  She didn’t know what she’d done to deserve John’s death. Logic told her that she had nothing to do with it, but then her actions after his funeral would seep into her thoughts.

  She’d only done what he’d asked and this had gone against everything in her. Maybe that was why she still wrestled with it every night. Some things were ingrained so deeply that

  they’d take a long time to leave, if ever. She pushed these thoughts aside.




  It was not yet dawn but there was enough light for her to make out the shape of the fir tree as she peered out the window. She must have forgotten to pull the curtains last night. Grabbing her

  dressing gown, she put it on and walked carefully down the stairs. A noise caught her off guard. She paused on the last step. Her breathing stopped. There was no one in the house except her and

  Hannah yet she heard a cry. She shook her head and the sound disappeared.




  A flash of movement caught her eye and she convinced herself it was just a mouse travelling across the sitting-room floor. If they had mice, a trap would solve it, but if it was a ghost? She

  blinked. She didn’t believe in them. Nonetheless, she went carefully through the house.




  She turned on the lights in the kitchen and put the kettle on the camper stove that they were using until the range was repaired. Tea would make her night-time imaginings go away. Ghosts. Mark

  had said Trevenen had no ghosts. She wasn’t sure why she should believe him, but her own common sense agreed.




  A thump sounded from upstairs. Maddie’s hand jumped, nearly spilling her tea down her dressing gown. No, of course, she wasn’t at all superstitious. She laughed and knew that it must

  be the sound of a book or something else falling off Hannah’s bed. Hannah was no apparition. She was real with a broken heart and Maddie didn’t know how to fix it. Why she thought she

  should be able to when she couldn’t do a damn thing with her own, she didn’t know.




  Taking her tea, she walked back to the sitting room and checked that there were no more rodents. She curled up on one of the window seats, pulling her feet under her to watch the growing light

  colour the morning. Each second more rays emerged and the sky held the pink spectrum close to the earth while lavender climbed to the heavens.




  Closing her eyes for a moment, she hoped to ease the dry burning feeling in them, but she knew from experience that only several solid nights of sleep would truly take it away. Her eyes flew

  open again when a small scraping sound came from beside the fireplace. The wall was covered in painted wood panelling that was flaked and worn in places. Her morning mouse must have slipped into

  the gap between the wall and the wood.




  Now with the sun coming into the room fully, Maddie decided to investigate. She walked to where she thought the noise was coming from and put her ear to the wall. She knew she’d heard

  something but sound carried in strange ways. Tapping on the various panels, she could tell that the surface was uneven beneath. It even sounded hollow in places. At one point in time, this would

  have been the end wall of the house and it could be constructed of stone or maybe even cob. Possibly Mark could tell her, if and when she saw him again. Yesterday when shopping, she’d caught

  a glimpse of him in Helston. He was engrossed with a pretty blonde and not the one Maddie had met the night she arrived in Cornwall. He was obviously a player but he appeared to know a great deal

  about the houses in the area.




  Running her hand along the top of one of the panels, she felt something move and she pulled her hand back. Her fingers were black with dust. She tapped on the wall and the scratching stopped.

  Overwhelmed with tiredness, she leaned against it and looked out to the garden. Something inside told her it would all work in the end, but she just needed the patience to get there. She stood and

  resolved to help Hannah. There had to be a way to reach her and Maddie wanted with her whole heart to do just that. She’d promised John and she always fulfilled her promises.




  While the electrician hung from the rafters, Maddie held her breath and wondered why he couldn’t use a ladder like a normal soul. She knew she should just be grateful

  that he was here rewiring the stables and not questioning his methods. But she wasn’t sure her nerves could handle it.




  Scattered around her were easels and canvases: all the requirements of her life. Well, they had been once and they must be again. She bent and opened a box. Her nose twitched. The smell of

  turpentine permeated the air. Something must have leaked. She dug down and found a pile of letters and cards then dropped them quickly, groping for anything else as the tears welled up. Her hand

  came to rest on a cool finish. This wasn’t good. Who’d packed this box? Who’d put his cards, and the bronze bust she’d made of him, in with the turpentine?




  Taking deep breaths, she walked out into the sunlight. John was gone yet touching those few things brought all the sorrow to the fore. When would it stop, or even ease?




  ‘Could you bring the ladder over here?’ the electrician shouted.




  He was dangling from the other side of the stables. Maddie ran and hauled it over to him. Once he was safely on the ground, she went back to the task. She was a big girl, she could handle this.

  John’s bust came out first. The summer they met she’d made it. She touched his cheeks and could almost feel the warmth of the sun on his skin. Heady memories of days filled with

  laughter and love swirled around her. Were they real? She didn’t know any more. The end was twisting the beginning and trying to rewrite their history in her mind. Too much pain.




  She deposited it on the ground. Where would she put it? Did she want it in the house? But then did she want to look at his face all the time as a reminder of what she had lost? She didn’t

  want to go there again. This led nowhere except to a box of tissues.




  Blinded by electric illumination that filled every crevice, her eyes adjusted slowly and she accepted that she could work with it. It was strange; she needed light desperately, but too much

  artificial light could kill her feel for colour.




  ‘Ah, that’s better now, isn’t it?’ The electrician held something that looked like a fried animal.




  Maddie nodded and peered at the object in his hand. ‘What’s that?’




  ‘The transformer. A rat ate through a wire or two. They like them and that caused this to explode,’ he said as he wandered off. Maddie made a mental note: put renewing the electrics

  high on her list of things to do. The question was, how far would the little money she had stretch? At moments like this she wondered if opting for the experimental cancer drugs had been worth the

  cost. Without them she and Hannah wouldn’t be so strapped for cash, but how could she think that when they might have bought them a bit more time with John? Yet maybe with the money she could

  have . . . Maddie stopped and raked her hand through her hair. No, she wasn’t going to follow this route of thinking. It was done. No going back.
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