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Helen Fox: Widow of reformed playboy, Harry; between them the toast of the wealthy Bristol set in the years following the Great War. Their marriage had been picture-perfect, and it was only after Harry’s death that Helen discovered he had been hiding the extent of his debts. She was unable to remain in their home in Bristol, and took their three children to stay at the Fox family’s hotel in Cornwall, with the intention of selling her inherited share. The temporary arrangement became permanent when she realised Harry had already sold the hotel, and that his mother now merely managed it for the owner. She took over its running and is now part-owner.


Adam Coleridge: Harry’s best friend, and the person who had persuaded him to invest in the shipping company that had ultimately destroyed him. Helen cut him off from all contact with the Fox family, and especially the children, whom he adored. When Fox Bay Hotel came under threat from developers, Adam’s remorse led him to employ illegal tactics, and embezzle money from his investment firm, in order to buy the hotel and gift half of it back to Helen. He now lives at the hotel and has regained his lost ‘family’.


Leah Marshall: A regular guest at the hotel, from Wales, who is in the habit of adopting different personas to suit either the situation or her mood. Leah befriended Helen when she and the children first moved to Cornwall, and, like Adam, she became an honorary member of the Fox family. Her history was revealed to be more complicated than she’d admitted to; with her husband in prison she had lived as a married woman with his brother Daniel, who had been killed in the war. She had attempted to help save the hotel from developers by running a confidence trick with Adam Coleridge as the ‘mark’, not realising he was trying to do the same thing. Adam had fallen in love with her assumed character, and although Leah now knows her feelings for him are stronger than his for her, they remain in a relationship.


Roberta Fox: Helen’s eldest daughter; a keen motorcyclist who had planned to accept a place on a racing team run by her new friend, Xander, himself a champion racer. Bertie was involved in a freak accident when returning from the racetrack, and her mother had been forced to make the decision to save her life by allowing doctors to amputate her leg. With Bertie’s dreams destroyed, her relationship with Helen has also been severely damaged, and remains difficult.


Benjamin Fox: Helen’s only son, the eldest of the Fox children. On his arrival at Fox Bay, at the age of fifteen, Ben developed an instant interest in the running of the hotel, and in particular the wines. He was taken under the wing of family friend and bar manager, Guy Bannacott, and when he was old enough, he became the night manager, and trained as a sommelier.


Fiona Fox: The youngest Fox daughter, now sixteen years old. She had always been obsessed with the outdoor life, and though only six when they’d moved to Cornwall she immediately fell in love with the beach and the sea. Fiona began visiting the local lifeboat station at a very young age, and is now one of the shore crew – women who assist with the launching and recovery of the Trethkellis lifeboat, the Lady Dafna.


Fleur Fox: Harry’s widowed mother. She and her husband had built Fox Bay Hotel together, and when Harry had sold it he had made her continued residence, and role as manager, part of the deal. When Helen and the children moved in, she gave Helen a job to ensure the family had a home. Fleur is extremely stylish, with an aristocratic manner, and is a leading voice in the local WI. Her closest friend and ally is Guy Bannacott, who had stayed by her side throughout the difficult years after Harry had sold the hotel.


Guy Bannacott: Guy is the restaurant and bar manager at Fox Bay. The family know him to be gay, but he is usually extremely discreet about it; there had been a scandal some years ago which had been hushed up and is only referred to obliquely, involving a bawdy song, and Fleur’s best gown and heels. Guy is not a cross-dresser, and the incident is his one black mark at the hotel. His slightly haughty attitude masks a deep affection for the Fox family, Fiona in particular.


The Nancarrows: Farmers at Higher Valley Farm, which backs onto Fox Bay Hotel. Beth is the widowed mother of twins, Jowan and Jory. Their father Toby had died as the result of a shocking accident, caused by the boys, and as the farm started to slide towards bankruptcy Toby’s brother Alfie moved up from Porthstennack, to try and keep it running. Beth has long been in love with Alfie but cannot tell him due to their shared loyalty to the memory of Toby. Jowan’s romantic relationship with Bertie Fox has suffered since her accident. Jory is the wilder of the twins, and is prone to throwing his money away on drink and gambling.


The Nicholls Siblings: Xander and his sister Lynette are Bertie Fox’s best friends, and live in Brighton. Lynette is an outwardly flighty girl, used to following her glamorous brother around to race meetings, which he teases are her way of finding a husband, but are really her way of taking care of her brother. She’d met Bertie at the race meet where Xander had promised her a place on his team, and has remained a staunch friend throughout Bertie’s traumatic recovery from her accident.


Key hotel staff:


Martin Berry, head receptionist – days


Ian Skinner, head receptionist – nights


Jeremy Bickle, head barman


Nicholas Gough, head chef


Miss Tremar, cleaning supervisor


Piran Burch, handyman


Arthur Foley, groundsman
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Trethkellis Lifeboat Station, Cornwall


December 1929


Fiona Fox wiped her condensed breath from the window of the lookout station and leaned on her crossed arms, straining for sight of the Lady Dafna. Beside her, the lamp flashed out its Morse-coded message to the 40-foot lifeboat fighting the tide in pursuit of the floundering cargo ship: vessel rounded headland south. A moment later the lifeboat’s own lamp signalled back, and Fiona’s practised eyes decoded it: the Dafna would change direction and follow the path of the stricken ship, to pick up any survivors.


Since October the coast had been battered by wind and rain that surpassed even their usual ferocity, and today was no different; the sky seemed to skim the surface of the sea like a lowering grey blanket, and the rolling, heaving water dragged it down until the two became one. December rain lashed at the window of the lookout and dripped through the leaking roof, but Fiona remained in her place while the coastguard tracked the lifeboat’s progress with the telescope. As usual he’d forgotten she was even there, which suited Fiona perfectly.


She’d arrived today, just after the call had come down from the lookout station, and had immediately joined Geoffrey Glasson, the coxswain, in rousing the sea-going crew, running from house to house, knocking on doors and yelling through letter boxes before returning to the station with eight men at their heels, along with the women; wives, sisters and daughters who formed the willing shore crew. She had watched with envy as Glasson pulled his oilskin over his head.


‘Can’t I come out this time?’


Glasson’s head popped out of the oilskin and he wrestled his beefy arms through the sleeve holes. ‘Not in a month of Sundays, maid. Anyone joins us today it’ll be Barry.’ He’d nodded at the retired helmsman, who still spent most of his days here, then held out his arms, and Fiona had sighed, unsurprised, and slipped a cork life jacket over them. She’d left him to secure it, then hurried down to the slipway to assist with the launch itself. It never failed to thrill her, watching the Lady Dafna’s bow plunge from the slipway into the water, and when the tide was high, as it was today, the spray drenched everyone within shouting distance. Icy water had soaked her from head to toe as the petrol engine coughed into life, and she’d watched, her heart in her mouth as always, until the lifeboat had stopped rocking and begun powering through the waves.


At just sixteen, and the youngest of the women who supported the boat, she was often given the grunt-work to do; cleaning and sweeping puddles of water from the station, fetching water to boil for hot drinks, and picking up and re-hanging oilskins that were often dropped where they were shed. She didn’t usually mind it in the least, and for a few minutes today she’d contentedly helped Barry Hicks re-coil the heavy, wet ropes before growing impatient to see what was happening at the sharp end. She’d taken a quick look at the others, to check she’d not be missed, and run up here to the lookout to watch Pasco Penberthy communicating with the Lady Dafna. She could have watched for hours as the Morse code flickered between them. It was like magic.


The latest information sent, Pasco seized the telescope mounted in the wall at the front of the lookout station, and swung it towards the jutting headland. ‘They’m away,’ he muttered.


‘Good luck to them.’


Pasco jumped and turned to her. ‘What are you still doin’ here, miss? They’ll want you down there sharpish, and ready. And fetch Tam Rowe, just in case. Go on!’ He made a little shooing gesture, and Fiona grinned.


‘Alright, I’m going. But can I come back after?’


‘You’ll be bored. Better off running back home to your posh ’otel.’


Fiona gave him a look he clearly recognised, because he winked, and deliberately turned his back on her to forestall further conversation. She stepped back outside and pulled her sou’wester lower as she turned into the bitter wind and hurried across to Doctor Rowe’s house. By the time she was at the door he already had his bag in hand and was dismissing the two patients who were waiting to see him.


‘Saw the signal,’ he said grimly. ‘Had a feeling I’d be called today.’


He strode away towards the station, leaving her to hurry after him. Rain drenched the rough path down to the beach, and as she splashed through puddles Fiona blinked away the drops that ran into her eyes, and blew them off the tip of her nose, but instead of taking up her place in the shelter of the station, she went straight past and onto the beach, ignoring the exasperated shouts of the women who watched her pass. Since they were all volunteers, the only person Fiona answered to was Mr Glasson, and he was out with the boat, so let them shout. The Lady Dafna had not yet come back into view, and there was no telling how long it would be before she did, but Fiona meant to be here, on hand and ready to help drag her ashore.


She waited, shivering, beside the slipway. After what might have been twenty minutes, but felt like an hour or more, the dark, bobbing shape came into view around the headland again. Up in the lookout Pasco would have seen them already; Fiona watched the light flashing from the lifeboat: Ship safe. 3 casualties.


Fiona instinctively moved closer, as if that would speed up the progress of the boat, and the freezing water lapped over her boots, drenching her to the knee once again. The lifeboat came closer, and her engines cut just beyond the beach, letting the tide push her up onto the shingle. Fiona darted forward, along with the others who had come down from the hut, and then re-wetting her boots was the least of her worries, as she waded in to seize the ropes and begin dragging the Dafna up the beach.


All was bustle and shouting for a while; two unknown men, and one all-too familiar, were handed on to the shore crew. Donald Houghton, younger brother of Bertie’s mechanic friend Stan, was white-faced and clutching at his thigh, where a gash half a foot long had been hastily wrapped but still gushed blood. He was divested of his cork life jacket, and gently laid onto a stretcher and borne away up the beach, Tam Rowe hurrying along at his side.


The two men from the cargo ship were walking wounded, swaying on their feet but grateful to be ashore, until one of them clutched at Glasson’s arm, a look of alarmed realisation on his face.


‘The small boat! Still out there!’


‘What?’ Glasson leaned closer, shouting over the rest of the noise. ‘What boat?’


‘The old man … he took it. Some others too.’


‘Damn!’ Glasson looked around at his exhausted crew. ‘Turn her back, lads!’


But the crew had already begun backing the Dafna the way she had come, and Fiona and the others lent their waning strength to the task.


As soon as the boat was afloat again Glasson turned to Fiona, spitting out seawater. ‘Girl! Fetch Barry, we’re one down!’


Fiona turned to run up the beach, but her gaze fell on Don’s discarded life jacket and, before she realised she was going to do it, she had stooped down and snatched it up. She struggled with it at first, on her way back down to the sea, but thanks to its larger size she was able to draw it on without help.


‘Hoi! No you don’t!’ Glasson tried to catch her arm as she splashed past him, but she was too quick for him.


‘I can help!’ she flung over her shoulder. ‘Quicker than fetching Barry!’


‘Your mother will skin me—’


‘Then don’t tell her!’


Glasson boosted her into the boat, glaring at her with an exasperation they both knew he had no time for, and a moment later the engine rattled into life once more and the Lady Dafna headed back out to sea. Davey Tregunna set to work signalling Pasco on shore, and Fiona pictured the coastguard skimming the rough seas with his telescope for any sign of a smaller boat in trouble, and getting ready to signal back.


Part of her felt guilty for the rush of fierce excitement poor Don’s plight had afforded her, but a larger part revelled in the sensation of the smacking of waves against the prow, and the salt spray that dashed across her face. The wind pulled at her old, thin coat beneath the cork vest, and she wished she’d had time to seize an oilskin as well, but if she’d stretched her luck too far she would have been left at the beach with the others, and this once-in-a-lifetime chance would have been and gone.


The boat’s speed made her dizzy; she’d last been out on it before it had been converted to petrol, when it had still been a pull-and-sail boat, and even though that hadn’t been on a rescue it had seemed to take forever to reach the open water beyond the headland. Now they were approaching the rocky outcrop within minutes, and the boat rose on the waves, slamming down into each trough hard enough to knock the breath from Fiona’s body. Her wet hands had been ripped from the rail with the first plunge, and were so frozen it had taken three attempts to lock her fingers around it again, but once she did, she hung on grimly for her life.


It was a miracle anyone spotted the drifting rowing boat through the ferocious swell, despite signals from the coast, which suddenly seemed a hundred miles away. But, just as Fiona thought they’d have to turn back, the helmsman shouted, and Glasson signalled to cut back on the engine. The roar settled to a loud rattle, and the boat slowed almost to a halt while everyone peered through the driving rain and blowing spray.


‘There!’ the helmsman yelled again, pointing away to the starboard side, and the Dafna began turning in that direction. Fiona, her teeth chattering so hard her jaw hurt, prised her icy fingers off the rail and made her uncertain way along the water-washed deck to where Glasson stood. She slipped as she reached him, and grabbed at his arm, immediately furious with herself for doing so, but he righted her without comment, and pointed.


Just ahead, and only visible as the Dafna slipped into a trough, a small rowing boat floated upside down, battered sideways and backwards at the whim of the tide, but with no sign of anyone in the water beside it.


‘Underneath!’ Glasson shouted back to the crew. ‘But I only saw two, they’re holding on to the seats, I think.’


‘How will we get close enough?’ Fiona yelled, blinking salt water out of her eyes. It was impossible; the Dafna was rising and plunging like a terrified horse, and the tiny rowing boat drifted farther away the longer they waited. But she soon saw that getting close enough was not on the minds of the lifeboat crew at all. The men were a blur of practised motion; barely a word passing between them as ropes were pulled from the end box at the bow, tied around Danny Quick and Andrew Kessel, and secured by the others.


Fiona swallowed hard, suddenly humbled. These men that she, and everyone else, would pass on the street with hardly a second look; who returned home without fanfare and calmly went about their usual business … These men were preparing to throw themselves into a violent, icy sea, with only a hastily tied rope to anchor them to relative safety. Knowing vaguely what they did when they were out here was one thing, but seeing it for herself gave Fiona a strong surge of emotion that was a little like love.


The two men eyed the swiftly disappearing rowing boat, nodded to one another, and a moment later they were both gone. Fiona cried out and instinctively lunged forward, but a large hand grasped her upper arm.


‘Don’t be stupid!’ Glasson growled. ‘Just keep watch.’


Fiona nodded, and turned to watch for signals from the coastguard’s lookout. It hardly seemed possible that under an hour ago she’d been back there herself, staring out to sea and yearning to be out here instead. The motion of the lifeboat was becoming more familiar under her feet, and she finally felt safe enough to stand without support as she stared through the rain towards the shoreline, but there were no flashing lights there now.


‘Not the day you’d choose to be out here,’ Damien Stone, the mechanic, observed with admirable calm.


‘It’s horrible,’ Fiona agreed, tucking her hands into her armpits.


‘I was thinkin’ more of the date. Friday the thirteenth,’ he added, when she looked at him blankly.


‘Oh!’ Fiona had never been particularly superstitious, but she knew it would have been the first thing her mother would have said, and she tried not to think about it now in case Mum was suddenly proved right.


A commotion behind her made her turn back, and she watched with growing fear as Bill Penneck and Damien joined forces to wrestle with one of the ropes. Without being asked, Fiona picked up the slack behind Damien and began pulling, aware she was doing very little to help. She heard a gruff laugh behind her, and Glasson eased her aside and took her place.


‘Just be ready,’ he told her, not unkindly. ‘First aid kit’s under there.’ He nodded to the end box, and Fiona scrambled forward and dragged out the large metal case, but before she could open it she heard distant shouts, cutting through the wind and the heavy slapping of the waves against the Lady Dafna. She rose from her kneeling position in time to see Bill and Damien reaching down to pull a limp form from Danny’s grasp.


‘One more,’ Danny gasped, before he slipped away again and struck out in the direction of the rowing boat.


While Bill and Damien returned their attention to the two ropes, Glasson bellowed for Fiona to bring the first aid box. The unconscious survivor was a man of indeterminate age, but certainly no younger than sixty; slight of build, with a ragged-looking beard, and dressed in a uniform of sorts. He would be lucky to have survived much longer in those icy temperatures; thank heaven for the petrol motor. Glasson made a brief examination, then ordered Fiona away to fetch a blanket while he stripped the man’s wet clothing. She hurried back to the end box, acutely conscious of every passing second, but when she returned, she was met with a minute shake of the head, and Glasson’s gaze dropped.


‘Too late,’ he said, so quietly Fiona wasn’t sure she’d heard properly over the sound of the wind. ‘Old fella probably had a heart attack.’


Fiona looked down, strangely unshy at the sight of the pathetic nakedness of the old man. Until ten minutes ago he’d been clinging to the upturned rowing boat with living, capable hands. Now all that strength and desperate hope was wasted, and he lay here nameless and empty. She felt a sudden rage, as strong and unpredictable as that earlier surge of pride, and a look at Glasson’s face told her that those feelings would never fade.


‘There’s still hope for the other,’ he said with surprising gentleness as he pulled a heavy tarpaulin across the body. ‘Be ready with that blanket.’


When Andrew and Danny appeared again, they were supporting an even smaller figure between them.


‘Little boy!’ Andrew shouted, and Bill and Damien pulled on their ropes with great care until they were able to relieve the exhausted men of their burden. The child was bleeding from a head wound; the water washed away the streak of blood, but it reappeared each time with frightening speed. Bill and Damien lifted him onto the deck, and then turned back to help their flagging crewmates pull themselves over the gunwale.


The child looked to be about twelve years old, with white-blond hair turning crimson as the blood soaked into it. It wasn’t until the wet clothing was summarily stripped away that they realised the slight figure was that of a girl. Glasson wrapped her in a dry blanket while Fiona rummaged for a bandage, and the girl’s clothing, along with a rather odd-looking necklace, was put into a box with a number scrawled in charcoal.


There was little they could do for the casualty now, beyond making their way back towards the shore as quickly as possible. Fiona lay with her arms around the child, to offer as much warmth as her own chilled body had to spare, and tried not to look at the still, shrouded figure of the dead man. He might have been this girl’s grandfather, and what she couldn’t comprehend was that they were there! He’d been alive when they pulled him out, so how could he be dead now? And if she felt this guilt so deeply, how must the others be feeling?


She raised her eyes to the two men who’d put their lives at risk, and once again felt that wash of shame that she had never truly understood what they did out here. Twenty-year-old Danny Quick, who’d habitually teased her back at the station until she’d crossly told him to ‘drop dead’, at which he’d roared with laughter and told her to be wary of what she wished for. Andrew Kessel sat beside him; Andrew, whose large family owned bakeries all over Cornwall and who boasted that one day he would oversee every one of them. He sat silent, huddled into a blanket, his head down, fatigue rendering him silent for once. Tomorrow he would be making people’s eyes roll again with his prideful declarations, but today he was a hero, and not one of those people would ever really know it.


The Lady Dafna crunched onto the sand and shingle of the beach, and Fiona found she had stiffened into the position in which she’d lain. It had not been more than a few minutes, but her clothes seemed to be frozen against her skin, and her muscles locked. Glasson lifted the girl up, and only then did Fiona find herself able to move, and she rolled to a kneeling position to watch as the girl was taken ashore. Danny helped her to her feet, without any of his usual flippant remarks, and Fiona mumbled her thanks, wishing she could tell him she understood now.


A miserable cry echoed across the bay as the girl woke, and Fiona’s limbs came to life. She slithered across the wet deck and jumped onto the beach, and when the girl at last opened her eyes, her terrified gaze fell first on Fiona. The eyes, wide and blue, remained fixed on Fiona’s face, and didn’t waver until someone – Tam Rowe, Fiona saw – unwrapped the bandage from her head. Then she tried to twist, to see who was touching her, but it must have cost her to move because she cried out again, and her eyes slipped shut.


‘Don’t worry,’ Fiona said, and took the girl’s hand. ‘You’re safe now. My name’s Fiona, what’s yours?’


The girl gave a single nod to indicate she’d heard and understood, but did not volunteer her own name. Instead a tiny sigh escaped her, and her hand went limp in Fiona’s.


‘It’s alright,’ Doctor Rowe said, lifting one of the girl’s eyelids. ‘I’d say it’s not as bad as it seems, but you can’t be too careful with a knocked head. We’ll take her to hospital; she’ll likely need a few stitches. Make haste if you’re coming.’


‘I ought to stay and help,’ Fiona began, looking around at the shore crew who were already working on restoring the Lady Dafna to her usual sea-going state.


‘I should tan your hide for sneaking on board like that,’ Glasson said grimly, making her jump. ‘Don’t you dare do it again.’


‘It was hardly sneaking,’ she pointed out.


‘Still, you can’t just—’


‘Please, don’t tell my mother,’ Fiona broke in. ‘She’d stop me coming here altogether.’


Glasson looked at her narrowly for a moment, then shrugged. ‘Up to you, maid.’ His expression softened. ‘You did alright, in the end.’ He looked over to where Doctor Rowe was settling the unconscious child in the back of Andrew’s bakery van. ‘Get on then, or you’ll miss your ride.’


The girl remained unconscious for the journey. Fiona couldn’t help fretting as she saw the growing red stain on the freshly applied bandage, and as she waited in the little side room at the hospital, she feared the worst. But the nurse who’d tended the girl assured her that there was no serious damage, and that the cut itself was shallow and wouldn’t need stitches after all.


‘Always seems worse, where the skin lies so close to the bone,’ she said. ‘You can go in and see her now if you like. How’s your sister, by the way?’ she added, as she led Fiona towards the girl’s bed. ‘She was a lovely patient, I’m sure lots of the nurses here would be glad to know how she’s getting on.’


‘A lovely patient?’ Fiona gave her an incredulous look, then saw the nurse was quite serious. ‘She’s doing well,’ she said. Clearly Bertie had been a lot easier to care for here than she’d so far been at home. Not that Fiona didn’t have sympathy for her in spades, of course, losing a leg was unimaginably awful, and she loved her sister dearly, but sometimes Bertie just made everything far more difficult than it needed to be.


They arrived at the girl’s bed, and Fiona’s first thought was that she looked like a doll lying there; so small, with the sheets still pulled tight as if she hadn’t moved at all. Her hair, now dry, stuck up white and fluffy above the bandage.


‘Hello, dear,’ the nurse said, drawing Fiona forwards. ‘This is Miss Fox, who came in with you after the accident.’


The girl ignored her. ‘What happened to the ship? Did it … did it sink?’


The nurse looked questioningly at Fiona, who shook her head. ‘No, it made it around the headland at least.’


The girl twisted her head on the pillow. Her face was almost as white as her hair, but her eyes looked more alert, and the bandage no longer seeped blood. She observed Fiona for a moment, without expression, but as soon as the nurse had melted away her face brightened in a startlingly sunny smile.


‘Hello, Miss Fox. And thank you for coming with me.’


‘You’re welcome.’ Fiona hesitated, unsure what to say now. Although such a short time had passed, the experience on the lifeboat seemed as if it had happened to someone else, and that she’d just been watching from the outside. ‘You can call me Fiona. What’s your name?’


The girl’s face clouded again. ‘I don’t know. The nurse tells me I’ll remember soon enough, so I’m not too worried.’


‘You don’t sound as if you’re from here,’ Fiona ventured, pulling up a chair. ‘I can’t tell what your accent is.’


The girl shrugged, then winced. ‘Remind me not to do that again,’ she said, and her grin reappeared. Fiona realised then that she was older than she’d first seemed, perhaps even the same age as Fiona herself; the face was heart-shaped, and the eyes childlike, but there was something in the way she spoke, and in the direct blue gaze, that belied her appearance.


‘They said they’re keeping me overnight,’ the girl told her. ‘But I’m perfectly well.’


‘I should think they’ll probably keep you until your memory’s come back,’ Fiona said. ‘They have your clothes safe in a box.’


Abruptly the girl’s hand went to her throat, and her eyes widened further, but now they looked distraught. ‘My necklace! Where’s—’


‘It’s safe,’ Fiona assured her quickly. ‘With your clothes. You were still wearing it when they took you from the sea.’


The girl subsided, but, witnessing her distress, the nurse returned. ‘I think the poor love needs to sleep now, Miss Fox. Come and see her again tomorrow.’


‘I will,’ Fiona promised. ‘If you’d like me to?’ she added, and the girl looked at her for an unsettlingly long moment before she nodded.


‘Yes, please. I don’t know anyone else.’


‘As far as you know, you don’t,’ the nurse pointed out. ‘You’re bound to be missed off that ship, and someone’ll come looking, don’t fret.’


Fiona realised the girl had yet to be told the rest of it. ‘How many of you were on the rowing boat?’


‘I don’t remember.’


‘What’s the last thing you do remember?’


‘Miss Fox, now’s not the time.’ The nurse gently urged her to her feet, and Fiona held out her hand to the girl.


‘I have to work tomorrow morning, but I’ll come after lunch. I hope I’ll find you fully recovered then.’


She stopped off at the lifeboat station on her way home, to pass on news of the girl, then walked slowly back to Fox Bay, growing more and more subdued as she relived the moment when she’d looked on the limp and lifeless form of the old man. She wondered how many others had struck out for safety in that tiny boat, how well the girl had known them, and if she knew yet that she’d been the only survivor.
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Fox Bay Hotel


Helen closed the office door, feeling like the keeper of the world’s best secret; Christmas was about to be turned on its head in the best possible way. In the meantime everything looked normal out in the lobby; guests were milling about waiting for friends, and Guy Bannacott was thumbing through the heavy guest book, while Martin Berry was wiping wet handprints off the counter top and scowling out at the weather.


Helen’s smile faded as she followed his gaze. ‘Is Fiona back yet?’ She hated the thought of her youngest daughter out there at the lifeboat station at any time, but in winter her fears doubled, and this had already been a more than usually vicious one … She pushed the significance of today’s date to the back of her mind, it wasn’t helping.


‘She came back a short while ago, Mrs Fox,’ he told her. ‘Her clothes were wet, so she went upstairs to change.’ Martin gave the wood a final wipe and dropped the cloth back beneath the counter.


‘Thank you. I’ll go and find her in a minute.’ Helen turned to Guy, unable to contain the news any longer. ‘You’ll never guess!’


Guy raised an elegant eyebrow. ‘You’d better tell me then.’


‘We’re having very special guests this Christmas. A couple of Hollywood film stars.’


‘We’ve had Hollywood before,’ he reminded her, and he was right of course, but they’d never had anyone quite like this.


‘Go on then,’ he said, with exaggerated indulgence. ‘Who is it?’


‘I’ll give you a clue.’ Helen tried to think of one. ‘Oh, I know.’ She put both hands to her face and opened her eyes as wide as they would go, her mouth an ‘O’ of apparent dismay. ‘Mercy, Aunt Mercy!’ Her American accent wasn’t anywhere near as good as Leah’s, in fact it was awful, but Guy looked suitably impressed, and Martin’s mouth dropped open, though not, Helen was sure, due to the accuracy of the impression.


‘Not Daisy Conrad?’


‘And Freddie Wishart,’ Helen said, looking directly at Guy, whose eyes widened slightly though he gave nothing else away. But Helen had seen the shelf in his room where he kept every issue of Motion Picture magazine that featured the fresh-faced young star. He sent away for them especially, and when they arrived he would devour every page with all the hunger of the movie fanatic he was. Once read, he left those in good enough condition in the guest sitting rooms, but the Freddie Wishart ones he kept.


‘Really?’ he murmured. ‘How exciting.’ His tone was dry, but Helen noticed his hand was trembling a little as he turned the page of the ledger. ‘We must make sure the first-floor rooms are beyond reproach, then. When do they arrive?’


‘Next Saturday. The twenty-first, that is, not tomorrow. The producer arrives on Monday.’


Martin shook his head. ‘Why on earth would they want to come here?’ He flushed as Helen raised an eyebrow. ‘I only meant to say—’


‘Don’t worry, I asked myself the same thing.’ She smiled to ease his embarrassment. ‘At first I thought it might be a way to escape prohibition over the holiday, but they could have gone anywhere, including any of the top London hotels, if they just wanted to get tight. The thing is, the producer of their next film is an old acquaintance of Harry’s.’ She waved the letter at Guy again. ‘The film is going to be set in an hotel just like this, and he’s keen to make sure the set is authentic. He’s flying Miss Conrad and Mr Wishart over early so they can get a feel for the place.’


‘Away from home over the holiday?’ Guy looked mystified. ‘Americans are rather fond of Christmas, I thought.’


‘They’ll be even fonder of it by the time this one’s over,’ Helen said, with determination. ‘At least, we’re going to do our best to make sure they are.’


After that impossibly difficult first year without Harry, Christmas at Fox Bay had gradually become the place to be. To all intents and purposes the hotel was closed, but each year twenty regular guests were invited to make bookings if they wished, and it was rare that such an opportunity was turned down. Society magazines were always trying to secure an invitation, even down to cultivating a relationship with the hotel throughout the rest of the year, but Fleur had the uncanny knack of sniffing them out and alerting Helen to a seemingly innocent booking. Fox Bay guests could be assured of their privacy, particularly over Christmas.


‘So, I’m to meet the famed Clifford Brennan, am I?’ Guy rubbed his hands. ‘He’s a genius, I’ve so much to ask him. His work on Stagehand Sally was—’


‘Wait a moment. Who?’


Guy gestured at the letter, a little impatiently. ‘The producer. He’s done all the Wishart–Conrad films.’


Helen had to smile at the way he switched the accepted order of the names around to put Freddie’s first. ‘No,’ she said, ‘this is a Mr Rex Kelly, he’s not worked with them before. Dangerous Ladies is his first since he took over this studio.’


‘Oh.’ After a flicker of disappointment, Guy rallied. ‘I’ve heard of him, at least. Oh, well. It’ll be wonderful to have them all over here.’


Helen handed him the letter. ‘It was all down to you, you know. Once you told Harry and Adam how the motion picture industry was taking off, there was no stopping them.’


‘I didn’t realise they’d all kept in touch after the investment fell through.’ Guy skimmed the note. ‘They’re staying a long-ish while, aren’t they? And it says here that they’ll be flying a child over after Christmas, too.’


‘Well they wouldn’t want to take him away from his family over the holiday, he’s only ten.’


‘Jimmy Haverford,’ Guy mused. ‘Never heard of him, but good grief, child stars can be obnoxious.’


‘Guy!’ Helen couldn’t help laughing. ‘Don’t forget your precious Freddie was a child star once.’


‘He was a child actor,’ Guy corrected her, with an aloof look. ‘The Boy at the Window was a piece of art. Freddie’s silent work with Stone Valley Pictures was—’


‘Well then,’ Helen broke in, ‘let’s not judge poor Master Haverford until we’ve seen his work. I’m sure there’ll be something about him in one of those magazines of yours. Anyway,’ she went on hurriedly, as a flush touched his features, ‘much as I’d like to stand here and chat about Hollywood all day, we both have work to do.’ She held out her hand for the letter. ‘Have you seen Fleur today?’


‘She went out for her afternoon walk early,’ Guy said. ‘She’s been doing that more and more lately.’ He pursed his lips, looking unusually hesitant. ‘I think perhaps it’s all the changes Mr Coleridge is making. It’s unsettling for her.’


‘It can’t be easy,’ Helen said, ‘stepping back even further than she did when we first came. But it’s not as if he’s changing the place beyond all recognition, it’s still the same but with a few improvements. And I suppose he’s perfectly within his rights. He did save the place for us.’


‘And you saved him from prison,’ Guy pointed out. ‘Don’t let him ride roughshod over your own plans. Or Fleur’s.’


Helen smiled a little at that. Sometimes Guy sounded more like a benevolent uncle, or even a father, than an employee, albeit a valued one. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t.’


She was still mulling over this promise as she added to the list of fresh produce they would need over the next few weeks; Beth Nancarrow would be over from Higher Valley within the hour, and Nicholas Gough, the head chef, would keep changing his mind about the menus. It was a wonder they ever got the ingredients in time.


Around her the kitchen seethed with activity; pots and pans crashing, steam hissing through tiny vents in lids, the odd curse as something caught on the edges, or a finger strayed too close to a knife or a burner. Mr Gough stood like an island in the very centre of it all, staring into the distance as if he looked out over a calm sea rather than this ocean of orchestrated chaos.


‘I think the cauliflower,’ he said at last. ‘Yes, the cauliflower.’


‘You’re sure?’ Helen’s pen hovered over her list, knowing she should have just written it down and walked away while she had the chance.


‘Absolutely. No, wait. I’ll … yes, the cauliflower.’


‘Mrs Fox?’ A maid appeared at her elbow. ‘Mr Nancarrow’s here. In the kitchen.’


‘Mr?’


‘The elder,’ the girl qualified, a faintly disappointed look on her face, and Helen couldn’t help smiling, the poor girl would evidently have preferred one of the twins. She saw Mr Gough’s mouth open to change his mind again, and took her chance. ‘Perfect timing, Milly, please tell him I’ll be through in a moment. Thank you, Mr Gough.’


She made a note on her paper and checked it through one last time, then went out to the staff kitchen to see Alfie, already furnished with a cup of tea. ‘Where’s Beth today?’


‘It’s Friday,’ he reminded her. ‘She’s visiting the same coven as your mother-in-law.’


‘Coven? Oh! The WI meeting.’ She shook her head by way of a mild reprimand, and sat down with a little groan of relief to be off her feet.


‘She told me before she left that they’ve apparently fixed a date for the memorial,’ Alfie said. ‘New Year’s Day.’


‘Ah, Fleur’s not mentioned that yet. Mind you, I’ve been a bit preoccupied, so we haven’t had chance to talk for a while.’ She nodded at his cup. ‘Any more where that came from?’


He twisted in his seat and lifted the teapot from the stand on the dresser behind him. ‘Some hostess you are,’ he observed as he passed her a cup. ‘And to think people talk of you up and down the county, you and your immaculate manners.’


‘That’s not me,’ she said, taking a blissful sip. ‘I have someone who dresses up and pretends to be me, being nice to people while I lurk in my turret and make dastardly plans to annoy my head chef.’


‘Well to be fair, you can be a bit of a tyrant.’


‘You just wait,’ Helen said, her eyes narrowed dangerously, ‘you haven’t met that side of me yet, but you just might one day.’


He grinned. ‘Let’s see the list, then.’


‘For goodness’ sake don’t tell me you haven’t enough cauliflower, or Nicholas will resign on the spot.’ She passed him the much crossed-out and blotched order sheet, and he scanned it and tucked it into his jacket pocket. ‘Should be alright. I’ll check with Beth when she gets back and let you know if you need to have words with your chef again.’ He linked his fingers around his teacup, which looked tiny in his grasp. ‘How are things here? It’s been a while since I’ve come down.’


‘Oh, you know. Busy.’ Helen felt a little guilty when she compared her ‘busy’ with that of the Nancarrows. ‘How are the boys?’


‘Jory’s still being a bit of a tearaway.’ He shrugged. ‘He’ll grow out of it, hopefully before he lands himself in trouble. Jowan, well … Has your stubborn daughter forgiven him for being an idiot yet?’


Beth would never have phrased the question in this way, despite their long-time business partnership, but then Beth hadn’t been with her when Bertie had almost died, hadn’t held the girl’s blood-soaked and writhing form as they’d struggled to get her into the van without hurting her further … And Beth hadn’t stayed with Helen at the hospital, and given her somewhere to weep where no one would see. Alfie was a friend, and he knew them well enough to speak the bald truth.


‘I think she realised long ago that she had nothing to forgive him for. But—’ she shrugged ‘—you know Bertie, she finds it easier to feel she has to make her own way, it’s so hard for her to accept that someone truly cares for her.’


He nodded slowly. ‘She’s a complicated young woman, I’ve come to realise that over the years.’ His eyes were kind on hers. ‘But you’re not just thinking about Jo now, are you?’


‘Well, Leah too. And … ’ Helen lowered her face, so as not to let the hurt show. ‘And yes, there’s me.’


‘She knows,’ he said quietly. ‘Just give it time.’


Helen nodded, and sensing melancholy creeping into the conversation she summoned a brisk tone. ‘Speaking of time, I’m running out of it. And I’m sure you have better things to do as well, than sitting here in the warm, drinking tea.’


‘Me? I certainly do.’ He stood up and lifted his work jacket off the back of the chair. ‘I’ve got a drainage ditch to finish, a dry stone wall to build, and some roof tiles to fasten down. Oh, and there’s always the joy of moving the pigs out while we finish fixing up their sty.’


‘There, you see?’ Helen rose too, and picked up his empty cup to carry it to the sink. ‘You have such an easy life. Spare a thought for me, won’t you? Planning all these parties and dinners, struggling with endless cushion plumping, and having to make vital decisions about whether to greet guests with a Dom Pérignon, or a Moët.’


Alfie paused, his jacket half-on, and adopted a dismayed look. ‘Oh no! I’ve just remembered we have no cauliflower.’


She started to protest, then shook her head and laughed. ‘You just would too, wouldn’t you?’


‘Will you tell Mr Gough, or shall I?’


He ducked out of the door before she could throw her tea towel at him.


That evening, after she’d gratefully handed the reins of management to Ben, she took a well-earned gin and orange over to her favourite alcove in the lounge, and sat down with a sigh of relief. Normally Leah would have joined her, but she and Adam had gone to Bude to see the sound version of a film called Atlantic, apparently based on the real-life tragedy of the Titanic. Helen shuddered; she couldn’t think of a worse night’s “entertainment” than watching hundreds of people drowning. She couldn’t imagine it was Leah’s cup of tea either, but that woman would go to the ends of the Earth to make Adam Coleridge happy.


‘Helen? Might I join you?’


She looked up to see Fleur hovering uncertainly by the vacant chair, and nodded, surprised. ‘Of course. You needn’t ask.’


‘You looked a little … distant.’ Fleur sat down and placed her own drink on the gleaming square table. ‘I didn’t like to intrude on your thoughts.’


‘Not at all. I was just thinking about this film Adam and Leah have gone to see. Sounds dreadful.’


‘It’s Adam I wanted to talk to you about,’ Fleur admitted. She twisted her fingers into the rope of pearls at her neck, and didn’t say any more for a moment. Helen waited, and finally Fleur found the words she was looking for. ‘You know I’m fond of him, but I don’t like what he’s doing.’


‘Ah. Guy did mention he thought you might be finding it unsettling.’


‘Guy could always read my moods,’ Fleur said, and a fond smile banished some of the shadows on her face. ‘Though it’s not so much the changes themselves, it’s more … how quickly he’s doing it. As if he’s had it in the back of his mind for ages.’


‘You know Adam. Once he has the bit between his teeth there’s no stopping him.’


‘But he only owns half of the hotel, Helen. You own the other half, do you like what he’s doing?’


‘Mostly, yes. He has the interests of the guests at heart, they’ll enjoy their own private, sectioned-off pool area when the tide’s in. Not everyone enjoys jumping in the waves, it’s nice to be able to swim.’


‘And what of that thing he’s building on the beach?’


‘It does make sense to have a decking area. You know people are always asking if we really do own that beach, so to have the Fox emblem engraved in the wood means no one need waste their time. And he’s doing it tastefully, you must admit.’


‘So you agree with all these changes, and the cost of them.’


Helen sighed. ‘You know cost isn’t really an issue.’ Since Adam had sold the farmland to Mr Pagett, his finances had rocked back onto an even keel. She eased aside the niggling reminder that she only had Adam’s word for it that Hartcliffe’s books had been adjusted, and subtly enough that Simon Hill had no suspicion that Adam had temporarily embezzled such a huge sum of money. He insisted it was being paid back, albeit gradually.


‘Besides,’ she went on, ‘we’re going from strength to strength guest-wise. You’ve heard who’s coming to stay, and for how long?’


‘Of course.’ Fleur picked up her drink again. ‘But you must remember that what they’re paying for, you have to give them. They’re going to expect the freshest food, the most luxurious linens, the top-quality service … It’s not going to be free money.’


‘I know that,’ Helen said patiently. ‘But it’s no more than every other guest gets. And they’re staying for six weeks! Besides, once they go home they’re sure to point out what a marvellous time they had. Word will get out, as it has done before. People will want to see for themselves – not all that glitzy set like to stay in London every time, they get enough of the high life at home.’


After a pause, Fleur nodded. ‘I hope you’re right.’


‘It’s not really the cost though, is it?’ Helen ventured, but Fleur didn’t reply, nor did she have to.


Since mending those long-broken fences with Adam, Helen had given in to almost every suggestion he’d made for the hotel. She had wanted to step on some of his ideas, just to try and reestablish some authority, but the truth was they were all good ideas, and all affordable.


Fleur had always liked Adam well enough, as she was keen to point out, but it was obvious she was finding it hard watching everything she’d known from the age of seventeen changing before her eyes. When Robert first opened this place … was becoming a familiar phrase, and Helen had to remind herself not to dismiss Fleur’s fond memories, yet it was impossible to argue with the tale told by the accounting books; the hotel was flourishing, even now, during this time of financial instability.


‘Adam’s going to visit his family in Leith tomorrow,’ she said. ‘He’ll be away for about a week, I think. But when he gets back I’ll … we’ll, keep an eye on him. I’m not going to discount something that works, just because Adam suggested it.’ She softened her tone. ‘But I promise that neither am I going to let him ride roughshod, as Guy puts it, over the way you and Robert built this place up.’


‘I know, love,’ Fleur said, though her smile was a little forced. She sat back in her seat and changed the subject. ‘Did I tell you we have a date now, for the war memorial?’


Helen nodded. ‘Well, Alfie told me. New Year’s Day. It’ll be wonderful to have that, at last.’


‘It’s taken a long while,’ Fleur said. ‘Most of the families have been contacted, and Daniel’s name will be on it, of course. I hope Leah takes some comfort from that. How are she and Bertie getting along now?’


‘Much better. Bertie doesn’t need Leah nearly as much anymore, and Leah has finally persuaded her, I think, to go and see the consultant about getting a prosthetic made.’


‘Good. That will change things.’


‘She’ll still never ride a motorcycle again,’ Helen said quietly. ‘And that’s what she misses the most. I have no illusions that having a new limb will turn her back into the girl she was.’


Her throat caught on the words, as a picture of a younger Bertie, still Roberta, flashed into her mind, fierce concentration on her face as she got to grips with the basics of riding her first bicycle. She had moved on to the Nancarrow boys’ motorcycle all too soon, and Helen had felt sick for a long time seeing it, but the first time Roberta had successfully kick-started the old machine was the first time Helen had seen true happiness on her daughter’s face since Harry had died.


‘She’ll be able to go back to work at the telephone exchange,’ Fleur said. ‘And that will take her back out into the world again with Sally and her other friends. Who knows what could happen then? A nice new beau, even.’


‘I’m sorry she and Jowan have become so distant from one another.’ Helen stood up and stretched her aching back. ‘He steadied her, and she adored him. Still does.’


‘She’ll soon learn she was foolish to push him away.’ Fleur rose too. ‘Well, I’m going to have a chat with Guy about the Christmas Eve dinner. Do you have any messages?’


Helen shook her head. ‘I’ve got to make preparations for Mr Kelly, he’s coming on Monday.’


‘Why are they coming, anyway?’


Helen told her what she’d told Guy, adding, ‘The film is supposed to be some kind of crime caper. Daisy plays an English character, and Mr Kelly thinks it will be good for them to spend some time in England, and in the same kind of setting as the film. Besides, Daisy needs to learn an authentic English accent, so Leah will be put to work there, I think.’


‘That’s quite some dedication to the craft,’ Fleur mused.


‘Maybe that’s not the real reason they’re coming,’ Helen said with an exaggeratedly mysterious air. ‘Maybe Mr Wishart secretly plans to propose marriage to Miss Conrad, and doesn’t want the eyes of the world on him while he does it.’


‘For heaven’s sake don’t share that theory with Guy!’ The last of Fleur’s tension dissipated in a chuckle. ‘Well then, we’re going to have to pay close attention to that young pair, and be first to offer our services for a wedding reception.’ She gave Helen a sly smile. ‘And you can tell Mr Coleridge that was my idea.’
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Fiona wondered, all the way into the village, why she had lied; she’d done nothing wrong, after all. She’d been working, and thinking about yesterday’s rescue with a rush of remembered excitement, when Miss Tremar had come to call her to the telephone.


Martin had looked at her quizzically as he’d passed her the receiver. ‘It’s the police, Miss Fox. For you.’


The police? She’d listened in growing surprise, then handed the phone back with a few mumbled words about some lost property from yesterday. ‘Nothing important, but I’d better go now. Please tell my mother for me.’


Once in the village she turned up the path to the police house, her heart hammering, glancing around to see if anyone was taking any notice. She didn’t see anyone looking at her; those who were out and about were hurrying to complete their own errands before the rain started again. Fiona sloshed through several sizeable puddles that had gathered in the uneven slate paving, flicking water off the toes of her boots.


In all the time she’d lived at Fox Bay she’d never had any reason to actually go into the police house, and had no idea what to expect; in her mind it had always shown itself as an implausibly huge place behind the unremarkable façade, split into barred cells filled with snarling captives.


Instead she found herself in a short hallway, with a telephone on a table, and with only one other door. She pushed it open, and stared around a square, plain room featuring a small counter top, a single cupboard, and a large desk where the constable sat writing up notes.


He looked up, smiled briefly, and put down his pen. ‘Thank you for coming, Miss Fox. I’d have had to take her over to the station in Bude otherwise, and it’s just me today. She’d have been in there ’til suppertime.’


In where? Fiona couldn’t see any other door in the room, apart from the one she’d come in through. No cells, no vicious-looking villains. ‘What has she done?’ She took the seat Constable Quick indicated, but sat forward on the edge of it, her hands clasped tightly. ‘I thought she was staying in hospital for a few days.’


‘I don’t know about that. All I know is she was found nickin’ stuff in Mrs Burch’s, and Mrs Burch marched her over here herself.’


‘And she asked for me, specifically?’


‘More like we told her if she didn’t have someone to speak up for her, she’d be taken over to Bude like I said. She gave us your name.’


‘So where is she now?’


‘In the shed,’ Constable Quick said mildly. He caught Fiona’s appalled expression, and grinned. ‘Don’t fret, miss. It’s not as bad as it sounds. It’s just what we call the place where we hold people until we can take them over to the station.’


‘Oh!’ Fiona relaxed a little. ‘So it’s not actually a shed, then?’


‘Certainly is.’ Constable Quick opened the drawer in his desk and took out a set of keys. ‘I gather my boy was the one dragged her out,’ he said, unmistakeable pride in his voice as they crossed the yard. ‘Was you there, then? On the beach when they came in?’


Fiona silently thanked Danny for keeping quiet about her reckless dash for a place on the lifeboat. ‘I was there, yes,’ she said truthfully. ‘That’s why the girl knows my name.’


‘Even if she don’t know hers, eh?’ Quick fitted the key into the lock of a small but sturdy-looking outhouse, and Fiona heard a scrabbling from the other side of the door, as if the girl inside had scrambled to her feet. ‘It’s quite cosy in there,’ Quick assured her, noticing her frown. ‘Not so cruel as it seems from out here.’


The door creaked open, and Fiona saw that there was indeed a pleasant enough room beyond; electric light, a bunk, an armchair, and a pile of books and magazines. But no windows, and no clock – it would be hard for anyone to know how much time had passed.


The girl was now dressed in a frock that had probably looked nice on its original owner, but hung off her slender frame like an overly floral sack. It drooped almost to the floor, but didn’t quite cover the tatty-looking boots Fiona remembered from yesterday. The white-blonde hair sticking up in clumps added to the appearance of a Victorian street urchin; no wonder Mrs Burch had kept an eye on her. But nothing could disguise the beauty of the large, bruised-blue eyes, the finely pointed chin, or the calm poise with which the girl held herself.


Her worried face broke into a smile as she saw Fiona. ‘I’m so glad you came!’


‘What happened?’ Fiona accepted the enthusiastic embrace awkwardly. ‘Why were you trying to steal—’


‘Time for that later,’ Constable Quick said. ‘Come with me, miss, I’ve got your belongings back in the office, and you need to sign a form.’


He led the way back to the house, and the girl turned her face up to the overcast sky as she and Fiona followed, blinking in pleasure at the dull, half-light of the hidden sun.


‘You’ve only been in there an hour,’ Fiona pointed out, amused. ‘You’re behaving as if you’ve been locked up for days!’


‘Oh, but it felt like it,’ the girl said. ‘I didn’t know you’d come, you see, and all I could think about was, what if they put me in prison?’


‘Why did you leave hospital then?’


They’d reached the house now, and the girl slipped her arm through Fiona’s. ‘I’ll tell you everything. But you must tell the constable that you’ll have me to stay at your house, otherwise he won’t let me go.’ She tightened her hold. ‘Promise me you will?’


Fiona struggled for something to say, but in the end she could only shrug. ‘Alright.’


Back in the office, Constable Quick assured the girl they were doing all they could to contact her family. ‘The main trouble is, the captain of that ship you escaped from has no knowledge of you,’ he said, eyeing her disapprovingly, ‘so that’s no help. Stowaway, were you?’


The girl held her hands up, helpless. ‘I don’t feel as if I could do something like that, but I suppose I must have been.’


‘And there were no survivors from that little boat to vouch for you, either.’


At this, the girl paled and she blinked rapidly. ‘None?’


‘How many of you were there?’


‘I, I don’t remember.’ She pressed her fingers to the plaster at her hairline.


‘What do you remember?’


The girl chewed at her lip. ‘I think I can remember climbing in. Unless I dreamed that, and I did have some fierce dreams last night. Someone was helping me, an old man, that was real enough.’ She leaned forward. ‘Didn’t he survive, at least?’


‘They brought him onto the lifeboat,’ Fiona said gently, ‘but I’m sorry to say he died soon after. There was no one else left when the rescuers swam out to you.’


‘’Twas my boy saved you, you know,’ Quick said, that pride creeping into his voice again. ‘Him and Andrew Kessel between ’em. If it weren’t for that fact I doubt I should be so lenient.’ He turned to Fiona. ‘Now, the young lady here remembered your name from the hospital, and I’ve told her that, if you was prepared to come in here today and take her home, and keep her out of bother ’til she remembers where she came from, she’d be allowed to go free. Will you sign to that effect? You don’t have to,’ he added. ‘Not at all. Your choice.’


Fiona glanced at the girl and saw such pleading in her face that she silenced the questions in her mind, and scribbled her name on the form.


‘Thank you,’ Quick said, scooping up the page and signing his own name. He passed it to the girl, who pulled a face and put a cross next to where Quick had written: unknown survivor (female), RMS Drake, Plymouth.


‘Do you know what happened to make the ship dangerous?’


Fiona shook her head. ‘No. Danny said he couldn’t work out why it would have floundered so badly, even in a storm like that. Mr Glasson said it was probably something about the steering gear being put out.’


‘But it made shore safely?’ the girl persisted.


Quick nodded. ‘Docked off Porthstennack, last I heard. Glasson said the engineers were working on it, but he don’t know how long it’ll take.’ The constable slipped the form into a file and closed it. ‘Right, on you go, I’ve got work to be doing.’


The two girls pushed their chairs back and thanked him. ‘It looks like rain,’ Fiona added. ‘Would you mind if I telephoned for Guy to come for us?’


‘From here?’ Quick gave her a meaningful look. ‘I don’t think you want that, do you? If I were you I’d call from here, then get across to Mrs Burch’s, say your sorries, and get picked up from there.’ He pointed through the open office door, to the telephone on the hall table.


‘Who’s Guy,’ the girl asked, ‘your brother?’


‘No, he’s—’


‘Oh! While I think on.’ Constable Quick opened the cupboard and removed the box Fiona had last seen on the lifeboat. ‘Here, your things. Mind you call in at the shop and apologise now.’


‘Alright,’ the girl sighed, but she seized the box eagerly. ‘Thank you.’ She looked as if she were dying to open it and rummage through her belongings, but was probably aware it would appear rude. As if she didn’t trust those who were helping her.


‘Guy will collect us in ten minutes,’ Fiona said when she’d replaced the receiver, and together they hurried across the square to Mrs Burch’s post office and grocery shop. Fiona made the girl promise not to mention her by name, and then waited outside.


‘What do I call you?’ she asked, when the girl emerged, red-faced and quiet. ‘I can’t just call you, survivor, female, can I?’


‘You could call me … Amy.’


‘Why Amy?’


The girl looked nonplussed. ‘Why not? You wanted a name, didn’t you? It’s the first thing that popped into my head. Why didn’t you want me to give her your name in the shop, anyway?’


‘We can’t let my mother find out you were caught stealing.’ Fiona stared up the road for sight of Guy’s motor. ‘She won’t even have you to stay for tea if she does, and Mrs Burch is married to our handyman, so the first whiff of it getting to him would put the cat among the pigeons. We can just tell her you were let out of hospital.’ This time the lie felt more like a fun, shared secret, and she had the feeling she was going to enjoy it; she was beginning to see why Leah had so much fun play-acting.


‘Do you think you’re an habitual thief?’ she went on, curious. ‘I mean, why not just telephone me from the hospital and ask me to come? Why leave at all? Where were you going to go?’


‘There’s no need for all these questions at once,’ Amy grumbled. ‘Let’s get back to your house and talk there. Have you any clothes I could borrow? Oh!’ She stopped dead, and eyed Fiona’s favourite, tatty coat. ‘Will you have enough room for me?’


Fiona suppressed a smile. ‘We have plenty of room. Look, Guy’s here.’


The Alfa Romeo drew to a smooth halt outside Mrs Burch’s, and Guy climbed out; Amy’s face was a picture when she saw his debonair manners and sharp, up-to-the-minute suit, and she turned to Fiona. ‘How big is your house?’


‘Good afternoon, miss.’ Guy held the door open for them to scramble into the back, then returned to the driving seat without asking questions. Seeing Amy burning with them, however, Fiona supplied the introductions.


‘Guy, this is Amy, who they rescued on the Dafna yesterday. I said she could stay with us a while. Amy, this is Mr Bannacott. A very good friend of the family, and an absolute brick for driving out to pick us up. Thank you, Guy.’


Guy nodded and started the engine, saying nothing as they drove back down the winding lane. After only a few minutes, which would have been at least twenty if they’d been walking, he slowed and turned off the main road. They swept up the long driveway towards the front of the hotel, and Fiona smiled as Amy’s awed gaze went to the large new sign that Uncle Adam had had made, that stood on the closely cropped grass halfway up the drive.


[image: image]


‘Fox Bay. As in … ?’


‘As in Fiona Fox, yes.’


‘Gosh.’ Amy stared at the building as they stopped outside the front door. ‘It’s massive!’


Fiona’s rare sense of pride swelled. ‘It is, isn’t it?’


‘But not very pretty.’


Guy’s eyes met Fiona’s in the rear-view mirror and slid away, expressionless, but Fiona had to admit Amy was right; the exterior was impressive, but not particularly attractive apart from the soaring arches of the cloisters that ran the length of the building. ‘No, I suppose not.’ She peered through the freshly falling drizzle at the former monastery. ‘Not from the outside at least. But wait until you see inside.’


‘I can’t believe anyone actually lives in a hotel.’


‘We moved from Bristol when I was six,’ Fiona said. ‘It’s quite famous, you know,’ she added, a little defensively.


‘I suppose that depends on how rich you are,’ Amy said, and Fiona thought she detected a faint note of bitterness.


‘Well, for all you know you might live somewhere just as grand,’ she pointed out.


‘That’s true.’ Amy brightened a little. ‘I might even have come to stay here in the past, perhaps the inside will remind me.’ She looked at the smaller, but just as elegant, painted glass door to the side of the huge revolving doors. ‘Why do you have two doors right next to each other?’


‘My mum and Uncle Adam had that new one put in when my sister had an accident earlier this year. She uses a wheelchair now, so the steps and the revolving door are both a problem for her.’ She pointed to the smooth, Cornish slate-paved slope. ‘That means Bertie can come and go by herself.’


‘Bertie’s a girl?’ Amy grinned. ‘Perhaps I should pick something more interesting than Amy too.’


Fiona led the way into the hotel, gratified now at Amy’s awed reaction to the familiar surroundings. Deep, comfortable sofas were carefully placed for light and view, and strewn with gilt-edged cushions; drapes made from white and gold silk framed the tall, angular mirrors; the walnut-topped reception desk dominated one wall, its brass fittings polished to a high shine and the light and dark mottled wood gleaming with a satin finish.


The entire lobby had the look of quiet elegance, and smelled of winter spices, perfume, and rich tobacco, and smartly turned out guests were either signing out, or seated in little groups as they waited for transport to the railway station.


‘In another hour or so the Plymouth train will arrive in Trethkellis,’ Fiona explained, ‘and then we’ll have our last regular guests of the year before the Christmas fun starts.’


Amy’s face fell, and Fiona silently berated herself. Amy must be distraught at not being able to contact her family, and with Christmas fast approaching it must be doubly hard. ‘We’ll work on bringing your memory back,’ she said gently. ‘Let’s go and find you a room.’


‘Will it be near you?’ Amy hung back, looking worried.


‘Well, we – that is, the family and live-in staff – have rooms on the third floor. They’re just normal, not nearly as nice as the guest rooms.’


‘I don’t mind. Can we share?’


‘But you won’t have to pay—’


‘Can we?’


‘Of course, if you really want to. I’ll have another bed brought into my room. Are you worried about those dreams you were talking about?’


‘A bit.’


Fiona nodded and squeezed Amy’s arm. ‘Come on, then. We’ll find Mum and tell her what’s happening.’


‘Is she nice, your mother?’ Amy still looked reluctant. ‘Will she be cross?’


‘Not in the least. She’s busy, we have some really important and exciting guests coming next week, but she’ll want to meet you.’


She led the way behind the counter and knocked at the office door. Her mother called out for her to come in, and Fiona smiled back at Amy and dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Don’t worry.’


Her mother did look somewhat distracted. ‘Is this important? Because I’ve a dozen things to do before lunch. And, by the way, where did you … oh!’ Her expression softened when she saw Amy, hovering slightly behind Fiona. ‘Hello, who’s this?’


‘This is the girl they rescued off the cargo ship yesterday.’ Fiona briefly explained everything, except the shoplifting part and Constable Quick’s involvement, implying instead that she’d fetched Amy from the hospital. ‘So,’ she finished hopefully, ‘I thought I’d ask a couple of the bell boys to bring the bed from Miss Tremar’s old room, now that she’s living in the village.’


‘Good idea,’ Mum said, ‘but see you don’t trouble them until after the new guests are settled. After lunch will be soon enough.’


‘Thank you so much, Mrs Fox,’ Amy put in shyly. ‘I hope I won’t bother you for long.’


‘Well you must stay just as long as you need to, but I hope you’ll find it all comes back to you soon, so you can go home to your family in time for Christmas.’


‘Oh, so do I!’


‘You can help me with my work,’ Fiona said, as they left the office. ‘I’ll give you half my pay, and we’ll have twice as much time for me to show you around.’


Upstairs in Fiona’s room, Amy at last opened her box, and her expression melted into relief as she reached in and took out the unusual necklace Fiona had noticed before.


‘Is that … is it a spoon?’ Fiona asked, as Amy fastened it around her neck. It certainly looked like the tarnished bowl of a serving spoon that had probably once been a bright silver.


Amy nodded, and when she didn’t elaborate, Fiona shrugged and opened her wardrobe. ‘That dress is hanging off you. Here.’ She withdrew one of the dresses she rarely wore, and held it up to Amy’s chin. ‘That’ll do, we’ll find some more later. Meantime get out of that thing you’re wearing, and I’ll take everything to be washed.’


She left Amy alone to change while she took the clothing to the laundry, but halfway down the stairs a thought struck her, and she stopped, remembering how, from the start, Amy had fretted over the safety of that pendant. How did she remember it was so important to her, if she had no idea who she was? A little chill tickled at the base of her spine; this game didn’t seem quite so much fun after all, when she was one of the people being lied to.
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