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			Save a stranger from the sea


			And he’ll turn your enemy


			 


			 


			 


			 


			Loving and caring for a stranger gives 
us a chance to entertain angels.


			Heb. 13:1–2


			 


		




		

			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			Part One


			 


			Jaunty


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


		


	

		

			 


			 


			 


			 


			 Prologue 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			As a sailing boat tacked in the mouth of Frenchman’s Creek, it lost wind and the incoming tide carried the lugger onwards, bathing it in the afternoon sunlight. Jaunty squinted but it made no difference. Colour would not return to the scene. The world had become monochromatic grey, if there was such a thing. There must be, for everything was just a different blend of light and shadow. Her brain and her eyes received the same stimulus as before but something was now lost in the translation.


			The sail appeared dark so she knew it wasn’t white. Maybe it was crimson. She closed her eyes, capturing the image like a faded black-and-white photograph. The lines of the boat were so familiar – but it couldn’t be Jezebel. Pain stabbed her heart, forcing open what was locked away, almost forgotten. That was too long ago and Jaunty wasn’t even sure her memories were true. It would have been a blessing if her mind had gone when she had fallen and hit her head instead of the ability to see colour.


			Her chest tightened. She coughed and it eased. She looked out to the terrace where bees frantically moved from one lavender flower to another, reminding her that there was so little time. Sitting down at her desk, she picked up a pen and began to write. Her hand shook. Gone were the rounded shapes of her letters. They were replaced by jagged lines and sharp spikes where they shouldn’t be.


			The time has come to tell the truth. For years the lie has been everything and the truth existed only in my thoughts. But now that the end is close, I need to explain before it is too late and the truth, such as it is, dies with me. 
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			School uniforms and rucksacks filed past the graveyard gates across the street three storeys below. Even now, fourteen years since Gabe had last worn a uniform, she remembered the scratch of the woollen fabric of her kilt against her legs and the dig of the straps of her bag into her shoulders. She held the phone to her ear and it rang again. It would take her grandmother, Jaunty Blythe, at least six rings to reach the table where the Bakelite handset sat. Jaunty would not be far away, but she had become so frail of late that getting out of her chair by the big picture window was an effort.


			On the fifth ring, Gabe turned towards the packing boxes scattered around her. The removers would arrive tomorrow – with a crane to get her piano out of the window. How many years ago had they done the reverse? Four years? Time flies when you’re not looking.


			‘Manaccan 325.’


			‘Hello, Jaunty.’ Gabe smiled. No one answered the phone that way any more. It really wasn’t relevant or precise. But it did put off cold callers if they had allowed the phone ring long enough for Jaunty to answer it. Their confusion, Gabe was sure, gave her grandmother a small bit of pleasure. And when it was the glass people calling about replacement windows or conservatories that Jaunty didn’t want and couldn’t afford, she would lapse into fluent French, German or Italian. She had never explained to Gabe how she had become fluent in so many languages. Her reply had always been, ‘I had an ear for it, dear.’


			‘Gabriella, how lovely to hear from you.’


			Gabe noted a breathless tremor in her grandmother’s voice. 


			‘How are you?’ Gabe asked, knowing that she would not receive a true answer.


			‘Well enough, thank you.’


			Gabe pictured her grandmother pulling her thin body up as straight as she could. Even at the age of ninety-two she maintained a remarkable posture and grace which Gabe envied. When Gabe had been on stage she’d tried to project Jaunty’s poise, to hold it to her like an invisible cloak that would protect her. She grimaced. She hadn’t performed on a stage in four years – life had taken a different route and now Gabe used that aloofness like a garment every day. It served her well.


			‘I’ve just had a call from Mrs Bates.’ Gabe took a deep breath. ‘She told me you refused to have your prescription refilled.’ Gabe sat on a large cardboard box. Everything in the top floor flat was packed and ready. Not that there was much: a piano, a keyboard and, of course, a few of Jaunty’s paintings. These were Gabe’s most important belongings. Gabe had packed the boxes with her books and fragments of her old life and it had been strange sifting through old programmes, scores, press cuttings, reviews and cast photos. There had even been a dried yellow rose from the bouquet that Jaunty had sent her after her first opera at the conservatory – in year one Gabe had risen above the chorus of brilliant voices to have a solo role. Now echoes of her former self were shoved in a box labelled BITS. It wasn’t much, but then it had only been the beginning. 


			‘I don’t need the wretched stuff any more.’ Jaunty coughed. ‘It gives me indigestion and there is little enough left in life that I can enjoy and food is one of them.’


			‘Did the doctor approve this?’ Gabe knew the answer before Jaunty replied.


			‘No.’


			‘Jaunty, you have diabetes. I don’t need to tell you what that means.’


			‘No, you don’t.’


			Gabe closed her eyes, hoping this was just Jaunty having a moment of stubbornness. Despite her age and her diabetes, she had been in good shape until quite recently. ‘OK, I won’t tell you. I’ll be there tomorrow evening and we’ll talk about it then.’


			‘I don’t know why you’re doing this. I’m fine on my own. This is foolish! No, it’s downright stupid.’ Jaunty took a raspy breath. ‘The young should be in London and living, not becoming hermits in remote cabins.’


			Gabe sighed. ‘You lived there when you were young.’


			‘Things were different. I was a war widow with a child, not a single woman.’


			‘So you’ve said, and you can say it again tomorrow and each day thereafter.’


			‘Am I repeating myself ?’


			‘Only when you have a point to make.’ Gabe knew Jaunty wouldn’t let go of this and she also understood that Jaunty didn’t want to accept that financially they could no longer afford to run two homes. Her grandmother was no longer painting and had only a small pension, and Gabe’s income fluctuated – composing music for commercials wasn’t steady – so selling the flat in London made sense. She didn’t need to be there to do her job and it would give them a good financial buffer.


			‘I’ll see you tomorrow night – and keep taking your pills. Mrs Bates will be round shortly with your supply.’ Before Jaunty could argue, Gabe put the phone down. She couldn’t escape the feeling that her grandmother was giving up. It was one of the reasons Gabe knew this move to Cornwall was the right thing to do. Jaunty needed help, but she was too set in her ways to let anyone from the village assist with more than running errands and a bit of cleaning. 


			 


			Out of the window Jaunty could see the creek, the opposite shore, and the river beyond. These views kept her sane and had been her constant companion for almost seventy years. There had been so much to hide. This place, the water and the trees, had helped to conceal her secrets. The river hadn’t changed and the view had only differed with the addition of several farm buildings and a few new houses built across the river. The creek and the riverbed had silted up as the rains had washed the fields, yet to her eye the soul of the river, the water itself, remained the same. She laughed. Of course that was completely wrong. The water refreshed with each tide and every heavy downpour. The unaltering but all-changing nature of the river was her life. It held her memories, and its beauty had provided inspiration and solace.


			Rotating the pen, she studied her fingers. Once they had been one of her best features, but now rheumatism and liver spots covered the thin skin and her joints looked overlarge on the long digits. She moved the pen above the paper. Where should she begin? There was so much to tell and even now she wasn’t sure if she wanted to. What was the benefit? There was none, she thought; it would just provide the relief that would come from confessing. Except, maybe, Gabriella needed to know. It might help her.


			I was born Jeanette Maria Christina in Rome. I was baptised by Pope Benedict XV, which made my mother’s family very happy and angered my father’s parents. Their only consolation was that I was not the son and heir they so desperately wanted, and my early life was spent almost exclusively in Europe.


			Jaunty looked up, picturing the large apartment in Milan with its grand windows and its smell of ground almonds, until what was actually in front of her erased the past. An egret walked along the opposite bank, its stark whiteness dramatic against the mud. Jaunty couldn’t feel the colour any more. It was as if the world were flat. She was empty and the mud was mud, not crimson, Prussian blue, Hooker’s green and burnt umber with a hint of indigo. The egret was white or, more correctly, held simply the absence of colour, nothing more. She blinked, hoping that the subtleties would come back but the bird was still white and the mud simply dark. She wrote on.


			For most of my early childhood, I had governesses and travelled with my parents as they followed my mother’s career. They were sunlit years of freedom, music and colour, particularly purple. It was my mother’s favourite and she wore every shade from the grey-washed lavender to the deepest imperial hue. 


			Happiness fills me when I look back. I was spoiled and adored. Europe was my playground and schoolroom. Languages surrounded me and I slipped effortlessly from one to another, unaware of doing so. My parents’ love for each other embraced me and nothing punctured the bubble of our life except the annual trips to England to my father’s family. 


			My paternal grandparents lived in Cornwall, in Polruan House which was set on the upper reaches of the Lynher River. When I was very young it seemed like an enchanted place, with lawns that swept down to the water and hills covered in dense woodland. My memories of those early visits were coloured with happiness and laughter. But then as I grew up and my grandfather died, the atmosphere changed. My mother stopped coming with us and I sensed that my grandmother was not delighted with me in any way. As my parents had not had another child, I was simply a reminder of my father’s failure to produce an heir. So each year we would come to Cornwall and cold silence filled the beautiful rooms along with the watery sunlight. 


			As the years passed I took to the river with my father. He taught me to sail in an old dinghy and on the water or in the boathouse we were free from his mother’s silences and pursed lips. She never smiled. So my father and I excelled at spending our days in a boat, no matter what the weather. At the end of each visit I would return to my mother who would shake her head at my brown, freckled face. She would complain to my father that he had ruined my chances of finding a husband with such tanned skin and my father and I would laugh . . .


			The phone rang. Jaunty sighed and stopped writing. Who was interrupting her now? She needed to write this down before it disappeared, but the phone was ringing on and on and on. She capped the pen and used both hands on the arms of the chair to push her body upright. Each joint clicked into place and she grimaced with every step she took towards the phone.


			 


			The small panes of the windows above her desk framed the view on three sides. To the south Frenchman’s Creek filled with the tide. Directly in front of Jaunty the river wound west towards the setting sun; to the north the banks of Calamansac were slowly being covered with water. She opened the desk drawer and pulled out the notebook. Sunlight fell on the pages, brightening them, and Jaunty looked out of the window. The sky was almost cloudless and she knew it would be cerulean touched with a hint of rose madder but all she saw was a graded grey sky. 


			Colour. It has gone. I can’t see it. Life is becoming dark and that which lit my life has gone. My memory is failing and the reason I am still here is you, Gabriella. 


			There was so much to say, so much in her head, confusing her mind and her fingers. Jaunty scanned what she had written the day before and continued on.


			I thought those days would never end. I grew tall and slim – I had my mother’s dark hair and my father’s blue eyes – and I was more Italian than English. Yet when I hadn’t been sailing my complexion was fair ‘like a china doll’ my Italian grandmother, my nonna, would say. She would run her thumb across my cheek then kiss the tip of my nose, and if I close my eyes I can still feel the tickling caress across my cheek and her scent, rose and cinnamon, becomes fresh, as if she is here. She had a passion for both: her house and garden were filled with roses and in her cooking she loved using cinnamon. 


			Steam twisted away from Jaunty’s tea. She couldn’t think of Nonna without hunger. Even if she walked to the kitchen for a biscuit it wouldn’t remove the emptiness in her. She sighed.


			At sixteen, I was sent to England to go to school and become respectable enough for my English grandmother. I was against this plan from the start because I didn’t like her and she didn’t like me. Cheltenham Ladies’ College was not going to rectify that situation. It was like being put into a straitjacket, except that it was there that my love of art was first properly harnessed and trained. Well, you see, painting was acceptable for the granddaughter of Lady Penrose – but only as a hobby. 


			My drawing tutor had spotted the promise in me. She encouraged me and I spent every spare moment in the art studios experimenting with every medium available. The freedom of oil, clay and metal after years of pencils, watercolours and crayons opened my eyes and my future. Everything was new and exciting.


			Jaunty ran her fingers over what she had written. Did this really matter? For years she had convinced herself that the truth wasn’t important, that the lie hurt no one. And in all these years no one had uncovered the secret. She sighed. For a time she had almost forgotten it herself because the fiction was more believable. So did anyone need to know? She could let the truth die with her and who would care? Weren’t some things better left unsaid and unknown? But no, no. Lately the compulsion to be honest had grown overwhelming; she knew she needed to tell Gabriella and the world the truth. 


			The racket of stones on the track announced Gabriella’s arrival. Jaunty would have done almost anything to prevent her granddaughter from moving here, but Gabriella was as stubborn as she was herself. 


			‘But my death will speed her back to the living. When I am gone she won’t stay here.’ Jaunty spoke aloud and glanced about the room. ‘There is nothing for her here but memories.’ Her glance fell on a picture of her son, Philip. They had lost him so long ago now.


			Jaunty stood. As she willed her body to do as it was told, she could almost count each vertebra as it sought alignment. Most days she coped with the pain, but on some, when the dampness from the river seeped into the cabin, the freezing of her joints would make her cry out. Thankfully, until now, no one had been here to listen. And recently the memories made her cry out too. How could she stop them from coming into her thoughts? She must for Gabriella’s sake.


			The Helford gig went upriver towards Gweek, the sound of the cox’s instructions drifting in through the window. Once essential for commerce, racing the pilots out to boats, the gigs now carried on for sport. Most days Jaunty saw the various crews pass the creek, practising, and all she could do was watch. Jaunty sighed and put the notebook in the desk drawer. Locking it, she put the key into her smock pocket. She didn’t want Gabriella to see it until she was gone and that would come quickly enough.


			 


			Gabe rolled her head back and forth as she put the window down, enjoying the fresh air. She was almost there. Passing a tractor she waved at the farmer and continued down the lane. The last stretch always took too long, yearning as she did to be home at Bosworgy, the house above the water. It was far from the world, safe. It had always been that way. As she passed the turning to Orchard Lane and Penarvon Cove, she took the track and slowed to glance out towards Falmouth Bay. Over the years the trees had grown, almost obscuring the view but not quite. She grinned, feeling the tension drift away in the clear air.


			The track was potholed and her overstuffed car complained as she hit each one despite her efforts to avoid them. Putting the car into second gear, she descended, passing three walkers enjoying the sunny afternoon. A few hundred yards more and she arrived at the gate. She stopped the car and climbed out. Righting the sign that warned trespassers to beware, she wondered again what they needed to watch out for. Here there was simply a reclusive artist living on her own; there were no mean dogs or even a big bloke, just an old woman. Thankfully, over the years the only trespassers had been occasional lost ramblers to disturb Jaunty’s life of art and solitude. 


			Gabe smiled again as she opened the gate, grateful that no one had preyed on her grandmother. Jaunty had never seemed to be afraid of living such an isolated life, something that astonished Gabe. She drove through the gate then closed it behind her before travelling down the drive to park by the shed. 


			Opening the door, Gabe took a deep breath. The air was damp, fragrant with the smell of eucalyptus and pine. Home. The bamboo that lined one side of the path rustled as if a strong breeze had whipped through it, but the leaves on the eucalyptus towering above were still; so, an animal, hunting, must be the cause. Gabe opened the boot and disturbed a jackdaw that complained bitterly as he flew off. She leaned against her little car and looked up at the blue sky. A few clouds rushed past the pines that protected the cabin from the harsh north wind and it felt very warm for September . . . Indian summer. 


			Pulling out grocery bags, Gabe walked down to the cabin, noting the weeds sprouting where the gravel had become thin. Sometime very soon she would need to get out the strimmer and push the wilderness back a bit. She knew there was much to do. On her last visit six weeks ago she had noted the steep decline in her grandmother’s health – not that Jaunty would acknowledge it. She would have a battle on her hands to make Jaunty see that she needed Gabe. A woman of ninety-two could not live in an isolated cabin on her own and they couldn’t afford to have live-in help, not that Jaunty would even entertain such an idea. Adjusting the bags in her hands, she stopped to listen to the cry of a gull. The river was visible through the pines and the cedar-clad cabin almost blended into the hillside. This first glimpse of Jaunty’s hideaway always created a lump in Gabe’s throat. This was home, and it was so right she was doing this that she wasn’t sure why she’d left it so long. 


			Late afternoon sunlight baked the cedar cladding and Gabe could see her grandmother sitting at her desk, staring out of the window at the river. A small sailing boat tacked in front of Groyne Point. It looked so peaceful. Gabe’s glance fell to the immediate surroundings. The small garden was booming with agapanthus, lavender and weeds – in the weeks since her last visit the weeds had almost overtaken the proper plants. She had serious work to do, but if the weather remained this fine it would be a joy. Turning towards the cabin again she saw the kitchen door was open, welcoming her home. 


			 


			Gabriella walked in weighed down with bags. Jaunty paused in the doorway to the kitchen, noting the dark circles under her granddaughter’s eyes. ‘I told you not to come.’


			‘What sort of greeting is that?’ Gabriella placed the bags down, came towards Jaunty and embraced her, then pulled back and studied her. 


			Too much scrutiny was a bad thing. Jaunty knew how to hide, but attack was the best method. ‘The only one you deserve.’


			‘You’re stuck with me.’ Gabriella began to put away the groceries.


			‘That’s enough to feed a family of five.’ Jaunty shook her head.


			‘You said you weren’t enjoying your diet so I thought I’d cook for you and see if we can overcome the indigestion.’


			‘Doubt it.’


			‘I think the indigestion is because you live on biscuits, not proper food.’ Gabriella stopped and turned to her. ‘You looked tired. Go and sit in the sun while I unpack, then I’ll bring you a cup of tea.’ Gabriella smiled, yet her eyes appeared sad. Jaunty knew those eyes. They had haunted her for years.


			Jaunty went to the front of the cabin and out on to the terrace. Weeds were sprouting from between the stones. She bent to the ground but didn’t have enough strength to pull the wretched things out. They had been there too long. How had she not seen them until now?


			She sank into a chair. So much had slipped, not just the weeds embedded in the terrace. The roses had been left to their own devices for so long they looked more like ­brambles than garden delights. Had she seen them, Nonna, her Italian grandmother, would have been appalled. Tilting her face upwards, Jaunty closed her eyes for a moment. Although nearing the end of September, there was still strength left to the sun and it warmed her face. Jaunty was tired as Gabriella had said, and every day each breath took more energy; more importantly, nothing captured her interest or her appetite. She didn’t have much strength left and she needed strength to do what she had to do. Maybe Gabriella’s arrival, with all the fussing and food that came with it, was a good thing. It would build her up to finish.


			 


			‘Why are you here?’ Jaunty blinked.


			Her grandmother’s eyes were not as bright as Gabe remembered. The radiant blue had clouded and faded. Jaunty turned to look at the creek and Gabe recalled all the times she had found her grandmother staring at the river, not the view but the water itself. For hours on end Jaunty would gaze at the creek or the river, not painting or sketching, just looking, as if she were searching for something. The sea had nearly taken Jaunty’s life towards the end of the war, but in the end it had saved her by putting food on the table.


			‘I want to be here.’ Gabe knew there was no point in reminding Jaunty how tight money was. Jaunty knew and that’s why she’d been living on cheap biscuits.


			‘No, you are here because I am dying.’ The weary eyes focused on Gabe. 


			Gabe paced the terrace, wondering how she was supposed to respond to this. In a way it was true. But there was more to it than that.


			Jaunty laughed. ‘I am no longer fit for purpose. Nothing works properly any more and sometimes it doesn’t work at all.’ Jaunty flexed as she straightened her top. Her grandmother still dressed, as Gabe had always seen her, in her navy sailing smock and trousers, plimsolls on her feet, white for summer and black for winter. Halfway to standing Jaunty stopped and dragged in a breath and Gabe could see the spasm of pain that crossed her grandmother’s face, but she didn’t move. She knew Jaunty didn’t want her help: it would only make things worse, make them stand out. Independence was the thing that Jaunty valued above all else. 


			Jaunty was all the family that Gabe had had since she was thirteen. They’d gone from a family of three – Jaunty, Gabe and Philip, her father – down to two in an instant when her father had died on an explosion on an oilrig in the North Sea, and soon it would just be Gabe. There was nothing she could do to alter that. However, she could make what time they had left special. She hoped that her being here could ease some of Jaunty’s discomfort, even just a little. Jaunty turned as she entered the cabin and smiled. ‘It’s good to see you.’


			Gabe forced herself to remain in the garden as her grandmother made slow progress back inside. It was one thing wanting to help and another to make her grandmother feel worse about how far she had declined, so rather than race to Jaunty’s side, Gabe began pulling up the weeds that had sprouted between the paving slabs. She could tell the weather had been good because many came out easily, scattering dry soil on to the terrace, but a few were more persistent; their roots had ventured deep, their stems breaking at the surface, sure to grow again. 


			 


			Jaunty’s eyelids fluttered and eventually the sparse lashes rested on the thin skin. Her breathing became more regular, moving the faded eiderdown in shallow undulations. Gabe backed out of the room, leaving the door ajar. How many times had she crawled under that eiderdown, scared of something in the night? Too many times to count. Jaunty was so slight now she was barely visible on the bed. The mattress below her was ­ancient and moulded to fit Jaunty’s younger form because Jaunty had ceased turning the mattress years ago, around the time Gabe’s father had died.


			Standing just outside Jaunty’s bedroom, Gabe looked closely at the sitting room. Although the covers on the chairs and sofa were faded, the room was cosy. Gabe had always loved the ­almost square, utilitarian shapes of the chairs and the rectangular sofa. They must have been expensive to last so well all these years. A pine-scented breeze came through the open French windows and the sky was brilliant crimson on the horizon, fading to pale blue as she looked directly up when she stepped outside. The air had cooled and pink shades still washed the few clouds lingering above the hillside.


			‘Red sky at night, sailors’ delight. Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning.’ As Gabe uttered the words she frowned. She really didn’t know if they held any truth. Despite spending so much of her life here in Bosworgy she had never sailed; rowed yes, but sailed, no. Her father had never sailed either, as far as Gabe knew. She wondered if this was because of Jaunty. Her grandmother’s relationship with the sea was complex. She would swim and she would row as far as Helford but never further and she would stare at the sea endlessly. Jaunty had never spoken of her experience to Gabe but Gabe’s father, Philip, had told her of Jaunty’s bravery many times. He had been so proud of what his mother had done during the war and of her success as an artist. Sadly, he had never been too detailed about Jaunty’s war years or maybe she had just been too young to be interested. Maybe Jaunty would talk about it if Gabe asked now. 


			Gabe picked up the weeds she had pulled out earlier and, climbing the steps to the old shed, she put them down on the bonfire pile then walked to the car and collected her suitcases. She had to find out the exact state of Jaunty’s health. Her grandmother was evasive but Gabe was sure that Mrs Bates would be able to bring her up to speed. That woman managed to know everything and always had. It was Mrs Bates who had known when she and Jenna Williams had been scrumping pears from a house in the village.


			In her room, Gabe smiled at the things still on the bookshelves above the windows. There was the prize she’d won for singing at school. Her father had been so pleased. He’d loved her voice and had encouraged her singing for as long as she could remember. She was sure he wouldn’t be happy at the turn her life had taken, but she hoped he would have understood if he were still here. On the chest of drawers sat a picture of her at a piano with her father turning the pages. She remembered it all so clearly. She had just finished singing his favourite Scottish ballad, ‘Ailein Duinn’, and little had she known then that the sea would take her father from her. She had only known that the sea was important in their lives, mostly because of the cabin’s location perched above the water.


			As she unpacked she began humming the tune, before singing the words. She hadn’t done any vocal exercises today so her voice wavered at first.


			 


			How sorrowful I am


			Early in the morning rising


			Ò hì, I would go with thee


			Hì ri bhò hò ru bhi


			Hì ri bhò hò rinn o ho


			Brown-haired Alan, ò hì, I would go with thee


			 


			If it is thy pillow the sand


			If it is thy bed the seaweed


			Ò hì, I would go with thee


			Hì ri bhò hò ru bhi


			Hì ri bhò hò rinn o ho


			Brown-haired Alan, ò hì, I would go with thee


			 


			If it is the fish thy candles bright


			If it the seals thy watchmen


			Ò hì, I would go with thee


			Hì ri bhò hò ru bhi


			Hì ri bhò hò rinn o ho


			Brown-haired Alan, ò hì, I would go with thee


			I would drink, though all would abhor it


			Of thy heart’s blood after thy drowning


			Ò hì, I would go with thee


			Hì ri bhò hò ru bhi


			Hì ri bhò hò rinn o ho


			Brown-haired Alan, ò hì, I would go with thee


			 


			As she sang the last note she looked out of her window and the water of Frenchman’s Creek was glass-like in the fading light. Now that she was here permanently, she would learn to sail. It couldn’t be that hard and with the river on her doorstep it would be a shame not to. Tomorrow she would go to the sailing club and find out about lessons.


			In the kitchen she grabbed a scrap of paper. As always, this was recycled paper from a sketch or painting that Jaunty had rejected. There had always been evenly torn fragments by the phone. Nothing was ever wasted. Gabe wondered how many works hadn’t reached Jaunty’s exacting standards over the years and had become the shopping list or even one of Gabe’s own pathetic attempts at art. She looked up to the far kitchen wall to see her own framed painting of a summer picnic and laughed at her rendition of Jaunty, her father and herself with a cake bigger than they were in the centre. Her priorities were clear. Cake was everything. 


			She wrote down ‘sailing lessons’ then looked in the cupboard to see if the ingredients were there for her to bake a cake for Jaunty tomorrow. She was sure she could do some form of cake that would be diabetic friendly, low in sugar, high in slow-release carbohydrates. It was a challenge she could rise to. Gabe grinned at her unintended pun as she mentally listed the key ingredients, then sighed as she wondered what her grandmother had been eating because the cupboard was bare except for a few soup tins, some terrible biscuits and a loaf of stale bread growing a life of its own. This was not good at all. If she had had any doubts about moving down here they disappeared. 


			Going through the sitting room towards Jaunty’s bedroom on the far end of the cabin, Gabe stopped to admire Jaunty’s paintings hanging on either side of the wood burner. One was a study in blues, ranging from aqua to deepest cobalt, and the other was soft white tinged with lavender and pale green. Gabe thought of bright afternoons when the sun made diamonds sparkle off the surface of the river. Somehow Jaunty captured a mood or moment so precisely, yet when Gabe actually ­studied the work it looked almost like nothing more than random brush strokes. That was Jaunty’s genius.


			Something dropped to the floor in Jaunty’s room and Gabe stuck her head through the door. Carefully she slipped in, picked up a pen and placed it on the bedside table. Gabe loved this room. It was almost as big as the sitting room, only a little bit narrower and it was puritan in its furnishings: a bed, a chest of drawers, a desk and a Windsor sack-back chair. The walls were lined with windows and behind the bed was another of Jaunty’s paintings, one that reminded Gabe of the sunsets reflected in the river, all fiery, passionate reds and magenta.


			The works hanging in the cabin were impressionistic and abstract, whereas the ones that had vaulted Jaunty to fame in the first place were more realistic and very slightly primitive. Someday it would be wonderful to see a retrospective of Jaunty’s work. In the past, when Gabe had raised the subject with Jaunty, her grandmother had said nothing, but waved her hand in the air and gone back to whatever she’d been working on. It had been clear that Jaunty didn’t want the attention that a retrospective would bring, which Gabe thought was a shame. Jaunty had earned it but she only desired a quiet life.


			Gabe crept out of the bedroom and walked out on to the terrace. A light breeze stirred the treetops, then the leaves stilled as if someone had switched a machine off for the ­evening. Enter­ing the house again, she glanced through Jaunty’s bedroom door. The eiderdown moved regularly so Gabe headed to the car, still laden with things from the flat. Her mouth watered at the thought of a glass of wine. She paused and leaned against the doorjamb. Did she really have the energy to do any more today? Why not just collapse on the sofa? No, she had better do it, and then she needed to compose some music for a baked bean commercial. She shrugged. This was her life now – but at least she would be living it at Bosworgy. She smiled as she set off.
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			Sunlight broke through the flimsy white curtains. Jaunty had chosen the fabric years ago because of the simple daisy pattern, not because of the practicality. It didn’t keep out the light or the draughts, but it was covered with embroidered daisies and there had been so many daisies in the field that summer . . . Jaunty had been eighteen in the summer of 1939 and he was beautiful. Closing her eyes, even after all these years, she could still feel his skin under her fingers. Now she touched her shrivelled hands, abused by the turpentine and the paint. One of those hands had drawn slow circles across his smooth back. 


			Daisies had been her favourite flower ever since. He had woven them through her hair, the flower so simple in its beauty. No shouting, just narrow petals and a glorious drop of golden yellow. If she painted the daisy’s eye she would use cadmium yellow and a touch of umber.


			Before the memory faded, Jaunty rose and unlocked the desk drawer and retrieved the notebook. Studying the pen in her fingers before she began to write, ink dropped on to the page and spread into it, creating an amoeba shape. The nib touched the page then lifted as singing floated in on the morning breeze. An aria from Puccini, ‘O Mia Babbino Caro’. The purity of Gabriella’s voice stirred memories: Vienna, Paris, Rome, and Berlin. No, no, Gabriella shouldn’t be here. With her talent the world should be at her feet as it had been with Maria Lucia, Jaunty’s mother.


			Gabriella should be in London, not trying to play nursemaid. Had Jaunty left this all too late? She tapped the pen on the page again and watched another drop of ink bleed into the grain of the paper. Gabriella must let her go, but it was clear she didn’t know how to, so Jaunty must teach her. 


			I have become good at farewells. I’m almost ready to say goodbye for the last time. I don’t want to go on until I don’t know who I am – and I’m the only one who does know. 


			Jaunty looked up from the page and laughed. Why hadn’t she gone loopy? That would have been simple, or at least she thought it would have been. It would have been easier for her than her world turning to grey. Jaunty rubbed her temples.


			However, the last thing I want to do is to hurt you, Gabriella. But what I have to say will and that troubles me. I have barely enough oomph to rise from my bed and see the morning light on my beloved river. It is the river that saved me and it forced me to choose life. It is where I first found love and where I still seek it, foolishly.


			The raspy noise of my breathing drowns out the birds and my thoughts. It is too loud and too laboured. Each breath takes too much effort, but what should I expect at my age? My body is too old, despite what my brain sometimes thinks. 


			Yet hearing you sing makes me feel I am eighteen again, listening to my mother. It is such a foolish thing to do, to revisit the past. It is finished, but it calls to me like the river does.


			 


			Gabe sat on a tree trunk near the creek, clutching her mug, listen­ing to a symphony of morning sounds just as she had spent most of the night listening to Jaunty’s uneven breathing. Gabe had held her own while waiting to hear her grandmother’s, which meant she’d had virtually no sleep and the first thing she had done when she’d woken, exhausted, had been her exercises to try and release the constriction across her chest.


			At least here in Bosworgy she wasn’t plagued by the nightmares that haunted her in London. The therapist had said that they might never go and that was when Gabe had given up therapy. She couldn’t see the point if it wasn’t going to help her sleep at night. In fact, the nights after a session had been the worst. Dragging the whole thing up, over and over, making her live through it again. Each time it was more dreadful than before and she hadn’t thought that was possible. Lying awake at night, not being able to fall asleep, reliving each moment, wondering whether, if she had done something differently, would it not have happened? So fruitless, because it had and it couldn’t be changed now. 


			Here she would be able to leave it behind, begin again. Life was simpler at Bosworgy; well, at least Jaunty’s way of life was. Everything was pared down. No television, only the radio to bring the outside world into the cabin. Gabe sighed and let her shoulders relax. 


			The air was thick with fog that hung a few feet above the creek and yet the water below was so clear she could see the rocks on the bottom and a small crab scuttling away. Swimming was her sanity; it had always brought clarity of thought. Discarding her towelling robe she went carefully to the steps. She was home again, and that’s all that mattered. 


			Checking the thick rope was still sound and securely tied, she made her way down a few of the steep steps carved out of the rocks and dipped her foot in the water, wishing it were warmer. And while the wind blew gently from the south, it didn’t carry any heat at this early hour and so the air was cool too.


			The tide was on its way out but still high. Everything revolved around the tides living this close to the sea, she thought. She made circles with her foot in the water but there was no way to make this less painful so she took a shallow dive into the creek. The coldness of the water sucked the air from her lungs and she broke through the surface, gasping, then struck out in a fast crawl across the creek to the other side. The temperature really wasn’t too bad. In fact, she knew from experience that the river was at its warmest at this time of the year, but her body hadn’t believed that when she dived in. 


			She swam back and forth until her tension disappeared, then flipped on to her back and floated while the current pulled her out into the river. She could hear the distant thud of a fishing boat engine and the cry of a gull above. Fog still hung heavily over the surface of the water, trapping the silence. She was fully out into the main part of the river and when she turned her head she could just make out Jaunty’s studio tucked in the trees. From this angle, the pines that protected it looked as if they were taking a bow.


			Gabe smiled then turned over again. With the tide on its way out, she would have a good workout to swim back to the steps, but she was looking forward to it. From an early age she had swum in the river, even if a wetsuit was needed at certain times of year. Her father had never worn one and called her a sissy, but she didn’t care. No matter what he said it was bloody cold in mid-January. Jaunty always stated it wasn’t that the temperature of the water changed so much during the course of the year, it was the air and the wind howling at you when you stepped out that made the experience painful. Gabe shivered at the memories of Christmas morning swims – always fun but often freezing.


			Kicking double time, Gabe managed to make the turn into the creek where the pull of the current was less intense. She was out of shape. How could two weeks of not swimming have made the tide so hard to beat? She didn’t know and on a peaceful morning she didn’t care. She changed to breaststroke and enjoyed the serene atmosphere. A cormorant dived towards the water but pulled up before it pierced it.


			Stillness enclosed the creek and she made her way past the steps and the quay in the silence. Branches hunched to touch the surface of the water, and in the low cloud Gabe imagined she could see ghosts lingering by the banks. The thud of the fishing boat’s motor grew louder. 


			Something touched her foot and she squirmed, but knew it would most likely be one of the many grey mullet that lived in these waters. Halfway, she stopped and turned around, seeing that the mouth of the creek was now obscured by the fog rolling in, and everything was muffled. Magic. If only she could block out the rest of the world so easily. She shook her head and began a brisk crawl back to the steps.


			Out of the water and wrapped in her robe, Gabe stared at the river, watching the fog begin to dissolve as the sun grew stronger. It was going to be a glorious day. Hopefully the piano would arrive early and she could then go for a long, solitary walk. Her heart lifted as she climbed up to the cabin. The sky was blue, the sun was warm and the north shore was bathed in golden light. It was good to be home.


			 


			Moving the sofa to the side of the room, Gabe pushed her hair out of her eyes. It just wasn’t going to work. No matter how she tried she wasn’t going to fit a grand piano into the sitting room unless she lost the dining table, which was too big for the small but functional kitchen. Everything about the cabin spoke about Jaunty’s practical way of life. The kitchen contained only what it needed, nothing more than a sink, a stove, a fridge and a large dresser. No space was wasted or overfilled. It was as though Jaunty’s surroundings needed to be plain to let her imagination soar. 


			Although Gabe knew the cabin already existed when Jaunty had moved here after the war, it could have been designed for her grandmother. The kitchen and utility room were outside Gabe’s bedroom on the south side, while the sitting room was next to Jaunty’s bedroom on the north, and the cabin looked west with just a few small windows on the east side, which backed into the hill. Virtually everything about the place ­focused on the river, with almost every glance from the windows providing yet another view.


			Gabe leaned on the dining table and looked out at the bright day. It was so hot it could be midsummer. She opened a few windows and dodged a sleepy wasp. Turning, she sighed. The piano wouldn’t fit in here. There was, of course, Jaunty’s studio, perched on the edge of the cliff among the pines overlooking the river. It was almost as big as the cabin, but it hadn’t been used much recently and would most likely be damp. The question was how damp, because pianos and damp didn’t make good companions.


			This morning, sitting near the mudflats on the old quay, she had heard the music of the creek as the tide began to pull the water from the banks. It had soothed her as it tapped, gurgled and popped its way out to sea. The fog had trapped the sound, which clung to the shore like horns, muffled. She had lost track of the time, listening to the array of tones, and a composition had begun forming in her head, a sonata of the tides.


			Gabe shifted the small sofa slightly. Jaunty was dying and Gabe was OK with that. She swung around. No, she really wasn’t, but she had to be. Jaunty, at ninety-two, wasn’t going to live for many more years, probably only months, and Gabe would try and make them the best that they could be.


			In the kitchen the water for Jaunty’s egg had reached a fierce boil. For Jaunty the egg must be placed into the water only when it reached this point, then cooked for three minutes exactly. Gabe set the silly yellow duck timer she had given her grandmother the Christmas Gabe had been ten. Life was better then; she’d still believed in Father Christmas and her father had been alive. Innocence had not been lost.


			Gabe sighed. Some days she felt she’d been born under a bad moon. Her mother had died from an infection three days after she’d given birth to Gabe; when she was thirteen her father had died; and four years ago, when her career was just about to make a giant step forward . . . well, she had walked away.


			The timer rang. She scooped the egg from the water and placed it in an eggcup, quickly covering it with a hat. She and Jaunty had made the hat together twenty years ago and she grinned, looking at the wonky shape. She had never been very good at crafty-type things but that hadn’t stopped her trying. Gabe placed the single egg, the china teapot, and toast on a tray, everything just as Jaunty liked it. Gabe couldn’t change her grandmother, but maybe if she built up Jaunty’s strength she would enjoy what time she had left. 


			 


			‘Good morning.’ Jaunty walked from her bedroom into the sitting room, rubbing her hip joints, hoping they would loosen and ease her movements. Breakfast was on the table and Jaunty smiled, but Gabriella was wrinkling her nose, a clear sign that something was troubling her. She had done that repeatedly when her father had died and she was trying to be brave. When tears would threaten she would screw up her nose to hold them back and though Jaunty would say they were better out than in, the child had always tried to control her emotions. That self-control had not been a major problem at thirteen, but now it was. 


			Just looking into Gabriella’s eyes sent Jaunty back in time but she needed to focus her mind on the present, she told herself. Yet everything about Gabriella tugged Jaunty backwards. She took so much from her great grandparents – her vibrant red hair was the same shade Jaunty’s father’s had been, and the purity of her singing came from Maria. All that was missing from Gabriella’s voice was the depth that Maria’s had had, the depth acquired from time and practice.


			Lowering herself into a ladder-back chair at the table, Jaunty could see up close how much Gabriella had let herself go. She took no time with herself. The glorious flame-coloured locks were scraped back in a careless chignon and the porcelain skin was dry for the lack of a bit of moisturiser. It was as if Gabriella were hiding. But how could a woman so ­naturally beautiful, so striking, hide? She had hair the colour of a sunset, yellow-orange eyes and a voice that could bring down God from heaven. Why was she concealing it all? There had always been an air of fragility about her – of course, losing her mother just after she had been born had not helped, but this – this carelessness of self had a deliberation about it that made Jaunty uneasy.


			‘You slept in.’ Gabriella joined her at the table with a mug clasped in her hands. Chewed fingernails topped the long elegant fingers and Jaunty ran her own over the scars in the oak table top. In a previous life the table had been a door that someone had discarded but Jaunty had salvaged it, stripped it of its chipped paint, then waxed it until it glowed. It had served as the dining table, but more frequently as a work surface, and in the early years, before the studio was built, she had painted and sketched here.


			‘I stayed in bed watching the morning light bounce off the north shore,’ Jaunty lied, but her room, in the mornings, with the sound of the gulls and the waves, was like being on a boat, something that soothed and stimulated at the same time. The water beckoned her, called to her in the way it could to one who had experienced its power. It had let her go all those years ago, but her time was coming to an end and it was demanding payment for the years of reprieve. Would her death pay her other debts? No.


			‘Jaunty?’ Gabriella touched her arm.


			‘Yes.’ Jaunty frowned.


			‘I asked if you wanted any fruit this morning?’


			‘Prunes, dear.’ Gabriella was lovely and always had been, ever eager to please. But something had happened to her, something that wasn’t good. Jaunty sensed it, but Gabriella never spoke of it – whatever it was. Everything was always ‘fine’, which said nothing at all. And though Gabriella worked like a demon on her music, it was not her singing but her music. When Jaunty listened it was beautiful and sad, but it wasn’t enough to sustain a passionate woman – and Gabriella was passionate, Jaunty knew it.


			She was, what, thirty? Jaunty wasn’t sure. She could be younger or older. Jaunty should know Gabriella’s age. Her daughter-­in-law had gone into labour a month early and it was so cold so it must have been winter. Philip, dear Philip . . . He had still been at sea on a rig somewhere and her daughter-in-law had died by the time he’d reached her. Heartbreaking.


			Jaunty puzzled how some events like Alex threading flowers through her hair in the summer of 1939 were so clear, but the date her only grandchild had been born had disappeared. Her mind was too full. A life too long does that and the brain picks and chooses what it wants to hold on to. She had no control. She still had her wits, but not all her memories, and certainly not all that she sought to keep. No, her devious mind had selected the memories to hold tight to and who was she to tell it it was wrong.


			Gabriella placed a bowl of prunes in front of her. ‘Is there anything in particular that you want to do today?’


			Jaunty raised an eyebrow. ‘Run a marathon?’ Gabriella knew there was little that Jaunty could do any more because taking anything but a few steps was too painful. However, Gabriella was putting a bright face on it as she had always done, and her smile lit the room.


			‘The day is fine so I will sit on the terrace and watch the birds,’ Jaunty said. How they tormented her with their freedom. But this was not new. They had done this since the day she was plucked out of the sea by a fisherman and brought to Falmouth, to live thereafter in a cage of her own making.


			‘Are you sure?’ Gabriella wrinkled her nose again.


			‘Please stop that! You will give yourself unnecessary lines.’ Jaunty sucked some air into her lungs. She knew she shouldn’t snap, but her fuse had never been long. Her mother’s cautionary words about appearance and freckles echoed in Jaunty’s mind. Gabe mustn’t be so careless with hers.


			As Gabriella cleared the plates, Jaunty noted her granddaughter appeared almost hollow, a skeleton of the woman she used to be. Gabriella thought she was doing the right thing by coming here; she was good like her father and grandfather had been. But deep inside something had altered her. She lived alone and Jaunty knew she was lonely, which was one reason why she was here.


			But an old woman was not the company she needed. Jaunty’s fingers moved around the rim of the teacup, enjoying the delicate feel of something that, although beautiful, was robust enough to hold its scalding contents. Could Gabriella become strong again or would she let whatever had happened defeat her? Jaunty sighed inwardly. She herself had become resilient, but she had lost so much that wholeness was never possible, not when you were not who you said you were. 


			‘Wrinkles are good. Look at yours.’ Gabriella smiled and those beautiful eyes glinted with laughter.


			‘I am an exceedingly old woman and I have earned mine. Gabriella, you are a woman in your prime – your face is as important as your voice or your hands.’


			Gabriella lifted her chin then turned away. This argument had been raised too many times. She hadn’t listened then and Jaunty knew she was a fool if she thought her granddaughter would now. She was a woman – a broken woman – not a child. Gabriella had matured into someone as stubborn as Jaunty had been. It would do her good to remember that, but her mind refused to accept it. Jaunty wanted Gabriella fixed and as whole as she could be.


			 


			The dew soaked the bottom of Gabe’s jeans as she walked through the overgrown grass to reach the studio. The morning chorus was still in full voice despite the late hour and although the studio was only two hundred feet from the cabin, it felt to Gabe as if it was in a different county or even country. It was a place of magic. Blank canvases, sheets of paper, pieces of wood and even old cereal boxes were transformed into paintings of blue, green, grey, black, purple. Jaunty portrayed the water in every colour on the chart, each shade reflecting a mood, a moment, an emotion.


			Jaunty, too, altered the second she walked through the ­studio door. Her grandmother was like a patchwork quilt made of pieces of fabric discarded by others as unworthy of keeping, but salvaged by Jaunty, and in her they became stunning. Jaunty’s nose was positively patrician, her hair was now white and downy but had been thick and black. Those eyes now somewhat clouded had been bright cornflower blue. But it was her voice, especially when she was painting, which didn’t fit her gypsy-like grandmother at all. When she was lost in her work her voice was cut-glass with impeccable diction, if she was interrupted and answered a question. But when she spoke in public, when she was aware of people near, her voice softened, her vowels became rounder. Only when she was transported by her art did she sound like an old-fashioned BBC newsreader.


			There seemed to be something about Jaunty’s hands flying across the canvas or paper that removed a filter, or maybe added one. Her hands never stilled when she was working, even if she held no brush, no palette knife, no charcoal. It was as though her movements were her brainwaves, creating the magic that would transform the canvas.


			Gabe closed her eyes and saw the flash of movement that always preceded each stroke of the brush. It was as if Jaunty was taking a practice swing in golf. Gabe smiled at the image in her head. Jaunty and golf didn’t go together. Philip, her ­father, had loved the game; indeed, a golf course was where he’d met Gabe’s mother and she wondered when he had learned to play. There were so many things she didn’t know. Maybe she should ask Jaunty now, before it was too late. In the past she had hesitated because it had felt like poking an open wound that had never healed. But time was running out. If she didn’t ask now, she would never know. 


			The door to the studio didn’t open when Gabe released the latch. She wondered if it might be locked, but a shove with her shoulder released it. Inside, dust covered all the surfaces and the scent of turps still lingered in the air. Canvases were stacked against the far wall. When had Jaunty last been in here? Gabe looked around, noting the neatness, and it didn’t feel right. Yes, there was still paint splattered on the floor and even some on the ceiling, but it was old. The room looked like a museum exhibit, down to the half-finished painting on the easel. 
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