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Prologue



A blistering sun hung low over the horizon, gilding Roseland’s castle-like façade with a deceptive warmth. Built by the early forebears of the Trelawney dynasty, the Jacobean manor had imperiously dominated the surrounding acres of lush farmland for centuries, its dark leaded windows seeming to keep a commanding, somewhat supercilious watch over the valley of the River Fowey. It was magnificent; some might say intimidating. Today, though, it was dressed to impress . . . to beguile.


Trees were laced with colourful fairy lights, and the long, undulating gravel drive was edged with storm lanterns, luring visitors towards the grand entrance. The flanking porticoes were strung with yet more lights, like a jewelled necklace worn to soften the contours of an austere face. The nearby lake, silvered by spotlights, caught its glittering reflection. For even on the brink of destruction, Roseland dazzled.


It would have been easy to miss the crow, spiralling silently above one of Roseland’s many protruding chimney tops. Its ragged wings barely moved, only the tips of its dark feathers rippling on a light breeze now. It picked up as the sky darkened, clouds as grey as the granite walls of Roseland starting to swirl upwards, billowing higher.


For a moment, it seemed the wedding party was taking place, after all. Roseland’s windows sparkled with light, while raised voices drifted across the rose garden, accompanied by loud pops and the tinkle of glass, as though the bride and groom had just arrived triumphantly in the great hall. Except there was no champagne; no toasts, either to the prodigal groom, or his imposter bride.


There was only the infinitesimal fracture of brittle glass, as flames took hold in earnest and the temperature inside the manor house soared, the ancient bones of Roseland straining to breaking point. Hairline cracks quickly began to spread, until at last the stained-glass panes exploded outwards in a cloudburst of gem-like shards.


The house seemed to let out a sigh of surrender, thick smoke surging out of every blackened crevasse, leaving gaping holes like rotten cavities in a once-luminous smile. Far above it, the crow continued circling.










Chapter One



One week before


A vintage black cab chugged up the steep lane from the beach towards the church, gears grinding as it stopped in a lay-by tucked against the clifftop opposite the lychgate. Its sole passenger emerged equally slowly. A willowy, genteel-looking woman dressed in a flowing grey silk dress, her silver hair swept up in an elegant chignon, she seemed to belong to another age. Indeed, suffused in shimmering sunlight that turned her papery skin translucent, she appeared almost ghostlike: an ancient Trelawney apparition.


Then she moved, unexpectedly brisk and decisive, instructing the taxi driver to wait for her, before she hurried across the empty road, a bouquet of roses clutched in her arms. Another pause as she contemplated the way ahead: narrow steps leading from the pretty gateway up a stony hill to Talland Church. The woman sighed, lifted her chin and set off.


As she reached the Celtic chapel, the land flattened slightly, offering a reprieve. But Juliana Trelawney’s destination lay some thirty metres beyond, up a twisting, overgrown path bordered by ancient tombstones. No balustrade to help her had survived up here, and her frail body bent almost double as she battled against the keen salt breeze.


Finally, she reached the very top of the hill to find the elegant headstone that seemed to be waiting for her, its honey-coloured stone illumined not by sunshine, she thought fancifully, but by joy at her arrival. Sinking down onto the bench nearby, her fingers trembled as they traced the familiar inscription on its back. Her breath came slowly, her heart racing after the arduous climb. It got harder each time, but she would never forgo it.


For ten years, Juliana had made this weekly pilgrimage. She didn’t know how many more would be granted to her, and each one was precious. Placing the roses beside her, she gazed at the breathtaking view. Endless sea glinted silver and gold in the sunlight, blending seamlessly with the summer sky to create a vaulted, cathedral-like dome over the bay.


After a few moments, she stooped to kneel by the grave, removing her last bouquet from a crystal urn and replacing it with the fresh roses she’d brought – white, always, whatever the season. For her daughter’s birthdays, she brought armfuls of pink peonies, but she was always glad to revert to the purity of white. Pink seemed too jolly, as if the birthday were a celebration, when in fact there was only sadness and regret. Guilt that never eased.


As she fussed with the stems, Juliana murmured: ‘Such a gorgeous day, Eloise. The beach is absolutely crawling with children, all having a wonderful time. Do you remember when we used to take the twins down there? Of course you do. Paddling and sandcastles. The girls never wanted to go home. Five more minutes, they always begged. They loved the beach so. I wonder if Isabella did, too, when she was a little girl. I expect so, don’t you?’


Roses arranged to her satisfaction, Juliana grabbed the arm of the bench and pulled herself slowly to her feet. ‘I have to go now. But I’ll be back next week. Rest, my dear. You’re safe. Your girls are safe.’ Her throat felt choked with emotion. ‘Sleep tight, darling.’


She hesitated a moment longer, before walking away. When she reached the church, she paused, wondering if she should go inside. But no. She preferred to save her prayers for Eloise’s graveside. Besides, she disliked the sympathy of well-meaning locals, their chirpy good wishes barely masking their curiosity. Nosy parkers, she always thought.


Determined to avoid any chance encounters, Juliana gripped the handrail tighter and attempted to hurry down the remaining treacherous steps.


‘Here. Let me help you. Take my hand.’


The voice was familiar, and yet not. Warily, Juliana eyed the tall, blond-haired, middled-aged stranger waiting beneath the lychgate, one hand confidently outstretched. He was smiling, his manner informal, as though he knew her. Usually, villagers approached her with cautious deference. She trawled her memory until recognition clicked into place. ‘Oh. Jack Merchant.’


‘Hello, Juliana.’ His blue eyes crinkled at the corners; he looked pleased to see her.


‘What are you doing here?’ Frustration with herself for being slow to recognise him made her terse and irritable. She felt at a disadvantage, and she hated that.


‘I’ve come to see you, of course.’ He captured her hand, his grasp strong but gentle.


‘Not Eloise?’ Juliana tugged her hand away.


A furrow between his straight, thick brows. ‘Not today. But I guessed I might find you here. I have something for you.’ He reached into the breast pocket of his navy linen jacket, then held out a square white envelope. ‘There you go. Hand delivered, as promised.’


‘What’s that?’ Juliana eyed it suspiciously. Letters rarely signified anything good.


‘An invitation. To my wedding.’ Jack squinted, registering her confusion. ‘I brought my fiancée to see you, the other day, remember? The three of us had tea and talked about it.’


‘Talked about what?’


‘The wedding,’ Jack repeated patiently. ‘I’m getting married, Juliana. In a week’s time.’ He nodded, urging her to take the envelope. ‘At Roseland.’


Juliana gasped, seizing the envelope and crumpling it between her frail hands, before tossing it to the ground. Dignity prevented her from stamping on it, but she would have liked to. ‘No. Never. I won’t allow it.’


Brushing past the man who had been her daughter’s first, great love, and was the father of Eloise’s three daughters – therefore maintaining an irritating, unwelcome connection with Juliana’s family – she headed for the taxi waiting dutifully on the other side of the road.


Jack followed. ‘Juliana, please. Let’s talk.’ He knew she couldn’t stop him getting married at Roseland; he’d already sought and been granted permission by the National Trust, who had managed it since Juliana signed the Grade 1 listed money pit over to them after the death of her husband, Sir Charles. But while Jack didn’t need Juliana’s permission, he still hoped for her blessing.


‘Don’t you have patients to see? Cancer waits for no man. Or woman,’ Juliana said hoarsely. ‘Or have you forgotten that, along with my daughter?’


Jack bit back the response that rose to his lips. He still mourned Eloise’s death from breast cancer ten years ago, frequently wondering if, as an oncologist, he might have done more to help her, had he not been in Australia at the time – banished there by Juliana’s own husband. ‘I’ve taken a day off to play postman,’ he quipped lightly.


Juliana glared at him, deliberately stepping on the crumpled envelope as she stalked towards the taxi, allowing the driver to help her into the back. ‘Thank you, Bob.’ He nodded, returning to his own seat as she waved away his offer to shut the door. ‘Goodbye, Jack.’


‘Juliana . . .’


‘There will be no wedding at Roseland. I might not live there, but I’m still its mistress. It belongs to me, and it always will.’


Tactfully deciding not to correct her, Jack said quietly: ‘No one wants to take Roseland from you. As I believe I told you the other day. But your granddaughters—’


‘Shall inherit everything, in the fullness of time. I may be eighty-five, but I’m not dead yet.’ Juliana nodded at the driver, watching her now in his rear-view mirror. ‘We’re done here, Bob. Home, please.’ A sideways glance at Jack. ‘To Roseland.’


Bob fired the ignition. ‘Of course, Lady Trelawney.’


‘Isabella’s coming.’ It wasn’t a lie, exactly. His eldest daughter – Juliana’s first granddaughter – hadn’t yet declined the invitation. As Juliana reached for the car door, Jack flicked out a hand to rest on it. ‘Izzy will be at Roseland for the wedding,’ he said coaxingly.


Juliana hid her rush of hope beneath a haughty frown. ‘I don’t believe you. Izzy . . . Isabella hates me. She would never come here. And you should never have come back to Cornwall, either. My husband told you. Leave our daughter alone. Charles warned you what would happen otherwise. Now I am. Stay away from her.’


Jack sighed, once again recognising that Juliana was confused, her fragile mind slipping back through the decades to when Eloise and her father were both still alive – to when Sir Charles had banished fifteen-year-old Jack and his parents from the Roseland estate, after the scandal of his thirteen-year-old daughter falling pregnant.


‘But Eloise is . . .’ Jack hesitated, reluctant to remind the old lady of her grief. There were times when memory loss could be a comfort, he thought. He saw it in his patients; occasionally, he wished it upon himself.


‘My only child! And I won’t have her hurt any more.’ Lurching to grab the door handle, Juliana almost tumbled out of the taxi. ‘Go against my wishes at your peril, Jack Merchant,’ she said crossly, frustrated again by her own frailty, and striving to mask it.


Jack frowned, finally closing the door and taking a step back. Immediately, Bob set off, eyes fixed dutifully on the road, while his mind whirled with this fresh gossip about Roseland. On mental autopilot, he drove down the lane past the busy little beach; he’d chauffeured Juliana many times and knew she loved to watch the children playing there.


Bob knew all about the tragic, premature death of Juliana’s daughter; he’d also heard rumours about the adoption of her illegitimate first grandchild, four decades ago. Not that he would dare mention either event, nor relay local rumours about her two other, much younger granddaughters’ brush with death ten years ago, when the twins were just five years old. Bob had a family to support; he valued his job too much to risk crossing a Trelawney, no matter how kindly Juliana appeared, and however charitable she always was to any locals in need.


As her driver discreetly digested Jack’s news about the wedding, Juliana sat fuming about it. To calm herself, she let her eyes feast as usual on families enjoying a morning at the beach. Cornwall’s coastline was blessed with many spectacular coves and bays, some rocky, others with miles of golden sand stretching as far as the eye could see. But always there were children, reminding Juliana of everything she had lost . . . and what she needed to protect.


‘Jack Merchant getting married. At his age. Foolish man. But if he thinks he can hold his absurd wedding at my family home, where I raised my daughter, the woman he never saw fit to make a bride . . .’ She thumped the seat beside her. ‘Roseland shall welcome no other.’


It was only as the taxi finally turned into the grounds of the seventeenth-century manor house, bypassing sweeping lawns and lush botanical shrubberies to arrive at Juliana’s beloved rose garden by the lake, at which point it veered off the main drive towards the farmhouse where she now lived, that Juliana realised she hadn’t asked Jack who it was that he planned to marry.


He’d claimed the three of them had had tea together, but no such meeting had ever taken place. Or had it? Her mind had been playing tricks on her lately.


For weeks now, time had seemed to expand and contract without warning, flexing and tightening like a concertina. Whole days could pass in a flash, and then a single moment would feel like it lasted for weeks. Years. Sometimes, Juliana saw everything as clearly as the pretty scallop shells wedged into the sand beneath the crystal-clear water at Talland Bay. Other times, she’d walk into a room and forget how she came to be there, or why.


‘If I’d met her, I would surely remember her. At the very least, I would know her name.’ Juliana closed her eyes, concentrating hard. ‘The invitation!’


Reaching for the pocket of her coat, she groaned, remembering that she wasn’t wearing one. It was summer; she had on her best dress. The grey silk one, with the little covered buttons all the way up the back. Margaret had laid it out for her especially, this morning, as she always did before Juliana visited her daughter’s grave.


‘Darling Ellie. No bride could hold a candle to you.’ Juliana closed her eyes again, picturing her beautiful face. ‘Whoever this woman is, there’s only one way she’ll ever get married at Roseland. Over my dead body.’










Chapter Two



Ten thousand miles away in Australia, Isabella sat on the veranda of her therapist’s Byron Bay home overlooking Wategos Beach, gazing at a very different sea to the one that had entranced her estranged grandmother. No rock pools or playful children with fishing nets here. Surfers dotted the ocean, and the Pacific heaved and swelled, rather like Izzy’s turbulent mood. She stared at it, then hooked her phone out of the pocket of her frayed denim shorts.


Usually, devices were banned from therapy sessions, but Sue flexed the boundaries for her most fragile and, secretly, her favourite client. She’d known Izzy for ten years, initially alongside her ex-husband when they came for couples counselling. Then, after the death of her biological mother, Eloise – and the bombshell revelations that followed – Izzy had come alone. The discovery that she’d been living a lie had left her with acute trust issues. Sue recognised her client’s heightened need to feel in control at all times. She allowed the phone.


‘Fuck.’ Izzy uncrossed her slim, tanned legs and sat forward on the edge of her chair.


‘Izzy? Are you OK? You’ve gone quite pale.’


‘Yes. No. Actually, I don’t know.’ She continued to stare at her phone. ‘It’s . . .’


‘Have you heard from Arthur?’ Sue took a stab at what Izzy might be reading so intently; she’d spent many sessions agonising over her regrets and failings as a parent.


Izzy’s mouth twisted ruefully. ‘As if.’


‘So what is it? I mean . . . Sorry,’ she apologised, feeling flustered. She was letting her boundaries slip; blurring the line between counsellor and friend. ‘Has something—’


‘He’s getting married,’ Izzy cut in, her face flushing now. ‘Next Friday, for God’s sake.’


‘Who? Arthur?’ Mentally, Sue kicked herself. She’d done it again. But Izzy was such a complex, interesting client; she was fascinated by her eventful life story. ‘You’ve mentioned before that your son has a girlfriend, but . . . Oh. Did you mean your ex?’


‘No. I meant Jack. My . . . dad.’ Izzy almost choked on the word. Having grown up being told that Jack was her big brother, not her father, calling him ‘Dad’ still felt wrong, even after ten years; even more so given that, at fifty-seven, he was only fifteen years her senior.


She scowled, fighting pain and anger that never seemed to ease: of missing a mum she hadn’t even known existed, until she died. Her grandmother Juliana had seen to that; she’d cast Izzy out as a baby, leaving Jack’s parents to raise her as their ‘daughter’ – conveniently, on the other side of the world, where Izzy couldn’t discover her family’s lies.


Sue kept her tone deliberately neutral. ‘You sound angry. Is a wedding a bad thing?’


An impatient huff. ‘I couldn’t care less about it. Jack’s had one wife already. I’m sure he’s got his reasons for walking up the aisle again. I’m just cross he imagines I’d want to be there to watch. I mean, for God’s sake, he expects me to fly halfway around the world at a week’s notice. To chuck confetti over a woman I’ve never met. Never even heard of.’


‘A week is certainly short notice.’ Sue just about managed not to wince.


‘Must be a shotgun affair. History repeating itself, right? Only, this time, Jack’s decided to bite the bullet and actually marry the woman he’s got pregnant.’


Sue allowed a few moments’ silence, letting Izzy’s hurt and anger fill it. ‘Izzy,’ she said gently at last, ‘I remember you telling me your mum was thirteen when she had you. And Jack was fifteen. Look, I’m not defending your family’s decision to conceal your adoption, but—’


‘Good.’ Izzy raised her eyebrows.


‘But,’ Sue continued carefully, ‘I imagine they felt Eloise was too young to be a mother. Likewise, Jack a father. Or a husband. They were both underage, for one thing.’


‘He didn’t have to turn his back on her, though, did he? Bugger off to Australia and act like she didn’t exist.’


‘He was ordered to leave, as I also recall you telling me. And he took you with him.’


‘His parents did, you mean.’ Izzy scowled. They’d had this conversation many times, and she knew Sue was trying to help her cut through her anger to appreciate the facts of the situation. But finding out that she was adopted, and that the couple she’d always called Mum and Dad were actually her paternal grandparents, had been the biggest trauma in her life.


It had been a triple blow: Izzy had grieved for a mother she’d never known, but it had also felt like she’d lost her adoptive parents. They’d kept the truth from her, and now they were dead, too. Juliana Trelawney had plotted the betrayal, but Izzy’s entire family had maintained it. She despised her grandmother Juliana, but she also couldn’t forgive Jack.


‘Jeez, is it any wonder I’ve been in therapy for a decade?’ She dashed away a tear. ‘My family is a joke, and this wedding will be a circus.’


‘Will you go?’ Sue asked softly.


‘The hell I will! In fact, hell will freeze over before I ever set foot in Cornwall again.’


‘Will Arthur?’ Sue knew how badly it still hurt Izzy that her then sixteen-year-old son had decided to remain permanently in the UK, following his solo visit to Cornwall after his grandmother Eloise’s death – prompted by the solicitor’s letter about his inheritance . . . the letter that had first exposed Izzy’s secret adoption.


‘I guess so. Arthur lives in London now, but he’s still very close to his grandpa. I suppose Jack’s been more like a father to him.’ Izzy paused, and Sue could see what it cost her to admit that. She glared at her phone again. ‘In fact, according to this invitation, Artie’s the best man. There’s no mention of bridesmaids, but I expect the twins . . . Rose and Violet.’


Picturing their faces, Izzy chewed a strand of her long tawny hair, as ever feeling guilty at how she’d severed all contact with the girls, now teenagers. During her own brief visit to Cornwall ten years ago, Izzy had at first been thrilled to discover that she had younger sisters. But the situation was complicated, and she’d quickly withdrawn, returning to Australia and restricting contact mainly to Christmas and birthdays.


Jack himself had only just found out that the twins were his daughters, conceived during one final chance meeting with Eloise six years before. He’d been recently divorced at the time, but Eloise was married to someone else by then. She’d kept her pregnancy a secret from Jack – as she did her cancer diagnosis, six months after the twins were born.


But Izzy had no sympathy for Jack. During that visit, she’d seen his determination to be a good dad to Rose and Violet, then five years old, and she’d backed off from them all. Now, ten years later, she wondered if she’d been jealous of the twins being able to grow up knowing Jack was their real dad. She still loved her sisters, and she adored her son, but bitterness at the hand her family had dealt her remained a brick wall between them.


Sue watched the conflicting emotions flitting across Izzy’s pretty, heart-shaped face. ‘I know it’s tough, being so far from home. Half your family on the other side of the world.’


Izzy shook her head. ‘Home is here. In Australia. Not some crumbling old stately pile in deepest, darkest England. It has been my whole life. Apart from the first three months.’ She frowned. ‘And only half my family are there, anyway.’


‘The Trelawney half.’


‘Precisely.’ She stared at her phone again. ‘This wedding invitation . . . It feels more like a summons. To Cornwall. Roseland. I mean, for God’s sake, that’s where . . .’


‘You were adopted as a baby,’ Sue finished softly for her, as Izzy’s voice dried.


‘Juliana saw to that. I was the dirty little secret she wanted rid of, wasn’t I? Now Jack expects me to go back there and play happy families. But I can’t do it, Sue. I can’t rock up at the family mansion and act like there aren’t still more damned skeletons in the Trelawney closet.’


‘Skeletons?’ A sudden breeze drifted off the water. It lifted Sue’s short brown hair, and the back of her neck prickled with a growing sense that Izzy was hiding something big. ‘And you’re really not tempted to go back there? To dig up these . . . skeletons?’


‘Oh, I’ll go. Maybe not to the wedding, but certainly to Roseland.’


‘Right. I see.’ This time, Sue couldn’t hide her surprise. She was used to her client’s volatility, but this was a huge, sudden turnaround. ‘May I ask what’s changed your mind?’


‘You may ask.’ Izzy winced, knowing she sounded childish. She genuinely wasn’t playing games; she’d had her belly-full of those with her ex-husband. Mostly, she confided freely in Sue, but there was one thing she wasn’t ready to talk about: her secret mission. Her conviction that there were more scandals festering in the Trelawney family – and her determination to uncover them.


The email that had arrived late last night had been almost as big a shock as her dad’s wedding invitation just now. After waiting weeks for a response from the ancestry-tracing website she’d registered with online, Izzy had practically forgotten about it. Now she couldn’t get it out of her head. A genetic match had been found!


She had only registered with the website, and purchased their DNA test, as a late-night impulse after a particularly strained phone call with Arthur a few weeks ago. In the decade since the truth about Izzy’s parentage had come to light, she’d felt lost, abandoned. But she also longed for connection. It had been a fleeting moment of curiosity, to know whether there were any other scandalous secrets in the Trelawney family tree.


And now, here was something. It had been a brief, sparse notification, with no further details beyond official confirmation that a ‘significantly strong’ DNA match with another applicant on their database had been determined.


As far as Izzy knew, her parents had both been only children, so this was a surprising and intriguing discovery. Being vague and anonymous – due to data protection – it didn’t give her much to go on, but whatever it was, it was a lead of sorts. Now Izzy had two birds to kill – her father’s wedding, and her own secret mission – and one stone: a return to Roseland.


‘OK. Well, we’re almost out of time today,’ Sue said, after Izzy had sat quietly for a few minutes, deeply immersed in her thoughts. She didn’t need to check her watch; the lifeguard on the beach in front of her home changed shifts at exactly the same time each day. ‘I guess, if you’re going to Cornwall, I won’t see you for a couple of weeks at least.’


‘Curiosity,’ Izzy said abruptly, deciding that she owed Sue some explanation, even if not the entire truth. ‘That’s what’s changed my mind. Curiosity to see my dad again. Meet his bride.’ And my mystery DNA match, she thought, feeling her stomach churn with a mixture of anger, nerves, fear – and something she thought she’d long since given up on: hope.


Finally, Sue allowed herself a smile. ‘Sounds like a good enough reason to me.’


‘Oh, and karma. What goes around comes around, yeah?’ Izzy tucked her phone back into her pocket, and reached for her glass of water. She ended every therapy session the same way, as though to wash away the words that always left a bad taste in her mouth.


‘You believe in fate, then? Or do we each forge our own destiny? Nature or nurture?’


‘Both.’ Izzy folded her arms, looking ready for battle now. ‘My family screwed up my start in life. They set me on a path of their choosing. Now I’m taking back the wheel. I’m setting my own course, and I’m steering it right at them. It’s payback time.’


Sue didn’t usually offer her clients advice; it went against her ethical practice to interfere or try to influence decisions. But she’d come to care for this troubled woman; she couldn’t let her leave without offering a note of caution.


‘Izzy,’ she said gently, staring into her fierce blue eyes. ‘Do you know the truest thing I’ve heard said to anyone plotting revenge?’


Izzy huffed. She disliked being asked questions when she didn’t know the answer. It made her feel at a disadvantage, and she hated that. ‘Something about those in glass houses not throwing stones?’


Sue sighed. ‘First dig two graves.’










Chapter Three



Eve crawled into bed, still damp after her shower and with only a soft navy towel wrapped around her slim body, shoulder-length ash-blonde hair caught up in a loose ponytail. Yanking up the duvet, she groaned as she snuggled down, needing five more minutes before she had to get up and go find something quick and easy to throw together for dinner.


It had been a long, frenetic day at work, and she was starving – but too worn out to cook. She’d been feeling so tired lately. Bone-achingly so. Becoming an assistant producer on a breakfast TV show had been her dream job for as long as she could remember, but it was exhausting. Thank God it was almost the weekend. Just Friday to endure, then she could relax.


The heat didn’t help; London was gritty and stifling in the summer. Eve longed to get out of the city; she also yearned for an iced latte with a double shot of caffeine for extra energy. The trouble was, she was too tired to get dressed and go back out to their local coffee shop.


‘Hey, lazybones.’ Her boyfriend appeared in the doorway. ‘You look comfy.’


‘I am. Come join me. Or better still, bring me a coffee. Extra espresso. Lots of ice.’


‘Bossy boots,’ Arthur teased. ‘Good job I like strong women. Speaking of which, I have news. Two pieces, in fact.’ He sauntered across the room, perching on the end of the bed.


Eve eyed him sleepily. ‘Please tell me your witch of a boss has finally resigned. About time, too. She’s stolen the credit for your last six features.’


‘Oh, she’s not that bad. I’ve actually learned a lot from her.’


‘You’re way too soft for your own good, Artie. Anyway, if not that, what?’


‘It’s Pops, actually. He called while you were in the shower.’ Arthur rolled onto the bed now, stretching out next to Eve with a sigh. ‘We had quite a chat. You were in there ages.’


Eve cuddled against him. ‘I was waiting for you to come and soap my back.’


‘Like I said, bossy boots.’ Arthur chuckled, tickling her ribs.


Eve laughed too, then shoved his hand away. ‘Don’t make me laugh. I’m so tired, it hurts. Anyway, what were you going to say about your grandpa? Is Jack OK?’


‘More than OK, as a matter of fact. He’s getting married.’


‘He’s what?’ Eve sat up, wide awake now. ‘You’re kidding.’ She knew Arthur loved a good prank; he never took life, or himself, too seriously. He also never lied or played games, having spent his childhood watching his parents score points off each other and vowing never to do the same. Eve knew this, but he had to be joking about Jack.


‘I kid you not. The invitation’s in the post, Pops said. Only he wanted to call me first. Tell me in person, as it were. So it didn’t come as such a shock, I guess.’


‘Well, that worked. Not.’ Eve rolled her eyes. ‘But Jack’s been single for ever. All he does these days is hang out with the twins. He’s devoted to them.’


‘And his work,’ Arthur agreed affably, fiercely proud of his grandpa.


‘Exactly. If anything, he’s married to his job. In fact, come to think of it, I’ve never known Jack to have so much as a date. Now you’re telling me he’s getting married?’


‘In a week’s time.’


‘No way! We only saw him a month or so ago. We stayed at his house, for God’s sake. There’s no way he could have snuck anyone in or out without us knowing. How can he possibly have met someone and proposed to them in the space of a few weeks?’


‘I know. That’s what I meant about strong women. Or woman, in this case. His fiancée can’t wait, apparently. She has her heart set on being a June bride.’ Arthur paused, looking thoughtful. ‘And for the wedding to take place at Roseland.’


Eve shook her head. ‘No way. Juliana will never allow that. You know she won’t.’


‘I do. Which brings me to my second piece of news. Pops has invited us down for the weekend. To meet his fiancée, I guess.’ He paused again. ‘And to, um, visit Gee-Gee.’


‘You mean, he wants you to sweet-talk your poor old widowed great-grandmother into holding the wedding at Roseland against her wishes,’ Eve said shrewdly. ‘Very Machiavellian of him. He knows you have Juliana wrapped around your little finger.’


Arthur chuckled. ‘She does have a soft spot for me, I can’t deny it.’


The blush on his boyishly handsome face made Eve smile. ‘Who can blame her? But even you will have your work cut out convincing Juliana to let Jack get married at Roseland. It’s her home.’


‘Was her home. The National Trust controls it now. Any member of the public can nose around it for the price of a cream tea. Legally, I’m not sure Juliana can stop Jack hiring it.’


‘But she’ll try. You know she will. She moved there as a new bride herself. That place has her heart. Jack must know that. He must realise he’s in for a battle. Whoever he’s marrying must seriously have him under her thumb for him to even risk upsetting Juliana.’


‘Or he’s madly in love and can deny her nothing. I know we’re both cynical, hard-bitten media professionals.’ Arthur winked. ‘But true romance does exist, you know?’


‘I’m not saying it doesn’t,’ Eve countered. ‘It’s just, Jack must really be head over heels to be getting married so fast. To someone you’ve never even met. I know he’s your grandpa, but he’s always been more like a dad to you. He talks everything over with you.’


‘I know. To be fair, he did sound a bit sheepish about the whole thing.’


‘I bet. He’s, what, fifty-six? Fifty-seven? A bit old for acting on impulse. How did he even meet her? Please don’t tell me on Tinder.’


Arthur shrugged. ‘He didn’t actually say. Could be she’s a doctor, too, right? Maybe their eyes met across a crowded operating theatre.’


‘Because surgical gowns are so attractive. Still, I guess he’s good-looking. For his age.’


‘He’ll be flattered to hear it. And I won’t dispute that he has good genes.’ Arthur ran a hand through his thick blond hair, pretending to preen. ‘Which I’ve obviously inherited.’


‘You’re gorgeous,’ Eve agreed, blushing as he rolled closer to kiss her. After a few heated moments, she pulled away, leaning back on the pillow and letting out a long sigh. ‘But can you believe your grandpa is getting married before you? Oh, the shame.’


‘Oi! Is that a hint?’ Arthur quirked one eyebrow. ‘Only kidding. When I pop the question, I want it to be a surprise. Pops isn’t the only one who knows how to sweep a woman off her feet, I’ll have you know.’


‘I hate surprises,’ Eve said, but she kissed him again, and this time it was even longer before they broke apart. ‘Right, we should get up. Cook. Eat. Tidy up. Pretend to be grown-ups. My mum’s back tomorrow, remember? I haven’t told her yet that you’ve moved in.’


Since graduating and starting her career in TV, Eve had lived in a converted studio at the end of her parents’ garden. For the last two years, they’d been in Dubai, where her dad, an eminent psychiatrist, had been offered a golden career opportunity. Eve had been close to him as a little girl, but over the years they’d drifted apart. She spoke to her mum almost every day, though, and missed her badly. She couldn’t wait to tell her that, despite her relationship with Arthur having been on and off, things were getting pretty serious with him now.


‘What? You haven’t told Cathy?’ He leaped up and began hurriedly picking up his clothes, strewn all over the bedsit floor, and kicking trainers and newspapers under the bed.


‘Don’t panic, she won’t be back till tomorrow lunchtime. Besides, she adores you. Your whole family. She’ll be gobsmacked about Jack, too. Oh. I’m presuming he’s invited her?’


‘What?’ Shoving dirty laundry into a cupboard, at the same time trying to prevent his colourful collection of surfboards tumbling out, Arthur glanced over his shoulder.


‘To the wedding, Artie. Is my mum invited?’


‘Ah. Pops didn’t say. Or maybe he did. I was in shock. He asked me to be best man. It’s a big responsibility.’ He paused, staring at Eve, looking like a rabbit caught in headlights.


‘What, arranging a stag night at the Talland Bay Hotel? It’ll be just like every other weekend.’ Eve laughed. ‘Can you imagine what the locals will make of it? A wedding at Roseland. It’ll be the biggest news in the village since . . .’ She broke off, blushing.


‘Since Ted tried to drown the twins ten years ago.’


Eve winced. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to put my foot in it.’


‘You didn’t.’ Arthur shrugged. ‘That’s all ancient history. Dead and buried. Quite literally, in Ted’s case.’


‘It’s not for Rose and Violet, though,’ Eve said quietly.


‘Oh?’


‘Yeah. We text sometimes. Well, Vi messages, mostly. Just chat. Picking my brains about careers in TV. Anyway, apparently, Rosie is having bad dreams about it again.’


‘I thought they were in Italy? Spending the summer at their friend’s villa, lucky kids.’


‘They are. But I don’t think it’s gone too well. Vi sounded anxious in her last text. She said Rosie’s having panic attacks and night terrors again.’


Arthur squinted thoughtfully. ‘They don’t actually know what their stepdad tried to do, though, do they? Pops told me he’s always been vague about it, to protect them.’


‘I know. But they’re fifteen now. They spend half their life online. Vi certainly does. God knows what she’s seen on social media.’


‘Well, they’ll certainly never hear about all that from me. And everyone in the village adores them. No one would be tactless enough to mention what happened.’


‘Not even when they’re tipsy after a crate of champagne at the wedding reception?’ Eve looked worried now. ‘I presume Jack has at least told the twins he’s getting married?’


Arthur wrinkled his nose. ‘I forgot to check. I did ask about Mum, though.’


‘Gosh, Izzy. Yes. Will she come, do you think?’ Eve asked tentatively, knowing about the rift between them. Arthur rarely talked about it, but she knew it bothered it him.


He shrugged. ‘No idea. We haven’t spoken properly in weeks. Months, even.’


‘I bet she’ll be curious, though. To meet Jack’s mystery bride. I know I am.’


‘Well, thankfully, you won’t have long to wait. I said we’d get the train down straight after work tomorrow. That is OK with you, isn’t it?’ Arthur added anxiously, coming to sit next to her again. ‘I wouldn’t normally ask you to drop everything for me.’


‘Is that right?’ Teasingly, Eve waggled her towel, giving him a suggestive grin.


Blue eyes sparking, Arthur reached for her. ‘On second thoughts, maybe we should just stay here all weekend. In bed.’


‘What, and miss the inside scoop on the wedding of the year?’ Eve poked him in the ribs. ‘Not on your life.’










Chapter Four



Cathy almost cheered with relief as she managed to hail a taxi straightaway at Heathrow Airport. It was frantically busy, and she was tired and jangled after the flight from Dubai. She smiled at the cab driver as he stowed her luggage, then climbed into the back seat, only relaxing as they set off and the familiar London landscape began to slide past the window.


It felt strange to be back, like she’d been on another planet rather than in a different country. Even more so because, this time, she wasn’t returning to a busy family home. Her three children were all grown up now, with jobs and young families of their own. At least, Sam and Tom, her boys, were both married and settled in other parts of the country.


Eve was still living at home, although she seemed to spend most of her time at the office, working hard to establish her TV career. Her relationship with Arthur appeared to be going strong, maturing from the sweet intensity of a teen romance that began when Arthur first arrived in Cornwall, he and Eve both innocent but spirited sixteen-year-olds, to an adult partnership – with all the highs and lows that entailed. Cathy had lost count of the number of times her sunny but feisty and principled, highly independent daughter had called the whole thing off.


‘You would never let a man’s career come before your own, would you, darling?’ she muttered, recalling her own dilemma about whether to accompany her husband to Dubai, when he’d taken the job there. She’d worried that she might be lonely; Chris was always busy appearing at conferences, or engrossed writing his books.


In the end, she’d decided to give it a shot, putting her own work as a freelance feature writer on hold for a couple of years. ‘I tried my best,’ she reassured herself, determined to stop feeling guilty about her decision to come home.


Closing her eyes, she pictured Chris’s face after he’d dropped her off at Dubai International Airport. He’d embraced her warmly as they said their goodbyes, but his manner had seemed preoccupied, and as Cathy watched him walk away, she saw him immediately take out his phone. She had never suspected him of infidelity; his only mistress was work. ‘But I can’t take second place to his job for the rest of my life,’ she reminded herself.


Their marriage had always been a little choppy, but Cathy had still loved Chris enough to give Dubai a go, and it hadn’t been so bad. Along with other expat wives, she’d busied herself setting up literary societies, organising talks and interviews with many bestselling authors. She was good at it, and, having long dreamed of writing a novel herself, she’d found it fun and interesting – only not enough to want to stay when Chris was offered another year’s extension to his contract.


Telling him flatly that she was coming home, Cathy had been taken aback when Chris declared he was earning and learning too much to leave. Still, it hadn’t seemed like the worst idea to have some time apart, and, confident that their marriage could survive a bit of distance, Cathy had stuck to her plan; as the cab pulled up outside her pretty pink-washed Edwardian terraced house in Chiswick twenty minutes later, she was very glad that she had.


‘Home at last.’ She sighed with pleasure as she closed the front door behind her. ‘Damnit, what’s all this?’ Almost slipping on a pile of papers, she bent down to gather up what looked like a week’s worth of post. ‘Evie!’ she called out. ‘Are you here?’


It had been Cathy’s idea for Eve to move into the studio at the end of their garden. Having survived its previous incarnations as a granny-annexe and teenage den for the boys, it had seemed wasted once they’d left home. When Eve returned from studying journalism at uni, struggling to afford London rents, the studio had offered the perfect solution on both sides: Eve retained her independence, but her parents could keep a watchful eye on her.


In fact, Cathy secretly hoped her daughter would never leave. She just wished she was a bit tidier and more organised. ‘Some of these are weeks old,’ she muttered, flicking through the stack of envelopes. Deciding the bills could wait, she wandered through to the kitchen and dumped them on the polished granite worktop, before checking the fridge. ‘Please tell me you at least thought to get in some basics for me. Oh, Eve. When are you going to start acting like a grown-up?’


Rolling her eyes, Cathy surveyed the meagre supplies her scatty daughter had obviously picked up in a rush from the corner shop. Bread. Milk. A carton of chopped tomatoes; a slab of cheese. ‘At least there’s dried pasta in the cupboard. That’s dinner sorted, I guess.’ Then, spotting a bottle of Prosecco tucked at the back, a celebratory mood came over her. ‘No, darn it. We’ll crack open that bottle and get ourselves a takeaway.’ Shutting the fridge, she was about to make her way upstairs to have a bath, when the landline phone rang.


‘Mum! You’re back!’


‘Evie, darling. Yes, I’m home, thank goodness. Just this second walked in.’


‘Sorry, I’ll let you get sorted. I’m at work, anyway. About to go into yet another meeting. I’ve got to present this new feature idea I’ve been developing. Bad timing all round.’


‘Actually, it’s perfect timing. What do you fancy for dinner? I thought we might spoil ourselves with a takeaway. Catch up over a bottle of fizz.’ A smile spread across Cathy’s face at the thought. ‘How’s Arthur? What’s the latest? Are you two on or off, right now?’


‘Definitely on. In fact . . .’ There was a pause, then: ‘Look, I’d best go. I was just phoning to let you know I won’t actually be home this evening. Artie and I are heading to Cornwall straight after work. Family crisis.’


Cathy squeezed the phone tighter. ‘Crisis? What’s happened? Is it Juliana?’ Guiltily, she counted the months since she’d last been in touch with her late best friend’s mum. Once, they’d been incredibly close; Cathy had practically grown up at Roseland. But after Eloise died, everyone’s life had changed. ‘Or the twins? Oh, Eve. Tell me, please.’


‘Don’t panic, they’re all fine. It’s actually Jack. He wants to talk to Artie. In person.’


‘That sounds serious. Is Jack OK? Has something happened to him?’


‘Sort of. I take it nothing’s arrived for you in the post, then?’


‘Sorry?’ Cathy crossed the kitchen to pick up the envelopes she’d stashed by the microwave. Wedging the phone under her chin, she flicked through them. ‘Oh, this looks like Jack’s writing.’ Opening the envelope, her mouth fell open in shock. ‘What the . . .?’


‘Exactly. Hmm, I guess he must have sent yours first. Ours hasn’t arrived yet.’


‘Jack’s getting married? Who on earth to?’ Scanning the small, square white card in her hands, Cathy was puzzled to see only Jack’s name as the host scrawled beneath the date and details of the venue. ‘Roseland. Oh my God. The wedding is going to be at Roseland?’


‘Yep. A week today. In the great hall. With a family dress rehearsal the day before.’


‘Wow.’ Cathy paused, trying to digest this dramatic news. ‘Sorry, darling, I know you’re busy, but . . . Is it just me, or does this all seem rather rushed?’ She peered closer at the scribbled card, then turned it over, wondering if Jack had written a personal note to her.


They’d been on the periphery of each other’s lives since childhood – since Cathy’s best friend Eloise secretly fell in love with the son of Roseland’s estate manager, and one impulsive summer night resulted in accidental pregnancy . . . followed by Jack’s banishment, and Eloise’s heartache as she was forced to renounce him, and give up their baby.


Cathy had only got to know Jack properly ten years ago, when he’d returned to Cornwall after Eloise’s death. Cathy had been grief-stricken at the loss of her best friend, and Jack’s surprise and joy at discovering he was Rose and Violet’s father was overshadowed first by grief for Eloise, then by terror when the twins almost drowned at Watchman’s Cove.


Tragedy had forged a bond between Jack and Cathy, and even though she hadn’t seen him in years, she cared deeply about his happiness, as much for the sake of her beloved lost friend, who had adored him. The twins, now fifteen, were also Cathy’s goddaughters.


The thought brought on a rush of concern. ‘Gosh. How do Rosie and Violet feel about this? They’ve had one disastrous step-parent. I hope their new stepmum will be less—’


‘Murderous?’ Eve cut in.


‘Well, quite. So, who is she? Goodness, I knew things would have changed in London while I’ve been away, but not in Cornwall. Talland Bay has been the same for ever. I can’t believe . . . This isn’t some kind of joke, is it? A belated April Fool’s prank?’


‘That was my first reaction. But no. Jack’s really getting married. Artie is his best man. The wedding will be at Roseland next Friday. Seriously, I wish they’d chosen somewhere less grand. I haven’t a clue what to wear. Unless you happened to pick up any designer gear in Dubai that I can borrow? My wardrobe is empty.’


‘Much like my fridge.’


A guilty chuckle. ‘Sorry, Mum. Work has been insane. I’ve been too tired to shop.’


‘It’s fine. Like I said, I was thinking of getting a takeaway. Or . . .’ Cathy looked around the kitchen, realising that with Eve away, there was nothing to keep her here. ‘I could join you. Drive down to Cornwall tonight. We could even go clothes shopping together this weekend.’


‘Really? Isn’t the cottage all closed up? Artie and I are staying at Jack’s, by the way. He’s meeting us off the train at Liskeard this evening.’


‘That’s no problem. I’ve got the keys. Somewhere.’ Cathy opened a drawer and rifled through takeaway menus, wondering again when her daughter would learn to cook. ‘The old Beetle is still in the garage. It’s serviced and insured. I won’t even need to unpack.’


‘Are you sure? You’ve only just arrived home, Mum. You must be exhausted.’


‘I’m fine, darling. And never too tired for Cornwall.’ Cathy brushed away the thought of a long slog down the M4. ‘I’ll lock up here and drive straight down. Then I can see you tomorrow for breakfast. Or maybe brunch would be kinder to my jet lag.’


‘Well, if you’re really sure. That’d be fantastic. Then we can catch up at leisure.’


‘Perfect. That’s sorted, then. I can’t wait to meet Jack’s fiancée, too. What’s she like?’


‘No idea. I’ve never met her. Nor has Artie.’


Cathy practically dropped the phone in surprise. ‘He . . . what?’


‘I know. It’s been a whirlwind courtship, apparently.’


‘Which I imagine is causing quite a storm,’ Cathy surmised.


‘Put it this way, Juliana is spitting feathers. Hence Artie being summoned.’


‘To smooth things over. Sure. Juliana has always doted on him. The twins, too. Family means everything to her. Gosh, I hope Jack knows what he’s doing. I hope his fiancée is worth all this commotion. Well, I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Tomorrow, hopefully.’


‘Yes. In Cornwall. How long has it been since we were all together there?’


‘I don’t know, but it feels like a lifetime.’ Despite the heat of the day, goose bumps broke out on Cathy’s skin as she stared down at the invitation again. A mixture of excitement, curiosity and nerves fizzed through her. ‘I’ll see you there, darling. I can’t wait.’










Chapter Five



Much later that evening, Cathy coaxed her old VW Beetle up the steep, quiet lane leading out of Talland Bay towards her family’s long-time holiday home, and drove straight into an enormous pothole. ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’


Climbing out to take a closer look, she groaned. ‘Where the hell has that come from?’ Sighing, she remembered that she hadn’t seen the place for a year now, and that had only been for a flying visit to escape the furnace-like Middle Eastern summer.


Winters in Cornwall could be lacerating, and even a summer storm could produce fierce gales that tore down trees, blew tiles off roofs and caused havoc in the most well-tended gardens, which Cathy’s certainly wasn’t.


When the decision had been made that they were going to Dubai, she’d wanted to appoint a property management firm, but Chris had said it was a ridiculous expense. He’d said the same about her suggestion that they hire a regular gardener, she recalled.


‘Well, look at it now, Chris.’ Not only would the pothole she’d just driven into require major repair, their pretty garden was badly overgrown. Cathy was dreading what state she’d find the house itself in.
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