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For my brother David










Prologue


South London, March 2000


Slipping into the chapel, softly as a wraith, Beatrice found a seat at the back. Aimless organ music was playing, but she hardly noticed, for she was putting on her spectacles and examining the Order of Service the usher had given her. There was a photograph of Angelina on the front, and the sight of it tugged her straight back into the past.


It was a picture she remembered well, a snapshot Beatrice herself had taken in Cornwall, on Carlyon beach, just before the war, when Angie was seventeen. Angie’s mother had framed it and kept it on the grand piano in Carlyon Manor. From it, Angelina gazed out across the years, laughing, beautiful, and bathed in sunlight.


As Beatrice stared into those luminous eyes she felt a hot lava of longing and resentment rise inside. She laid the card face down beside her on the pew. She thought she’d mastered these feelings long ago, wrestled them down during many nights of torment. Now she knew that she was wrong: beneath the veneer of good sense, the passions of the past still raged. She closed her eyes, trying to collect her thoughts. She should never have come. But there was someone she needed to see.


Beatrice opened her eyes and looked around. The pews in the crematorium were nearly but not quite full. As her gaze wandered over the rows she noticed they were filled mostly with people of her own generation, the women proper in hats, the old men florid or shrunken inside their dark suits, some, the old war-horses, with medals glinting. There was no one she recognized. Finally, she allowed herself to look towards the front, sitting up a little straighter, craning her neck. At the top of the aisle was the coffin, piled high with blue and white flowers, but her eyes slid over this. Her pulse quickened.


For there they were. It must be them, though it was difficult to be sure from behind. A middle-aged woman with frizzy hair tinted blonde and tied back with ribbon, her crushed-velvet coat of midnight blue cut in a flamboyant style. The man in a crow-black overcoat, his dark hair, Beatrice noticed tenderly, streaked with grey. It was astonishing, she thought, that Tom must be getting on for sixty. And between them, a girl of perhaps sixteen, who kept turning round to look at everything, so that Beatrice had plenty of opportunity to study her pointed chin, her turned-up nose and the lively expression in her stubby-lashed brown eyes. Lucy, it was.


And now the congregation was rising to its feet as the minister, his white robes flying, hastened to the front, and the organist started the first hymn. Beatrice grasped the back of the pew in front for support and tried to focus on the words. But she found no strength to sing.


The comforting words of the liturgy washed over her. She hardly noticed them, so intent was she on watching the small family in the front row. Lucy stroked her father’s arm but he barely acknowledged her. There was something lonely about the way he stood, shoulders hunched, head bowed.


And now everyone was sitting down again and Tom was moving to the lectern, so that she saw his face for the first time. So absolutely like his father’s. It was the pallor of his skin, the steady way he pushed on his spectacles, his quiet demeanour as he contemplated his audience. But when, finally, he began to speak, his voice was utterly his own, deep and so low she had to strain to catch the words. And what he had to say astonished her.


‘My mother Angelina Cardwell,’ Tom said, ‘was one of the most beautiful…’ and here he smiled at his wife and daughter in the front row ‘… and certainly the bravest woman I have ever known.’ That didn’t sound right. She’d never thought of Angie in that light before. Beautiful, yes, but brave? What did he mean? ‘… a difficult life,’ she heard him continue. ‘The tragic deaths of her brother and mother, her husband’s health problems…’ The volume of the words ebbed and flowed in that soft bass voice. ‘It was, I know, a disappointment that I was her only child, and I was always aware of how precious I was.’ He glanced up at his audience. ‘Many of you will know how she struggled in her later years with illness. This too she bore with great courage, never more so than after the death of my father. Beautiful and brave she was, but I also valued my mother for her loyalty. She was a devoted mother and wife and, as all the letters I’ve received since her death bear witness, a warm and loving friend. I was proud to be her son.’


Beatrice squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, trying to assimilate all she heard. Devoted, warm, loyal. That’s not how she saw Angelina. When she looked up again it was to find Tom Cardwell staring directly at her, a look of slight puzzlement on his face as though he were trying to place her.


At the end of the short service, everyone stood waiting quietly as the electric curtains closed around the coffin. Only Lucy broke the tension with a single sobbing cry and her mother seized her hand with a little rattle of bangles.


It was over.


She watched Tom, his wife and daughter go out first, and Tom take up a position at the door, to thank everyone as they walked out. Beatrice hung back but saw there was nothing for it; she would have to speak to him. She’d rehearsed some words, but now she wasn’t sure that they were the right ones. As she waited her turn in the line-up, someone jabbed at her arm and spoke her name. She turned to find a familiar face: a stocky old woman with a raffia hat pulled too tight over wispy grey hair and an expression of malicious pleasure.


‘Hetty. It is Hetty?’ Beatrice said. Angelina’s sister must be in her early seventies, three or four years younger than herself, but she looked older.


‘Of course it’s Hetty,’ the woman said with her usual brusqueness. ‘What the hell are you doing here, Bea?’ The eyes, it was always the eyes that gave someone away. Hetty’s were brown and baleful, and her mouth still turned down. Charmless, that had always been the word for Hesther Wincanton.


‘How are you?’ Beatrice said, ignoring the rudeness. ‘I didn’t see you earlier, wasn’t sure you were here.’


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ Hetty said. ‘I was her sister.’


‘I didn’t mean that. I hadn’t spotted you – you weren’t sitting with Tom.’


‘No,’ Hetty said shortly. ‘Well, never mind all that. I thought I’d warn you not to say anything stupid. You won’t, will you?’


‘Stupid? What do you take me for?’


Hetty seized her arm and Beatrice felt a spray of spit as the woman hissed, ‘Angelina never told him about you, you know. Never.’


Beatrice felt the last shreds of hope blow away. ‘Didn’t she?’ she said faintly. Then she pulled herself up straighter: ‘Told whom what?’


‘Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. So keep mum. Trust me, it’s for the best.’


She might not like Hetty, but Beatrice saw enough urgency in the other woman’s face to worry her. She gave her the slightest of nods and turned away.


When she finally reached Tom’s side she felt only numbness, knowing she mustn’t say what was in her heart. She put out her hand.


‘Thank you for coming,’ he murmured as he shook it, looking at her, curious. ‘Do I know you?’


‘I’m Beatrice Ashton,’ she said. ‘I used to be Beatrice Marlow. A family friend.’ She watched his face change. He knew, she saw immediately. He knew who she was.


With a supreme effort, Tom Cardwell recovered his composure.


‘It’s very nice of you to come, Mrs Ashton. Perhaps you’d join us for refreshments shortly. I’m sure someone could give you a lift to the hotel.’


‘I have my own car,’ she said, but already he was turning from her.


‘Aunt Hetty,’ she heard him say, as she moved on.


‘Such a shame my brother Peter couldn’t take the trouble.’ Hetty’s reply carried clear and loud.


‘It’s a long way from New York, Hetty, and I gather his health isn’t good.’


‘Well, he needn’t expect us to turn up for his funeral.’ She gave a snorting laugh.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Tom said.


Beatrice joined the other mourners, admiring the wreaths laid out on the ground. Lucy and her mother, Gabriella, were a little way ahead.


‘Oh, this is all so… weird,’ cried the girl passionately, and started to cry. Gabriella tried to soothe her. Beatrice watched them walk away together into the garden. It seemed she wasn’t to speak to them either. No one talked to her. She was a stranger – no, worse, a ghost.


Finally losing her courage altogether, she decided to skip refreshments and looked for the path to the car park.


Later, she was to agonize over her cowardice. If Hetty hadn’t warned her, who knows what she might have said to Tom and the effect it would have had. Perhaps it was better for the truth to lie sleeping. After all, who would benefit from it coming to light? Maybe only herself. But hadn’t her own mother always enjoined her to tell the truth? A lie leads to a bigger lie, she used to say. It wasn’t originally Beatrice’s lie, but Angelina’s.










Chapter 1


Cornwall, April 2011


‘Please, Will.’


‘Lucy, we’re already late. If you girls hadn’t taken so long packing up…’


‘It’s not far on the map – look.’


‘I can’t when I’m driving, can I?’ Will’s eyes didn’t flicker from the road ahead.


‘There’ll be a sign to Saint Florian soon,’ Lucy said. ‘I showed you on the way down, remember? Oh, Will, it’s only a few miles to the coast. Come on, please. I did say I wanted to go there.’ She tried not to sound petulant.


‘And we’ve been busy doing other things all week. Are you going to blame me for that?’


‘I’m not blaming you for anything. I just want to see the place.’


‘Listen, Lu, we’ll go another time, how about that? Jon says let’s come again in the summer.’ As if to settle the matter, Will touched a paddle on the steering wheel and rock music pulsed through the car, drowning all possibility of conversation.


Lucy traced a finger along the wobbly line of the Cornish coast, with its promise of smugglers’ coves and wild headlands, and privately wondered if there would be a second visit. She’d hardly known Jon and Natalia, the other couple; they were friends of Will’s, and she hadn’t even been seeing Will very long. She sneaked a look at him and her pessimism grew. That scowl was becoming an all-too-recognizable reaction to being crossed. He was twenty-seven, as she was, but despite his longish hair and the attractive, unshaven look, which in London she’d taken to mean laidback and open to new ideas, he hadn’t turned out that way at all. As for the others, Jon, like Will, was obsessed with finding the best surfing beaches, Natalia with shopping, and Lucy was the only one prepared to walk the cliffs if more than one drop of rain was falling. But as the newcomer to the group, and lacking her own transport, she’d had to comply with their plans. She folded her arms and stared out of the window, trying to ignore the ugly music.


Will glanced at her and turned down the volume. ‘You look pretty miserable,’ he remarked.


‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘I don’t understand why you’re so desperate to get home.’


He shrugged. ‘I want to get the drive over with. Anyway, there are things to do. I’ve booked the editing suite this week and I need to go over the brief.’ Will was a freelance film editor, and Lucy worked for a television production company as a production assistant.


‘You’re not thinking about work already, Will?’


‘You’re lucky having next week off.’


‘I feel I’ve earned it… Oh, look!’ A road sign had come into view. Lucy sat up straighter. ‘The turn-off. Please, Will. It’ll only take twenty minutes, I promise. Let’s go, please.’


Will, who was a little alarmed by Lucy’s impetuous side, gave in and swung the driving wheel.


‘Thank you,’ Lucy breathed, touching his arm. His forehead creased into a frown.


They drove on in silence, the narrow road winding between high hedges. Several times they were forced to pull in to let cars pass from the opposite direction, Will’s fingers tapping the steering wheel.


‘How much further?’ he growled.


‘Just another half-mile. Oh, look, the sea!’


They had crossed a plateau and reached the point where the land sloped down to a horseshoe-shaped bay. To the left, high cliffs curved out to a headland with a lighthouse. The view to the right was blocked by a line of Scots pines crowded with rooks’ nests. Ahead, the road dipped steeply towards a cluster of whitewashed houses, presumably the beginning of the town.


Another sign, this one pointing right, along a lane behind the pines: ‘The Beach and Carlyon Manor,’ Lucy read aloud. ‘Will, stop! It’s Carlyon!’


Will checked his mirror before jamming on the brakes. ‘For goodness’ sake, Lu. I thought you wanted the town.’


‘I do – but Carlyon Manor, don’t you see? That’s where Granny lived when she was little.’


Will muttered something impatient under his breath, but turned right anyway. Lucy gazed out of the window at the wild daffodils in the hedgerows and her spirits rose.


Half a mile on, they came to a fork in the road. A white noticeboard detailing parking charges pointed left to the beach. ‘Right again,’ Lucy said, and the car swerved between a pair of granite posts and along a deep lane, where newly ploughed fields spread away on either side. Then came another bend and a short driveway to the left, to where a pair of high, wrought-iron gates was set in a long stone wall.


‘Stop in here,’ Lucy said, and Will pulled the car to a halt.


She flung open her door and hurried over to the gates. They were locked and the padlock smudged with rust. She shook them in frustration then gazed through the bars, trying to see a glimpse of the house, but a mass of trees swallowed the view.


Will said, ‘Too bad. Get in. Let’s go,’ and revved the engine, but Lucy had noticed where some stones from the long wall had spilled onto the lane, some way further down.


She reached for her camera bag in the passenger well, swung it on her shoulder and set off at a run, saying, ‘I won’t be a minute.’


‘Lucy!’ Will called.


She waved without looking back.


A hundred yards down from the gates she came to the section of the wall that was crumbling. She scrambled up, leapt down into the undergrowth on the other side and pushed her way through a thick belt of trees. There she stopped and stared. Set out before her was Carlyon Manor.


In the photographs she’d found in Granny’s box, Carlyon was a long, graceful Elizabethan stone house set amongst elegant trees, its rolled lawns stippled by sunlight. This building was derelict and blackened by fire, its ragged skeleton outlined against the sky, the one remaining chimney reaching up, pitifully, like the wing of a crushed bird. Instinctively, she took out her camera and started to take some shots, wondering all the while when this could have happened. Nobody had ever mentioned a fire.


She scurried across the shaggy grass and the weed-infested gravel. Several steps led up to the front entrance, but some flakes of wood on rusted hinges were all that remained of the double doors. She hovered on the threshold, considering the possible danger, then curiosity got the better of her and she stepped inside.


She was in a ruined hallway that was open, in part, to the sky. She wandered carefully from room to room, stepping over rubble, past twisted shapes of what had once been metal, trying to imagine what it might have been like once, before. It was, she saw, possible to glean the layout of the ground-floor rooms and something of their former purpose. There might once have been a central staircase, she thought, and a gallery, but perhaps that was her imagination.


She stared round at it all in dismay, wondering when the fire had happened and how. From a large room at the back of the house, the rusted vestiges of french windows looked out onto a flagstoned terrace and beyond, a wild garden. They were right on the clifftop here, and between the fluttering leaves of poplar trees glittered the sea.


She turned back to the room. It was the drawing room once, she supposed. The corroded metal innards of an armchair crouched by the fireplace. On the wall above hung the charred shape of what was once a great mirror. She crossed the rotted floor, rubbish crunching beneath her feet, and examined the ruined mantelpiece. It still featured a carved design. She moved her fingers over the lumps and bumps of the burned wood, wondering about the pattern of fruit and flowers. It would have been a stunning piece of craftsmanship. The ghostly remnants of the mirror and the armchair fascinated her, and she reached again for her camera.


Round the rooms she moved in a reverie, taking pictures of anything that caught her eye, trying to imagine the people who had lived here. Sometimes she thought she heard children’s voices. God forbid there had been children in the house when this happened. They were gentle voices, though, not sounds of terror, and she came to realize it was just the wind calling through the ruins.


Half an hour later, she became aware that there really was someone calling. Will. She’d forgotten about Will. She picked her way back to the front entrance and looked out across the park. He was standing over by the belt of trees, legs apart, hands on hips. She waved and he began to jog towards her.


‘Lucy, what the hell…? I didn’t know where you were going. You just vanished.’


‘I’m so sorry. I forgot the time. Isn’t this wonderful?’


He looked past her at the ruin. ‘It looks like a dump to me. What did you call it?’


‘Carlyon Manor. Where Granny lived when she was young.’


‘Very nice,’ he said, ‘but it must be dangerous. Come on now. We must go.’


She didn’t like his hectoring tone, but came reluctantly down the steps. ‘I still need to see Saint Florian,’ she said and bit her lip, seeing his outraged face.


‘I’m sorry, Lucy, but it’s just not on. We need to get home.’


He really was furious, and though she resented it she supposed it was understandable. She started to follow him back to the car, but her footsteps dragged; she couldn’t dispel the silly notion that the house was calling her back.


Will, she saw, had already turned the car round so that it pointed resolutely in the direction of home. They got in, and when he started the engine she suddenly imagined herself sitting beside him all the way to London, listening to the clangy music, discussing the wretched documentary he was editing, with the town of St Florian, still unvisited, receding further and further away.


They were passing the pines with the rooks’ nests now, and Will was signalling left, away from St Florian. A mad idea occurred to her. It wasn’t as though she had to get home yet.


‘Will,’ she said. ‘Stop and let me out.’


He hesitated. ‘Lucy, please. I’d like to get home sometime today if possible.’


‘I’m not coming.’


‘What?’ His face was a mask of disbelief.


‘Look – I’ve got a week,’ she told him. ‘I was just going to play about with photographs, maybe get some framed, but I can do that anytime. So I’ve decided I’m staying here. I want to take a proper look at Saint Florian, see if there’s anyone to ask about Carlyon and my family.’


‘That’s ridiculous. Where will you stay? You can’t just decide things like that.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll find somewhere.’ She reached for her handbag and camera. ‘Thanks, Will. For everything. It’s been fab.’ She leant across and gave him a quick kiss, then opened the door. He sat there, wooden, not looking at her. ‘Would you unlock the boot, please? I want my suitcase.’


He gazed at her, his expression anxious and unhappy, saying, ‘This is just stupid. Look, I’ll tell you what, I’ll drive you down to Saint Florian if you’re that serious. Then you’re coming back with me.’


It wasn’t only the tone of voice that maddened her, but the fact that he had no interest in this adventure.


‘You don’t have to, really. I can walk down. Please open the boot.’


‘Lucy—’


‘I want to do this on my own.’ She knew that now.


A moment later she was standing at the roadside with her suitcase, watching his car speed away.


‘Bye, Will,’ she whispered.


Trundling her case behind her, with the spring sun warming her back, she set off down the hill towards the town.










Chapter 2


Three months earlier


Lucy’s journey to St Florian was one her father, Tom, should have made when he was alive. But he chose not to, and so she was making it for him.


Her quest began one afternoon in mid-January when she visited her stepmother, Helena, in Suffolk. Helena had asked her down from London because she’d been clearing out Tom’s possessions and wanted to give her some things.


As Lucy drove her hired car through the stark East Anglian countryside she studied her feelings. It was odd, really, that her long resentment of Helena hadn’t eased since her father’s death in a car crash the previous June. If anything, it had intensified. She felt sorry for her stepmother, certainly. Anyone seeing Helena’s worn expression, her unconscious habit of wringing her hands, would know that she’d loved Tom very much and grieved for him. But Lucy couldn’t forgive Helena for taking her father away. She’d hated, too, the fact that Helena, the second wife, the latecomer in Tom Cardwell’s life, had assumed the central role in the formalities following his death. As Tom’s legal spouse, it was Helena, not Lucy or Lucy’s mother Gabriella, who was called to the hospital after the car wreck was found, Helena who took charge of the funeral arrangements, Helena who, in the absence of any will, had presided over the division of Tom’s estate, although she’d made no difficulty about Lucy receiving her legal entitlement.


In addition to her own muddled feelings, Lucy had been moved by her mother’s intense anguish. By dying, it was for Gabriella Cardwell as though Tom had abandoned her all over again, and she found no comfort in the fact that this time the Other Woman had lost him, too. The two widows were quite unable to meet and share their grief; Lucy gauged that each saw only too clearly in the other what they themselves lacked in relation to Tom, and she was fed up with being the bridge between them.





When Lucy left the car in the quiet lane outside Walnut Tree Cottage, she saw Helena waiting for her at the front door, a willowy figure in a twinset of pigeon grey. ‘You’re awfully late,’ Helena called, her light voice quivery. ‘I was getting worried.’


‘Sorry, Helena,’ Lucy said, feeling guilty. ‘I didn’t start off till one, then it took ages to get through London.’


‘That’s all right,’ Helena said. ‘It’s just, ever since your father… I can’t help being anxious.’ Her cheek, when Lucy kissed her, felt dry, and Lucy saw that her matt-brown hair was now tinged with grey, like a coating of ash.


The white carnations Lucy had bought when she’d stopped for petrol were bruised and parched. She passed them across with a muttered apology.


‘How thoughtful of you, dear. And I’m so glad you’ve come.’


‘I should have visited before.’


‘You’re so busy, I know. You’ve been away, haven’t you?’ Helena tidied Lucy’s coat into a cupboard and led her into the sterile white kitchen. ‘Did you say Romania on the phone?’


‘Bulgaria,’ Lucy replied, watching as Helena arranged the horrible blooms in a cream china vase. ‘We were filming a costume drama. I was there for three weeks, on and off.’


In the hall, Helena set the vase on a shelf between two faceless dancing figurines. ‘Now, we should start in here, I think.’ She pushed open the door to the dining room and her voice trailed to a halt. Lucy saw why. Four ugly cardboard boxes were lined up on the table, spoiling the neat lines of Helena’s life.


‘They’re all bits and bobs of your father’s,’ Helena said, going over. ‘One of the charity shops took his clothes.’


‘Yes, of course,’ Lucy said quickly. She couldn’t bear to think of strangers’ bodies filling out her father’s suits and shoes.


Helena glanced at her. ‘As you know, all his financial affairs are sorted out. There are these and a few things in his study – the books, of course.’


One box was too full to shut properly. On top of a pile of rugby programmes lay a photograph in a silver frame. Helena picked it up and said, ‘This was in the bottom drawer of his desk. Wasn’t she your grandmother?’


Lucy took it with a tender jolt of recognition. It was of Granny on the beach when she was young – the picture her father had used on the Order of Service at her funeral. It had stood on a bookshelf at home all through Lucy’s childhood. But here, it seemed, her father had kept it hidden away, as though he couldn’t bear to look at it. Why was that?


‘Anyway,’ Helena said, ‘I’d be much obliged if you’d take all this.’


‘I’d love to,’ Lucy said. She didn’t add that it was hardly Helena’s to give her.


As if reading her mind, Helena fixed Lucy with her steady grey eyes and said in her pale voice, ‘There never was any question but that you should have it.’


‘No, of course not,’ Lucy said. She was still staring at the photograph. Her grandmother had been so lovely and Lucy’s professional interest was piqued by the knowing sideways look she gave the camera. She’d have been an easy subject for a photographer; it really was true that there were people the camera loved.


‘Quite a charmer, wasn’t she?’ Helena remarked, as though she disapproved. ‘Oh, I know it can’t be easy for you, Lucy, this situation. I do hope that you and I… that we’ll continue to be friends.’


‘Of course we will.’ It would have been cruel to say otherwise, but Lucy sincerely wondered whether friendship would be possible. Not only was Helena nearly thirty years older than herself, but what on earth did they have in common?


‘Your father was very dear to me. He seemed so lost and unhappy when I got to know him. He needed me.’


Why? Lucy wanted to ask, but was too proud. A picture came into her mind of her mother’s wild weeping after Lucy’s father had departed, the blotchy face, the hair frizzier than ever. Helena, apart from the hand-wringing, was always composed, self-controlled. Why had her father come to need this calm, colourless woman?


Key to it all somewhere was why Tom had changed so much after Lucy’s grandmother’s death, when he’d started to explore the boxes of papers and mementos that she’d left behind. Was it the ordinary processes of grief, or had he found something amongst her possessions that bothered him? Even now, Lucy didn’t quite understand. Her father had been an intensely private man with a strong sense of pride and tradition, and rarely talked about feelings. He had always been warm and loving, though, and Lucy couldn’t make sense of why he’d cut his ties and set out to remake his life.





After Helena helped her move the boxes out to the car, they drank tea from fragile mugs in the beige sitting room before Helena said, ‘Shall we go and look upstairs?’


At the top of the cottage was an airy loftspace that Tom had converted into a study soon after they’d bought the house six or seven years before. As Helena turned on lights and fiddled with the sticking window blind, Lucy surveyed the room. It was the only place in the house where she still sensed her father’s presence. His faded navy sweatshirt hung on the back of the door, presumably missed in the charity-shop sweep. There he was, too, in the ordered rows of books, the old mahogany desk in front of the window that looked out onto darkening wintry fields.


Her attention was caught by a photograph that had fallen under the desk. She picked it up. It was of her father’s school’s first fifteen rugby team, his eighteen-year-old face sweet and eager in the front row. She studied it for signs of the more sombre, introverted man he would eventually become, but saw none. She placed it on the desk next to the computer, by yet another cardboard box.


‘Oh, yes,’ Helena said, ‘you should take that one, too. It’s mostly stuff of your grandmother’s.’


Lucy pulled up the flaps and looked inside. A yellow ring-bound file lay on the top, and when she opened it she saw notes in her father’s small neat handwriting – lists of dates, diagrams with arrows, and a reference to a book about the D-Day landings. Military history then, that was all. Disappointed, she took the file out. Underneath was a big square tin, once used for cake or biscuits, with a picture of a garden on it. She lifted the lid and smelt the scent of roses. The tin contained a jumble of mementos. She closed it again. She wouldn’t look at it in front of Helena.


‘What should I do with the books?’ Helena was at the shelves, straightening a row of old school stories with decorated spines. She looked out of place up here. Tom’s study had been his private world. Here he’d spent many hours reading in the big armchair, or at the desk writing, or surfing websites of second-hand booksellers.


‘I’d only want them because they’d been Dad’s,’ she said, ‘and I just haven’t room in my flat.’


‘What about your mother?’


‘No. Can’t you try that shop in the high street?’


‘That would probably be best.’ Helena was looking round the room now, wondering what else should be given its marching orders. Her eyes came to rest on the computer. ‘There’s something else I need to give you, Lucy. Your father was doing some research into family history. It might interest you. I tried to print the document off this morning, but the wretched thing wouldn’t work.’


‘I’ll have a go, if you like,’ Lucy offered, curious. She sat down and switched on the computer.


‘I guessed his password straight away,’ Helena said. ‘It’s “wasps”.’ Tom’s favourite rugby team.


Lucy typed it in, smiling, and watched as a series of icons appeared on a black and yellow desktop. Helena pointed her to a file labelled Cardwell. A page of text yawned open. Lucy stared at the heading. It was a man’s name.


‘Who’s Rafe Ashton?’ she asked.


‘You haven’t heard of him?’ Helena replied, frowning.


‘No.’


‘Your father said he was his uncle. You must have heard of him.’


‘No, I haven’t,’ Lucy insisted. Great-Uncle Rafe? The name meant nothing.


‘I gather he was your Grandfather Gerald’s younger brother.’


‘I’d no idea he had one. Why wasn’t he Rafe Cardwell then?’


‘He must have been a half-brother. Anyway, he went missing in the war or something. It’s all a bit confusing.’


‘I’ll take it away and have a look.’ Lucy was annoyed that Helena appeared to know more about the family than she did. The printer clattered into life and several typed pages slipped softly into the tray. She tucked them into the cardboard box and, with the box in her arms, gazed around her father’s room for what was perhaps the last time.


‘I ought to go,’ she told Helena. ‘I’m due at a friend’s house in London at eight.’


‘Of course,’ Helena replied, but she looked disappointed.


Once on the road again, Lucy quickly forgot about Helena. Her mind was already on the mystery of Great-Uncle Rafe.





Lucy lived in a tiny apartment that her father had helped her buy, not far from the canal at Little Venice in North London. She loved to walk the towpath and watch the barges come and go, sorry that she’d missed the days when they’d been pulled by horses. Nowadays, they mostly carried tourists. The previous year, a series of photographs she’d taken of the area had sold well in an exhibition at a Camden gallery.


So far as work was concerned, Lucy felt at a bit of a crossroads. Photography was her hobby, but she might let it become more. She liked the small TV production company where she worked, but wanted more responsibility. Her boss, Delilah, had been encouraging. ‘We’re always being asked for short documentaries,’ she said. ‘Serious themes, women’s lives, that sort of thing. Bring me some ideas.’ Lucy had tried one or two on her, but nothing that had worked yet.


At twenty-seven, Lucy still hadn’t found anyone she’d want to share her life with; being fiercely independent, she wondered if she ever would. Will, whom she had met through work, was the latest in a not very long line of boyfriends.





In the weeks after meeting Helena, when she could bear to, Lucy would lift one of her father’s boxes onto the breakfast-table in her flat and take out its treasures one by one. Over his personal things – a carved wooden box containing cufflinks and tie-pins; his favourite LPs with their folk band covers – she didn’t linger, putting them out of painful sight and mind in a cupboard in her bedroom, but the photograph of her grandmother had taken a hold on her. She stood it on the desk and found herself glancing at it as she worked. It was strange, realizing that the elderly invalid she’d known had once been this beautiful young girl.


Lucy had been dearly fond of her father’s mother, but childhood visits to the musty London mansion flat could be something of an ordeal. There was an air of shabby grandeur about the place, an expectance of best behaviour. Angelina Cardwell liked Lucy to dress nicely, which Lucy sometimes fought against, causing ructions between her parents. Her mother Gabriella held that people should be allowed to wear what they liked, while her father argued that best clothes were a form of respect, and that Granny Cardwell liked to see little girls in pretty dresses and proper leather shoes, not jeans and trainers. Since Gabriella refused to accompany Tom and Lucy on these visits, Tom usually won. As she grew into her teens, Lucy came to enjoy the challenge of meeting Granny’s high standards whilst satisfying her own colourful sense of style. Granny didn’t mind clothes being fashionable, indeed she rather approved.


The three of them would sit together on the over-stuffed chairs and drink tea served by Granny’s Polish daily woman, and chat about what Lucy had been doing at school and whether Granny, who suffered badly from nerves and arthritis, was well enough to join some friends on a cruise. As far as Lucy remembered, she never was.





One Sunday afternoon, in a pensive mood, Lucy investigated the box she’d taken from her father’s study. Angelina’s cake-tin contained a lock of Tom’s baby hair folded in tissue; a birthday card he’d made her, drawn in a childish hand; a pair of knitted mittens. She fitted a finger inside one. Had her father really once had hands tiny enough for these?


There were a few letters and postcards he had sent his parents from school, or from holidays. And lots more photographs: only one or two of Tom as a toddler, but several of him as a schoolboy, then a teenager. Here was a photograph of her parents’ wedding, a picture of herself aged three in her mother’s arms, with the large green teddy she’d famously won at a fairground. All these her grandmother had collected together in this box of memories and it made Lucy feel both sad and happy at the same time to look at them.


She put the cake-tin aside to find what else was in the box. There were none of her father’s identity documents, but she supposed Helena would have needed to keep hold of those. There were yet more photographs, from further back in time, a rare one of her Grandfather Gerald as a young man, before he was wounded. She only remembered him faintly, an alarming-looking old gentleman with a scarred face and a glass eye.


An Elizabethan house with high chimneys featured often. In one snapshot an elfin maid was shaking a duster from an open window, in another, a troupe of five children played croquet on the lawn. There were two boys in the picture, one dark, one fair, both older than the girl who was Granny. The youngest child, a glum, square-faced girl, squinted at the camera, pointing her mallet like a rifle – that must be Great-Aunt Hetty. A slender dark girl hung shyly in the background. Lucy had no idea who she could be.


Her grandmother had sometimes talked about the house on the south Cornish coast where she’d been brought up. Carlyon, she’d called it, Carlyon Manor. It was gone now, she’d say. Lucy wasn’t sure how. Lucy next unearthed a black and white postcard of a seaside town. St Florian, the caption said. That was where Carlyon was, she remembered now.


She went back to the photograph of the children at Carlyon. It was sad to think of the change time had wrought. Granny’s eldest brother Edward was dead, killed in the war. Great-Uncle Peter was still alive, but living in Manhattan, and little heard of. Great-Aunt Hetty, a rather grumpy lady whom she only saw on important family occasions, lived in a residential home somewhere, and had been too unwell to come to Lucy’s father’s funeral.


There was nothing so far about Great-Uncle Rafe. It seemed indeed that he’d been wiped from the family annals. What on earth had he done? Lucy delved once more into the box and brought out a photograph that had caught itself in a corner. She’d almost missed it. As she studied it she felt she was staring into the face of someone she’d known once, long ago, but forgotten. Could this young man be Rafe?










Chapter 3


The Mermaid Inn on the quay in St Florian had been newly painted the colour of clotted cream. On the bright sign, an alabaster-skinned siren lolled in the surf. Lucy smiled at the mischievous look in her eye and walked inside.


The reception area was empty, though a delicious smell of frying butter suggested that someone couldn’t be far away. The ping of the bell brought a round-faced young woman with a scrappy ponytail, who struggled through the service door with a parcel of clean laundry and dumped it next to the desk.


‘Sorry to keep you, lovely,’ she said. ‘They’re all late with deliveries today. What can I do for you?’


‘Have you got a room, please? I haven’t booked or anything.’


‘You’re lucky,’ she said. ‘We had a cancellation come in this morning.’


The room was surprisingly cheap and the girl showed Lucy up several flights of stairs. It was a poky L-shaped attic with a view of the sky, but Lucy liked the solidity of the old building, the scent of lavender polish. A glance at the tiny shower room and the coffee-making facilities completed her satisfaction. It might be a bit cramped but it would certainly do for a few nights.


‘Oh, I’ll need to give you some washing,’ she told the girl. She’d only brought enough clothes for her week’s holiday with Will.


‘That’s no trouble. There’s a bag in the wardrobe. Just put it out for me,’ was the reply. ‘I’m Cara, by the way. Let me know if there’s anything else you need.’


As soon as Cara left, Lucy picked up the television remote control and sat cross-legged on the bed flicking through the channels with the sound off. On the news channel, soldiers moved in tanks through a rocky landscape. After a while, she pressed the off-button and lay back on the pillows, suddenly weary. And all her anxieties rushed in.


Why had she marooned herself here? The reality of what she’d done rose like a bubble in her chest. She’d offended Will – of whom she’d been quite fond, and who’d brought her on a not unpleasant holiday – and was stuck alone in a hotel room, probably miles from any public transport. And for what exactly?


The panic passed. She pulled a plastic folder out of a pocket in her suitcase and consulted the pages she’d printed from her father’s laptop. He’d visited the Imperial War Museum in search of Rafe and checked certain National Archive documents. Apart from Rafe’s date of birth, 1920, and the bare facts of his schooling and war career, he hadn’t found out much – nothing personal anyway. Except something that connected him with St Florian: his mother’s sister had lived there.


Inside the folder was an envelope containing the photograph she’d found in the bottom of the box with Granny’s things. It was of a very young man, thick fair hair sleeked back, a joyous expression in his sparkling eyes. The photo caught him leaning over a stone wall with his head resting on his forearm. There was no name, yet somehow she knew. The young man looked very like her Grandfather Gerald, but he wasn’t Gerald. He must be Rafe.


Over the past three months, Lucy had tried to make sense of her father’s investigations but she’d ended up finding out more about Tom Cardwell than about his Uncle Rafe.


‘Did you know about Rafe?’ she asked her mother on a weekend visit in March.


Following the divorce, Gabriella had decamped to a small cottage in North Norfolk where she painted great abstract canvases that didn’t sell, and more conventional sea scenes that paid her living expenses. Gabriella actually seemed happier and calmer than she had for months. Lucy wondered whether a man named ‘Lewin’ who owned a local art gallery and whose name Gabriella would frequently drop into the conversation had something to do with this, and if so she was glad. Still in her late fifties, Gabriella Cardwell deserved a little happiness.


‘No. Your father was so secretive,’ Gabriella said, caressing her beautiful long-haired tabby cat. ‘Not like Lewin. We talk about everything.’ Lucy was familiar with this line of argument. ‘Your father had such a strait-laced upbringing, you see. Those public schools are responsible for so much, and as for his mother – oh… a nightmare, so possessive. I saw right away what she thought of me. But despite our differences Tom and I were so happy together, Lucy. So very happy.’ She looked appealingly at her daughter.


‘I know, Mum,’ Lucy said gently.


‘It was only when your granny died, and then you left to go to college – not that I blame you, of course, darling – that he sort of changed, got awfully depressed. It was grief, I suppose. Still, we’d have pulled through if that cow hadn’t come along.’ She cast her eyes to the south, as though Helena, sitting tight amidst her neutral decor in Suffolk, might, even at this distance, be scorched by her vitriol.


Lucy tried to move the conversation forward. ‘But he never mentioned his Uncle Rafe?’ she said.


‘Not a thing. Grandad Gerald was unwell in his later years and he didn’t make much sense. I remember that he’d lived in India as a child, because as I told you, I had that wonderful year at the ashram before I met your father, but I didn’t know there’d been a younger brother.’


Now, recalling this conversation, Lucy put away the photograph and her notes, picked up her bag and her camera and went downstairs, thinking she’d look round the town. Cara was vacuuming the lobby, but nodded encouragement when Lucy picked up a free tourist map from a pile on the desk.


She walked the tangled streets and looked at the harbour, breathing in the pungent smells of oil and paint and wet rope, and trying to imagine what the place would have been like between the wars. Not so chocolate-boxy for a start. No Spindrift Gift Shop or Surf Girls boutique with pop music blaring; rather, it must have been an ordinary working town with grocer’s shops and a baker and boarding-house ladies and fishermen’s nets drying in the sun. The parish church would be the same one and might have some memorials, but there wasn’t really a graveyard, and when she tried the oak door she found the building locked.


The small museum she came across in one of the back streets might be useful, but the notice on the door said it was closed between noon and 2 p.m., and she was a minute or two too late.


Eventually Lucy bought herself a bag of crisps and a flapjack for lunch and sat on the quay wall to eat, looking at her surroundings and absent-mindedly composing a few photographs. She felt at peace here, thinking how she was connected to the place yet was not of it. No one knew she was here – except Will, of course – and no one was making any demands of her. Her eye was drawn to the boats in the harbour. The tide was surging, and half a dozen small craft bobbed safely within the embracing walls. Along one jetty, a tanned, broad-shouldered young man was tying up his sailing boat – a particularly pretty craft, Lucy thought, with a white cabin and its hull painted the exact pale blue of a robin’s egg. A very suitable colour seeing that Early Bird was inscribed on its stern. She thought it the perfect foreground for a shot of the harbour.


When the boat was secure, she watched the man step down into it and set about tidying up. She didn’t know anything at all about boats but liked the idea of riding the wind and the waves, and being close to the elements. The man fixed a cover across the cabin roof, then slung a kitbag over his shoulder and strolled along the jetty towards her. As he passed they smiled at one another. He had short reddish-brown hair, blue eyes with fair lashes, and a strong, open face.


She finished the flapjack and dropped the wrapping into a bin. All right, so she didn’t know what she would do here, but something would turn up, she felt sure. The light was perfect. She began to take some pictures.





The St Florian museum opened again at two, and when Lucy pushed open the door, a man with a grizzled beard looked up from packing tourist brochures into a revolving stand and greeted her.


‘Hello,’ she replied. ‘Is it all right to look round?’


‘Of course,’ he said, looking at her over his spectacles. ‘That’s what we’re here for. There’s no entrance charge – we rely on donations.’ He indicated a collection box on the counter. ‘There’s just the two rooms. We used to be a sweet shop, by the way.’


Lucy fished out her purse and dropped some coins in the box. She could easily imagine the shelves in the bow window being full of jars of candy where now they displayed pretty stones and shells. There was also a small selection of Second World War memorabilia – a gas mask, a ration book, an evacuee’s teddy bear.


‘Was there anything in particular you wanted to see?’ the curator asked. ‘The war exhibition is in the back room, and we’ve Life of a Victorian Fisherman as the spring exhibition over there. People are always bringing things in, so we often have a change of focus.’


‘I was wondering, do you have anything about Carlyon?’ Lucy asked.


‘The old manor house?’ he said. ‘You know it’s just a ruin now?’


‘Yes, it’s so sad. What happened?’


‘The fire? I believe it was soon after the war. What’s your interest?’


‘My grandmother was brought up there. Her name was Angelina Wincanton before she married.’


‘She was a Wincanton, was she? Now that was a well-known local name. I thought they must have died out.’


‘They practically have,’ Lucy said, with a rueful smile. ‘Of my generation, there are some second cousins in New Zealand I’ve never met – and me. My name’s Lucy, by the way. Lucy Cardwell.’


‘I’m Simon Vine,’ he said. ‘I don’t really have much about the house, to be honest, though there might be something in the storeroom. What precisely were you looking for?’


‘Anything to do with the Wincantons, really.’


‘Let me see,’ Simon said. ‘I’m trying to think who I know who might help you, but there really isn’t anyone… ah. That lady who came in recently – what on earth was her name? Wait a moment and I’ll check.’


He went away into the back room where she heard a door open. She followed him to look at the war display. There was more of the kind of thing she’d seen in the window: old clothes coupons, a letter from a soldier to his girlfriend, a black and white photograph of a concrete look-out post, behind which a beach was littered with spirals of barbed wire.


After a few minutes Simon Vine returned, carrying two flat wooden boxes with glass tops. ‘Here we are,’ he said, putting them in front of her on the desk.


‘Oh,’ said Lucy, looking with puzzlement. ‘They’re amazing.’ Each box contained an array of insects pinned on to cork: butterflies, their wings as brightly patterned as the day they were mounted; different kinds of moth, a huge beetle – all carefully labelled with tiny strips of paper. ‘How does this help me?’ she asked.


‘The lady brought them in a few months ago. She said she’d caught them round here when she was a girl, so we have a snapshot of natural history from the 1930s, which is rather fascinating. I imagine she’d have some useful stories to tell you. I wrote her name and address down somewhere.’ He pulled a foolscap notebook from a drawer in the counter and started hunting through it. ‘I bump into her occasionally and I can never remember her name but she always remembers mine, though she must be well over eighty. Hold on.’ He checked a label stuck on one of the boxes and flipped a few more pages. ‘Here we are. Mrs Beatrice Ashton. And the house is on the road that leads to the cliff path. This lady will certainly be able to tell you about this place before the war.’


‘Beatrice Ashton?’ Had she heard him correctly?


‘Yes. I’ll tell you what – are you staying in Saint Florian?’


‘Yes, at the Mermaid.’


‘Why don’t I call in on her on my way home this evening and ask if she’ll see you.’





Lucy left the museum and its curator, hardly believing her luck. Beatrice Ashton. Surely the name wasn’t a coincidence. Who could she be? Rafe’s wife or some other relative? She’d written down Simon Vine’s directions to Mrs Ashton’s house carefully, her mind awhirl.


She spent the rest of the afternoon exploring the town before returning to the hotel. It felt odd being on her own on a Saturday night, without anything definite to do. Back in her room she slept for a little, then ate an early supper in the hotel bar. She enquired of Cara, but there was no message from a Mrs Ashton. After a last look at the harbour, she went to bed early to read.


At half-past nine Will rang her. ‘Oh, you do get a signal there,’ he said. ‘I tried earlier.’


‘What time did you get back?’ she asked him.


‘About five. Look, Lucy, I’m worried about you. I shouldn’t have left you like that.’


‘I’m not sure I gave you much choice. And there’s no need to be worried, really.’ She explained about the possibility of meeting Beatrice Ashton, but he brushed it aside.


‘How long will you be there?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know, Will, I just don’t.’


He made an impatient sound. ‘Well, let me know, and I’ll come down and collect you.’


‘There’s no need for that. You’d be exhausted. I can get a train.’


‘Lucy, I insist.’


‘Seriously, Will, I don’t want you to.’


‘I’ll ring tomorrow,’ he said. ‘And see how you’re getting on.’


When he’d rung off, she felt angry. She could look after herself. Why was he doing this? She didn’t want the pressure; it stopped her feeling free. She bit her lip, thinking, then switched off the phone in case he rang again.










Chapter 4


Lucy heard a distant cry. She’d climbed a steep flight of stone steps and paused at the top to catch her breath, listening to the sound of Sunday church bells. The Rowans, she saw, was set in the hillside before her, half-screened by a privet hedge. High above, a seagull coasted in slow, rhythmic arcs. It cried out again, like a warning.


That morning, after breakfast, Cara had handed her a white envelope, brought by Simon Vine, with Miss Lucy Cardwell written on it in black italics. Inside, a short note on thick cartridge paper suggested that she call on Beatrice Ashton at three o’clock that afternoon.


It was five to three. As Lucy pushed open the garden gate, she found herself in a secluded garden. The Rowans was a fine semi-detached house with a white and blue painted frontage and an enclosed glass porch. Patches of spring flowers, saffron, indigo and china white, studded a neat lawn.


NO HAWKERS, NO COLD CALLERS proclaimed a sticker on the front door. Beneath a circle of mullioned glass and a small security spyhole, an iron lion’s head snarled. Lucy lifted the ring in its teeth, tapped several times and waited.


The door rattled then sprang ajar, and a pair of brown eyes in a wrinkled face peeped out. The frail hand clutching the door jamb was studded with jewels. ‘Lucy Cardwell, is it?’ The woman’s voice was musical and strong, the consonants perfectly pronounced.


‘Yes.’


Beatrice opened the door to admit her. ‘I’m delighted you’re punctual. It’s not a virtue much in fashion today.’


‘Thank you for seeing me,’ Lucy said politely.


Beatrice Ashton shut the door and leaned against it as she looked Lucy over, not rudely but with curiosity. She was shorter than Lucy, and slight, with waves of silvery-white hair pinned up at the back in a gold clasp, and regular features in a grave, oval face with a pointed chin. Lucy had the vaguest of feelings that she’d seen her before.


They were in a gloomy hallway where a feeble ceiling lamp struggled to illuminate the dark wood panelling and dingy carpet. In here, it was difficult to believe that it was sunny outside. From the shadow of the staircase a grandfather clock uttered three sombre chimes.


‘In here.’ Moving slowly, Mrs Ashton led Lucy into a comfortable sitting room where a fire burned in the grate. She went and stood by the french windows. Outside was a small wilderness of back garden, with the hillside rising beyond and the pine trees, with their rooks’ nests, filling the strip of sky. On the terrace a couple of blackbirds capered in a birdbath, fluttering water up all around.


‘I’ve been watching these silly creatures,’ Mrs Ashton said, smiling. ‘They’re acting up for us, the little blighters.’ She tapped lightly on the glass and the birds startled up but, seeing no danger, resumed their game. ‘They know they have an audience. We always have an audience, don’t we?’


‘How do you mean?’ Lucy asked.


‘There’s always someone to watch us and criticize.’ Mrs Ashton, intent on the birds, was bathed in a thin shaft of afternoon light, and Lucy found herself doing exactly what the woman complained of, watching her critically. She must be very old, getting on for ninety and she was well-dressed, in a pale-blue cashmere cardigan and light-grey trousers. A touch of face powder and pink lipstick completed the effect, whilst her flecked nails gleamed with clear varnish.


Mrs Ashton turned to face her and Lucy caught a floral fragrance. It was like opening a door into a past world, a world of golden summer afternoons and teas on the lawn.


‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ Mrs Ashton asked.


‘No, I don’t.’ Though…


‘Never mind,’ the woman said, almost to herself.


‘Have you lived in this house long? Mr Vine said you lived in Saint Florian as a child.’ Lucy glanced about at the prints of English landscapes, at the pair of faded armchairs before the painted mantelpiece, at the Daily Telegraph lying on a side-table, folded to the crossword, a spectacle case beside it. All these and the carriage clock on the mantelpiece might have been there long ago. But some things marked change. A digital telephone sat in its cradle, and on the coffee-table near the dancing flames was a tray with mugs rather than teacups, and a flask with a modern flower pattern. There were touches of the exotic, too – an Orthodox icon on the mantelpiece, African wood carvings. An abstract painting glowed like a jewel in an alcove.


‘This was my home when I was a child. My father left it to me when he died, some years ago now, and later I lost my husband. It was time to come back. Lucy.’ Mrs Ashton looked up into Lucy’s face and the young woman saw toughness there, and pain. ‘Tell me why you’ve come.’


‘It’s about my father, Tom Cardwell. I don’t know if you knew him at all, but he was a Wincanton. He… he died recently.’


‘I know,’ Beatrice whispered. ‘Your great-aunt told me. However, only a few months ago.’


‘Aunt Hetty? So you do know the Wincantons. Mrs Ashton, you must be something to do with Rafe. I’ve been trying to find out about him. My father was very interested in him, you see. And I don’t know why.’


Beatrice inclined her head gravely. ‘I can tell you everything. I very much want to explain things to you, but, you see, it’s difficult. You turning up like this – it’s a shock.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Lucy said contritely, by now utterly bewildered. ‘I had no intention of causing any trouble.’


‘I know you didn’t. Don’t worry, my dear. The situation is not of your making.’


‘You asked if I remember you. Well, I don’t, not really. But it sounds as though you knew my father?’


Mrs Ashton stared out of the window as if at something beyond the garden. Finally she said, ‘I knew Tommy as a baby. After that, I… lost touch with your grandparents.’ She frowned and added, with some effort, ‘Until Angelina’s funeral. I saw you there.’


Her face was so full of anguish Lucy asked, ‘Mrs Ashton, are you all right?’


‘Yes, yes, of course I am.’ She suddenly smiled at Lucy. ‘So here you are, Tom’s daughter. My dear, it’s quite astonishing that you have Angelina’s lovely hair.’


Lucy said, ‘Thank you. Mum is fair, too. It was always a joke Mum hated, that Dad married late and to someone who looked like his mother.’


‘It’s not the kind of joke I would find funny.’


‘No, exactly.’


‘It must have been an awful shock to lose Tom. It was for me, but much worse for you. Your father—’


‘Mrs Ashton, I’m a bit confused. How did you know my grandmother? And Rafe. I’m sorry if this sounds unkind in any way, but my family didn’t ever mention Rafe and I don’t know why. But Dad spent some time before he died trying to find out about him.’


‘Rafe was my husband.’


‘Oh. And the Wincantons, how did you know them? I’m so sorry if I sound rude asking all these questions.’


‘Not at all,’ Beatrice said sadly. ‘You have every right to ask them. I met the Wincanton family here in Saint Florian when we were children.’ Here she smiled, and Lucy had a sudden sense of her as a young girl. ‘I first met Rafe on the beach.’


On the beach. Lucy remembered a photograph of girls on a beach in Granny’s box, and the one on the croquet lawn with the four Wincanton children and the slight dark girl. It struck her now that Beatrice might have been that girl.


‘My name was Marlow then,’ said Beatrice. ‘Now, why don’t we sit down?’


She settled herself in the armchair by the fire that faced the garden and Lucy took the one opposite. She was thinking that this was one of the strangest conversations that she’d had in her life, but very thrilling.


‘My help Mrs P. left us tea,’ Beatrice said. ‘You wouldn’t be a dear and pour, would you? I’m not as steady as I was.’


‘Of course,’ Lucy said, reaching for the flask.


Beatrice pushed a plate of shortbread towards her and said, ‘I gather you’re staying at the Mermaid. Are you here long?’


‘A few days, probably. It’s a bit unplanned.’ Lucy gathered up her strength. ‘Mrs Ashton, I feel I haven’t explained myself very well. I came because of a mystery. Dad, before he died, was on a quest. As I say, I don’t think he knew anything about his Uncle Rafe until recently, and he became obsessed with finding out about him. I don’t know why, but my great-uncle wasn’t ever mentioned at all at home and I never saw any pictures of him. Until I found this.’ She put her hand into her bag and brought out an envelope. ‘Mrs Ashton, is this Rafe?’ She passed across the photograph of the boy leaning on the wall.


Beatrice took it and sat absorbed, her face softening. When she reached to give it back to Lucy, the girl saw that her eyes were watery.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s Rafe.’


Lucy sighed. ‘Mrs Ashton, would you tell me what happened to Rafe?’


‘I can, but it’s a long story. I’m not surprised your father was so interested.’


‘I don’t know what set him off. He loved reading about the Second World War, certainly. He left a whole lot of notes, and boxes of memorabilia belonging to my grandmother. That’s why I thought to come here, to see whether I could find out more. The whole thing had clearly been bothering Dad at some level, you see, and I just wanted to try to understand.’


Beatrice said, almost to herself, ‘He’d have been too young to remember.’


‘To remember Rafe?’


‘Yes, and what happened. No, this is silly of me. I’m telling everything in the wrong order.’


‘What do you mean, Mrs Ashton?’


‘Why don’t you call me Beatrice?’


‘Beatrice. What wouldn’t Dad have remembered?’


Beatrice opened her mouth to speak, but no words came.


Lucy decided to try another tack. ‘Mrs Ashton – sorry, Beatrice – I followed up Dad’s notes and found out that he’d investigated the War Intelligence archives.’


At this, Beatrice Ashton sat up straight in her chair, looking alert and rather terrifying. Seeing she’d struck a nerve, Lucy went on, ‘Dad had found out that Rafe had been in Special Operations during the war – you know, helping the French Resistance or something. Anyway, I don’t know exactly how he made the links but he looked up Rafe’s file.’


‘Rafe’s file? Did he find it? What did it say?’ the old woman demanded.


‘Well, that’s just it. He did find it, but it had nothing in it. Nothing in it at all.’


Beatrice sank back in her chair and closed her eyes. Her tone still sharp, she said, ‘I’m not surprised that it was empty. They never wanted everyone to know. Too much blame.’


‘What do you mean?’ Lucy asked patiently. ‘I thought all the war files were supposed to be open now. Don’t we have a right to know?’


Beatrice’s eyes flew open. ‘Oh, this “right to know” business! Your generation has no idea how close this country came to disaster and how important it was to keep things secret.’


‘I do. I’ve read about it.’


‘Then you’ll know of how little importance we were as individuals. Sacrifices had to be made. Sacrifices, yes. We had to put our country before everything, some of us. Before our families and friends.’ Her eyes danced black, angry.


Lucy felt lost suddenly, questions and answers writhing around in her mind. She wondered whether Mrs Ashton wasn’t muddled in her head.


‘I’m tired now,’ Beatrice said suddenly, and indeed she did look tired: strained and exhausted. ‘There’s too much to think about. You’d better come back tomorrow.’ She started to push herself up from her chair, but Lucy stayed her.


‘Don’t worry. I’ll see myself out,’ she said. She was horrified that she’d made this old lady tired and upset, and indeed, was feeling upset herself. ‘Can I get you anything?’


‘No, thank you. Well, perhaps a glass of water.’ She waved a vague hand. ‘In the kitchen. Glasses in the cupboard over the fridge. Oh, and you’ll see my pills. Bring them, too.’


Lucy went to investigate. The kitchen was modern and its cleanness emphasized by a dreadful stink of bleach. Lucy selected a glass. On one of the work surfaces was a tray, laid for supper. A note in blobby biro said Bacon/egg pie and salad in fridge, yoghurt for afters. A cocktail of pills lay on a saucer. Beatrice’s must be a lonely life.


When she returned to the sitting room, Beatrice was lying back in her chair, her eyes closed, and this worried Lucy. She placed the water and the pills on the table to hand and was reassured when Beatrice opened her eyes and sat up.


‘Thank you, dear.’ She seemed gentle and frail suddenly. Watching Lucy collect her things she surprised her by saying, ‘Promise me you’ll come back in the morning, my dear? Promise?’


‘Of course I will, if you don’t think I’ll upset you,’ Lucy said softly. Beatrice did not reply, and Lucy thought she couldn’t have heard. She was about to speak again when she realized Beatrice was struggling with emotion.


Eventually she said, ‘I need to tell you the whole story. It’s all quite a tangle and I hope I’ll be able to tell it straight. But you’ve asked me about Rafe. Lucy, I loved Rafe Ashton. I loved him more than any man I’ve met before or since. His story is my story, too.’





Lucy was glad to stumble out into the warmth of the late-afternoon sunshine. In The Rowans, she had felt as if she’d been in another world, a world of the past. Beatrice Ashton had known her father and her grandmother, too. She’d been a friend of her grandmother and had known Tom Cardwell as a toddler, yet Lucy had never heard of her before. She took a deep breath of cool fresh air.


Outside in the lane she stopped to switch on her phone. There was only a message from work that she could deal with later. Nothing from Will. She stuffed the phone back in her bag and considered what to do next.


She glanced up towards the cliff path, where it snaked away into the distance. There was a light breeze blowing off the sea, bringing with it lovely harboury smells. The view was breathtaking up here, of the long headlands protecting the bay, and of the sea. Little waves broke the surface here and there – as a child, she’d been told they were the manes of horses. In the far distance, the bright sky met a bright sea dotted with white sheets of sail.


As she descended to the harbour via the perilous Jacob’s Ladder, she thought again about Beatrice Ashton. She’d been drawn to the woman, had sensed warmth and sincerity. There had been a… tenderness about her. But steel, too. The woman was terribly bitter about something. Lucy felt a connection. Perhaps she sensed the young girl that Beatrice had once been.





After Lucy had gone, Beatrice Ashton swallowed two pills and sipped some water, then lay back in her chair, waiting for her heartbeat to steady. Her eyes were closed, but she wasn’t asleep. Her mind was too active for that. She was thinking about Lucy Cardwell and everything her visit meant. She was lovely, Lucy, with that honey hair, the stubborn chin and the turned-up nose, scattered with freckles. Hers was a beauty of character and strength, not a painted-on prettiness. She looked forward to seeing her again.


Lucy was assured, like many of these modern girls, but there was something a little untried about her, too – uncertain, unbroken. Perhaps something still had to work its way out. Of course, it used to be that bad things happened in families – dreadful things – and everybody shut up and put up with it. None of this talking about it like today. And yet she rather envied them their closeness, today’s parents with their children.


She remembered, only yesterday, coming out of her gate to see a tourist with his little daughter on their way up to the cliff path and she’d had a sudden glimpse of herself at the same age, nine or ten. She’d never held her father’s hand in that possessive way this little girl did. And he seemed so natural with the girl, explaining something or other patiently to her. Beatrice’s parents had mostly spoken to her to give her instructions.


She breathed deeply to calm herself, and was sure the scent of old roses floated in the air. Funny how the house still smelt of them. They had been her mother’s favourite: climbing roses round the house and bowls of dried petals in every room. Perhaps the smell had got into the wood. She opened her eyes, for a moment confused not to see the room as it had been long ago, when she was a child, the china shepherdess on the mantelpiece, her mother’s French library books neatly piled on the coffee-table, her father’s walking stick near the fire, the big wireless where the television stood now.


Perhaps she should never have come back here, should have stayed in Paris after her husband died, but she had never sold the place after her father had left it to her, and the long-standing tenant had moved out and it seemed the right time. She’d just felt a terrific yearning to return to this place where, as a child, she’d been so happy. She’d thought she’d find a kind of peace here, too, but she hadn’t, not really. She was aware of the ruin of Carlyon Manor, high above the town, and remembered too much. She’d been made to keep so many secrets and they’d festered. Still, the people involved were mostly dead now. Except Hetty Wincanton, and Peter. There was no real reason to sit like a dragon on its gold.


And now the girl had come, wanting to know things, and she deserved to, though it might be painful for them both. Beatrice smiled without humour. She’d tried to tell some of her story once, after the war, but no one had been interested in the truth then. They’d twisted her words against her. She’d seen what had happened to some of the others who’d spoken out, how they’d been pilloried in the newspapers. But now that so much time had passed and the people with reputations to protect were all dead, there was more genuine interest in uncovering the truth. And yet it wasn’t so simple. It was more personal than that.


There were dark places in her mind where she couldn’t go, even now. She was frightened of her feelings. But the truth, Beatrice, she told herself. The truth was always best. Time was a river, so the poet said, the past flowing on into the future. Her past was dammed in a stagnant pool.


She pushed herself up out of her chair and crossed to the window. Her feet were painful today, as if they, too, remembered. The birds had gone from the drinking bowl, but the carefree sound of their song was all around. That’s what she’d loved most, living here as a child – the cries of the birds and the sound of the sea: swishing over the sand, smashing against the cliffs, sucking itself out of secret caves and crevices. It spoke to her spirit.





Lucy walked out along one arm of the harbour as far as she could go and stared out to sea. It was a calm evening and the water shone sleek and opaque now the sun was low in the sky. She turned to look at the town, spread across the hillside. Far along the cliff she looked for the ruins of Carlyon Manor, but they were hidden by greenery. She remembered what Beatrice had said, so passionately, about her feelings for Rafe. Such a long time ago. A love that survived his death. She tried to imagine feeling like that about someone. She never had, and couldn’t imagine that she ever would.





Later, at the Mermaid, she took a history of the Second World War downstairs with her and ordered a drink and fishcakes from the cheerful woman behind the bar, who looked as though she might be Cara’s mother. At a table across the room, facing her, a man was making his way through a large helping of cottage pie, engrossed in a magazine. His hair glinted reddish-brown and she observed his slow, careful movements as he ate. When Cara’s mother took him a beer he looked up and Lucy realized it was the man she’d seen the day before on the boat Early Bird. She liked his tanned face, the cropped hair and the very blue eyes that crinkled up when he laughed at something the woman said. There was energy and strength in every movement. She wondered about him – whether he was staying at the hotel, like her, or maybe he lived in Saint Florian.


He finished his meal and as he walked past on his way out, she tried to see what the magazine was, playing her private game of working people out by what they read. Current affairs, of some sort. She glanced up at him and he gave her his friendly smile. ‘Hello again,’ he said.


‘Hi,’ she managed to reply. After he’d gone she read her book for a bit as she ate, then went up to her room. A film she’d helped make was on one of the minor channels, a love story set in wartime France. She remembered how she’d been interested in the real-life episode on which it was based. After watching it for a while she took a shower and investigated the pile of neatly ironed washing that lay on the bed. When she shook out the clean nightdress, a fragrance of roses filled the air.





Beatrice opened the ancient photograph album as she and Lucy sat together at the dining-table the next morning. ‘There, that’s my father, Hugh Marlow,’ she said. The picture was of a young man in a suit and cravat, with a moustache and an intense expression. ‘And here’s my parents’ wedding in 1919.’ Hugh, still in military uniform, stood proudly beside a neat, dark girl dressed in white lace.


‘Your mother? What was her name?’ Lucy asked.


‘Delphine. She was French.’


‘She was pretty. Where was it taken?’


‘Near Etretat on the Normandy coast – do you know it?’


‘I’ve heard of it, that’s all.’


‘It’s famous for its white cliffs, like the ones at Dover. Monet painted them. When I was born in 1922, it was still a small village. My father, a Lieutentant with the Gloucestershire Rifles, was wounded in France near the end of the Great War and sent to a hospital near Etretat. The injury to his shoulder healed fairly easily. It was the lungful of mustard gas that affected him for the rest of his life.’


Beatrice smiled. ‘I often used to imagine their first meeting. My mother said he would sit in the hospital grounds when the weather was fine and she noticed how he perked up whenever he saw her delivering fruit and vegetables in a horse-drawn cart. She was the daughter of a local landowner, you see. It’s so strange to think about one’s parents being young and in love, isn’t it?’


‘My parents met when Mum’s boyfriend’s motorbike broke down on the way back from a rock festival. Dad was passing and gave her a lift in this really smart car,’ Lucy said. ‘He was quite a few years older than her, and wore a suit, and she thought he was pretty cool.’


Beatrice looked delighted at this idea and it was a moment before she returned to her story. ‘One January morning in 1919 my mother brought a bucket of early daffodils along with the fruit and veg, but while she was hefting the thing out of the cart, something spooked the pony, the cart jerked forward and flowers and water flew out everywhere. My father staggered over to rescue her. She said she didn’t know who must have looked worse – she soaked through and weeping, or he, in bandages and pyjamas, trying to steady the horse. Not a very romantic start, was it? Though I don’t know that they were a very romantic couple.’


‘That’s something my mum complained about – that Dad never did anything romantic. I don’t think it was the way he was. But that didn’t mean he didn’t care.’


‘Of course not,’ Beatrice said. ‘Anyway, they married a few months later. When my father relayed news of his engagement to his parents, there was quite a hoo-ha. Why? Well, for a start my mother was French and a Catholic, and that was bad enough in their eyes. Then, although his family were landowning farmers themselves, somehow Grandfather Marlow didn’t consider the fields of Normandy to be as superior as the Marlows’ rolling estates in the Cotswolds. My father wasn’t the firstborn son and heir, but my grandfather was a controlling sort of man, and the marriage created a rift between them.’


She reached for the fragile album and turned the page. Lucy found herself looking at a traditional French farmhouse with chickens and a dog in a muddy yard. ‘That’s my Normandy grandparents’ house. For a while my father was happy to stay and help out with the farmwork, but the damage to his lungs was significant, and he found it too much for him. As a small child I was carted to and fro across the Channel as my parents tried to find somewhere he could feel settled, with work he could do. I can’t imagine what stress it put on my poor mother, she always having to be the cheerful one and buck up my father.’


‘And these are your French relations?’ Lucy pointed to another photograph, of a family group.


‘Yes, these two here are Gran’mère and Pappi. Pappi looks a bit fierce with that beard, doesn’t he? He was a kind man, really. Gran’mère was one of those very capable people and she had a lot to be capable about, what with six children and the farm. These three men were my uncles, and the little girls my cousins, Thérèse and Irène. They were a few years older than me, so I was the baby.’


Beatrice then showed Lucy a photograph of Delphine standing next to a dainty little girl with thick dark hair and a shy demeanour. It had been taken in front of The Rowans.


‘There, that’s me.’


‘You looked very like your mother.’


‘Yes, I suppose I did. Moving here to Saint Florian, when I was ten, was their final attempt at a new start. My father had got some idea that he would be a writer, and a friend recommended Cornwall as a cheap place to live. They bought this house with Marlow money. Of course, he had to do something else while he made his name, so he scandalized his parents further by taking a job as a clerk in a bank at Saint Austell, and was glad to have it, given the number of people out of work. I have to say, though, that the comedown dented his pride and certainly his temper.’


Beatrice turned another page in the album. An important-looking old man in plus-fours posed by a field of cows. ‘That’s Grandfather Marlow,’ she said. ‘He sent my father a cheque every month. It wasn’t so much the cheque – after all, we were always grateful for the money – as the patronizing letter that accompanied it which annoyed my father so much. My mother, who was family-minded, made a point of taking me to visit the Marlows occasionally, which was good of her considering how condescending they could be. And in deference to them, my religious upbringing was a very odd mixture of Anglican and Catholic. She was quite a pragmatist, my mother.’


‘It must all have been very confusing for you,’ Lucy said. ‘That, and moving around, I mean.’


‘Oh, I never settled properly till we came to Saint Florian. I went to a local school in Normandy, but not for long enough periods to make friends. When we moved here, I went to a governess with some other girls. I could never invite them round to play, as my father hated noise of any sort. So a lot of the time there was just me – oh, and here’s dear old Jinx, my father’s dog.’


‘Is he a fox terrier?’ Lucy said, looking closely at the faded photograph.


‘A wire-hair, that’s right. Then in the summer of 1935, when I was twelve, the Wincantons came to live at Carlyon, and everything changed. This is Carlyon dreaming in the sun. I took it with my Box Brownie.’


And now Beatrice took off her spectacles and leant back in her chair. Her face wore a faraway expression as though she was looking deep into the past.
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