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  Praise for Rachel Hore’s first novel The Dream House

  ‘A beautifully written and magical novel about life, love and family . . . tender and funny, warm and wise, the story of one woman’s search for the perfect life which
  isn’t quite where she thought she would find it. I loved it!’

  CATHY KELLY

   

  ‘What a treat! I devoured it over the weekend. It’s so very real and utterly unputdownable’

  CHRIS MANBY

   

  ‘I loved it. It’s brilliantly evocative, wonderfully romantic and it kept me guessing right through to the end. It was so engrossing, in fact, that I had to lock
  myself away most of the weekend so I could be allowed to finish it . . . The Dream House is also more than a little unnerving for those thousands of naive optimists (self included)
  who’ve recently downsized themselves’

  DAISY WAUGH

   

  ‘I found this a totally absorbing, intriguing and romantic read, and the period detail, in particular, was beautifully evoked. A wonderfully atmospheric debut by a writer to
  watch’

  ISABEL WOLFF

   

  ‘The Dream House is a book that so many of us will identify with. Moving from frenzied city to peaceful countryside is something so many of us dream of. Rachel Hore
  has explored the dream and exposed it in the bright light of reality, with repercussions both tragic and uplifting, adding her own dose of magic. It’s engrossing, pleasantly surprising and
  thoroughly readable’

  SANTA MONTEFIORE

   

  ‘I enjoyed it enormously and was genuinely disappointed when I got to the end, having read deep into the night to finish it because I couldn’t put it down! I was
  completely drawn to the plot. I thought it a wonderfully evocative and cleverly woven story’

  BARBARA ERSKINE

   

  ‘Warm, very true to life and totally engrossing’

  JENNY COLGAN
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  For David

  and in memory of his father,

  J.R.G. Taylor MBE, 1921–2006

  


  We are here to learn both light and dark; without one the other cannot be. Black shows up the white, purple enhances yellow, rough gives value to
  smooth.

   

  Dame Laura Knight

  Oil Paint and Grease Paint (1936)

  


  Merryn Hall, Lamorna, Cornwall, TR20 9AB

  Ms Melanie Pentreath

  23a Southcote Road

  Clapham

  London SW12 9BL

  15 March 2006

  Dear Mel,

  Thanks for returning the agreement to rent the Gardener’s Cottage and for the cheque. I’m enclosing your receipt and a map giving directions from
  Penzance.

  I’m looking forward to meeting you here at Merryn Hall next month. As I said on the phone, I shall probably still be up in London when you arrive, but Mrs Irina Peric, who looks after
  the place for me, will give you the key to the cottage. Could you ring her a couple of days beforehand on 01736 455836 to tell her when to expect you?

  I’m sure you will find Lamorna a peaceful haven for your studies – it’s an enchanting place. As your sister will have told you, I have only recently inherited the Hall and
  you will see there is an awful lot of work to be done to the house and grounds. However, you should find the cottage is comfortable enough.

  
  
  
  
  Yours sincerely,

  Patrick Winterton
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  Merryn Hall, Lamorna

  Adeline Treglown

  The Blue Anchor

  Harbour Street

  Newlyn

  Easter Monday, 1912

  Dear Mrs Treglown,

  My cook, Mrs Dolly Roberts, who I believe to be your sister-in-law, has let it be known that you are seeking a position for your girl and she assures me the young woman is
  sober, honest and industrious.

  I have need of a general housemaid I can also train up as lady’s maid, and Pearl sounds most suitable. My gardener, Mr Boase, takes the trap to Penzance every market-day and, should it
  serve, can fetch her next Thursday from by the Davy statue at twelve noon. I can pay her twelve guineas but keep back 6d a month for her uniform.

  I was most sincerely sorry to learn of your troubles.

  
  
  
  
  Yours truly,

  Emily Carey (Mrs)

  

  

  

  

  


  Chapter 1

  Cornwall is a great place to lose yourself, Mel reflected with a sense of unease as she turned off the crackling car radio and peered through the rain-lashed windscreen into
  pitch darkness. She had simply no idea where she was going. Even at a snail’s pace, negotiating the meandering country lanes with their steep embankments was like steering on a rollercoaster,
  the stony hedgerows rearing up in the glare of the headlights with heart-stopping suddenness.

  A mile and a half out of Newlyn, turn left past the pottery on the crossroads, Patrick had scrawled in thick-nibbed fountain pen at the bottom of the photocopied map he had sent. But
  Mel hadn’t noticed a pottery sign in the dark and had veered left at what she hoped hadn’t been the wrong junction. Why did all these little roads appear to go round in circles, she
  asked herself crossly, and why were there hardly any signposts?

  It was a pity this had proved such a nightmare journey, for Mel had been looking forward to this trip for ages. Ever since David Bell, the Senior Tutor at the college in South London where she
  was a lecturer in Art History, had suggested she take a term’s study leave. His words of warning still rang in her ears: ‘If you don’t have some time away, Mel, I’m
  frightened you’ll make yourself ill.’

  There were more ways than one of losing your bearings, she thought miserably as she steered the car around yet another bend . . . what was that! She slammed her foot on the brake as a
  missile hurtled out of the dark. An owl – she glimpsed a dazzle of shiny eyes above a curved beak before the bird swerved off into the night a second before impact. Mel sat for a moment in
  shock, then, her heart still thumping, eased her foot off the brake and the car rolled forward once more. Only for her to lurch to a stop again around the next corner: a T-junction. Which way now,
  for goodness’ sake? She wrenched up the handbrake, glanced at the clock – eight-fifteen, it really was dark for an April evening – and stabbed on the navigation light.

  In the weak beam Mel squinted at Patrick’s map, flexing her neck and shoulders against the beginnings of a headache. Her finger traced the faint lines of roads all running into one
  another, then along the one she was seeking. It zig-zagged past Merryn Hall, before turning left through the village of Lamorna and down to Lamorna Cove itself.

  She wound down the window and leaned out, shivering, peering through the rain for a signpost, a landmark, to match up with the map. But there was nothing. She must be very near Lamorna now,
  surely, but if she wasn’t careful she might be driving around all night. She took her duffel bag from the passenger well and scrabbled about for her mobile, then tapped in the contact number
  Patrick had underlined at the top of the map. The words ‘no network coverage’ flashed up on the screen.

  I wish Jake were here. The treacherous voice crept unbidden into her mind. Jake had a knack with maps and cars as well as with cats and televisions. Unfortunately, in the end, he
  hadn’t had a knack with Mel. Jake was gone and she would have to get out of this mess by herself.

  The thought gave her resolve. It was a nuisance, but she would just have to retrace her route. Hoping another car wasn’t going to careen around the corner at this particular moment, she
  executed a five-point turn in the small space available and set off back the way she had come. Luck was on her side, for after a few minutes she found what she had missed the first time – a
  narrow road leading off to the left.

  Lamorna was in a valley, so her hopes rose when the road started to wind downhill, the hedges towering on either side. After a while the slope became steeper, the twists in the road more regular
  and every ounce of her concentration was required to keep the car on the road. At least the rain seemed to be easing.

  She began to look out for signs of habitation. A short while later, the hedgerow on her side gave way to a low stone wall lined with trees. Soon a pair of gate-posts loomed in the darkness. She
  slowed the car. Could this be it? She lowered the side window to look. A battered board, half-covered in ivy, hung lop-sided from one post. The words ‘erryn Hal’ were just
  visible on the cracked paint. Relief flooded through her as she swung the car between the posts.

  Pitch black. No, she could glimpse a small blur of light, there, in the distance between the black hulks of trees. The headlights picked out a winding muddy drive full of potholes and lined with
  great banks of vegetation on either side.

  The rain had stopped at last and she bumped the car down the drive for a couple of hundred yards until, before her, the yellow glow of a porch lantern picked out two great columns of a Georgian
  portal. At its base, three semicircular steps rippled out towards a battered flagstoned forecourt grown up with weeds. The porch light was the only sign of life.

  Mel hesitated, then parked at the edge of the forecourt and switched off the engine. She sat for a moment listening, gazing around, trying not to think about all those corny Gothic horror films
  she had watched as a teenager, the ones in which the heroine arrives at the dark deserted castle on a stormy night, seeking sanctuary, only for the front door to creak open and the terror to begin
  . . .

  Pull yourself together, she thought. There are no vampires in Cornwall.

  As far as you know . . . the words, spoken in a creepy voice, as frequently rehearsed by her brother William when they were children, floated into her mind.

  Oh, don’t be silly, she remonstrated with herself. There is no point sitting here if you want supper and somewhere to sleep. So she pushed open the car door.

  The only sound was the dripping of rain on leaves. The house waited in the damp darkness, the glass in the windows reflecting ebony in the porch light. She could just make out a pattern of
  crenellations in the stone, like castle battlements, high above the porch, disappearing left and right into the gloom. Trees, shrubs and brambles grew right up to the Hall on either side of the
  courtyard, and indeed across the front of the house so that in the dark she could gain only a limited sense of the scope of the frowning building. The cumulative effect was of desolation and decay,
  and of something more ominous.

  The last drops of Mel’s little stock of courage drained away. There was hardly need to knock on the door, for the house was clearly empty. After her long journey from one world into
  another there was no one to meet her, no welcome. Just this great hulk of a place that almost willed her to go away.

  When a cracking noise came from the undergrowth, she spun round, all senses suddenly alert. She waited; the darkness waited. It must be a bird, she told herself, but her head throbbed with
  tension. She was, after all, alone in the remotest part of wild Cornwall in what felt like the middle of the night. And she had a strange sense that someone was watching her.

  She looked up at Merryn Hall and shivered. What had she expected to find? A pretty cottage nestling in the manicured grounds of a small country mansion? A warm welcome, old-fashioned country
  hospitality? In his letter, Patrick had prepared her for something a bit crumbly, but not this . . . It was the desertedness and the air of, yes, of lurking menace, that bothered her.

  Who was Patrick, come to think of it? A friend of a university friend of her sister Chrissie’s. Someone Chrissie herself hardly saw now and whom Mel had never met.

  Scenes from her nephew Rory’s favourite Disney video flashed through her mind. She could be a modern Beauty, coming upon the Beast’s castle in a wilderness, seeking sanctuary and
  finding something quite different. Though in her elderly leather jacket, mud-splashed jeans, and with her red hair lank, she would hardly be first in line for the part of Beauty.

  Feeling braver, she pulled her bag off her shoulder and walked towards the porch, intending to try the bell just in case. It was then she noticed something fluttering against the flaked paint of
  the front door. Up the steps she pulled a folded piece of paper out from under the brass knocker and pinched it open. A message was pencilled in sloping block capitals:

  
    
      DEAR MEL,

      FORGIVE ME. I WAITED UNTIL SEVEN O’CLOCK BUT NOW I MUST LEAVE TO FETCH MY DAUGHTER. IF YOU DRIVE FURTHER DOWN THE ROAD THERE IS A LITTLE LANE TO THE COTTAGE. THE
      KEY IS UNDER THE MAT. I WILL CALL IN TOMORROW.

      YOURS RESPECTFULLY,

      IRINA PERIC

    

  

  Mel studied the formal phrases, the carefully drawn letters. On the phone, Irina spoke with an Eastern European accent, stressing the first syllables of words and softly rolling
  her r’s.

  The matter drifted to the back of her mind. Her attention was already on climbing back into the car and continuing down the road to find the cottage before she dropped with exhaustion. As she
  felt in her pocket for her key, she looked up to see the clouds were thinning and a most beautiful moon emerged in a veil of mist to illuminate her way.

  

It was another twenty minutes before Mel shut the front door of the Gardener’s Cottage behind her and surveyed the pile of luggage sprawled across the hallway. Supper in
  a moment, she told herself, eyeing the carrier bag containing the small stock of food she had culled from her store cupboard at home. Supper then unpack what she needed for the night. That was all
  she could face now with her headache taking hold. She was weary, bone weary.

  She let out a long breath, then, defying cautious animal instinct, she marched down the hall and began to explore the cottage, turning on all the lights as she went. There was a sitting room to
  the right of the long hall, before the stairs, a room with a polished dining table and chairs to the left; at the back, a dingy kitchen with a round pine table, beige Formica worktops, a fridge,
  stocked with dairy products, and a washing machine. Overhead, the strip light flickered and hummed. Turning it on and off several times failed to cure the problem. Beyond the kitchen was a
  stone-floored bathroom with a white suite but no shower.

  Upstairs were two bedrooms and a boxroom. All neat and clean, though the furniture was shabby. Making her way carefully back down the steep staircase with its faded runner she noted the chipped
  paint on the rough stone wall and saw exactly why Patrick had trouble letting the place. It would be fine for her for the next month. Comfortable, shabby but strangely familiar. Today’s
  well-to-do holidaymakers demanded modern fittings, fresh paint and shiny new furniture.

  Her plan was to spend the month walking in the footsteps of some of the painters who had settled in and around the nearby fishing town of Newlyn and Lamorna at the turn of the twentieth century,
  surveying the places they had painted, visiting museums and archives and working up her notes into a book she had been commissioned to write. This she would finish on her return to London. It was a
  chance to immerse herself in her work . . . and to give herself a break from the troubles of the previous year.

  The Gardener’s Cottage did feel like home – too much like home, Mel saw as she dumped the bag of food on the kitchen table and opened a wobbly cupboard door to find herself staring
  at her mother’s breakfast china: white porcelain with tiny hedgerow flowers painted around the rim. She picked up a cereal bowl and turned it in her hands. Every morning of her childhood for
  as far back as she could remember, Mel had scraped her spoon over this pattern . . . and for an awkward minute she was back with her brother and sister in their cheerfully messy Victorian semi in
  the leafy suburbs of Hertfordshire, rushing to finish breakfast as their mother, Maureen, smart with suit and briefcase, chivvied them to get into the car now or they would have to walk to
  school.

  The Pentreaths’ china bowls were gone now, the house sold, the pain of letting go of their childhood home a further sorrow after their mother’s death nearly a year ago. Mel replaced
  the bowl and shut the cupboard, leaning against it, as if to lock up the memories. If only it were that easy.

  Once again the doubts rolled in. Four weeks in this place, alone with her thoughts, when she was emotionally so fragile – why on earth had she come? Suddenly she longed to be back in her
  flat in Clapham, looking out on the carefully tended strip of garden where yellow and white spring bulbs would soon be giving way to rich blue ceanothus and purple lilac. Except Clapham
  didn’t seem right any more either. Her flat hadn’t felt like home since Jake had left. There weren’t enough books to fill the gaps on the shelves, and the pictures he had lifted
  from the walls had left ghostly shapes behind that shouted their very absence – and his. She knew David had been right – she really did need to get away.

  It was three weeks ago that she had been coming out of one of those interminable college faculty meetings in which everything is thoroughly discussed but nothing decided, when the Senior Tutor
  had caught up with her.

  ‘Mel, do you have a moment? A quick sandwich, maybe?’ David looked at his watch. ‘I’ve another meeting at two, but . . .’

  They wove a way through the stream of students towards the staff café and soon Mel was picking at quiche and salad, trying to inject some life into her voice as she answered David’s
  routine queries about her work. She mustn’t let him know quite how bored she was with it all at the moment, how colourless was the round of teaching and marking – indeed, how dreary
  everything seemed. She was wrung out. But he seemed to have read her mind.

  ‘Mel,’ he said gently. She flinched at his searching gaze, knowing that her eyes were dark-ringed in her tired, pale face.

  He smiled, a grizzled, avuncular man, with springy silver hair and lively eyes that belied the fact that he too was feeling the strain. The pressures of providing for increasing numbers of
  students in cramped conditions and with limited funds were taking their toll on everybody. David was, Mel knew, looking forward to retiring at the end of the summer term, leaving teaching and
  administration so that he could pursue the historical research he never had time to do.

  Now he said, ‘Do tell me to mind my own business, but I was watching you in that meeting back there. You looked as though all the cares of the world were on your shoulders.’

  ‘It’s listening to John O’Hagen,’ Mel tried to laugh, referring to the Angry Young Man of the Arts Faculty, ‘banging on about union rules again. I know technically
  he’s right, of course, but we can’t threaten industrial action about every little thing. We have responsibilities. God.’ She rolled her eyes in a sudden flash of anger.

  ‘Now you’re more like your usual self.’ David reached over and squeezed her clenched fist. ‘A year ago, you know, you would have been talking him down across the
  table.’

  ‘I would, wouldn’t I?’ Mel gave him a ghost of one of her most dazzling smiles, then slumped into round-shouldered misery once more. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not very
  good company at the moment.’

  ‘You’re always good company,’ said David. ‘But you’ve had a bad year one way or another . . .’

  ‘It’s not been great, no.’

  ‘How are the family doing?’

  Mel pushed a chunk of quiche into her mouth and chewed, which bought her time to consider the question. ‘I haven’t a clue what my brother William is thinking. He’s always been
  the sort to get on with things. Shuts his feelings out. It’s much easier to talk to Chrissie, my sister.’ She was silent for a moment, then rushed on. ‘It’s just not fair,
  though – the cancer taking Mum so quickly. I keep going over what happened. Did we try hard enough to get her the right treatment? Shouldn’t we have noticed earlier that she was so ill?
  She had been losing weight and getting tired, but I didn’t realise—’

  ‘You mustn’t feel guilty,’ David cut in, picking his words carefully. ‘It sounded as though there was little you could do with such a virulent form of the
  disease.’

  Mel looked at her plate. ‘That’s what the doctors insisted.’

  They both ate in silence for a moment, then David said, almost casually, ‘And then there’s Jake.’

  ‘And then there’s Jake,’ said Mel, reaching for her water glass and taking a gulp as if it were some nasty-tasting medicine. David knew Jake well. For the irony was that
  Mel’s ex-boyfriend was also a lecturer in the Arts Faculty – in Creative Writing – and she came across him all the time, at the coffee-machine, by the photocopier, in the
  café. She had taken care at this morning’s meeting to choose a seat that meant she wouldn’t have to see his face every time she looked up. But even so, she was aware he would be
  sitting, restlessly doodling crazy cartoon faces on his A4 pad, and she couldn’t block out the lazy tones of his voice, once soft in her ear alone, or his comments, as ever acerbic and to the
  point.

  ‘Mel, I’ve a suggestion to make,’ David said suddenly. ‘You’re due a term’s study leave sometime next year, aren’t you?’

  ‘Yes. It’ll be five years since my last,’ said Mel, who had, like everyone else in the Faculty, calculated to the day when her next paid sabbatical was due.

  ‘What are you working on at the moment? Have you any plans?’

  ‘I do, actually. I’ve been researching artists in Cornwall,’ she replied, ‘the Newlyn School of painters at the end of the nineteenth century, and their links with the
  artists who settled in Lamorna up the coast.’

  ‘Ah, don’t remind me. Stanhope Forbes – was he Newlyn School?’ David guessed with a look of mild alarm. He was a medievalist and it was a joke in the Faculty that he was
  only dimly aware of any artefacts that hadn’t either been dug up or handwritten by monks on vellum.

  ‘Yes, and his Canadian wife Elizabeth. Then there were Thomas and Caroline Gotch . . . Walter Langley. They’re the more famous ones. And then later, in Lamorna, Harold and Laura
  Knight, Sir Alfred Munnings . . .’

  David nodded. ‘I know, the one who painted horses?’

  ‘That’s right. Grosvenor Press, the art-book publishers, have asked me to write a book about the Newlyn and Lamorna artists and their work. I was planning to finish the research for
  it over the next couple of months, visit Cornwall for a few weeks after the summer term finishes, and do most of the writing when I get back. The deadline’s the end of the year, you
  see.’

  ‘Sounds an interesting commission.’

  ‘Oh, it is. It’s the women I’m particularly drawn to. They had so much personal and professional freedom, but some of them had to struggle so hard. Laura Knight, for instance,
  found herself a penniless orphan . . .’ She stopped, realising she was waving a fork around to emphasise her points, scattering crumbs. David was looking at her, a lopsided smile growing on
  his face.

  ‘Why don’t you start your sabbatical now?’ he suggested. ‘Take the summer term off, don’t wait until next year. If you combine it with the summer break you’ll
  have nearly six months’ writing time without distractions.’

  Mel’s face lit up for a moment, then the light died.

  ‘It sounds fabulous,’ she said, ‘but aren’t I supposed to be taking the “Nineteenth-century Painting” seminars next term? And “An Introduction to
  Modernism”? And who’ll look after my MA students?’

  ‘Mel, I had an email from Rowena Stiles last week,’ David said, watching her reaction, and Mel couldn’t help frowning.

  Rowena had arrived as cover for a term when Mel had been away on compassionate leave eighteen months before. There had been talk about finding her a permanent position, but then she announced
  she was to follow her banker husband to New York and Mel had been relieved. It was no secret that the two women hadn’t got on.

  David continued: ‘She’s back in London for a few months and would be glad to fill in.’

  ‘You’d already asked her, then?’ she said, sitting up straight in her seat.

  ‘No, of course not. She had got in touch because she was looking for work. Relax.’

  Mel thought for a moment, measuring up the tantalising glimpse of freedom, like a chink of light through a door in a dark room, against the prospect of Rowena taking over her work again. Rowena
  knew her stuff, all right, but she liked to be in control and had an abrasive manner. Mel was proud of the fact that she herself got on well with her students. Her dramatic red hair and colourful
  bohemian dress sense gave her a bona fide artistic air, and she was always generous with her encouragement and not too hard on those who delivered their work late. By contrast, they had to watch
  their step with Rowena. And the latter might not be content just to stand in temporarily this time, once she had got her feet under Mel’s desk . . .

  But a whole term off, starting next week when they broke up for Easter? Then the long summer break? It was tempting – very tempting.

  ‘Rowena does an excellent job, Mel,’ David said firmly. ‘I know she can be . . . assertive . . .’

  ‘Pushy and manipulative’ are the words you’re skirting round, Mel thought. She wondered what had happened to that hot job at the Manhattan museum Rowena had boasted about?
  Well, David was right: maybe her students could put up with Rowena for a term – and it wasn’t as though she could legally steal Mel’s job.

  ‘Are you sure you’re not trying to get rid of me?’ she teased him, a smile transforming her tired face.

  ‘No, don’t be silly,’ he said. ‘Mel, I’m saying this to you as a friend. If you don’t take some time away, I’m frightened you’ll make yourself
  ill. And I won’t have you getting to that stage. Think about it over the weekend, then come and see me on Monday.’

  

The more she thought about it, the more attractive the idea seemed, but there was one problem.

  ‘I haven’t got anywhere to stay. It’s Easter and everything’s booked up.’ Mel was on the phone to her sister Chrissie the following Sunday evening. Chrissie, who
  lived in North London with her amiable civil servant husband Rob, juggled part-time administration for a TV production company with raising two young sons, Rory and Freddy.

  ‘Wait a minute, Rory, darling, I’m on the phone. Sorry, Mel. Where exactly would you want to go?’

  ‘West Cornwall. Ideally in the Penzance area.’

  ‘Ah, the Wild West. Mum used to love that part.’ Chrissie sighed. Their parents had met at school in Cornwall, but further east, in Falmouth. They had moved ‘up country’
  to London soon after their marriage, when Tom Pentreath qualified as a junior doctor, the start of a dazzling career as a heart surgeon. ‘It’s a shame we don’t know anyone down
  there since Aunty Jean died. When did she die, I can’t . . . Wait, wait, I’ve just remembered something. Mel, this is really amazing. You know Patrick?’

  ‘Patrick who?’

  ‘Patrick Winterton. Friend of Nick’s?’ Nick had been a boyfriend of Chrissie’s at Exeter University with whom she had stayed in touch after the romance had fizzled out.
  Chrissie stayed in touch with everybody.

  ‘No,’ Mel said shortly. ‘I don’t know Patrick.’ Chrissie was always doing this, assuming that she, Mel, knew everyone Chrissie knew. And with Chrissie’s vast
  acquaintance this could prove impossibly confusing.

  ‘He studied History at Exeter. Got his own business now. Something to do with the Internet,’ she said vaguely. ‘He’s still the same – funny the way some people
  don’t change a bit . . . Oh Rory, do stop it, darling, you can talk to Aunty Mel in a moment. Anyway, he was telling me he’s just inherited this place near Penzance from his great-uncle
  or someone. I’m sure he said Lamorna – isn’t that one of the places you need to go? There’s a cottage in the grounds he might do up and rent out. I don’t know what
  state it’s in now. Mel, talk to Rory while I find the email address he gave me.’

  

In the dim glow of the wall-lights with their crimson frilled shades, the sitting room in the cottage looked dingy but cosy. Apart from a huge silver television crouching in a
  corner like an alien spaceship, the furniture seemed as old as the house. A horsehair sofa with wooden arms, two matching fireside chairs, all with lace antimacassars laid over their backs, were
  arranged before the small fireplace where a neatly piled pyramid of paper, kindling and wood awaited the touch of a match. A fire would probably cheer up the room, but there was no point lighting
  one this late. Mel wondered idly where more wood might be stored. Another task for the morning.

  She sank down onto one of the chairs. It was surprisingly comfortable. As ever, her professional interest drew her to the pictures on the wall. Instead of the cheap reproductions and
  mass-produced prints that landlords of holiday cottages often inflict on their tenants were half a dozen fine watercolours of flowers.

  She got up to view the one hung above a mahogany bureau. The weak light reflecting off the glass forced her to lift it off the wall in order to study it properly. The words magnolia
  sargentiana robusta were painted lightly beneath the delicate rendition of three pale pink flowers on a woody stem, followed by the initials P.T. She noticed the needle-fine detail of
  the stamens, the light wash of colour blushing deeper towards the centre of the blooms, the gloss of the wood. It was meticulously observed and executed.

  She replaced the magnolia and moved to consider the others. There was a creamy rhododendron macabeanum, a scarlet camellia, a purple iris and two kinds of rose. Each picture was as
  exquisite as the last. And each was signed P.T. Before she replaced the sixth and last on the wall, she turned it over hoping for a date. But the brown-paper backing was blank.

  A plastic travel alarm clock on the mantelpiece, looking as out of place as the telly in this dingy Victorian setting, showed five to ten. Mel went to haul the suitcases upstairs.

  In the larger of the two bedrooms the Victorian oak double bed, she was relieved to see, was made up with a plump duvet, rather than old-fashioned sheets and blankets. However, the musty smell
  was, if anything, more intense in here. She dumped the cases on the floor, wondering where she would stow everything tomorrow. By the door was a rough-hewn chest-of-drawers with a wedge of
  cardboard under one front claw foot. A cracked jug stood in a washing bowl on top and Mel, clutching an armful of clean underwear, traced its painted pattern of storks with her finger.

  With her free hand she pulled at the knob of the top drawer, intending to stuff the underwear in it, but the drawer wouldn’t move. She dropped the clothes on the top and tugged at it with
  both hands. It opened halfway and stuck. Mel peered inside.

  Caught at the back was a wad of yellow newspaper which she gently eased out and unfolded. The date was ripped but she held the edges of the tear together until she could read the words March
  1912. Almost one hundred years ago. Her attention was caught by a short piece about a train-load of unemployed tin miners and their families leaving Penzance to join a ship to the Cape from
  Southampton. The stream of emigrants shows no ebb, but still runs on, as fast and deep as ever . . . the article said.

  She turned the paper over. Amidst the advertisements for patent remedies and ladies’ fashions was another news article.

  
    
      TRAGEDY AT NEWLYN

      Soon after ten o’clock on Saturday evening, drinkers were alerted to a sudden blaze in the upper storey of the Blue Anchor Inn by the harbour, (proprietress Mrs
      Adeline Treglown). An alarm was raised, the building evacuated and help came from the coastguards, some of the crew of His Majesty’s ship Mercury, and fishermen. Although the
      fire was brought under control, the body of a man has been found in the wreckage. He was later identified as Arthur Reagan, aged 52, a visitor from London. An inquest will be held next
      week.

    

  

  Mel read it twice, wondering why someone had kept it. Was it just to line the drawer, she wondered. She refolded the paper and dropped it back in the chest.

  As she pulled on an old T-shirt nightdress and brushed her teeth at a little washbasin she thought about events at the Blue Anchor a century ago, imagining that His Majesty’s sailors must
  have been propping up the bar when the fire broke out, and presumably fought the flames whilst the worse for wear. She wondered at the serendipitous way other lives had leaped out of the past and
  into her consciousness. She had only been looking for somewhere to stow her knickers and had been given a story instead.

  Cornwall was one of the most ghost-ridden counties in England, Mel’s mother had once told her. There was a time when they were children that William relished reading Mel and Chrissie
  Cornish ghost stories of headless horsemen, of mermaids and spooky lights luring ships onto wrecks until the sisters lay in their beds at night rigid with fear, unable to sleep. There was one
  particular favourite of his about the ghost of a suicide buried at a crossroads, which could only be prevented from walking by a spear driven into the chest of the corpse. Little Mel would have
  nightmares about it, waking screaming, until their mother took the book away. She used to counter the girls’ night fears with an old Cornish prayer she had been taught as a child – what
  was it? Something about being saved ‘from ghoulies and ghosties and long-leggety beasties and things that go bump in the night,’ ending with ‘Good Lord, deliver us!’

  Just then, there was a particularly loud creak from outside on the landing. Mel, lying in bed, tensed up, her sixth sense switched onto high alert.

  It’s just the wooden stairs settling, she soothed herself. As fear slowly receded, the ghouls of doubt and sorrow clamoured for attention instead, and waves of desolation washed over her.
  She cried a little, feeling as vulnerable as a child lost in the dark. Eventually, as she used to when tiny, she cuddled a pillow for comfort. When she slipped into fitful sleep, she could almost
  hear her mother’s voice whispering, ‘Everything will look better in daylight, darling.’ She only hoped that without her mother there this mantra would still hold true.

  As she slept, the house whispered its secrets.

  [image: ]


  I lay everything in the drawers like Jenna said except the books Mr Reagan gave me. Then I see the paper in the bottom of the bag. I smooth it out. No need to read it again,
  I could tell you every word by heart. And what it means. That I’ve lost everything before I even found it. And because of that I’m sent far from home to this bare attic room with its
  sight of the early-evening sky. Outside, the rooks whirl in dozens, nay, hundreds, chattering and arguing like fishwives on market-day. Look at them go! Off they swarm to the pine trees on the hill
  beyond.

  A clatter on the stairs. ‘Pearl?’

  It’s Jenna. Quickly I fold the paper, open the top drawer of the chest and shove it inside, just as she bursts into the room.



  


  Chapter 2

  The wind got up in the small hours of the night, howling down the chimney, playing chase through the trees, rattling the windows like some demented child-spirit. Mel awoke at
  three and lay tense and wakeful, hiding out like a small animal in its hole until, at first light, the gale quietened and she drifted into exhausted slumber.

  When she opened her eyes next, the room was filled with sunlight and someone was banging on the front door. She sat up in a daze and looked at her watch. Ten past nine – she never slept
  this late in London. Throwing back the duvet, she reached for her dressing-gown, then, still befuddled with sleep, she stumbled downstairs.

  She unlocked the front door and peeped out in time to see a tall, slim woman disappearing back up the track.

  ‘Hello,’ Mel croaked, and the woman swung round. Seeing Mel, she hurried back, her dark curly hair blowing about. She was huddled in a zip-up fleece, her arms folded tightly across
  her chest against the cold. One hand, Mel saw, clutched a car key. She opened the door wider.

  ‘I’m sorry, I wake you up. I am Irina.’ The woman was about Mel’s age, 37, perhaps a couple of years younger, and Mel liked her instantly. Her eyes were black pools of
  sadness in her heart-shaped face, but when she smiled, her teeth showed very white in contrast to her olive skin and her face seemed to light up from within. Her voice was higher and clearer than
  it had seemed on the phone, with a lilt Mel couldn’t quite place.

  ‘Oh hi,’ Mel replied. ‘Don’t worry, I needed to get up. Why don’t you come in?’ She stood back, holding the door, but Irina glanced at Mel’s state of
  undress, must have detected the bat-squeak of uncertainty in her voice and shook her head.

  ‘No, I have my daughter in the car. I only came to see that you’d got here safely. I’m sorry that I wasn’t here last night. I had to collect Lana from a friend’s
  house, you see. Is everything all right? You had a bad journey?’

  Mel explained about getting lost and how she hadn’t been able to phone ahead. ‘It was brilliant, you leaving the food in the fridge,’ she said. ‘I’d have starved
  otherwise.’

  ‘It was no problem. I don’t know what else you need, but there is a good shop in the village,’ Irina told her. ‘One of the ladies sells food she has cooked herself.
  Though if you want the big supermarket you must go to Penzance.’

  ‘How far is the village? I’m not sure I can face driving today, especially anywhere that means going back the way I came.’

  Irina smiled and pointed along the track. ‘It’s maybe five, six minutes’ walk down the hill. Not far.’ She hunched her shoulders and shivered. ‘Goodness, this
  wind.’

  Mel took a breath of the salty air. ‘It’s lovely,’ she said. ‘So fresh after London.’

  ‘Where do you live in London? I used to live in Wandsworth,’ Irina said.

  ‘I live in South London too – near Clapham South tube station. How long were you there?’ Mel asked, wondering again about Irina’s origins but feeling it was too early in
  their acquaintance to ask.

  ‘A year, it must be,’ Irina said, a shadow crossing her face. ‘Here I have been for two.’

  Mel opened her mouth to ask where before Wandsworth, but Irina had already moved on.

  ‘Please call me if you need help,’ she said. ‘I live at the cove – the house with the yellow door. It’s called Morwenna. You’re welcome to knock on the door
  if you need anything, or just to have coffee. And of course you have my telephone number.’

  ‘Yes, yes, I do. Thanks. That’s really kind.’

  Mel watched Irina hurry back up to the road to where she could just glimpse the mud-splashed rear of a red car. A moment later the engine spluttered into life, roared and the car moved away.
  Patrick had said Irina looked after Merryn Hall, she remembered as she closed the door, shivering. What was she – a housekeeper, perhaps? But surely Patrick wasn’t grand enough to have
  a housekeeper – not from what Chrissie said about him and not if he didn’t live here. A cleaner then. Yet that didn’t sound right. Irina hardly matched the stereotype of a country
  cleaner – apple-cheeked and middle-aged with a rural accent. There was something intriguing, exotic about Irina. She had a face full of character, one Mel would have liked to draw. Perhaps
  this holiday would be a good opportunity to take up painting again. Except, she reminded herself sternly, as she shuffled through to the bathroom, it wasn’t a holiday and she should be
  concentrating on writing about other artists, not becoming one herself. Her mother had been right, though. She definitely felt more cheerful this morning.

  

It really was the most perfect weather to explore. Mel felt almost jittery with excitement as she stepped out half an hour later, dressed in clean jeans, low-heeled ankle boots
  and a short russet needlecord jacket. Last night’s demented wind spirit was only impish now, shunting puffs of cloud across a sky as blue as a sailor’s trousers. Mel closed her eyes,
  welcoming the warm sun on her face. When she opened them, she was dazzled for a moment, before her surroundings swam once more into focus. She almost gasped.

  The grounds of Merryn Hall on every side were a wilderness. She squinted up through the bright light towards the Hall where, glimpsed through sycamore and ash trees, the stone walls were
  half-covered with climbing plants – wisteria, ivy and Virginia creeper. Vague shreds of memory teased at her consciousness. Long ago when they were children, she and William and Chrissie had
  played in a wilderness like this – a wasteland near their home with a tumbledown building and Danger! Keep Out signs on the broken-down fence. Their mother would have been furious
  had she found out.

  Mel swung round and surveyed the view downhill from her cottage. High banks of tangled jungle rolled out before her, swathed with creeper, bramble and bracken. Like living dustsheets, she mused,
  through which pushed up the shapes of trees, shrubs and who knew what, like hulks of furniture in a disused room.

  In the wasteground where they’d played as children stood an electric pylon. The current had pulsed and sung around them as they played hide-and-seek or made dens in the undergrowth. Once,
  she remembered, William started to climb the pylon, merely laughing at Chrissie’s warnings.

  ‘Get down – you’ll die, you’ll die!’ Chrissie had screamed as the electricity hummed hypnotically all around them, while Mel, at six years old not truly
  understanding the danger, shared William’s excitement, silently urging him to climb higher and higher. Fortunately, a barrier of barbed wire had stopped him.

  Now Mel gazed around with wonder at the windblown gardens of Merryn Hall. Last night’s first impressions returned. There was no fizzing electric energy here but there was something –
  mystery, desolation, a sense of watchfulness. In daylight this place didn’t feel like the set for Dracula or the Beast’s castle, more like Sleeping Beauty’s palace, cut off from
  the world by an evil spell, briars grown up everywhere.

  She smiled to herself. A Sleeping Beauty she could cope with. Vampires belonged elsewhere. She would just hope that there wasn’t a Beast. And pushing her bag further up her shoulder, she
  walked up the track to the lane.

  

Merryn Hall lay nestled in the side of a wooded valley and Mel followed the narrow road as it bucked and twisted downhill through a tunnel of lichen-iced trees. Where the wall
  bounding the grounds of the house ended came a stone bridge over a stream rushing with water from the recent rain, and then the lane turned sharp left to run above the stream downhill along the
  spine of the valley towards the sea. This cool green world of tangled trees and water might have been the setting for a painting Mel loved, Lamorna Birch and his Daughters by Laura Knight,
  one of the young girls perched on a branch, the other in the arms of her artist father.

  As she walked, Mel tried to view the route as the artists she was studying must have seen it, wondering how much had changed. The valley, she had read in a local history, hadn’t been quite
  so wooded back then. She passed houses and tracks leading up to other properties on the hillside, then a sign to a hotel and, on the left, a pub – the Wink – where, she remembered,
  Alfred Munnings had stayed. Some of the houses must have been there a hundred years ago, but here and there were more modern buildings.

  Eventually, the trees ended and soon she came to a junction and a long granite house with a Post Office sign on the left, set back slightly from the main road, its frontage lined with postcard
  racks and buckets of fresh flowers, while toy windmills clattered gently in the breeze.

  The food can wait, she told herself, her eyes drawn towards the next bend in the lane. She couldn’t see the sea yet, but she imagined she could hear it. As thrilled as a child, she almost
  ran.

  Today the water was a deep clear green, with fleeting patches of brown shadow from the fast-scudding clouds, the ripples sparkling in the breeze. Scraping back her wind-whipped hair, Mel walked
  out onto the quay and leaned over the battered parapet to watch the waves dash against the boulders beneath, then looked out across the water to where a fishing trawler crawled across the horizon.
  The salt wind and the spray on her face filled her senses.

  After a moment she turned to look back at the cove, aware that she would quickly lose the impartial eye of the observer, the outsider. The tide was out, leaving a solitary shabby fishing boat
  marooned on the great round rocks that edged the sand. Behind, on the harbour wall, lay a pile of nets and lobster pots, which a man in a reflective coat was piling with patient movements into the
  back of a small van.

  A broken arc of grey buildings huddled together below a quarry-scarred cliff. Which was Irina’s house? One of the terrace to the right, she imagined. Mel scanned the buildings for a yellow
  door, settling for a golden cream on the far side.

  Lamorna Cove. Familiar from the oils and watercolours of the artists she had studied, its beauty and character struck Mel with the freshness that lured painters to the area one hundred years
  ago. The view had changed – that modern house with its picture windows wouldn’t have graced the hillside back then, and the once stony road had been tarmacked, but the rocky curve of
  the beach, the strip of muddy sand to her right, now beginning to disappear under the turning tide, the rugged headland, boulders protruding through its motheaten blanket of green, could have come
  straight out of one of Laura Knight’s breathtakingly beautiful landscapes.

  After a few minutes she made her way over the rocks to the sand, pulled off her boots and socks, rolled up her jeans and padded across the wet sand. The water was so cold it hurt, the familiar
  sensation startling.

  When they were children, it had been a race between her and Chrissie and William to change into their costumes and run down to the sea first. Usually it was Will who won, but when Chrissie
  learned to sneak her bikini on instead of her underwear in the morning, she just had to throw off her shorts and T-shirt and rush for the waves. Mel, the youngest, was always last, shouting with
  helpless rage as she struggled with her clothes, their mother soothing, uselessly begging her elder children to wait for the youngest.

  Now, Mel thought as she rescued a little starfish that was lying upside down on the sand, curling its arms in the air, William was still winning, the typical high-achieving eldest child, as a
  consultant surgeon in the same hospital where their father had worked. Chrissie, however, had never been the confused sibling-in-the-middle. Lucky Chrissie was always unfazed by life and never
  yearned for the moon. Instead it was baby Mel, who still felt left behind.

  Hearing voices close by, she looked up. Two youngish men, wearing wetsuits and clutching oxygen cylinders and flippers, were clambering over the rocks towards her. One was burly, with the
  well-developed muscles of a weightlifter; the other, lean, more athletic, with cropped black hair like the pelt of a water mammal. As they stopped at the water’s edge to put on their
  equipment, looking for all the world like a couple of otters on hind legs, the slender man lifted his mask, smiled and said hello.

  ‘What are you going to see out there?’ Mel called against the wind.

  ‘Mostly fish, I expect. A wreck if we’re lucky,’ he called back, adjusting the straps of his oxygen cylinder. ‘No treasure though, I’m afraid.’

  She watched as they waded into the waves, their groans at the cold carrying clearly across the water. Then they sank below the surface leaving only a trail of bubbles.

  It was a warm walk back up the hill and a relief to duck under the low doorway into the shop. Inside was small, gloomy, crowded with people buying newspapers, groceries and postcards. A wiry
  woman in her sixties held court from a stool behind the till. Another, who though well-rounded, could only be her sister, sat behind the glass of the Post Office counter.

  Mel picked up a plastic shopping basket and pottered, amused by the sisters’ shouted exchanges.

  ‘Mary, my dear,’ called the woman on the till. ‘Ginger. Have we got any ginger? Mary. GIN-GER.’

  Mary, counting coins in the Post Office, shook her head vigorously without looking up from her task.

  ‘No, we don’t have any, my duck,’ said the wiry woman to her customer. ‘Mary,’ she shouted again, ‘put GIN-GER on the list, will you?’

  Mel selected a white bloomer loaf, ham, salad, a cauliflower, some carrots, fruit and a bottle of wine. The thought of cooking for herself, as ever, failed to excite. Here with plenty of fresh
  local food, she should make more of an effort to eat properly, but she only liked cooking if it was for other people.

  A teenage boy, with the same round face and wide-set eyes as the two sisters, put down his price gun in response to Mel’s enquiry and silently led her to a freezer where rows of
  home-cooked meals in foil dishes were stacked up – Beef Stroganoff, lasagne, fish pie . . . not cheap, but far healthier and more enticing than some of the branded versions. She chose a
  couple, pulled a newspaper from the rack and joined the queue to pay. As she waited she added a couple of postcards to the basket. David Bell would be wondering how she was getting on, and
  Chrissie’s kids would love the card with the donkey.

  Then, weighed down by two heavy carrier bags, she climbed back up the hill.

  At the last small stone cottage before the bridge, a grizzled old man weeding in the front garden straightened to rest his back and scrutinised her with faded blue eyes. She smiled nervously and
  he nodded once in acknowledgement but his face communicated nothing. She walked on, aware of his gaze burning into her back until she reached the bridge, yet when she looked back it was to see him
  absorbed once more in his task.

  

After lunch, lassitude set in. She glanced out of the window. The sky was clouding over once more. Perhaps she should explore the grounds before the rain came. Or should she
  stay in to unpack her clothes. Or try out her laptop connection on the telephone line, organise a work space, or even begin writing . . . but somehow she couldn’t summon the energy for
  anything.

  Maybe I’m just tired after the journey, she told herself. Tired and fed up. In her London flat, after Jake neatly packed his possessions in boxes and left, pulling himself up roots and all
  like a plant ready for a bigger pot, laundry piled up, dirty crockery soaked in the sink . . . she had no energy for looking after herself.

  Three weeks after he left, her friend Aimee, who had split up with her man, Mark, a few months before, dropped round unexpectedly. She surveyed the mess and gave Mel a sympathetic hug.
  ‘Never mind, I’ll give you a hand. It took me ages to feel like doing anything ever again.’ She tossed her small cropped head, ‘Now I appreciate having the place to myself.
  Mark was so untidy. I still miss him, though . . .’ she ended sadly.

  As Mel sat in the kitchen of the Gardener’s Cottage, she worked out that it would be two months next Thursday since Jake left. When had it all started to go wrong? It was all too recent to
  view clearly.

  

She had met Jake when he had joined the college staff four years before. He had switched careers after years as a journalist, he told her at a drinks party. With two published
  collections of poetry behind him he was now working on a novel. Mel knew the college regarded it as something of a coup to have persuaded him to enter academia.

  ‘I’m hoping this job will give me more time and focus to write,’ he said in his gravelly voice, frowning. He was a tallish man who held himself well; although he was muscular,
  there was a sense of lightness about him. But Mel wasn’t fooled by his laid-back pose. His black eyes flared with intensity as he spoke about his work and he had a nervous habit of ruffling
  his cropped blond hair and beard that betrayed a coiled-up energy.

  ‘You’ll have to learn to say no then,’ Mel said, laughing, relaxed and flirtatious after her second glass of red wine. ‘It’s all too easy to find yourself bogged
  down with meetings and extra tasks. Never mind all the marking and the forms. But let me know if I can help at all. With how things work in this place, I mean.’ Their eyes met and Mel
  recognised the spark of his interest even then.

  And so Jake took to tapping on her door whenever he needed advice – whether with completing one of the endless forms or dealing with a problem student. Both of them tended to work late,
  long after colleagues with marriages and families had left for the day. He often found her reading or marking essays, curled up on the tiny sofa she’d bought in a junk shop, its worn leather
  artfully disguised by an Indian throw, and would drop elegantly into the easy chair opposite or pace the little office and chatter amusingly about their colleagues, or challenge her, deliberately
  provocative, about her scathing views on conceptual art or tease her for getting too worked up in argument (‘You’re too serious,’ he goaded her). Sometimes she made a pot of tea,
  sometimes he opened a bottle of wine. She learned that he was recently divorced and had two young daughters whom he saw only at weekends.

  And so came the day, soon after Christmas, when Jake slid beside Mel on the little sofa, and Mel’s heart raced and her voice faltered as he mesmerised her with his caressing flow of words,
  staring into her eyes, his arm moving across the back of the seat, almost accidentally brushing her shoulder, coiling her hair with his fingers. Eventually she felt herself falling towards him to
  be kissed deeply, passionately, until she was molten. Only when the cleaner marched in without knocking to empty the bin did they draw back from one another, breathless, giggling.

  Dinner at a Thai restaurant later that evening was merely a prelude to a night together. Mel hardly noticed what she was eating.

  At one point she couldn’t help asking, half not wanting to know, ‘Your marriage. What . . . went wrong?’

  He shrugged. ‘Everything changed with Helen after having the kids,’ he said. ‘We both got stressed out, never went out by ourselves, hardly had any time together. Freya –
  she’s the little one – cute as a button, but a real pain – she never slept. And Helen got so wrapped up in them, talked in baby language all the time. It got like she only spoke
  to me when she wanted me to do something – change a nappy or cook fish fingers. We became strangers.’

  ‘That’s so sad,’ Mel said, squeezing the hand that held hers.

  At the time, Mel only saw his point of view. Looking back later, too late, she realised she should have taken warning from this conversation, but at the time she was too besotted with this
  gorgeous, charismatic man to worry about anything except the moment. And the moment was delicious.

  They quickly became ‘Jake and Mel’, hardly out of one another’s company, and it wasn’t long before Mel’s Spanish neighbour Cara in the flat above became used to
  bumping into him in the lobby on her way out to work. He kept on his purpose-built apartment in Kennington, though, which he’d bought after he had separated from Helen. Mel tentatively
  suggested he let it out and move in with her, but he was reluctant.

  ‘I must have somewhere to write,’ he said. ‘And I need my books to be in one place.’

  But as time passed, he set himself up in Mel’s second bedroom, across the hall from the little box room she called her study, and many of his books and a couple of pictures made the trip
  across South London. In the early days, if it was his turn to have Anna and Freya, he would go back to stay in Kennington, but as their mother came to terms with the idea that Mel was a regular
  fixture, the little girls would sometimes visit the Clapham flat, regarding camping at Daddy’s girlfriend’s as great fun.

  After a year and a half of the rhythms of this peripatetic lifestyle, Mel began to hint more strongly that they sell their respective properties and buy a house together. She and Jake loved one
  another, they would find a place with enough bedrooms, so that Anna and Freya could stay and for that hazy point in the distant future when, she dreamed, she and Jake would marry and have children
  themselves.

  But Jake didn’t seem so sure. He loved her, he insisted, and he wanted to be with her always, but it was too soon after his divorce to make such a commitment. And it was certainly too
  early to talk about babies. Maybe when his novel was finished they could start looking at places. He felt he was living in limbo at the moment, unable to make big decisions.

  The novel was not going quite as well as Jake hoped. Two years after he met Mel, he completed it and sent it off to Sophie, his literary agent, with high hopes. Sophie said the book wasn’t
  yet in a state for her to feel confident about sending it to publishers. It was too . . . cerebral, too much about ideas and not enough about people and emotions. Would he consider recasting it?
  After recovering from this blow, Jake locked himself up at weekends and holidays for six months to wrestle with his masterpiece. It consumed his attention. If he wasn’t actually writing then
  he was distant, bearish, and Mel felt sidelined. Suffering for your art was one thing. Suffering for someone else’s was another altogether.

  Boiling point was reached one Saturday when Helen dropped off Anna and Freya at Mel’s flat, expecting Jake to be there to receive them, and there was only Mel. Helen couldn’t
  disguise her annoyance.

  ‘So where is he then?’ she asked, retwisting a pink scrunchy onto her messy blonde ponytail, her pretty urchin’s face looking more than usually harassed.

  ‘Still wrapped in his creative cocoon in Kennington, I imagine,’ Mel said wearily. ‘He’ll have forgotten about us.’

  Helen said nothing, but she nodded slowly and gave Mel such a look of knowing pity, it said more than could a thousand words. That evening, Mel and Jake had their first real row.

  ‘You’re never here, you take me for granted,’ Mel almost shouted. His answer was to imprison her in his arms and take her to bed.

  ‘Now am I here?’ he growled into her damp hair an hour later as they lay hot and exhausted.

  

Mel shook herself out of her reverie. The one thing she had promised she wouldn’t do coming to Cornwall was brood. She would engross herself in her work, learn to be
  comfortable with her own company again away from the thousand and one interruptions of her teaching job and having to see him every day. She got up from the kitchen table, stashed the
  remaining food in the fridge, in sharp angry movements, and sauntered outside.

  The wind had calmed but the sky was still heavy with the threat of rain, tufts of cloud like smoke drifting above the treetops. It was as though the abandoned garden was waiting for something .
  . .

  She strolled across the grass, wondering idly who mowed this lawn. Surely not Patrick? She bent and plucked at a long trail of ivy that was clawing its way across the cropped grass. Several
  great lengths of it uncoiled from the jungle and she was astonished in a moment to find her arms full of wet weed. She stepped back, yanking at it impatiently and a whole wadge came away, a few
  strands snapping loudly and a musty stink of sap filling the air. The rest stuck fast, tangled up with the brambles and bindweed. She tossed the leaves back into the ocean of greenery. What was the
  point? Her feeble efforts seemed to make no difference.

  Glancing down, she saw that she had in fact ripped a tear in the shroud of weed. There was a flash of purple in the undergrowth, like blood welling in a new wound. She bent down to look.
  Violets! And a glimpse of creamy yellow proved to be a clump of primroses. Excitement coursed through her.

  She crouched down and pulled impatiently at the ivy, trying to see what other treasures its smothering blanket might hide. It came away in long hanks revealing more patches of purple and cream
  struggling to breathe. What she really needed, of course, was some gardening tools. Perhaps there would be something in one of the outbuildings up near the main house?

  Behind the cottage she found a narrow gritty path forging its way up the terraces in just that direction. She zig-zagged through the brambles round the back of the house, past the ruined arch of
  a crumbling brick wall, until she came to the stable block, set parallel to the front of the house on a small cobbled courtyard. Two of the doors were padlocked, but the third had only a rusty
  latch that yielded unwillingly, viciously pinching her fingers. Nursing her bruised hand, she heaved open the door with the other and found herself inside a large shed smelling of dust and
  creosote. Piles of junk lay everywhere on the cobbled floor. Some seemed welded to the ground by cobwebs, looked as though it had not moved for decades – an old ground roller, a rusted mowing
  machine of unknown vintage, several spades and hoes and a small weeding fork that was not too badly corroded. This she seized, coughing, batting at the skeins of dust, together with a stout pair of
  gloves that looked as though they had recently been dropped down on the elderly trestle table, moulded as though invisible hands were still inside. Her final trophy was a little billhook. Despite
  flecks of rust, the scythe gleamed keenly. Then, leaning against the door to shut it, Mel returned with her swag to the scene of her excavations and knelt down to work again, slashing at the long
  grass, digging up the weeds around the flowers, wishing all the while that she had a good pair of secateurs to take to the thick thorny stems of the brambles.

  Before long she had cleared a small patch of flowerbed where violets, narcissi and primroses at last had light and air. How long ago had they been planted – or could they have seeded
  themselves?

  It was good to be absorbed in physical work. The scent of flowers, the pungent sap, the smell of the earth were exhilarating. Out here, with new life thrusting through everywhere she looked, it
  was impossible to dwell on gloomy thoughts. Instead, Mel found herself making plans.

  She must take herself in hand or she would waste her precious time here. She would give herself the rest of the day off, enjoy the garden, finish unpacking, eat one of the frozen home-made meals
  for supper with a glass of wine – but only one – and go to bed early. Tomorrow she would start work on her book.

  An hour passed and another. She stood up, stiffly, and stretched her aching limbs, noticing to her astonishment that she had cleared a six-foot width of flowerbed. I’ve made a difference,
  she told herself, filled with pleasure as she surveyed the flowers, seeing pale new shoots thrusting their way out of the chestnut-coloured earth. She looked up as a pair of wood pigeons flapped
  their wings lustily, crashing through the foliage above. Huge and plump, these were entirely different creatures to their scraggy London cousins. High in the sky against the clouds, a bird of prey
  was coasting on the wind currents and it was as though Mel’s heart soared with it, yearning for something she didn’t yet know.

  As the afternoon grew cooler, she trudged back and forth with forkfuls of weeds, adding them to a heap on a patch of wasteground some way behind the cottage. She was about to pick up the tools
  when a small ginger cat cautiously made its way round the side of the house. It stopped dead when it saw Mel, crouched tense, not sure whether to run.

  Mel stood perfectly still and the cat, encouraged, tiptoed over to the flowerbed, delicately touching a narcissus flower with the tip of its pink nose, then batting it gently with a velvet
  paw.

  Mel made cajoling noises, holding out her hand. The cat sat down and stared at her for a moment, then started to lick its white bib with long languorous movements, its peridot green eyes hardly
  leaving her face. After a while it desisted and, ignoring Mel, sashayed off down the track towards the road, its tail high. Mel wondered who it belonged to or whether, like herself, it was a
  stray.

  Inside the house she made some tea and ran a bath – whatever else was Victorian about the cottage, thankfully the central-heating boiler and the plumbing were modern. Climbing into the hot
  water was ecstasy.

  The only trouble with baths, she thought shivering, as she yanked at the plug chain with her toes twenty minutes later, was that they tempted you to daydream. All her plans for being positive
  had trickled away. For once again, her mind had turned to Jake, going over and over the end of their affair.

  It was while she was living in a limbo with Jake, hoping desperately that once he finished the second draft of his book he would return to his usual charming self, that tragedy struck. Her
  mother was discovered to have a rampant form of cancer that had spread to her pancreas.

  Whilst Mel, Chrissie and sometimes William between them accompanied their mother on a depressing round of hospital appointments and debilitating treatments, finally finding a place for her in a
  hospice near home, it was a time of enormous closeness for the family. But it was as though Jake were outside looking in.

  He was supportive, yes, in the sense that he comforted Mel, showing her immense kindness, but Mel felt he never truly entered her distress. She could see the terror in his eyes on the rare
  occasions he came to visit the ravaged figure of her mother in the hospice. With Chrissie’s husband, Rob, on the other hand, Chrissie’s grief was his also. Once, after a particularly
  harrowing visit when her mother was clearly in a lot of pain, Mel caught Rob weeping in the hospice reception area. She was deeply touched by his sorrow.

  ‘Have we offended Jake in some way?’ Chrissie remarked another time when Jake dropped Mel off at the hospice and drove off with a wave. ‘Why doesn’t he come
  in?’

  ‘He wants to visit a bookshop,’ said Mel, glancing at her sister as they walked down the hospice corridor, wary of her sharp tone. Today, she saw, Chrissie’s eyes were
  red-rimmed and she hadn’t bothered with her usual meticulous make-up.

  ‘I mean,’ Chrissie said, ‘surely he should be here, supporting you.’ Like Rob does, being the unspoken implication. ‘He’s quite, well,
  self-sufficient, isn’t he?’

  ‘You don’t understand.’ Mel snapped back. Chrissie had struck a tender spot. ‘He feels awkward coming, that’s all. He doesn’t know Mum very well, not like
  Rob. And he doesn’t like hospitals – ever since his little sister nearly died of meningitis when he was ten.’

  They had reached their mother’s ward, so Chrissie merely raised her irritatingly knowing eyebrows in reply.

  

Maureen Pentreath drifted away in drug-induced sleep on a beautiful day in early May. On the way to the crematorium the hearse passed along an avenue of cherry trees. The
  blossom fell soft as snow.

  In the months after her mother’s death, Mel observed Jake and felt in her heart of hearts that Chrissie had a point. Jake didn’t need to rely on anybody else. He loved her, of that
  she was sure. He had loved his wife, but had allowed her to grow away from him. He loved his children – but sometimes it seemed he could live without them, so absorbed was he in his
  writing.

  ‘I wonder whether our children would look like Anna and Freya,’ she said tentatively one Sunday evening.

  He had laughed, uncertainly. ‘Not if they were boys. Anyway, Mel, that’s the last thing we need at the moment. A baby really would push us over the edge.’

  ‘What do you mean?’ she said.

  ‘The disruption. When would I work? When would you work, come to that. I couldn’t face all that again for a while.’

  ‘But not never?’

  ‘Not at the moment, is all I’m saying.’

  She had felt slightly mollified, but feelings of distress began to build inside her. She was already vulnerable, grieving as she was for her mother, and one of the focuses of her grief, as she
  confessed to Aimee, was that her mother wouldn’t be there when Mel had children of her own. Maureen had not lived to see her younger daughter’s children and they would never know their
  grandmother. The thought was painful to bear.

  

Early in November, Jake announced that he had finished his book. This time, his agent, whilst still encouraging, sounded impatient. ‘It’s much better than it
  was,’ she told him on the phone. ‘A really fascinating story. But there’s something about the tone that still isn’t right. And your characters need to be more emotionally
  engaging.’

  ‘What the hell does that mean?’ shouted Jake, after he had finished the call. ‘Emotionally engaging? It’s a literary novel we’re talking about, not some Mills and
  Boon romance. What does she know anyway, silly cow.’

  ‘Jake! Why don’t you find another agent if you’ve gone off Sophie,’ Mel said. Jake had given her the script to read at the same time as his agent. Privately she was in
  agreement with Sophie but she certainly wasn’t going to say that to Jake. The prose style was brilliant, inventive, playful, the plot ingenious. But was it a little in love with itself? And
  were his characters – the novel was a satire about the contemporary arts scene – merely talking heads, vehicles for his opinions?

  ‘No,’ he said, slamming his fist against the wall. ‘It’s the best agency for me. She can damn well just send it out to publishers. Then we’ll see who’s
  right.’

  In the event, however, Sophie and Mel proved to be right. All the publishers Sophie submitted it to sent fulsomely polite rejections. A printed set of them from Sophie’s over-assiduous
  assistant landed on the mat in Kennington amongst the Christmas cards. But I would be glad to see anything else that Jake Friedland writes in the future, was a common theme.

  And just to make everything worse, it was then the letter arrived for Mel from Grosvenor Press saying that they had read an article she had written for the Journal of Art History and
  inviting her to submit a proposal for a book for their prestigious series about British painters. Mel, of course, was delighted to comply.

  Jake entered a deep, black depression.

  

It was the week before Christmas but Mel hadn’t the heart to plan much. This Christmas would be the first without her mother. Would it be forever a season of sadness? She
  was dreading the day itself, to be spent at her sister’s house with William’s family invited as well. Jake was taking Anna and Freya home to his parents and frankly, she was
  relieved.

  The week after Christmas, however, she could take the atmosphere no longer.

  ‘Jake, you’ve got to cheer up,’ she said one evening as he slouched morosely around her kitchen after supper. He made no reply. She tried a different tack. ‘I know
  you’re disappointed. You’ve worked so hard.’

  He turned and looked at her. His eyes glittered, opaque, unreadable.

  ‘On the book, I mean,’ she added, desperate now. It wasn’t fair. Why should she put up with this moodiness day after day, week after week, deliberating about every word she
  said, watching her every move in case she accidentally annoyed him. Anything could make him snap at her these days. A flash of anger crazed through her. She snatched up a mug from the draining
  board. Its silly laughing pig design mocked her. In a sudden movement she smashed it down on the floor. The pieces flew up around them.

  ‘Mel!’ They stared at one another in mutual shock. Jake put his finger to his cheek and touched blood.

  ‘Sorry,’ she shouted. ‘Sorry, but I can’t stand it. It’s not fair, what you’re doing. I’m only trying to help. I can’t live like this any
  longer.’

  He came and put his arms round her and hugged her tight. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ he mumbled into her hair. ‘I’m being a bear, aren’t I?’

  She pulled away and looked up at him. ‘I love you, but I need to know,’ she said, ‘if we have a future together. I hate this hanging on, not knowing. And children. I would like
  to have a baby, Jake, you know that. With you. I don’t want to leave trying until it’s too late.’

  The expression of stubbornness that crossed Jake’s face, the set look of his mouth, made her wish she had kept her mouth shut.

  

For a month Jake made an effort to be more cheerful, but Mel knew that his distant politeness hid unfathomable depths of misery. Somehow their life together carried on as it
  had done for the last few years, but it was as though they were going through the motions in their relationship. Then one night Jake just didn’t come back after a party at his old newspaper
  offices.

  She knew at once what had happened and confronted him.

  ‘It didn’t mean anything. She’s not important, I’ll never see her again,’ he said, but they both knew what it meant. He had taken an axe to their relationship
  because neither of them could otherwise make the break.

  Two days later, he piled his possessions in the back of his car, kissed her with such intensity it took all her will not to plead with him to stay, and went back to Kennington and, she imagined,
  the first chapter of a new novel.

  The next hardest thing was visiting Anna and Freya at their home to explain. She could still see them, she insisted, but although they hugged one another and made promises, all three of them
  knew it would never be quite the same. And for the second time in a year, Mel went into mourning.

  

I must write to them sometime, Anna and Freya, Mel thought that evening as she waited for the shop lasagne to heat up in the oven. She ate it at the kitchen table with a novel
  propped up in front of her. Later, she tried to watch a crime drama on television but, tired of the interminable commercial breaks, switched it off. She sat, curled up in an armchair, wondering
  what to do next. Ring Chrissie, she decided, reaching out for the phone.

  ‘It’s weird,’ she told her sister in answer to the questions Chrissie fired off. ‘I’d forgotten how dark it gets in the country. It’s really cut off. And this
  place, it’s quite spooky. Did Patrick tell you anything about it?’

  ‘Not really,’ said Chrissie. ‘His family are from Cornwall, like Mum and Dad. The great-uncle left the house to Patrick when he died last year. Patrick says he doesn’t
  know what to do with it, whether to sell it or keep it and move down there.’

  ‘Move? What did you say he did for a living?’

  ‘He runs some Internet business with a friend. Is he down there yet? He goes a lot at weekends, he said.’

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Memory Garden

RACHEL HORE

POCKET
BOOKS

LONDON + SYDNEY + NEW YORK + TORONTO





OEBPS/images/orn.jpg





