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DEATH WISH


 


‘Who so loves
believes the impossible.’ – Elizabeth Barrett Browning











PART 1: UNFATHOMABLE DEPTHS















1: INGLORIOUS


 


Waves everywhere, swirling, surging, seething – a raging
melange of foam and salt and inky water biting at me, pulling at me, thrusting
upon me a solitary invitation:


Death.


As I fought to remain on the flimsy polystyrene surfboard
that seemed more bucking bronco than wave rider, I thought: That’s how easy
it is – you just let go. Just release the grip on this world that in recent
months had seemed so much an effort, and sink into the blue, beneath the waves,
where chaos and fury turned to quiet and calm. Like she did. 


Was drowning as they claim? I wondered. The easiest way to
die – peaceful? How would it feel to give up all the dragging myself through
the day, all the struggle to evade the aching void inside? A relief?


Another wave rose me up and slammed me down with
breathtaking power. Its force stirred me. You could say a lot of things about
Scarlett Blake – she’s a loner, she’s a wallflower, she’s a menace in the
kitchen – but no way was ‘she’s a quitter’ on the list of character flaws. 


‘Screw you!’ I shouted through the spray. 


Funny, sounded like someone shouted back. But who else would
be out in this tumultuous sea at six a.m. on a summer’s morning? Solitude was
the entire point of hauling myself out of bed in the still-dark and picking my
way down the cliff path to the beach just in time to see the horizon light up
with the first burnt-orange glow of the rising sun. No one to see me make a
damn fool of myself on my first surfing attempt.


‘Trying… yourself killed?’


Definitely a voice. Male. Angry.


Scanning the surroundings for the source proved difficult
while lying stomach-to-board. On an upward surge I got a glimpse of the
Devonshire cliffs that fringed the cove, all dark, jutting rocks topped by
bushes of gorse, and then a flash of the beach. On a downward plummet there was
nothing but eye-burning, throat-choking seawater.


‘Forward… next wave!’ 


The voice was closer now. There was an edge to it beyond the
anger. Something raw.


My eyes picked out a black form between the waves. Someone
on a surfboard, paddling it expertly seaward. I took one hand off the board to
push sticky tendrils of hair from my eyes. Rookie mistake. Turned out holding
on one-handed was impossible. The board shot upwards, out of my feeble grip,
and then it was just me and Old Man Sea. 


Kicking frantically, I tried to keep my head above the
surface, but the waves were burying me, one after the other, only a second or
two to come up for air before the next one hit. Far away now were thoughts of
letting go – I was fighting furiously for life. Never in my seventeen years had
I been so desperate. But my legs were tingling with effort, and I knew it was
just a matter of time.


When the final wave broke me all I could think was, Sienna.
With her name on my lips I inhaled a lungful of water and I sank… 


… for all of a second before something grabbed the back of
my t-shirt and hauled me upward. Coughing and spluttering, I emerged from the
blue and was pulled roughly onto a board, my leg shoved over so that I
straddled it. I had the fleeting thought that this board was much sleeker and
more substantial looking than the one I’d just lost before my rescuer settled
pretty much on top of me and started paddling toward the shore. 


With him in command, we crested waves and glided down the
other side with apparent ease, though I seemed unable to match the rhythm of
our motion and kept taking in great gulps of brine. Over the sound of the waves
and the wind and the splash of powerful arms cutting into the water to propel
us along, I picked out low, irate grumblings.


‘… idiot tourists… total waste of… all we need…
another bloody drama…’


Finally, we reached the shallow waters and he slid off the
board and pulled me off to walk to the beach. But my legs didn’t seem willing
to respond to basic instructions like ‘walk’ or even ‘stand’ and breathing
between wrenching gasps had become a challenge, so he threw an arm around me
and half-carried, half-walked me, dragging his board with his spare hand.


Ten steps up the beach he let me down onto the sand. 


‘Head down,’ he commanded. ‘Between your legs. Cough it
out.’


I did as I was told. Liquid spilled out of me with each
retching cough, and the cool air I gulped in burned my throat. I fought the
panic, I fought the pain, focusing instead on the shells and stones strewn
around. Finally, breathing won out.


‘You okay?’ 


I was reluctant to look up. For starters, I knew I must look
a mess – long hair plastered to my head rat-tail style, face flushed and
salt-burned, eyes teary and bloodshot. And then there was the fact that this
guy, whoever he was, had just saved my life, and was evidently pretty mad about
having had to do so. 


‘Hey, you okay?’ 


I lifted my head slowly. Took in broad thighs clad in black
neoprene; hands reaching out, palms raised; a wide, muscular chest; a striking
face – rugged, square jaw, full lips, ruddy cheeks, Grecian nose bearing a thin
scar across the bridge, thick black lashes framing eyes… oh, his eyes.


I opened my mouth, tried to speak, but I was paralysed by
his gaze. All at once I was home in the cottage, tucked up beneath the blue
patchwork quilt of my childhood; I was watching my grandmother remove
vanilla-scented fairy cakes from her powder-blue Aga; I was running through a
meadow of sky-blue forget-me-nots with my sister – free, exhilarated, happy.
The memories took my breath away. I felt the familiar burn in my tear ducts.


His eyebrows pulled together and he placed a hand on my
trembling knee. 


‘Are. You. Okay?’ he said with exaggerated care, as if he
were speaking to an elderly lady having a turn at a bus stop.


I blinked, cleared my throat and managed a husky, ‘Yes.
Th-thank you.’


Concern melted into exasperation.


‘What’s the deal,’ he demanded, ‘out there on your own,
clearly no idea what you’re doing, children’s play surfboard… you got a death
wish or something?’ 


I cringed. I’d known the board was short, but I’d thought it
was me-sized – at five foot three, what use was some enormous board? 


‘I’m sorry.’ 


‘You would’ve been sorry if I hadn’t seen you.’


‘I just wanted to get a feel for it. I didn’t realise it was
so rough out there.’


‘Rough? That’s not rough. Not even optimum surfing weather.
Piece of cake for someone who actually knows how to surf…’


He paused when he saw a tear escape my eye and roll
traitorously down my cheek. Furrowed his brow, combed his fingers roughly
through dark hair that was drying fast in the breeze.


‘Listen, I didn’t mean to…’


I brushed the tear away furiously. Enough with the
vulnerability. 


‘Right, well, thank you…’


‘Luke. My name’s Luke.’ The stress lines in his face
smoothed out and his lips curved. Like this, smiling and relaxed, his scrutiny
was a touch less unsettling. ‘And you are…?’


‘Thank you, Luke, for your, um, help, but I’m sure you’ve
better things to do, so I’ll just be...’


Before he could protest, I launched myself to my feet. He
instinctively rose with me, and my water-fogged mind registered belatedly that
my rescuer was a giant of a guy – my head was at the level of his chest. As I
looked up to take in his stature I staggered slightly and he reached out to
right me, but I stepped backwards. I didn’t need his kindness.


He looked awkward, unsure of himself, as he towered over me.
‘Hey, will you be okay?’


‘Yes, yes, I’m fine. I’ll just head home.’


‘You live close?’ 


I pointed vaguely west. ‘Yes, not far.’


‘Up there?’ He looked puzzled, and then interest
sparked in his eyes. ‘You mean the Blake place?’


Busted. Of course being vague was pointless. My
grandparents’ ramshackle cottage on the western cliff was the only building up
there. 


I made a noncommittal mnnnhnnn noise, but Luke was
not to be deterred. 


‘But that place has been empty since…’


He was looking at me now with such scrutiny that I took a
further step back. I saw the cogs turning in his mind as he took in the classic
green Blake eyes and then compared her – short, spiky red hair,
eternally crimson lips, tall and impossibly slender – with me – petite and
curvy, hair more blond than auburn reaching to the base of my spine and a
pallor worthy of a vampire. His eyes widened.


‘Scarlett? Scarlett Blake!’


There was shock in his tone, and then sympathy.


I said nothing; I only nodded.


He smiled tentatively, as if not sure how to react, and
said, ‘I’m Luke Cavendish. Mike and Elsie’s grandson. Our grandparents were
friends.’


Cavendish. The name stirred something deep inside, an echo
of a memory.


‘I used to see you when you were young, when you came to
stay with your grandparents for the summer holidays. I think we played together
once or twice on the beach… you and me, and my sister, and your sister…’


A flash, and there it was. Just a fleeting moment, a scene
playing across my mind. Sienna here, in this cove, leaping confidently from
rock to rock, digging deep into rock pools with a neon-green net, finding a
crab here, a shrimp there, flinging them around recklessly, laugh singing on
the breeze. Me picking my way anxiously along in her wake, returning displaced
crustaceans to their home pools, imploring Sienna to respect the creatures. A
younger girl scrambling along behind, eager to impress Sienna, holding up a
starfish for approval. And a boy, a boy a year or two older than Sienna and me,
a boy with unruly hair and pink cheeks and the bluest of eyes shouting from the
beach, ‘Caroline, come back! Caroline, careful now!’


Luke looked pained and his hands fluttered at his sides
uselessly.


As I stared into his eyes, I thought how much nicer it would
be to drown in this kind of blue, in a gaze that contained depth and warmth and
compassion and soul. 


‘Idiot! I didn’t think. Listen, I’m sorry about what
happened to your –’


But I wouldn’t let him finish. ‘Well, Luke, it was nice to
meet you. Um, again.’ 


I plastered a smile on my face and started edging backwards
up the beach to where I’d left my towel and trainers. I shoved my blue-tinged
feet into the battered old Adidas, heedless of the abrasive sand encrusted on
them, and wrapped the thick old towel around my sodden t-shirt and swimsuit.
‘Better be off.’


He nodded, his face serious. ‘Okay, Scarlett. Take care,
eh?’


‘Will do!’ I replied breezily. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t go out there
again.’ 


I gestured to the sea, which from the shore, I now realised,
looked more tame than tempestuous, and then spun around on my heel and
squelched along the beach to the western side of the cove, where an age-old
path cut into the rocks led me up the cliff. At the top I risked a glance down.
The boy was standing right where I left him, watching me, head tilted to one
side, hands resting loosely at his sides. I raised my hand in an awkward
half-wave, and then hurried along the narrow, overgrown path to the cottage –
to a warm bath, a mug of hot coffee and another day of wondering and aching.


And plotting. For as kind and honourable as Luke Cavendish
was; as much as I now owed him my life; as much as in another life I might have
felt the pull to be friends, to let someone in – I had lied to him.


I would go back out onto the ocean. I would once
again sit astride a surfboard on surging, rollicking, crashing waves. Not by
choice – I was deeply frightened of the sea; always had been – but out of
heart-crushing need. To answer the question that had echoed in every beat of my
heart for the past two months – since I had walked into the headmistress’s
office of my private boarding school and been confronted by the sight of
Mother, collapsed in a chair and sobbing into a handful of tissues, and Father,
standing before the fireplace, white-faced and rigid, and my headmistress
frozen at her desk with the most sickening look of pity on her face:


Why, why, why, why?











2: ONCE


 


Tiny shells, the size of my pinkie nail. 


The tinkling of chimes dancing in the breeze. 


A laugh, loud and long, that says, ‘Look at me. Look at
me.’


Poppies peppered through wild grasses. 


Flour dust billowing from a yellow apron. 


The warm, smooth permanence of pink rocks beneath bare
feet. 


Two chocolate-smeared faces peeking out from beneath a
tablecloth. 


A marshmallow puff cloud below which gulls dart and dive.



Fingers intertwined with wool in a game of cat’s cradle. 


The tang of lavender and seaweed on the breeze. 


A grazed knee, a drop of blood meandering down, a gentle
touch, a hand pushing firmly away, a voice dismissing – ‘No, Scarlett. It’s
nothing; doesn’t even hurt.’











3: REASON IN MADNESS


 


I woke from the dream as I always did: groggy and tired.
Blearily, I reached out for the alarm clock, but my hand met a mug, stone cold,
on the coffee table. A nap, then. I pulled myself upright, groaning with the
effort. The hands on the grandfather clock were at twelve and ten; a good three
hours had elapsed since I first sat down. Clearly, near-death experiences
weren’t conducive to wakefulness.


Wiping out wasn’t a new experience. For months now I’d been
increasingly more exhausted. Some days were better than others. Some days just
swinging a leg out of bed in the morning was an effort. I hid it well.
Concealer on the dark shadows, drops to refresh gritty, sore eyes, long blond hair
left loose to hide behind, a deliberate spring in my step when around others. I
refused to give in to the near-constant desire to slump, but pushed and pushed
until I hit the wall, when I’d no choice but to crash until some form of
balance was restored.


Waking was always disorientating, because the dreams were so
vivid that the line between fantasy and reality was foggy. For a few minutes,
usually, images remained on the periphery of my consciousness. When the dreams
began, last year, they were of that place only – that serene, beautiful
landscape where butterflies bobbed and grass tickled and the ocean was a velvet
blanket that rippled peacefully. But since April, since that blackest of days, she
was there too – memories of the times I loved her most and the times I would
have done anything to change her. 


Enough. The kitchen beckoned.


I made my way across the living room, dodging oversized
chintzy armchairs and carved wooden end tables, trailing my hand along the
polished walnut of my grandfather’s writing desk, and pushed open the
white-painted door that led into what was once my grandmother’s domain. I
fancied I could still smell the cinnamon of her baking; still hear her high
voice chastise, ‘Now Scarlett, Sienna, you wait till those flapjacks cool, you
hear me? I see you ogling them. Scoot! Out of my kitchen.’ 


Precious little had changed in this room – in this house, in
fact – since I was a child. And though it had been three years since Nanna’s
peaceful passing, three years one month since Grandad went to sleep and never
woke up, it felt like they were here, in the house, just a room away – like any
moment Nanna would come and press her soft, lined cheek to mine and Grandad
would stride in, shaking the morning’s paper and booming that the government had
gone to hell in a handbasket. All at once I was grateful to Mother for
preserving the house this way. I’d once thought it macabre, Miss
Haversham-like, but now I was grateful for the comforting familiarity of the
place. 


I had always been happier here than in the cavernous,
echoing rooms of Hollythwaite, our family home in Hampshire. There, my parents
had slept in a separate wing to me, too far to hear when I cried out from a
nightmare. There, the dinner table was long enough that when my parents had a row
they could eat separately. There, the hallways were silent but for the squeak
of polished footwear on polished floors. But this house, this house invited
kicking off shoes and turning music up loud and eating hot buttered toast
standing up without a plate to catch the crumbs. This was home – was home for
Sienna too; I knew that’s why she had come here this year, why this was her
destination when she slipped out of her boarding school and ran away into the
night. This is where we came to find ourselves when we were lost.


My stomach gurgled, and I opened the archaic fridge and
surveyed the contents. It didn’t take long – my choices were jam on bread, or
bread on jam. The tiny garage at which I’d stopped yesterday to fuel up and get
provisions was woefully understocked. In fact, along with the toilet roll, milk
and coffee, I’d pretty much bought its entire product range. ‘Just the
essentials here, love,’ the man behind the counter had announced cheerily.
Quite why he deemed ancient-looking cans of oxtail soup essential was beyond
me. 


Using Nanna’s bread knife, I carved a doorstep from the loaf
and smeared on a generous dollop of jam, picking out the biggest lumps of
strawberry, then sat at the old pine table to eat. The morning’s brush with
death swam into my mind and a hot, squirming sensation crawled in my belly.
That guy must have thought I was a right plank. He was right. Had I really
thought it would be that easy – roll up here on a Monday, then paddle out the
following morning on a surfboard and discover the truth of why she did it, just
like that?


Back at school, the plan, which I’d been formulating since
the day after I heard the news, had been simple enough: 


1. Finish out the summer term, sit my final exams and get
the hell away from Millsbury Prep School for ever.


2. Go to Hollythwaite and convince Mother to let me summer
alone at my grandparents’ before university term commenced.


3. Drive the five-hour journey to Twycombe, Devon, open up
the deserted cottage and then… 


Well, the next bit was admittedly more mission than plan: 


4. Investigate tirelessly to discover the truth. 


I’d achieved steps one to three: it was the first day of
July and I was here, in Twycombe, with the whole summer to myself stretching
ahead. But as for step four: my first attempt at getting closer to
understanding Sienna’s state of mind had flopped spectacularly.


Or had it? I thought back to those moments on the board when
death had called. Did she hear that call? Did she shiver at its seductive
allure, or did she seek it out eagerly?


‘Terrible accident’ were the words my headmistress had used
initially. But then, when I wouldn’t be placated – not by Mother’s desperate,
clinging hugs and not by Father’s evasive, simplistic explanations – new
details emerged: ‘a party; certainly drinking, quite possibly drunk’… ‘not in
her right mind’… ‘surfing alone’… ‘dark; such poor visibility, so cold’… ‘sea
was wild, stormy’… ‘went down; never came up’. Only one word was unuttered, but
it echoed through.


Suicide.


The facts were clear: in January my older sister Sienna had
run away from her boarding school (a different one to my own; she had insisted
on that) and had installed herself in the village of Twycombe, breaking a
window to get into our grandparents’ old cottage. She used a trail of emails to
lead Father and Mother on a wild goose chase across the country, putting them
off her scent, and spent more than three months here. What she did in that time
is unclear, but from the tone of her cryptic emails to me it was evident that
she was troubled:


Blackness. It’s consuming, and I do fight it, sis, you
know I’m a fighter, but I can’t hope to win. 


Such a rush! Such power! All these years of prison, now
I’m free – now I’m something.


The end is coming; no escape. But I mustn’t fear it, we
mustn’t fear it.


I wrote back of course, angry, demanding she fill the gaps.
But each day a new email would arrive with no indication that she’d even read
my last. And I rolled my eyes at it: typical melodramatic, me-me-me Sienna.


Then the emails had stopped. And an ominous feeling had
begun to gnaw away at me. And two days later I was pulled from my English class
and escorted to the head’s office, where my parents were waiting to tell me
that my sister had drowned.


Fast-forward two months and there I was, staring at her
empty chair at my grandparents’ table – always hers, because it was the
prettiest, with small pink roses hand-painted onto the wood – and trying to
fathom where to start in uncovering the truth that I refused to believe had
died with my sister. For no explanation had been good enough; no suggested
reason for her crazy, selfish, terrible act had made sense. Yes, she was wild
and destructive and had a flair for the dramatic, but she loved life, loved
it. 


We were so different, my sister and I: she the gregarious,
fearless adventurer, sauntering, stomping and sashaying through life, and I her
perfect foil, the girl on the periphery – studious, sensible, reserved. As she
dreamed of a career on a West End stage, I’d been nose-deep in books, quietly
securing a place at university. While her idea of fun had become ‘cavorting’,
as Mother put it, off-campus with an ever-expanding circle of friends, the most
interesting my social life got was a movie marathon in the school common room
where girls circulated tubs of both sweet and salted popcorn.


It hadn’t always been that way. As young children, with only
ten months between us in age, Sienna and I had been close. We’d had to be: when
solid, stable parental love is a thing of fairy tales, not reality, you cling
to what you can to keep afloat. So we built our own special, private world,
complete with rag dolls and skipping rhymes and midnight feasts held under the
covers that would end in us falling asleep in a tangle of limbs and biscuit
crumbs. Then, we were peas in a pod, down to matching jaunty ponytails and
corduroy pinafores. Though our colouring differed and Sienna was a touch
taller, people would sometimes mistake us for twins. They would watch us
closely, studying us, delighting in spotting similarities. I loved that. But
Sienna never did.


As we grew up, my sister became more determined to be
differentiated from me – from it all: Mother, Father, our stiff upbringing, our
strict schooling. And somehow, in retaliation, or perhaps in support, I moved
across the divide to sit as her polar opposite. It was easier to let her be the
‘big’ sister in every sense, and to creep into the background. But sometimes,
when we saw each other on a rare weekend at home, Mother would say something
cutting, or Father would say nothing at all, and I would catch Sienna’s eye and
a moment of understanding would pass between us. Then I’d know that we were
still as we’d ever been: sisters; and that meant something to us both.


I did not know why Sienna had run away. I did not know why
she’d hidden and lied and stayed in touch with me but in a veiled, confusing
way – never letting me in. I did not know why she had gone into the sea that
night. I did not know why she had sunk into the deep. But I did know this: she
had loved me. And I couldn’t come to terms with the fact that she had done this
to me, to us. As I explained to our mother, who was beside herself at the
thought of me being here now, in the place that had stolen her first-born, I
needed to find some reason in the madness.


This morning was a start, I told myself firmly. No harm
done, other than making an idiot of myself in front of some local lad I’d known
way back when. Now, I’d better pull myself together. I needed answers. I had to
find out what had kept Sienna here for months; what she had done in her time
here; who she had befriended – the background to that terrible day. As much as
my nature and current mood begged me to play the hermit, I had to get out
there. The answers weren’t within these old stone walls, but out in the village,
in the cove. 


Because someone in this sleepy little community knew what
had happened the night the raging sea claimed my sister, and I was damned well
going to find them and make them tell me. 











4: THE GUY IN THE GRAVEYARD


 


A narrow hedge-lined lane took me from the west cliff down
to the heart of the village. Even in my beloved red Mini Cooper – I preferred
to think of it as vintage rather than old – it was a tight squeeze, and I
tooted the horn at blind bends to deter any cocky four-by-four owners from
mowing me down. At the end of the lane I came to a fork – left to the nearest
city, Plymouth; right to the village of Twycombe. I swung the wheel to the
right; I’d have more choices for shopping closer to Plymouth, but the village
was the only place that held my interest. 


I parked in the centre, overlooking the green square that
served as a meeting place for the elderly, a play space for the children and a
venue for all community events, from the summer fete to the December nativity.
Beyond stood the pretty nineteenth-century church of St Mary’s, with its
turreted clock tower, and a short promenade beside the beach. The main streets,
along two sides of the square, formed the hub of the community, incorporating a
post office, a cafe, a dive shop, a pub, a small grocery store, a fish and chip
shop, and a tourist shack selling all manner of beach paraphernalia, from
buckets and spades to enormous inflatable sharks. A scattering of houses grew
out from this centre up the hill behind, an eclectic hotchpotch of
architectural styles and colours, all built to make the most of the superb
ocean views. 


That was it; that was Twycombe. It was a small place, mainly
inhabited by locals. There was a trickle of tourists in the summer months, but
most found the long, winding access route via narrow lanes too hair-raising and
chose the nearer Bigbury beach – bigger, sandier, with a wide car park and
public toilets. But there was one group that happily navigated through the
lanes to get here, usually first thing or in the evening: surfers. It was no
Newquay, but the natural cut of the cove created pretty decent waves here (so
I’d read online. I’d read a lot about surfing since Sienna). 


I started out at the grocery shop, cruising the aisles and
picking up whatever took my fancy. After a lifetime of eating boarding school
meals and those cooked up by Marnie, the housekeeper at Hollythwaite, having
the freedom to choose was rather exhilarating. Once the basket was full to
overflowing I surveyed its contents and realised they were a jumbled mix, none
of which cohesively formed a meal – tinned custard, black grapes, chocolate
digestives, dried spaghetti, cheese slices, fizzy orange, cornflakes. I decided
I didn’t care. My summer; my way.


Groceries squeezed into the micro-boot, I headed over to the
post office to survey the ‘staff wanted’ notices. Money wasn’t an issue – I had
plenty in my account courtesy of my father, who thought love was measurable in
pounds sterling – but I wanted to make my own. Plus, working would get me out of
the house and bring me into contact with people. Labourer and bookkeeper I
rejected at once. I dithered briefly over cleaner, but then shuddered at the
thought of scrubbing toilets and moved on. Personal assistant sounded a bit
dubious. Dog walker – now that was interesting. Animals and I had always got
on; it was one of the few characteristics that Sienna and I had shared. Dog
walking sounded easy enough, plus the ad said four hours a day, which would
give me plenty of time for myself and everything I planned to do here. I
transferred the number from the ad onto my phone.


Last stop: the imaginatively named Dan’s Dive Shop. It was
packed full of all manner of diving equipment, but there was a decent section
for surfing too, and that’s where I headed. I was examining a sleek board when
the man himself appeared at my side.


‘Hello there, love. I’m Dan. What can I do for you?’ 


His tone was polite, but betrayed a hint of confusion – no
doubt he’d looked at this slip of a girl in her jeans and cardigan and seen no
hint of either courageous diver or gnarly surfer.


I nodded at the portly middle-aged man, eyes watering at the
neon-yellow wetsuit he was wearing. ‘How much for this one?’


On the scent of a sale, Dan cheerily related an utterly
exorbitant price. When my eyes bulged, he swiftly added, ‘It’s premium this
one, ya see. Excellent craftmanship. Cuts through the water like yer proverbial
knife through butter. Good news is, we have it in your size.’


He gestured to a board that dwarfed me. I thought of the guy
on the beach, Luke – his anger over my amateur board. The other extreme, the
very top end of surfboards, would surely be the best choice. But the size of
it! As if the sea didn’t scare me enough, I was expected to ride this
enormous thing on it? I gritted my teeth.


‘I’ll take it,’ I said. ‘Can you deliver? My car’s a bit…’


‘No problem,’ declared Dan. ‘My man-with-van’ll drop it
round for you. Teatime, shall we say?’


‘Perfect, thanks.’


‘Address?’


I rattled it off, pretending not to notice the shocked look
on Dan’s face.


‘Right-ho. Now, if you’ll be surfing, I’m sure you’ll be
needing…’


The next five minutes passed in a blur of neoprene and
leashes and wax; sounds rather kinky, but it was actually, Dan assured me,
essential kit. To give Dan his due, he may have looked like a fluorescent
banana, but he knew his stuff when it came to effective upselling. I caved on
most items – I really had no clue what I needed for conquering the waves – but
stood firm on the ‘pimp my board’ stickers that Dan was determined to sell me.


Finally, the sales were rung up, paid for and scheduled for
delivery, and with a shake of Dan’s moist hand, I was out of there.


Pleased with my day’s work, I put the key in the car door,
ready to head home, but I found myself looking at St Mary’s church. What the
heck, I decided. It wasn’t like I had any place to be.


I crossed the green square, skirting around two elderly men
playing petanque and a sunbathing woman, and pushed open the old wooden gate
that led into the churchyard. Here, the world quietened and stilled beneath the
shady limbs of ancient oaks and beech trees. Set into the thick stone wall
above the great wooden door was a stained-glass window, and I paused to take in
the vivid colours of an angel and a baby bathed in heavenly light. Then I
walked slowly down the gravel path that led into the deserted graveyard. 


As I walked, I carefully scanned each weathered gravestone.
I noticed a plot with stones all bearing the name Cavendish. The surfer
yesterday, he’d said his name was Cavendish, I thought. I walked on, and on.
The graveyard was surprisingly big for a church serving such a small community;
but then Twycombe’s history dated back hundreds of years, and many of those
lying beneath had departed this world so long ago that there was no one alive
now to remember them – to polish granite, clear away weeds, lay fresh flowers.
Stone after stone I examined, reading each epitaph sombrely, but none were the
words I was seeking.


Then, finally, I found them. They were in the far corner of
the graveyard, tucked beneath a weeping willow. I sank to my knees on the cool
grass, and breathed out deeply.


In life they had shared everything and in death they were no
different – two names on one simple grey stone, Peter and Alice Jones. I had
not come to my grandparents’ funerals, though I’d wanted to. Mother was adamant
that it was no place for a child, though I was hardly that. It hurt that I did
not get to say goodbye, for these people were home to me, the source of the
happiest memories of my childhood. They had been good to me, and it had felt
disrespectful not to say goodbye. 


As final resting places go, it was perfect. Serene,
sheltered and right in the heart of Twycombe, which they’d loved. One day, when
the time came, I thought I should like to be here too. Perhaps Sienna would
have wanted that. The thought made the hole within me ache. Closing my eyes, I
leaned my head back and allowed myself a moment to let the pain surface, to let
her absence be felt. There was a moment of stillness inside, and then the dam
broke. I wondered how, after all these weeks, there could be any tears left.


A noise from behind startled me, and I tore my eyes open and
swung round. I couldn’t make out anything other than grass and gravestones. But
then, in the opposite corner, I caught a flash of movement.


I looked away and hastily mopped up tears with a sleeve. I
was embarrassed to be caught out like this, publicly venting feelings that were
private. I thought perhaps I’d wait quietly and hope the other person got the
hint and left, but then a frantic thumping sound and a high-pitched squealing
ripped through the calm. An animal; it was an animal, and it sounded
distressed.


I rose quickly and picked my way across the uneven grass.
After several paces I realised my mistake – it was an animal, but there was a
person too. Male, judging by the cropped hair and square shoulders. From this
angle, coming up behind, it was hard to judge what was going on, but then I saw
strong hands gripping grey fur and the creature thrashing and shrieking in a
way that conveyed terror, and I didn’t think, I just ran.


‘What are you doing! Stop that! Leave it alone!’


The man didn’t so much as flinch, but remained kneeling over
the creature, pinning it down – it was a rabbit, I realised as I closed the distance,
its eyes wild, its fur matted. 


Just as I took the final steps, determined to stop him, the
man – no, boy, I realised; he couldn’t be much older than me – turned and
looked at me and smiled. And I pulled up to a stop so suddenly I had to reach
out and grab the nearest headstone to steady myself. That this boy had the
delicate looks of a model, that his hair was so blond it was almost white, that
his eyes were a startling smoky grey – all of this was true. But that was not
what made my breath catch in my throat and my heart rattle in my chest. His
hands, his hands that were firmly holding the rabbit to the ground – they
looked… wrong. Surreal. Like something out of the church’s stained glass.


I stared. 


The boy looked at me for a beat, warmly, openly, the smile
fixed on his face. Then he returned his gaze to the rabbit and released his
grip. The rabbit quietened at once and stood hesitantly. It sniffed the ground,
then hopped away under a gap in the stone wall and out of sight. 


I looked once more at the boy’s hands, and they were just
hands. In focus. Not… ethereal, as I’d thought. A trick of the mottled
afternoon light slanting through the branches of the oak above; it must have
been. Still, I stared at them, bemused.


‘… been a fox…’


He was talking to me, I realised, his voice melodic. 


I started and looked up, away from his hands. Which were
definitely not glowing.


‘I said, it must have been a fox that got it. I’ve seen them
around the church. Still, it soon bounced back…’ 


I found my voice again; was surprised by its hardness. ‘What
were you doing?’


He thought for a moment. ‘Calming it, I suppose.’


I shook my head, confused, replaying the scene I’d stumbled
upon – this boy restraining the rabbit; the rabbit frightened and in pain. Was
he torturer or saviour? 


Before I could make up my mind, the boy was on his feet and
moving sinuously towards me, hand outstretched, and from deep inside panic
swelled. I backtracked quickly. But my heel met the edge of an old horizontal
grave marker and I fell backwards. An elbow broke the impact, and a jolt of
pain shot up my arm.


The boy halted in his advance and raised his hands before
him in a gesture of surrender. ‘Hey, sorry!’ 


I touched my elbow and felt dampness seeping through the
fabric of my cardie: blood. 


‘You okay?’ said the boy, crouching down beside me. It
struck me that this was the second time today a stranger had had cause to ask
me this.


I nodded but said nothing. I couldn’t work out whether this
boy was friend or foe. 


Serious now, he leaned forward. ‘I’m very glad to meet you,’
he said, ‘… Scarlett Blake.’


Word sure spread fast about the new girl in town. ‘You know
of me?’


‘I know you,’ he replied in a low voice. He looked at me
intensely and then added, ‘You and Sienna have the same eyes. Green like the
jewels of glass that wash up on the beach.’


I drew in a sharp intake of air. He knew Sienna. Feelings
swamped me. Grief at the very sound of her name. Delight that already I had
found someone who knew her. Fear of what this boy may know. 


All at once, the day was too hot, suffocating, and this boy,
this stranger, was too close. I moved to stand, but wavered as my throbbing
elbow complained at taking my weight, and before I could push it away his hand
had encased mine and was pulling me up. His touch sent shivers of warmth up my
arm. Quickly, I wrenched my hand away. Then, without another word – because I
couldn’t think of any explanation for what I was about to do – I turned and
walked away, across the graveyard, away from this boy who made me feel. 


I did not look back.


When I reached the car, I got in shakily, leaned my head
back on the headrest and took a few breaths, then eased off my cardie to
inspect the wound on my elbow. Only when I twisted the arm, there was no pain.
And when I examined the skin over my funny bone, I found no blood, not even a
hint of damage. 











5: I AM I, AND YOU ARE YOU


 


Back at the cottage, I stripped slowly before the
full-length mirror in the bathroom, gingerly peeling off my clothes and letting
them pool on the floor. I examined my body carefully, exploring every angle in
the early evening light that shone through the slatted blinds, but could find
no suggestion of injury, just the usual smooth, pale skin. I checked the
clothes – no stains, no rusty odour. Frowning, I replayed the events in the
graveyard. I was sure I’d felt blood bonding skin to fabric right up until the
boy pulled me up. It must have just been a little moisture from the gravestone,
I reasoned. 


The realisation that I’d just been sprawled on a gravestone
made me shudder, and I stepped into the bath and put the shower on full heat
despite the humid day. It took half a bottle of shower scrub before I felt
ready to emerge from the cloud of steam. 


Ten minutes later I was sitting on my bed, preparing to comb
through my tangled hair, when a knock on the front door made me start. For a
moment I was bewildered – I had no neighbours out here, and the lane that led
to the house was a dead end, so no through traffic passed. Whoever was here
meant to be here. But who…? Then I remembered the Dan’s Dive Shop delivery.
Cursing, I threw on an old zippie and ran downstairs.


Flinging open the door, I expected to see one of Dan’s
cronies, a burly Dave or Bob type perhaps. Man with van, he’d said. Well, the
van bit was as envisaged – a red Transit with muddy wheels – but as for the
man…


‘Hello again,’ said Luke pleasantly. 


It took me a moment – too long – to place him. My early dawn
misadventure had got entwined in my mind with the vivid dreams of the morning,
and somehow the mental image of my rescuer since had become blurred, mythic,
like an abstract painting – a looming figure in black with two cobalt-blue
streaks for eyes. Now, his true form came flooding back, and with it a good
dose of reality – for there stood just a nice-looking, normal bloke in scruffy
trainers, well-worn jeans and a washed-out t-shirt. 


I was opening my mouth to say ‘Hey’ or something equally
uninspired when his eyes flicked downwards momentarily and took in my bare
legs. Mortified, I tried to tug down my Tweety Bird pyjama shorts and made some
effort to comb out the tugs in my hair with my fingers.


Abruptly, he turned and crossed to the back door of the van,
which he had left open. He emerged with a box, swung it easily up and strode
back to me at the door.


‘Where do you want it?’


I gestured mutely to the hallway, and Luke stepped in and
placed the box – full of surfing paraphernalia, I now saw – on the floor.
Before I could thank him he was back at the van and then emerging with my
surfboard, which he eased through the door and laid against the staircase. In
the small, cramped hallway the board looked massive and I gulped, suddenly
realising the enormity of my plan. 


There was a long and awkward silence during which Luke
waited expectantly, surveying me with serious eyes.


‘I… um… I didn’t realise it was you. Man and van, I mean,’ I
attempted. Funny how the word ‘man’ made me want to giggle like a ten-year-old.


‘Evidently,’ he said wryly. ‘Given that you told me you
weren’t going back out there.’ He thumbed behind him, gesturing to the
sea beyond that was sparkling under the lowering sun.


‘Yes, well…’ I cast about desperately for some excuse that
wouldn’t make him think I was just some idiot kid with no appreciation of what
he’d done for me that morning. Then: ‘Surfing lessons!’ I declared
triumphantly. ‘I thought about what you said earlier, realised my skills are,
well, a little underdeveloped, so I decided to get lessons this summer.’


He listened soberly without breaking eye contact, and I had
the disturbing sense he could see right through my lies, right to the heart of
me.


‘Sound idea,’ he said. ‘So, who you going with?’


I looked at him blankly.


‘For lessons?’


‘Oh, right. I hadn’t quite got that far…’


He leaned against the door frame. ‘Well, there’s only one decent
qualified surf instructor in the area. So if you want to learn – and going out
without an instructor again would be madness…’ He gave me a hard look. ‘… you’d
better get in there and book for the summer.’


‘Is that right? How much is the going rate?’


‘Ten an hour.’


‘Ten is fine,’ I said quickly. One hundred would have been
fine; I had no intention of actually booking lessons. ‘Do you have the
instructor’s number?’


‘Sure.’


I took my phone from the hall table, entered my passcode and
neatly cleared an alert informing me I had missed a call from Mother. Again.
‘Okay, ready.’


He reeled off a number with fluid ease.


‘Name?’ I questioned.


‘Luke.’


I looked up at him and smiled. ‘Smart arse. Instructor’s
name?’


He smiled back at me. ‘Luke Cavendish.’


‘Oh!’ Suddenly, I got it. Luke was the surf instructor.
Well, it made sense; what I’d seen of him on the waves that morning showed that
he was more than competent on a board. And I’d unwittingly just agreed to
lessons with him.


I narrowed my eyes at him, and in return his widened in
innocence.


‘Well, you do want lessons, don’t you? Because I wouldn’t
want to see you out there again otherwise…’


The tone was polite, but there was an unmistakable note of
warning in it.


I thought quickly. Sneak about, or let him teach me? The
thought of accepting help, of letting anyone be near me, was difficult to
swallow. It was bad enough that I would be braving the waves again, frightened
as I was of the sea; but let someone else come close enough to see my
vulnerability? Still, this morning had proved that there was a lot more to
surfing than I’d thought, and if I was really going to experience what Sienna
had, I’d have to learn, and fast. Lessons hadn’t occurred to me before, but
perhaps this had been a stroke of inspiration. Although his offer was strange.
What was in it for him?


‘Why do you want to teach me?’ I asked. ‘You can’t have seen
much potential this morning…’


‘Money would be useful,’ he said. ‘If you can afford to
pay.’


I thought of my plan to find a summer job; and of course
there was always my bank account to fall back on. ‘Not a problem,’ I said.
‘But, well, I’m not sure how easy a student I’d be to teach. When it comes to
sports that require poise and fearlessness, I’m not exactly a natural.’


He grinned. ‘I never could resist a hopeless cause.’ 


All at once, the idea of spending hours in the company of
this guy seemed like a pretty good one, and I found myself grinning back.


‘Okay then. But I’ll need an intensive course. By the end of
the summer I need to be able to hold my own.’


‘Well, that’ll depend on you and how hard you’ll work. A
lesson a day. I work days usually, so it’ll have to be early morning or around
this time.’


I thought of today’s early morning start and immediately
said, ‘Evenings it is. But I don’t want babying. You have to teach me to handle
the big waves.’


He frowned and shifted uncomfortably. ‘Okay. But you have to
do something in return, or I’m not taking you out on the water.’


‘What?’


‘You do as I say. No power plays. No pushing the limits. No
crazy kamikaze crap.’


We both winced at the word, and I found myself wondering how
much he knew about Sienna. Local gossip, or had he known her too? Only one way
to find out, and that was spending more time with him. If it weren’t for the
bit where I had to conquer the ocean that terrified me, I’d have rather looked
forward to it.


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘You’re the boss.’


A smile split his face once more. ‘’Kay then. I’d better be
off. I’ll see you tomorrow, on the beach, six p.m. Oh, and bring the board.’


‘Got it,’ I said.


I watched him walk back to the van and drive off down the
lane. Then I went inside and closed the door. Sitting on the staircase, I
scrolled through my phone until I reached ‘Luke Cavendish’. Smooth how he’d
managed to cast himself as my surf instructor and give me his number in one
move. The obvious conclusion would be that he liked me. 


It had been so long since I’d had any male attention. Being
educated at an all-girls boarding school didn’t exactly leave much scope for
flirting, and to date the grand sum of my romantic experience was a few
cringeworthy dances at school discos attended by the neighbouring all-boys
school and a couple of stolen kisses with a local lad while holidaying in
Tuscany last year.


I thought about Luke. Could I like him? Certainly, he was
attractive, and quick to smile. He seemed pretty easy-going, but he had an edge
of no-nonsense about him that I respected. And given his connection with
Grandad and Nanna, surely I could trust him. Which is more than you can say
for that other boy from the churchyard, said a voice inside. Mentally, I
stood Luke and Graveyard Guy side by side – broad versus lithe, brown versus
blond, blue versus grey…


Shaking myself out of the fog, I told myself sternly to snap
out of it – I wasn’t here for a summer romance, but for a serious purpose, the
most important and difficult of my life. And besides, it made no difference
whether I could like Luke, or even the other guy. It was always Sienna who
attracted the attention, with her flirting and hip-swinging and hair-flicking.
Without her, I was simply a shadow no one could really see, let alone love.


*


That night I slumped in the largest, squishiest armchair in
the living room, balancing a plateful of somewhat charred toast on my knee. I
flicked through the channels on the flatscreen – the one nod to modernity that
Mother had installed – until I found an old black-and-white movie. As Fred
Astaire swept Ginger Rodgers around a dance floor, crooning of heaven and a
heart beating so that he could hardly speak, I wondered whether there was ever
a time when life was really like the Golden Era of Hollywood.


When the grandfather clock chimed half past nine, I pulled
myself out of the chair and, leaving the crumb-strewn plate on the arm to deal
with in the morning, dragged myself up the stairs to bed. On the landing, I
looked into my grandparents’ room, took a deep breath of the powdery talcum
scent that lingered there and smiled fondly. 


My room was ten paces down the hall, opposite a door that
had stood closed since my arrival. Last night, I had deliberately avoided any
potential source of pain, but now I found curiosity pulling me along. The metal
door knob was stiff to turn, and when the door opened the rusty old hinges gave
complaining shrieks. 


The last light of the day lit the space softly. The room was
slightly smaller than my own, but with a better view. Like mine, it contained a
single wrought-iron bedstead, a white wardrobe, a weathered desk, an old
armchair and a bookcase crafted in the shape of a boat. My eyes scanned the
room quickly, looking for traces of Sienna – a hairbrush left on the desk,
perhaps, or a jumper flung over the chair – but surfaces were clear. I crossed
to the wardrobe and creaked the door open slowly, half-hoping for old relics,
half-dreading their discovery, but only the scratched back of the wardrobe
greeted me. Clearly Mother had been here – or, more likely, one of her staff.


Were it not for the hand-stitched patchwork quilt – blue,
like mine – and the books crammed into the bookcase, the room would have been
eerily sterile. Amid the faded and battered Enid Blytons and Roald Dahls and LM
Montgomerys on the bookcase, an old leather-bound book caught my eye, and I
pulled it out. Flicking through the yellow pages, I breathed in the bible’s rich
old-book scent. It brought to mind sitting in a pew at St Mary’s, sandwiched
between my grandparents and gazing up at the stained-glass windows with no more
care in the world than whether I’d be allowed seconds of gravy on my Sunday
roast. A page fell open, the book of John, and my eye was drawn to a passage
highlighted by a line and an asterisk in the margin; my grandfather’s confident
stroke of the pencil.


Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe
also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I
have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a
place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am
you may be also. And you know the way to where I am going.


What was it the vicar had said at Sienna’s memorial service?



Death is nothing at all… I have only slipped away into
the next room… I am I, and you are you… Whatever we were to each other, that we
still are. 


I’d cried then, when I first heard those words – that had
been delivered by Canon Henry Scott Holland in a sermon a century ago and since
spoken at countless funerals. And I cried again now to recall them. I ached
with the desire to go back, to be that young girl in church with her
grandparents once more, when God was real and I was willing to trust in his
existence; when death was a simple falling asleep and I knew I would be
reunited with my pet hamster Scallywag in a glorious heaven someday. Now, I
wanted very much to believe Sienna was but a room away. Sometimes I even
convinced myself I could still feel her out there, in the way I had always felt
her – sad or happy, angry or frightened – our whole lives. But she was gone, I
knew that. 


Still, once I was all cried out and had tucked myself into
my own bed in my own room, beneath the patchwork quilt just like my sister’s;
once I’d gone over the plan for tomorrow and talked myself out of and back into
surfing lessons with Luke several times, and wondered yet again just who that
boy in the churchyard was; when reality finally blurred at the edges and the
vivid colours of dreams dazzled me, then the final lines of the vicar’s eulogy
haunted me: 


I am but waiting for you, for an interval, somewhere very
near, just around the corner. All is well… Nothing is lost.











6: THE ELEPHANTS IN THE ROOM


 


It was the stuff of nightmares. The beast was enormous,
easily my own weight, with paws that could fell me with a tap and huge eyes
that betrayed more than a hint of the crazies. As I stood, frozen and
slack-jawed, it began to lope towards me with determined intent, panting and
drooling. Then, suddenly, the gigantic creature halted its advance, barked
joyously and threw itself, belly-up, at my feet, offering its vast stomach for
scratching.


Laughing, I obliged, and the dog wriggled delightedly.


‘I told you, old softie’s a total teddy bear,’ said the
beast’s master. ‘And he sure likes a pretty young lady.’


I rolled my eyes at the shameless flattery, but grinned my
acknowledgement that I too was enamoured with this mighty canine.


Determined to keep up momentum with my plan, I’d wasted no
time this morning in calling the number on the dog-walking job advert. The man
who answered the phone identified himself as Bert, and at once put me at ease
with his charming old-rogue patter. After a few minutes’ chat (during which I’d
assured him I was indeed a ‘stout lassie’, had heaps of experience caring for
dogs and was an energetic, outdoors type), Bert had invited me over at once for
tea and biscuits and a meet-and-greet with his dog, which he described as ‘just
a wee scrap of a thing’. An hour later I’d turned up, expecting to find a
lively old soul and his Chihuahua or Westie or Terrier. Instead, I’d been
met by a shrunken, ravaged-looking old man for whom answering the door had clearly
been a mighty effort and his really-not-small-at-all Old English Sheepdog,
Chester.


Bert settled himself into his armchair and, with a couple of
intermingled chortles and coughs, made the introductions. He was delighted by
his ‘joke’ in misleading me into thinking his dog was a titch.


‘Should’ve seen your face, girl! Priceless. Still, you’re
not quite what I was expecting either…’ 


He crooked an eyebrow, and I gave a sheepish smile. Clearly,
there was no need to ’fess up. With one look Bert had deduced that the dog and
I weren’t far off each other in weight, that I’d never walked a dog in my life,
and that the only outdoors activity I was accustomed to was sitting under a
leafy tree reading a novel. 


‘Why dog walking then, love?’ he quizzed me. ‘Perhaps a nice
job in a shop would suit you better, eh?’


It was a get-out-of-jail-free card served up on a plate;
subtext: if the dog’s too much of a handful, here’s where you graciously
exit. But I had no intention of admitting defeat. I wanted the job, which
would give me the perfect excuse to explore the village and meet the villagers.
Plus the pay for the number of hours was generous, Bert was a hoot and Chester
– well, the laugh he’d elicited from me was my first, I realised, for a long
while.


‘I really love dogs,’ I attempted feebly. ‘And fresh air.
And walks. And Chester seems, well, lovely…’


‘He’s a good dog,’ nodded Bert. ‘Does as you tell him.
You’ll have no trouble with him, long as you show authority.’


I raised an eyebrow at Chester. He grinned back at me, revealing
a set of enormous pointed teeth.


‘Four hours I said in the ad. You don’t have to walk him
hard for that time, but I want him to get out. Stuck in here all day with me’s
no fun. Don’t mind how you run it – all together for a big jaunt, or a series
of walks through the day. Sad to be missing out, truth be told, but my old
heart isn’t what it used to be, and little Chester here needs more than I can
give.’ 


The old man’s eyes glittered, and I found myself glancing at
the oxygen tank beside his chair and wondering just how ill he was.


‘Well, any questions?’


I shook my head. 


‘So what d’you think? You and Chester gonna be partners in
crime this summer?’


‘Yes! Er, yes please. If you’re happy to have me.’


‘Not up to me, love. Up to Chester. And that wee mite has
spoken.’ He gestured to the dog, who was now sitting in front of me, gazing up
with an expression of pure devotion.


‘All right then,’ I said, smiling at Bert. ‘I’m in.’


‘Excellent!’ Bert’s grin cracked his face into lines. ‘When
can you start?’


‘How’s now?’


‘That’s the spirit! Chester, fetch your lead, boy. Walkies,
walkies!’


Deliriously excited, Chester streaked across the room and
disappeared into the adjoining kitchen. There was an almighty crash – at which
I winced but Bert simply shook his head ruefully – then the mutt re-emerged
with a lead in his mouth and raced over to me.


I patted him on the head, feeling good about the day ahead.
Summer job in the bag. Piece of cake.


*


‘Chester! CHESTER – NO!’ 


Red-faced, breathless and sprinting (as quickly as a person
can on seaweed), I waved my arms desperately, though I knew doing so would have
little effect on my ‘partner in crime’, who was running full pelt, fur flying
in the breeze, tongue lolling, straight for a figure sitting on the beach. 


‘CHESTER! HEEL!’ I shrieked one final time, but it was too
late – in a powerful leap the mutt launched himself at the girl and she went
down in a frenzy of fur and tail wagging.


Panting and holding the stitch in my side, I raced the final
distance, already shouting ‘Sorry! I’m so sorry!’ as I grabbed the back of
Chester’s collar and attempted to haul him off. Chester found this to be
fabulous fun and launched into a game of tug of war, heedless of the fact he
was choking himself on his collar in the process.


‘STUPID dog,’ I hurled at him as I dug my feet in and, with
a back-jarring tug, succeeded in separating beast and girl. In seconds I had
the lead clipped back onto Chester’s collar and was holding him firmly by my
side. ‘Bad, bad boy!’ I told him. He rolled his eyes, grinned and flopped onto
his belly on the sand.


I turned my attention now to the girl, who had pushed
herself up to a sitting position and was smoothing her long dress down over her
legs.


‘Are you okay?’ I asked. 


She looked up at me with a scowl that filled me with dread,
but in an instant it dissolved into a warm smile that lit up her round, ruddy
face. ‘I’m kidding – it’s all right. Chester here was just saying hello,
weren’t you, boy?’ She reached over and rubbed the tufts of white fur sticking
out between his eyes and Chester near-fainted with joy.


‘Oh, you know him?’ I said with relief. At least the demon
hound hadn’t attacked a total stranger.


‘Oh yes. I’ve known him since he was a puppy – and goodness,
you think he’s a handful now; he was out of control with energy back then. Bert
used to supply fish to my parents; I grew up eating his catches.’


A local then. I looked at the girl with new interest. She
was quite beautiful in an earthy, robust kind of way – not slight by any means,
but not curvaceous either, with a rosy complexion offset by blue eyes and dark,
wavy, shoulder-length hair. Her high leather boots and vintage-look dress
screamed effortlessly stylish. Self-consciously, I smoothed down my t-shirt,
damp and sticking to me from the race across the entire width of the beach. 


‘Are you sure you’re okay? Chester gave you quite a flying
hug.’


She flicked a hand dismissively. ‘Yeah, ’course. Takes more
than a dog to take me out. Could use a coffee, though. You?’


I blinked. Was that an invitation? 


‘Um…’


‘You’ll be needing a caffeine hit after that run. C’mon, I
know just the place. Give us a hand.’


Decision made, apparently, the girl stretched out her hand
and I grabbed it. It took her some time and effort to reach a standing
position.


‘I’m Cara, by the way,’ she said.


‘Scarlett.’ 


‘What a great name,’ she said dreamily. ‘I always wanted to
be called Rose, you know. We’d have been a good pair, Rose and Scarlett. Now,
keep hold of Chester, eh – I don’t fancy running to catch him.’


And, slotting her arm through mine, she began leading me up
the beach to the promenade. Within a few steps it was clear that should Chester
escape, Cara would be doing no running at all, and I understood the need to
hold on. Because something wasn’t right with Cara’s legs, and walking across
the uneven surface of the beach was an agonisingly slow, hobbling, jerky
affair.


She looked at me then, right in the eyes – daring me, I
thought, to react. I said nothing, merely smiled and tried to explain how what
had started as a controlled walk had descended into a full-on Chester chase. It
was a long and complicated tale that spanned the entire walk from the beach to
the cafe.


‘… and then I chased him back up the cliff path, and
then I chased him back down the cliff path, and then I chased him across
the beach again and then… well, then we met you.’


‘Bad boy,’ scolded Cara, pointing at Chester, who hung his
head and whined plaintively. 


We reached the cafe next to Dan’s Dive Shop and Cara let go
of my arm to shove open the door. I clipped Chester’s lead to a wooden bench on
the pavement and patted him on the head. ‘Back in a minute, boy,’ I told him.


‘So why didn’t you employ the buttons?’ Cara asked as we
waited our turn at the counter.


‘Buttons?’


Outside, Chester barked.


Cara eyeballed me, and then sighed. ‘Bert. Tell me Bert told
you Chester’s one weakness, the one thing he’ll do anything for, even behave?’


I shook my head.


‘Ah. Must’ve been testing you. Milky choccie buttons, that’s
the trick. Chester loves them. One button, instant obedience.’


‘Really? Wow, thanks!’ Suddenly a summer of walking Chester
seemed manageable once more.


While Cara took charge of ordering coffees – ‘The usual,
please! With extra froth; it’s an extra froth kind of day’ – I looked around.
That didn’t take long. The place was more cupboard than cafe, with just two
tiny tables and chairs squeezed into what space wasn’t taken up by the kitchen
area. 


‘Outside or inside?’ asked Cara as she poured an obscene
amount of sugar into her mocha-caramel latte. I grabbed mine as she waved the
sugar dispenser towards it.


‘Out,’ I voted. Had better keep an eye on Chester, I
figured.


We sat on the bench and Chester settled himself across my
feet. From here, the view of Twycombe cove was amazing: to the east, green
banks erupting above jagged grey rocks rose steeply away; to the west, my
grandparents’ cottage was just visible. But it was the water that drew the eye
– the tide was in and the vast expanse of sea visible was so blue under the
cloudless sky that it was impossible to tell where heaven met earth. It was an
idyllic spot.


‘So, your sister’s dead and my legs are mangled.’


My first sip of coffee sprayed over my jeans, and Cara
laughed as I grabbed a napkin and started blotting up the mess.


‘Sorry, people often say I’m a bit blunt. Too honest. I
don’t believe in ignoring the elephant in the room, you see. Awkward. People
notice my legs and get all hot and bothered and try to be all polite, and it’s
never mentioned. I bet it’s the same for you with your sister, the minute people
clock who you are.’


Now the initial shock had passed, I realised I really liked
this outspoken girl and her direct manner. ‘You knew who I was from the start?
I mean, does everyone here know who I am?’


‘Well, it’s a small village. Mostly old people. So
newcomers, especially young ones, stick out. And, well, people talk. What
happened to Sienna, it shook us all. There was a service at St Mary’s, you
know. We all went.’


‘Did you know her?’ I asked, attempting a casual tone. 


‘No, not really.’ She swirled the foam on her coffee with a
finger. ‘I knew of her, more like. Saw her at the odd party, but we never
spoke. She seemed… nice.’


I smiled sadly. ‘I thought you were all about honesty?’


‘Okay. Well, she came across as a bit wild, you know. Bit of
an attention seeker. And a flirt – man, she had those guys on the hop. But
still, she was harmless enough. Just having fun.’


‘Were you there, at the last party? The night she…’


Cara shook her head. ‘No. Back then I was seeing this guy –
majorly hot, but turned out to be a total tool. We were meant to meet at the
party, but it all went pear-shaped that afternoon and we broke up. So I spent
the evening in a classic Buffy DVD marathon; you know, as you do.’


She looked at me and then added softly, ‘I heard about it
later. When she went into the water, someone ran back to the house for help.
They all went down to the beach and scoured the waters, but there was no sign.
I’m so sorry, Scarlett.’


I stared into my coffee, not sure what to say. What I wanted
to say was, You’re sorry, everyone’s sorry – but sorry doesn’t explain why
she died.


‘So,’ said Cara when neither of us had spoken for too long,
‘my turn now. Legs are a mess. Just call me hopalong.’


‘What’s wrong with… I mean, how…?’


‘Car accident. My legs got pinned. I was lucky not to lose
them.’ She saw the look on my face. ‘Yes, lucky. Could have been much worse.
And they don’t hurt so much these days. Just look ghastly, with all the
scarring, and seriously interfere with my sexy strut.’


‘It must have been terrible for you,’ I said carefully. ‘But
you got through it. I mean, you survived.’


‘Yeah. I survived. My parents, though…’


‘Oh! I’m so sorry.’


I squeezed my eyes shut, furious at myself for letting out
such a meaningless platitude, that meaningless platitude.


A poke in the arm startled me. ‘Look at yourself,’ said
Cara. ‘You know there’s nothing to say, nothing you can do. Loss sucks. End
of.’ She raised her coffee cup in a toast. ‘To end of!’


What could I do but bump my cup on hers?


‘So, we get each other, you and me,’ said Cara. ‘And I was
thinking, we girls should stick together. Lot of lush surfer types around
Twycombe – I’m dating one right now, actually; Lovely Kyle – but a massive
shortage of females under the age of sixty. Unless you count the surfer girls
and trashy hangers-on. And no one with an ounce of imagination; I mean, try
finding someone to see the latest paranormal romance movie with. I ended up
seeing The Bewitching Hour with my brother – my brother!’ She
narrowed her eyes. ‘You do like paranormal stuff, don’t you?’


Truthfully, I didn’t. Witches? Vampires? Werewolves? Angelic
demon hunters? I liked fiction I could believe in. Yet I found myself nodding.


‘Of course you do! So, maybe we could hang out this summer?’


The delivery was casual, but there was something else in her
eyes, and I wondered whether Cara, too, knew what loneliness felt like. 


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Why not?’


‘Great! Now, down to business. The Vampire Diaries.
Tell me, are you Team Damon or Team Stefan?’ 









7: MOXIE


 


That evening, as I picked my way carefully down the cliff
path to meet Luke, I refused to let the nerves crawling in my stomach ruin my
upbeat mood. I’d spent a good part of the afternoon chatting with Cara (who, it
turned out, was a fabulous source of local gossip, if a little obsessed with
all things paranormal), and had arranged to meet her again the following day.
I’d returned Chester in one piece and pleasantly worn out, and on Bert’s
insistence had stayed for a large slice of fruit cake and a cup of tea. With
two new friends (well, three if you count Chester) and a job under my belt,
this felt like the kind of day for action. I was determined to conquer the art
of surfing, starting now. Never mind that my new wetsuit was hugging my figure
in a way that made me super self-conscious. That carrying the cumbersome board
down the rock path was like lugging a mutant cuttlefish. That the rolling sea,
glittering in the early evening sun, made me dizzy with fear. I saw Luke
waiting near the waterline, plastered a smile on my face and marched across the
beach.


‘You look chipper,’ was Luke’s greeting. He was doing up his
wetsuit, and I glimpsed muscles and smooth, tanned skin before zipper met neck.
He gave me a quick up-and-down look and nodded imperceptibly – at my
now-sensible surfing attire, I assumed. 


‘It’s been a good day,’ I told him as I laid my board out on
the sand and kicked off my trainers. 


‘Yeah, I heard you got a job with old Bert. Chester not too
much trouble for you, I take it?’


‘He was a little angel,’ I said breezily.


He raised an eyebrow. 


‘So, shall we…?’ I gestured at the waves rolling gently in
beside us.


‘Nope. We start our lessons firmly on dry land. Got to walk
before you can run – or in this case, understand how to stand on a board before
trying it out there.’


‘Oh.’ I found myself torn between relief that I wouldn’t be
going into the water and disappointment – I needed to learn. Plus beach-based
surfing instruction sounded rather dull.


In fact, as I soon found out, it was more exhausting than
dull. Luke had me up and down on that board over and over until every muscle in
my body was screaming, all the while firing an endless stream of instructions
at me:


‘Back foot should be turned.’ 


‘Balance your weight.’


‘Stand like that and you’ll be straight off.’ 


‘Three, two, one and up – UP!’


‘C’mon now! That’s a dunking in the making.’


‘Foot back.’


I started off compliant, but as the minutes ticked past I
found myself wondering what the heck I was doing here and thinking I’d quite
like to give Luke a dunking.


Then a hubbub of voices nearby drew my attention and I
looked up from my belly-to-board position to see a crowd of surfers passing by,
most male but a few females, a black-clad army heading for the water. Even from
this ungainly angle, they looked… well, cool… while I looked like a beached
whale at beginners’ school. I sat up quickly, smoothing back hair that had
fallen out of its loose bun, and watched them. A laugh rang out from the middle
of the pack, and as bodies shifted I caught a glimpse of white-blond hair. Then
a girl jogged forward, opening up a gap, and I saw him, the guy from the
graveyard. His eyes met mine as he came level, and I thought I caught a brief
smile before he ran on to the water. I watched him wade through the shallows
and then mount his board and paddle out.


Beside me, Luke shifted and it occurred to me I’d completely
– and very obviously – zoned out to gawk at these newcomers. I turned to him to
make a light excuse, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was staring out at the
surfers, his hands fisted at his sides.


‘Who are they?’


‘Surfers,’ he said simply. ‘Crazy. Cocky. Reckless.’


The blond boy was the first on his feet. I followed his
course along a wave edge. ‘He’s good!’ I said.


‘No,’ said Luke. ‘He’s not.’ 


Scarcasm, clearly – the guy was poetry in motion on a
surfboard. 


A nudge from Luke broke my stare. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I warned
you about kamikaze crap.’


I frowned, disliking his tone. ‘What?’


His hand dropped; his eyes dropped; he answered quietly,
‘Your sister.’


‘What about Sienna?’ But then I got it. ‘These surfers – she
knew them?’


‘She was one of them. Out mornings and evenings with them.
They taught her.’


I looked across at the surfers. They were cavorting on the
water now, hooting and jeering at each other. Did I have the right instructor?
After all, my plan was to infiltrate and probe, not master standing on a
stationary board.


As if reading my thoughts, Luke said, ‘That’s partly why I
offered to teach you. To surf properly. Safely. You could’ve got lessons from
one of them, but you wouldn’t want…’


‘I can make up my own mind about what I want, thank you,
Luke,’ I snapped. 


He looked deflated, but I stood firm, arms crossed.


‘You don’t… you’re not… I mean, you do want to surf safely,
don’t you?’


I didn’t look at him, just stared out to sea. What to
answer? Did I want to die? No. I had learned that well enough in the water
yesterday. But did I want to skirt close to death’s clutches out there on the
waves like those surfers; was I prepared to step outside the boundaries of
safety to feel closer to my sister? Hell, yes.


Suddenly, warm hands were on my shoulders, pulling me round,
and I was face to face with Luke, whose eyes were searching mine. ‘Scarlett,
answer me. Do I need to worry about you?’


I smiled at him quickly and shrugged my shoulders, an
indication that he could let go. He didn’t.


‘I’m fine, Luke, really.’


His frown relaxed a little, but the concern was still there
in his eyes.


‘Really. I just want to surf.’


He let his hands drop down. ‘Okay then. In we go.’


‘In? Er, I thought it was a beach-bound lesson today? And
isn’t our hour just about up?’


He looked at his watch. ‘Yeah, near enough. This can be off
the clock, though.’ 


I looked out at the ocean. Yesterday I hadn’t let myself
have time to think; I’d just thrown myself out of bed after waking and rushed
down to the cove and into the water, so desperate after all these months to
understand Sienna’s thinking. But now, today, here with Luke, the thought of
going out there – particularly among a bunch of expert surfers – made my
stomach roll.


‘Well…’


Before I could think of a decent excuse, he was over at my
board and unhooking the leash around my ankle that attached me to it. ‘We’re
not surfing today, Scarlett,’ he explained. ‘We’re swimming. Pass my swimming
test and next time I’ll take you out on the board.’


‘But of course I can swim!’ I protested. ‘Do you really
think I’d have been daft enough to go out there otherwise?’


The corners of his mouth twitched. ‘To be fair, Scarlett, I
didn’t see much evidence of you swimming yesterday. Just splashing and sinking.
I need to know you’re a strong swimmer – that you can handle yourself out there
when the waves are up; could swim to shore from a fair distance off if
necessary.’


I was red-faced, ready to defend myself hotly, when I
realised he was right.


He saw the recognition in my eyes and smiled. ‘Come on,’ he
said. ‘It’s a decent evening for a swim.’


And so, leaving our surfboards stacked up on the beach, we
waded out into the cool waves. With each step my feet sank into the shingly
sand of the ocean bed, and I had the unsettling feeling that it was trying to
pull me down. 


‘Ready?’ asked Luke when I was chest-deep.


Whatever I felt, I was not about to let Luke know it – I had
to convince him I was up to this. 


‘Ready,’ I said with what I hoped was a relaxed smile.


‘See the rocks out there?’ Luke pointed out to Maynard’s
Point, three jagged rocks about a mile out rising from the perpetual spray of
crashing waves. ‘Head for those, and let’s see how we go.’


He waited for me to move first, and I did, striking out with
the breast-stroke. I tried to recall my swim instructor’s guidance now, to
ensure my form would impress Luke. In moments he was alongside me, just a
couple of metres away, mirroring my stroke and matching my speed. I looked
across to him and he smiled at me but said nothing – it seemed conversation was
not expected on this test, and that was a relief, because the swimming alone
would drain me, I knew. 


Away from the shore the waves were rolling, and it took some
effort to swim against them. Nevertheless, I forced myself to kick hard and cut
my arms through the water with strength, taking a diagonal course and
occasionally ducking through the biggest waves rather than over them. Soon my
legs and arms settled into a rhythm.


As we drew level with the surfers, I couldn’t resist
looking. Even from this distance, the boy from the churchyard was easily
identifiable. He sat on his board, waiting for a good wave. Watching me.


Time seemed to slow. I glanced at Luke, found him watching
me too, and turned away to focus on Maynard’s Point ahead. The rocks were
bigger now, closer. My body was screaming at me – already I had pushed myself
today, with the Chester chase, and now it was telling me in no uncertain terms
that enough was enough. In an effort to take my mind off the burn in my
muscles, I let my mind wander. A mistake, as it turned out. Memories flooded
in: of my brush with drowning yesterday; of my headmistress telling me so
gently how Sienna had died; of a lifetime of Mother’s negativity about the deep,
dark sea: You stay away from the water, girls. You understand me? The
currents, the tides, the creatures – the sea is dangerous, Scarlett, Sienna.
The sea is death.


I took in a gulp of water. Though I willed myself not to
cough, it was inevitable.


At once Luke was close beside me. ‘You okay?’ 


I got a clear breath and forced a smile. ‘Fine!’ I said,
swimming on a little faster, a little harder. ‘Just mistimed a breath.’


The truth was, I’d be in trouble soon. The strangely
disconnected feeling I had, where my mind seemed separate from my rapidly
numbing body, told me I was down to the very last reserves of energy.


Thankfully, Luke announced the test was over and we should
head back. When I turned, I was surprised to see how far away the shore was;
we’d come some distance. The swim back was easier, with the waves at our backs
pushing us along, but the blurring at the edges of my vision was a worry.


Back on the beach, I forced myself to walk upright, through
crawling was a mighty attractive option, and I sat rather than collapsed on the
sand. Luke settled beside me, and the two of us gazed out to sea as we caught
our breath.


‘Well?’ I said.


He gave me a thumbs-up. ‘How do you feel?’


‘Oh, just fine.’


‘Really? Because I’m bloody knackered.’


I laughed. ‘Okay, then. That was hard work.’


‘But you did great.’


Phew, I thought. Test passed. Now I just
needed to work out how to make it home. Standing, I knew, would bring on
dizziness, and though the cottage was only a five-minute walk away, it seemed a
marathon distance right now. I’d just sit here for a while, I thought, and
watch the surfers. My eyes picked out the blond boy, straddling his board and
waiting for a wave.


‘Do you think you’ve conquered your fear?’


It was a gentle question, and entirely unexpected. Before I
could think of a reply, Luke was talking again.


‘You did well, really well. But I could tell you were tense.
You’re bound to be, after what happened…’


He broke off awkwardly, raking his fingers through unkempt
hair. I felt sorry for him then. Given what he knew of my family, this couldn’t
be easy for him. 


My limbs were heavy, my head was buzzing and all at once
keeping up the act of being ‘just fine’ was too much. 


‘I was frightened,’ I admitted quietly. ‘It’s not Sienna so
much. Or yesterday morning. My mum, she’s never liked water. She nearly drowned
once – here in the cove, actually, when she was about my age. She never let
Sienna and me go in the sea. Grandad would take us to paddle when we were
little, but when Mother found out she went ballistic. After that, Grandad and
Nanna kept us away. So the sea; well, it was always this scary thing in my mind
– the stuff of nightmares.’


‘So how is it you can swim?’ 


‘There was a pool at my school. I was banned from going in;
Mother, you know. But when I was fourteen, I started taking lessons. Sienna was
doing them secretly at her school, she told me, and for once… well, it seemed
like a pretty sensible bit of rebellion. So Miss Montgomery, the PE mistress,
taught me privately, out of hours. She didn’t agree with my mother’s ban.
Thought I should learn to swim if I wanted to, if nothing else than for my own
safety.’


‘So you learned in a pool. Yesterday and today, that’s your
first time in the sea?’


I nodded. 


Luke gave a low whistle. ‘You’ve got moxie, Scarlett Blake,
I’ll give you that.’


His words made me blink. Had I? I looked out to sea, to the
cresting waves and bobbing surfers and the far-off rocks of Maynard’s Point.
Reality hit me: today, I had walked out into the ocean, and I had swam and
swam, and I had not been swallowed up by the water – I had ridden it, and
returned intact. The sea was not death. Fear was death. 


I watched a surfer glide along the curve of a high cresting
wave, finger outstretched to touch the wall of water. There was something
indescribably beautiful about the movement – and what a rush the surfer must be
feeling. For the first time, I found myself thinking beyond ‘I must do that’ to
‘I can do that, and I want to’.


I looked at Luke. ‘Today a swimmer, tomorrow a surfer,
right?’


His answering grin was wide and warm. ‘Right,’ he said.









8: TWITCH


 


I had expected my first weekend to be a quiet one – and
after the excitement of the last few days, I was badly in need of some rest. I
had vague plans to rummage in the attic of the cottage to see what family
treasures I might unearth, and to have an email session. But other than that,
the sum total of my weekend would be lounging on the sofa in my pyjamas working
my way through my Tudors box set. 


A hammering on my door at ten o’clock on Saturday morning
soon put paid to that plan. I was still in bed – still asleep, in fact – and as
I threw on clothes and dragged myself blearily down to the door I cursed
Mother, who had texted me the night before telling me to expect a package in
the post; this was the special delivery guy, no doubt. I cracked open the door
slowly, squinting in the brightness of the sunlight that streamed in.


‘Scarlett!’


I blinked groggily. Nope, not the special delivery guy.


‘Scarlett! I’ve got a cunning plan!’


I staggered back to let Cara – rosy-cheeked and bubbling
over with energy – sweep into the hall.


‘You don’t mind me turning up like this, do you? Only I knew
where you lived, of course. And I remembered you said your Chester-walking for
Bert was weekdays only. So I figured you’d be in. And bored. And on your own.
And I’m stuck at home on my own all day as well – my brother works Saturdays,
you know. So I thought, why not hang out?’


Cara’s protracted speech had given me time to come round,
thankfully, and while I wasn’t used to having such an excitable wake-up call, I
realised time spent with Cara today would be far more fun than loafing about on
my own.


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Coffee?’


‘Gasping for one!’ 


She followed me down the hallway into the kitchen. ‘Oh, this
place is gorgeous!’ she exclaimed, taking in the old pine table and the painted
free-standing units and the Aga and the gingham curtains and the sign on the
wall that read Nanna’s kitchen: Everything made with love and an extra spoon
of sugar. ‘So quaint and homely!’ She sat herself down at the table as I
put the kettle on and fished around in a cupboard for supplies. ‘Our house is
lovely, of course, but Dad was an architect, so it’s really modern – all angles
and glass and space. Grandad used to say it looked more like an art gallery
than a home.’


I noted the use of the past tense and looked at her. ‘I’m
sorry, did your grandad pass away?’


‘Yes, just last year. He was ninety-one, mind, so he’d had a
good innings. We still have Grannie, but she’s in a home.’ She shook her head
sadly. ‘You get a moment or two when she’s clear as a bell, and then… poof…
gone… she’s away with the fairies.’


I nodded. ‘Yeah, my grandfather was a little like that
towards the end. Kept talking about being at one with the sea and the sky.’
Realising the mood had taken a turn for the sombre, I spooned instant coffee
granules into two mugs and asked brightly, ‘Milk? Sugar?’


‘Both,’ said Cara. ‘Lots of both.’


I fetched the milk from the fridge, gave her coffee a
generous slug and set it in front of her along with the sugar pot. I sat down
across the table from her with my coffee and tried not to count as she spooned
sugar into her mug.


‘So, you mentioned a cunning plan…?’


At this Cara lit up. ‘Shopping!’ she declared with relish.


I groaned inwardly. When it came to shopping, I was a
get-in-and-grab-the-nearest-jeans/t-shirt/cardie kind of girl. Cara, I
suspected, took a more reverent approach. Still, the point of being in Twycombe
was to push myself out of my comfort zone and to get to know people here. I hadn’t
anticipated getting too close to anyone; after all, I was off to university in
just under three months. But Cara’s energy and humour and openness were
impossible to resist. Plus, I had to admit that being around her made me
conscious of just how lacking my wardrobe was. Today Cara was wearing a pair of
black jeans so tight she must have laid down to zip them up and a delicate pink
strappy vest embellished with tiny pearlescent beads. I was wearing jogging
bottoms with baggy knees and a faded, misshapen t-shirt. But before I could
pull together a response that indicated a passion for shopping, she beat me to
it.


‘Look at your face!’ she said, laughing and then taking a
sip of coffee. ‘Not much of a shopper, hmm? Well, I am, and I have enough
energy for both of us. It’s all about military-precision organisation. It’s a
well-worn circuit we’ll tread, with two cafes for recharging. Manelli’s serves the
best paninis in Devon. Fact. And Cafe Luna is the place to go for a full-caff,
extra-shot, extra-foam mochaccino. Which’ – she looked down at her coffee –
‘tastes a heck of a lot better than this.’ 


I grinned. ‘Sorry. Percolator’s a bit beyond me. So, what
are we shopping for?’


Cara’s eyes twinkled and she rubbed her hands together.
‘Bargains!’ she declared with glee.


*


A day out with Cara, it turned out, was an absolute blast.
Her idea of shopping wasn’t ploughing through busy chain stores, to my relief,
but heading off the beaten track – the queen of bargains and an aspiring
fashion designer, she rummaged regularly in small vintage-wear boutiques and
charity shops. She rooted out a sixties minidress, a pair of silk trousers, an
original Frankie Says Relax t-shirt, a sequined belt and a Hermès scarf circa
1950, shelling out a total of twenty-one pounds thirty-six for her finds. I,
meanwhile, found some bargain knitwear. 


Cara’s eyes bulged. ‘That’s what you’re getting?’ 


‘Er, yes. What’s wrong with it?’ 


‘It’s plain. It’s grey. It’s a cardigan!’ 


‘I like plain. And grey. And cardigans…’


‘Huh,’ was her response.


It was after lunch (and I had to admit that the paninis at
Manelli’s were pretty good), as we were rooting about in a cluttered
second-hand clothes shop called Trash or Treasure?, that she found The Dress.
The first I knew of it was an alarming gasp and a low moan that had me dropping
the polystyrene tiara I was examining in bemusement and spinning round.


Cara was holding up a floor-length, blood-red dress.


‘Ohhhhhhhhh, look,’ she said. ‘Just like Kirsten Stewart’s
dress at Cannes that time…’ 


I looked blankly at her.


‘You know, in the Dark Ages when she was with RPatz. It was
the premiere of some film. What was it called?’


I shrugged.


‘Cosmo-something… You must have seen the pictures? She
nearly popped out. A Reem Acra, it was…’


I shook my head – not a clue.


‘Reem Acra? The fashion designer? Lebanese? God, do you ever
pick up a magazine!’


‘Nope. I’m more of a book person.’


‘Well, anyway, it was a beautiful dress. All flowing lines
and lace. And this one has the same cut, see – and a lace back. It’s got a nasty
rip down the back seam, but that’s easily fixed. And that daft bow on the side
can come right off.’ She looked me up and down, appraising my figure, then held
it up against me. ‘It would be perfect for you!’ 


I eyed the plunging neckline and tiny waist on the dress.
‘Um, it’s really not my style….’


‘Pffft,’ was her response. ‘What style?’ She grinned at me.
‘Go on. A bit of Custom Cara and it’ll look great on you!’


I’d tried to resist, but Cara was determined, and I figured
there was little harm in buying a dress I’d never wear when the price tag read
seven pounds fifty. Delighted, Cara swiped the bag and added it to her
collection. 


Shopping done, we settled in at Cafe Luna with tall coffees
and a muffin each. Over the next hour I learned lots about Cara. Her passion,
it was clear, was for fashion. Through her bargain rummages she had amassed a
collection of clothing so big she was struggling to contain it in her house,
and she had quite a business going customising clothes and selling them on
eBay. Now that she was seventeen, with just a year left at school, she was
struggling to know what to do next: stay in Twycombe and focus on Custom Cara,
or leave and take a course in fashion. 


In return, I shared a little of myself. Cara listened
attentively as I told her about the history degree at University College London
that I was due to start at the end of September. Cara was surprised I was
heading to uni – she’d thought, because I was seventeen and Sienna eighteen, I
had another year yet at school. I explained that my sister and I were in the
same school year because with an August thirty-first birthday I just scraped
in. 


‘We were only ten months apart,’ I explained.


‘Blimey,’ was Cara’s response, ‘your parents were frisky!’


I shuddered at the mental image that sprang to mind.


‘Why history?’ she asked. ‘Isn’t that kind of dull? Tweedy
blokes. Frowny women. Books – dusty books. And all that looking backwards, not
forwards. Where’s that degree taking you? What’s the future hold for Scarlett
Blake?’


I bristled, but then struggled to find a defence. The truth
was, I’d picked history because I didn’t know what else to do, and because it
felt safe, easy, containable, tangible. Unlike the future yawning ahead, which
felt… well, a little terrifying. How was I meant to know at seventeen what to
do, what to be? 


‘Er… Henry Cavill,’ I said finally. ‘And Jonathan Rhys
Meyers.’


‘Superman and the dad in City of Bones?’


‘But also Charles Brandon and Henry the Eighth in The
Tudors.’


‘You picked a history degree so you could ogle hot men on TV
shows?’


‘Well…’


‘That. Is. A. BRILLIANT. Plan.’


*


It was teatime by the time Cara navigated her silver Peugeot
through the lanes leading to Twycombe. As she took the final turn into the lane
that ran right to the cottage, her legs, flexing and stretching, caught my
attention. Cara’s car was specially adapted to allow her to drive with her
hands only. It had been surreal, at first, to find the car braking and
accelerating with no movement from Cara’s legs, but I’d soon got used to it.
Now, though, her shifting legs made me wonder whether she was in pain.


‘Are you okay?’ I asked.


‘’Course. Just dandy.’


‘Your legs… do they ache from the walking?’


‘They should. But actually, they feel pretty good.’ She
broke into a smile. ‘It’s like I always say – bargains heal all: body, mind and
soul.’


We rounded a bend in the road and the cottage swept into
view. 


As Cara pulled to a halt outside the door she frowned. ‘Will
you be okay? I don’t like to think of you alone up here. You could come to
ours. You know, have dinner.’


I reached over and gave her a light hug. ‘I’m fine, thanks.’


‘But what about tomorrow? A whole day to yourself…’


‘Really, Cara, I’ll be fine. I have plenty to do in the
house, and I’ve never minded my own company.’ It was true; Sienna was always
the sociable sort, not me. But I didn’t want to offend Cara. ‘Coffee next
week?’ I offered.


‘Definitely. Text me.’ 


I got out and watched her execute a perfect three-point turn
and then head back down the lane, somehow managing to simultaneously steer and
clap happily along to Pharrell Williams on the radio.


As I walked up to the cottage I rummaged in my bag for the
keys, and it was only when I was on the doorstep that I realised two surprises
awaited me there. The first was a cardboard box with my name and the cottage’s
address printed neatly on the front; Mother’s package, I guessed. The second
was a dying bird.


I dropped to my knees, horrified. It was a magpie and it was
deeply distressed, feebly thrashing against the stone of the step, its beady eyes
staring up at me in terror. Instinctively, I reached out and touched it on the
wing, desperate to soothe it. The bird calmed a little. I slipped my hand under
its stomach and brought it onto my lap. I turned it over slowly, searching for
a wound, and found it at once – chest feathers clogged with blood around a
small tear. A predator attack, I thought; perhaps the ginger wildcat I’d seen
stalking through the weeds in the garden.


The bird was shuddering now. I’d seen the look in its eyes
before in the dying. As a child I’d spent many summers roaming the headland and
in that time I’d encountered at least a dozen injured animals – birds and
rabbits, mostly. With each I had sat as I was now, cradling the animal and
stroking it until its eyes clouded and it stilled. It was not enough, of
course, but what else could I do but be with the poor creature in its last,
pain-filled moments?


It was my grandfather who’d taught me – and Sienna too – how
to soothe the passing. One balmy summer’s evening Sienna and I came across a
dying bat outside Grandad’s tool shed. I couldn’t have been more than five,
Sienna would have been six, and our limited life experience to that point had
not equipped us to deal with a wild, wheeling bat, frantic in its pain, veering
in crazy spirals that nearly brought it into collision with us. How we’d
screamed! The fuss we made, you’d have thought we were being attacked by
Satan’s minion. Grandad came running, of course, and he sent Sienna to grab one
of our fishing nets leaning against the house after an afternoon’s rock
pooling. We’d huddled behind him as he expertly captured the beast. But to our
astonishment, no sooner had he caught it than he released it into his lap, and
the bat calmed and stayed there as Grandad stroked it. There were tears on his
face when the bat finally stopped moving. It was the only time I ever saw my
grandfather cry. 


My thoughts had drifted, I realised, and I had been gazing
down the garden at Grandad’s shed and stroking the magpie. The bird, meanwhile,
had quietened. I looked down. The magpie was limp and staring. I sighed, and
slid my hand under it – I would take it into the house for now, until I could
dig a hole in which to bury it. But as I moved the bird, I froze.


The eye twitched. I was sure it twitched.


I leaned forward and watched.


Twitch.


And then the bird was twisting in a quick, fluid movement,
and it was up on its feet, and it was hopping away from me, and then stopping
and turning and looking at me, head cocked. It stood tall and proud, and I
searched for the wound on its chest, but I saw nothing – no gash, no blood. The
bird ran a few steps and took off, soaring up and then swooping down, up and
then down, and then away, out of sight beyond the village. 


I sat back on my heels for a minute, processing the event.
Dying bird. Dead bird. Flying bird. Shock, I decided. It must have been in
shock – not helped by me, a human, handling it. And as for the wound; well, it
must have been lower down on the bird’s chest than I’d thought, and so out of
sight once it stood. 


Still, as I stared at the empty sky, a shiver ran through
me. The magpie had been granted a reprieve today, but it was only a matter of
time before it plummeted from the heavens to the earth or the sea. As had my
sister. As would I, someday.











9: ONE FOR SORROW


 


A scattering of breadcrumbs on a frosty lawn.


A siege of birds squabbling and squawking. 


Two little girls looking on from a stone bench. 


‘Loads of magpies today! Gotta be enough for the whole
rhyme, I reckon.’


‘Okay, Enna. You start.’


Little voices chanting, mittened hands pointing. 


‘One for sorrow.’


‘Two for joy.’


‘Three for a girl.’


‘Four for a boy.’


‘Five for silver.’


‘Six for gold.’


‘Seven for a secret never to be told.’


‘Eight for a wish.’


‘Nine for a kiss.’


‘Ten: a surprise you should be careful not to miss.’


‘Eleven for health.’


‘Twelve for wealth. There, that’s it! We got them all.’


‘Silly, Scarlett. You missed the last one. Thirteen:
beware, it's the devil himself. See there, up in the sky? Another magpie
flying. That’s means he’s coming.’


‘Who’s coming?’


‘The devil.’











10: TRUST ME


 


Sunday passed quietly and slowly, especially after I
discovered that the Tudors box set actually contained only one of the
thirteen discs. After a long lie-in ruined by unsettling dreams, I pottered
about aimlessly, tidying the house, putting a wash on, hunting for the key to
the attic. I had the unsettling sense that I was wasting time, but really, what
else was there to do on a Sunday in Twycombe? And a quiet day would at least
not add to the residual tiredness.


Dealing with Mother’s package killed all of ten minutes. The
contents, it turned out, were decidedly random. Inside were seven boxes of
soup-in-a-cup, a huge bar of fine chocolate, a bottle of expensive
lemon-scented shampoo, a pair of ludicrously high red strappy sandals, a stack
of cheesy old romance videos and an enormous lump of colourful rock. Her
attached note was just as bizarre:


My Scarlett,         


A little provisions pack for you. 


I know how you young girls love your slimmer soups, and
of course you’ll be watching your weight, but I’ve slipped in a little treat
for a ‘naughty’ moment. The shampoo smells just like that sorbet you’re so keen
on – or was it Sienna who liked that? Forgive me; you were so alike. 


The shoes will suit you. It’s about time you stopped
shying away from scarlet! I saw them in Vogue the other month on a model with
just your colouring. And you know I always say you need heels, to make up for
your height. Don’t you just love them?


The films are to see you through all those quiet nights
in. Lots of them. You aren’t gallivanting, are you?! 


As for the lurid rock thing; it’s chalcanthite, Hugo says
– whatever that is. I found it in Sienna’s room at the cottage when we came
down to clear it. We had it sent for valuation, but it’s practically worthless;
a hundred pounds at most. I thought, perhaps, you may like to have it. 


Hoping to hear from you soon – and missing you, darling,
and thinking of you –


Mother 


PS. Father sends his love.


I sighed. The chocolate was decent. But slimmer soup?
Really? And yes, it was Sienna, not me, who liked the sorbet. And no, I didn’t
love the shoes, which I was quite sure I would never manage to walk in. And
nineties’ chick flicks? No, thanks. And as for Father sending his love; well, I
doubted very much that had come from him. 


Strange, emotional, half-thoughtful and half-thoughtless –
it was typical Mother. The eclectic mix of objects found their way into the
back of cupboards, except for the rock. I examined it closely. It was jagged,
sharp mass of prismatic crystals in the most striking shade of blue – like a
bolt of lightning during an electrical storm. The colour was so vivid it looked
unnatural, but when I typed ‘chalcanthite’ into Google Images I quickly
realised this was the real deal – a mineral whose name translated to ‘copper
flower’. What Sienna was doing with it, I had no idea, but I could see why
she’d have kept it as an object of beauty. I put it on the nightstand beside my
bed.


With the laptop booted up for the web search, it made sense
to check my emails. I braced myself as they downloaded. Mother had recently got
to grips with email as a form of communication, and given the numerous missed
calls and voicemails and texts of the last week, I could just imagine how many
‘Darling, how are you?’ emails awaited me. Seventeen, as it turned out. Some
bright and cheery and two lines long; some long and anguished. Sighing, I
pulled them into the ‘Mother’ folder and scanned the rest of the contents of
the inbox:


From: HornyX@BigDaddy.Alexardi.biz; Subject: Enlarge your
Penis 2day with Vi@gra


From: Sarah.Barnes@Millsbury.ac.uk; Subject: Oops, just
realised I’ve got your Tudors DVDs still…


From: MaribuTomlamagady@aol.com; Subject: Hello. Needin
money for militry takeover. This is nott a scam.


From: support@ebay.co.uk; Subject: Please leave feedback
for item 537543291: Child’s Surfboard, Floral


From: KatieTrent@Willake.ac.uk; Subject: Sienna…


Katie had been Sienna’s best friend at their school,
Willake. I could never stand the girl – she’d come home with Sienna on the odd
weekend and I’d found her whiny and needy – but she and Sienna had been thick
as thieves. Katie had been adamant that she’d known nothing about Sienna’s
plans to run away, and hadn’t heard from her afterwards. I’d never been
convinced. I opened her email at once.


Hi Scarlett.


How R U? Good, I hope.


Got ur message bout meetin up. Am around start of Aug.
When’s gd 4 U?


Let me know.


Katie x


Good to see Ma and Pa Trent’s money hadn’t been wasted on
their daughter’s education, I thought; what a way with words Katie had. Then I
caught myself. Be nice. Sienna had obviously seen something in Katie to be
friends with her, and the girl had made the effort not only to respond to my
email asking that we chat but also to agree to the meeting. 


I dashed off a quick email setting a date for a coffee. I
didn’t reply to Mother’s messages; I couldn’t face it. But I did break out the
vast bar of chocolate she’d sent, curled up on the sofa that evening, watching The
Tudors. I allowed myself one square of chocolate every time Henry VIII got
amorous. By bedtime, the DVD was finished. So was the chocolate.


*


The next day Chester was ecstatic to see me, and he conveyed
his delight with a flying tackle leading into a pouncing and wriggling frenzy.
I figured the easiest way forward was to remain in place, lying on the floor of
Bert’s sitting room, and let the dog have his moment, but when the face licking
started I decided enough was enough.


‘Chester, off!’ I commanded.


He whined but sat back on his haunches. 


‘Look at that!’ exclaimed Bert from the armchair by the
fire. ‘He knows who’s boss. Good dog!’


It was more a case of good Scarlett for showing up with
chocolate buttons and making sure Chester saw them in my pocket, but I said
nothing, only pulled myself up to sit on the sofa. Chester came over at once
and laid his chin on my lap.


‘The fun you’ll have today, eh?’ said the old man. He was
looking tired, I noticed, and his breathing seemed more laboured than last
week.


‘How are you, Bert?’ I asked.


‘Oh fine, fine,’ he said. ‘Life in the old dog yet. Though
you try telling that to the docs at that hospital there. Fine lot of
doom-and-gloomers they are. It’s all about attitude, you know. Heart could give
out any time – and it will someday, I know. But in the meantime, life’s for
living, eh? Only wish I could still get out with Chester like I used to…’


I liked Bert. I admired his spirit and I hoped I’d be that
brave, when the time came. 


‘Well, I’ll have Chester back to you for three-ish.’


‘What’s the plan today?’ 


‘I thought we’d try the coastal path for a stretch. A long
walk ought to wear him out.’ And me, I added silently.


‘So long as it’s a walk, love, not a sprint. You’re a wee
slip of a thing…’


I stared at him. I hadn’t told him about the Chester chase
incident. How did he know?


He winked. ‘That Cara pops in once a week, you know, on a
Sunday. Brings me the papers and a plate of roast. I heard the whole story.’


Thanks, Cara, I thought. 


‘Oh, don’t worry, love. My fault. It was bad of me not to
tell you about the buttons. Anyway, you’re set for today?’


‘Yep.’ I patted my pocket. Chester gave a loud, joyous bark.


‘Good. Well, off you go and have fun. Oh, and maybe you’ll
stay for cake again? That Battenberg that Mrs Hobbs from number twelve brought
round has got your name all over it…’


I agreed; of course I agreed. It was the least I could do.
Looking in Bert’s eyes was not unlike looking in the eyes of the magpie – there
was a realisation that death was stalking close by. I couldn’t soothe Bert as I
had the bird, but I could give him time and companionship, and if eating lurid
pink-and-yellow marzipan was the way to do it, so be it.


*


By the time I got to the beach that evening, clouds were
rolling in and the wind was picking up. I was running really late. I’d stayed with
Bert for longer than I’d intended because we’d got engrossed in an episode of
his favourite show, Quincy ME – I’d never seen it before, but had to
admit it had a kind of cheesy, kitsch charm. Then, when I’d got home, I’d
intended on a quick change, but had fallen asleep for an hour, the result of my
long walk with Chester along the coast that afternoon. Still, at least I was a
little less exhausted for my surfing lesson – well, what was left of it.


The tide was out, and the walk across the beach to the waterline,
where I could make out Luke’s form, was a long one. I arrived panting and ready
to apologise for my tardiness, but Luke was grinning. 


‘Evening!’ he said. ‘Perfect weather for it.’


I looked out at the sea. It was grey and tossing. The last
time I’d seen waves this big was the day of my near-drowning. I gripped my
board tightly and gulped.


He put a hand on my arm. ‘Hey, don’t worry. This is great
surfing weather. See?’ He gestured to a handful of shadowy figures bobbing on
the waves. ‘And I won’t let anything happen to you, okay?’


‘Well…’


Before I could think of a decent excuse, he was kneeling
down and attaching my board’s leash to my ankle. ‘We’ve done the theory, now
you’ve got to put it into practice.’ Arm around my shoulders, he guided me to
the water. ‘C’mon, you’ll be…’


*


‘… absolutely shocking at surfing!’ I spluttered an hour
later. 


I was terrible, truly terrible. I’d wiped out so many times
I’d lost count – so many times the sea had begun to blur into sky and I kept
losing track of whether I was under and meant to hold my breath, or up and
gasping. The result was a throat burning from saltwater coughs.


‘You’re doing great!’ said Luke. He sat comfortably on his
surfboard beside me as I trod water and clung grimly to my board.


‘Chester the dog could surf better than me!’ I snapped,
glaring up at him.


‘Come on,’ he said cheerily. ‘Back on the board.’


‘I’ll just fall straight off.’


‘Seriously, you’ll get it soon. It’s like riding a bike –
all in the balance. It’ll suddenly click.’


‘It won’t click. It’s like bloomin’ skiing all over again.
And horse-riding. And tennis. All sports, in fact. I have no coordination. Do
you know I managed to knock myself out doing a handstand when I was six?’


He laughed. ‘Scarlett –’


‘No, Luke!’ I was very far from laughing, and so tired and
sore and utterly miserable I didn’t even care any more about being polite.
‘This was a bad idea. My sister may have become some surfing goddess in just a
few weeks, but that’s not me.’


The word ‘sister’ wiped the smile straight off Luke’s face,
and I cursed myself for the outburst. I did not want to talk about Sienna.
Especially not here, out in the ocean, where she’d… Oh God, what if it was
right here that she’d died? I looked around frantically, as if I would
see her here, floating – had she floated? Face up or face –


‘Scarlett?’ 


‘Huh?’ 


Luke dropped onto his belly on his board, so our faces were
level. I wanted to pull away, but something in his eyes held me there. It was
like he knew what I was feeling; like he knew the pain. 


‘You can do this,’ he said. ‘I know you can. I’m not letting
you off until you’ve caught one wave, or getting back out here will be all the
harder.’ I opened my mouth to protest, but he added, ‘It’ll be worth it,
Scarlett. Trust me.’


And I found that I wanted to. I wanted to trust him. 


‘Okay,’ I said, and I pulled myself onto the board to await
the next wave. As Luke scanned the upcoming waves for a decent one, I let my
gaze drift eastwards to where the other surfers were smoothly riding the ocean.
No sign of the boy from the churchyard today. At least that was one less person
witnessing my humiliation.


I did not surf the next wave. Or the next. Or the next. Or
the next. But then…


‘This one. Start paddling. C’mon now, Scarlett. Keep
paddling, keep going… Now! Up, up!’


It was a quick move, but each stage seemed slow: hands on
board, knees sliding, feet in contact, spread apart and then up, arms out,
balance, balance. I took in a deep breath of air, preparing for the plummet
into the deep, but there was only wind in my face and a heart-hammering
sensation of flying, fast, along the cusp of the wave. There was no time for
jubilation, only shock – and the most delicious shiver of mastery running
through every cell in my body.


It can’t have lasted long, a few seconds at most, before I
lost my balance and the board flew away from me. But this time as I tumbled
down it was without the frown. I surfaced to the sound of cheering – Luke, up
and surfing in a way that no doubt made my amateur attempt look ungainly,
hooting and whooping as he followed my path. A few feet from me he dropped
gracefully into the water and came to stand beside me.


‘Scarlett Blake, I KNEW you had it in you. How do you feel?’


Buzzing, euphoric, queen of the damn ocean, I
thought, but I stuck with the more reserved, ‘Amazing.’


He grinned at me. ‘Not too shabby. We’ll make a surfer of
you yet.’


His enthusiasm was infectious, and I found myself grinning
back. I’d bloody done it, and what’s more, I’d bloody loved it. Finally, I
realised, I understood the attraction for my sister – wild, pleasure-seeking,
larger-than-life Sienna. 


I had a feeling that this surfing business may be pretty
addictive. 











11: ONE OF THEM


 


As the month of July wore on, my days settled into a
pleasant routine. Mid-morning I’d arrive at Bert’s and collect Chester, and
we’d go for long, rambling walks around the village and along the cliff paths
in either direction, pausing for a picnic lunch in the noonday sun. On
returning Chester I’d stop and visit for a while with Bert, and then the rest
of the afternoon was mine to do with as I liked – browse the internet, read a
novel on the beach or, most often, meet Cara. 


It was hard to resist her constant appeals for a
shopping/coffee/beach/gossip buddy. Life was never dull with Cara. She was
always upbeat, with a refreshingly open perspective on the world (‘See that
guy? Yep, the one selling the Big Issue. Yes, the one with the big beard
and the scars. Hot, isn’t he?’), and her self-confidence was infectious.
Wherever we went, heads turned – and I didn’t think it was because of her
disability. She was one of those people with beauty inside and out, someone you
gravitate towards because she makes the day lighter. 


The hours with Cara helped balance out the loneliness of
living in the cottage alone, but as fun as they were, there was another time of
day I most looked forward to. Early evening every weekday I would meet Luke for
a lesson, and it was when walking across the beach towards him, answering his
easy smile with one of my own, that I felt lightest. In a few short weeks I
transformed from sack of spuds on a board to a credible surfer. With Luke’s
encouragement I finally got the hang of balancing, and from there wiping out
became rarer and Luke and I began to cut about together side by side.


Perhaps it was my imagination, but it seemed to me that my
development was closely tracked by the surfing fraternity; I would catch the
odd member watching, from time to time, and I was totally stoked when a couple
gave me a ‘nice form’ one afternoon as I dried off on the beach. There was only
one surfer, though, in that set who pulled my attention – the blond-haired boy.
He had not approached me since our first meeting, but sometimes I felt his gaze
on me, and it seemed to me that he chose to surf towards the middle of the
cove, closer to my beginner’s area. 


As my skill on the board grew, so did my confidence, and I
surprised myself by developing a kind of fearlessness in tackling waves. Luke
seemed to relax, realising that I wasn’t about to drown or dash myself on the
rocks, accidentally or otherwise. I still caught him casting dark looks towards
where the others surfed sometimes, but he said nothing more about them to me.


When surfing wasn’t the topic of conversation, we talked
about all sorts. I learned that he lived up the hill behind the village in a
salmon-pink house. That he had two jobs – a cook five days a week at a pub
three coves over, and man-and-van whenever a local job came up. That he was a
total foodie, and dreamed of one day opening his own eatery. He was easy to
talk to, and he didn’t quiz me but let me volunteer what information I was
happy to share – so I told him a little about my school, my degree course, my
memories of summers here in the cove and even, in a mad moment, of my growing
passion for Quincy ME courtesy of Bert, which made him laugh long and
hard.


There was just one subject that, by silent agreement, we
skirted around: family. I had no desire to talk about my distant father and my
needy mother; less still to delve into the murky area of the loss of my sister.
And in turn Luke said nothing about his family to me, for whatever reason, and
I respected his right to privacy.


Meanwhile, between the summer job and learning to surf, I
dug about as much as I could, trying to unearth clues as to Sienna’s movements,
moods and motivations in her last weeks. I spoke to obscure classmates from
Sienna’s school, who, it transpired, knew very little about her beyond memories
of wild partying. I carefully unpicked the hard-drive of Sienna’s laptop which
I had Mother send me, but found nothing more interesting than a morose poem
about fire ripping through a rain-soaked city. I pushed myself to talk to local
people as I walked Chester, and when the awkward moment arrived where they
acknowledged who I was, I asked, ‘Did you know my sister?’ The answer was only
ever, ‘Knew of her.’ I struggled to find anyone who’d actually been
close to Sienna, and I began to wonder just how isolated she had been here. (So
why stay? I wondered.) Only the surfing gang remained to be probed, and
they were seriously intimidating.


One rainy afternoon I pushed my complaining car up the M5 to
Bridgwater where Katie, Sienna’s best friend from school, lived. We met in
a cafe by the railway station, and from the outset Katie was unbearably
distraught – a steady flow of tears leaking mascara down onto her white
sweater, the odd sob causing people in the cafe to pause mid-sip and gawk at
us. I did my best to shush her, but she was implacable and, when it came to
answering questions, incoherent. As I sat quietly, waiting for her to calm, it
struck me that I’d been here before, many times, with Mother. She and Katie
would have got along famously. Perhaps, I reflected, that was the attraction
for Sienna; perhaps in some warped way she felt closer to home when around
Katie.


Finally, after a good five minutes of waiting, I snapped.
‘Katie! Stop it. Now.’ 


The coldness of my tone brought her up short. She stopped
mid-sob and stared at me.


‘She was my sister, my sister – you get it? If I can
sit here calmly, so can you. Now answer me this…’ I leaned closer, fixed her
with my eyes and said, ‘Were you in touch with her?’


Katie blinked. Opened her mouth to speak, then shut it
again. Blinked. Looked down at her coffee. Blinked. Looked back up.


‘Katie,’ I said, gentler this time. ‘Please. You have a
sister, I know. How would you feel…’


At that the tears welled up in her eyes again, and I braced
myself for a fresh wave of histrionics. But she nodded slowly, and then,
finally, out it all spilled – how she’d helped Sienna sneak out of her dorm and
driven her to the station, and the continued contact they’d had thereafter,
until two days before Sienna’s death. 


‘The emails just stopped,’ she said. ‘I just thought, you
know, that she was holed up with some guy, and she’d be online soon enough to
dish the dirt. But the next thing I knew Mum was calling me, and she said, she
said…’


She dissolved into a fresh bout of tears. I reached over and
patted her hand awkwardly, and she looked up at me. 


‘How could she do that to herself? I can’t get my head
around it. There was this girl at our school. Camilla. Her father, he lost
everything – the credit crunch or house prices or something. He went into the
garage and got in his car and gassed himself. Camilla, she was never the same.
And Sienna and I – we talked about it then, and after. She didn’t get it, why
he would do that. Leave his family behind. Hurt people. For Sienna to… it
doesn’t make sense.’


I didn’t know what to say. She was echoing my own words to
Mother and Father in the days after the news broke. They had dismissed me –
denial, Father had told me, was the first stage of grief. When I’d refused to
let it go, refused to accept that was how my sister had died, he’d contacted a
support organisation for those bereaved by suicide. I’d read the pamphlets. I
understood that questioning why, why, why was part of the natural response of
those left behind. Still, I needed to at least try to find answers. And now,
here was someone who’d known Sienna, known her well, who was similarly shocked
by the manner of her death. It was unsettling.


‘She was happy, I thought, you know,’ Katie went on. ‘She
emailed me often, told me about surfing – said it was awesome, the best high.
She sent a picture of herself with the gang. She was seeing one of them, I
think.’


I had been swilling around the dregs of my coffee,
half-listening and half-thinking about the lies Katie had told my parents, but
at her last words my heart leapt and I looked up sharply. ‘Who, who was she
seeing?’ I demanded.


But she either didn’t know or was determined not to tell me.
All I got was that he was ‘some surfer dude, and hot – really hot’. I asked to
see the picture, but she hadn’t kept it. Teeth gritted, I told her pleasantly
that should she find it, perhaps in her deleted items folder, could she please
forward it to me. Wide-eyed, she nodded. 


Having wrung everything out of her, I left Katie to finish
her third black coffee. The last I saw of my sister’s best friend was through
the window of the cafe as I drove away. Head back, she was laughing, hand
placed flirtatiously on the barista’s arm.


Back home, I puzzled over the new information. If Katie was
right, Sienna had been involved with someone in Twycombe. Was it even relevant?
Sienna was hardly a nun; she had a steady stream of boyfriends, each as
meaningless to her as the last. Had something more happened here – had she been
serious with some guy? Who? And did her death have anything to do with him? Why
hadn’t she told me about the relationship – God knew she loved to tell me juicy
details, dangle in front of me her desirability and conquests as a ‘Look at me,
and then look at you, poor sis, all single’.


It might have been something, or it might have been nothing.
But for now, it was the only thing I had to go on. I was fast mastering
surfing, and in doing so had a good understanding of what had attracted Sienna
to the pastime – and even the crowd that came with it; it hadn’t escaped my
notice that some of the surfer guys were pretty fine. But I was no closer to an
understanding of how she had let the sea claim her. I thought about it often
while riding a wave, and especially when I lost my balance and entered the
water, and still it felt wrong to me. It seemed, then, that the next step would
be to find this bloke she’d been seeing. And for that, I needed an in with the
surfing crowd.


I pondered the problem for days; even mentioned to Luke it
might be fun to join them out there, but that idea was met with such an
appalled look I didn’t have the guts to push any further. Then, late one Monday
night, Cara inadvertently became my saviour with a text:


P.A.R.T.Y.! This Friday night, Surfer Si’s place. Say
you’ll come?


My first thought was, Hell no. Party? That was
Sienna’s scene, not mine. But I quickly realised this was the opportunity I
needed – Si, I knew, was a family friend of Cara’s latest squeeze (‘Lovely
Kyle’) and one of the surfer crowd. Si was the only one who lived in Twycombe;
hence his house – right on the beach, so Cara had told me – was the gang’s
designated party pad. It was there that Sienna had spent her last evening, and
it was there, I decided firmly, I would spend this Friday night. I texted back:


Sounds good, count me in.


Then I had a moment’s panic as I mentally surveyed the
contents of my wardrobe. What to wear to a house party full of surfer types?


Dress code? I texted.


Sexy, was the quick reply.


Well, that ruled out every outfit I had, I thought. Cara was
effortlessly sexy; would look amazing in a bin liner. I was more of a jeans and
casual top type – would that cut it? Suddenly, I was all sweaty at the thought
of this party, and my fingers hovered over the keys of the phone, ready to
type, Oops, forgot I’ve got plans that night, but she beat me to it.


I’ll come round before and help you get ready. Little
tipple, music up loud, do your hair… 


I could just picture Cara’s eyes sparkling as she
contemplated the makeover she’d been coaxing me towards these past weeks. Oh
hell. But there was nothing for it.


Great, you know where to find me, I texted. See
you then.











12: LOBSTERS, EH?


 


After Tuesday’s lesson, Luke announced he had to work both
the day and evening shifts at the pub on Friday, so couldn’t make our lesson
then. But to make up he had the whole day off work on Thursday, and he offered
to take me out for lunch. Was it my imagination, or were his perpetually
flushed cheeks a shade darker as he spoke?


The impromptu speech took me aback – while I enjoyed the
time I spent with Luke, we’d never strayed beyond the daily beach meetups, and
I wasn’t sure what to make of this invitation. 


As if reading my mind, he added, ‘Just, you know, as
friends. I just thought you’re stuck here most of the time with walking
Chester, and you’ve done so well with lessons, a day off couldn’t hurt. And you
could swap your days with Bert.’


I could feel my own cheeks colouring to match his own; what
a pair. Keen to put him out of his misery and draw a line under this awkward
moment, I said quickly, ‘Great, yeah, that’d be good.’


Thursday dawned glorious with a promise from the BBC
weatherman that it would be the hottest day of the year so far. I dithered for
much too long in front of my wardrobe wondering what to wear, which was
entirely pointless as I eventually settled for the old-reliable
vest-top-and-jeans combo. I deliberated over footwear; usually I wore tatty
trainers, but thinking of the heat, I opted for sandals instead. I’d got into
the habit of tying my long hair back for walks with Chester and surfing
lessons, but today I decided to leave it swinging free down my back. After a
moment’s thought, I added a touch of mascara to my lashes; wouldn’t hurt to
look my best. 


Surveying my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I realised I
looked a different girl to the one who’d arrived here weeks before. My skin was
tanned, my hair was lighter, and although the dark shadows under my eyes were
still there, hidden beneath a layer of concealer, there was a spark in my eyes
that had been missing for a long while. There was something else too, a
crawling of butterflies in my stomach at the thought of a day alone with Luke,
and I decided I rather liked it.


Ten o’clock on the dot, as agreed, I heard the rumble of
Luke’s van in the lane and I hurried downstairs, grabbed my bag from the bottom
banister and flung open the front door. He was getting out of the van as I
emerged, and I almost ground to a halt at the sight of him: plain white
t-shirt, rumpled beige shorts, white-ish trainers. I was so used to seeing him
in black neoprene, I realised. He looked good.


‘Morning! You all set?’ He smiled easily at me.


I took in the state of the van – caked in mud. I knew
yesterday he’d helped clear a whole heap of junk from an old house and taken it
to the local dump; I could just imagine the smell and the creepy crawlies that
remained. 


‘How about I drive?’ I offered. 


‘You sure?’ He looked a little concerned. Perhaps he was thinking
of the total lack of coordination I’d demonstrated to him in our early surf
lessons. Many times.


‘Yep,’ I said cheerily as I rummaged in my bag for the car
keys. ‘I love driving.’


Ten minutes later I was doing my best not to laugh at the
sight of tall, well-built Luke folded into the passenger seat of the old Mini,
his knees not far off his chin. Instead I tried to concentrate on his
directions as we weaved through lanes I’d never encountered before. I’d tuned
the radio to the local station and Elbow’s ‘One Day Like This’ blasted from the
tinny speakers. It just about drowned out the occasional moan from Luke as he
whacked his head on the roof.


‘Nice car,’ he commented.


‘Thanks. My father wanted to buy me a Chelsea tractor, but I
figured this was more me-sized. And more my budget.’


‘You bought it yourself?’


He sounded surprised – he knew my family was loaded then.
‘Yes. Back at school I worked Saturdays tutoring kids in town. Saved up. She’s
all mine.’


‘I’ve a soft spot for classic cars. Though this one’s a
little…’


‘A little what?’


‘A little little.’ 


‘Not really. You can fit twenty-seven people in here.’


‘Come again?’


‘Twenty-seven people.’


‘You’ve had twenty-seven people in this car? Where
were you, Lilliput?’


‘Not my car, but the same model. It’s the Guinness world
record for the number of people in a Classic Mini.’ 


We hit a bump and Luke rubbed his head. ‘That is a weird
world record to set.’


‘Not half as weird as the longest fingernails ever. Or the
heaviest weight lifted by a tongue. Or the fastest time to enter a suitcase.’ I
realised, abruptly, that Luke was staring at me, and added quickly, ‘There’s a
website. I was bored the other night…’


He grinned. ‘I’ll have to check it out.’ 


Several twists and turns later we passed a sign welcoming us
to Heybrook Bay and entered a tiny coastal village. On Luke’s instruction I
weaved down the hillside and parked in the car park of a pub – the Eddystone
Inn.


‘My grandparents lived here,’ explained Luke as we climbed
out of the car and I took in the scene. It was beautiful. Totally isolated,
with just a scattering of houses overlooking the sea. ‘C’mon, it’s a cove I’m
taking you to.’


He led the way along the coastal path – to our right, a
steep, gorse-strewn hill; to our left, a sharp drop to massive rocks and
white-tipped waves. We walked for several minutes, single file for the path was
narrow and windy, before we emerged on a grassy bank overlooking a wide expanse
of rocks and an outcrop jutting out just off shore, dark against the blue blue
sky. 


‘This way,’ said Luke. ‘There’s a route down.’


He went ahead, and I clambered down behind him, over age-old
rocks worn smooth by the endless ebb and flow of the tides, until finally my
sandals were crunching on shells and pebbles. We were in the tiniest cove I’d
ever seen. 


‘I used to come here a lot as a kid,’ said Luke. ‘Other
people come, of course – mainly villagers – but you often get it to yourself
for hours at a time. It’s the most peaceful place I know.’


I sat on a ledge cut into a big rock and breathed in the
strong scent of seaweed that transported me straight back to childhood. ‘It’s
heaven,’ I told him.


He grinned, glad I saw the magic of the place too.


‘Are you up for some climbing?’


I looked dubiously at my sandals, then kicked them off and
rolled up my trouser legs. ‘Definitely.’


We passed an hour clambering on the many rocks, inspecting
rock pools, collecting shells and generally acting like children in explorer
mode. The tide was out and the water shallow near the shore, so we paddled out
to the massive rocky outcrop and climbed partway up it. The view out to sea and
back at the land was pretty amazing, and we sat quietly for a while, just
taking it in. I asked about an island to the west that jutted out of the ocean
like a triangular wedge; I thought I recognised it.


‘It’s called the Mewstone,’ said Luke. 


‘I remember it,’ I told him. ‘You can see it from the far
corner of the cottage garden. When we were kids, we used to fantasise about
living there – our own private island.’


It had slipped out, and that little word, ‘we’, made me
ache. It was just me now.


Luke opened his mouth to talk, and suddenly I was afraid of
what he would say, afraid he’d touch that bit of me that ached and break it
wide open.


‘Race you down!’ I called, and quickly scrambled back down
the rock. A shocking idea that resulted in me slipping and landing on my butt
in the water. 


Luke was quickly – nimbly – at my side. ‘Are you –’


I covered mortification with laughter. ‘An idiot? Yes.’


‘Here.’ He held out a hand to me. I hesitated for a moment,
and then took it. His hand was warm and a little rough. And dry. He pulled me
up and surveyed my jeans, clinging limpet-style to my legs.


‘Sun’s blazing now,’ I said. ‘They’ll soon dry if we sit for
a while.’ 


He looked dubious, but followed me to the beach where we
kicked aside the bigger pebbles to create a clear patch and sat down, side by
side. Instinctively, as I’d done on the beach all my childhood, I began sifting
through the surrounding rocks and shells, looking for ‘keepers’. Here, many of
the rocks were amber-coloured and marbled with a smooth, creamy trace, and I
weighed different ones in my hand, enjoying the smooth feeling of the stone
against my skin. Then I realised I’d been sorting rocks rather than talking to
Luke. I looked up, embarrassed, to see what I’d missed – and smiled. Luke had
been busy picking out the rounded grey pebbles; the more symmetrical, the
better. I teased him about it, and he laughed and confessed he was a stickler
for order amid chaos.


‘Here,’ he said eventually, after a forage at his left side,
away from me. He handed me a piece of green glass, its edges curved and
softened and its surface frosted by the tide. ‘When I was a kid, I thought
these were pirates’ treasure. My grandad was always telling me about Sir
Francis Drake – hero to the English, pirate to the Spanish. He sailed from
Plymouth, you know…’


I stared at the green glass in my hand as Luke carried on
briefing me on Vice Admiral Drake. What was it the boy in the churchyard had
said? My eyes were green like the jewels of glass that washed up on the beach. 


Luke, seeming to realise that he’d lost my attention with
his brief history lesson, checked his watch and suggested it was time to move
on. I snapped back to reality – guilty to realise I had been thinking of that
other boy while here with Luke, and then confused by the guilt; surely I was
free to think of whoever I liked? 


The climb up the rocks and the walk along the narrow path
proved a little trickier this time around, with my still-very-wet-jeans
weighing me down. 


At the pub car park Luke said, ‘I have another place in mind
for lunch. But first, do you need to change your jeans?’


I really did. The denim was cold, soggy and sticky. ‘They’re
fine,’ I lied.


‘Do you have a change of clothes with you?’


I eyed the boot of the Mini, which was full of bags ready to
be dropped off at the charity shop. ‘Not… really.’


‘I’ll look away while you change, if that’s what you’re
thinking…’


‘It’s not.’


‘Oh.’


I sneezed.


‘Scarlett, do me a favour?’


‘What?’


‘Get changed.’


‘Right.’


*


A half hour later we were weaving down steep, tiny streets
that looked to be designed for horses rather than cars. I had a vague idea that
the houses we were passing were quaint and colourful, but I was too busy
gripping the steering wheel to look properly as we descended. How Luke had
expected to get his van down here I had no idea. Finally, we reached the bottom
of the hill and pulled up.


I eyed the sandy expanse on which Luke had told me to park.
‘Er, this looks a lot like…’


‘A river bed? It is. Newton Creek. That side’ – he pointed
to a smattering of houses on the northern bank – ‘is Newton Ferrars. This side
is Noss Mayo. Tiny village. But the pub is great. When you can get to it. Got
to watch it when the tide comes in, or you lose your car.’ He saw my
expression. ‘Don’t worry. I checked the times; we’re fine.’


Still, I gave my little car a reassuring (goodbye?) pat as I
locked it up.


‘You ready?’ asked Luke, and I saw his eyes flit down
momentarily – again. The car boot was full of old school sports kit, and I’d
ended up in a hockey skirt. An ugly one. Bottle-green. Which clashed
horrendously with my pink vest. But it had been a choice between the skirt, a
leotard and baggy-kneed jogging bottoms. 


I tugged the skirt down as far as it would go (which wasn’t
far; it was two sizes too small) and managed a breezy, ‘Which way?’


Luke gestured along the sand to a white stone inn set right
on what would be the waterfront when the tide was in. Clearly, despite the
difficult access, the Ship Inn was a popular haunt, but Luke spotted a couple
gathering their things at an outside table on the deck and darted across to
claim it. I followed him and sat down. 


The next two hours whizzed by in a blur of sunshine and
people-watching and chat. Luke was such easy company, and he often made me
laugh – once to the point of choking on my lasagne. But then, during one
anecdote involving Luke attempting to cook a lobster that refused to die in the
pot, there came a turning point. It was such a simple gesture, casual and no
doubt meaningless – the breeze picked up and caught my loose hair, blowing a
section across my face, and Luke reached over and brushed it away. But all I
could think of was the feeling of his touch on my skin, and the intimacy of the
move, and the way it made me feel cared for in a way I’d never been. Suddenly,
the realisation hit me: I was falling for this boy.


I thought furiously as I did my best to keep up with the
conversation (the lobster had escaped the pot now and Luke was grappling with
it on the kitchen worktop). In a sense, this was the simplest, most natural
development in the world. Who else but Luke? He was kind and generous. He
didn’t judge me. He didn’t crowd me or probe into my business. In our lessons,
when I rode a wave he cheered me on. When I failed to conceal my exhaustion and
wobbled in his company, his arm was straight out, steadying me, and his voice
was soft and deep as he asked, ‘Hey, you okay?’ And there was no denying that
he was attractive, that I was attracted. His physique made me feel protected,
safe; and those eyes… 


Now, just being close to him made my heart beat a little
faster. Every time he shifted I caught his scent on the breeze – a hint of
spicy aftershave and something else, something that made me think of freshly
baked cakes. His lips as he talked were mesmerising. What would it feel like to
kiss them? Under the table I felt the heat of his knee dangerously close to
mine. A part of me willed him to touch me. 


Warmth flooded through me, and something else – something
new and frightening. I should have been happy. To like someone was to feel
alive; to be like every other teenage girl. But to like someone meant
vulnerability. He’ll hurt you, said a low voice inside.


‘Scarlett?’


Luke was looking at me expectantly. 


‘Oh!’ I said. ‘Ha ha! Lobsters, eh?’


He looked at me a little oddly, and I had to wonder whether
the end of the story I’d completely missed wasn’t, in fact, a funny one.


From then on, I did my best to affect my light mood of
earlier, but I think Luke sensed that something had changed. After our third
round of drinks I suggested we head back. The journey home was quieter, more
subdued, and I racked my brain for a way to restore our earlier rapport while
hiding my messy feelings, but what with concentrating on the narrow roads, I
had my hands full.


Finally, as we drove up the lane to the cottage, I took
myself to task. I couldn’t carry on floundering about; I had to do something to
correct the awkwardness.


‘Stay for a drink?’ I offered. ‘The views from the terrace
are great, and there’s some Victoria sponge I made yesterday for Bert. It’s as
hard as brick, but not too bad dunked in coffee…’


I cast a sideways look at him, hoping he’d see the offer for
what it was, and found him smiling easily back at me. 


‘Sure. Thanks.’


I relaxed. It was Luke, and he was easy to get on with.
There was really no reason to have got all tense. We’d have a drink, have a
laugh, and tomorrow we’d be back on the boards and friends as usual.


But as I pulled around the bend on the approach to the
house, I realised in a second that my plan was scuppered. My vehement curse
gave Luke a jolt.


‘What is it? Oh, you have a visitor…’


Ahead of us, pulled up right before the front door to the
cottage, was a large silver Mercedes. As I passed it, a suited chauffeur
emerged and moved to open the rear passenger door – and a whole big can of
worms.









13: HOW TO BE A MOTHER


 


‘Luke, I’m sorry, but that drink will need to wait,’ I said
hurriedly as I pulled up alongside the house. ‘Can I catch up with you
tomorrow?’


The subtext was clear: Leave. Please. Now.


I looked at him. His expression was pinched, anxious.


‘Scarlett, who’s…’


I sighed. ‘Look, it’s my mum, all right? Bloody surprise
visit. It’s best if I see her alone. She’s… delicate.’


He nodded, seeming to accept this, but still he was tense. I
could tell he was thinking of Sienna, wondering what darkness lay in my family.
‘Will you be okay?’


‘Yes,’ I promised. ‘I can handle her.’


He must have seen the frustration in my eyes, the pain that
had re-emerged, and he touched my arm. ‘Hey, it’ll be –’


A sharp rapping on my window pulled him up short. I turned
to see Mother peering nosily into the vehicle. I grabbed the door handle and
flung the door open, causing her to totter back sharpish.


‘Mother,’ I said as I clambered out and slammed the door
shut. ‘What a surprise. What are you doing here?’


Already the tears were flowing, and in two steps she was
clinging to me like a lush to a free bar.


‘Oh, Scarlett, Scarlett. I just had to see you, to speak
with you. My baby. My only baby…’


Gently but firmly, I extracted myself from her embrace and
made to lead her into the house, but her eyes had fastened on something beyond
me and suddenly her crumpled expression transformed to one of delight. I
groaned and thought, Here we go.


‘But darling, you have a friend with you! How lovely!’


I shot a look behind. Respecting my wishes, Luke had made a
good go of backing towards his van, but now he stood frozen, unsure which way
to go.


‘Come!’ instructed Mother imperiously, beckoning him over.


Desperately, he looked at me. I rolled my eyes and then
admitted defeat with a slight nod.


I saw Mother take in Luke’s appearance as he walked around
the car to us. Looks were very important to Mother. ‘What a strapping young
man,’ she said to me. 


I cringed at her speech, which was slightly slurred and way
too loud.


‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Blake,’ said Luke politely
when he reached us, holding out his hand to her. ‘I’m Luke Cavendish.’


I wondered what he made of my mother. Most people, on first
meeting her, were taken aback. Not only was she younger than expected (she’d
had Sienna aged twenty, making her only thirty-eight now) but she was
startlingly beautiful, with a tall, slim frame, pearly skin, vivid green eyes
and gloriously red hair that fell in artfully arranged waves. And, of course,
she was poor at concealing her ‘fragility’, as Father put it
(‘stark-raving-bonkersism’ had been Sienna’s term of choice), which had got a
lot worse since her daughter’s death. All in all, Mother was quite a shock to
the system.


‘Luke,’ she said now approvingly. ‘A good, sensible,
Biblical name – I like that.’ She gave his hand a weak clasp and then dropped
it. ‘You’ll join us for tea, won’t you, Luke?’


It was as if I was invisible to Mother; she was like a cat
with a new toy to bat between clawed paws.


Luke gave me a nervous look. ‘Well, I really do have
things…’


‘Nothing that can’t wait, I’m sure.’


‘Mother,’ I said in a warning tone. ‘I’m sure whatever
you’ve come here to discuss isn’t of interest to Luke.’


Wasn’t it enough that I’d messed up this afternoon by
getting all awkward? No way should Luke now be subjected to this dramatic,
ridiculous woman. And then there was the problem of her loose tongue and what
she may say in front of him if he stayed.


‘Silly Scarlett, I’m just here to visit with you. See how
you are.’


I regarded her sceptically. With Mother, there was always an
agenda.


‘So, that’s settled then. Three for tea! Now Scarlett,
really, aren’t you going to invite us in? I’ve been sitting in the car waiting
for you for an hour now, young lady, and it’s been stiflingly hot.’


I didn’t bother pointing out that the Mercedes was
air-conditioned and equipped with an integrated ice bucket and mini-bar, which,
judging by the smell of gin emanating from her, I had no doubt she had drained.


‘Why don’t you go around to the back terrace, and I’ll make
drinks.’


‘Perfect. Luke here can escort me round.’


Poor Luke. She held out her arm for Luke to slip his
through. I had to admire his cool in taking Mother in his stride. They made a
strange pair, walking away – Luke, tall and broad in his casual shorts and
shirt alongside Mother, thin as a pin and weaving along in six-inch stilettos
and a very tight designer shift dress. 


As they disappeared around the side of the house it occurred
to me that Mother was bound to ask how Luke and I knew each other, and the very
worst thing he could do was say he was my surf instructor – perfect recipe for
a Mother meltdown; not entirely unreasonable given that she’d lost her other
daughter in a ‘surf accident’, as she liked to call it.


Quickly, I unlocked the door, threw my bag down on the hall
floor and charged into the kitchen. I grabbed the nearest drink to hand – a
bottle of lemonade – decanted it hurriedly into a jug, slammed it down onto a
tray along with some glasses and a packet of biscuits grabbed from a cupboard,
and pushed through the back door into the garden. 


Mother and Luke were sitting at the white patio table, Luke
relaxed back and Mother perched delicately on the edge of her seat. As I strode
across I was in time to hear Luke say, ‘… teaching Scarlett to…’ and I launched
straight in: 


‘Drive! Advanced driving lessons. The lanes are so tight.’


I risked a glance at Luke and mouthed a silent, Please.


‘That’s right,’ said Luke easily. ‘Ten to two,
mirrors-signal-manoeuvre and all that. Safety first.’ 


I smiled my thanks at him. So already he’d picked up on the
fact that Mother was the nervous type then. But she was distracted…


‘Scarlett,’ she said disapprovingly as I set the tray down
on the table before her. ‘Really, is this the best you have to offer? Not even
a pot of tea?’


‘It’s fancy lemonade,’ I pointed out as I poured it into the
three glasses – mismatching ones, I now noticed. ‘Look, it’s got floaty lemony
bits.’


Luke helped himself to a biscuit and began munching.


Mother took her lemonade, looked at it as if it were a toxic
chemical and took a delicate sip. She winced as she swallowed.


‘So,’ I said, sitting beside her and looking her right in
the eyes, ‘what brings you all the way down here. On a Thursday afternoon. With
no advance warning.’


‘Oh, Scarlett,’ she breathed tragically, placing her drink
down. ‘I’ve just been so worried about you. You don’t return my calls.
You don’t write. You don’t come home to see me. It’s like you’ve vanished…’


Luke was suddenly absorbed in picking apart his biscuit.


‘Now, Mother,’ I said with as much patience as I could
muster. ‘Be fair. I emailed you last week. You know I’m okay.’


‘But Scarlett, I can’t bear to think of you here, in this
dreadful place. What if something happened to you…’


I could see the tears forming, could feel where the
conversation was heading – like Sienna.


‘I’m fine here,’ I said firmly. ‘I told you – I’m almost
eighteen. Old enough to live independently.’


‘But for just a couple more weeks. Then you’ll move to
London. For university.’


‘Term starts at the end of September,’ I corrected. ‘Almost
two months.’


I felt Luke’s eyes on me, and there was so much more I
wanted to say – about the cove, and how I loved living here; about London, and
how I’d begun to realise I would not love living there. But it wasn’t
the time.


‘Oh, Scarlett, you’ll be all alone! In that little Chelsea
apartment. Two bedrooms – one empty! Your sister… your sister… Sienna should
have been with you…’ 


Now Mother’s shoulders were wracked with sobs. Luke looked
distressed. Standing, he offered to go and find some tissues.


‘Thanks,’ I told him. ‘In the kitchen.’


As soon as he was out of earshot I said sharply, ‘Stop it,
Mother. Luke is a friend, and you’re parading our family’s pain in front of
him. It’s embarrassing for me. Please pull yourself together. I’m okay, you can
see I’m okay. I’m happy here. I feel better. Time here is helping. Now please,
can we have some pleasant time together before you head back?’ I paused as a
terrible thought formed in my mind. ‘You are heading back tonight, aren’t you?’


Mother had stopped crying and was gazing at me wide-eyed.
She seemed lost for words. Eventually, she reached over and pulled me in for a
long hug. When we broke apart, she looked stronger.


‘You’re right of course, darling. Terrible to air personal
stuff in front of a stranger.’


I winced at the word – Luke was hardly that – but said
nothing.


‘It just hurts so, still, and I worry about you. You’ve
always been so independent and self-sufficient, and I don’t know what’s going
on in your mind, and now you’re here, where it happened, and I torture myself
thinking about, well, an accident…’


She couldn’t bring herself to say the words, but I knew her
meaning, and I reached over and held her hands. ‘Mother, you have to believe me
when I say I’m okay. Really. I’m not going to have an “accident” like Sienna.’


She searched my eyes and then finally nodded, relaxing.
‘Okay, darling. Okay. But tell me now – are you well?’


I thought of the packet of painkillers in the bathroom
cabinet, bought last week and only two remaining; of the head rushes that came
sometimes with standing up too fast; of the exhausting dreams that plagued me
every night and the bone-aching weariness that stalked me.


‘I’m fine, Mother,’ I replied.


‘You look tired. Doctor McNesby could prescribe you
something to help you sleep, you know.’ 


It was tempting, but no. ‘Honestly, Mother, I feel good.
Sun, sea air – it’s good for me here.’


She looked at me long and hard, and I saw tears glittering
once more, but then the kitchen door swung open and Luke – who’d had the good
sense to take an age finding the tissues that I knew were in clear view on the
kitchen table – reappeared.


The transformation in Mother was impressive. She accepted
the tissues, blotted under each eye, gave Luke a dazzling smile and said, ‘So
tell me, Luke, do you live locally?’


In the following half hour there was no trace of the
grief-stricken mother; instead she was charming and polite, and carefully
steered the conversation along safe lines of the weather and what had changed
in the village these past years. When she discovered that Luke was into
cooking, she launched into a lengthy conversation on the best way to prepare
king prawns. As she chatted away, I felt the familiar ache from childhood – the
wish that this Mother, this lovely Mother I had been proud to identify as my
own at a school play or in a park, could be permanent, and the black cloak of
depression wouldn’t cover her and turn her into someone else, someone needy and
selfish and strange; someone I did not want to be around.


Finally, Luke made his excuses. Mother insisted on a peck on
the cheek, and he obliged. Then, promising to see me on Monday for our lesson,
he disappeared around the side of the house and I heard his van engine start
and recede into the distance.


‘Thank you,’ I said to Mother. 


I didn’t have to elaborate. She knew that I meant thank you
for toning down the emotion; for remembering how to be a mother.


She smiled at me. ‘You like him, don’t you? Luke.’


I was surprised at her perception; usually Mother was in a
world of her own. I shrugged, unwilling as ever to confide in her. But
apparently the shrug was answer enough.


‘Hugo wouldn’t approve, of course.’


‘I don’t give a damn what Father thinks.’


I expected a ticking-off, but she just snorted and said,
‘No, neither do I much these days. But anyway, Luke. I like him. There’s
something about him, something genuine, that’s refreshing. Right now, with all
you have going on, I think he could be good for you, Scarlett.’


I blinked at this endorsement from Mother, who’d never once,
in my entire life, brought up the subject of boys with me – though I know she’d
lectured Sienna endlessly about her string of boyfriends.


I said nothing; I didn’t know what to say. She reached over
and squeezed my arm.


‘Now look, the sun is dipping, and Jervis will be wanting to
get on the road. I’ll just freshen up.’


We went inside. In the kitchen Mother stopped and sighed as
she looked about, then she click-clacked across the wooden floor, into the hall
and up the stairs. It felt strange having her here, in the house. I was used to
having it all to myself, and though this had once been her home, as a child,
living with Grandad and Nanna, she didn’t fit here.


I washed up the lemonade glasses and jug, and wiped down the
kitchen table. After a few minutes I began to wonder about Mother; it was very
quiet upstairs. I went to check.


The door to the bathroom was open wide, revealing an empty
room. My eye was drawn at once to the end of the hall, to the door that
remained closed. Sure enough, when I pushed it open, I found her: sitting on
the bed, the patchwork quilt clutched in her hands, eyes fixed on the view from
the window. Tears streaked her face, but she cried silently now, without
theatrics.


‘Oh, Mother,’ I said. I crossed to her, sat beside her and
put my arms around her.


‘I’m sorry, Scarlett,’ she said quietly. ‘I just wanted a
moment. Her room at home, it doesn’t feel like hers – she was there so rarely,
what with school and summers away. Here, she feels closer.’


I knew what she meant. I came here myself some evenings just
to think and let out a little of the emotion I buried deep each day.


‘This was my room, you know, when I was a child. I loved it
– the view of the sea. Some of those books’ – she gestured to the bookcase – ‘I
remember from so many years ago. I understand why this place pulls you back,
why it grounds you. Once, it did that for me too. But too much has happened,
too many years have passed. Your father… well, I made my choice, and I’ve stuck
by it. But here, here it hurts. And I wonder whether it could have been
different and then, maybe, I could have saved her. I should have saved her.’


‘I think that too,’ I said quietly, ‘but I don’t see how.
She always knew her own mind. She knew we were there, that we loved her, that
we’d have done anything for her. I don’t know what happened inside her that
night. I’ve been trying to understand…’


Mother looked away from the sea then. At me. ‘Oh Scarlett, I
know you have, darling. But sometimes people do things we can never
understand. Never. I learned that a very long time ago. You are what matters most
now. Your eighteenth birthday is just weeks away, and then you’ll be a woman!
But Scarlett’ – she grasped my hand and looked earnestly into my eyes – ‘I know
you need your space, you need to find your own way with things, but you must
know, I’m here. I’m always here.’


It was the biggest speech my mother had ever given me; the
most loving I’d ever known her. A fresh wave of grief washed over me then – not
just for Sienna, but for us all. For my grandparents, who were gone now. For
Father, who was shut away in his own world. And for Mother, who had the
potential to be everything I could have wished for in a mother, who cared for
me deeply, but whose lucid, loving periods were so fleeting.


I cried then, for everything I’d lost and everything I’d
never had to begin with. And afterwards, in my mother’s arms, I felt calmer,
but still I ached with loneliness, and I knew that she did too. We were two, we
were together, we were bound by blood and experience, and yet each would face
the world alone.









14: MOTH TO A FLAME


 


‘The red one. Definitely the red one. With the slutty
heels.’


From her cross-legged perch on my bed, Cara gestured to the
crimson slip of material in my hand with the imperiousness of a queen who
expected to be obeyed. I gawped back at her, appalled, clinging hard to the
black t-shirt in my other hand.


‘Seriously, Cara, I’ve seen bikini tops with more material
than this! And red’s not really my colour – I prefer black…’


‘… so you can blend into the background and hide, yeah, I
get it. Not happening on my watch. And what’s the point of a name like Scarlett
if you don’t wear red!’


In despair, I slumped down onto the bed beside her. I
couldn’t help feeling that as girly pre-party get-togethers went, this one
wasn’t going well. 


First Cara had pitched up merrily in a taxi, wielding an
enormous bottle of schnapps which, she promised, tasted like heaven and would
‘take the edge off’. But when she insisted I take a swig I’d discovered it
tasted a lot more like the fuzzy peach shower gel I’d once inadvertently got in
my mouth mid-shower, and boy did it have a kick. Undeterred, Cara had barged
into the kitchen, located two pint glasses, sloshed in the leftover lemonade on
the counter, topped each up generously with the schnapps and urged me to drink
up. I didn’t have much of a taste for alcohol, and even tentative sips weren’t
going down well.


Then came the hair-styling fiasco. Cara had come armed with
an industrial-strength hairdryer, straighteners and curling tongs, and had
coaxed me into sitting at her feet while we watched naff Saturday teatime game
shows and she added ‘Adele-esque body’ to my usually straight hair. Fifteen
minutes of singed ears and a tingling scalp later, and the ‘ta da’ moment in
the mirror revealed a delighted Cara beaming over my now enormous
barnet. She assured me it was to-die-for; I wasn’t convinced, and resolved to
find time to slip into the bathroom and comb it down a little before we left.


Finally, after a slight culinary disaster on my part that
left our oven pizza somewhat crunchy, we’d moved upstairs to change. At this
point the mystery of the enormous duffle bag that Cara had dragged in with her
was solved as a bewildering array of clothes, shoes, accessories and makeup was
dumped onto my bedroom rug in a flurry of sparkles, glitter and vivid colours.
Cara got to work putting together outfits, and dressing me like a giant doll. I
managed to stick my heels in on wearing jeans – no skirts or dresses – but it
seemed tops and footwear were very much up for discussion.


The truth was, I knew Cara was genuinely trying to help, but
I was way out of my depth. Friday-night prep had always been Sienna’s
speciality, not mine. Still, I told myself firmly as Cara pointed again at the
slinky red top, I had an agenda in going to this party, and being myself would
be no good at all. Cara had assured me that all the girls would be ‘dressy’
(she herself was wearing a tight purple strapless dress running down to her
ankles). There was nothing for it; I would have to join her.


I reached over to the nightstand, took a massive glug of the
peachy-lemonade and said brightly, ‘Red halterneck it is then.’


Cara cocked her head. ‘And the Vogue heels.’


I eyed the red sandals – yes, those red sandals,
which somehow Cara had unearthed from the back of the wardrobe; it was if she
had a sixth sense for style. I’d never been able to fathom how Mother wore such
heels day in, day out. This pair seemed more strap than shoe and had heels
vicious-looking enough to take out a would-be mugger.


‘Sure. It’s not like we’re walking far, right?’


Cara clapped delightedly. ‘My work is done. You shall
go to the ball. But hey – remember that we need to leave by midnight or I turn
into a pumpkin. Yes, really.’ 


*


When the taxi dropped us off at nine that evening in the
village square, I didn’t need to ask Cara which house was Si’s. There was only
one home on the waterfront lit up and thrumming with a dance beat, with a
huddle of revellers hooting and shouting in the front garden around some kind
of huge inflatable. The other houses were dark and silent. Given that Si’s
parties were legendary and pretty regular occurrences, I figured his neighbours
either went out on nights like this or joined the fun.


Sliding her arm through mine, Cara led the way. Given the
heels, for once I was just as much holding on to Cara for support as she was
me. I gripped her arm tightly, suddenly overwhelmingly nervous. 


‘Are you sure Si’s okay with me coming?’ I asked
again.


She laughed. ‘Si’s always okay. With everything. He’s that
kind of bloke.’


Still, I felt queasy at the thought of casually strolling
into a house full of strangers. I didn’t know these people, and they didn’t
know me. But they did know of me, I reminded myself. Because they’d
known Sienna. Once, this had been her, coming to her first Twycombe party,
dressed up to the nines. How would she have handled it? I heard her voice in my
mind, confident and sassy: Head up, shoulders back, chest out, take no
prisoners. I smiled. As strategies went, it wasn’t a bad one.


‘C’mon, missus,’ said Cara, tugging me onwards. ‘It’ll be
fab, I promise. They’re a nice bunch.’ 


And with that she pulled me through Si’s front garden – past
what I now saw was a bucking bronco ride, on which a chubby bloke was holding
on for dear life to calls of ‘Off! Off!’ – and into the house.


The place was humming with people – some I recognised from
my evenings on the water, but many were strangers. There were guys and girls
chatting and laughing and flirting all over the place, leaning against walls,
sitting cross-legged on cushions, perched on the stairs, on sofas, on coffee
tables, on each other. Most had a drink in their hand; some were smoking; all
looked happy and animated. There was a mix of ages, from mid-teens to early
twenties, I guessed. The guys were mainly dressed down, but the girls were more
glam, without a pair of trainers in sight, and I felt a flood of gratitude for
Cara and her makeover.


The house itself was spectacular – minimal and modern and
stylish. Stark white walls and porcelain-tiled floors were the perfect backdrop
for designer furniture in bold colours – a vast leather corner sofa in lime
green; a chaise longue in yellow; several neon polypropylene seats bent from a
single sheet of plastic. Scattered between items of furniture were bizarre,
attention-grabbing artworks. A huge green sculpture by the wall-inset fire drew
my eye; I studied it for a few long moments before Cara whispered in my ear:


‘Looks like a giant mouldy willy, doesn’t it? But apparently
it’s worth thousands. Si’s parents are seriously minted. This is one of their
summer places. Si lives here all year now, though. He’s at Plymouth Uni.’


As Cara chatted away, pulling me through the enormous living
room, a few people looked up and smiled and nodded to her. We were heading, I
saw, towards the doors at the back, through which the party was spilling out
into the rear garden and onto the beach. But before we could step outside Cara
guided me to the left where, adjoined to the living room in an L-shape, was an
impressive kitchen – all polished black surfaces and stainless steel. We’d
barely moved into the space when a lanky guy leapt across the island unit,
grabbed Cara and leaned her back for a long, lingering kiss. I stood by
awkwardly. 


‘Kyle! This is Scarlett,’ said Cara at last when she came up
for air. ‘Scarlett, Kyle.’


‘Good to meet you, Scarlett,’ said Kyle. He was our age,
with intricate swirls shaved into his buzz cut and a wide, crooked smile. 


‘Likewise,’ I said.


‘And I’m Si,’ said a velvety voice from behind, and I turned
to see a tall, well-built black guy with chocolate eyes and a crazy-big afro.
He was a little older – twenty, I’d guess – and his dress sense was zany:
silvery trousers and a purple-striped shirt, open at the throat. 


He reached for my hand and lifted it to his lips. ‘Enchanté,’
he said, eyes dancing.


‘Smooth,’ scoffed Cara as, blushing, I said hello.


Si, it turned out, was the consummate host. Within minutes
Cara and I were sitting on tall bar stools set against the kitchen island,
fruity cocktails before us, and laughing at Si’s stream of funny patter. As
each new person floated into the kitchen, to grab a drink from the well-stocked
fridge or a snack from the spread of nibbles laid out on a side counter, Si was
careful to introduce me. Though I saw the odd flicker in an eye that indicated
recognition of my name, the reception was decidedly friendly. Soon – with the
drink warming my belly and the realisation that, far from gawking at me or
giving me the cold shoulder, the other partygoers were being welcoming – I
relaxed and began to enjoy myself. 


I was deep in conversation with a guy called Geoff, a
carpenter from Plymouth who was also fairly new to surfing, when I realised
that the seat next to me was vacant. I felt a moment’s panic at Cara’s
desertion, then figured I couldn’t cling to her side all night. I chatted to
Geoff for a while longer, until he excused himself to find the bathroom. Left
alone, I found my eyes drawn to the lights through the window, and I decided to
check out the party outside. A little air would clear my head, which was fuzzy
with schnapps and cocktails.


The air was surprisingly cool as I stepped out onto the
decking and I shivered in my thin top. I stood for a moment and took in the
scene. A decked veranda, filled with people sitting on patio furniture, spanned
the length of the house and stepped down onto a lawn where a few drunken lads
were larking about, rugby-tackling each other and playing keep-away with one
poor bloke’s glasses. In the far easterly corner, beneath the shade of a tall
tree, a sizeable summerhouse was the setting for a gaggle of teens playing a
rowdy game of Twister. Beyond, on the beach that was visible through a wide,
glass-panelled barrier, a game of football was underway by the light of the
moon and, some way off, a lonely campfire.


I’d never been part of something like this before, and I had
a rush of feeling that was hard to describe. Rather than being a little
detached from life, as I usually was, on the sidelines, I was in the thick of
it all. Alive, that was it, I felt alive. But also a little overwhelmed.
I’d become used to the quiet of the cottage, and my head throbbed with the
shouts of ‘Right foot RED!’ and ‘Referee!’ and the bass thrumming from Si’s
sound system. The campfire was deserted, and its warmth and light called to me.
I’d sit by it for a while and watch the footballers, I decided, before plunging
back into the throng inside.


I stepped down, off the decking, and walked across the
grass, through the open gate and onto the beach. At once, my heels sank into
the gritty sand, making walking impossible. I crouched down, balancing
precariously, and undid the tiny silver buckles that secured the straps, then
slipped the sandals off. My cramped, aching feet sang with joy at being flat
once more, and against soothing, cool sand. I turned up my jeans, and set out
across the sand. Out here the air was cooler still, and I wished Cara had been
a little less scathing of my idea to wear a cardie over the skimpy top. She was
convinced I had a ‘cardie habit’ that she was heaven-sent to cure me of. 


The heat from the fire drew me in, but as I got closer I
made out a shadowy figure on the seaward side. I was sure the campfire had been
abandoned. I stopped, hesitated, wondered what to do. I could hardly go and sit
with a complete stranger, but my trajectory toward the fire had been obvious,
and to turn back now would seem rude. In the end, the decision was made for me.


‘Fancy meeting you here,’ called a voice.


When I didn’t move a face appeared around the edge of the
fire. 


‘Remember me?’ 


It was him. The guy from the churchyard. 


What to do? I could hardly turn and walk away. Last time I’d
seen him I’d run from him without explanation – no doubt he already thought I
was a head case. And hadn’t I been hoping, just a little, that I’d see him at
the party? Hadn’t I been wondering about him ever since the graveyard? Hadn’t I
been stealing glances at him whenever I saw him in the water? 


I looked back at Si’s house; it was quite some distance
away. I turned to the boy. He was smiling. He seemed nice enough, and he
intrigued me, so why was some instinct in me screaming? I shivered, and he saw
and said:


‘Toasty warm over here. Sit, if you like.’ He patted the
sand beside him.


Oh, what the hell, I decided at last. I was here to
mingle, after all. I took the last few steps and sat – not quite as close as
the patch he’d indicated, but at a friendly distance, I thought. He was right;
it was fiercely hot this close to the fire, and I could see why he’d discarded
his jacket on the ground. I eyed a tattoo visible on the inside of his forearm.
A word, but I couldn’t make it out.


He turned his body to face me, shifting closer as he did so,
and fixed me with eyes that were a fathomless black in the firelight. 


‘So,’ he said, ‘you’re surfing now.’


‘Yeah.’ It came out as a nervous croak. I swallowed and said
with more confidence, ‘Yeah, I’m surfing.’ 


‘You like it?’


‘I love it. I’m not great at it, though.’


‘That takes time. But from what I’ve seen, you’re a
natural.’


So he had been watching. I smiled wryly. ‘I don’t
think you could call me that. My first day out there, I was in the water more
than on the board.’


‘It’s the getting back on each time you fall off that
counts.’


I nodded and there was a lull in the conversation. I cast
about for something else to say, anything. The boy seemed to feel no need to
fill the silence; he merely watched me. His scrutiny made me nervous. His presence
made me nervous. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was that unsettled me.


Finally, I could take the quiet no longer and blurted out
the one thing stuck in my head: ‘The other week, at St Mary’s. I’m sorry… I…
I’m not sure why…’


Many people, afflicted by the infamous English need to be
polite, would have broken in by now, with a, ‘Oh really, that? Don’t worry
about it,’ or perhaps a neat deflection to another subject. Not this boy,
though. He just watched me, his head cocked to one side, waiting for me to
finish.


Embarrassed, I focused on scratching patterns into the sand.
It was a good job we were out in the dark or he’d have had reason to reflect
that my name matched the colour of my cheeks as I tried again:


‘It was rude, running off like that. It was just, the thing
with the rabbit sort of, well…’ I stopped as the image of the thrashing
creature flashed into my mind. I looked at him. ‘What were you doing?’


‘I told you. Calming it.’ He stared at me for several
heartbeats, then added softly, ‘Like you’d calm a frightened, wounded
creature, Scarlett.’


I took a ragged breath. The magpie – he couldn’t know – he
wasn’t there – he couldn’t know.


‘Scarlett…’ he began.


But that impulse I’d had in the churchyard had returned. I
moved quickly to stand. ‘I’d better head –’ 


‘Careful!’ 


I barely had time to register that I was lurching towards
the fire before he was up too and his hand on my arm was hauling me back. 


‘Sorry!’ I said automatically. I tried to shake off his hand
but his grip was tight. Almost painfully tight.


‘Are you dizzy?’ he asked seriously.


‘No!’ 


He let go of me, but his scowl said he didn’t believe me. He
was right not to. Stupid schnapps. 


‘I’ll walk you back,’ he said.


I opened my mouth to argue, then figured there was no point.
As we headed up the beach I focused on the house ahead, but with every step I
was hyper-aware of him next to me. We said nothing. I was working up to asking
him about Sienna. That was why I was here, at the party, after all. He had
known her; he’d told me that in the graveyard. But before I could work out
where to start we were on the decking at Si’s house, back in the thick of the
party, and the boy was staring into the house and then telling me, abruptly,
that he needed to leave.


‘Now?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Something’s come up.’


‘Between the campfire and the house?’ 


He must have caught the sarcasm in my tone, but his answer
was earnest: ‘Yes.’


‘I see,’ I said, though I didn’t. 


‘Scarlett…’ he began, but I cut him off.


‘You say my name, but I don’t even know yours.’


He looked surprised, like I ought to know it. ‘Jude,’ he
said. ‘My name is Jude.’


‘Hey, Jude,’ I said. ‘Oh!’


He reached over and touched a finger lightly to my lips.
‘Please,’ he said. ‘Don’t do the song. I hate it when people do the song.’


I was saved from replying that I had no intention of singing
by a commotion behind. Raised voices were audible in the kitchen, and then a
shadow fell across us from the doorway into the house. I turned to look,
conscious of Jude’s hand dropping away from my face as I did so, to see a giant
on the threshold, a giant with tousled hair and flushed cheeks and flashing
blue eyes.


It was Luke.


And he was mad as hell.









15: CINDERELLA, INTERRUPTED


 


There was a long, pregnant silence as Luke looked slowly
from me to Jude. The thunderous look that had been on his face slipped into one
of confusion. 


‘Scarlett? What are you doing here?’ 


‘Hi, Luke,’ I said. ‘I didn’t realise you were coming. I’m
here with a friend.’


Luke’s eyes snapped to Jude, and his expression tightened.
All at once, I realised how this must look to him.


‘A girlfriend,’ I emphasised. ‘This is, um, Jude. Do
you two know each other?’


‘We do,’ said Luke in an expressionless tone.


‘Hi, Luke,’ said Jude quietly.


They faced off against each other.


‘So, Luke – what’s up?’ I asked. Man, this was awkward.


Luke broke eye contact with Jude to look at me, and as he
did so some of the tension in his rigid frame seemed to melt a little.


‘Here to catch an escapee,’ he said enigmatically. He
glanced at Jude again, then gave me a warm smile. ‘Could use a hand, actually,
if you’re willing.’


‘Sure,’ I said quickly. The prospect of Luke’s company was
pretty attractive after the intensity of the past few minutes with Jude. 


Luke slipped his hand into mine. I blinked up at him,
surprised by the intimacy of the gesture, but he was already guiding me inside.
I opened my mouth to tell him I needed to pause a moment and put on my shoes –
I was still barefoot from the walk on the beach, my sandals hanging loosely
from my hand – but then thought better of it. I was keen to step away from the
atmosphere that seemed to have sprung up out on the decking.


‘Bye then,’ I said lightly to Jude. 


‘Bye, Scarlett,’ said Jude, his tone anything but light.
‘I’ll see you around.’ 


I felt Luke stiffen, and then he was propelling me away.
Inside, we were hit by a wall of heat. The party was at fever pitch. Furniture
had been pushed back to create a dance floor on which a writhing mass of
couples danced and embraced. The volume was pushed up to maximum, and the room
smelt of beer and perfume and aftershave mixed with the salty tang of sweat.
After the cool, fresh calm of the beach, it was a bit of a shock to the system.


‘So what’s up?’ I shouted to Luke over the booming bass.


He shook his head and pointed at his ear and mouthed ‘Can’t
hear you’. I let him lead me through the living space. I was surprised to see
several people greet him as we worked our way through the scrum, and Luke
answer with nods and smiles and pats on the shoulder. I’d thought he was an
outsider from this group; that’s why I hadn’t expected to see him at the party.



Out in the hallway the volume was marginally less deafening
and I tried to query him, but he just shook his head and led me across the hall
to a door. Opening it, he pulled me inside and then dropped his handhold to
close the door behind us. The thickness of the oak made a colossal difference
to the noise level.


We were in a large home office, I saw, tastefully decorated
with white walls, a black desk and chair, and a vast cream leather sofa on the
far wall, facing the door. The sole colour in the room was provided by shelf
upon shelf of books.


Luke gestured to the sofa, and I took a seat. A dull
headache had sprung up, and I put a finger on each temple and massaged firmly.
Luke collapsed down next to me, lying back and rubbing a hand over his face. 


I wanted to ask him about the surfers, about Jude. But there
was a more pressing question for now.


‘So,’ I said. ‘Who’s escaped?’ I had a terrible thought. ‘Oh
crap. It’s not Chester, is it?’ 


He laughed. ‘Now that would be a nightmare. You’re
not quite dressed for a midnight dash around the village.’


I looked down and hurriedly adjusted my top. It was hardly
what he was used to seeing me in. 


He sat up and turned his body to mine, laying his arm along
the top of the sofa, tantalisingly close to the exposed skin on my back. ‘You
look… great,’ he said softly.


I met his gaze and managed a shy smile.


‘Thanks for yesterday,’ I said. ‘And sorry about my mum…’


‘You’ve nothing to apologise for. Your mum is grieving.
She’s bound to be emotional.’ 


I decided now wasn’t the time to explain that Mother was
always emotional.


‘We all have family… difficulties… from time to time,’ he
added. ‘Take my sister, for example, who’s executed an impressive disappearing
act this evening. Earlier, when I headed out to my six-to-midnight shift, she
was in her pyjamas on the sofa with flu, all, “Later, brov, I’ll just lie here
and feebly watch telly.” Then, when I managed to wrangle leaving the pub early
so I could check on her, what did I find? Pillows and a football and a wig in
her bed, that’s what. Damn football rolled off the bed when I touched it. Scared
the life out of me. I thought her head had fallen off!’


I couldn’t help but laugh, and a smile broke through the
gloom on his face.


‘So how did you know where to find her?’ I asked.


‘Didn’t take a genius to work it out. She’s sneaked out to
Si’s before. And she’s been on at me all week to let her come.’


Let her come. The words struck me as odd. Who was he
to be giving permission? 


He sighed. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I love her to bits, but
she’s always pushing it. She’s so headstrong and determined to make her mark.
Being a kid’s not enough for her – she’s hell-bent on growing up too fast. She
thinks she’s a woman, that she can handle herself.’ 


A mix of emotions ran through me – sympathy for Luke, who
was clearly worried for his sister; relief that he seemed unfazed by my own
family’s madness; appreciation for the fact that he’d shared something of his
family life with me; and a fizz of attraction running through my veins – for as
he talked, the vulnerability and concern on his face made me itch to reach out
and touch him.


Now, he was gesturing around him. ‘Just look at this place.
And she’s here. Where there’s drinking and dirty dancing and God knows what
else going on. And she’s just a kid.’ 


I thought of the younger teens I’d noticed out in the living
area when Cara and I had first arrived. Fifteen, I guessed, was the youngest
I’d seen. I thought back to me at fifteen, almost three years ago: gawky, geeky
and terribly naive. 


‘We’d better go find her,’ I said.


Luke nodded. ‘I searched the living room, and the kitchen
already. Didn’t get a good look outside. Or in the bedrooms… Oh God
don’t let me find her in a bedroom…’


He sank his head into his hands and I reached over and
patted him lightly on the shoulder. ‘Hey. It’ll be all right. Did you check the
summerhouse? There were a load of people in there playing Twister last I saw.’


He looked up, hopeful. ‘She likes being in charge of the
Twister spinner…’


‘Come on then. Let’s go.’


I reached down and began putting on my sandals, but I was
quickly in an almighty tangle with the straps. ‘Stupid shoes! Why do
women wear these things…’


Luke slid off the sofa and knelt at my feet. He placed a
hand over mine, which was wrestling with the leather, and stilled it. ‘Here,
let me.’


Holding my ankle delicately in one hand, he slid off the
sandal, gave it a shake to realign the straps, then slid it slowly back onto my
foot. The straps glided straight into position. Resting my foot on his lap, he
fastened the buckle with a surgeon’s precision. His skin against mine was warm and
smooth. 


I swallowed and managed a husky thank you.


He smiled and picked up the second sandal and set to work.


Drawing breath was becoming an effort, and I was starting to
think I might just pass out if he didn’t let go of my foot soon, but then I
didn’t want him to let go, I wanted him to come closer, closer. 


He looked up at me then. His pupils were huge and he was
biting his bottom lip. Slowly, he rose on his knees until his face was level
with mine, and began to lean in… 


‘… maybe in here? I’ve looked everywhere else.
Helllooooooooo…’


The door was banged open to reveal two figures standing in
the doorway: Lovely Kyle and Cara.


Cara took in me on the sofa and the dark-haired boy kneeling
before me and quickly backtracked. ‘Ooops, sorry, don’t let me interrupt,’ she
gasped, wide-eyed.


Luke turned quickly as the door edged shut. ‘Cara?’ he said.


The door opened again, just a crack, and Cara’s head
appeared. Then, swiftly, it vanished and the door began to close again.


‘Oh no you don’t!’ roared Luke, and in a flash he was on his
feet and striding to the door. He flung it open. Cara and Lovely Kyle stood
frozen in the doorway.


What the hell? I’d barely got to my feet when Luke
commanded ‘In!’ and, to my surprise, Cara shuffled into the room, towing Kyle
in with her. 


Luke took a few steps back and said through gritted teeth,
‘Caroline Clara Cavendish, just what do you think you’re doing?’


‘Don’t you “Caroline Clara Cavendish” me, or I’ll “Luke
Cameron Cavendish” you…’


They squared off against each other, blue eyes flashing,
cheeks flushing. In a split-second realisation dawned. How had I missed the
resemblance all this time?


‘This is not about me, Cara, this is about you!’ Luke was
saying. ‘Sneaking out, coming here alone, meeting some…’ His eyes snapped to
Lovely Kyle, who was standing tall at Cara’s side. ‘You – who are you?’


‘Actually, I didn’t come here alone,’ snapped Cara
defiantly. ‘I came with Scarlett.’


That took the wind right out of Luke’s sails. He looked
around to see me sink back onto the sofa wearily. ‘I don’t understand. Scarlett
brought you?’


I was beyond words and simply stared at him as my aching
head worked furiously to sew together two until now entirely separate threads
from the past few weeks: Cara and Luke. 


Cara rolled her eyes and gave an exasperated sigh. ‘No, I
brought Scarlett. Honestly, Luke, get with it. I told you about her, remember?
My new friend. The one I’ve been out with while you’re at work.’


Luke’s jaw dropped. ‘It’s Scarlett you’ve been
seeing? But I thought you said it was Kylie’s house you were at.’


Cara reached over and gave her brother a light punch on the
arm. ‘No, dummy. That’s Kyle. I told you about Scarlett – remember, when
you were on the treadmill doing that ten-k?’


‘Cara, you plank. I run in headphones – headphones.’


Luke scraped a hand through his hair and looked at me again.
He looked confused, conflicted and something else – apologetic, I thought. I
had to feel sorry for him.


I was opening my mouth to suggest we all sit down and chill
a little when Cara connected some more dots.


‘Hang on.’ She looked from her brother to me. ‘What did I
just walk in on? Luke, you dog! So that’s why you didn’t want me to
come. Little sis cramp your style? If you think you can just come to a party
and hook up with some random girl and then swan off you’ve a –’


‘Cara! That’s enough!’ Luke looked mortified. ‘I came to
find you having discovered a fake you with a DETACHABLE HEAD in your
bed! And I wasn’t hooking up. And Scarlett isn’t some random girl. She’s the
girl I’ve been teaching to surf. As you well know!’


Now it was Cara’s turn to look bemused. ‘Know what? Jeez,
Luke, you mentioned teaching some out-of-town girl to surf once – weeks ago.
How was I meant to know that was Scarlett!’


‘Because I told you her name!’ hissed Luke.


‘Really? Wow, I must’ve missed that. But if you will insist
on talking while I’m watching The Originals…’


Luke looked at the ceiling. ‘Give me strength!’


I slumped back onto the sofa, rubbing my temples and
wondering how a simple evening out had descended into some kind of mind-bending
he-said-she-said-but-nobody-listened unravelling.


Finally, Kyle decided to take charge. ‘Look, it seems pretty
clear to me. Scarlett is your friend, Cara, and your friend, Luke. Ergo –
everyone’s friends. So can we take things down a notch? We’re all cool.’


Luke peered at Kyle. ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m Kyle.’


‘Kyle?’


‘Cara’s boyfriend.’ 


‘Boyfriend!’


With that, Cara let out a ‘God you are SO embarrassing’
screech, spun on her heel and flounced from the room.


‘Don’t you dramatic-exit me, Cara! You get back here RIGHT
NOW!’


I lay my pounding head back on the sofa. What I wouldn’t
give for a super-strength painkiller tablet. Perhaps if I just closed my eyes
and wished, I’d find myself back… 


*


‘… home.’


Reluctantly, I prised open one eye a crack. Murky darkness
greeted me, and my first instinct was to panic, but then I picked out the white
stone frontage of my grandparents’ cottage, illuminated by headlights. I was in
a van, I realised – Luke’s van – curled up against the passenger door window. 


‘Scarlett,’ repeated Luke. ‘You’re home.’


I remembered finding Cara and then trying, but failing, to
convince Luke that a taxi home would do just fine. I remembered getting into
the van. I remembered Luke and Cara picking up where they’d left off in their
sibling squabble. I remembered feeling terribly heavy, and Cara’s shoulder
looking mighty inviting. I must have fallen asleep – how embarrassing. 


I shot upright, and as I did so something slid down, off my
shoulders, and pooled in my lap. Luke’s jacket.


‘You conked out,’ Luke was explaining. ‘I dropped Cara off
first, since it was kind of on the way. Listen, are you okay? I’m sorry about
all that. I had no idea… I mean, I didn’t intend you to get stuck in the thick
of that.’


I turned to look at him. Even in the semi-darkness, the
concern on his face was evident.


‘It’s okay, Luke,’ I said. 


He shook his head. ‘It’s not, though. I do try to keep a
level head, but she winds me up so much, you know? And we’ve never been that
great at communication. And now I find she’s seeing this Kyle…’


‘He seems nice,’ I said.


‘Hmph,’ was Luke’s response.


I rubbed my temples. ‘I’d better call it a night. Thanks for
the lift.’ 


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Me too. I’ve got peace talks with a
wayward sister to negotiate in the morning.’


A shimmer of tears blinded me, but through the blur I caught
the beginning of movement as Luke leaned towards me, and I quickly opened the
door and hopped out. 


‘Scarlett?’


‘’Night, Luke,’ I said in as bright a tone as I could
muster. 


‘Scarlett, are you upset with me?’


‘See you Monday on the beach.’ 


‘Scarlett…’


I slammed the door and headed to the house. Seconds seemed
like minutes as I extracted the house key from my pocket and fumbled the door
open, conscious that Luke must be watching. Finally, I was pushing open the
door and stumbling in and closing it behind me.


I waited. Nothing for several moments, then the van’s engine
revved and I heard the crunch of tyres on gravel. I listening to the hum of the
van recede. When the only sound I could hear was the whimper of the wind and
the hoot of an owl, I finally released the breath I’d been holding and slid
down to the floor. I leaned my head back against the solid comfort of the
hardwood door and closed my eyes.


Upset? Of course I was. I was a melting pot of feelings. 


Disappointment, hurt – because I had thought Luke liked me,
but how could he when I was the same age as his sister whom he patently thought
was just a kid, too young for love? 


Fascination, wariness, confusion – because of everything
that other boy, Jude, had said, and everything he hadn’t.


And beneath all the layers of emotion, a wrenching,
consuming one: grief. Because I too had once had a sister I loved enough to
bicker with. But as always, she had got the last word and executed the perfect
dramatic exit: head up, shoulders back, chest out, take no prisoners.









16: THE IN


 


The next morning when I awoke I was surprised to see that it
was just six thirty a.m. I had got into the habit of sleeping until at least
eight – later when I could get away with it – as a means of combating the
fatigue that stalked me; and given that it had been gone one in the morning by
the time I crawled into bed last night, I’d anticipated surfacing at lunchtime
at the earliest. I squeezed my eyes shut against the pale light filtering
through the thin cotton curtains at the window, and tried to slip back into the
dream I’d been having – something about my grandmother and a plate of chocolate
chip cookies and a children’s lullaby and a blinding light. But after a few minutes
I had to concede defeat. Shattered though I was, sleep was elusive.


I pulled on a robe over my pyjamas and dragged myself
downstairs. The red sandals lay where I’d discarded them the night before,
strewn on the floor, and the splash of colour in the shadowy hallway seemed
garish and loud. I pushed them to one side with my bare foot, grabbed the post
off the doormat and padded into the kitchen. On automatic pilot I popped a
couple of painkillers and then poured hot water on instant coffee granules and
burned some toast. Usually, I would sit at the kitchen table to eat, but today
fresh air beckoned, and I unlatched the back door and stepped out.


The garden was south-facing, and at this time of day the
cottage cast a wide shadow that encompassed the terrace, so I dragged a chair
across the lawn to a patch of sunlight and stretched out my dew-drenched feet
to dry. The combination of super-strength coffee, a good dose of carbohydrate
and a blast of the great outdoors soon took effect, and my thoughts began to come
into focus. At the forefront of them was the row last night.


I had been unfair to Luke, I realised. His overprotective
attitude to his sister wasn’t a reason to be down on the guy. It was obvious
that he was just trying to be a good big brother. What was it Cara said the day
of the Chester chase? Try finding someone to see the latest paranormal
romance movie with. I ended up seeing The Bewitching Hour with my brother – my
brother! I had to smile. Poor Luke; I bet he’d cringed his way through
that. Mind you, judging by the intense look in his eyes last night as he’d
slipped on my shoes, Luke wasn’t so far from being a romantic himself.


Would he have kissed me? I wondered. What would it have felt
like? I closed my eyes and pictured it – him leaning in, eyes locked on mine,
his hand reaching out to cup the back of my head, his dark lashes drifting down
to shutter his eyes, and then his lips brushing mine, fleetingly at first, and
then more firmly, until…


My eyes flew open. Good grief, girl, get a grip! 


So I liked him, that much was evident. Had I ruined things
last night by shutting him out at the end? I hoped not. Would he call me?
Should I call him? 


I sighed through my last mouthful of toast. Life had been a
lot simpler before boys surfaced on the radar. Yes, boys plural. Because it
wasn’t just blue eyes lodged in my mind, but smoky grey ones too. At least I
knew what it was I felt for Luke. But Jude… he made me nervous. He’d been
nothing but friendly to me, yet I struggled to be around him. Digging deep, I
could admit that there was a level of attraction there – he was like something
off a Parisian catwalk; what was there not to admire? And given that I was also
attracted to Luke, the duplicity made me feel guilty. But it was Luke who made
me melt inside when he smiled at me, whose touch made my stomach fizz; it was
Luke I’d wanted to kiss last night. With Jude, it was something else –
something I couldn’t define. Something so intense I wanted to run from it, from
him. But then last night it hadn’t only been me running, I realised, as I
remembered his lame ‘Something’s come up’ excuse. Would we talk again? Somehow,
it seemed inevitable.


I drained the last dregs of coffee and swapped the mug for
the letters I’d brought out with me. The cottage on the cliff was the Twycombe
postman’s first stop each morning; ideal if you wanted a gas bill at
six-something a.m.; less ideal if you wanted a lie-in given the noisy exhaust
on his van. I flicked through the stack – a council tax bill addressed to
Mother; a marketing mailshot advertising bacon-flavoured porridge; a letter
addressed to my grandfather asking for donations to an animal charity; and,
finally, a fat envelope with my name on the front and a logo I recognised at
once: University College London. I slid open the flap and peered inside – maps,
pamphlets, information sheets and a letter headed ‘The schedule for Freshers’
Week next month’. Next month? I realised with a jolt today we were into August;
I was indeed due to leave the cove next month. 


I should have pulled out all the contents and got stuck in.
After all, this was what I wanted, university. Wasn’t it? I’d certainly thought
so, enough to spend countless hours studying to secure the grades. And when
Sienna had suggested a flat-share, I’d been excited at the idea of us being
together, proper sisters again. Though I’d always hated big cities – all those
people! – I’d caved easily when she told me to apply to a London university.
‘The fun we’ll have, sis!’ she’d declared. I told myself it would be
fun, if I shook off being so… well, me. It would be a turning point, I decided.
A mouse would be trampled to death in the city – I’d be forced to find my
voice.


The shine of the plan had dulled a little before Sienna’s
disappearance, when Mother had let slip that it wasn’t in fact Sienna’s idea
that we room up in London together. Father had made it a condition of putting
Sienna through drama school in the city; he expected me to keep his wayward
daughter on the straight and narrow. Angry, I called Sienna and told her I was
looking into a place in the university’s halls of residence. But she was so
persuasive, my sister, and by the end of the call she had me almost
convinced that she’d missed me terribly over all these years at separate
schools, and she couldn’t wait to live with me. 


Then she was gone, just a name on an email header. And then
she was really gone. The flat in Chelsea that Father had bought for us stood
empty, waiting, and the assumption was that I would move in come the autumn and
start term, as if nothing had changed, as if life just went on without her.
Father’s assumption. Mother’s assumption. And mine, until recently. 


I’d come to Twycombe for just a couple of months, to get
close to Sienna, to try to understand, to find closure so that I could move on.
But I’d begun to see that I felt different here. Calm. Light. Liberated. More
myself, somehow. It was going to be hard to give that up.


From this spot, on the cove side of the garden, I had an
excellent view of Twycombe Bay. The tide was in, and the waters were a deep
blue with swells big enough to have attracted a handful of wave worshippers. At
this distance, the surfers were no more than black splodges dancing on the
blue. All at once, I felt a pang to be out there with them – to make the most
of every moment I had in the cove.


I sat up straight. Could I? 


Until now, my only foray into the water alone had been my
disastrous first attempt at surfing. Though I’d logged many hours since then
and had become a fairly capable surfer, it had always been with Luke at my
side. But wasn’t the whole point of the surfing lessons to handle myself out
there? 


The idea of surfing without Luke was unsettling – with him
near me, I felt safe. But it was also a little appealing. I couldn’t rely on
Luke forever, and I liked the thought of being independent. More importantly,
it may help me to get closer to the other surfers, which I’d failed miserably
to do so far. At least one of the group knew more about my sister’s last days
than I did – if Katie was right then one of them had been seeing Sienna.
Perhaps the mystery guy was one of the surfers out there right now…


That settled it: without wasting a moment more on pondering,
I hurried into the house, changed into my wetsuit, grabbed my board and took
off for the cliff path.


*


Twenty minutes later, out on the water, I was suffering from
a serious case of perma-grin. The sun on my face, the wind through my hair, the
bracing water, the rush of catching a wave and riding it – I was awake, I was alive.
The experts had it all wrong: forget bran flakes, forget herbal tea, forget
meditation, forget yoga stretches; this was how to start a day. 


I was surfing alone, to the side of the cove where Luke and
I spent the early evenings, keeping a respectful distance from the five other
surfers out on the water. But after a while I heard someone call my name, and I
turned to see one of them – a guy – beckoning to me. I paddled over, and as I
got closer I recognised Geoff, the carpenter guy from the kitchen the night
before.


‘Hey!’ he said warmly. ‘We don’t bite, you know.’ 


‘I know,’ I said. ‘I didn’t want to intrude.’


‘Don’t be daft.’ 


Geoff turned to the other surfers sitting on their boards
nearby and jesting with each other as they waited for the next good wave. I
recognised them as being part of the tipsy football match the night before.
They were brilliant surfers, every one, and intimidating for their daring on
the waves. 


‘Hey, you lot,’ said Geoff. ‘Meet Scarlett.’


Four sets of eyes swung round to stare at me.


I swallowed nervously and managed a wobbly smile and a ‘Hi’.


‘You remember Scarlett? Friend of Luke. And Jude.’


I blinked at Geoff – he’d been on the ball last night, then,
to see me with both guys.


The Luke/Jude association seemed to satisfy the other
surfers, and their nods and ‘Heys’ were easy and warm.


‘Scarlett, this is Liam, Andy, Duvali and Big Ben,’ said
Geoff, pointing to each surfer in turn.


Liam was a skinny, freckled guy with a gap-toothed grin;
Andy was memorable chiefly for the astonishingly vast mop of ginger curls springing
out from his head at all angles; Duvali was an olive-skinned hunk with hawkish
eyes; and Big Ben was blond and brawny and, well, big.


‘Nice to meet you,’ I said and groaned inwardly. Could I
sound any more rod-up-the-backside polite and ladylike? I scouted about for
something – anything – to say that would ingratiate me. ‘Who won?’ I attempted.
‘The football?’


It was music to their ears. Duvali launched into a ‘We were
robbed!’ tirade about a sozzled ref and a midfielder moving a rock goalpost,
with the other guys pitching in here and there with ‘Offside, he was’ and
‘Goalie ducked the penalty; I saw it’. I tried to keep up, but frankly much of
the terminology sounded like a foreign language to me. Still, by the end of the
story the guys were bobbing right near to me and an amicable atmosphere had
sprung up.


Then Geoff let out a yell and pointed toward the horizon,
and we all spun around to see a beauty of a wave heading our way. Chitchat
abandoned, we fell stomach to board and began paddling furiously into a space.
When the wave surged up behind we launched to our feet and took the wave in a
line, and for a serene second we glided together, arms outstretched, the
perfect choreographed surf.


I was the first to fall, of course. Quickly. I kicked
upwards, feeling the reassuring tug of the leash around my ankle confirming my
board was somewhere close by. My head broke the surface just in time to see
Geoff crash down to my left. I craned my neck, looking for the others, and
spotted them a way across the water – still on their feet, coasting on the last
of the wave as it broke.


‘Not bad,’ Geoff called to me. ‘That’s me done. Got a
kitchen to fit over Plympton way. You staying out?’


I was tempted, but my limbs were heavy and my head was
buzzing and I knew I’d be pushing my luck. I shook my head. ‘Nah, I’m done.’


We’d drifted in to where the natural shelf of the ocean
floor brought the depth up to standing level, and so we could wade back to the
beach. Geoff headed to his kit where he’d dumped it by the west-side rocks, and
I sat down, taking my time rubbing the sand off my feet before shoving them
into my trainers so that I could rest a little before the walk home. Geoff
settled down beside me. I caught my breath – he was keen to chat, it seemed.


‘Did you have fun last night?’ he asked as he worked on
stuffing his wetsuit into a plastic bag. He’d executed an impressively quick
change from neoprene to denim, I realised. 


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Si’s a great host.’


‘He is. He’s real generous, you know – booze on tap. And such
a laugh. A top bloke.’


And handsome and gregarious and spilling over with
confidence – he was describing Sienna’s ideal type, I realised. I leaned
forward. ‘He seems well liked by everyone…’


‘It’s the parties, I guess. Si attracts quite a flock.’


I thought about Sienna, about the fact it had been a Si
party she’d exited right before walking into the sea for a suicidal surf. ‘And
girls?’ I asked, then blushed. I sounded like a girl with a crush. ‘I mean,
he’s so well tailored, I wondered whether he was… gay?’


Geoff threw his head back and laughed. ‘Not likely! Oh no,
Si loves the ladies.’


Did he now.


‘And surfing. He’s usually out here with us in the mornings.
Must be sleeping it off today.’


‘His house is amazing…’


‘Yeah. It’s a Ryan Cavendish design, you know.’


‘Cavendish?’ 


‘Your surf teacher, Luke. Didn’t you know his dad was an
architect?’


The word hit me hard. Was? I opened my mouth to ask
what had happened to him, then realised, to my horror, that I already knew.
Cara had told me her parents had died in the accident that had mangled her
legs. Oh, Luke, I thought. 


Geoff was watching me closely. ‘You two together?’ he asked
in a tone that was trying too hard to be casual.


I looked him in the eye and smiled gently. ‘No. But…’


‘You’re hoping for it.’ Geoff grinned. ‘No worries. You
can’t blame a bloke for asking. Luke’s a lucky guy. But I saw you with Jude
last night too – on the beach here. What’s his deal?’


‘What do you mean? I don’t know him, really. I’ve just
bumped into him once or twice.’


‘I see.’ Geoff quietened for a moment, and by the furrow in
his brow I got the sense there was something he wanted to say.


‘Do you know Jude well?’ I asked.


He shook his head. ‘He turns up every so often and joins the
surf. Comes to parties too, occasionally.’


Interesting, I thought. I’d had the impression that Jude was
the centre of the surfing fraternity – perhaps because his was such a
compelling presence in a group of people. So he was on the periphery. And yet
Sienna had known Jude; he’d admitted as much. I wondered, was he the
guy? I was searching for some way to ask when Geoff blew that idea out of the
water.


‘Kind of quiet, really. Answers questions but doesn’t ask
them, you know?’


Not remotely Sienna’s type.


‘Well, unless there’s a crisis, I guess,’ he added. ‘You
know, with the Elaine business last night.’


‘Elaine?’


‘You didn’t hear?’


Geoff launched into an account of a little drama that had
taken place towards the end of the party. Apparently, some girl called Elaine
had flown off the bucking bronco in the front garden and crashed into a giant
stone statue. She wasn’t exactly sober, and got pretty hysterical about having
broken a rib. There was talk of getting an ambulance, but then Jude appeared on
the scene – presumably he was on his way out after we talked – and ‘had a quiet
word’, as Geoff described it.


‘And that was it,’ he finished. ‘Elaine was up and
laughing.’


‘So she wasn’t hurt?’


‘Na. She got right back on the bull. She’s bloody fearless,
that girl. They all are. And desperate to prove it. You know?’


I nodded, but I didn’t. Did ‘they’ include Sienna? What
risks had she taken with these surfers? That night she went into the sea – it
was so wild, so dark, it was assumed that she’d meant to die. But what if that
wasn’t the motivation? What if she’d been trying to impress? To be the most
fearless? What if she was just really, really stupid, not suicidal at
all?


My heart lurched at the idea. I wanted it to be true. But
how could I know? There were so many gaps in my understanding. I needed to ask
these surfers questions, and plenty of them. I could hardly start grilling them
while we surfed, though. I needed a decent stretch of time with them in which
they would be relaxed and happy to chat. 


It was like Geoff had a hotline to my thoughts:


‘Speaking of parties,’ he said, ‘there’s one coming up you
don’t want to miss – two weeks today. Si knows the guy who owns Drake’s Island.
You know, the island in the Plymouth Sound? Anyway, we’re all heading out there
for a campout. You should come. It’s gonna be epic.’


Result! ‘Thanks,’ I said quickly. ‘Sounds good.’


‘Great! Until then, come out with us again on the water.
There are usually at least a few of us out here most mornings, and evenings –
as you know.’


I thought of Luke; he would disapprove, I knew, if I told him
I wanted to join the others. Reckless, he’d called them. Cocky. I’d accepted he
didn’t like their surfing style; had accepted he was aloof. But then, last
night at the party, he’d seemed a familiar face – and a popular one. Which made
me wonder why he was keeping me away from the other surfers. How far did the
protective streak in him stretch? What exactly was he shielding me from? There
was only one way to find out. 


I gave Geoff my sunniest smile. ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ll see
you around then.’









17: CHEZ CAVENDISH


 


Hey, you. You’ve been awful quiet. Come for lunch chez
Cavendish today? Will give me a chance to introduce you to my brother – been
meaning to do that for a while. Joke! Delicious humble pie on the menu courtesy
of Chef Luke. We’ll make it up to you for all the AWKWARD. Plus need your body
(!) for dress fitting. x


Thank heaven for straight-to-the-issue, no-messing Cara and
her ability to tame the elephant in the room. I’d been back from the beach for
no more than an hour when her text arrived, and while my body cried, ‘No!
Collapse on the sofa,’ my heart sang, ‘Yes!’ There was no way I was going to
pass up a chance to see Luke again. Well, and Cara. I texted back quickly and
accepted the invitation, and then headed upstairs to shower and change.


Come midday I was pulling into the drive of quite possibly
the most striking house I had ever seen. It wasn’t huge; it wasn’t grand – but
the design was stunning, like some kind of modern art museum. Flat-roofed, it
was a conjunction of square shapes of differing sizes; all pale-pink walls and
grey metal framing. But what drew the attention most was the windows – vast and
spanning whole walls in places, so that the frontage of the house was like an
ever-changing canvas reflecting the heavens above the bay. The use of glass and
the symmetry of the architecture reminded me of Si’s house; these must be the
signature elements of a Cavendish design. 


I sat for a moment, taking in the sight, then climbed out of
the car. Wide stone steps led the way to the front door, but I’d barely cleared
the first one when the door flew open and a beaming Cara appeared on the
threshold. ‘You came!’ she declared in delight. 


I gave her an odd look. ‘Well, yes, I said I would. And
you’ve just been on the hands-free giving me directions…’


‘And you found us!’


‘Yes, clearly.’


But nothing was going to dent Cara’s euphoria. As I reached
the doorway she pulled me into a tight hug and whispered in my ear, ‘Thanks for
last night.’


I hugged her back, surprised, then whispered back, ‘No need
to thank me. I didn’t do anything.’


She let me go, looked furtively over her shoulder and then
grabbed my hand to pull me inside. I barely had time to register a vast hallway
filled with the mouth-watering aroma of roasting meat before I was thrust into
a room. It was large and light, with a bookcase crammed with novels, a futon on
the back wall and a treadmill lined up to face out of the floor-to-ceiling
window which gave a sweeping view of the cove. 


Cara closed the door behind her and led me to perch on the
futon. Her grin was infectious, and I found the corners of my mouth twitching,
though I had no clue what we were meant to be so happy about.


‘You clever, clever thing, you,’ she said. ‘Luke! You’ve
bewitched him, I think. I woke up this morning furious with him, of course, and
all ready for round two. But nada! Niet! Rien! He’s had a think, he
says, and decided he can’t wrap me up in cotton wool forever. So long as I
promise to do a heap of boring stuff like let him know where I’m going when I’m
out and be back before midnight and all that blah, blah, blah, he says he won’t
give me grief. I can see Kyle!’


Now I was really smiling – for Cara, of course, but also
because this apparent melting of Luke’s prickly protectiveness gave me hope
that he may be prepared to see me as an equal rather than some kid.


‘So I called Kyle first thing – and get this: we’re going
out tonight. Proper date! Pictures at five – we’re seeing that new vampire
film; he loves vamps – and then tea out in town.’


‘Cara, that’s great.’ 


‘Isn’t it? Now come on! I’ll give you the tour of
downstairs.’


Apparently, our confidential chat was over, for with that
she pulled me to the door, flung it open, towed me out into the hallway and
proceeded to lead me around the ground floor.


‘That was the guest-room-stroke-gym. This is the living
room. Dining room here…’


In each room wooden floors and white-washed walls were
offset by bold artworks and sturdy oak furniture that created a powerful and
dynamic statement; but diluting the effect was the smattering of magazines,
books, clothing and ceramic mugs scattered all around. The overall look was an
appealing blend of modern design and homely Cavendish clutter.


‘… and finally, the kitchen.’


There was only one feature of this room that drew my eyes:
Luke, standing at the stove and stirring a pan. He paused as we entered and his
face broke into a hesitant smile.


‘Morning,’ he said. 


‘Hi,’ I said.


The question in his eyes was evident: Are we okay? I
widened my smile, and his shoulders relaxed.


‘Sit!’ commanded Cara, gesturing to a large wooden table in
the middle of the room.


I did as I was told, sliding onto the bench on the side
facing Luke, and Cara took a seat opposite me. Luke turned back to his
simmering pan, and I took a moment to check out my surroundings. The design
here was perfectly aligned with that in other areas of the house, with striking
glossy-red wall units and jet-black counters and appliances. Most of the back
wall comprised bi-folding doors which had been flung open, and the effect was a
blending of indoor and outdoor so that the landscaped garden felt part of the
room.


‘This place is amazing,’ I said.


‘Thanks,’ said Cara. ‘Dad designed it. Mum did the interior
and the garden. The rows they had over the tiny details – you remember, Luke?’


He turned and smiled in agreement; a sad smile.


Cara launched into a long explanation of the largely
compatible but sometimes contradictory design schools to which her parents had
subscribed. I tried to focus, but the sight of Luke moving about across the room,
stirring a pan here, reaching for a plate there, was mesmerising.


His ‘Grub’s up!’ announcement snapped me back to the moment.
Across the table, Cara was grinning at me again, an eyebrow raised.


The plate Luke put down in front of me was loaded with herb-crusted
roast chicken, miniature potatoes stuffed with some kind of gooey cheese, and a
medley of colourful vegetables fanned out in perfect symmetry. It looked more
like art than food and it smelled divine.


‘Wow!’ 


‘Wow indeed,’ said Cara, mouth already full. ‘Luke’s cooking’s
legendary.’


Sitting down beside me with his plate, he looked shy,
almost, as he said, ‘Just eat what you like. I always make too much.’


I took a mouthful. My taste buds fainted. ‘This,’ I said,
‘is the best food I’ve eaten in weeks.’


‘What do you cook for yourself?’ Luke asked.


‘Cook?’


‘You know, that thing you do in a kitchen that turns raw
ingredients into a meal?’


‘Er, I don’t know that cook quite describes what I do
in a kitchen. But I’m great at cheese sandwiches.’


Cara snorted. ‘So when you say this is the best food you’ve
had in weeks, it’s not exactly high praise of Luke’s culinary skill!’


‘Hey,’ I said, ‘I’ll have you know my cheese sarnies are
pretty hard to beat. But this roast does. Just about.’


‘If your sandwiches are that good, I’d like to try one
sometime,’ said Luke. His tone was joking, but his eyes were serious – was he
testing the water about us spending time together away from the beach? 


‘For you, I may even break out the stinky cheese,’ I said
coyly.


He grinned.


I grinned.


‘Great.’


‘Great.’


We made short work of the meal, and as we ate we chatted
easily together – all tension from the night before forgotten. Cara filled us
in on her latest eBay project: a line of customised t-shirts featuring vintage
lace. Luke related his latest man-and-van adventure transporting a flirty
parrot, and made me laugh so hard I nearly choked on a carrot. I commented on
the vast art print on the kitchen wall, yellow with a puff of blue and strong
black lines and dots; I was sure I recognised it from somewhere. It was a Miró,
Luke explained; ‘The Gold of the Azure’. I remembered it now – I’d seen it
during a city break to Barcelona with Mother and Father and Sienna a couple of
years ago, at the Joan Miró Foundation. I asked whether they had seen the
original there, but Luke shook his head and Cara added, ‘For the past few years
we haven’t been further than Cornwall.’


After lunch, Cara pressed me to head upstairs to her room. I
told her I’d meet her up there after helping Luke to wash up. Cara melted away
and, ignoring Luke’s protests, I grabbed a cloth and got stuck into the dishes.
It took to the very last saucepan for Luke to ask the question I was hoping to
hear:


‘So…’ He looked up from the plate he was wiping with a
dishtowel and met my expectant gaze. ‘I was wondering… would you like to go out
sometime? I mean, on a… er… Well, just me and you.’


‘I’d like that,’ I said softly.


He grinned.


I grinned.


‘Great.’


‘Great.’


‘Shall we sort the plan in the week?’


‘Sure. I’ll see you tomorrow for a lesson?’


Luke’s brows pulled together. ‘I was thinking maybe we’re
beyond lessons now. It doesn’t feel right, somehow – you can hold your own out
there. But I still want to surf with you.’


I thought for a moment. ‘Great.’


‘Great.’


He grinned.


I grinned.


Realising that someone needed to put a stop to the
grinning/great loop we were in, I changed the subject:


‘Can you give me a hand? I’ve got some stuff for Cara in the
boot of my car.’


Luke was only too happy to help – a good job too, because
I’d struggled enough pulling the two large trunks down the stairs and into my
car at the cottage; getting them upstairs was a feat too far.


‘What’s in them?’ Luke asked as he hefted the second trunk
into the hallway.


‘Clothes for Cara. I found them in the attic at the cottage.
I meant to tell her about them yesterday…’


The attic had been the last part of the house to explore for
some vestige of Sienna’s stay, but I couldn’t find the key anywhere, so earlier
this week I’d had no choice but to call Mother – unwittingly precipitating a
total meltdown for my out-of-the-blue call. Once I’d assured her a good dozen
times that I was fine, she finally calmed down enough to tell me the location
of the key. Subsequently, I’d spent an afternoon rummaging about among the
accumulated clutter from my grandparents’ long occupancy of the cottage.
Eventually, I’d had to concede defeat – if Sienna had left anything up there,
she’d buried it deep. I did, however, find two large trunks full of old clothes
that looked well passed their fashion deadline; Nanna’s from her courting days,
I assumed. Some of the fabrics were unusual, and it crossed my mind that Cara
may like to look through and salvage anything that was usable for her business.


‘If these are full of clothes, Cara’ll be a pig in mud going
through them,’ said Luke as he led the way up the stairs and into Cara’s room. 


This was clearly a creative’s domain – each surface was
strewn with fabrics of every colour and texture imaginable. A feather boa was
wrapped around the curtain rail. A stretch of shimmery green gauze was draped
across the wardrobe door. Strings of beads were looped around the bedstead.
Mismatching hooks had been screwed haphazardly into three walls and from these
hung garments of varying styles; some complete, some half-finished. Only the
back wall, above the bed, was fashion-free. There, framed black-and-white
prints were arranged artfully. 


‘Pig in mud’ turned out to be an apt metaphor given the
squeals emanating from Cara the moment she opened the first trunk.


‘Velvet! Silk!
Brocade! Challis! Charmeuse! Liquid lamé!’


Luke rolled his eyes. ‘Right, I’ll leave you girls to it.
I’ll take a plate down to Bert. See you later.’ He gave me a lingering smile
and then left the room, closing the door behind him.


Once Cara had come down from her vintage clothes high she
ordered me out of my jeans and t-shirt and into The Dress. As it slipped gently
over my head it felt silky against my skin, and I tried to get a glimpse of
myself in the full-length mirror across the room, but Cara tsked and turned the
mirror away, saying I would ‘ruin the big reveal’. She knelt at my feet and
started fiddling with the hemline.


‘So,’ she said through a mouthful of pins. ‘You and Luke.’


I looked down at her worriedly. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know
Luke was your brother. And, well…’


‘You like him.’


‘I do.’


She smiled up at me. ‘Then I’m happy for you. And Luke. It’s
about time he had some fun – he’s way too serious, working all hours to keep us
in this place.’ She gestured at the room around.


I felt a stab of shame. Of course, with their parents gone
Luke must be responsible for the house, and for Cara. That was a lot of weight
on his shoulders. 


My eyes strayed toward the photos on the wall. Each featured
the same four people – Cara and Luke at various ages, and a man with Luke’s
eyes and a woman with Cara’s smile.


‘How long has it been just the two of you?’ I asked. 


‘Since last summer. After the accident – after Mum and Dad –
Gramps and Grannie came to live here with us. But Gramps died last May – he had
a heart attack at his bowling club – and then Grannie went downhill fast. We
tried to keep her home with us, but she kept going off. It was terrifying – we
found her wandering around in the lanes once, and up on the cliff path another
time. So she went into the home, and since then it’s been just us.’


‘So Luke’s in charge?’


Cara snorted. ‘He likes to think so.’ Then she sighed and
added, ‘No, to be fair, he is. With our grandparents gone, social services got
involved. I could’ve ended up in a foster home or something. But Luke was
eighteen by then, and he did the paperwork to become my legal guardian. And to
keep us in this house he’s been juggling man-and-vanning and pub cooking.’


‘And teaching people to surf.’


‘Teaching you to surf.’


‘Just me? But he’s a qualified instructor.’


‘Is that what he told you? Interesting…’


‘Because?’


‘Because it’s a porkie pie. You’re the only one he’s ever
taught.’


‘Oh.’


‘Don’t be mad at him, Scarlett. Just think: he must have
really liked you from day one to have told that little white lie.’ 


‘You think he really likes me?’


‘I know he does.’


She grinned at me, and then went back to pinning the hem on
The Dress. I looked at the pictures on the wall again, of a young Luke, a Luke
with all the world at his feet. In one picture he and his mother were in the
kitchen downstairs, be-aproned and hard at work icing a cake.


‘So Luke wants his own restaurant someday,’ I said. ‘I’d eat
there – his food is divine.’


‘He told you that? Funny; I thought he’d given up on that
dream. Once, it was all he ever talked about. He was all set to go to Ashburton
Cookery School – do you know it?’ 


I shook my head. 


‘It’s a famous culinary school down the road from here on
Dartmoor. He’s wanted to be a chef since he was a little boy; he gets it from
Mum – she was an amazing cook. But after they died – he was sixteen then – it
became a struggle living here just on Gramps’ pension. Mum and Dad left some
money, but it soon got swallowed up. No money for Ashburton. So Luke quit
school and went straight out and got the job in the pub. He saved up, and once
he got his driving licence the next year, he bought the van and started
advertising for that too.’


Gone was Cara’s usual chirpy tone, replaced with a gravity
that made my heart ache for her. She paused in her pinning and looked up at me.
‘I’m doing my best to help too. With the eBay clothes. I wish I could do more.
It sucks that he’s stuck here at nineteen, fretting over his little sister,
instead of being out there living his life.’


‘I’m sure he doesn’t see it that way, Cara,’ I said gently.


‘No, he doesn’t. But he should.’ 


‘It won’t always be this way, though. Soon enough you’ll be
eighteen, and you’ll go off to fashion school or build your business, and Luke
will be free to make his own choices.’


She shrugged. ‘Maybe. But sometimes I wonder if he’ll ever
be the guy he would’ve been if the accident had never happened.’ 


‘I get that,’ I said quietly. ‘These things change you.’


There was a moment’s hush, and then Cara gave herself a
shake and continued in a brighter tone: ‘Anyway, enough of the doom and gloom.
You’re all pinned now, so slip it off and I’ll add it to my to-do pile.’


As Cara helped me out of The Dress, she chattered happily.


‘You’ll look amazing. It’s going to be the defining
customisation for me. Oo, it’ll be perfect for the website I want to launch – a
proper brand, you know, to sell independently of eBay. This dress could be the
Custom Cara signature piece. I could take a shot of you wearing it at the All
That Jazz soiree…’


‘Huh?’ 


‘The black-tie dinner at Si’s. His parents have one every
year to raise money for this local charity. It’s brilliant – dead swanky:
marquee out the back, jazz band, dance floor, waiters with canapés and
champers, sit-down five-course meal.’


It sounded like one of Mother’s fancy parties at
Hollythwaite for Father’s investment-banking clients – stiff and stuffy. I’d
spent the last seventeen years squeezing into uncomfortable formalwear and
being paraded around by my parents, who expected me to charm doddering old
fools and simpering women with more jewellery than sense. No way was I going to
do that here in my summer, on my terms.


‘Last year’s was immense,’ Cara was saying. ‘I went with
Luke.’


‘Oh. But I thought Luke hated the other surfers?’ 


Cara blinked in confusion. ‘Now where have you got that
idea? No, he’s tight with them – he’s known some of them for years and years.’


Interesting, I thought. But with Cara, there was never time
to process a thought before the conversation was racing on. 


‘Anyway, so the party’s on the thirtieth of August. It’s a
Saturday. You’re free then, right?’


The day before my birthday. I nodded reluctantly. ‘But Cara,
I’m not invited…’


‘Well, I am. And so’s Luke. And our invitations are for
plus-ones. Don’t worry.’ She grinned. ‘I’ve seen the look in Luke’s eyes when
you’re near him. You’ve got yourself a date for the night.’


‘Thanks, Cara, but formal events aren’t really my thing…’


‘Don’t be daft. Who doesn’t like a bit of luxury?’


‘But The Dress – I never intended…’


‘To wear it in public? Yes, I know. But since I’ve been
working so terribly hard on it, you’ll just have to, won’t you? You, Scarlett
Blake, will be Luke’s lady in red.’ Cara caught my cringe. ‘You may
scoff, but you just wait till you’re out on that dance floor with Luke, and
he’s gazing into your eyes, and you’re melting into his arms, and he’s crooning
to you, “The lady in reddddddddddd…”’


A well-aimed pillow put an end to Cara’s slaughtering of the
eighties’ love song. But even as she moved on to more pressing matters – what
to wear for her date with Kyle – I kept thinking about the picture she’d
conjured of Luke and I dancing together, and I found myself wondering whether
an All That Jazz party might just be tolerable if it involved a cheek-to-cheek
moment with Luke Cavendish.











18: DEATHLESS DEATH


 


It was late afternoon by the time I left Luke, preparing for
another evening shift at the pub, and Cara, waiting excitedly at the window for
the first glimpse of Kyle’s car. As I weaved my way back up the lanes to the
cottage, I pulled down the visor to shade my eyes from the lowering sun. The
lanes were deserted, and an afternoon with the Cavendishes had lightened my
heart, so I let go of all inhibition, singing along to the radio and letting
the breeze coming through the open windows carry my voice out to the silent,
towering hedgerows and the patchwork fields beyond. 


I was on the final approach to the cottage, halfway through
the chorus of Hozier’s ‘Take Me to Church’, when it happened.


The deer came out of nowhere, bursting through a break in a
hedge and streaking across the road in front of me. Time slowed. I slammed my
foot on the brakes and jerked the wheel but I was too close, too close. With a
sickening thud, car met deer. I stared in horror as the animal was thrown back
onto the road; squeezed down on the brake pedal with all my might; willed the
car to stop, stop, stop before running the deer right over. 


It slipped out of sight beyond the edge of the bonnet and in
a moment I’d yanked on the handbrake, punched the seatbelt release and thrown
open the door. I made to leap out, but as I did so my foot caught on the lip of
the door and I crashed down. My hands, coming up to break the fall, were too
sluggish, and my head struck the tarmac. I registered the pain for a
split-second, then was scrambling to the front of the car. 


The deer was lying with its back to me under the front
bumper, right against the front tyres – a pitiful heap of brown fur. Blackish
blood was pooling rapidly around its head, which looked wrong, misshapen. But
it was alive; I could hear its breaths, shallow and rasping.


Without thinking, I slid a hand under the deer’s torso and
began pulling it back from under the car. It was only a fawn, I thought,
judging by its size, but still it was a dead weight in my arms. I hauled it
clear of the car, laid it gently on its side and knelt beside it. The deer
shifted feebly on the hard surface of the road and then met my gaze. Its eyes
conveyed more than fear – an acceptance of the darkness that was closing in.


‘Oh no,’ I breathed. 


It was one thing soothing a dying animal whose injuries were
not my fault; this, this was terrible. I had killed it, the poor thing.


Instinctively, I had begun stroking the deer’s fur, from its
head down its neck and across its side, heedless of the sticky blood. The
animal was shaking badly, and now I flattened my hands on it and willed it to
be calm, to feel no pain.


There was something wrong with my vision. A blurring, a
distortion. I blinked away the tears in my eyes, but still, as I stared down at
my hands on the deer, they seemed out of focus and the light was strange. Like
a sunbeam under water. 


I closed my eyes, opened them again. 


Hands blurred. A watery blue.


Heartbeat pounding in my ears.


Cold. So cold.


The deer stilled.


The light mellowed. 


The deer came back into focus – dead. 


Colour caught my eye. I looked down at myself. Red on white.
Blood on shirt. My blood. I was bleeding.


Home, I needed to go home.             


I pushed back onto my heels and tried to stand, but the
world tipped sideways and I was falling and something hard came up to greet me
and then the sky was above me.


Phone. Jeans pocket.


Four touches: Unlock. Contacts. Luke. Call.


He answered after one ring. ‘Hey. Did you forget something?’


I tried to talk but my tongue was heavy in my mouth.


‘Scarlett?’


The blue above was blackening at the edges.


‘Scarlett?’


The black was sweeping in, like a wave on the beach, but
something was chasing ahead of it, circling, twirling, determined not to be
engulfed.


‘Scarlett, what’s going on? Are you there?’


The something came closer. Flying. A magpie.


‘Scarlett?’


I managed three words before the black claimed me: ‘I killed
it.’


*


‘Scarlett!’ 


A voice, loud and frantic.


‘Scarlett, open your eyes.’


A touch, soft, brushing across my cheek.


‘Scarlett, please… Can you hear me?’ 


I forced my eyes open. Blinked. Blue eyes crystallised. Wild
hair. A face lined with tension. Luke.


‘Scarlett? Thank God. How do you feel?’


I took a breath, swallowed.


‘My hands…’


Luke leaned closer. ‘Your hands are fine. Just bloody. You’ve
hurt your head. What happened?’


I stared at him for a moment, until it all flooded back.
‘The deer!’ I struggled to sit, but Luke put a firm hand on my shoulder and
held me down. 


‘Easy now. You hit a deer?’ 


‘I killed it.’


Luke looked up and around. ‘It’s not here,’ he said. ‘It
must have run off.’


‘But I killed it,’ I said. ‘I saw it die.’


‘It was probably just shocked. But how did you hurt your
head? No – don’t touch it.’


I’d got far enough to feel Luke’s hand pressing something –
fabric – to my brow bone.


‘I tripped,’ I said. ‘Getting out of the car.’


‘You hit it on the road? Jesus. Do you think you can sit
up?’


Luke slid an arm under my shoulders and helped me upright,
keeping the compress against my head. The world lurched, and I thought for a
moment I’d be sick. I closed my eyes and leaned back into him.


‘Are you okay? How do you feel?’


‘Bit ropey,’ I admitted.


‘We need to get you to the hospital.’


‘No.’ I opened my eyes and grabbed for his arm, but ended up
with a fistful of t-shirt. ‘No. No hospitals.’


‘Scarlett, your head is bleeding. I’ve just found you in the
road unconscious. You can barely sit. You need to see a doctor now.’


I shook my head and then gasped at the pain. ‘No, please. I
hate hospitals.’


‘Don’t we all. Now come on – can you walk, or shall I carry
you?’


*


A crimson-faced, screaming toddler with an egg-shaped lump
on her forehead. An old man staring vacantly into space and muttering about
tapioca and tea bags. A lady bent double and sobbing quietly. A man with his
hand wrapped in a red-soaked tea towel. A gang of blokes, raucous and
inebriated, ribbing their mate whose thumb was stuck in a bowling ball. Welcome
to Saturday teatime at the Accident and Emergency department.


‘When I said did you want to go out sometime,’ Luke murmured
in my ear, ‘I had in mind somewhere with a little more… atmosphere.’


We were sitting on hard plastic chairs lined up against the
wall in the soulless waiting room. Before us were three more rows of seats on
which sat people similarly unhappy to be here, all of us facing the one source
of distraction in the room: a flatscreen television tuned to You’ve Been
Framed. The triage nurse who’d assessed me had promised that we’d be seen
‘quickly’ (‘Within three hours,’ she’d added cheerily), but every moment in
this depressing room was a moment too long.


A man sitting in the row in front leaned forward and vomited
violently onto the floor. 


‘You see why I hate it here?’ I whispered to Luke.


Luke gave my hand a squeeze. ‘I know. This place freaks me
out too.’


I remembered, too late, that he must be familiar with this
hospital – he’d have been here with Cara and his parents, after the accident.


‘Oh crap. I’m sorry. This place must…’


‘Bring back bad memories? You could say that.’


‘I’m sorry.’


He reached over and brushed my hair back from my face.
‘Don’t be sorry. It’s hardly your fault.’ He looked closely at my eyes. ‘Man,
your pupils are huge. How are you feeling?’


‘Ghastly’ was the truthful answer. My head was pounding, my
stomach was rolling and even with Luke’s jacket wrapped around me I was cold to
the bone. I smiled at him. ‘Better, thank you. In fact, I think we could –’


‘Nice try, Blake. We’re waiting here until a doctor okays
you. Now settle back and watch “amusing” home videos. Look, another elderly
lady trying to mount a hammock. And she’s down. Hilarious…’


*


By some happy circumstance, a bed was found for me half an
hour later. A grey-haired nurse ushered us through to the cubicles area, helped
me up onto the bed, opened a packet of medical wipes and began cleaning blood
off me. 


‘You’ll have to bin yer shirt, young lady,’ she told me as
she scrubbed at my skin. ‘No getting the blood outta that. And yer jeans.
Wrecked! And you’ – she nodded at Luke – ‘she’s messed you all up too.’


‘Sorry,’ I said as for the first time I registered the dark
patches on the knees of his jeans, where he’d knelt on the road, and on his
shoulder, where I’d laid my head as he helped me to his van.


‘Don’t be,’ said Luke with a smile. ‘Cara’ll jump at the
chance to take me – us – clothes shopping.’


The nurse tutted. ‘In my day we valued clothes.’


‘I don’t give a damn about the clothes,’ Luke told her
sharply. ‘Only that Scarlett’s okay. So is she? Okay?’ 


‘That’s for Dr Morris to decide,’ was the response. 


‘And when will the doctor be –’ began Luke, but the nurse
glared at him and yanked down my vest strap to get to a rivulet of blood that
had oozed down.


‘Young man!’ she said. ‘I think you’d better step outside
while I clean up this mess. Don’t you?’ She gestured to my breast, which she
was dangerously close to flashing at him. 


Luke looked about ready to explode with some mixture of
fury, concern and, I guessed, embarrassment, so I said, ‘Luke, could you get me
a drink?’


He turned to me. ‘You sure?’ I read the full question in his
eyes: You sure you want me to leave you alone with this battleaxe?


I nodded. And winced.


‘Careful,’ said Luke. ‘You just rest, okay? I’ll go get us
some coffees. And chocolate, yes?’


‘Always yes to chocolate,’ I said, and I tried to smile, but
I knew the effort was feeble. 


Luke hovered awkwardly for a moment, but the nurse said,
‘Off you go then…’ and, reluctantly, off he went. 


I was subjected to another minute or two of scrubbing, and
then the nurse got around to checking my vital signs. Which, apparently, put her
in an even fouler mood.


‘Stay here,’ she barked at me. ‘Do. Not. Move.’ And she
stomped out of the cubicle.


Relieved to be alone for a while, I relaxed onto the pillow
and cast my mind back to the road. There was something in the memory, some
important connection to make, I knew. But thoughts were delicate butterflies,
the red of the deer’s blood and the blue of my hands, circling faster and
faster into a tidal maelstrom that sucked them down, down, down. 











19: SERVIAM


 


An old man digging over a vegetable patch in the blazing
sun, straw hat on, sleeves rolled up.


Two little girls hunting for potatoes with plastic
spades.


‘Grandad, why’ve you drawn all over your arm? When I did
that with my colouring pens Mother got super-cross.’


‘It’s not pen, Sienna. It’s called a tattoo. I was given
it many years ago as a reminder of my duty.’


‘What’s it say?’


‘Serviam.’


‘Servy-what?’


‘Serviam. It’s from a language called Latin. It means “I
will serve”.’


‘Like serving dinner?’


‘Not really. Like being a servant.’


‘A servant, Grandad! Whose?’


‘God’s. God’s servant.’


‘Urgh. Well, I’m never serving anyone!’


‘I see, Sienna. And what about you, Scarlett? Will you be
God’s servant?’


‘I don’t know, Grandad.’


‘That’s okay. In time, you’ll –’











20: ONLY THE BEGINNING


 


‘Scarlett!’


The exclamation startled me upright. Which hurt. A lot.


‘Easy,’ said a voice. 


I held tight to the rail alongside the bed, waiting for the
figure standing over me to come into focus. When it did, I was confused.


‘You?’


‘Finally!’ said Jude. ‘Do you know I’ve been here a while
trying to get your attention? You were totally zoned out, just staring at my
tattoo.’


‘Tattoo?’ I muttered. I didn’t associate the word with Jude.


He gestured to his inner arm, bare since his shirt sleeve
was pushed up. The word serviam was inked in Gothic script from the
crease of his elbow to his wrist along the arterial path. 


‘Oh. You have a tattoo.’


‘Which you were staring at.’


‘I was dreaming, I guess. Weird dream. Grandad was not
a tattoo kind of guy…’ 


‘Dreaming with your eyes open? That’s worrying. What
happened?’ 


Jude leaned in to inspect the wound on my head and I noticed
for the first time his pallor and the dark shadows that lay in the hollows
beneath his thick bottom lashes.


‘Oh!’ I said. ‘Are you ill?’


He shook his head brusquely. ‘Of course not. I’m fine. I was
just here… visiting a friend. Now answer the question: what happened to you?’


‘Hit a deer. Deer died.’


‘In your car? You crashed?’ He was staring into my eyes
intently. There was something different about his manner today, I thought. He
was usually cool, unflappable, but right now he radiated anxiety. 


I was opening my mouth to relate the sorry tale when I
noticed that I had an unpleasant taste in my mouth. Metallic. And that I was
cold, too cold to even shiver. And that sleep was no longer desirable but
imperative; so, obediently, I closed my eyes. 


‘Scarlett?’ Jude’s tone was urgent now, alarmed. 


My head was like a pressure cooker, the pain building by the
second. Something wet trickled from my nose.


Jude swore vehemently, which seemed odd, and said, ‘Not you
too!’ which seemed odder still, but it was too much effort to open my eyes.


Then his breath was on my face, and his whisper ‘Hush now.
Just lie still’ was in my ear, and I felt hands on me, stroking my head, and I
was drifting away from the pain to someplace warm, someplace calm, someplace
safe. 


*


The smell of coffee coaxed me awake. I peeled back an eyelid
to find Luke sitting on the chair beside the bed, cradling a steaming
polystyrene cup in one hand and his head in the other. He was staring down at
the floor.


‘Luke?’


His head snapped up. He looked done in.


‘Hey. How’re you feeling?’


‘Fine,’ I said automatically.


‘No, really.’


I thought about it. The fog of sleep was fast receding, and
I realised with a jolt that it was no lie – no nausea, no dizziness, no
headache. I felt a little tired, perhaps, but other than that, fine.


I sat up. ‘Really, I feel much better.’


He looked sceptical, but he managed a smile. ‘Good. Coffee?’
He gestured to the table beside the bed on which a second cup was sitting
alongside a stack of assorted chocolate bars. 


‘Yes, please.’


‘Don’t get your hopes up,’ he said as he passed it over.
‘It’s foul.’


I took a sip. It tasted okay to me. Coffee was coffee in my
book.


‘So where’s Jude?’ I asked.


‘Jude?’


‘He was here, before – after you left me with the nurse.’


Luke stood up so fast he knocked a Mars bar off the table.
‘What was he doing here?’


I shrugged. ‘Visiting a friend, he said.’


‘And he just happened to spot you in your cubicle.’


‘I guess.’


‘Through a closed curtain.’


‘I don’t know – the nurse must’ve left it open.’ 


‘What happened?’ 


Luke’s demeanour was beginning to bother me. What was his
problem? I felt the need to defend Jude, who’d done nothing but check whether I
was okay, and… and what? What had happened at the end? I’d felt dreadful, and
Jude had been right there, over me, touching me. Comforting me, I guess, though
the intimacy of the gesture made me squirm.


Luke was a dog with a bone: ‘Scarlett, what did Jude say to
you?’ 


‘What does it matter what he said or did?’ 


‘Did? What did he –’


Footsteps cut Luke off. A doctor appeared in the cubicle –
the rotund white-haired sort with a bounce in his step and a twinkle in his
eye. Following a booming, ‘Good evening, young lady. I’m Dr Morris. I hear
you’ve taken a tumble,’ he took my pulse, looked in my eyes and felt my neck
and head. Then he leaned against the side of the bed and commenced his
interrogation:


‘Dizziness?’


‘Nausea?’


‘Visual disturbance?’


‘Numbness or tingling in extremities?’


‘Pain in your neck?’


‘Pain in your brow bone?’


‘Pain at the back of your head?’


‘Pain here? Here? Here?’


I answered no to each question. ‘Really, I feel okay now.’


The doctor turned to Luke, who had been sitting quietly on
his chair at the other side of the bed. ‘But she lost consciousness, yes?’ 


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I found her in the road.’


‘And she was unresponsive?’


‘She wouldn’t wake up.’


‘How long before she came round?’


‘I don’t know. A couple of minutes at least.’


I looked at Luke. Poor guy, no wonder he looked so wrung
out. It couldn’t have been pleasant driving up a country lane to find an
abandoned car and a girl collapsed in a puddle of blood on the ground and a
dead deer. No, wait – he said the deer had gone.


‘Scarlett?’ 


The doctor was talking to me, I realised.


‘Sorry, what?’


‘Are you having trouble focusing on the conversation?’


I flushed. ‘Um, no, I was just thinking about something…’


‘I see.’ He took a moment to look through my chart, and
said, ‘West Cliff, Twycombe.’ Then, ‘Blake.’ He looked up and studied me, and
then asked, ‘Any relation to Sienna?’


I caught my breath. ‘Yes. Sister. Why?’


The doctor was quiet for a moment; he seemed unsure what to
say next. He looked so serious…


The penny dropped. He must have been here when Sienna was brought
in that night – my parents had told me that the emergency services had worked
long and hard to save her, as had the doctors at A&E. Perhaps he had tried
to revive her. Perhaps he too was haunted by her death.


‘You treated Sienna?’ I said slowly. 


‘I did.’


‘Th-thank you. For trying.’


Dr Morris frowned deeply. ‘I’m sorry there wasn’t more I
could do.’


I nodded and picked at the blanket over my legs. Beside me,
Luke stood up and came close and slipped his hand into mine. 


‘She passed away then, I take it?’ said Dr Morris gently.


That seemed an odd question. I met his eyes – kind and full
of compassion. ‘Well, yes…’


‘I’m sorry for your loss. She was a lovely girl. So tragic.’


‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘You saw her? The night she
died? April the tenth?’


The doctor shook his head. ‘No, it was Easter when I saw her
here in A&E.’


‘March?’ What the hell was going on? 


‘Yes, the night she found out…’


Luke jerked beside me, but I squeezed his hand tight. I
didn’t look at him, didn’t voice my shock. Inside I was screaming, Found out
what!? But I merely nodded in what I hoped was an understanding manner that
invited him to go on. 


‘Such a terrible thing to tell a young girl,’ Dr Morris
continued. ‘Eighteen; her whole life ahead of her. But she took it so well –
assured me she would be okay. She said her family would rally round. And she
mentioned a sister she was close to.’


The doctor gave me a sympathetic smile. I gripped Luke’s
hand grimly, my only anchor to reality.


‘I want you to know that I have thought of your sister often
since that night,’ said Dr Morris. ‘She was so dignified and calm in the face
of her diagnosis. Her strength and faith were inspirational. As a doctor, the
worst part of my job is relaying bad news, and she saw how it pained me. Your
sister; well, you should be very proud of her. I will never forget her kindness
to me as I stumbled through the words, or her response…’


Dr Morris closed his eyes and swallowed. I waited, frozen,
for him to finish. Finally, he opened his eyes, leaned forward and patted the
hand that I’d fisted on the blanket.


‘I think, I hope, that to know her reaction may provide some
comfort now. Scarlett, your sister looked me in the eye, gave me a beautiful
smile and said, “Don’t be sad. Death is only the beginning. And dying, after
all, will be an awfully big adventure.”’











PART 2: FRAGMENTARY BLUE


 


 











21: SUNRISE


 


The sunrise above the South Hams was glorious, every hue of
pink and orange and yellow imaginable daubed across the sky. Even once I
reached the motorway and the sun was above the treetops, my eye was drawn
heavenward to a warming sky – not a cloud in sight, just cavernous blue
stretching behind and beyond.


I drove slowly, mindfully, after the previous day’s drama.
Still, I felt fine in body. No aches, no dizziness and – to my surprise – only
a little bruising and a thin cut following the line of my eyebrow. I had woken
early while it was still dark with the idea fizzing in my veins that I would
make this trip, and given that I felt well, not even tired for once, and the
Mini looked to be unscathed by the accident, I’d decided there was no reason to
avoid the long drive. 


Well, there was one: Luke, who would not be impressed to
discover I was on the road. 


It had become clear last night that my accident had rocked
him, and that he would be happiest to see me safely tucked up in a hospital bed
for a good while where, as he put it, the most damage I could do was poking
myself in the eye with a pillow. He’d hit the roof when I refused the CT scan
Dr Morris offered (as a precaution; I checked out just fine), but there was no
way I was prolonging our time in the hospital. Although he didn’t like the
sound of my accident, Dr Morris could find no medical reason to keep me in
overnight, and he discharged me. To say that Luke was concerned at the thought
of me returning home to spend the night and the following days alone would be
an understatement. He argued with Dr Morris, he argued with the nurse, he
argued with me – but I was adamant: I wanted to go home. Finally, he gave in,
albeit grudgingly.


From the A&E department out to his van, Luke kept his
arm firmly around me, as if at any moment he expected me to collapse. Then,
from the car park to Twycombe, he kept up a steady stream of conversation and
looked at me anxiously if I didn’t answer a question promptly. The result was a
rather exhausting, tense journey.


When we reached my car, abandoned in the lane running up to
the cottage, Luke told me to sit tight in the van. He swapped vehicles and
roared off up the lane, leaving me staring at a dark shadow where the Mini had
been parked. Blood – my own and the deer’s. But where was the deer?


Luke appeared within a couple of minutes, jogging briskly
down the lane, and then he was back in the van and driving up to the house. He
parked as close to the front door as possible and raced around to help me out;
I think he’d quite happily have carried me, given half the chance, but I gently
pushed his hands away and told him I could manage. 


Inside, I was in clean clothes and settled on the sofa in a
matter of moments but still Luke fussed about like a mother hen. Blanket? Extra
cushions? Television on? A hot drink? I had to smile when, ten minutes later, I
found myself curled up with a chicken soup-in-a-cup and the opening scene of Sleepless
in Seattle rolling on the screen – Mother’s bizarre provisions pack was
finally coming in handy, it seemed.


Luke insisted on staying, though I had a feeling that on the
cheesy old movie score something like Terminator or Speed may
have been more up his street. We sat side by side on the sofa, not quite
touching but almost. When we talked it was about the film – how frustrating the
story was; Luke did not bring up the subject of Sienna, and I was grateful for
that.


It was knocking on eleven o’clock by the time I ushered him
out of the door. He was determined to stay – just in case I needed him, he
said; he’d sleep on the sofa. But I was desperate to be alone, and in the end,
when he wouldn’t back down, I had to be blunt:


‘I need some space, Luke. Some time to myself.’


He flinched a little, but told me he understood. 


There was an awkward moment as we said goodnight. Earlier,
he’d had his arm around me, holding me tight against him, he’d held my hand,
his thumb stroking mine, and it had felt easy and natural. But now that the
drama had passed, we were back to being a little shy, a little unsure.
Eventually, he leaned in and planted the lightest of kisses on the smooth skin
above my cut. Then, finally, he left me. 


Now, this morning, I knew he’d be calling to check on me. I
wouldn’t lie to him, I decided. No doubt if I did, he’d go to the cottage and
find me out. I’d just have to hope he understood my need to travel today.


*


It was just gone ten o’clock when I arrived. I was surprised
to find the car park for St Augustine’s half full, and then the realisation
dawned that it was Sunday and of course the morning service would commence
shortly. It was unfortunate timing; I had hoped for peace and isolation here. 


I drove out of the car park, took a right into a quiet residential
cul-de-sac and parked at the far end beneath a shady tree. Luke had called
twenty minutes before and, not having hands-free, I’d let it ring out. I
listened to his message – had I slept well? did I feel okay? should he pop
over? – but when I called him back I got his voicemail. I left a quick message
explaining where I was and that I was fine and promising to call him later.
Then I got out of the car, locked it and walked purposefully down the road.


A narrow alleyway between two houses led to the side
entrance to St Augustine’s, and it was this route I took now. With each step
the strains of organ music became louder – the hymn was unmistakable:
‘Jerusalem’. I found myself mouthing the words as I walked; they were as
familiar to me as any nursery rhyme. As a child, Father had drilled into us an
appreciation for English poets, and William Blake was his favourite. He loved
to tell people that we were descended from Blake, though whether that was true
I could never tell. 


St Augustine’s came into view – an imposing grey-stone
church with a spire that could be seen for miles around. Unlike many old
churches in England, this one was in immaculate condition, from the landscaped
grounds to the shiny new roof, for this was a church attended by the affluent
Hampshire set. People were milling about at the front entrance, but I turned
away and walked quickly along the winding path that led to the rear of the
church.


The graveyard was large and climbed up a long, gentle hill.
The Blake family plot was at the top, overlooking the village and the
surrounding countryside. There, nestled in the heart of the grand, greyed tombs
and monuments, between Grandmother Anne Blake and Great-Uncle Henry Blake, was
a white marble monolith. The inscription was simple: 


Sienna Elle Blake


What seems to us a sunset


Is a sunrise in another land.


To the side of the burial plot was a wooden bench, donated
to the graveyard years ago by my parents and bearing a plaque commemorating my
grandfather, Walter Blake, and inscribed with a John Donne quotation:


One short sleep past, we wake eternally


And death shall be no more. 


I sat down and drew up my knees and rested my chin on them.
Then, staring at my sister’s grave, I let the grief I had been holding back for
these past hours have voice at last.


‘Sienna,’ I whispered as regret blurred my vision and my
chest clenched tight. 


My brave, brave sister. All these months I had been so hurt
and angry – furious with her for a decision I perceived to be selfish and cruel
and thoughtless of those who loved her, those who were left behind. But it was
me who had been selfish and cruel: I had been focused on my pain, my loss, and
had given little thought to the pain she had been in.


Now, with Dr Morris’s inadvertent telling of the truth, the
earth had shifted on its axis. She had been dying. I didn’t know what of; I
could hardly press Dr Morris for details – but certainly at Easter she had been
delivered a death sentence. I remembered one of her cryptic emails now:


The end is coming; no escape.


In typical Sienna style, she had taken that in her stride
and faced death head on. There would be no long, slow crawl towards death for
my sister. No quietly wasting away. No losing control of herself and her life.
She would not allow her family to watch her go; she would not put us through
the pain of the long goodbye. I knew well the words she’d offered Dr Morris, in
comfort: “Dying, after all, will be an awfully big adventure.” As a child, we
had loved Peter Pan; had begged our nanny to read it at bedtime. Sienna was
Peter – she would never grow up if growing up meant death could claim her. And
so, one night, she walked into the sea and simply surfed into oblivion.


For the first time since that day I had been summoned to the
headteacher’s office, I understood. The relief was overwhelming. The weight
that had been pressing in on me for all these months, haunting me, was gone,
leaving only aching sadness that my sister was gone.


Hunched over, I cried until I was empty, purged. Then, when
it was finally quiet inside, I sat back, letting the sun dry the last of the
tears. I thought of Sienna, lying beneath the grass at my feet, and then I
thought of her watching me from above. I looked up. I smiled.


My purpose in coming here was fulfilled. But the graveyard
was empty and the air was sweet with the scent of freshly mown grass and the
sun beating down was warm and I found I didn’t want to leave this place where I
had finally found peace. I lay down on the bench.


Now the catharsis of tears had left me able to think beyond
Sienna, there was only one thought plaguing me: where was the deer? It had
died; I had been sure of that. But when I thought back to the events of
yesterday afternoon, how sure could I be of anything? I’d hit my head hard
enough to give me visual disturbances, after all – all that dizziness and
blurring and altered light perception.


The sky above was pulling me in – it was such a vivid,
beautiful shade of blue. Like Luke’s eyes, I thought dreamily; or Sienna’s
chunk of chalcanthite on my bedside table; or the strange bluish glow I thought
I’d seen yesterday when the deer…


I sat up.


I looked at St Augustine’s. How many times in childhood had
I sat in its pews and listened to sermons about miracles of God? 


I looked at my hands. What was it my grandfather had said in
that weird dream I’d concocted? Will you be God’s servant? 


Closing my eyes, I tried to put myself back in the lane
yesterday afternoon; to recall how I’d felt as I’d touched the deer. I
remembered willing it to be calm and to feel no pain, then my heart pounding
and cold creeping up me. I tried it now – sending the same push of energy out.
I opened my eyes. Same old hands. Nothing miraculous at all.


‘And there you have it,’ I told myself. ‘Proof indeed that
you’re a sandwich short of a picnic.’


The peal of a church bell made me jump, and soon the
bell-ringers were in full flow. The sound was joyous, celebratory, and all at
once any thought of some magical healing seemed ridiculous. I had simply
overestimated the extent of the deer’s injuries, that was all. It had got up
and walked off. End of mystery, I told myself firmly – it was time to move on.


The bells were signalling that the service was over; people
would be leaving now. I decided to wait them out before returning to my car.
But the appearance of two figures around the back of the church put paid to
that idea. They were walking along the path that led to the top of the
graveyard, their heads bowed.


I was in no mood for company, and quickly, before they could
see me, I got off the bench and crouched behind a tall, thick gravestone. 


‘Why you insist on us coming every Sunday I’ve no idea. I
don’t think I can take another week of that bloody sermonising reverend
spouting Bible verses at me. “Whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but
have eternal life” indeed. What does he know of loss?’


‘For Christ’s sake, woman, he’s trying to offer comfort.
Have you no respect for a man of the Church? And you know exactly why we
come here.’


‘Yes, to save face! To put on the proper charade of the
grieving couple!’


Their footsteps stopped nearby. There was an angry snort,
then: 


‘Well, it’s all we can do now, isn’t it? I don’t see what’s
so bad about making a show of respect before our friends.’


‘Friends! What friends? None of those people in there care a
jot for us. It’s all part of the ruse, the pretence. It’s a bloody pantomime.’


‘Elizabeth, I won’t have you speak that way about people who
have been nothing but pleasant to us. My God, the things they’ve overlooked…’


‘Meaning me, I suppose? Because I lack your breeding?
Because my parents were just normal, simple folk? Good grief – the effort I’ve
gone to over the years to be your ideal trophy wife!’


‘Yes, I imagine drinking like a fish and taking to your bed
when life doesn’t suit you is quite an effort.’


There was a muted shriek. 


I bowed my head and closed my eyes. It was painful to be in
earshot of such a venomous exchange, especially here, in a holy place of rest.


The row raged on:


‘Well, you should have thought of that before you married me
then, Hugo.’


‘Believe me, Elizabeth, I wish I had.’


‘And I wish I’d never married you, you bastard!’


‘I’ve no doubt you do. But then what would have become of
the girls? No decent schooling, no – ’ 


‘Girl, Hugo. Girl – singular. Scarlett is all
I have now.’


There was a hush, and I peeked out around the gravestone.
They were a sorry pair, my parents, standing at Sienna’s graveside. Both were
rigid with arms crossed defensively; both looked like they’d happily murder the
other would it not sully their designer clothes. Not for the first time in my
life, I wondered why they had ever married – the best I’d ever seen between
them was cold indifference; the worst, the enmity that was evident now. 


As I watched, Mother lowered herself carefully to her knees
on the grass and arranged the lilies she’d brought in a flower holder. Father
stood straight-backed, watching her silently.


Eventually, Mother burst out, ‘I don’t find her here! I
don’t feel her! This is meaningless to me.’


Father muttered something I couldn’t quite make out – it
sounded like senator – and then, angrily, ‘What do you expect?’ 


Mother began crying, broken, racking sobs. ‘Every time we
come, I think it will be easier. But it never is.’


Father continued to stand stiffly, but his tone was a shade
quieter as he said, ‘I know, Elizabeth.’


I sighed. I knew that I should make my presence known. I’d
given up hiding in dark corners while my parents rowed in childhood. But after
yesterday, I couldn’t face Mother’s emotion and Father’s coldness. And what
would I say? I doubted very much that Sienna had confided in them – Mother’s
bewilderment since her death was genuine, I was sure. But I could see no gain
in telling them what I now knew: that their daughter had been dying when she
took her life. If Sienna had wanted us to know, she would have told us. I would
respect her choice.


And so, on a green hill on a beautiful summer’s morning, I
huddled behind the cold, crumbling gravestone of one C.S. Nesbit Esquire,
recollecting happy memories of my sister even as I watched our parents trample
on each other’s hearts. 











22: SEA CHANGE


 


‘Let me get this straight. We’re going to roll down this
epic hill in a giant inflatable ball like kamikaze hamsters?’


‘Yep.’


‘And this will be fun.’


‘Yep.’


‘And safe.’


‘Yep.’


Another green hill. Another beautiful day. But this time, an
altogether lighter atmosphere. And the addition of an enormous transparent PVC
sphere into which Cara and I were currently being harnessed by a majorly
over-excited chap called Colin on whose t-shirt were embroidered the words
‘Zany Zorbing Ltd’. Trust Cara to take my ‘It’s summer! I’m free! I’m ready to
roll!’ declaration literally. 


I had got back from St Augustine’s on Sunday on something of
a high. Undeterred by my parents going at it – that was no new occurrence, after
all – I focused on the sense of peace that I’d found at Sienna’s grave. I got
it now, the choice she’d made. Admired her for it, in fact. Though the thought
of the burden she’d carried alone made me ache for her, and still the hole
created by her loss pulled at me, the desperation in me was gone, replaced by a
sense of acceptance. I knew what she’d say to me if she could be with me now –
‘Enough, Scarlett. No more crusade. You’ve cried for me. You’ve fought for me.
Now let me go and get on with living.’ My sister had had no choice to
live, but I did, and I owed it to her as much as myself to move on now.


I had gone straight round to Luke and Cara’s on Sunday
evening to assure them I was just fine after the drama of the day before –
really, honestly, just fine. Luke took more convincing than Cara, but finally,
over a takeaway Chinese and a feisty game of Mario on the Wii in which, to
everyone’s amusement, I demonstrated my seriously lacking hand–eye
coordination, I saw the tension melt from his shoulders. 


I didn’t tell either of them the details of my experience at
St Augustine’s, but I did make it clear that I was ready to enjoy what was left
of my summer here. 


Yes, Luke, I will be surfing with you all week –
regardless of the cut on my head. Saturday next for a date? Perfect. 


Yes, Cara, I am up for shopping. And coffee. And cake.
Many cakes. And that new zombie movie. And the broody one with that grim reaper
bloke. And a little outdoorsing it? Sure, what the heck. 


Operation Starlet Scarlett – a name that rather bemused me
but delighted my enthusiastic friend – commenced the very next day.


On ‘Makeover Monday’ Cara took me from shop to shop, picking
out a vast array of colourful clothing in styles I’d never usually consider and
then passing judgement as I tried each outfit on. Makeup counters were next,
then a hair salon, and an hour later I emerged with highlights and layers that
felt strange after so many years of straight, my-coloured hair. Still, judging
by the expression on Luke’s face when he saw me that evening, it wasn’t a
change for the worse.


Tuesday was all about cinematic escapism. I’d heard of pub
crawls, but it hadn’t occurred to me that the same concept could be applied to
movie-going. We started out at the old Reed Cinema, then moved on to the arts
centre, then took in a showing at the new 15-screener at the leisure complex.
Needless to say, after three paranormal romance movies and an inhuman amount of
popcorn, I had some pretty surreal dreams that night.


Wednesday was balmy-hot; definitely a day for the beach.
Cara drove us to Bigbury-on-Sea – a large and popular beach along the coast. We
paddled. We rock-pooled. We made sandcastles. We buried each other to the waist
in the sand. We ate ice-creams. Then we boarded the 1930s’ sea tractor and took
a ride out across the beach to the tiny Burgh Island. Cara had ‘a cunning plan’
to poke about the famous Art Deco hotel there, but she was foiled by a
‘Residents Only’ sign on the gate, so we settled for a drink at the ancient
Pilchard Inn. 


Today, Thursday, we were ‘bringing on the adrenaline’,
apparently. Hence I’d been packed into Cara’s car, driven to a deserted hill
near Exeter and ushered into a large ball. 


Now, strapped in opposite me and flushed with anticipation,
Cara breathed, ‘It’ll be brilliant, honestly, Scarlett. Pure head rush.’


I grinned back. 


With a final click of a buckle, Colin emitted a
high-pitched, ‘Ready, gals?’ and Cara nodded and I nodded and then he was out
of the orb, zipping it closed, and then there was a sharp jolt and then –
holy cow!


I’d like to say that I was dignified in the face of such a
new, exhilarating experience – well, as dignified as one can be hurtling down a
Devonshire hill in a bubble. I was not dignified. I screamed. A lot. As did
Cara, across from me. 


Sky.


Grass.


Sky.


Grass.


Sky.


Grass.


Sky.


Grass.


Finally, the dizzying rhythm began to slow. With a final
turn, the ball came to rest.


‘That,’ I said, panting and brushing back crazy hair from my
eyes, ‘is what I’m talking about!’


‘Hell, yes,’ croaked Cara, as pink as I’d ever seen her. ‘In
my next life, I’m coming back as a hamster.’


I threw my head back and laughed. 


Cara’s eyes gleamed. ‘What next, Ms Blake? Sand kiting?’


I shook my head.


‘Bungee jumping?’


I shook my head.


‘Sky diving?’


I shook my head. 


‘A vindaloo from that dodgy Curry-in-a-Hurry takeaway?’ 


I shook my head. Dropping the smile, I raised an eyebrow and
said: ‘I can do better than that. How about… murder.’


*


‘It’s the museum collator. Look at that twirly moustache.
He’s got killer written all over him. Mind you, that marshmallow-brained
duchess had it coming. The minute she told her lover “We’ll always be together”
she may as well have signed her own death certificate. Wandering about after
hours at an Egyptian exhibit, I ask you. It’s an open invitation for a
khopesh in the back.’


Pink-cheeked and twinkly eyed, Bert was in his element – not
one but two young female visitors to entertain, a large carrot cake courtesy of
Mrs Hobbs at number twelve and a BBC marathon of cheesy whodunits. Chester was
similarly enchanted by the company, and was running himself ragged dancing from
me to Bert to Cara to the kitchen to me to Bert to Cara to the kitchen… 


As for Cara and me – well, it may not have the excitement of
zorbing, but we had agreed that an afternoon with Bert was time well spent. I
was not the only one who had seen the deterioration in Bert’s health over the
past weeks, and Cara had been delighted at my idea to visit for the afternoon –
a surprise for Bert, given that he’d seen me only that morning when I’d taken
Chester for an early walk on the beach.


‘But Bert,’ said Cara, ‘Mr Hargreaves can’t have done it. He
has an alibi – he was with the albino lap dancer, remember? I reckon it was the
mummy in the tomb…’


The elderly man put a hand to his heart in mock-affront.
‘How dare you! Murder She Wrote, I’ll have you know, young lady, has
none of that daft vampires and werewolves and ghosts and whatnot that you
youngsters love. Killers are as flesh and blood as you and me.’


‘All right then,’ said Cara. ‘It’s the dodgy-looking bloke
with the squint in the grubby mac.’


Bert nearly choked on a mouthful of cake. 


‘Cara,’ I said. ‘That’s not the killer. That’s Columbo. The
detective. From the programme we just finished watching.’


‘So? Who says a detective can’t be a killer? I’m betting
he’s a bent cop.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘If I were you, I’d stick to The
Vampire Diaries.’


‘It’s really quite simple to work out,’ said Bert. ‘There’s
a formula, you see. Learn it, and the pieces of the puzzle slot right into
place.’


As he launched into a long and rather dubious explanation of
how you identify the killer within the first five minutes of a whodunit, I
smiled and nodded but found myself distracted by the trembling in Bert’s hands
and the rattle in his chest.


‘… and if the body’s in a freezer, the killer’s usually
tall. And if the dead woman’s wearing white shoes, look to the husband…’


I glanced over at Cara and saw that she too was studying
Bert. Her brow furrowed briefly, and then she looked away.


‘… and if the business partner breaks down in tears when he
hears the news, he’s your man. And if there’s no body to be found, the
victim’ll be alive and well someplace. And…’


‘And the butler did it,’ added Cara smoothly.


Bert shook his head. ‘The butler did it? No dear, that’s not
a formula. That’s a shameless cliché.’


I suppressed a smile as Cara pointed to the TV and Bert
swung around to see Angela Lansbury ticking off a bloke in a grey tailcoat and
white gloves. 


The old man blinked and then said cheerily, ‘Ah, the butler did
it. Look at her go. Jessica Fletcher, what a filly… Now then, more tea?’


*


By our fourth cuppa, Bert was showing signs of flagging, and
with a kiss on each papery cheek and a pat for Chester, we said goodbye. Cara
and Luke’s place was two streets away, and we walked back together arm in arm,
the early-evening sun casting shadows that stretched before us.


‘How long do you think he has left?’ Cara asked quietly.


‘I don’t know. Every day he’s a little worse, I think.’


‘I hate it. I hate watching him slip away like this.’


‘I know. But he seems peaceful with it.’


Cara was silent, and I thought of all the people she’d lost:
her parents, her grandfather – even her grandmother, stuck in a care home. And
now Bert, a man she’d known from childhood. This must be torture for her.


‘Does he have anyone else?’ I asked gently. ‘Family?’


‘There’s a son,’ said Cara. ‘He lives in London. Comes down
every couple of months. We have his number. We can call him if… when the time
comes.’


I squeezed her arm. We walked the rest of the way back in
companionable silence.


At the steps to her house I went to dig my car keys out of
my bag; Luke was working a double shift today and so surfing was cancelled. But
Cara stopped me.


‘Come in? I’ll do us mocktails and we can sit up on the roof
terrace.’


‘What roof terrace?’


‘Duh. The terrace on the roof.’


None the wiser, I told her to lead the way.


Five minutes later Cara and I were lounging in Papasan
chairs – huge, round, with plump cushions – on a white-paved terrace dotted
with potted plants and encircled by glass barriers. The area was huge, spanning
the whole house, but it was slightly set back at the front, which meant it
wasn’t obvious from street level. The view from this height over Twycombe was
spectacular – higgledy-piggledy roofs in varying shades of red and brown and
grey giving way to the long stretch of beach and the blue beyond.


‘Look,’ said Cara, pointing seawards with a cocktail
umbrella. ‘Surfers. Like teeny ants from up here.’


I squinted and made out flashes of black against the rolling
waves.


‘You surfing tomorrow?’ she asked me.


‘Definitely.’


‘You love it, huh?’


‘I love it,’ I said at once. Then I caught myself. ‘I’m
sorry, Cara; that was insensitive.’


Cara thwacked me on the arm. ‘Because I can’t surf, you
mean, with these bum legs? Silly, doesn’t mean you can’t love it. And
you’re pretty good, from what I’ve seen.’


‘You’ve seen me surf?’


‘I’ve seen you.’


‘Well, Luke’s a good teacher…’


‘It wasn’t Luke I saw you with.’


I choked on a sip of my virgin pina colada.


‘Monday morning lethargy,’ said Cara over my coughing. ‘I
needed a caffeine fix. The cafe in town opens at half-seven, so I dragged
myself out of bed. You were on the beach with Big Ben and Liam and Duvali and
Lucy and Melissa and that newbie chap – John? Jed?’


‘Geoff,’ I said. ‘Look, it’s not…’


‘Chill out, will you? I’m not going to tell Luke.’


I nodded. Guilt was crawling in my stomach – this morning
had been the fourth I’d been out on the water early with Geoff and co., and I’d
quite deliberately said nothing to Luke about it at our evening surfs. The
truth was, I couldn’t get enough of riding the board. Going behind Luke’s back
was wrong, I knew – but we were getting on so well, and somehow the time never
seemed right to tell him. Anyway, I’d told myself, it wasn’t like I was doing
anything wrong. I wasn’t all-out lying. 


The image of my parents rowing at Sienna’s grave flashed
into my head. All my life, I’d seen them tearing each other apart like that.
And the lies – always the lies. 


Elizabeth, she’s just a colleague. 


What are you, the wine police? I had one glass with lunch
– one. 


I told you, I have to be away on business. Yes, people
‘do business’ on Christmas Day. 


I can’t talk to you now, Hugo. I have a headache.


As a young child, I had been unable to differentiate between
my real parents and the parts they played, and I’d frequently been bewildered.
Only once I reached my teens did their duplicity crystalise for me. I’d
promised myself then that I wouldn’t be like them. 


‘I’m going to tell Luke about the morning surfing,’ I told
Cara. I felt a sense of relief even as I said the words.


Cara nodded. ‘Fair enough. And Si’s little expedition next
Saturday? Kyle said you were on the list. Cruising till sundown, then mooring
at Drake’s Island.’


Now I remembered – Geoff had asked me and, keen to have a
chance to learn more from the other surfers, I’d agreed. Now, though, after the
weekend, the desire to probe for answers about Sienna had diminished. I knew
the truth.


‘Well, I did say I would, but to be honest it’s not really
–’


‘You have to go!’ implored Cara. ‘Si said it was cool for
Kyle and me to tag along, and the only way Luke’ll let me go is if you go too.
He’s invited but he’s working that day – I already checked his schedule.’


‘Okay, okay.’ I held up my hands in surrender. ‘I’ll tell
him I’m friends with that lot, and that I’m going with them to Drake’s Island.’


‘No, just mention the boat trip. The Drake’s Island part –
well, he’s hardly going to let me go off trespassing, is he?’


I stared at her.


‘Didn’t you know? The island is privately owned, so
technically…’


Jeez. It was one thing rolling down a hill in a plastic
ball; it was another breaking the law. 


‘Cara –’


‘You said you wanted to live it up this summer. C’mon, it’s
a deserted island; we’re just gonna look about and then leave. On the
criminality scale it’s right down there with mooning. What harm can it do?’


It was a fair point. Besides, I’d spent a lifetime following
the rules, and how much fun had that been? 


I nodded. 


Cara whooped and hugged me and then declared that this
called for a fresh round of drinks.


‘Scarlett Blake,’ she yelled as she made her way down the
stairs, ‘we’ll make a rebel out of you yet.’











23: KISS ME


 


Despite setting the alarm for seven-thirty, to allow me
plenty of time to get ready for my date with Luke, I overslept on Saturday
morning by an impressive three and a half hours. It had been a brilliant week –
I couldn’t remember a time I’d laughed more or talked more or lived more
– but there was no denying that all the out-and-abouting took a toll on my
health. Though I did my best to ignore the ever-present exhaustion, it haunted
me. Last night I’d hit the sack before the sun had even set, but the night had
been a long one of tossing and turning and dreaming.


I’d planned a gentle morning – a leisurely breakfast in the
garden, followed by a long soak in the bath and then time to rummage through my
wardrobe, dry and straighten my hair, and practise the art of putting on makeup
so that it looked like I hadn’t put on makeup. But late as it was, pamper was
out and speed-prep was in. I showered in record time, scrubbing my body and
hair vigorously and shaving underarms and legs with such gusto I took a chunk
out of my right knee. Then I stood, dripping, at the mirror and slapped on
makeup – a daub of concealer here, a dash of mascara there. I was just reaching
for lip balm when the rumble of Luke’s van outside became audible. Crap! I had
no time to play with outfits, so I had to throw on what Cara had laid out for
me the day before when she came over for coffee – a pair of fifties-style,
high-waisted black shorts with a grass-green off-the-shoulder top and strappy
sandals in black. I managed a quick squirt of perfume before I heard knocking
downstairs.


I took the stairs two at a time and flung open the door. 


‘Sorry!’ I declared, panting. ‘You’re right on time and I’m
late! Stupid alarm didn’t…’ 


But the words dried up in my mouth as I took in my date for
the day. I was used to seeing Luke dressed down – cargo shorts and tees and
trainers. It wasn’t like he’d turned up dressed in a suit or something, but boy
did he scrub up well in a pair of simple jeans and a white shirt open at the
throat. Even his trainers were white today, rather than scuffed and sandy as
usual. Only his hair was wild, as always – though it was a little
wet-looking, as if he’d tried to tame it with a product.


As I stood there, grinning stupidly, Luke looked me up and
down. His lips quirked and then he leaned in and gave me a light kiss on the
cheek. ‘Good morning. You look beautiful.’


I felt my cheeks redden. ‘Um, thanks.’


‘Did you oversleep?’


Ruefully, I nodded.


He looked at his watch. ‘I was going to take the scenic
route, but we can go directly instead. If you need some more time…’


I shook my head. ‘It’s fine. I’m ready. Let me just get my
bag.’


I grabbed my shoulder bag from the bottom of the stairs and
began checking its contents – keys, purse, phone, brush, mints, sunscreen...


At the door, Luke gave a low cough. ‘Um, Scarlett. Perhaps a
brush?’


‘Got that,’ I confirmed. I looked up at him. ‘Will I need
swimwear?’


‘No. But um, Scarlett? Your hair is kind of… interesting.’


I slapped my hand to my head in horror. My hair! I’d done
nothing with it since washing it. I hurried over to the hallway mirror and
groaned. It was less hair, more bush. Still, at least Luke had been polite
enough not to point out the mascara smeared across one cheek. Mortified, I
rubbed it off and then set to work with the small brush from my handbag,
yanking through knots until my eyes were watering.


Luke appeared in the mirror behind me. ‘Here, let me…’
Gently, he took the brush from me and began to tease out the tugs. The feel of
his hands on the nape of my neck sent shivers of feeling down my back and his
breath was divinely tickly.


‘There, all done,’ he said at last.


‘Thank you,’ I said. 


I turned to face him. In the confined hall, we were close,
so close his shirt brushed my nose. I looked up, and up some more – he towered
over me. 


‘So, shall we go?’ I said in a voice that was barely a
whisper.


I watched his lips form a husky reply: ‘In a minute…’


His knees bent and he slowly sank down, until, when his eyes
were level with mine, I thought: Oh God, he’s going to kiss me… But he
carried on moving until he was squatting on the hallway floor.


‘First,’ he said, touching a gentle finger to my knee,
‘we’ll address the minor issue of your leg looking like something out of a
horror film.’


*


A half-hour drive later – during which we discussed
favourite music while I scrubbed a lot of blood off my leg with baby wipes;
that would teach me to speed-shave – we arrived at the restaurant. 


The location was stunning: the Grade I-listed Royal William
Yard, where the Plymouth bay – the Sound – met the River Tamar. It was a former
Royal Navy depot that had been developed into exclusive apartments and a
cultural centre with galleries, creative office space and smart eateries. The
River Cottage Canteen had a prime location in the former brewhouse, and inside
the space was cavernous and rustic with wooden floors and tables and whitewashed
stone walls, with just a hint of modern in the metal detailing. A waitress
showed us to a table at the window, from where we could watch boats drifting by
lazily in the summer breeze. 


The restaurant, Luke informed me, was his favourite in the city.
Founded by a celebrity chef, it served a daily changing menu based on locally
sourced, seasonal ingredients. As he talked me through today’s menu, explaining
the reasoning behind ingredient combinations and making recommendations, I
watched him. He was so animated – hands waving, face lit up with enthusiasm.
His passion was very attractive.


Lunch, when it arrived, was delicious. We’d opted for
sharing boards, one with seasonal vegetable mezze and the other West Country
meats and cheeses. Having missed breakfast, I was ravenous, and I gave up all
pretence of being ladylike and ate heartily. That pleased Luke no end – he
couldn’t stand people who picked at food, he said.


The conversation flowed easily – about food and music and
movies and surfing. Beneath the table, Luke sandwiched my knees between his
own, and each tiny movement in his legs sent tingles through me.


Finally, once we’d shared a summer-berry cheesecake and
argued over the bill – he insisted on paying – Luke took my hand and we
wandered out of Royal William Yard and along a street lined with period houses.
After a time I noticed plaques inlaid in the pavement at regular intervals, and
I slowed to read one:


Any truth is better than indefinite doubt.


Bemused, I read the next one:


Good, Watson! You always keep us flat-footed on the
ground.


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Sherlock Holmes?’ 


‘Yeah. Arthur Conan Doyle had a practice on this street. We
did a project on him at school. For months and months. Turned our whole class
into total Doyle geeks. They brought a coachload of us to this street to read
the plaques.’


‘Sounds like a fun school trip.’


‘My thought exactly. Still, it was better than the one to
the sewage plant.’ He shuddered.


We read the next plaque:


Life is infinitely stranger than anything which the
mind of man could invent.


‘From “A Case of Identity”,’ said Luke. He caught my look.
‘Like I said, Doyle geek. Useful in a pub quiz once, though – I won a case of
beer listing his stories. Hey, that’s a thought. Do you know what the first
Sherlock Holmes work was called?’


‘Hound of the Baskervilles?’


‘Nope. His first story was “A Study in Scarlet”.’ He put on
a menacing tone: ‘“There’s the scarlet thread of murder running through the
colourless skein of life, and our duty is to unravel it, and isolate it, and
expose every inch of it.”’


An involuntary shiver shook me.


‘Too geeky?’


‘Too macabre.’


Luke put an arm around me. ‘Sorry. Tell you what’ll warm you
up – a Cornish pint.’


*


The Edgcumbe Arms was my kind of pub: traditional and
timeless in feel, from the white facade covered with hanging baskets to the
handwritten blackboards promoting the day’s specials. But for the absence of a
thatched roof, it could have been a picture-postcard cottage. It was on the
Rame Peninsula at the very edge of Cornwall, by the landing for the passenger
ferry that had brought us across the river in just a few minutes.


We sat at a picnic bench right on the waterfront, a pint
apiece on the table. Truth be told, it was my first pint ever – and, having
taken a few swigs, I was quite happy for it to be my last. But given the view
and the company, I felt no desire to rock the boat, and I sipped it slowly as
Luke pointed out all the sights of Plymouth across the water.


‘And that island there, with the deserted barracks – that’s
Drake’s Island. See?’


I nodded. It was kind of hard to miss the island; it was the
focal point of the entire bay. I wanted to be honest, to just casually say, Oh
yeah. Drake’s. You know, Cara and I’ll be trespassing there on Saturday...
But I knew Cara would kill me. I’d better change the subject, and fast.


‘Playground games!’ I declared. ‘What was your favourite at
school?’


Luke looked a little bewildered by the random conversational
turn, but then crooked an eyebrow and said, ‘Kiss chase.’


I laughed. ‘Not too popular at my school. No boys to kiss.’


‘But out of school?’


I was just knocking back some beer and congratulating myself
on a successful, if bizarre, diversion from Drake’s Island when I realised by
the intense look on Luke’s face that this was it: we were having The Talk.


‘Er, not really,’ I admitted.


‘So,’ said Luke casually – but the tight grip on his pint
glass betrayed him, ‘you, um, have you…’


‘Had many boyfriends?’


What to answer? Was there a ‘right’ answer to this question?
I hadn’t a clue, so I opted for total honesty. ‘There was this one guy in
Tuscany last year, but just a summer fling, you know.’


Luke nodded, but said nothing.


I didn’t need to return the question. I’d already grilled
Cara on Luke’s background. I knew he’d dated girls – ‘not enough to make him a
player, but enough to prove he’s a red-blooded guy’ was how Cara had put it –
but he hadn’t got serious with any of them. Still, I didn’t want Luke to
realise Cara and I talked about him, so I asked, ‘You?’


He shrugged and said simply, ‘There’ve been a few girls. No
one special, though...’


There was a pause and some unspoken final point hung in the
air. I hoped it was ‘Not until you, Scarlett’ and not ‘Bit like you, Scarlett’.



‘You up for a walk?’ Luke asked. ‘There’s a place I want to
show you.’


He gestured behind him, to the Mount Edgcumbe country park
just beyond. It looked inviting – all sweeping lawns and long hills and
towering trees. The day so far had been easy, and I’d relaxed into it, enjoying
the time with Luke. Now, the thought of being alone with him in such a
beautiful spot woke my inner butterflies.


I took a deep breath, swigged back the rest of my drink,
stood, staggered, righted myself and said with zeal, ‘Let’s do it!’ 


Luke’s mouth twitched and he murmured something about being a
lightweight as he stood and took my hand.


The park was busy, full of people taking in the sunshine.
Luke led me along the waterfront, weaving through gardens set around an
orangery, past an old gun battery and a small beach on which children collected
shells, and then up a path into woodland. We passed a man and his dog, and a
young couple walking hand in hand, and then we were alone in the silence of the
woods. Soon we were walking single file, more climbing than walking, as the
narrow path rose up the steep hillside. My sandals were fast filling with dirt,
and the darkness and silence were becoming a little eerie.


‘Um, Luke…’ I began, but he shushed me.


‘Trust me,’ he said.


Then I saw that the trees were thinning, and I broke through
into sunshine. I stopped and shielded my eyes as I looked up and around. Where
the hell were we? 


Luke took my hand once more. ‘C’mon,’ he said. ‘Nearly
there.’


We climbed some more, up grass. Calves burning, I kept my
head down, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other, until Luke
called a halt and I braced my hands on my legs and leaned forward to catch my
breath.


‘You okay?’ said Luke, moving ahead to stand uphill of me.


‘Fine,’ I breathed. ‘Just not… quite getting… why afternoon
stroll… turned into… mountain climbing.’


Luke put his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face the
way we’d come. 


We were beside the ruins of a beautiful stone folly
teetering on the edge of a very, very high hill. The view was panoramic:
I could see all around the bay, from Royal William Yard to the city of Plymouth
to the breakwater to the coast curving away to Twycombe.


‘Ooooooooooh,’ was all I could manage. I sat down, quickly,
on solid ground and held on to some clumps of grass.


‘Hey,’ he said, coming to sit beside me. ‘You’re not afraid
of heights, are you?’


My mind flashed back to two summers ago. Montjuïc in
Barcelona, another massive hill. My sister had insisted on the whole family
taking the transbordador down to the port. In the dangling cable car I’d
had the most spectacular meltdown, which had sent Mother into a migraine,
Father into a stinking mood and Sienna into fits of laughter.


‘’Course not,’ I lied.


His eyes narrowed. ‘Oh no. You are, aren’t you? That’s why
you walk so slowly up and down the cliff path to the cove.’ He lay back on the
grass, threw an arm over his eyes and muttered, ‘Nice one, Cavendish.’


‘Hey.’ I let go of my grass handholds – with some effort –
leaned back on my elbows and stared out at the view. ‘Really, it’s great here.
The view is stunning.’ 


I felt Luke shift beside me and he echoed me: ‘Stunning.’


Then his hand was on my cheek and he was turning my face to
look at him and I could see it in his eyes – he was going to kiss me. And I
should have leaned forward, should have found his lips, but I couldn’t move.
Because there was no going back from this point. If I took this step, I was
lost. I would feel, and I would let him feel for me, and then if I ever
lost him… I cringed at the thought, and Luke caught the flash of pain on my
face. He pulled away.


‘I’m sorry. It’s just…’


‘You’re frightened.’


His eyes missed nothing; he knew me. I nodded ever so
slightly. He sighed and sat up and looked away, at the view.


Silence fell.


How had such a sunny day got so dark, so fast? I wanted him
to kiss me – I wanted to kiss him – why was I making it so damned hard? 


‘I’m sorry,’ I said miserably. ‘I’ve done a Scarlett.’


‘What?’ He turned to me. 


‘Done a Scarlett. Something my sister used to say. A lot.
Whenever I wasn’t… well, like her.’


‘Like her? What does that mean?’ His tone was stern, almost,
and I squirmed. 


Hole. Shovel. Digging deeper.


‘Um, well, brave, I guess.’


He shook his head, and his mouth twisted. Disgusted, that’s
how he looked. I was mortified. And all the more so when I couldn’t hold back
the hot, stinging tears any longer. 


When he saw the first tear run down my cheek he ran a hand
through his hair. ‘Oh hell. You’re crying. I made you cry…’


I buried my face on my knees, hiding from the horror in his
eyes. 


He swore, and I flinched, and he said quickly, ‘No! I wasn’t
swearing at you. I was swearing because I’ve upset you. Because I’m a
total idiot when it comes to talking about… stuff.’


I didn’t understand. He was blaming himself?


‘The last thing I want in the world is for you to be
hurting,’ he said softly. ‘Jesus, haven’t you hurt enough? All I want to do is
protect you from pain, not open you up to it. Scarlett?’


I wanted to look up. But I couldn’t quite get the tears
under control. It had been like that for me since Sienna – never one tear;
always an ocean. 


‘Please,’ he said. ‘Look at me.’


‘Give me a minute,’ I said thickly into my knees.


He moved, and I thought for a moment he was going to walk
away, leave me to pull myself together, but then he was behind me, a leg
sliding either side of me, and his arms were enclosing me, pulling me up to sit
against his chest. He leaned down and put his lips near my ear and said gently,
‘Is this okay? Can I hold you?’


I nodded, beyond words. He’d found a way to respect my need
for space, while reassuring me that he was there, right there. 


‘You cry if you need to cry,’ he murmured, his breath warm
on my ear. ‘And I’ll just sit here and tell you… I want to kiss you, Scarlett
Blake. I’ve wanted to kiss you since that first day on the beach, when I pulled
you out of the water. You were so lost and bedraggled but determined to prove
you were fine. And I knew you weren’t fine, but your courage…’


I jerked at the word.


‘Your courage,’ he breathed into my ear, ‘that day –
every day; it’s beautiful. I know you don’t see it, but I do. It’s all I see
when I look at you. You’re the bravest, strongest person I’ve ever met.’ I
began shaking my head, but he shushed me. ‘You’re crying, remember, and I’m
telling you how I feel. And you’d better let me, because I’m not half as brave
as you, Scarlett, and if I don’t get this out now, I may never say it.’


By now my eyes were dry – and wide with shock. And hope. But
I didn’t tell him that. 


‘Go on,’ I whispered.


‘You came to Twycombe all on your own. You went in that
water all on your own. You were so scared to surf, but you did it – you fell
off that board I don’t know how many times, and every time you got back on. You
kept trying; every day you keep trying. You think you hide it, I know, all that
pain you’re carrying around, but you can’t hide it from someone who’s been
there.


‘When my parents died, when Cara got hurt…’ His arms
tightened around me. ‘After that, it was black for so long. Everything I did
was under a shadow. I know grief, Scarlett – I know how you’ve been hurting.
I’ve wanted to be there for you, but how? I’ve wanted to be with you, but you
didn’t need that pressure too.


‘I told myself it was pointless. You don’t even live here;
you’re passing through – there’s no future in it. At best it’s a summer fling.’


I winced at his last words. What was it I had said earlier
at the pub? ‘There was this one guy in Tuscany last year, but just a summer
fling, you know.’ Surely he knew he meant more to me than that? I opened my
mouth to put him right, but he was talking again.


‘Still, how could I help but fall for a girl like you?’ he
said. ‘It’s like you have this inner light that brings the people around you to
life. You make me feel alive. You make me feel like the guy I was before,
before...


‘Then, the other day, when you called me after hitting that
deer… I will never forget that. I drove like a maniac through those lanes,
Scarlett, and when I found you in the road, there was so much blood and you
were so white and still, and I couldn’t wake you up and I thought, I thought…’


I twisted in his arms, then, quickly; I wouldn’t leave him
alone in baring his soul like this.


‘It’s okay, Luke,’ I said. ‘I was fine – I am fine.’


‘I know. But the thought of losing you…’ He took a deep
breath, closed his eyes, opened them again and said, ‘So you see, you’re not
the only one who’s afraid here.’


For a long moment we stared into each other’s eyes. And I
remembered the first day we’d met, how I’d looked into his eyes and thought how
much nicer it would be to drown in that kind of blue. And I decided then and
there, on that grassy hill with Luke, I would do it. I would let go.


I stood up.


‘Scarlett?’ He sounded alarmed. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t
have…’


‘Shhhhh.’


I reached down and grabbed his hand and pulled him up.
‘C’mon.’


Gently, I tugged him toward the folly.


‘But your vertigo…’ 


I looked up at him. ‘Luke Cavendish,’ I said, ‘it’s time to
face the fear.’


The crumbling stone steps inside the folly were
treacherously steep, and behind me Luke kept his hands on my hips as I climbed.
At the top a window cut into the stonework framed a breathtaking view. I leaned
forward and looked down. One wrong move and we’d be on the rocks far, far
below. 


We stood together, looking out, on top of the world and a
step from death, and then… then I did a Scarlett. Not the Scarlett I saw in the
mirror but the one Luke had described. 


‘You know earlier,’ I said. ‘At lunch, when we were talking
about music?’


‘Yes.’


‘And you said you liked Ed Sheeran.’


‘Yes.’


‘The Plus album.’


‘Yes.’


‘Track eleven.’


‘I don’t… Hang on.’


Luke rummaged in his pocket, pulled out his phone and tapped
a few times on the screen. I felt his arm tighten around me as he found the
track. 


‘Kiss Me.’ 


He hit ‘play’, and slowly, as the verse began, I turned to
Luke. Our faces were so close, barely a breath of air between us, but there was
no rush, no urgency. We watched each other, listening to the words – and then,
as the chorus began, I pushed up onto my toes and his head sank down and our
lips met. And though my feet were planted firmly on stone that had stood
solidly for centuries, in that moment I fell. I fell for him, I fell in love. I
fell, and I didn’t want to be saved. 


 











24: DEAR SCARLETT


 


We kissed again on the walk back to the ferry, and again on
the boat, and again in the van. And then at Twycombe on the beach, larking
about paddling in the twilight surf, and then back in the cottage, curled up on
the sofa watching another cheesy romance film. And then at the front door, as
we said goodnight. And then nine hours later, at the front door, as we said good
morning. And then as Luke cooked Sunday lunch. And then as we washed it up. And
then as we sat on the roof terrace. And then on the beach, before surfing – and
during surfing – and after surfing. And then back at the cottage, in the
garden, in the sitting room, in the kitchen, until, finally, we were down to
one, two, three goodbye kisses at the front door as Luke headed off for an
evening shift at the pub.


Once his van went out of view around the hedgerow, I sank to
sit on the step and just focused on breathing for a while: in, out, in, out.


I missed him already.


God, how was it possible to feel this much this fast? I
ached for him – the way he made me feel; it was addictive, altering. There was
no better rush than kissing him. But it was more than that, more than the
thrill of intimacy. He got me. He knew me. And who I was with him, it was who I
wanted to be.


Dreamily, I combed my fingers through the long grass
trailing over the step and let memories meander through my mind.


Luke at the restaurant, waxing lyrical about a mouthful
of cheesecake, eyes dancing, hands waving, knees firm and warm against mine.


In the van, on the drive home from Royal William Yard,
unthinkingly rubbing my eyes and Luke glancing over and declaring that really,
pandas are adorable.


On the beach, walking in the surf, feet sinking into the
gritty sand, legs stinging from the salt, fingers intertwined.


On the roof terrace, eyes closed, side by side; his
clumsy invitation: ‘So this All That Jazz thing of Si’s. You’ll come with me,
right?’


His fingers twirling a strand of my hair; his eyes
searching my face as he asked, ‘Are you tired? You look tired.’


His patience as I ‘helped’ him in the kitchen; the smell
of burning gravy; sieving out the lumps; his head thrown back with laughter.


The feel of him behind me, holding me – before the
mirror, at the folly; like an impenetrable shield at my back, solid and
comforting.


In a little over a day with Luke, I’d amassed more happy
memories than the past month, year – lifetime? – had given me. I would always
look back on this summer, I knew, and live in these memories. This was my
summer of discovery, of growing up, of self-definition. This was the very best
of summers. If only I could freeze time, stay here, stay like this for ever.
But time was an unstoppable force. Autumn would come, and with it a farewell to
the cove. To Luke. To Cara. To Bert and Chester. To surfing. To the peaceful
little cottage on the cliff.


‘I don’t want to say goodbye,’ I told the sea, the sky, the
flowers.


There was a rustling nearby, and a frantic scampering. I had
frightened an animal. I scanned the wild land beyond the drive. There, all but
camouflaged against the gorse and the sun-scorched grass, stood a small deer.
Even from this distance, I recognised the white patch on its rump. It was the
fawn I’d hit with my car. 


It eyed me for a long moment, and then darted off. Leaning
my head against the porch, I watched it go, leaping gracefully over the uneven
ground, and I wondered how I’d ever thought it badly injured, let alone dead.
All that drama, for a perfectly healthy deer. It ran in the family,
unfortunately. All my life I’d dealt with Mother’s and Sienna’s tendency
towards the dramatic. I smiled as I remembered one of their rows:


‘You’re making a tempest in a teapot, Mother!’


‘I am not, young lady! And the expression is “storm in a
teacup”.’


‘Storm in a teacup? But that makes no sense!’


‘Of course it does! Much more than your ridiculous
tempest in a teapot!’


I’d attempted to intercede then and point out that they both
were making a storm in a teacup/tempest in a teapot about a storm in a
teacup/tempest in a teapot, but from their high horses, neither saw the funny
side. The problem was, they were always too lost in emotion to be level-headed.



But then, couldn’t the same be said of me now? I’d just been
thinking of a huge, wrenching farewell to the cove, but maybe it didn’t need to
be that way. University terms were short, and I could spend the long holidays
in Twycombe. And perhaps Luke would consider a long-distance relationship
during term-time… Okay, that was thinking way too far ahead considering we’d
had only one official date. Still, the idea put a smile on my face and sent me
inside to look up travel options from Plymouth to London.


*


The Luke high couldn’t last forever, I knew that. Still, it
would have been nice to have got through the rest of the weekend, at least, in
a dreamy haze before bumping down to earth. Note to self: when feeling good,
steer clear of contact with anyone who can change that.


Having set up my laptop on the coffee table in the lounge
and Googled route options from Twycombe to Chelsea, I scanned the emails in my
inbox. I read Father’s first, because it was such a shock to receive one from
him – this was the first in memory. It was blunt and confusing:


Dear Scarlett,


No doubt your mother’s been in touch and explained the
situation.


I’m sure you’ll agree that, in the circumstances, there’s
nothing to be gained by our continuing with some semblance of a father–daughter
relationship. Your mother detests me and says she wants me nowhere near you,
and you understand that I must respect that.


I wish you well.


PS – I have attached contact details for a psychiatrist
on Harley Street who once treated your mother, just in case.


Slowly, reluctantly, I double-clicked the next email, whose
subject line read, SCARLETT!!!!!


Dear Scarlett,


I tried to ring you SEVERAL TIMES THIS WEEK, but it’s
gone to VOICEMAIL. I know you usually ring every fortnight now, but REALLY,
would it hurt to answer the phone?


Since I can’t get hold of you, I’ll just ‘OUT WITH IT’,
as Sienna would have said:


Hugo has left me. We’re getting a divorce.


I’m sorry it’s a shock for you, darling. But the TRUTH –
which I have tried all these years to protect you from – is that Hugo is a
COLD-HEARTED BASTARD. Leave him to his BLOODY golf and his BLOODY Hooray
Henries and his BLOODY money and his BLOODY secretary with her BLOODY implants.
I’m better off without him.


He wants a quick divorce to keep gossip to a minimum, so
we’ll split it all down the middle. He’ll have the London and Edinburgh
apartments and the villa in Portugal, and I’ll keep Hollythwaite. So you’ll
still have HOME, darling – AND ME!


Come home and see me soon, Scarlett. PLEASE. You’re ALL I
HAVE NOW.


Your mother


I sank back onto the sofa and let the feelings come:


Anger, that as usual Mother was dumping her emotional burden
right onto my shoulders; that she was determined to entangle me in her dramas;
that she was casting herself in the role of the victim.


Guilt, that while I was all loved-up Mother was clearly in a
bad way. The shouty email wasn’t her usual style, and told me she’d been off
her head as she typed – on tranquilisers or booze or, more likely, both.


But the overriding feeling was one of relief. Yes, this was
a shock, but not a wrenching one, as Mother assumed. About bloody time
was the thought running through my head. For if my mother’s intention all these
years had been to protect me from the knowledge that my father was a bastard,
she’d failed spectacularly. I had no happy childhood memories of words of
encouragement or bedtime stories or loving hugs. His Dear John letter dumping
me as his daughter was evidence enough that the man was emotionally warped.
‘Good riddance’ was my reaction – at least I’d never again have to look at him
and wonder why I was such a disappointment as a daughter.


This was a good thing, I thought. Once Mother got through
the unpleasant intricacies of the divorce, she would come to see that. I felt a
fizz of hope in my stomach. Perhaps this would be the turning point for her –
now she’d be forced to take responsibility for herself, and that would mean an
end to wallowing. 


Determined to send the right – level-headed – signal to both
parents, I deleted Father’s email and shot a quick one back to Mother, telling
her I’d come to visit the following weekend – Saturday I was out at the Drake’s
Island party, but Sunday I could manage a trip to Hollythwaite.


Checking emails had left a bad taste in my mouth, and I
scanned the remaining ones quickly, keen to close the laptop, go make a
sandwich and curl up in front of the TV. But the word Sienna jumped out
at me on the page, and my eye flew to read the sender’s details: KatieTrent133@hotmail.co.uk.



I clicked.


Hey Scarlett.


Hope yr OK.


I lkd in the trash folder on my email and it was there –
the picture from Sienna of her with the surf lot. I dunno whether one of them’s
the guy she liked. But hey – take your pick! Some hotties, eh?


K xx


I thought back to my meeting with Katie in the coffee shop –
it seemed an age ago. Then, everything had been dark and painful, and my mind
had been consumed with why, why, why – why had Sienna done it? The discovery
that Sienna was seeing a surfer had been meaningful. I’d intended to get close
enough to the surfers to find out who that guy was. What he knew. Whether he’d
done something, perhaps, to push my sister over the edge. 


Now that I knew why Sienna had drowned, I felt differently
about the ex-boyfriend. He’d gone from being a sinister shadow to a regular
bloke who’d cared about my sister. I doubted very much she’d have told the guy
that she was dying; Sienna never wanted to be perceived as weak. So perhaps
she’d shared some happy times with him towards the end. It would be good to
find him now and ask him about those.


I clicked the attachment and the photo opened on my screen. 


Twycombe Bay. An overcast day – misty white sky and grey
waves rising high behind a large group of surfers in black wetsuits. There were
plenty of unfamiliar faces, but I made out Geoff and Duvali and Lucy and Andy
and Big Ben and Si and Kyle. And Luke: he was there in the back row, smiling
easily like he was quite at ease in this ensemble. 


In the colourless setting, though, it was Sienna’s
bright-red hair that most drew my eye. She was in the centre of the bunch,
smiling widely. As well she might, given that she was flanked by two handsome
guys.


The first looked like he’d just swapped military fatigues
for a wetsuit. He was tall and muscular; imposing, formidable. His hair was so
severely cropped its colour was indeterminable; his face was symmetrically
perfect and somehow all the more attractive for the angry scar dissecting one
cheek. He wasn’t looking at the camera; he was looking at Sienna. Seriously.
Intently.


The second was an altogether different breed to the first.
Too much soul to be a soldier – he exuded it, no more so than in the look on
his face as he, too, watched my sister. Like she was not the fiery hellcat I
knew her to be, but something better, brighter. He stood a little awkwardly beside
her, one hand holding the opposing forearm. There, I knew, beneath the thick
neoprene, a single word was inked onto the skin.


Serviam.


It was Jude. 











25: FRIENDS OR FRIENDS?


 


‘Hey, sexy lady,’ sang the camp-as-Carry On bartender
tunelessly. ‘What can I get for you?’


‘What are the options?’


‘Beer, lager, wine, cider, cocktail, rum, vodka, tequila,
whiskey, gin, brandy, liqueur…’


‘Er, how about Coke?’


‘Coke Regular? Coke Zero? Diet Coke?’


Someone elbowed me in the back, hard. ‘Er… Diet?’


‘Regular, Cherry, Vanilla or Lime?’


Seriously? ‘Um… Lime. Two Lime Cokes, please.’


Not only was the boat impressively stocked, but it was
impressively packed. It had taken me a good five minutes to work my way here
from the upper deck, where I’d left Cara sitting on a bench seat soaking up the
sun. I’d never seen so many people in one space – it was rather like the ‘how
many people can you fit in a Mini’ challenge, but with revellers instead of
record-breakers, and a fifty-foot party boat complete with dance floor and decks
instead of a micro-car. There were young people in every corner, on every
surface, dangling over the guardrails – shouting, laughing, dancing, generally
having a blast. I recognised the usual crowd from Twycombe, but many of the
people around me were strangers. 


Quite how Si knew all these people was beyond me, but the
more I hung around with him, the more I got the sense that he was just one of
those blokes who knew everyone. Take the skipper, for example: mate from his
uni course, Cara had told me, who’d cut a good deal for the boat. And the DJ:
mate from his five-a-side team. And the bartender: mate from his charity work.
Si was like a spider in the middle of a web, the ultimate networker. 


As I weaved my way back through the throng to Cara, trying
not to slosh Coke down my white sundress (yes, a dress; Cara had insisted), I
scanned each face. Black guy. Chinese guy. Short guy. Girl in a thong. Geezer
with a dodgy mullet. Woman in a wig. 


Cara was sitting right where I left her, easy to spot even
across the deck in her psychedelic-print maxi dress. I slumped down on the
bench beside her with a ‘Phew!’ and handed her a plastic beaker.


She took a swig and her eyes lit up. ‘Cuba Libre?’


‘Nope, Plymouth, actually.’


My wit earned me a punch on the arm. ‘You know what I’m
saying – this got rum in it?’


I shook my head.


‘Scarlett! It’s a free bar! Never look a gift horse in the
arse.’


‘It’s mouth, Cara – why would you be looking a horse in the
arse?’


She rolled her eyes. ‘Sayings like that are all nonsense
anyway. The point is, bring on the booze!’


‘Cara, you promised your brother not three hours ago that
you’d behave…’


It was Luke who’d given us a lift to Plymouth Harbour. I’d
sat him down this week and ’fessed up to my morning surfing. Initially, he’d
been concerned – he clearly didn’t like me in the water without him nearby –
but eventually, after grilling me over who exactly I was surfing with, he had
to concede I could hold my own and that the others would look out for me. The
same logic applied to the party, and after checking the guest list with Si,
he’d been pretty cool about Cara and me going – it wasn’t like he could tell me
not to go in any case, and recently he’d mellowed immensely when it came to his
protectiveness of Cara. Still, neither of us had mentioned the Drake’s Island
exploration bit to him, a fact for which I felt horribly guilty – especially
when he’d kissed me goodbye at the harbour and said lightly, ‘Have fun. Don’t
do anything I wouldn’t do.’ Which I imagined included trespassing on private property.
And drinking Cuba Libres.


But Cara was not to be deterred. ‘C’mon, what Luke doesn’t
know can’t hurt him, eh? I’ll be back before him tonight, and I’m ace at hiding
a hangover. Eternally sunny disposition, you see.’


‘Except when you’re arguing with Luke,’ I pointed out.


‘Well, yes. But since you’ve come on the scene, Scarlett
Blake, that’s been happening a whole lot less!’


I grinned. Despite the hiccup of the parental drama and the
surprising photo, the Luke glow had lasted throughout this week, and I’d added
a good number of happy moments to the memory bank.


‘C’mon, Scarlett. Live a little. You’re meant to be
celebrating!’


‘Celebrating what?’


‘Duh! Exam results?’


‘Oh. Yeah. That.’


My A level results had arrived this week. They were good,
good enough to secure me my place at university. Two hundred miles away in
London. Somehow, it didn’t feel like news worth celebrating. 


‘Go on,’ coaxed Cara. ‘Just a teeny splash of rum?’ She
added in the voice of a five year old: ‘I’ll be your best friend…’ 


Faux-hurt, I fired back, ‘Aren’t you already?’ 


‘No, you have to buy my friendship with booze.’


That made me laugh. ‘Fine. I’m not your keeper. But if you
take it too far, don’t drop me in it with Luke.’


She grinned. ‘Things are going well?’


I stared out at the partygoers on deck. Dreadlocked dude.
Girl with bunchies. Bloke with sunburn. Guy in a NY Yankees baseball cap.
‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Luke is great.’


‘And so is RUM!’ declared Cara. ‘Go! GO!’


And with that she thwacked me on the rump like I was a
disobedient donkey.


Sod it, I thought as I weaved my way slowly back
through the crowd. If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.


*


By the third rum and Coke the sun was sinking toward the
horizon.


‘Look!’ shouted someone nearby. ‘France!’


‘No, man,’ said another guy. ‘We saw France two hours ’go,
’fore we turned ’round. ‘’S’England.’


‘Jesus H! Has it shrunk, or’ve I grown? I’m a giant! I’m
Gulliver, man!’ 


‘Y’arse! S’Drake’s Island.’


Unlike these fine specimens of Englishmen, I was not drunk.
But I couldn’t quite swear to being entirely sober either, and Cara, curled up
against Kyle, who had appeared out of the throng at some point – I forget when
– was ridiculously giggly.


I turned to Si, who was sitting next to me. ‘Si.’


‘That’s me.’


‘Drake’s Island. What’s the deal?’


‘Hold on!’ He swiped a trilby hat off a nearby bloke, who
was too wasted to notice, and put it on. ‘There. Now I have my “history hat”
on. Prepare to be dazzled by my knowledge:


‘Drake’s Island. So-called because Sir Frances Drake, the
pirate guy, was governor briefly. Over the years it’s mainly been used for
defence – that’s what all the fortifications are about. It protects the naval
dockyard, beyond. But it was also a prison, sometime after the Civil War. And
it was a kids’ adventure centre for a while in the sixties, but that went
nowhere. Now it’s just derelict while the new owner tries to get planning to
build a luxury hotel.’ 


‘Thanks, Professor Si. Not the info I was after, though. I
can’t help noticing the whole island is majorly visible on all sides – Cornwall,
the city, the massive naval vessel parked up on the breakwater right in front
of it. Won’t it be a bit, well, noticeable if a boatload of people trek about
it?’


Si gave me a wide, toothy smile. ‘Young Scarlett, you have
much to learn.’


‘About a life of crime?’


‘Nope. About knowing a guy. The caretaker – he’s a mate of
mine. He cleared it with the owner. So long as we don’t do any damage, it’s
cool.’


I thought about this for a moment. ‘So we’re not doing
anything dodgy?’


‘You sound disappointed! Do you really think Luke would’ve
let you and Cara out with me if we were?’


‘Luke knew?’


‘Ah, Scarlett, when it comes to Luke, the safest bet is to
assume he always knows. He’s astute, that guy.’


‘Yes,’ I agreed dreamily. ‘Very cute. You know, Si, you
actually suit a trilby. Are you sure you’re not gay?’


His laugh was loud. ‘My grandmother used to call me that.
Such a gay little boy, always happy. So in that sense, I guess you could call
me gay.’


We were interrupted by a loud splash followed by a chorus of
cheers – then another splash and another and a cry of, ‘Man overboard!’ Within
seconds the upper deck of the boat was emptying fast as people jumped and dived
– and, in the case of one poor bloke, belly-flopped – into the sea. I was ready
to grab Si and tell him just how bad an idea I thought it was to let drunk
people go swimming when I realised we were pulling up to the pontoon attached
to Drake’s Island, and the first escapees were already wading ashore. Given
that I was feverishly hot and the water looked mighty refreshing I thought
about joining them, but then I realised that was hardly fair on Cara, who’d
have to walk off the boat.


Si and Kyle melted off to organise the disembarking and, arm
in arm, Cara and I headed down to the exit ramp on the bottom deck. As we
waited in the lurching, raucous queue, I scouted the scene.


‘Why do you keep doing that?’ said Cara.


‘Doing what?’


‘Nosying about.’


‘Oh. I’m looking for someone.’


‘Who?’


‘I don’t think you know him…’


‘Him?’ Cara’s voice was a little sharp.


‘No,’ I reassured her. ‘It’s not like that. You know I’m
with Luke. He’s just this guy who was close to my sister. I think. I want to
ask him about her. Thought maybe he’d be partying today.’


‘Which guy do you mean?’ said Cara.


‘The one she was close to – keep up, Cara.’


‘No, I mean which one – Jude or Daniel? She was friends with
them both.’


I turned to stare at her. 


‘Friends, or friends?’


Cara shrugged. ‘Who knows? No offence, but your sister was
kind of a flirt. I just saw her with Jude and Daniel at some parties, and they
seemed… well, intense.’


‘How so?’


‘Chatting a lot. Bit of an angsty vibe.’


‘With them both?’


‘I think… Look, I don’t really know. I’ve told you before
that I hardly knew your sister, Scarlett. And I’ve never even spoken to Jude.
And that Daniel bloke only appeared at a couple of parties with Sienna, and the
only reason I remember him was because of his scar…’


‘On his cheek?’ I asked, thinking of the guy next to Sienna
in the photograph. 


She nodded.


‘Is he here? Daniel?’


‘No, Scarlett. Like I said, I only saw him a couple of
times, back when Sienna was…’


The unspoken word alive hung in the air between us.


‘What about Jude? Is he coming?’


‘I don’t know. Si told Luke he wasn’t, but… Hey, look! We’re
missing the paaaaaaaaaaarty…’


The queue ahead had disappeared. I didn’t want to move. I
wanted to think about our conversation. About Sienna and her ‘friends’. About
the fact that other people knew stuff about my sister that I didn’t know. But
it was hardly the time or place for a ‘moment’. So I let Cara tug me down the
ramp, onto the pontoon and across to terra firma. And when she starting
channelling Lady Miss Kier and belting out ‘Groove Is in the Heart’, I hummed
along.


*


The tiny island couldn’t have been more than a few acres in
total, but amid the rocks and the scrubby trees were surprisingly large
buildings dating back to the Napoleonic era – barracks and batteries and a
citadel. While Si and Cara and Kyle and a gang of helpers trekked off to set up
a base, laden down with provisions, the other partygoers scattered around the
island, and I let Geoff and Duvali talk me into a poke-about in the abandoned
buildings. They were dark and gloomy and dirty and decidedly eerie, and the
boys were in their element trying to scare me out of my wits, but I managed to
avoid girly screaming, even when they took me down into the tunnels cut into
the island beneath the buildings.


We came upon an old military-issue stretcher – faded and
ripped khaki canvas stretched between two wooden poles – abandoned on the floor
of the main magazine. The sight was sobering somehow.


‘People died here, you know,’ said Duvali. ‘When it was a
prison. We did it at school. That bloke Robert was imprisoned here. Five years
on this tiny island. Then – bam, dead.’


‘Robert who?’ said Geoff.


‘Dunno,’ said Duvali. ‘But he was one of the guys who signed
Charles’s death warrant.’


‘Charles who?’ said Geoff.


Duvali rolled his eyes, and I stepped in to help. ‘King
Charles the First. You know, the Roundheads.’


Geoff looked blank.


‘The regicide?’


No glimmer of understanding.


‘The Civil War?’


‘Is that the one where the Americans threw teabags in a
harbour?’


Laughing, I gave up.


‘You some history buff?’ asked Geoff.


‘I guess,’ I said. ‘I’m starting a history degree soon.’


I expected cringes, but the looks I got were respectful.


‘Then secret tunnels must be right up your street, eh?’ said
Geoff.


‘Er…’


‘Somewhere here there’s a secret tunnel that leads all the
way to The Hoe on the mainland! Shall we look for it?’


Duvali guffawed. ‘You spanner. That’s an urban myth.’


‘It’s not! All Plymouth’s Napoleonic forts are connected by
underground passageways.’


‘Bull.’


‘No, it’s not! I read about it.’


‘On UrbanMyths-dot-com.’         


‘No, on HiddenPlymouth-dot-com!’


Duvali guffawed.


‘Hey!’ snapped Geoff. ‘It’s a legitimate site!’


I left them arguing and headed back down the cold tunnel,
all at once eager to be in what lingered of the daylight.


I followed the smell of smoking meat and the thrum of a
dance beat upwards to the highest point of the island, a grassy plateau dominated
by a radio mast. A campfire was blazing already, around which various barbecues
were set up, and people were sitting about chatting and laughing and drinking.
I looked about and spotted Cara alone, leaning up against a tree. Her eyes were
closed and her usual grin was missing.


‘Hey,’ I said, scooting down next to her. ‘You okay?’


‘Nope,’ she said, keeping her eyes closed. ‘Bloody leg. I
fell on the climb up here and twisted it. I thought if I sat for a while it
would ease up, but it’s raging.’


‘Good news.’ I began rummaging in my bag. ‘I never leave
home without painkillers.’


She opened one eye. ‘No offence, Scarlett, but aspirin isn’t
going to touch this.’


‘Oh.’ I sat back. ‘Okay. What can I do?’


‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Skipper’s gonna run me and Kyle back
to shore in a minute, and we’ll get a taxi to mine. Kyle’s just finding Si to
tell him.’


‘Will I help you down to the boat?’


‘No, you will not! Just because I’m stupid enough to fall
over doesn’t mean you have to cut the night short.’


‘Don’t be daft, Cara. I’m happy to go now.’


‘I thought you wanted to see Jude, eh? Maybe he’ll turn up
later. He’s always fashionably late.’


My eyes widened; I really did want to talk to Jude. But Cara
came first. ‘So what? It’s not important.’


‘Tsssk, yes it is.’


‘Cara, please…’


‘No, you stay on and party till the boat heads back to the
harbour, then Si’ll see you home safe. And leave Lovely Kyle to take me home; I
can’t complain about a little alone time with him.’


Her tone was bright, but the pain in her eyes was unmistakable.


‘Cara…’


‘No, Scarlett!’ she snapped. ‘This isn’t how it works. I
don’t need help. I don’t need fussing over. I don’t need to be ruining anyone’s
night. Just let me go.’


I sat back, distressed – my friend was in pain and I was
making it worse. She glared at me and, mutely, I nodded. Then she pulled me in
for a hug.


‘Thank you. I’m sorry for… You just can’t give me special
treatment, you know?’


I uttered an ‘I know’ into her shoulder and blinked back
tears.


*


The island felt bigger without Cara on it. Lonelier. Eerier.
But I soon discovered a cure for my nerves…


‘One tequila, two tequila, three tequila, four. Five
tequila, six tequila, seven tequila, more!’


So went the cry out into the night air as the shots were
passed round. I’d bowed out of the first four rounds, sticking to rum and Coke,
but eventually curiosity got the better of me and I accepted a tiny glass of
the liquor.


My first sip – yes, I sipped it, to great hilarity all round
the campfire – sent me into a paroxysm of coughing. The second sip brought
tears to my eyes. By the third, my throat was on fire. By the fourth I had
resolved never, ever to drink such an odious beverage again. But then, after a
good while chatting to the girl next to me (Alice, I think her name was. Or
perhaps Alex. Or was it Albert?), when the call went up again I found myself
accepting the glass and knocking back the contents.


With tequila, it emerged, came loose lips and a blossoming
confidence in mingling among the other surfers and asking direct and difficult
questions:


Did you know my sister?


Did you see her in the cove?


Did you talk to her?


Were you there the night she died?


A hazy image emerged: Sienna, life and soul of the party –
loud, gregarious, friendly, wild. Everyone knew her, but no one could recall
any tangible fact about her: why she was in the cove, who she was beneath the
smile. The night she died was more prominent in memories, but accounts were
chaotic and conflicting. All anyone really remembered was Si turning off the
music and shouting ‘Sienna’s drowning!’ and then everyone running to the shore
and spreading out in a line and scouring the water. 


‘Who raised the alarm?’ I asked. 


‘Si,’ was the universal reply.


‘Yes, but who told him?’


No one seemed to know – though Big Ben had a feeling it was
some old bloke walking his dog. My heart caught at that. Not Bert; it couldn’t
be Bert. He’d have told me. Surely.


Somehow, the shot glass in my hand was full again, so I
remedied that. It helped.


Then I found a glass in the other hand too, and all around
people were chanting ‘Double or nothing’ and then knocking back their drinks,
and of course it would have been impolite not to join in.


And then I loved everyone.


Don’t ask me what round we were at when I got up and joined
in the dancing. I couldn’t tell you. It was before I squeezed a hotdog too
tight and oozed ketchup all down my dress, I think. And it was definitely
before I decided to take a wander into the trees and have a little lie-down.


*


‘Hello? Scarlett?’


I opened my eyes. No one there. A voice without a body. A
ghost.


‘Ooooooo,’ I said.


‘Scarlett? Are you all right?’ Ghostie sounded worried.


I giggled. 


‘Blake, are you drunk?’


‘Yessir.’


‘You’re drunk.’ Ghostie sounded stunned. ‘Out-of-your-mind
drunk.’


‘Yep.’


‘Good grief, girl – what are you trying to do to me! Wake
up. Open your eyes!’


‘Are open.’


‘No, they’re not.’


That was funny. I giggled some more.


‘Oh, man.’ 


‘Shhh,’ I told the ghost. ‘Sleepy time.’


‘Scarlett?’


Warm arms around me. Then, nothing.


*


Something was licking me. A wet tongue on my forehead.


‘Ugh. Gerroff, Chester,’ I groaned.              


‘Scarlett, open your eyes.’ Not Chester. Not woofy-sounding
enough.


I peeled back an eyelid and took in a glimpse of a pale face
looming over me. Frowning.


‘Oh! Hey, Jude.’ 


I chuckled. That was funny.


Jude rolled his eyes and put down the wet cloth he was
holding. ‘Scarlett Blake, you are disgracefully drunk.’


‘Um-hmm. ’Graceful.’


‘Here. Drink up.’ 


A hand slipped behind my head and lifted it and he held a
glass to my lips.


‘Tequila?’ I whispered.


His lips quirked. ‘No, water.’


I drank deeply. ‘Mmm. S’nice.’ 


‘Again. Drink it all down.’


I did as I was told and then lay back and closed my eyes.
Then opened them again. Blinked.


‘Hang on. Where am I?’


‘Home.’


I sat up and just had time to take in a familiar room before
the sofa lurched widely beneath me and a firm hand pushed me back down. I
closed my eyes. Still the world was spinning. The wet cloth went back on my
head and then I felt a cool hand stroking my hair.


‘Hush now,’ said Jude. ‘Just lie still.’


‘’Kay.’ His touch was nice. Calming. Soothing.


‘You said that before,’ I murmured. ‘Hush now. Lie still.
After I killed Bambi. Only Bambi didn’t die.’ 


‘The deer you hit – it was healed?’


‘Mmm-hmm.’


‘Did you touch the deer, Scarlett? Did you want to
heal it?’


‘Mmm-hmm.’


I was drifting away, so relaxed, when it came to me: there
was something important I needed to ask him.


‘Was lookin’ for you today, Jude.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘My sister. Saw a picture. You were friends.’


A pause. Then: ‘Yes.’


‘Friends or friends?’ 


‘Friends.’


‘Ah. So she was with him then.’


‘Him?’


‘Daniel.’


Another pause. Then: ‘Yes.’


‘You’re sad. Sorry to make you sad. She was your friend. She
died. You couldn’t save her.’


There was a silence during which the only audible sound was
the old grandfather clock. The touch on my head was firmer now, and warm, so
warm. 


‘Sleep now, Scarlett. And wake up strong and brave. The
clock is ticking.’


With a blissful sigh, I slipped off the edge into the black
abyss, but as I fell, I fancied I heard a whisper chase me down: I couldn’t
save her. But I will save you.
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Shouting, banging, heavy footfalls.


‘What the hell did you do to her! Move – out of the way.
Scarlett, can you hear me? Jesus Christ – there’s blood all over her! Don’t
just stand there, Jude; get help!’


‘It’s ketchup, Luke. Not blood.’


‘What?’


‘It’s ketchup. She’s not hurt. She’s drunk.’


‘Drunk?’


‘Drunk.’


‘On what?’


‘Tequila, mostly, judging by her ramblings.’


‘Tequila? Scarlett doesn’t drink tequila! Hell, she was
staggering on a pint the other day. Who’s given her that? Who let her get like
this? You – where have you come from? I checked with Si – you weren’t going; he
said you weren’t going or I’d never have let them… How did you get her back
here? They’re still searching the island. Damn, I’d better call him.


‘Si? It’s okay. I’ve got her… Home… No idea… Jude is with
her… Did he? Right… Yeah, man. I’ve got it now. Cheers. Take it easy.’


‘Luke, if I may make a suggestion – take a breath, mate.’


‘Don’t you “mate” me! What are you doing here? Why are you
with her?’


‘Look at her, Luke. She needed help. I brought her home.
I gave her water. You burst in here. End of.’


‘But how…’


‘Does it matter?’


‘I warned you to stay the hell away from her.’


‘I remember. In graphic detail. But what did you want me
to do – leave her lying alone in the trees?’


‘In the trees? Hell, it’s like she stalks catastrophe.’


‘Or it stalks her...’


‘This doesn’t change anything, Jude. I don’t trust you
and I don’t want you anywhere near her.’


‘Who she has in her life isn’t your choice to make, Luke.
You can’t control her.’


‘I’m not trying to control her, dammit – I’m trying to
protect her.’


‘From me.’


‘From you.’


‘It’s a worthy endeavour, Luke. But it’s misdirected. I’m
not the bad guy.’


‘I was there that night. I saw you.’


‘Have you told her?’


‘No. Not yet. But I will.’


‘You should.’


‘What?’


‘Tell her.’


‘Back off!’


‘What are you afraid of, Luke?’


‘I don’t want to hurt her, okay? Now will you just get
the hell out so I can put her to bed…’











27: FOREBODING


 


The smell of coffee coaxed me awake. I peeled back an eyelid
to find Luke sitting on the chair beside my bed cradling a steaming mug in one
hand and his head in the other. He was staring down at the floor.


‘Luke?’


His head snapped up. He looked done in.


‘Hey. How’re you feeling?’


‘Fine,’ I said automatically.


A wave of déjà-vu swept over me – we had been here before. 


I sat up.


‘Don’t lie to me,’ Luke said sharply. ‘The state you were in
last night, Scarlett, you can’t possibly be feeling fine.’


What the… oh. A rush of memories came back: the boat party,
the rum and Cokes, the Drake’s Island exploration, Cara leaving, sitting around
the campfire. Then it got a little hazy. The conga – had I done the conga?


‘Is Cara okay?’ I asked.


Luke nodded. ‘The physio will see her on Monday, but the pain’s
better today.’


‘Right. Good.’


I tried to pierce the grey veil in my head. I remembered the
campfire. I remembered laughing and talking and feeling great. Then it was a
blank. How had I got home?


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘You’re going to have to fill the blanks.
My head’s a bit… foggy.’


Luke snorted and folded his arms. 


‘You’re mad. What did I do?’


‘Tequila, Scarlett. That’s what you did.’


Ah. I remembered sipping a shot now – yeuck. And then
downing another. And then? 


‘Oh no. I was drunk?’


‘Immensely, spectacularly, obscenely drunk.’


‘Crap.’ 


What had I done? Where were the memories? 


His eyes drilled into me; I looked away. Straight at another
piercing blue, on the bedside table. Sienna’s chalcanthite. Sienna…


‘Oh!’ I said. ‘Jude told me they were friends!’


‘Friends?’ Luke sounded really peeved now. ‘Jude found you
passed out and brought you home. Remember that?’


I looked up at him. Did I remember? No. I only had the vague
sense that I’d spoken to Jude about Sienna – that was it.


‘I don’t understand. I didn’t come back on the boat?’


‘No, you were here at the cottage when I found you. With
Jude. He must have brought you back himself. Maybe he has his own dingy. Or
something.’ He frowned.


Weird. This was ringing no bells at all.


‘Scarlett.’ Luke’s voice was rough with emotion. ‘Tequila –
what were you thinking?’


I cringed. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, really. Everyone
was drinking it. I’ve never had it before. I didn’t realise it was so…’


‘Potent?’


I nodded. ‘I’m an idiot. Good job Jude was there.’


‘To save the day. Yes, very convenient,’ said Luke in a
snide tone I’d never heard before.


I bristled. ‘What’s your problem with him? From what you’re
saying, he helped me last night. Why be so down on him?’


‘Now’s not the time,’ he snapped. ‘I have to go home and
shower and change. I’m due at a house clearance in’ – he checked his watch –
‘forty-five minutes.’


‘I don’t understand.’ I looked more closely at Luke. His
clothes were crumpled. ‘Did you sleep here?’


He looked pointedly at the armchair he was sitting on.


‘Luke! That’s crazy! You didn’t have to do that.’


He sighed. ‘Yes, Scarlett, I did. Because you live here all
alone. And I was worried about you.’


I crawled out of bed and put my arms around him. ‘I’m sorry,
I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m a rubbish girlfriend. I’ll make it up to you, I
promise. And I’ll stick to Coke from now on. The drink, I mean. Not the drug!’ 


I felt his laugh rumble through me. I leaned back, but he
pulled me in and gave me a long, lingering kiss.


‘Are we okay?’ I whispered, imploring him with my eyes to
say yes.


He dropped a kiss onto the end of my nose. ‘We’re okay.’


Finally, I let myself relax. And smile.


‘You’ve never called yourself my girlfriend before,’ he said
huskily, tucking a stray tendril of hair behind my ear. ‘I like it.’


‘I like it too.’


‘And I like it when you tell me you love me.’


I blinked. I wasn’t aware we’d got to that point in the
relationship.


Luke was grinning. ‘That you really, really, really, really
love me. And Cara. And Bert. And Chester. And Angela Lansbury.’


‘Oh God. What else did I say?’


‘Let’s see. That you once had an imaginary friend called
Humphydink. That you think Harry Potter is kinda hot at the right angle. That
you really had a good time at the folly. That you’ve got magic hands. That you
think a history degree might actually be quite dull, unless it’s about Sir
Francis Drake, who, judging by the description you gave, I think you have a bit
confused with Captain Jack Sparrow in Pirates of the Caribbean. The
journey from the sofa to the bed took a really, really long time.’


I groaned and buried my head in my hands. Way to impress a
guy.


*


For the first time since Luke had picked me up for the River
Cottage lunch, I found myself relieved rather than sad to say goodbye to him. I
needed a little time to scrape my dignity off the floor and prepare myself for
the day ahead.


I spent what was left of the morning taking it easy,
expecting the mother of all hangovers to grace me with its presence at any
moment. I sipped water. I napped. I wallowed in a bath. By lunchtime, there was
no getting away from it: other than the usual tiredness, I felt great. The only
residual issue from my misadventure was a memory with the consistency of Swiss
cheese.


I remembered the campfire pretty well. But then there was a
big black hole where the getting home part of the evening should have been. I
felt like I remembered Jude in the sitting room – beside the sofa? And I had a
strong sense that he and Sienna weren’t an item; that the long-gone
Daniel bloke was her ex. Jude must have told me that, I figured. Before Luke
showed up. I had some hazy recollection of the two of them shouting, but the
details of their argument escaped me. Still, judging by Luke’s reaction to my
attempt to defend Jude this morning, he was still plenty mad with Jude. I’d
have to get it out of him, the reason for the bad blood between them. I’d give
Luke a chance to cool off first, though.


I left the cottage after lunch. I was due at Hollythwaite
for afternoon tea: Mother’s favourite meal of the day because for her it
signalled the transition from Too-Early-to-Drink-Noticeably to
Bring-on-the-Booze. But hey, I chastised myself, given the tequila fiasco the
night before, who was I to judge? Anyway, truth be told, I liked afternoon tea
too – in part for its old-fashioned quaintness, but mainly for the array of
miniature cakes on offer.


I wasn’t sure what to expect of Mother today, but I
suspected histrionics may be on the agenda. I had quite deliberately not packed
an overnight bag – even if it was late by the time I left, I’d choose a night
drive back to Twycombe over staying at Hollythwaite. 


It was a steady drive, overtaking the odd Sunday driver but
otherwise taking it easy. My mind drifted often to the night before. There was
some memory that eluded me; I had a sense of it, but every time I tried to grab
it, it danced away from me. Eventually, I gave up; like trying to remember the
name of some actor in a film, it would come to me in time, when I least
expected it, I thought.


Finally, motorway gave way to A road, and then A road gave
way to B road, and then B road gave way to country lane, and then country lane
gave way to large wrought-iron gates and, beyond, a sweeping drive leading up
to the house.


As Hollythwaite came into view, I was struck, as I always
was, by its affected grandeur. It was an eighteenth-century manor house trying
to be a small castle: grey brick, turrets, gargoyles, the works. For years it
had passed between monied hands – peers of the realm, barristers, politicians –
until a fire in the 1950s had caused substantial damage, and the owner, deeming
repair work too expensive, had abandoned it to crumble. The words ‘money pit’
meant nothing to my father, though. Right before he met my mother, when he was
in his early twenties and had just come into his inheritance, he saw that this
house was set amid the country estates of the wealthiest, the most respected,
the most influential in England, and he snapped it up. He brought in a team of
restoration specialists to return it to its former glory, and by the time the
house was habitable he had met Mother and she crossed the threshold at his side
as mistress of the manor.


It was here that they had held their wedding reception; here
Sienna and I had been born. This was the Blake family home. But now, there was
only one Blake remaining within – no, in fact, she wasn’t a Blake at all.
Mother would soon be plain old Elizabeth Iris Jones once more. I could only
imagine how that was paining her.


I eased the car around the lawned turning circle in front of
the house and pulled up to a halt facing the large, ornate double front doors.
They were closed, which was odd. The security system would have signalled that
I had passed through the roadside gate, and usually the doors would be flung
open and Mother – or at the least a member of staff – would be silhouetted in
the doorway, waiting to greet me. I felt a stab of anxiety. Mother had
forgotten I was coming, and that could only mean one thing: she wasn’t in her
right mind.


I got out and strode over to the doors. They were locked.


There were three entrances around the other sides of the
building, plus the doors leading into the conservatory. I headed around quickly
to the east side of the house, alongside which were the old stables, converted
now into storage rooms and staff quarters. Through an archway I could make out
a sliver of the stables’ courtyard, which the staff used as a car park. I
couldn’t see any cars. I veered off course and walked through the arch. The
courtyard was entirely empty.


A crawling feeling took hold of my stomach. 


In all the years I had lived at Hollythwaite, I had never
known the staff not to be present. But it looked like Mother had sent them
away. The obvious conclusion was that she had gone away too – a nice trip to
the Cote d’Azur, perhaps, for some sun. But going away would have required the
presence of mind to pack and travel, and if she were able to do that, she’d
have told me she was leaving.


I turned and walked sharply back to the house, to the
entrance that led into the scullery. Locked.


Further along the east side, I twisted the handle of the
door to the boot room. It did not turn.


An image came into my mind – Sienna walking into the ocean.
And then more scenes flashed across my vision, like a poorly edited movie shot
in flickering black and white and just one other colour: red.


Flash: A cut-glass tumbler lying on its side, empty.


Flash: Tablets spilling out of a prescription bottle.


Flash: Flaming hair, splayed across the floor.


Flash: A delicate high-heeled shoe, hanging off a pale
foot.


Flash: A knife, its blade sticky and sanguine.


Flash: White skin splashed with red, cold to the touch.


Now I was running, around the side of the house, along the
neat gravel path bordered by immaculate box hedges and overlooked by cherubic
white statues. The conservatory at the back was wide and filled with large
potted plants. I peered between leafy fronds as I tried each door in turn, but
I couldn’t see anything except lonely rattan furniture. Finally, just as I was
thinking I’d have to smash my way in with a Cupid statue, a door slid open at
my touch.


‘Mother?’ I shouted.


Silence.


‘Mother!’


I scanned the conservatory – nothing – and began a sweep of
her usual haunts: the front drawing room, the back drawing room, the front
sitting room, the back sitting room, the formal dining room, the informal
dining room, the kitchen... But she wasn’t downstairs. And she wasn’t in the
upstairs sitting room, or the music room, or her bedroom suite, or Father’s, or
mine.


I found her in Sienna’s room, on the large Persian carpet
before the hearth. The rug had been golden once. Now it was splashed with
crimson. 











28: LOST


 


‘Scarlett, darling!’ slurred Mother. ‘Come and join me.’ She
patted the rug, sending another cascade of red wine down from her teetering
glass.


In my relief, I sank to my knees beside her. For a moment
there, I’d thought…


‘Lovely to see you, darling.’


‘Mother, what are you doing?’


‘Drinking.’


‘I can see that. But on the floor? In Sienna’s room?’


Her brow furrowed. ‘The house is so big. I can’t find her.’


She was really drunk. I closed my eyes and took a deep
breath. 


‘Mother, where’s Marnie, and the rest of the staff?’


‘Ah. I gave them a holiday. Tickets to Majorca all round!
Wasn’t that kind of me?’


‘Yes – but you can’t be here all alone.’


‘Why not? You’re all alone at the cottage.’


She had a point.


I reached over, prised the wine glass from her hand and put
it on the stone hearth. ‘Come on, Mother. Let’s get you to bed.’


‘Noooooooo. You only just got here. We must catch up!’


I put my hands in her armpits and hauled her up. ‘Come on,
this way.’


‘How is that nice young driving instructor boy?’ she slurred
as I propelled her out of the room and towards the west wing.


‘Luke? He’s okay.’


‘Are you seeing him?’


Apparently, my silence was enough answer for her.


‘Hooray! Someone should have some goddam happiness around
here – and not just Hugo with Ms Bottomly-Wider or whatever that hag of a PA is
called.’


I was beginning to get a glimpse of what Luke had gone
through with me the night before, and shame heated my stomach. To get this
drunk, to lose yourself like this; it wasn’t a pleasant sight.


We reached her bedroom and I guided her over to the bed.
Like a docile child, she let me slip off her shoes and tuck her under the
covers.


‘That wretched man,’ she muttered.


‘Mother,’ I said tiredly, sitting down on the bed beside
her. ‘This has to stop. Look at you! You have to look after yourself – take
responsibility. No one else can do it.’


She humphed and pulled the covers over her head. I tugged
them back down.


‘Father’s gone,’ I continued. ‘It hurts, I know. But you
were miserable with him – you’ve always been unhappy. Don’t you see, this is
your chance to make a change. You can do whatever you want now, be whoever you
want to be!’


She looked at me with big, doe-like eyes. ‘But I don’t know
what to do, Scarlett. I lost him, and I lost her – now all I have is
you.’


‘But you have to have more than me. I can’t be your
everything. You deserve a life of your own.’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t. I made my choice. And now I
don’t know who I am any more past all the pain.’ She started sobbing. ‘If I
could just find her!’


‘I know, Mother.’ I grabbed her hand and squeezed it tight.
‘I know you want to be close to her – at the cottage, in her room here, at the
graveyard. You won’t find her in any of those places, though. She’s with us.
She’s everywhere.’


‘You don’t understand. That’s not it. I just can’t bear that
she’s lost.’


‘I know.’


She rubbed her eyes, smearing mascara all down her face. I
pulled a tissue from the dispenser by the bed and began wiping it away. She
caught my arm, stopped me. Her tone was quieter now, calmer, as she spoke:


‘I’m sorry. Sorry for being emotional. It’s just been a hard
week, you know? Glad you’re here.’ She lay back on the pillow and closed her
eyes. I leaned over and kissed her forehead. ‘It should be the other way round.
I should mother you.’


‘It’s okay, Mother.’ 


‘Don’t call me that,’ she said, her voice thickening with
sleep. ‘Hate it. Was Hugo who insisted. Mother and Father. Like a fairy tale.
Some fairy tale…’


‘Shhhhhh.’ I smoothed back her hair onto the pillow. ‘Go to
sleep.’


Her eyes flew open and she grabbed at me. ‘You’ll stay,
won’t you? You’ll be here when I wake up?’


‘I’ll stay until the morning,’ I promised.


I’d barely finished the sentence when her eyelids drifted
shut and her grasp on me relaxed.


*


The evening stretched ahead. So many hours to kill alone in
this soulless place. 


Beyond Mother’s room the house was dim and draughty and
silent. I moved from room to room, switching on lights, until I’d vanquished
every shadow.


In Sienna’s room, I rolled up the stained rug. Then I hauled
it along the corridor, down the stairs, into the kitchen and out the scullery
door. Not knowing quite where to leave it, I dumped it on an empty flower bed
beside the house.


The en-suite to my bedroom was fully stocked as always, and
I took a long shower, pushing the control round from hot to scalding. Then I
put on a pair of pyjamas and some thick wool socks from the wardrobe and sat at
the dressing table, combing out my hair slowly and drying it carefully with the
hairdryer. 


Downstairs, in the front sitting room, I built a fire,
taking my time arranging the logs just so in the grate, fiddling about with the
poker until the flames danced merrily. In the kitchen, I found the fridge full
of food as usual, and I made a sandwich, layering up every conceivable
ingredient to hand. I took it into the sitting room to eat it before the fire
on a cold and creaky Chesterfield sofa.


The drinks cabinet caught my eye – vast and rammed with all
kinds of spirits and liqueurs. I got up and went back to the kitchen. Leading
off was the scullery, and within, under a pile of linens, I found what I was
looking for: an old-fashioned brass hostess trolley. I pushed it back across
the ground floor to the sitting room, loaded it up with drinks from the
cabinet, pushed it back to the kitchen and emptied the contents of each bottle
down the sink. It was a pointless act, I knew – the cellar was chockfull of
wine, and the dining rooms and the kitchen each contained a cupboard full of
booze – but it was a statement that I hoped Mother would make some effort to
interpret. 


Job done, I sat back down. I found the controller for the
wooden panels that concealed the fifty-two-inch plasma and booted up the TiVo
box. At the cottage, reception was patchy and I had the basic digital channels.
Here, there was a choice of every channel imaginable and I found it daunting. I
selected an old Friends episode and settled down to watch it, but it was
the one in Vegas where Ross and Rachel get married, and their drunkenness was a
little close to the bone. I switched the television off.


Father’s study led off from the sitting room, and I found my
gaze drawn to the closed door. I walked over and opened it and flicked the
light switch. I expected to be greeted by an empty room – upstairs, on the hunt
for Mother, I’d found Father’s suite stripped bare. But it seemed Mother
sending the staff away had hindered the packing, and the study was as it had
ever been: large leather-topped desk, high-backed chair, filing cabinets, book
shelves and dreary-but-priceless artworks. 


As children, Sienna and I had been banned from the room, and
even in my teens Father’s frown had deepened if I’d so much as knocked and
poked my head around the door. Now I took a bold step inside, and then another.
Over by the window was an antique globe – the world laid out in faded, yellowed
detail. I walked over to it. Trailed a finger along the papery, cracked
surface. Thought of Father. Gave the sphere an almighty shove, and another, and
another, and watched it spin wildly around. Only when the world had stopped
turning did I walk away, shutting the door firmly behind me.


I returned to sit on the sofa. The clock on the mantelpiece
ticked loudly. A memory surfaced. The grandfather clock at the cottage. Jude’s
voice, soft and tortured: ‘I couldn’t save her. But I will save you.’ I
shook my head. I was muddled – ‘I saved you’; that’s what he’d have
said. I sighed. All this melodrama: Luke finding me collapsed on the road; Jude
finding me collapsed on the island. It wasn’t me. I didn’t want to be some
damsel in distress, feeble and delicate. I didn’t want to require saving.


I looked up at the clock. Eight. Surely Luke would be back
by now.


He answered on the second ring.


‘Hey.’


‘Hey.’


‘How are you?’


‘Fine.’


‘Really? How’s the hangover?’ 


‘I’m managing.’


‘Where are you?’


‘At Hollythwaite.’


‘Still? How’s your mum?’


I couldn’t find the words.


‘Is everything all right?’


‘Yes. Fine. Mother’s just… struggling a bit.’


I hadn’t told him about my parents’ split. I’d wanted to
keep things light and easy between us.


‘Maybe…’ 


‘Maybe what?’


‘It’s none of my business, but maybe she needs to talk to
someone?’


‘She talks to me. Endlessly. Emails. Texts. Phone messages…’


‘I meant a professional?’


I thought of Father’s postscript – the psychiatrist’s
number. I’d never convince Mother to go to Harley Street, though. The only
doctor she’d allow near her was the family doctor, Dr McNesby, who was free and
easy with tranquilliser prescriptions. But perhaps something a little more her
style…


‘Maybe,’ I said.


‘Are you driving back in a bit?’


‘No, I’m staying the night. I’ll drive back in the morning
once I’ve had a chance to speak to her.’


‘Okay. Drive safely.’


‘’Course. Listen, I just wanted to say…’ I thought of the
state of Mother, of having to put her to bed, of how uncomfortable it had been
to see her like that. ‘About last night – I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’


Luke’s voice was warm. ‘Hey, I said we were good.’ He paused
and then added, ‘Besides, remember what I said when I dropped you off at the
harbour?’


‘That my little white dress was having a little-black-dress
effect on you?’


He laughed. ‘Actually, I mean, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t
do.” Kind of unfair of me to stay mad at you for last night when I made an arse
of myself at one of Si’s dos a couple of years back.’


‘Spill it.’


‘Trust me, you don’t want to know. It was an ugly episode
involving a kipper, a traffic cone and a tutu. I haven’t touched vodka since.’


‘Tell me!’


He refused, I pleaded – eventually, he caved. And the empty
sitting room was soon echoing with laughter. By the time I put the phone down
on Luke, I felt lighter again, and as I made my way up to bed, the house seemed
a little less oppressive.


*


I waited impatiently for Mother to get up in the morning. At
eight o’clock I took her a coffee and she grunted. At half-eight I slid open
the curtains a crack and she squinted. At nine I went in and put a hand on her
shoulder and she turned over, away from me.


I called Bert, to explain that I’d likely not manage walking
Chester today, but I’d do double at the weekend to make up. I was keen to do it
– not least because I remembered what Big Ben had said on the island about it
being an old man with a dog who’d seen Sienna go into the water, and I wanted
to ask him: was he there?


Then I passed the time in Father’s study, on the computer. I
surfed rehab clinics, and made a shortlist of the three most exclusive ones in
the southwest of England – the kinds of places where ‘exhausted’ celebrities
check in that are more like spas, set in extensive gardens with beauty
therapists, masseurs and Michelin-starred chefs. One in particular stood out –
The Harmony Centre in Somerset. As well as a large pool, sauna, steam room and solarium,
the counsellors had impressive credentials. I printed out the key pages of the
websites, and put The Harmony Centre’s at the top of the pile.


I was searching around for a stapler among the scattered
papers on the desk when the name Sienna caught my eye. I picked up the
paper and scanned it quickly. It was an invoice for her gravestone. Only the
product description box didn’t contain the word gravestone, but cenotaph.
I had no idea what that meant. A fancy word for inscription, perhaps? I sounded
the word aloud. I realised I had heard it before – at the graveside that
morning I’d hidden from my parents. Mother had said something about not feeling
Sienna there, and what was it my father had said? ‘It’s a cenotaph; what do
you expect?’


I opened up the search engine on the computer and typed in
the word. In seconds the definition was up on the screen.


The world began spinning, only this time it wasn’t me
pushing the sphere around and around and around.


I didn’t walk to my mother’s room, I ran; and I didn’t open
the curtains, I ripped them right off the rail; and I didn’t nudge her gently,
I shook her roughly, screaming, ‘Where is my sister? WHERE IS MY SISTER!’ and I
threw onto her chest the definition I had printed off the computer:


Cenotaph: A monument erected to honour a dead
person whose remains lie elsewhere.











29: THOSE WHO COULDN’T SAVE HER


 


I left the radio off on the drive home. I did not feel like
singing. Or thinking. Or feeling. I focused on the car in front.


I drove straight to Luke and Cara’s. Parked. Got out.
Knocked on the door. No one came. I sank onto the front step, put my forehead
to my knees, closed my eyes.


Luke found me there sometime later. He’d barely uttered a
‘Hey’ before the dam broke.


He sat down beside me and pulled me onto his lap, rubbing my
back and murmuring ‘It’s okay, it’s okay’ into my hair as sobs wracked through
me. I tried to pull back, tried to quieten the primal noises of anguish coming
out of me, but I’d lost all control.


Finally, sobs turned to hiccups. Still I clung on. He let me
for a time and then he gently pulled back and looked into my eyes. His face
creased with what he saw there, but he said nothing more than ‘Come’ and then
tugged me up and into the house and pushed me down onto the sofa in the living
room.


He disappeared for a couple of minutes and came back with a
steaming mug. ‘Drink.’


I did. It was tea, sweet. 


He sat on the coffee table opposite, his knees enclosing
mine, his hands on my thighs, watching me, waiting.


When all that was left in the mug was sugary dregs, he said,
‘Now talk.’


I took a deep, shuddering breath and out it all tumbled: 


‘My parents lied to me. They told me my sister was pulled
out of the sea. They told me they found her. She wasn’t. They didn’t. They
never found her.


‘They lied to me. For me, Mother said – they did it
for me, to make it easier on me. Like lying ever makes anything easier.


‘She blames my father. Said he pushed her into it. It was
him who laid it down, that day they came to my school and told me. He said the
coastguard found Sienna. That the paramedics tried to save her. And the
hospital staff. He let me think he’d gone to the hospital, identified her.
He said she looked peaceful.


‘He was a pallbearer at the funeral. He carried the coffin.
An empty coffin! It’s insane – all those people standing around the grave,
crying over an empty box. And my mother knew – she knew, and she just handed me
lilies to drop into the grave. She knew Sienna wasn’t in there.


‘All a lie. And for what? Not for me. For them. So they
could draw a line under it, make the whole ugly mess neater for the outside
world.’ 


I was rambling, I knew, but Luke said nothing; he just let
me get it all out, stroking his thumbs along my legs, all the while watching me
with tortured eyes.


‘They told my parents they couldn’t find her in the water.
They said the currents were strong. That she may wash up in days, or weeks, or
months along the coast. Mother’s been waiting. But my sister’s not there.
There’s no body…’


He pulled me to him, murmuring, ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.’ 


But those words – my last words – were rolling about in my
mind. A memory: carrot cake; Murder She Wrote; Bert laying down the
formulaic rules of a murder mystery: ‘And if there’s no body to be found,
the victim’ll be alive and well someplace.’


I shot upright. ‘Luke! Do you think – do you think there’s a
chance? They never found Sienna…’


‘No, Scarlett, you can’t go there.’


‘But maybe she swam around to the next cove? Or climbed out?
Faking her own death – that’s so Sienna! She could be alive!’


Luke touched his forehead to mine. ‘Oh, Scarlett. I want to
say yes. But I can’t.’


I pulled back, shaking my head. ‘How can you tell? The man
who saw her on the beach that night, going into the water – the man who raised
the alarm. Maybe he had it all wrong…’


‘He didn’t,’ said Luke quietly.


‘It was dark, my father said, and stormy. How could he be
sure what he saw? And he went for help – maybe she got out while he was gone!’


‘No, Scarlett. That’s not what happened. I’m sorry, I’m
sorry to say it, but she drowned.’


‘But don’t you see, how can you know that for a fact?’


‘Because I was the man on the beach who saw your sister
die.’


*


It would take more than sweet tea to calm me down this time.
Frankly, I could have done some serious damage with the china mug. The
intensity of the anger that rose up inside me so frightened me that I did the
only thing that felt safe – I ran.


I ran down the streets leading to the village, across the
square, across the promenade. I heard Luke following me, shouting to me, but I
ignored him. I didn’t stop until I reached the beach. Then, panting, I
collapsed onto the sand. Moments later, Luke dropped down onto his knees beside
me.


He had betrayed me. My sister, my sister, dying
before him, and me grieving and desperate to understand, and he knew that, he’d
known that all the way along, and he’d said nothing. Like my parents, he’d
hidden the truth from me. I fisted my hands and prepared to let rip.


But when I turned to him, the look on his face stopped me.
Raw emotion stood out in every line. Whatever pain I was feeling was reflected
back at me tenfold. He had hurt me, and that was tearing him apart.


I looked at him, really looked at him. His jaw,
clenched. His dark brows pulled together. His eyes brimming with regret. How
this burden had cost him. But he’d carried it. To protect me.


As quickly as my rage had come, it left me. This was Luke.
My gentle giant. 


He was talking now, desperately apologising. 


‘… I wanted to tell you. I’ve wanted to tell you since the
first day on the beach when I pulled you out. But it was never the right time –
how do you say the words? I didn’t want to hurt you. I hate to see you hurt.’


I smoothed a palm down his cheek. ‘Tell me now,’ I told him.


He swallowed. ‘I don’t know where to start.’


‘Start here. On the beach. Start on the beach.’


He sank back on the sand beside me. ‘I don’t – I don’t want
to upset you.’


I reached over and laced my fingers with his. Then I looked
away, out to sea. ‘Time to face the fear,’ I said softly. ‘Tell me.’


He was silent for a moment, and then he began. 


‘I was on the beach. It was cold that night, so everyone was
inside, in Si’s house. But someone had lit a bong and the fumes were
suffocating, so I went out the back for some air. It was dark out. I thought I
saw someone moving on the beach, but I couldn’t make them out. Then a cloud
blew away and I recognised her – her spiky hair, her white dress picking up the
moonlight. The tide was out, and she was walking to the waterline.’ 


‘Dress?’ I interrupted. 


‘Yeah. It was, er, really short, so kind of memorable.’


‘But she was surfing – why wasn’t she in a wetsuit?’


‘Surfing?’ Luke shook his head. ‘No one could have surfed in
those conditions.’


‘But Father said… I thought… that’s why I learnt to… why
did he tell me that?’


‘I’m sorry. I don’t know. Perhaps he thought her surfing was
less upsetting.’


‘Than what?’


He looked stricken. 


‘Please, Luke.’


I touched his hand. He grabbed mine. Squeezed. Continued.


‘I saw her walking to the sea. I don’t know why I went after
her. I barely knew her. Maybe it was the way she was walking. Like she had a
goal in sight; purposeful, you know. Something about it bothered me. Then… then
she started running. And I ran too. But she was fast, and by the time I was
halfway across the sand she was in the water. She just ran right in. I shouted
to her, but she kept on. Maybe she couldn’t hear me – it was wild out there in
the wind.


‘I tried to tell myself she was just messing about. It would
hardly be the first time a drunk partygoer took a midnight dip. But it was so
cold, and the waves were high, and she was fully dressed. So I ran.


‘A cloud blocked the moon. It was dark. I damn near ran into
the ocean myself, that’s how much I could see. I shouted for her again.


‘When the moonlight came back, I looked all through the
water. I saw her head – she was in so deep – near those rocks, there.’ He
pointed to the west side of the cove. ‘I thought about going in, but in those
conditions it would have been… it would have been suicide.’ He hung his head.


‘Go on,’ I said in a choked voice.


His voice was barely a whisper now. ‘I ran to Si’s for help.
By the time I got back with them all, she was gone. I’m so sorry, Scarlett. I
didn’t save your sister.’


‘She couldn’t have survived? You’re sure?’


‘Scarlett, no one could have survived out there. I’m sorry.’


I leaned my head on his shoulder and stared out to sea. The
little candle of hope that had lit inside of me had blown out, and that was
sad, but I was surprised to realise that my overriding feeling was relief. All
this time I had wondered how it had been. The question of whether Sienna could
have been saved had haunted me. But I trusted Luke. If he said it was
impossible, I believed him.


‘Can you ever forgive me?’ 


I sat up and turned to face him, meeting his gaze for the
first time since he’d begun to talk. ‘For what?’


‘For not going in there – not trying to pull her out.’


‘There’s nothing to forgive, Luke. If you’d have gone in,
you’d have been lost too.’ I shuddered. Then a thought struck me. ‘But you did
go in – for me.’


He smiled. ‘Because I could save you.’


‘And you did.’


I leaned in then, to kiss him, but Luke held up a hand. 


‘There’s more. I have to tell you now. I don’t want any more
secrets between us.’


My stomach plunged. More? How could there be more? 


‘Okay,’ I said in as calm a tone as I could muster. ‘Hit me
with it.’


He smiled a little at that, then his face grew serious. ‘You
told me to start with the beach. But before then, at the party, I saw Sienna…’


‘Yes?’


‘She was with Jude. They were out on the decking together. I
saw them through the doors.’


‘They were friends,’ I said.


‘But they didn’t look too friendly. They were rowing,
Scarlett. Shouting at each other. Hands waving. Sienna shoved him. She was
crying.’


He stopped and looked at me expectantly.


‘That’s it? Jude and Sienna rowed? Luke, my sister was
always rowing with friends, boyfriends, me. She loved a good drama…’


But still Luke was worried. ‘It looked serious.’


I thought for a moment. ‘Okay, let’s say for a moment it was
serious. Luke, we never talked about it, because I didn’t want to talk about
it, but at the hospital, what Dr Morris let slip about Sienna…’


‘She was ill,’ he finished for me. ‘She was ill, and she
wasn’t going to get better. And that’s why she took her own life.’


I nodded. ‘And if she and Jude were good friends, maybe she
told him what she planned to do. And maybe that upset him.’


As I said the words, something in me relaxed. The way Jude
was with me, the things he said; it all fit. He took an interest in me because
of her. Because he’d lost her. Perhaps, even, because he thought he’d let her
down – after all, he hadn’t managed to talk my headstrong sister out of her
death.


‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ said Luke. ‘I just thought…
well, I don’t like the guy.’


‘All this time you’ve had a thing about him, been avoiding
the other surfers if he’s with them, because you thought what – Jude upset
Sienna and drove her to kill herself?’


‘No. I don’t know. It’s all a jumble. I thought I saw… Oh
hell, forget it. I don’t know. I got it all wrong.’


‘What did you see?’


‘Nothing, I guess. But I thought I did. In the water, when I
saw her out there, I thought I saw another head in the waves, right by hers. I
was so convinced, I raised the alert for two people in the water. When everyone
came out of Si’s and ran to the beach, there was only one person missing
besides Sienna: Jude. So I thought he’d been in there with her. I thought he’d
drowned too – I told everyone so. The coastguard searched for two bodies that
night. 


‘But then, the next morning, he was there on the beach. And
when I confronted him, all he would say is, “You couldn’t have saved her, Luke.
Neither could I.”’ Luke shook his head. ‘I thought, if he was out there in the
sea with her that night…’


‘Hey.’ I put my hand on his arm. ‘What is this? You thought
Jude was out there in the ocean that night and failed to save Sienna but saved
himself?’


He grunted in a way that told me that wasn’t what he’d
thought at all.


My hand on his arm gripped him. Hard. ‘Tell me you haven’t
been going about all these months thinking he killed her? Luke, my
sister killed herself. Sienna entered the sea of her own free will, and
you said yourself no one could have survived out there – she knew she would
die. Jude didn’t make her do that. And even if Jude was in the sea – which you
admit is impossible, because he couldn’t have survived – what do you think he
did? Drown her? Bit pointless if she was already out there planning to die?’


Speaking in such stark terms of my sister’s death was
painful, but I had to get through to Luke. 


‘I know. I realise that now. I just…’


‘… don’t like the guy, I get it. But think about it, Luke.
If Jude cared about Sienna, and he knew she was ill, and he knew she was
planning to die, just think what he’s been going through. He’s grieving. Just
like me.’


Luke was quiet, clearly wrestling with the idea that he’d
got Jude’s actions and motives all wrong. 


‘I’ll talk to Jude,’ I said. ‘I’ll find him and I’ll ask
him. He’ll tell me the truth.’


Finally, Luke nodded. ‘Are we good?’ he asked quietly.


‘We’re good.’


‘Can I…?’


‘Always.’


So he kissed me, and I kissed him, and we fell back onto the
sand and into each other.


*


Later, when the sun was dancing on the horizon and the sky
was streaked with pink, we walked down to the water and kicked off our shoes and
stood in the surf.


‘My sister always loved the ocean,’ I said. ‘She had this
shell when we were kids that she would hold to her ear so she could hear it.
She’s part of the sea now. She would have wanted that, I think.’


I let go of Luke’s hand and waded into the cold waves. When
the water was lapping at my waist I stopped. I gazed out at the dying sun,
hands trailing across the surface, letting each gentle wave rock me back and
forth.


When I was ready, when my jeans were moulded to my legs and
the salt had burned the ache out of me and I was shivering but whole again, I
turned and went back to Luke and kissed him and took his hand, and I walked
away from the past, away from the pain and away from the blue that forever
would hold my sister in its embrace.











30: HOLY SHAMOLY


 


In the days that followed I scoured Twycombe for Jude. Now
that I knew the truth of that night, I had to speak with him – and not just to
put Luke’s fears at rest. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I was
that he had known something of Sienna’s illness. What was it he had said when
he saw me at the hospital – ‘Not you too?’ It was hazy in my memory; I
had a thwack on the head to thank for that. Frustratingly, our next
conversation – in my living room, post-tequila – was also vague. All the more
reason to find him now and have a straightforward, honest conversation.


But he was as elusive as a ghost.


I was the first in the water each morning, and the last to
leave – but he was not among those catching an early wave, and nor did he surf
in the evening. Each day, with Chester at my side, I moved between the cafe,
the pub, Dan’s Dive Shop, the cliff paths and the winding streets of Twycombe,
but the search was fruitless.


In between scouting, I asked around. I started with Luke and
Cara. 


The most Luke could offer was, ‘I think he once said he was
an islander, whatever that means.’


Cara was similarly stumped. ‘I only ever see him on the
water,’ she said, ‘or occasionally at one of Si’s things – usually fleetingly,
towards the end. The only other place I ever saw him was St Mary’s.’


I thought back to when I’d first seen Jude. ‘Where, in the
graveyard?’


She looked at me oddly. ‘No, at a service. It was Sienna’s
memorial service. Reverend Helmsley arranged it – for everyone who’d looked.’


I remembered now; she’d mentioned it when we first met.


‘Why weren’t we there – my parents and I?’


Cara thought about it. ‘I don’t think anyone would have
known how to contact you. I mean, I’ve never seen your parents around here. But
you’d have liked it, I’m sure. Reverend Helmsley spoke so kindly of her. Was
she a churchgoer? ’Cause I got the feeling he knew her.’


I shook my head.


‘Oh. Well. He did a good job. I went with Luke. He was
upset. I thought it was just because any death opens up our old wounds. I
didn’t realise…’ Luke had kept the details of that night from Cara too, but at
my insistence he’d told her on Sunday, when we got back from the beach.
‘Anyway, I saw Jude there. He stood at the back. I remember, because he looked
awful. I think he was the only bloke in tears.’


After speaking to Cara, I went to St Mary’s. I looked in the
church. I looked in the graveyard. Nothing.


I tried some surfers next, quizzing them early one morning
as we hung out on the water waiting for a good wave. But no one had seen Jude.
No one had a phone number or an email address for him. In fact, no one seemed
to know much about him at all.


‘He flits in and out,’ Big Ben told me. 


‘Yeah,’ said Andy. ‘Appears when he feels like it, leaves
when he wants.’ 


‘A free spirit,’ added an elfin Chinese girl called Lucy.


‘What does he do for a living?’ I asked.


There was a puzzled silence.


‘Model?’ suggested Lucy dreamily, and the guys jeered.
‘What?’ she demanded. ‘He has that look about him.’


I tried again: ‘Where does he live?’


Shrugs all round.


‘What does he drive?’


‘Drive?’ 


‘You know – car? If he’s not local, he must drive here to
surf?’


They looked at each other.


‘I’ve never seen him arrive,’ said Lucy.


‘What about other friends – girlfriends?’


‘He’s just one of those guys you know but you don’t really know,
you get it?’


I thought about Drake’s Island, when I’d probed for
information on Sienna. The sense I’d got that no one had known her here.
A flare of irritation lit up in my stomach.


‘No, I don’t get it,’ I said. ‘He’s been hanging out with
you guys for… for how long?’


Big Ben scratched his head. ‘Dunno. This year I think?’


‘It was spring,’ said Lucy. ‘Right around the time your
sister turned up.’


She coloured up and they all looked down at their boards.


‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘You can talk about her. I’m okay with
it.’


‘He taught her,’ said Lucy. ‘At first, I thought they were
together – you know, together together. But there was this other guy she
hung out with as well. What was his name, Andy? You remember, the intense guy
with the scar.’


Andy shook his head. ‘Dunno.’


‘I know who you mean, though,’ said Big Ben. ‘Remember Si’s
flaming sambuca party for Valentine’s? Man, that guy could put ’em away. I
liked him. Don’t think I’ve seen him since, though.’


Daniel. It had to be. If the last time they saw him was
February, by the sound of it he and Sienna had broken up well before she died.
At least that was one less person hurting over her death then.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Back to Jude. You’ve known him for all
these months, but you know nothing about him?’


‘That’s just how it is sometimes,’ said Big Ben. ‘You get
these types in surfing. It’s all about the sea and the parties. Jude, he’s a
decent bloke, but kinda quiet, like – so you respect that. You don’t push it.’


‘Unless you’re Si,’ added Andy.


‘Yeah. The disappearing act’s not quite so cool when
everyone thinks you’re dead. Si was raging when Jude strolled back onto the
beach the morning after…’ Big Ben scratched his chin awkwardly. ‘Well… But he
chilled out once he realised Jude hadn’t a damn clue what had happened.’


Could that be true? Could Jude have stormed off after the
row with Sienna and been oblivious to what happened next until the following
day? Had he not realised she intended to kill herself that very night? Or had
he not known she was going to do it at all?


So many questions. I really needed to find the guy from the
graveyard.


*


It was Bert, in the end, who provided the first useful piece
of information. He was worse, so much worse – his skin like paper, his bones
jutting, his breathing coming in painful gasps. A nurse visited twice a day
now, to administer medications and check his oxygen supply. Still, this
Wednesday afternoon dying was not deterring Bert from working his way through a
box of fondant fancies. He’d put on some eighties series I’d never seen before
called Father Dowling Investigates, but it was stilton-level cheesy.
Even Bert’s attention wandered after a while, and he got stuck into ranting
about some battleaxe nurse he’d locked horns with that week on his outpatient
appointment at the hospital.


‘… and then she wanted to admit me, right there, right then!
Telling me it was for the best. Talked to me like I was a stroppy toddler.
Would quite happily have strapped me down, I think, given half a chance. She
was hell-bent on keeping me in. “But what about Chester?” I said to her.’


‘You know I’d have him, Bert,’ I interjected, ‘if…’


‘I know, Scarlett. And thank you. But that’s not the point.
Evil hag had no respect, and no concept of free will. If it weren’t for that nice
young man stepping in, I think I’d have clubbed her to death with her reflex
hammer.’


‘Some guy helped you?’


‘Yes, that tall chap who works there. He heard me shouting –
whole damn hospital probably heard it, mood I was in – and he came over and put
a hand on her arm, and you know what he said to her?’


I shook my head.


‘He said: “A man has the right to choose how, and where, and
when, and for what he dies.” Just like that. Quiet as anything. And d’you know,
she backed right off!’


To out and out say that Bert was dying in front of him like
that – it shocked me. ‘You know this bloke?’ I said.


‘No. I’ve never spoken to him. But I’ve see him around the
hospital. Kind of hard to forget him, with that Latin tattoo. Who gets a Latin
tattoo these days? One of the most painful places to get one too, you know,
your inner arm…’


Bingo. Jude.


*


I can’t say I found it easy going to the hospital the next
day. I’d have much preferred a coffee with Cara or a walk on the beach with
Chester or getting ready for my date that night with Luke. Hell, even ringing
Mother, whose calls I’d been ducking since the cenotaph debacle, would be
preferable to spending a single minute in the company of the sick and the
dying. But somehow talking to Jude had assumed vital importance. It was like
the final step on the journey I’d been on this summer – getting his version of
events, thanking him for caring about Sienna; it was the closure I needed.


But as I stood at the main entrance to the hospital, amid
the bustle of medical staff and patients going about their business, I realised
I hadn’t a clue where to start. I remembered the night I’d been in A&E Jude
had told me he was there visiting someone; and Bert had said he’d seen him
around the cardiac outpatients’ department. Was he a medical student? A nurse?
Or perhaps some kind of volunteer visitor – I’d seen candy stripers on US
sitcoms; did we have those in the UK?


As I stood, frozen, a familiar voice startled me.


‘Scarlett?’


It was Dr Morris.


I smiled. ‘Hello there.’


‘Scarlett, what are you doing here? Are you okay? Are you
ill?’


I shook my head. ‘No, um…’ What to say? I could hardly admit
I was looking for some random guy who may or may not work here. ‘I’m just
visiting someone,’ I said. ‘In the, er, cardiac department.’


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘You want the east wing. To the right,
straight on, second left, first lifts up to Floor B, past the chapel, follow
the signs – you can’t miss it.’


I thanked him and turned to leave, but his hand was on my
arm.


‘No issues since the accident?’ he said. ‘Headaches, for
example? You refused a CT scan then, but I’d be happy to book you in for one as
an outpatient, given the family history.’


I smiled brightly. ‘Not at all,’ I lied.


‘That’s good.’ He smiled. 


It was only when I was walking away that his words sank in: family
history. He’d never told me what diagnosis he’d given Sienna, and of course
I couldn’t ask – he thought I already knew. Since that day when I’d learned
Sienna had a fatal condition, for some reason I’d assumed cancer – after all,
wasn’t it one in four people who died of that? But I’d never thought further
than the C word. It was like a shutter had gone down in my mind, and I didn’t
want to know the details – it was enough to know Sienna had been ill, and she’d
known it. But now, the doctor had implied a family history that was related to
headaches. My medical knowledge did not extend much beyond episodes of ER,
but my mind did a simple sum:


Cancer + Headache = Brain Tumour


All at once, I couldn’t breathe. I stopped in the middle of
a deserted corridor – where was I? – and braced my hand against a noticeboard.
But it wasn’t enough; my legs wouldn’t hold me, and I slipped down to lean
against the wall.


Stop it, I told myself. Stop it! It doesn’t
matter. It doesn’t matter what took her – the end is the same. But all I
could see was a black cloud creeping through her mind, consuming her, and it
was horrific.


‘Oy, are you okay?’


Someone was leaning over me. I looked up.


It was a boy. He couldn’t have been more than seven or
eight. He was bald and wearing a dressing gown with blue rockets on it and
Batman slippers and he was holding on to a drip stand from which hung a
half-full bag of liquid.


‘You ill?’ he asked.


I shook my head. 


‘Crazy?’


I smiled. ‘A little, perhaps.’


‘Scary crazy or fun crazy?’


I thought about it. ‘Fun crazy.’


‘Spinning-on-a-swivel-chair-till-you-fall-off fun, or
doing-a-jigsaw-of-a-country-cottage fun?’


‘Chair. Definitely.’


He gave a gap-toothed smile. ‘I’m Max,’ he said. ‘I have
cancer.’


‘I’m Scarlett,’ I said. ‘I don’t have cancer. But… my sister
did.’


Max nodded. ‘You’ll have to prove it.’


‘Huh?’


‘That you’re fun-swivel-chair crazy. There’s one on the
children’s ward.’


Children’s ward. Sick children. I stared up at him. Oh God,
this poor boy. That’s why I hated hospitals – all these people suffering,
dying. I couldn’t bear it. 


‘Floor’s manky,’ Max pointed out. He held out a thin, white
hand. ‘C’mon. Before the superbugs get ya.’


Forcing a smile, I took Max’s hand. I stood up carefully,
making sure not to use Max’s hand as leverage yet holding it tightly so he
wouldn’t be offended. His hand was so cold in mine, unnaturally cold. Like
death was already inside him. He was just a kid; it wasn’t right. I ached for
him. I wished so much I could do something, could make him warm and well and alive.


‘Holy shamoly! Do you see that! What is that?
What are you doing?’


Max’s eyes were wide. He was staring at my hand in his.


I looked down.


And the sky collapsed upon me.











31: SKYFALL


 


I cancelled my date with Luke that night.


I turned off my phone.


I locked every entrance to the cottage.


I shut the doors to the living room.


I drew the curtains.


I turned out the lights.


I sat on the floor.


I sat on the floor in the dark.


I sat on the floor in the dark looking at my hands.


I sat on the floor in the dark looking at my hands and
teetering on the edge of scary crazy.











32: THE MOST BEAUTIFUL THING YOU’LL EVER SEE


 


After that long, dark night, I refused to think about it.


It.


That thing that didn’t happen, because it couldn’t have
happened, because that kind of stuff doesn’t happen in the real world, only in
the films Cara was obsessed with – and I wasn’t Cara, I was me: practical and
sensible and logical; just an ordinary, nothing-special girl.


I cleaned the house. I walked Chester. I surfed. I read a
biography of Anne Boleyn. I skimmed an email from Mother telling me she’d
checked into The Harmony Centre. I went to the pub with Luke and beat him at
pool. I stood obediently as Cara did a fitting for The Dress. I went to the
library and borrowed a Poirot DVD and watched it with Bert. 


I didn’t look for Jude.


Sometimes, I’d catch Luke watching me – when I was laughing
at one of his funny man-and-van stories, or when his fingers were entwined with
mine and we were walking on the beach – and I’d think he saw through me: past
the smiling, joking, affectionate exterior to the panic at my core. But he said
nothing.


I knew it couldn’t last. Pushing it away. With every
heartbeat, I heard it: the ticking clock.


*


I made it four days. I made it to Sunday.


Sunday lunch with Luke and Cara had become a tradition. The
River Cottage lunch had been delicious, but I couldn’t imagine anything topping
a meal in the warmth of the Cavendish kitchen, with Luke pottering about the
kitchen in the ‘Kiss the Cook’ apron I’d bought him and Cara chattering away
about clothes and Kyle.


As ever, today’s lunch was delicious, and when my plate was
empty of toad-in-the-hole I was almost sad.


‘There are leftovers,’ Luke whispered in my ear as he
cleared the table. ‘For later.’


I grabbed him and kissed him. ‘You,’ I said, ‘are a keeper.’


He grinned and moved away with the dishes.


‘Urgh, get a room,’ said Cara with faux-disgust.


‘You can talk,’ said Luke over his shoulder. ‘I saw you and
Kyle on the promenade yesterday…’


Cara grinned. ‘And you didn’t come over and prise us apart?
You really are mellowing in your old age, brov.’


Luke threw a tea towel at her. ‘I’ve done a plate for Bert. Will
one of you take it down to him?’


‘I’ll go,’ Cara and I said in unison, then laughed.


‘We’ll both go,’ said Cara. ‘Give you a chance to wash up.’


We walked arm in arm, Cara talking excitedly about The
Dress. She’d finished work on it, and when I’d tried it on that morning I’d
been staggered by the end result – it took every curve I had, usually hidden in
cardies and jeans, and accentuated it. It was dramatic and daring and without a
doubt the signature Cara Cavendish piece. Which was the idea: I’d spent an hour
before lunch playing model as she photographed me in the dress from every angle
for a website she was planning to launch that would offer customised formalwear
designs. My only issue with The Dress was finding a bra to work with the
lace-covered back and plunging neckline, and I asked her now what style would
work.


‘Don’t wear one,’ Cara told me. ‘Toupee tape’ll keep you
in.’


‘Cara! That’s a recipe for some kind of Bridget-Jones-style
fashion disaster.’


‘Oooo, wouldn’t Luke enjoy that…’


But we were turning into Bert’s street now and Cara’s
chuckle died on her lips as the sound of a dog barking loudly pierced the peaceful
afternoon air.


‘That sounds like Chester,’ said Cara, even as I was
quickening our pace. But there was only so fast Cara could walk.


Chester was at fever pitch now; frantic.


‘Get Luke,’ I told Cara and I dropped her arm and broke into
a run.


The door to Bert’s house was unlocked, as it always was when
he expected company. I raced into the living room and took in the scene in a
heartbeat: Bert lying back his chair, his eyes closed, his face slack; Chester
running from side to side in front of his master, barking furiously.


I ran to Bert, pressed my ear to his chest – nothing.
Nothing.


I didn’t think, I just did it: I put my hands to his chest
and I willed his heart to beat. At once, as I had known they would, my
hands blurred and began to emanate a light, an impossible light, an ethereal
light that got brighter and brighter and bluer and bluer…


But then, abruptly, the light was gone as something –
someone – pulled me sharply away.


I struggled forwards, reaching out for Bert, but the arms
holding me were rigid.


Then there was a low voice in my ear: ‘Scarlett, no.
Scarlett, you can’t – you mustn’t. Stop. You have to let him go.’


‘I can save him! I can bring him back.’


‘He doesn’t want to be saved. He’s ready. Look.’


But I was blinded by tears. My knees gave way and the arms
released me so that I could sink to the floor. Chester stopped barking and came
over and buried his nose in my lap, keening and shivering into me. I bowed my
head and sobbed.


A hand slipped gently under my chin and pulled it up. Cool fingers
brushed tears away so that the eyes watching me came into focus. The grey not
of a storm but of a misty twilight. 


‘Scarlett,’ Jude said softly, compassionately. ‘I need you
to look. You need to understand.’


I shook my head.


‘Please.’


‘I’m frightened.’


‘I know you are. But Bert isn’t.’


He shifted aside.


I took a ragged breath.


I could see him. I could see Bert. Not his empty earthly
body, which lay still in the chair, but standing before me: Bert, the
Bert within. The old man was no longer old. Nor was he frail and hunched. He
was his best self; the man he had been in his prime: handsome, charismatic,
strong, so strong. 


He was looking towards us, not at us but at some point just
beyond. With wonder. With joy. Whatever he saw, it was bright and beautiful; it
lit his face.


I turned to see the light that shone on him. I saw nothing.
Just a bookcase.


Then Jude was moving beside me, and his arms were around me,
lifting me. He set me down in the doorway, away from the bookcase, but he
didn’t let go of me. I let him hold me, because right now he was the only thing
keeping me up, keeping me together.


‘Look, Scarlett,’ he breathed in my ear. ‘Look. It’s the
most beautiful thing you’ll ever see.’


Bert was in motion, walking slowly across the room, and with
each step the light that bathed his face was brighter, whiter. He stopped right
before the bookcase and looked down, at Chester who had come to sit at his
feet. He reached his hand down and stroked the dog’s head.


Above the sound of Chester’s pitiful whine I was dimly aware
of the rhythm of trainers slapping concrete outside, fast, staccato, to match
my heartbeat. But then Bert was looking at me, right at me, and I couldn’t
think, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. Never had I seen such serenity.


And then he looked at Jude. And Jude nodded.


It took a second, that was all. Just a simple step forwards,
and into the beyond. He was there, and then he was gone. The last I saw of my
friend was his face lit by the smile I had grown to love so well and a light, a
light that had guided him home. 


‘He’s gone,’ I whispered.


But there was no reply. It was not only Bert who had gone. I
was alone, impossibly alone.











33: THE CLAMOUR THEREAFTER


 


The bang of a door; Luke bursting in; ‘Oh no, Bert!’; his
arms around me, rocking me.


The bench in the front garden; Luke there, kneeling in
front of me – ‘What happened, Scarlett? Was he already… did he…’; a whisper:
‘He’s gone. I couldn’t save him.’


Cara sitting beside me, crying silently.


Flashing lights, people rushing past.


Staring at a garden gnome; words on my lips: ‘Are gnomes
real too?’


Fingers pressed to my wrist; ‘Nasty shock’; Luke across
the garden, looking at me, while a man in green spoke to him.


Chester keening in the arms of a burly neighbour.


The walk back to Luke’s, slow this time.


Silence. 











34: EPIPHANY


 


The sunset that evening was spectacular – the kind wash of
colour that makes you stop wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, and look at
the sky. It reminded me of a Bible quote my grandfather had written out and
pinned to the noticeboard above his writing desk: 


The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky
above proclaims his handiwork.


Luke and I watched the sunset from the roof terrace, a
tangle of limbs under a blanket on one of the huge circular seats. Cara was in
bed already, done in by all the emotion of the day. I had come out of my shock
but my head was a mess, and Luke knew it.


‘Scarlett, you’ve been so quiet. You can talk to me, you
know. I’m here.’


I leaned my head on his shoulder. ‘I know.’


‘Whatever you’re feeling, whatever you’re thinking, it’s
okay. To be there at the moment someone passes away – powerless, helpless – it
rips you open.’


He was silent for a moment, and then I felt the deep,
shuddering breath he took. 


‘I watched my parents die,’ he said.


I squeezed his arm. ‘Please. You don’t have to.’


‘Please,’ he said huskily. ‘I need to.’


I nodded. I got it.


‘We’d been into the city, to the theatre. A touring
production of Guys and Dolls. Mum was tired afterwards; she wanted to go
straight home. But I’d read about this late-night cafe that served really
unusual ice-creams, and I talked them into going. The ice-cream was phenomenal.
I had gingerbread lime. Dad had basil mint. Mum had jasmine coconut. Cara had
pomegranate. I remember that part so clearly.


‘It was late when we left. Dark out. I sat in the back seat
with Cara. She and Mum were singing songs from the show. “Luck Be a Lady”, the
last one. Dad was laughing at them.


‘It was a trucker. Fell asleep at the wheel. I don’t
remember it. I just remember afterwards, when I woke up, and this fireman was
strapping a neck brace on me. 


‘There was screaming. Cara – she was screaming. I couldn’t
turn to look at her. I could only look forwards. They were working on Mum and
Dad. They weren’t moving. I fought the fireman, fought him until he told me
that they were alive. He said it to calm me, I guess. He must have known –
their injuries, the blood; he must have known there was no hope.’


‘Dad died moments later. The paramedic with him just moved
back, away, and I said to him, “What are you doing? Don’t leave him,” and he
just looked at me and said, “I’m sorry, son.” And I was screaming at him: “I’m
not your son, I’m his son – don’t leave him.”


‘Then Mum started moving in front. They must have given
something to Cara; she was quiet now – and I could hear Mum. She was calling to
us, to me and Cara. I thought then, I thought she’d be okay. She was awake; she
was talking. Then they started with the cutters, and I couldn’t hear her any
more over the shrieking metal. But I watched her – I never took my eyes off
her. She just went still. She just went still.’


My hair was wet now with his tears, and I twisted to sit in
his lap, facing him, and I put my arms around him and held him. 


‘I blamed myself,’ he said brokenly. ‘If we hadn’t have gone
for ice-cream, we wouldn’t have been on that road – we’d have got home safely.
If anyone should have died that day, I thought, it should’ve been me. But I
walked away with nothing more than a broken arm and a cut on my face. Mum and Dad
died. And Cara’s left with mangled legs and a lifetime of pain and limping
ahead.’


I leaned back to look at him. In his eyes was all the agony
of the world.


‘It’s not your fault, Luke,’ I said. ‘It was an accident.’


‘I know that, Scarlett. It took time, but I know that now.
That’s the point: I couldn’t save my parents. And Scarlett, what you said in
Bert’s garden – you have to know that you couldn’t have saved Bert. It was just
his time. Just as… I’m sorry, I know it hurts, but I have to say it: just as
neither of us could have saved your sister.’


I squeezed my eyes shut tight. 


‘Talk to me, Scarlett. Tell me what you feel.’


I opened my mouth, closed it again. Burrowed into his chest.


‘I want to tell you,’ I whispered. ‘But I can’t find the
words.’


‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘As long as you know I’m here.’


*


I stayed with Luke that night. Neither of us wanted to be
alone. I lay with him in his bed, my back pressed to his stomach, but I didn’t
close my eyes. I looked around the shadowy room, unfamiliar but comforting for
its touches of Luke: the desk piled with CDs and cookbooks; the drawers
spilling over with t-shirts and jeans; the cookie crumbs on the bedside table;
the poster on the wall of a surfing Chewbacca. Only once I was sure Luke was
asleep, his breathing deep and even, did I stop looking outward. Finally, in
the safety of his arms, I opened the door to the memories I had been blocking.
They came haltingly, haphazard and hazy. I let them flow, watching from a
distance.


The hands on the rabbit. Odd: bluish, blurry.


The magpie. Still, and then flying.


The hospital. Jude there. Feeling better. 


The graveyard. The tingling warmth of Jude’s touch. The
blood on my elbow that never was.


The campfire on the beach. Lurching towards the flame. A
hand there so quickly, pulling me back. 


The little boy, Max, in the corridor. The blue light. ‘Holy
shamoly! What are you doing?’


The island. The ghost. The missing journey home.


The deer. The dead deer that upped and walked away.


The man limp in a chair. My hands over his heart – knowing
I could mend it.


The light I couldn’t see, the light that awed and beckoned.


Bert gone.


Jude gone.


I ran the memories around and around in my mind, looking at
them from every angle, shuffling them, spinning them, subverting them. But
however I arranged the images, no fundamental truth emerged. There were too
many gaps. I needed more. Only one person could answer my questions, and there
was no way to track him down. He wasn’t someone you could find; he was someone
who found you…


… when you’re in trouble, said a little voice at the
back of my mind.


I started, and Luke stirred beside me and mumbled in his
sleep. I lay still as he drifted off again, though it was near-impossible not
to jump out of bed and start pacing.


Was it true? Did Jude and I cross paths only when I was in
need? His finding me at the hospital and on the island certainly made sense. At
Si’s party? Well, I’d been a bit tipsy and near a fire. And I supposed his
surfing could be construed as staying near me in case I drowned. But at the
graveyard the day we met I wasn’t in danger. I was just sad. Did that count as
being in need? Sadness and despair, like I’d felt today at Bert’s. Before Jude
showed up and… and…


Oh God.


There was a word for it, for what he was, for what he did. A
word that simultaneously awed and terrified me. A word so fantastical I
couldn’t say it, couldn’t think it, could only picture another of Grandad’s
Bible quotes pinned above his desk:


For He will command his angels concerning you to
guard you in all your ways.


I had to hear it from Jude. He had to tell me. What he was. 


And my hands, the light… what I was.


Oh God.


Oh God.


Oh God.


A whole summer of searching for the truth, of searching for
peace, and now this. 


I could not live with this. I would not live with this. 


I wasn’t scared now, wasn’t bewildered, wasn’t disbelieving.
I was mad. I was mad as hell. 


My sister, lying.


My parents, lying.


Luke, lying.


Jude, lying.


And me, in the dark. Always in the dark. 


I was done with being lied to. I was done with being
gullible little Scarlett and meek little Scarlett and
ask-nicely-and-wait-patiently-for-answers little Scarlett.


Jude would come to me. I would make him come. 


Beside me, Luke sighed in his sleep, and I shifted to see
his face. Thick black lashes swept his cheeks and his lips were half-parted. He
looked so peaceful, and I thought how alarmed he’d be to awake and find me
furious for no reason I could explain. Because I couldn’t tell him; he’d think
me insane. 


Perhaps I was.


I lay quiet and still in his arms, watching the darkness
outside the window soften with the first light of the coming dawn, and slowly I
let his warmth melt my anger. But I held tight to my determination.


I would make Jude come to me. Today.









35: DAMSEL IN DISTRESS


 


Monday’s child is fair of face.


On Monday I blew my nose furiously until it bled, then hung
out in A&E.


I was sent home with some tissues plugged up my nostrils.


He didn’t come.


*


Tuesday’s child is full of grace.


On Tuesday I ‘tripped over’ a rock on the headland and lay
in the bushes.


A dog walker spotted me, and I pretended to be sunbathing.


He didn’t come.


*


Wednesday’s child is full of woe.


On Wednesday I knelt on my grandparents’ grave and sniffled
for an hour.


The reverend made me a cup of tea.


He didn’t come.


*


Thursday’s child has far to go.


On Thursday I went into the city, alone, at night and
wandered around.


I was propositioned by a cheery tramp who looked like Santa.


He didn’t come.


*


Friday’s child is loving and giving.


On Friday I stood on a cliff, on the very edge of a cliff.


Chester ripped the pocket off my jeans hauling me back.


He didn’t come.


*


Saturday’s child works hard for a living.


Come Saturday, there was no option left.


I would have to push further. I would have to hit Jude where
it hurt.


And then he would come.











36: SHOW TIME


 


The evening of the All That Jazz party was clear and dry,
with a breeze that hinted of a wind to come. I parked in Twycombe square, in
the same space I’d used the day I nearly drowned, the day I met Luke, the day I
met Jude. For a Saturday evening it was quiet in the village; the only people
in sight were an elderly couple sitting on a bench, holding hands and looking
out to sea.


I pushed back the passenger seat, kicked off my trainers and
concentrated on strapping myself into my shoes. My fingers were clumsy tonight,
and I worked my way through every blue word in my vocabulary before I finally
secured the last buckle.


I flicked down the sun visor and checked my appearance. My
hair was up in a French twist, with a few tendrils left to curl around my face.
I’d experimented with eyeliner, along with several coats of mascara and some
green eye-shadow, and the result was that my eyes stood out wide and bright in
my face. Coupled with the crimson lipstick and nails, it was a much more dramatic
look than usual. Cara had been pretty devastated by my insistence at getting
ready alone tonight. I hoped I’d done a good enough job to bring a smile to her
face.


There was nothing graceful about my exit from the car, but
then getting out of a Mini wearing an evening gown and a pair of six-inch heels
is no mean feat. I straightened my dress, grabbed my clutch bag, locked up and
set off across the square, doing my best to keep steady despite the fact that
all my weight was balanced on the balls of my feet. 


The elderly couple looked up at me as I passed. He offered a
friendly, ‘Evening,’ and she gasped and said, ‘Oh, what a beautiful dress.’ I
thanked her, wished them both a good evening and walked on. Behind me, I heard
the lady say, ‘Do you remember, Frank, when we were that age, and I’d put on a
nice frock and we’d go dancing?’, and I heard him say, ‘I remember, Jessie, and
still you take my breath away every time I look at you.’


Once again, I heard the party before I saw it – but this
time, instead of a thumping bass beat, a mellow saxophone guided my step. At
the door, I was met by a smartly dressed maître d’ who took my invitation and
ushered me through. 


The living room was as I remembered it, but this time
decorum replaced disarray. Gone were the half-cut young people slouching on
sofas and having a riot; the room was full of people standing and perching
delicately on furniture, men and women of every age in eveningwear. The colours
were stunning – amid the blacks and whites of the men’s attire were golds and
silvers and whites and greens and purples and blues in every shade. But not
red, I realised. I was the only one in red. 


I scanned the room for Luke and Cara and found them over by
the open back doors, talking to Kyle and Geoff and some other surfers. I
wobbled on my heels at the sight of Luke, wearing a simple black suit with a
white shirt and a black tie. Down on the beach, larking about with me in the
surf, with his cheeky grin and his dancing eyes, it was easy to think of him as
a boy. Here, standing tall with a champagne flute in his hand and talking
animatedly to Si, he looked like a man.


I took a moment to compose myself, and then began weaving my
way through the crowd, smiling at the odd hello.


Luke looked across. Saw me coming. His eyes dropped to my
feet and then travelled slowly up my body, taking in the flare of the
floor-length skirt, the tightly fitted bodice, the plunging neckline.


I swallowed and concentrated on not tripping over anyone.


Finally, I made it to the doors.


‘Hi, everyone,’ I said.


There were several ‘Hey, Scarletts’ from the people around.


‘You look uber-glam,’ said Si smoothly, leaning in to plant
a kiss on my cheek. ‘And thank you for the very generous donation,’ he added in
a low voice.


The evening, I’d learned, was in aid of a charity supporting
local causes, including among them the coastguard who had searched for Sienna.
I’d posted Si a healthy cheque earlier that week, making a sizeable dent in the
account my father had financed for me.


I smiled at Si and winked.


‘It’s The Dress everyone. Look, The Dress! And you wore the Vogue
shoes!’ Cara was saying happily. 


‘When it comes to fashion, Cara, I do as I’m told.’


She grinned at me. ‘And look at the result!’


I turned to Luke. He was still staring at me.


‘Hi,’ I said. I kissed him lightly, but his lips retained
the very slightest suggestion of red lipstick.


The kiss seemed to break the spell and he pulled me in for a
hug. ‘Scarlett Blake, you look… wow,’ he whispered in my ear.


I grinned. ‘Not too shabby yourself, Cavendish.’


*


If ever an evening was going to cure me of my loathing for
formal events, this was it. The mood was upbeat, the atmosphere was relaxed,
and the people were friendly and not remotely stuck-up. Only a few people from
the party crowd at Drake’s Island were here; the rest were local supporters of
the charity and friends of Si’s parents down from London. 


The sit-down dinner was held in a large white marquee
entirely encompassing the back lawn. The side nearest the house was left open,
to allow free flow between the house, the decking and the marquee, but the
east, west and south sides were covered in thick, white canvas, blocking out
all view of the beach beyond. The design was deliberate, to draw the eye up,
for the entire roof of the construction was transparent. With so much fading
blue sky on view, it was like we were partying on a cloud.


Luke and I were seated with Cara and Kyle, Geoff and Lucy,
and Big Ben and his date, a confident, beautiful Amazonian girl who introduced
herself, somewhat incongruously, as Mouse. Over the next couple of hours we
laughed and chatted our way through five courses and two bottles of champagne –
though I stuck to orange juice and, after their first glasses, so did Luke and
Cara. 


After dinner, the tables were pushed back to create a dance
floor, and a five-piece jazz band materialised in one corner and struck up a
medley of classic tunes. At first we all sat and watched older couples get up
and start waltzing, but then the beat picked up and younger people began
joining in. 


Cara and Kyle were the first to stand up from our table –
she undeterred by the impracticality of moving in her tight, trumpet-skirted
gown; he undeterred by any hint of her struggling to walk and sweeping her
easily onto the dance floor. Geoff was up next, requesting a dance of Lucy in a
way that suggested he was something of a closet Regency romance aficionado. Big
Ben took a little persuading, but it soon became apparent that Mouse was not a
girl who would take no for an answer.


Then it was just me and Luke at the table.


‘Dance with me?’ asked Luke.


Reluctantly, I shook my head. ‘Sorry, I have this headache.’



He looked concerned. ‘Shall I ask Si to find you some
painkillers?’


‘No, it’s okay. I already took some. Just let me sit
quietly. You go up and dance, though.’


‘Voluntarily? Alone? No way! I’m happy to sit here with
you.’


He entwined his fingers with mine.


There was so much I wanted to say to him, but I couldn’t. So
I sat silently, watching the dancers.


After a time, as the darkness thickened outside and stars
became visible through the roof, the songs gradually became slower and softer,
and a soloist came out – a slight black lady dressed in a shimmering silver
gown. She looked diminutive, demure almost, but when she began singing her tone
was rich and powerful, so that shivers went down my back and everyone who
wasn’t dancing turned to watch her. She began with ‘Feeling Good’, the song
made famous by Nina Simone, and then moved on to a Cole Porter medley before
slipping into Gershwin. Her rendition of ‘Summertime’ transported me right back
to childhood; it was the lullaby my grandmother had sung to Sienna and me. 


When the opening chords to the next song sounded, I was
already lost in emotion, and when Luke leaned over and whispered in my ear, ‘Dance
with me, Scarlett, please,’ there was nothing I could do but let him lead me
onto the dance floor and fold me in his arms and sway me gently around. It
wasn’t until the chorus that I recognised the song. The Gershwin brothers’
‘Someone to Watch Over Me’. The meaning of the words made me squeeze my eyes
shut tight in pain. This should have been our song now, our music – but it was
not Luke I needed to watch over me this night; it was another boy. 


At the last bar of music I broke away. ‘I’m sorry, Luke. My
head – it’s killing me. I need to leave.’


He put an arm around me at once. ‘Okay, I’ll take you.’


I shrugged his arm off. ‘No, no, don’t cut the evening
short. I’ll be fine. I drove down – my car’s right outside. I can make my own
way back. You stay here and see Cara home. I’ll catch you tomorrow, okay? We
can spend the day together then.’


He opened his mouth to protest, but already I was kissing
him and then backing away.


‘I’ll text you later,’ I called. Then I turned on my heel
and threaded my way through the people into the house.


Si was in the kitchen, and I made my excuses – assuring him
I was fine; nothing a good sleep wouldn’t remedy – and thanked him for a great
evening. Then I walked through the living room and out of the house. On the
road outside I stopped to unstrap the shoes. The hard concrete was a relief
instantly. I walked quickly down the pavement, heedless of sharp stones digging
into me, until I reached the promenade. I looked all about. Twycombe was
deserted.


As I stepped out onto the sand of the beach, the clock of St
Mary’s chimed a quarter to midnight. In fifteen minutes, I would turn eighteen.
From that moment on, I would be an adult – a woman – free to make my own
choices. I was damned if I was going to carry on being powerless and in the
dark. 


Halfway to the water I stopped. I scanned the beach to the
front, to each side. Deserted.


I closed my eyes and thought of my sister. I could almost
hear her laugh in my ear, loud and raucous. A little deliberate drama,
Scarlett? she’d have said. Who’d’ve thought you had it in you? 


‘Head up, shoulders back, chest out, take no prisoners,’ I
muttered.


Show time.


I dropped my shoes and bag to the sand. 


I pulled the pins from my hair and shook it free. 


I hitched up my dress. 


I began walking again, towards the sea.


The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Someone was
watching. Jude.


I scanned the beach to the front, to each side. Deserted.


I walked on. 


The wind had picked up and it whipped my hair about.


I walked on. 


The crashing waves were louder now.


I walked on. 


Still I felt eyes on me. I scanned the beach to the front,
to each side. Deserted.


I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this. I had hoped I’d done
enough to replay history; to frighten him; to draw him out. But clearly he
thought I was too sensible to follow my sister’s path. I had to prove him
wrong.


I walked on. 


My heart was pounding, my breath was tearing in my chest,
and now I got it – why Sienna had started running. To outrun the screaming in
the mind. To make sure there was no turning back. 


I broke into a jog, then a run. Then I was sprinting as fast
as I could into the ocean. The cold was a shock against my feet, my legs, but I
waded onwards, until I was knee-high in the inky black water.


Then I stopped.


Where is he?


This was it; in all my imaginings, this was as far as I
went. 


Where is he?


I couldn’t swim out. I couldn’t go as far as Sienna. There
was no storm tonight, but it was dark and it was cold and the undertow was
strong and some of the waves were high enough that I had to jump as they flowed
past me. 


Where is he?


A big wave came. Too big for my liking. I jumped it, but
some of it caught me. My hand still clutched the skirt of my dress, Cara’s
dress, keeping it up, out of the water. But it was wet now. That was wrong. The
dress mustn’t get wet. Dresses did not belong in the ocean. Girls in dresses
did not belong in the ocean. A vision of my sister came to mind – floating in
these black waters in a dress, in a dress. Floating. Dying. Dead.


What was I doing?


My sister died doing this. My sister died. The girl in the
dress was Sienna. She wasn’t me. 


I turned my back on the ocean then, on my desperation, on my
sister. I turned toward the shore. And there he was – Jude – coming for me
finally, a figure in black running across the beach, shouting my name. A stab
of shame sliced through me at the sight; shame that I had put on this terrible
performance to draw him out. I would walk out, and I would apologise, and I
would –


A wave hit me from behind. A big wave. I lost my footing.


I went under. 











37 : NEVER LET ME GO


 


I should have just stood up. I wasn’t in the deep; I was
near the shore. I should have stood up. But I was moving, spinning, at
bewildering speed, and all was blackness – burning, biting, bruising blackness.


I fought. I kicked. I twisted. 


My head broke the surface.


I coughed. I blinked.


The lights of Twycombe came into focus, bright in the dark.
Receding.


I was moving. I was moving away.


My dress was heavy and tangled around my legs, tugging me
down.


No. No!


I kicked furiously against the current, striking out for
shore. I kicked. I kicked. Still, the lights were smaller, dimmer.


Waves were everywhere, swirling, surging, seething – a
raging melange of foam and salt and inky water biting at me, pulling at me,
thrusting upon me a solitary invitation:


Death.


I fought. For an eternity, I fought. Until the last wave
crashed onto me and I inhaled a lungful of water. And I sank…


… for all of a second before something grabbed the back of
my dress and hauled me upward. Coughing and spluttering, I emerged from the
black. I made out words:


‘… rip current… not against it… parallel with the beach…
swim… swim…’


The current was pulling me away; the hand gripping my dress
was pulling me to the side. 


I kicked. I kicked. I kicked. 


I kicked.


The sea let go of me. The boy beside me did not.


‘Scarlett… it’s okay, I’ve got you. We’re clear. It’s okay.
Scarlett?’


I stared at him. The figure on the beach. The figure running
for the water. For me.


Not Jude.


Not Jude at all.


Luke. His hair was matted to his head; his face was twisted
with emotion. Fear. Anger. Pain.


Oh God, oh no – he was never meant to see this.


The momentum of the waves threw him into me. I looked
around. We were some way into the cove, away from the current, near the west
cliff.


‘Come on,’ Luke ordered. ‘Back to shore.’


Mutely, I nodded. 


Keeping hold of me with one hand, he began kicking and
slicing through the water with his free arm. But it was hard to swim while
holding on, and he let go.


‘Swim!’ he barked.


I struck out for shore, kicking hard though my body ached
horribly with the effort. He swam beside me, close enough to bump into me
often. The waves were buffeting us back to safety; we would be back in the
shallows in a minute, no more. 


Or not.


A wave hit us. Luke collided with me. Hard. We went under.


I felt him against me, writhing. I grabbed at him. 


Water turned to air.


I was up.


He was under.


I had fistfuls of his shirt. I yanked.


He was up.


‘Cramp,’ he gasped.


‘What do I do? Tell me what to do!’


A wave hit us. Luke collided with me. Hard. We went under.


My hands reached out for him, grasping, searching.


Nothing.


Luke!


I kicked. Surfaced. 


The west cliff. Close.


A frantic splashing behind.


I twisted. He was there, struggling, a few feet away.


I swam to him, and I grabbed him, and he held on to me,
coughing violently.


‘It’s okay,’ I told him. ‘It’s –’


It wasn’t okay. Rocks. Black. Jagged. Close. 


With all my force I pushed him seaward, putting myself
between him and the impending collision. His eyes widened as he glimpsed the
rocks over my shoulder. As a wave threw us forwards I stared into his eyes and
I thought of Sienna’s chalcanthite on my bedside, of its unyielding solidity,
its sharp spikes, and I braced myself for pain. But it never came. At the last
moment, like the lead dancer in some desperate tango, Luke clasped me to him
and spun us. He took all the impact; his back slammed against a rock. 


He let go.


*


The ocean’s momentum carried us to shore, as if it were
reluctant to take us. I held tight to Luke all the way – please, please,
please, please – and when the water was shallow enough to stand, I braced
my feet and hauled. I only managed a couple of steps out of the surf before I
dropped him to the beach. He flopped like a ragdoll, broken and lifeless. 


I did not check his breathing.


I did not check his pulse.


I did not call for help.


I did what every fibre in me screamed to do; what I knew, I knew,
had to be done: I lay my hands on his chest and I willed him to heal.


Blue light lit the darkness. I pushed it out, out, until it
was all I could see, until every bit of warmth left in me was flooding into
Luke.


I had never wanted anything more in my life than to heal
this boy. I would do anything now, give anything – give all of myself. Every
weak moment in my life, challenged now. Every strong moment, channelled now.


I felt the coldness creeping up on me, the blackness seeping
in.


I ignored all sensation, pushing on, chanting in my head: You
will live. You will live.


A stuttering in my chest. Blood drops sprinkling on his
white shirt from above, from me. It didn’t matter – nothing mattered but that
he lived.


Then, as if God had flicked a switch, it was gone – the
light. And it was so dark. And it was so cold.


The last thing I heard as I collapsed onto Luke was the steady
thump of his heart beating in time with the midnight chimes of St Mary’s clock.











38: HUSH. LIE STILL.


 


Flashes of light shooting on an eternal black canvas. 


Weightless. 


Drifting.


‘Luke?’


‘He’ll be fine. Better than fine. You healed him. And
nearly killed yourself in the process.’


‘Jude.’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re late.’


‘For what?’


‘The show.’


‘What show?’


A groan.


‘Scarlett, Luke is stirring. I have to go.’


‘Stay.’


‘I can’t. But I’ll be back. Tomorrow. Now hush. Lie
still.’











39: WHAT THE HELL, SCARLETT


 


The light that woke me was wonderfully, beautifully ordinary
– no otherworldly brilliance, just a soft golden glow permeating cotton
curtains dotted with embroidered flowers. My grandmother’s sewing. 


I was home. Safe. Warm. Really warm – because of the
heat emanating from a form beside me. 


Luke. 


He was asleep, his cheeks flushed, his lashes tangled, his
mouth open a little. Beneath the quilt, his bare legs were entwined with mine,
and his hand was on my arm. Keeping me here. Keeping me close.


I held tight to him as the fog of dreamland rolled away to
expose reality.


What had I done? 


Stupid, reckless – assuming Jude would come.


Why hadn’t he come sooner? 


Why had Luke followed me? 


What had he seen? 


What did he think of me?


Oh God, oh God, what had I done?


Because of me, Luke nearly died.


Because of me, he didn’t die.


I healed him.


I healed him.


Luke stirred. He muttered something, grimaced. Then his eyes
flew open and he gasped and his hand flailed about, grabbing at me.


‘I’m here,’ I said. ‘It’s okay.’


It took him a moment to process the fact; he just stared at
me. His eyes were so blue in the light; last night, in the ocean, they’d been a
fathomless black.


He let go of me and sank back onto the pillow. ‘You’re here.
You’re okay,’ he breathed. 


‘Are you?’ I asked, running a hand over his hair. It was
stiff and sandy and smelt of the sea.


‘I’m fine,’ he replied at once.


‘Hey,’ I said gently. ‘That’s my line.’


He almost smiled; I saw the corners of his eyes begin to
crinkle. Then his eyes widened. He was remembering – remembering it all. I
could only imagine the scene playing out in his head. Me on the beach. In the
water. Just like my sister. My suicidal sister.


He shot upright.


‘What the hell, Scarlett –’


‘I’m so sorry, I –’


‘You could have died – what were you thinking – you could
have died –’


‘I didn’t mean –’


‘I could have lost you – why didn’t you tell me – it’s not
the answer!’


‘I know that; I was –’ 


‘After your sister, how could you think –’


‘I didn’t think –’


‘Why didn’t you tell me you felt so low –’


‘I don’t!’


My shouting pulled him up short and we stared at each other,
panting and flushed.


‘I don’t understand…’


‘I’m sorry.’ I came to kneel in front of him on the bed.
‘I’m sorry.’


‘I don’t care about sorry, Scarlett,’ he said. ‘I
care about why. Tell me why. Please.’


I had never heard him so tormented; never seen him so hurt.
I was desperate to change that, to make him my Luke again – smiling, tender,
full of faith in me, not this terrible doubt. But I didn’t know what to say.
How could I undo the damage I’d done? I couldn’t have him thinking I’d meant to
die, but I couldn’t tell him the truth either. I didn’t even know what the
truth was in full – I healed him; I healed him! – and he would never
believe all I had seen, all I had done. 


‘I saw you on the beach,’ he prompted as I sat mutely. ‘I
decided to leave the party too. No fun without you. I thought I’d catch you
outside, drive you home. But you weren’t at your car. You were on the beach.
And you ran into the water…’


I knew what came next: you ran into the water just like
Sienna. I couldn’t bear it; I couldn’t let him think that. I opened my
mouth and words tumbled out.


‘I saw something in the water. I thought… I thought it was a
person. Waving. Drowning.’


Luke’s eyes bulged. ‘You saw someone?’


‘I thought I saw someone. I was wrong. I’m an idiot.’


‘You thought you saw someone. So you ran in. In that dress.
In the dark. All alone.’


‘Like I said, I’m an idiot.’


He reached over and gripped my arms. ‘You were trying to
save someone? You weren’t trying to kill yourself?’


‘I wasn’t trying to kill myself.’ 


‘Swear to me.’


‘I swear.’


‘You wouldn’t lie about this to me?’


‘No.’ Not about this. 


He stared at me. ‘You are okay,’ he said at last.
‘You’re okay!’ 


He leaned forwards to kiss me. The relief was exquisite. He
believed me. But his lips didn’t meet mine. Suddenly, he was moving away, out
of the bed. I reached for him, but let my arm drop when I saw the look in his
eyes and the muscle working furiously in his jaw. He was really angry.


‘What were you thinking going in there! Why didn’t
you run for help?’


Tears pricked at my eyes – I hated being the target of
anyone’s anger, let alone Luke. I deserved it, though, I knew that, so I tried
to hold back my emotions.


‘The water was calm enough, I thought. It didn’t look too
dangerous.’


‘But it was! The rip current.’


‘I didn’t know it was there.’


‘I told you back in our surf lessons. I told you we get them
in the cove occasionally. I told you what to do to get out of one. You forgot
everything – you were fighting against it. You’d have drowned carrying on that
way!’


He wasn’t yelling, but I almost wished he would. He was
right – I could have died. And he’d risked his own life to get me out of the
current. The image of him limp and lifeless on the beach came to me. My chest
ached with the effort of holding back the tears. 


‘And then the rocks… Scarlett, what the hell happened after
we hit the rocks?’


‘I brought you back to the shore,’ I whispered.


‘You? But you were out of it! When I woke up on the beach
you were lying on me, and when I sat up you just slipped off onto the sand, and
there was blood all over me and all over you, and you wouldn’t wake up. I
thought you were dead, Scarlett. Again!’


His voice broke; my heart broke – I threw myself out of the
bed to go to him. My legs were weak, shaking, and I crashed into him, and it
was he who had to hold me. I wrapped my arms around him and I sobbed ‘I’m
sorry, I’m sorry’ over and over.


He sat me on the bed. He cupped my face with his hands. He
forced me to look at him. 


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry.’


He stopped the torrent with his lips. Soft. Hot. He kissed
my lips, he kissed my cheeks, he kissed my nose, he kissed my ears, he kissed
my neck, he kissed the hollow of my throat; he kissed me for so long and with
such feeling that eventually I lost track of where he ended and I began – there
was just heat and fire and the crushing relief of forgiveness.


*


A little later, when we were all kissed out, we curled up
under the patchwork quilt together, face to face. Luke drew swirls down the
skin of my leg with his finger. The bare skin.


My leg was bare?


In all the commotion, I hadn’t registered such mundane
details as what I was wearing, what Luke was wearing. But now I took in the
pile of soggy clothes abandoned in the corner – my dress, Luke’s suit.


I lifted the quilt and looked at Luke. He was wearing one of
my black t-shirts, which was stretched taut across his chest, and his
underwear. Nothing else. Which was a sight to behold. But a glimpse of my own
attire dispelled any thought of passion. 


I groaned.


‘Hey,’ said Luke. ‘I like it.’


I didn’t. A Winnie the Pooh nightdress. The least attractive
item of nightwear I owned.


‘Why am I wearing this?’


The smile dropped from Luke’s face. ‘You don’t remember?’


‘Of course!’ I said quickly.


Luke regarded me soberly. ‘What do you remember, after the
ocean?’


I remembered Jude’s voice; his hands on me – warmth, light.
Then Luke: Luke shouting my name; Luke’s eyes, open; Luke wet but unharmed –
beautifully, miraculously unharmed; Luke talking urgently; Luke making me walk
and walk and walk; Luke sitting me on the living room rug and wrapping blankets
around me. And then, nothing.


‘I remember bits,’ I said. 


‘I guess that’s okay,’ he said, rubbing my arms. ‘I mean
it’s normal when you’re in shock. You were so confused – you weren’t making any
sense. You kept saying, “What am I? What am I?” I should’ve taken you to
hospital. I wanted to, but you were desperate to go home. Your nosebleed had
stopped. And you were so cold – we both were – I figured warmth was the most
important thing. So we came back here, and we got dry, and we got changed, and
you fell asleep in front of the fire downstairs, and I put you to bed.’


‘And you stayed.’ 


‘Of course I stayed.’


Silence fell between us, and unspoken words hung heavy in
the air.


Stay with me.


Be with me.


I want you.


I love you.


They were in me, they were on my lips. But that question
held me back: What am I? How can you give your heart to another if you
don’t know the content of that heart? How can you give yourself to one person
when you’re somehow connected to another?


In my mind, Jude’s voice: ‘I’ll be back. Tomorrow.’


I shivered.


‘Are you cold? Come here – I’ll warm you up.’


Luke pulled me close.


‘Scarlett?’


‘Yes?’


‘There’s something else, something I’ve been meaning to
say…’


My breath caught. He sounded so serious. What now?


‘Yes?’


‘It’s important.’


‘Okay.’


‘It’s big.’


I closed my eyes. ‘Right. Hit me with it.’


So he did: a tuneless and loud and merry rendition of that
timeless song ‘Happy Birthday to You’.


I smiled and I made myself look in his eyes. Not at the
window, beyond which, I knew, the blue was waiting, waiting for me.











40: OUT THERE


 


We stayed in bed a little longer and then, reluctantly, we
kissed goodbye. Luke had errands to run, he said, but I was to come to his
house at five for a birthday tea.


‘Don’t be late,’ he warned.


After he left I took a long shower, slowly working my way
through a shelf of products as I stripped myself of every remnant of the night
before, from makeup to nail varnish, sea salt to bloodstain. I dressed in
comfortable old jeans and a cardigan big enough to hide in, and sat at my
grandmother’s dressing table, combing out my hair and scrutinising the girl in
the mirror. She followed my every move, but I had the unsettling sense that she
was Scarlett and I was someone, something, else. 


Downstairs, I made a coffee. Took it into the living room.
Sat on the sofa. Stared at the rug on which blankets were piled. Sipped the
strong, bitter liquid.


Finally, when I could take the ticking of the clock no
longer, I stood, walked through to the kitchen, opened the back door and
stepped out into the sunshine.


He was sitting on a patio chair overlooking the cove. I went
over to him and sat on the opposite chair, leaving the white metal table as a
barrier between us. I studied him. He wore jeans and a hooded sweatshirt. He
sat on the edge of the seat, leaning towards me, his elbows resting on the
table. His eyes were grey, his hair was blond, his lips were chewed and curved
gently at the edges. He looked handsome, yes, but ordinary, as ordinary as the
girl I’d seen in the mirror upstairs. Except for the pallor and the shadows
under the eyes, that is. He looked as drained as I felt.


‘How are you?’ Jude asked. 


I’d never found it particularly easy to talk to him; now
that the time had come, I was like the deer in the lane watching my car
advance. Frozen. 


He tried again: ‘Are you all right after last night?’ 


I stared at him. He sighed.


‘I’m sorry, Scarlett – I’m sorry to put you through this. I
can only imagine how strange and frightening this all is for you.’


He was sorry, I could see that. And worried for me.
The ice melted a little: I nodded.


‘You know you have nothing to fear from me, right?’


‘No,’ I managed. My voice was scratchy, and I cleared my
throat and tried again. ‘No, Jude, I don’t know that.’


He looked appalled. ‘I’m not going to hurt you, Scarlett!
Surely you know that’s the opposite of what we do. We heal. We help.’


When I said nothing, he added quickly:


‘All these weeks, I’ve been trying to keep you safe, to look
out for you. In the hospital, I healed the bleed in your brain. On the island,
I found you and brought you home. At Bert’s, I stopped you intervening, stopped
you crossing the line. And last night, I brought you back, Scarlett, from the
edge. You nearly died, you nearly died pouring your light into Luke, and you –’


He broke off when he saw the look on my face.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m no good at this. You’d think I’d
know the right words to say, but I don’t. There’s no rule book. Just… please,
don’t be afraid.’ He reached a hand out to touch me, but I jerked back so fast
my chair leg shrieked against the patio slab beneath.


‘You’re wrong, Jude,’ I said. I had good reason to be
afraid. Just like the deer standing in the path of my car, I knew instinctively
what was to come: pain. 


‘Please, Scarlett. I’m not going to hurt you! I’d never
–’


‘But it is going to hurt, Jude, isn’t it? What you want to
tell me. It’s going to hurt. Or you’d have said it by now. You’d have said it
long ago.’


He frowned at that, but he didn’t deny it. ‘I would have,’
he said. ‘I would have told you that first day in the graveyard, if I could
have, if it were that easy. But it’s not, Scarlett. It’s complicated. And I
wasn’t allowed to tell you until today. Still, I’ve tried; I’ve tried to lead
you. So it wouldn’t be such a shock. So you’d understand your own experiences.’


I gripped the edge of the table, hard – my lifebelt in the
flood of feelings engulfing me. ‘Understand? I’ve understood nothing, Jude.
From the day I met you, you’ve been an enigma. I’ve seen you do things. I’ve
done things. The deer was dead! It was dead, and then it wasn’t! The little boy
at the hospital… I thought I was crazy, losing my mind. Then Bert. Then last
night. I healed him. I healed Luke. It’s impossible!’


‘Scarlett,’ said Jude gently. ‘Your hands…’


‘They glow, Jude! With light!’


‘I know they do, but right now – the table – you’re hurting;
please, stop.’


I looked down. Saw knuckle bones through taut skin.
Registered, finally, pain in my fingers where I was gripping the metal rim too
tightly. I relaxed my hands. Turned them over. Opened them. Two fingers were
bisected by shallow cuts. Red dripped onto the white tabletop. Like the red
dripping on Luke’s shirt the night before. As I healed him.


‘It’s impossible,’ I whispered.


‘Do you want it to be impossible, Scarlett?’ asked
Jude. 


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes.’


But when he reached his hand across the table, I didn’t
snatch mine away. And when he stroked his finger down mine, I didn’t flinch. I
took it all in – the deep blue of the light; the warm shivers of feeling; the
red slashes thinning; the blood paling. The light dimmed, and then gently
dissipated. Jude let go, and I brought my hand to my face and examined the
minute crosshatching of the skin. Tiny line after tiny line, uninterrupted. As
perfect as the day I was born.


‘What are you?’ I whispered. 


He was silent, and I looked up and met his eyes. A storm was
brewing in them, but I’d come too far now to run for shelter. 


What followed was too surreal to comprehend, so that when I
look back on it now it has the feel of a dream: sounds discordant, colours
jarring – especially the sky: too vast, too bright.


*


‘What are you, Jude?’ 


‘We call ourselves Ceruleans.’


‘Cerulean – I don’t know what that means.’


‘It’s from the Latin caeruleus, meaning “sky
blue”, from caelum for “sky”. A Cerulean is someone who bears the light
of the heavens. Light that gives power over life… and death.’


‘An angel. I knew it! You’re a guardian angel.’


‘No, Scarlett, I’m not. Which is why what you did last
night was really, really dangerous. I very nearly didn’t find you in time.’


‘But you have been watching out for me.’


‘I’ve been trying to.’


‘So you’re here for me.’


‘Yes.’


‘To heal me when I need it.’


‘No, I’m not here to bring life.’


‘I don’t understand. If you’re not here to save me… Oh
God. Oh God…’


‘Scarlett…’


‘Power over life and death. You’re here for me.’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re here to kill me!’


‘No. No! Scarlett, I’m here to Claim you. To take you to
a life after death.’


‘Heaven?’


‘Home. Where you belong. With your kind. The Ceruleans.’


‘I don’t want to go!’


‘But you will.’


‘I don’t want to die!’


‘But you will.’


‘I’m happy here – Luke and Cara; the cove; the cottage.
Please, please, don’t take this away from me!’


‘Scarlett, I have no choice. You’re eighteen now; you’ve
come of age. You’re dying.’


‘I feel fine!’


‘Today perhaps. But soon, it will begin. You have a few
months at best. To make your peace. Say your goodbyes.’


‘Goodbyes! What… why… I won’t do it! I won’t go with you!
I WILL NOT DIE!’


‘You can’t escape it, Scarlett. Death is coming for you.
Just as it came for your sister…’


*


Everything stopped: the wind, the waves, the magpie circling
overhead. The world stopped turning. 


Sienna, dying. Jude, her ‘friend’. He could have healed her.
He could have healed her but he didn’t heal her. He let her die. 


The world spun, too fast: the wind was vicious; the waves
were wild; the magpie was shrieking.


I was on my feet. 


I was screaming.


‘You took my sister!’


And then I was leaping across the table and I was on him,
sending us both crashing to the ground, and my hand was raised ready to hit him
– anywhere, everywhere. But in the blink of an eye he had flipped me onto my
back and he was straddling me, holding my fisted hands to the grass.


‘Scarlett! Calm down. Scarlett!’


I wouldn’t be pacified; I fought furiously to get out from
under him, screaming, ‘You took her – you took her – you took her from me!’


But it was like wrestling with a rock; he was solid,
immovable. Finally, I was too exhausted, too broken, to struggle any more, and
I went limp but for my ragged breathing.


He leaned over me, pale skin framed against the blue sky,
fixing me with eyes that were full of compassion but the colour of steel. 


‘Scarlett, you’re wrong – you’re wrong and you’ve missed the
point!’


Pants had become sobs. Jude was still talking but I squeezed
my eyes shut tight and shook my head from side to side, whimpering, ‘No, no
more,’ so that only fragments of his speech penetrated.


‘… sorry… failed you… tell you gently… make you understand… give
you time… check in on you, and if you need me…’


‘I don’t need you,’ I sobbed. I opened my eyes; he
was a blur through the tears. ‘Let me go!’ I tried to pull my hands from his.
His grip on me loosened a little, but he didn’t release me, and I cried all the
more. ‘Please,’ I begged, ‘just leave me alone.’


‘I will,’ he said, and there was pain in his voice, but I
didn’t care – I didn’t care if I’d hurt him. ‘I’ll go, Scarlett. For now. But I
can’t leave you this way. You’ve heard me, but you haven’t heard me.
Think about what I’ve said. There is a life after this one. There is a life as
a Cerulean. For you. For your sister. Your sister died, but she’s not dead.
She’s out there, Scarlett. And she needs you.’


A cry died in my throat. I stilled. I stared at him. There
were tears in his eyes. One fell onto me, mingling with the moisture on my
cheeks.


‘I didn’t take your sister,’ said Jude. ‘Someone else did.
Someone… bad. And that is why, when the time comes, you will choose to come
with me. You will choose death, Scarlett Blake. You will choose me.
Because it’s the only way to save her, to save Sienna.’


I opened my mouth, the word ‘Sienna’ on my lips – hopeful,
desperate, devastated – but by the time I had uttered it he had blurred away
into the blue, leaving me lying on my back in the noonday sun, staring at a sky
that once again was crashing down on me.











41: WHO SO LOVES


 


I arrived at Luke’s at five. 


I rang the doorbell.


Luke answered. He kissed me.


‘Hello, beautiful,’ he said. ‘Come in, come in.’


He led me up to the roof terrace.


A load of people were there, waiting and grinning. They
shouted, ‘Surprise! Happy birthday!’ 


I burst into tears.


*


 


In his bedroom, Luke shut the door and sat me down on the
bed.


‘What is it? What’s wrong?’


‘Sienna,’ I sobbed.


He held me and rubbed my back. ‘It’s okay. You miss her
today. Of course you do.’


He rocked me gently until the tears subsided. Then he lifted
my face and looked into it.


‘There’s something I’ve been meaning to say…’


He sounded so serious.


‘Yes?’


‘It’s important.’


‘Okay.’


‘It’s big.’


I closed my eyes. ‘Hit me with it.’


‘I love you.’


I opened my eyes and drank him in: Luke, my Luke. The
guy who pulled me from the deep that first day in the cove, and every day
since. He anchored me. He loved me. He loved me.


‘I love you too, Luke Cavendish,’ I whispered.


And I kissed him, as I kissed him that day in the crumbling
folly and every day since – like he was mine and I was his and nothing, nothing
could ever change that.


*


The roof terrace was alive with people – all the Twycombe
gang had come, and they were milling about with drinks, chatting and laughing.
A stereo in the corner boomed out a playlist I recognised – someone had swiped
my iPod.


‘All these people,’ I whispered to Luke. ‘I’ve only been
here for the summer…’


He smiled down at me. ‘But you’re one of us now.’


‘Scarlett!’ Cara was at my side. ‘You okay?’


‘Yeah. Sorry about the meltdown. It was just a shock. A nice
one, though.’ I hugged her. ‘Thank you. This is awesome.’


Si appeared at my other side. ‘Headache gone?’


My head was raging, actually, but I nodded brightly. ‘I feel
great, thank you.’


‘Come on,’ said Cara, grabbing my arm and steering me across
the terrace. ‘Over here.’


Set against the glass balustrade overlooking the cove was a
table laden with food and a pile of gifts. 


‘This one first,’ said Cara, handing me an elaborately
wrapped package.


It took me a good minute’s wrestling with the ribbon before
I got it loose and opened out the paper. Inside was a framed photo taken the
evening before at the All That Jazz party – a candid of Cara and Luke and me
standing in the marquee, laughing. 


I blinked back tears, and gave Cara a tight hug as a thank
you.


At Cara’s insistence, I began working my way through the
pile – bubble bath, chocolates, surfboard wax, wetsuit boots (‘For winter
surfing,’ explained Si) – until only two gifts remained.


‘This is from me,’ said Luke shyly, picking up the smaller
of the two. 


Cara and Si melted into the background, leaving us to have a
moment together.


I opened Luke’s present slowly, swallowing hard when I
realised that beneath the paper was a jewellery box. I lifted the lid.


‘Oh, Luke. It’s beautiful.’


It was a simple blue teardrop pendant on a delicate silver
chain.


‘I saw it in the jeweller’s window, and it reminded me of
that rock you keep by your bed,’ he said. 


My breath burned in my throat. The chalcanthite. The same
colour as the sea, the sky, the Cerulean light… 


And Luke’s eyes.


‘I love it,’ I told him. ‘I love you.’


‘And I love you,’ he said easily, but there was something
there, in his voice – a sadness that made my heart lurch.


‘I do love you,’ I told him. ‘You know that, right?’


He smiled at the fierceness of my tone, but moved away,
behind me. He slipped the chain around my throat and fiddled with the clasp.
‘Something to wear after this summer, to remember me by…’ he said.


I turned sharply.


‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up. Especially not
today.’


He thought I was leaving. Because I was meant to be – in a
matter of weeks; off to London to build a future. 


What future? said a little voice in my head – Jude’s
voice.


I shuddered, and Luke said, ‘Hey, you cold?’ He shrugged off
his zippie and slung it around me. It was warm and it smelt of him – of soap,
of vanilla, of the sea. 


I wouldn’t leave.


I couldn’t leave.


‘Luke,’ I said seriously. ‘There’s something I’ve been
meaning to say…’


He smiled. ‘Again? I think we’ve been here before.’


‘It’s important.’


His smile vanished. ‘Okay.’


‘It’s big.’


He closed his eyes. ‘Hit me with it.’


‘I’m staying.’


He opened his eyes. ‘You’re what?’


‘I’m staying.’


‘Tonight?’


‘Beyond.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I’m not going to London. I want to be here. I want to be in
Twycombe. I want to be with you.’


The shout he gave near-deafened me, and then he had swept me
up and was twirling me around and around and I was laughing and he was
whooping, and then he lost his balance and we crashed down and wound up buried
in a beanbag, nose to nose.


‘That,’ he said, ‘is a good thing.’


‘Good like finding a pound coin in the pocket of an old
coat, or good like finding a fifty-pound note in the street?’


He grinned. ‘Good like winning the lottery.’ 


He scrambled off the beanbag and helped me up. Then he threw
his head back and hollered loud enough that all of Twycombe probably heard:
‘SCARLETT’S STAYING!’


A cheer went up, so raucous that all of Twycombe definitely
heard, and I made myself smile though my cheeks were on fire and my heart was
aching.


They want me here.


I want to stay here. 


I don’t want to go.


Cara appeared and announced she needed Luke for something.
He gave me a smacker of a kiss – sweet with happiness – and then his sister
tugged him away.


There was one present left on the table. It looked lonely
there, so I picked it up and tore off the paper. It was a notebook –
funky-coloured and spiral-bound. Another thoughtful gift. I thumbed the pages,
ready to inhale the scent of fresh, new paper. But to my surprise, I found they
weren’t blank. Words were scrawled on them in heavy ballpoint pen. The handwriting
was large, spiky… familiar. 


Heart stuttering, I scrabbled for the wrapping paper I’d
dropped on the table. I’d missed the tag, taped to the back. It read:


Scarlett.


This was Sienna’s, and she wanted you to have it today.


I hope it helps.


Jude


Oh, oh.


Florence and the Machine came onto the stereo. ‘Never Let Me
Go.’


Hugging the notebook to my chest, I moved over to the
balustrade and gazed out to sea. Sienna. My sister was out there. Not in the
sea, but beyond it someplace. She was not lost. She existed. And I could see
her again. 


But if Jude was telling the truth then to find Sienna, to
save her, I would have to go with Jude, and leave Luke. 


I couldn’t leave Luke. I loved him.


And yet if my sister really did need me… I loved her too.


Above the music, voices rose in chorus: they were singing
‘Happy Birthday’. I turned to see Cara and Luke behind me, carrying between
them an enormous silver platter. On it were dozens of tiny white-frosted
cupcakes sprinkled with little red stars and arranged to spell Scarlett!
They set the platter down on the table, and Luke picked out the cake marking
the dot of the exclamation point, the only one with a candle. He held it up to
me, smiling and singing. Everyone was smiling, everyone was singing. 


No, not everyone.


Over Luke’s shoulder, a stillness in the scene. Behind my
friends, leaning in the doorway and looking on silently, soberly: Jude.


‘When the time comes, you will choose to come with me.
You will choose death, Scarlett Blake. You will choose me.’


The flame flickered in the breeze. 


The singing stopped.


‘Go on, Scarlett. Blow out the candle.’


I looked at Luke. Life.


I looked at Jude. Death.


I closed my eyes, took a deep breath.


And made my wish. 
















 


***











AUTHOR’S NOTE


Thank you for reading Death Wish, the first of my
five-book Ceruleans series. If you enjoyed the book – and I hope you did –
please share it with others and leave a review online. As a self-publishing
author, I very much value readers’ support.


To find out more about me and my forthcoming books, you
can visit www.megantayte.com.


With best wishes,


Megan
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