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Part One






THE NIGHT DIANA DEVLIN GOES MISSING, JULY 1940

In the hushed hours of deep night, the cove looks just as it did a few hundred years ago, when men gathered on its shore to lure unlucky ships on to the rocks. Some say if you’re that way inclined, sensitive to the flimsiness of what separates then from now, you can still hear the groan of timber on rock, the pitiful cries from the decks. You can see the treacherous, bobbing lamps, and the surrender of white sails sinking beneath the waves.

The blackout has returned Breakheart Cove to the seventeenth century. The civilizing lights that usually shine from houses dotting the cliffs have been snuffed out by dense-woven fabric that takes an age to put up as dusk creeps in. At Penhallow Hall, thirty-three windows must be covered as the sun sets.

Further up the coast, the war is more in evidence. There are two new pillboxes along the cliff path beyond the village of Vennor – one disguised as a tiny cottage, complete with cheery curtains of blue gingham. Further on still, straining against its steel cables, is the bloated outline of a barrage balloon. But back at Breakheart Cove there are no rolls of barbed wire to keep out the enemy. This small breach of the coastline has been forgotten by the war machine swinging into action elsewhere.

Out at sea, a bell-topped buoy is caught by the rising swell and chimes mournfully. And, as if in reply, the church bell just around the headland at Vennor begins to toll. It hasn’t been rung for nearly a year now, not since war was declared the previous September, and it’s never been rung at night.

The sound comes to people first in their dreams, but it’s too urgent to be absorbed into sleep for long. Along the coast and in the crooked, tightly packed lanes of Vennor, lights begin to go on. Teeth are put in, shoes are put on. Disbelief settles into fear. The invasion has begun. The Germans must be coming, they say to each other. The Germans must be here.

But wait. There’s something strange on the beach at Breakheart Cove, where steep steps rise to the path above. As the storm clouds part briefly, the moon illuminates wax-pale limbs, awkwardly splayed. She doesn’t move, not as the rain begins to fall on her open eyes, or as the sea foam creeps and spreads, darkening the sand as it edges closer. It pulls back with a reluctant sigh before it can reach her, but the next set of waves are more determined. The distant thunder rolls for a last time as the water finally lifts and takes her.




FIVE HOURS LATER

At dawn, in the deep silence of the boathouse, Rose is reading someone else’s diary, her eyes moving fast across bold strokes that have bled into thick, creamy paper. The last entry was written yesterday, probably not long before the party guests began to arrive, forcing Penhallow out of its habitual solitude. The ink is only hours dry.

She closes the book with infinite care and stands on shaky legs. The last embers of her anger have been doused by clammy dread, like water filling the mouth of someone about to be sick.

‘Oh, Diana,’ she whispers. ‘What have you done?’ But she thinks she knows, even as she says the words.

Speaking aloud alters the weight of the air around her. The boathouse, silent again but for the creek water lapping beneath the floorboards, no longer feels empty. Her eyes flick to the armchair and, for an instant, she sees Diana curled there, safely asleep under one of the airmen’s jackets. But when she blinks she’s alone again, the charge gone out of the room.

She knows in her heart that Diana left last night, while the bomber’s moon still silvered the garden and the wind beat the sea into mist against the rocks. After what had happened at the party, it wouldn’t have taken much to lure Diana down to Breakheart Cove, she who can never resist the dark pull of danger.




I
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SIX WEEKS EARLIER

Sunday, 9th June: Diana Devlin’s diary

Starved as I am of any amusement, I begin this diary in desperation. I can think of nothing else to fill the endless hours. The quiet here is maddening. There is nothing but the sound of the sea hurling itself against the cliffs and the lonely cry of a gull. It makes one almost long for the air-raid siren.

I last kept a diary as a child, when time unwound as agonizingly slowly as it does here. I burnt that little book later, afraid someone would find it, but it was useful at the time. The accumulating words weighed me down when I felt I might float away or vanish into nothing. Perhaps they will have a similar effect here, where I increasingly find myself at the mirror, checking I haven’t disappeared.

That I’m here at all is Mother’s doing. Who else? I think a small part of her truly believes that exiling me to the very ends of England will transform me into someone better, but most of her simply wanted me gone.

‘For God’s sake, why the bloody land girls?’ I asked, when she first made the announcement. ‘Anything but them, with their fawn breeches and chilblains. Can you honestly see me mucking out stables and yanking at udders? Aren’t the Wrens rather more my speed?’

She smiled then, small eyes glittering, and I realized the old girl still had some fight left in her. The Women’s Land Army was a stroke of genius; she’d signed me up for the only war work guaranteed to be posted outside London.

I believe she dreamt up the scheme from her darkened bedroom, a damp flannel pressed to her forehead as the sirens began to echo through the streets and people turned their faces apprehensively upward. I imagine she didn’t even wait for the all-clear before she began the letter sealing my fate.

It was prescient timing, I’ll say that for her. That same afternoon, Jack Beresford had persuaded me down into the cellar of his family’s enormous, dust-sheeted house, which had been abandoned for the duration, the decent art and furniture dispatched to the country. Jack had looked so suave in his RAF uniform when he called, wings and signet ring glinting in the sun, that the subsequent fumbling and apologies among the wine and cobwebs were all the more dispiriting.

Jack’s dead now, poor old thing, lost somewhere beneath the frigid waves of the North Sea. My first kiss, and he no longer exists. When I heard, I wished I’d been a little more generous – let him do what he wanted. He was better than most of them.

Mother turned scarlet when she caught me coming in from seeing him that last time. She might be as blind as a bat but she has the nose of a bloodhound. She said I reeked of drink, but I think what she could really smell, what terrified her enough to send me packing, was Men with a capital M. Or perhaps Lust. Either will have terrified her.

Still, she’s won this latest battle. Her last words, just before she slammed the door of the cab taking me to Paddington? ‘Diana, you’ll find that war, like death, is a great leveller.’ I tried to reflect on this rare pearl of wisdom while waiting on the platform for my train, head held high while everyone else was kissed and wept over, but all I could think was that it would never have occurred to her to pack me some sandwiches.

So here I find myself, banished to deepest, dreariest Cornwall, home of mead and piskies, where the locals glare and mutter under their breath when you encounter them in the lanes, and a round of sea shanties in the Mermaid passes for entertainment.

My billet is no less strange, though admittedly more civilized. I appreciate I’ve got off lightly with Penhallow Hall. I might have been sent to some Cold Comfort Farm sunk in mud and misery, where dull-eyed farm boys would have tried to mount me in the woodshed. Instead, I take my meals among the polished rosewood and silver of the formal dining room and sleep on a feather bed. There’s electricity and hot water. We don’t have to rise at dawn to plough fields or catch rats. The work is mostly weeding, planting vegetables and pruning. Even I can manage that.

And yet … There’s something of the subtle nightmare about this house – where everything seems in order but still you’re compelled to dart from room to room, certain that grief and menace lurk somewhere, if only you keep looking. Our troubled host, Eleanor Grenville, seems perpetually on the verge of tears. Even on the good days she has the ground-down air of someone smiling bravely through exquisite suffering. It’s impossible to approach her without giving fright, however much throat-clearing one does.

The source of this internal horror may have something to do with her redoubtable mother, whose great age and confinement to an invalid’s chair have not diminished her iron grip on the place. One of the things I’ll remember about Penhallow is the unrelenting thud of her cane on the floor whenever she demands attendance. Some nights that sound reverberates along the hallways of my dreams, beating out a rhythm as I try to find my way out.

I do have some company. There’s another girl here and room for one more. I say girl: Rose is hardly that at thirty-two. In truth, I haven’t quite pinned her down yet. She fancies herself as something of an artist, with her sketchbook and wild hair, but in his photograph, her husband couldn’t look more ordinary. Frank is somewhere in the Atlantic with the navy but before the war he managed Rose’s father’s shop. Yesterday, I asked her if she was looking forward to going back one day and she gave me such an odd look. I think she secretly dreams of staying in Cornwall, scraping together the rent on a tiny cottage by selling sweet little watercolours. Rose never has a bad word to say about anyone but I’ve seen her face in unguarded moments.

The gong has just sounded for dinner, so I must rouse myself to go down. The insistence on this tradition is laughable. It’s as if we were carefree young things at a house party in 1928, dressed in our beaded finest and waving our crystal saucers at the butler for more Pol Roger. Instead, we have a scraping of butter to last a week and mud under our nails. At dinner, we have Eleanor trailing off in the middle of a sentence and Rose worrying whether she’s holding her knife correctly.

The gong-basher is Payne, Penhallow’s sepulchral retainer. A woman who makes Mrs Danvers seem jaunty. She appears both ancient and child-like (albeit a child in mourning), her poker-straight grey hair held back with a black velvet ribbon and her feet in house slippers, which allow her to creep silently about. The combination is disconcerting, to say the least.

She’s been clutching her breast and dropping glasses ever since rumours began circulating about a Canadian airbase being built nearby. On the day she found out she was apoplectic, eyes bulging and hands trembling at the thought of all the brawling, drinking and pillaging that would ensue.

I can’t think of anything better than a bit of life in this cut-off place. I’m under no illusion that a Canadian airman will sweep in and save me, or indeed be any more adept at seduction than poor Jack Beresford. I just like it when things are shaken up. One good thing about this dreary war is that it encourages people to break the rules. To do extraordinary things they would never dare contemplate ordinarily. I welcome the thought of that. When one is as hopelessly bored as I am, one relishes a bit of danger. It takes one’s mind off oneself. And that’s always a relief.




II
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Rose shields her eyes against the lowering sun. Another perfect day – there’s been no end to them lately. Below her, the sea is cobalt where the water is deep, and a brilliant, unlikely turquoise close to shore. Here and there, as the water shifts and the sun strikes it, the blue is shot through with blinding gold.

She stretches out her bare arms and allows the letter she’s been reading to fall to the grass. A warm breeze makes the flimsy sheet turn over a couple of times but she doesn’t try to retrieve it, her heart beating faster as it’s teased closer to the cliff edge. Suddenly the cheap paper lifts and is caught, spiralling up and up before the inevitable, fluttering drop to the rocks below.

On the cliff path back towards Penhallow Hall, she can’t help running like a girl half her age. She’s not sure if she’s running from something or to it. She passes the steep steps down to the cove where the letter will have landed, wondering if it’s already been snatched by the incoming tide, the paper turning to pulp, the ink run into meaningless blotches.

She comes to a halt under the giant pine at the edge of the broad lawn sweeping around the front of Penhallow Hall. She always stops here after she’s been for one of her weekend walks – it’s become something of a routine since her arrival a month earlier.

The Hall behind her is a handsome, sprawling house of stuccoed stone, whose lines have been softened by winter storms and the sea salt carried in the air. It’s Georgian for the most part, with the inevitable Victorian frills. Marooned by lush, moderately famous gardens, it is grand yet mellow, like a peer dozing in his slippers.

The view from the pine is spectacular. To the east, along the coast-path, is Breakheart Cove and, further on, the village of Vennor with its deep harbour. To the west is the narrow mouth of Blackbottle Creek. Two different Cornwalls, depending which way you look. Wild and sea-lashed in one direction, secret and tree-shadowed in the other, the overhanging boughs of glossy laurel concealing a twisting creek, whose water lies mirror-still. She loves both. She’s loved this place since the summer she came here as a young girl.

‘Oh, here you are.’ The voice, now familiar, is low and languorous. ‘I was beginning to wonder if you’d been bundled away by a German spy. According to Cook, they’re lurking in nuns’ habits behind every other rock.’

Rose shakes her head, unable to think of a witty rejoinder. She’s often tongue-tied in front of Diana, who now stands before her, a vision in a poppy-coloured dress. Her platinum hair is held back with matching combs, all except the single, waving lock that always falls over one of her knowing eyes until she flicks it away. She’s not wearing stockings but she doesn’t need them, her legs smooth and bronzed from rolling up the corduroy breeches of the uniform she so despises, and changes out of the minute she’s finished work for the day. Secretly, Rose is proud of hers, and what it signifies. Not only her contribution to the war but her independence – her new existence outside the house she and Frank share in the Midlands.

‘What have you done with your drawing things?’ Diana asks. She smiles indulgently, as if Rose were not the elder of the pair by more than a decade but a forgetful child. ‘You had your sketchbook with you when you left, didn’t you?’

Rose looks down at her empty hands. Diana always notices these things. ‘Oh, how stupid. I’ve left them up on the cliff. I’ll have to go back.’

‘And your letter from Frank. Did you leave that too?’ Diana smiles again, showing her very white teeth. They’re not perfect, the incisors too pointed, but this small flaw only seems to heighten the rest of her beauty. ‘Oh dear, I do hope it won’t have blown away.’

Rose looks at her sharply. She’s sure she was alone up there.

‘Shall I come with you?’ says Diana. The pale waves of her hair glint in the sun.

‘No.’ Rose shakes her head again. ‘But thanks. It won’t take me long, and you don’t want to scuff your lovely shoes.’

She hurries away, conscious that Diana is watching her go. She wonders, as she has many times, if she has been found out and written about in Diana’s diary. Sometimes, when they’re curled up in the sitting room the Grenvilles have given over to their use, Diana reads out selected passages. Always entertaining, they’re occasionally rather cruel: she has a knack for describing people with wincing accuracy. She’s an excellent mimic, too, and Rose often finds herself helpless with laughter as Diana re-enacts an encounter with Blewett the gardener or dour-faced Payne. She knows that Diana decided they would be friends, rather than it having been a mutual cleaving towards each other, but she doesn’t mind. It’s flattering and, besides, Diana can be excellent company.

Rose’s sketchbook is exactly where she left it on the grass. Though she doesn’t run back as before, she can’t help stopping at the pine again. There’s no sign of Diana now. Across the mouth of the creek she can just make out the house she once stayed in, all those summers ago. Not even a quarter of the size of Penhallow Hall, it’s a neat, four-square house built in the middle of the last century for a little-known landscape artist. It’s hard to see from where she stands, but its carved wooden porch and window frames are painted a dark ivy-green – or, at least, they were when she was there.

She hadn’t realized at first that she could see it from the Hall. It wasn’t until her third day that she looked over and, spying it there, neat and white against its small sloping garden, felt her stomach pitch with long-buried recognition. It was Chyandour, ‘house by the sea’. She hadn’t realized it was so close to where she’d been billeted; she’d hardly ventured to the village yet, and they’d taken down all the road-signs, turning the narrow, high-hedged country lanes into a maze for those who didn’t know them. Which was the idea, of course.

She was sixteen when she’d spent the summer holidays there. And then, just a few weeks after they’d returned home, everything had changed irrevocably. For months afterwards, she had fingered her mother’s possessions – the green enamel brush and mirror, the cameo brooch, the old cotton pinny that always hung on the back of the kitchen door, soft and colourless from so many washes – shocked each time that she had really abandoned them. When, without warning, her father had finally cleared everything out, Rose didn’t know which was worse: the previous sense that her mother might be in the next room, or her total erasure. When she had surfaced from the worst of her misery, she found that she had also lost that summer in Cornwall, which had slipped into a past as unreachable as it was golden.

Rose watches now as the sun slips a little further and is caught in the window glass of Chyandour, setting each one alight. She’s too far away to see if tape crisscrosses the windows. Perhaps the place is empty and abandoned, with no one to care if the glass blows in once the Germans start bombing. Perhaps, she thinks, no one has set foot inside since she ran back in for one last look in 1924, her father calling after her that they’d miss their train.

‘Oh, let her go, Bill,’ she’d heard her mother say. ‘She needs to say goodbye.’

‘It’s a house. What’s she got to say goodbye to it for?’

So that the charwoman due later would think the Careys a nice, respectable family, her mother had scrubbed the house to within an inch of its life. The kitchen table, scoured and denuded of its clutter – newspapers, Rose’s books and the fiddly bits from her brother Charlie’s model plane kits – was cleaner than when they’d arrived a month earlier. Then it had been just a table, a kitchen, a house. Now it was a beloved place.

Rose had wished she had time to run her hand over every object and learn by heart the view from every window. But her mother had promised they’d come back the following year so the regret Rose had left with was bittersweet and delicious – next summer dazzling on the horizon to sustain her for the months in between. She truly hadn’t any inkling that her family, still visibly intact, was about to shatter into pieces, or that the boy would never write. If she had sensed either, she would have barricaded herself inside Chyandour and refused to leave at all.

Now, under the feathery shadow of the pine, she turns away from that vanished summer and looks instead at her wartime billet. She’s just deciding what colour the dying sun is turning the house’s walls, and whether she’d be able to mix the exact shade using the paints she’d brought with her, when she sees movement at an upstairs window. The sash goes up and a head appears.

‘It’s only me,’ calls Diana. Her colours are bright against the muted house. ‘What are you looking at so intently?’

‘Just the Hall. It looks so pretty in this light.’

‘No, not the Hall, Rosie Wright. Before, when you were looking over there.’

Rose blushes, hoping she’s far enough away for Diana not to notice. No one has called her Rosie in years. No one has called her Rosie since that summer. It rears up again, closer but still out of reach.

‘Are you coming up, then, Dilly Dream?’ Diana’s persistent tone brings her back to the present, to the Hall and its emerald lawn, rolled smoothly under her feet. ‘I’ve got Al Bowlly on.’

She ducks back under the sash. Rose can hear it now; Diana must have turned the gramophone round so the horn is facing the window. She can’t make out the words over the distant boom of the sea against the rocks, but it’s something sentimental in a minor key. She can feel it tug at her, melancholy and regretful.

‘Daddy sent me five new records, a ten-shilling note and a decent fruit cake.’ Diana is back and leaning out dangerously. ‘He’s obviously still feeling guilty for letting Mother banish me here.’ She flashes a brilliant smile at Rose, who does her best to return it, though she’d rather be alone with the memories that pull at her more and more insistently.

‘Come on,’ says Diana, plaintively. ‘I’m fed up of being on my own. I thought we could have a little party up here. Dance around until we’re exhausted, then tell each other our worst secrets.’

She finds Diana in the girls’ sitting room. The larger room next door is now a dormitory of sorts, with three single beds, a cabinet for each, a couple of drying rails, a cluttered dressing-table and an enormous mahogany wardrobe. None of the furniture matches, gathered as it has been from rooms above and below stairs.

When Rose arrived, earlier than Diana, she had left the best bed, which was not only next to the window but a foot wider than the other two. Diana, when she turned up the next day, took in the room with a single glance and went straight over to claim it. ‘Awfully good of you not to take this one,’ she said. ‘You don’t mind if I do, do you?’ She hadn’t waited for Rose’s reply, dropping her coat, hat and gas-mask to the floor and launching herself on to the bed with her shoes still on.

Both the dormitory and the sitting room are on the east side of the house, which faces the open sea and apparently gets the brunt of the wind and spray in winter. ‘Oh, joy,’ Diana said, when Blewett told them. ‘We have all that to look forward to.’ The window frames require attention every other year, apparently, the salt eating away first at the paint and then the tender wood underneath.

By now, Al Bowlly has given way to something faster and jazzier.

‘Glenn Miller,’ Diana announces, when she sees Rose at the door. ‘I hope the Americans get a move on and join the war. They’ll liven things up no end. By the way, did you see any sign of her?’

‘Who?’

‘A stranger is to be thrust into our midst.’ She has turned back to the gramophone, where she’s sorting through the new records.

‘What sort of stranger?’

‘Our third land girl, of course. I heard Cook talking but only caught the end of it.’

The new arrival comes late, just as they are getting ready for bed. She glances around without a smile, then strides over to the unoccupied bed, between Rose’s and Diana’s.

‘I suppose this is mine.’ Her voice is clipped and short, her mouth hardly opening as she speaks. Cut-glass, Rose’s father would say admiringly of the new girl’s accent. It’s sharper than Diana’s languid tones.

‘You can always have mine if you’d prefer the window,’ says Diana, going over.

The girl shakes her head, the ends of her black, unfashionably short hair flying into her eyes so that she has to tuck it behind her ears. She does it without fuss, with none of the feminine flicking Diana employs. She reminds Rose of a boy, or perhaps a dog, shaking itself off after a dip in the sea. ‘No, thanks,’ she says bluntly. ‘This one will do.’

No one has exchanged names yet, so Rose goes forward, her hand out. ‘I’m Rose Wright.’

The new girl shakes it briskly, without quite meeting her eye. ‘Jane,’ she says. ‘How do you do?’

It occurs to Rose that she isn’t being unfriendly. She’s only shy and trying desperately not to show it. After Diana has introduced herself, an awkward silence descends. Rose wonders if this will pass, or if the status quo she and Diana have established will have to shift to accommodate the new girl.

Her gaze falls on Diana, who has turned off the lamp so she can perch on the sill with the window open and the blackout curtains pushed back. Her silk pyjamas ripple in the breeze and her cigarette smoke blows straight back into the room, making the new girl frown. It’s a mild night but there’s something about the way the moon carves a cold path towards them across the sea that makes Rose shiver with apprehension.

Diana catches her eye and winks. ‘And then there were three,’ she says.
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THIRTY-EIGHT DAYS UNTIL DIANA GOES MISSING

Wednesday, 12th June

Spent an awful day removing stones the size of my head from the new beetroot bed. Every fingernail is now torn and jagged. I’m starving but Cook says that, according to the butcher’s boy, there is no bacon to be had south of the Tamar. And, sure enough, it’s horrid pilchards again tonight – the stink of them has been curling up the stairs and under the door for ages.

I bet the Germans aren’t eating such dull fare as us. Is all this sacrifice really worth it? Perhaps an invasion wouldn’t be so bad. They say Hitler admires the British spirit. I offered this up at dinner, hoping to raise a smile, but Eleanor was staring off into the middle distance, plate untouched, and Rose looked vaguely scandalized. Why I expected to find a kindred spirit in a Midlands shop girl is anyone’s guess.

Still no letter from Mother. I can’t pretend to be surprised but even Daddy managed to send those records and he was never much of a correspondent. I’m a fool for looking expectantly at the pile of post on the breakfast table every morning. It was just the same at school.

I keep forgetting: Italy has declared war on us. I suppose they had to declare it or we mightn’t have noticed. Ha-ha. In other, more significant news, our small party of land girls has a new and final recruit: Jane Fox. Words have doubtless been had at the highest levels to get her here because she’s Eleanor’s niece. Presumably it would not have done for any Grenville relations to get their hands too dirty.

In fairness, Jane herself has clearly had no part in these machinations. In fact, she appears to be brooding because she hasn’t been sent to some Yorkshire hill farm to suffer. She didn’t even tell us who she was the first night, so I think she’d been hoping to keep it dark for a while. As it was, Blewett betrayed her immediately the next morning, beaming and tugging his forelock and calling her ‘Miss Jane’ when we went out after breakfast.

She reminds one of an ill-tempered boy. She has no shape to speak of and simply goes up and down like an ironing board. Her hair recalls Joan of Arc’s: extremely short and apparently hacked off with a blunt broadsword. No doubt this is what she’s actually done (though perhaps with scissors). Her aunt Eleanor is a true English rose: all faded blue eyes and hair the colour of weak tea. Next to her, Jane looks like an irritable gypsy. You would never suspect they were related in a thousand years.

I’ve moved to the dorm to continue this because of the racket from the wireless. Jane is in there with Rose, listening avidly. I was so intrigued to set eyes on our new girl it didn’t occur to me that things might change now she’s here, ensconced in the middle bed. In my opinion, little Miss Fox should have her own bedroom in the same part of the house as her grandmother and aunt. That she hasn’t strikes me as odd, and not a little contrived. Do they want her here or not? And if they don’t, then why pull the strings in the first place?

All I’ve managed to ascertain about Jane is that her fingernails are bitten to the quick and she has twin sisters, younger than her; there’s a framed picture of them on the piano downstairs. They’re all blinding sunlight to Jane’s shade – and with their flaxen hair and piercing blue eyes they put one in mind of the Hitlerjugend. I can easily imagine the pair of them singing lustily as they march through an Austrian meadow, a scowling Jane bringing up the rear. I tried to quiz her about them and the parents again today but she wouldn’t be drawn. Said she needed to concentrate on her double-digging. Even if she wasn’t a Fox she would be Blewett’s pet. She works like a Trojan.

‘She’s shown you a thing or two already, ha’nt she, Miss Devlin?’ he crowed today, amusing himself enormously.

I took revenge later by telling him the curse had arrived with a vengeance. He couldn’t pack me off inside quick enough, face scarlet. It was then that I caught Eleanor acting oddly for the second time today. She was in one of the downstairs rooms that’s been dust-sheeted for the war; she didn’t see me. I only noticed her because of the dark colour of her dress against the white – another of the dated, ill-fitting frocks she seems to favour. I watched for a good minute, but she just stood there unmoving, as though some enchantment had turned her to stone.

The first time was this morning, when I sneaked inside for my cigarettes. She was hovering in the passage outside our room, where she has no business being. She cried out in shock when I came up behind her, then scurried off, muttering about lost dogs, a hunted look on her face. Awkward was the least of it. There is something melancholic about her that makes my skin prickle. Cook tells me she hasn’t left the grounds in years.




III
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Eleanor makes sure the girls are all outside at their work before she goes to their bedroom, her bull terrier Brick at her heels. She doesn’t want anyone to catch her up here again.

Though they abandoned it for the garden hours ago, vestiges of the girls’ various scents hang in the air, each as different as the girls themselves. The sweet bergamot and vanilla of Diana’s perfume is strongest, fittingly, but Eleanor can also discern Rose’s attar of roses, a family joke on her name that has become a tradition, apparently. It suits her, though: that blend of clean and sensuous.

She goes over to the dressing-table. It’s strewn with creams and hairpins and rollers. She replaces the fan-shaped blue stopper on what must be Diana’s bottle of Shalimar, then clicks open and shut an enamel compact shaped like a shell.

She wonders if any of the cosmetics or potions belong to Jane. She doesn’t think so. Jane is years away from bothering with make-up and scent. Eleanor picks up a battered old hairbrush and pulls a couple of black hairs from its bristles. This must be Jane’s. She feels a rush of love for the girl, who is not only becoming aware of her looks for the first time but is already dissatisfied with them. She lets the hairs fall and the sun, streaming in through the windows where the blackout curtains have been hastily pushed back, burns them rust-red as they drift down.

Though the day’s light has been admitted, no one has opened the windows to air the room. The climbing sun has made it stuffy. She goes over to lift the first sash and stops, her hand frozen on the catch. Brick nudges her leg and she puts out a hand to stroke his warm, bulky head. She knows how this room can affect her, even after all this time. It’s why she hardly ever comes here.

Though she’s been trying to visit the room for a while, it now takes an effort of will not to leave it, banging the door shut behind her and retreating to another part of the house, where the memories don’t whisper so loudly. She manages it, though, by counting aloud to fifty, then pushing up the sash, the rush of sea air steadying her. She forces herself to walk to the other window and do the same. It’s just a room, she tells herself. But even as she repeats the words, she’s recognizing every knot of wood showing through the window’s paintwork, every join in the faded rosebud wallpaper, every warp in the glass that smears together the different blues of the sea beyond.

The water is peaceable today, a sheet of thick coloured glass. And she, somewhat unbelievably, is no longer a girl but a woman of thirty-four. She closes her eyes, trying to grasp hold of the years when she loved this room. When everything was before her and there was time enough for anything. But they are already trickling in, those other memories. The claustrophobia, the helplessness, the white-hot fury she felt – and still feels – for how things had to be. For how things still are.

‘Of course you would try to blame me for your wilfulness and lack of judgement,’ her mother had said, from the faded patch of carpet that is still there, by the door. Her voice had shaken. ‘Perhaps you might look to yourself, and to your late father for encouraging your hedonism and spoiling you so thoroughly, for allowing you to think that you could do what you liked, and hang the consequences. What a little fool you are, Eleanor. And now we must all pay the price for it.’

It was her mother who had found Gerald to marry her. He wasn’t from Cornwall – he didn’t know anyone in their part of the world, which was precisely why he’d been recruited for the job. And, to his credit, he didn’t much care about the rumours when they’d eventually reached his ears. He was thirty-eight to her nineteen when they met; he’d lived her life twice over, a bachelor who had seen something of the world during his years in the army, making him relatively unshockable. He was kind to her and made her feel safer when she had been afraid for quite some time. Perhaps she doesn’t love him in the all-consuming way she’d once assumed she would love a husband, but she respects and values and likes him a great deal. There is much to be said for that.

After they were married, Gerald suggested they go and live in Buckinghamshire, in the solid suburban house he had bought after he left the army and took up his Whitehall post. It would have allowed her to escape her mother. But in the end she couldn’t leave Penhallow. The place is woven into her, just as she is bound to it. Fortunately, Gerald was happy to sell his house and take a flat in London, where he stays during the week. Where he stays almost all the time now, and has done since war broke out.

She tests herself most days, just as she promised Gerald she would: going to the coast-path gate and taking hold of the cold iron handle to lift the latch. But it’s always the same until she turns back. The racing heart, the constriction of her lungs, the churning of her stomach. By tiny increments, her beloved home has become a cage. She doesn’t even know precisely when the door was fastened shut.

Thinking about everything makes the dread stir inside her so she makes herself breathe slowly, as Gerald has taught her, not from the top of her lungs but deeper, from the diaphragm. When she feels steady again, she opens her eyes. If she can only train herself to feel inured to her old bedroom, she will have reclaimed a little more of the world.

The sound of laughter in the garden makes her turn back towards the window. It will probably be Diana, who is so ebullient and full of energy that Eleanor is quite cowed by her. She and Rose have breathed some life back into the house these past weeks, and although the lightened atmosphere reminds her painfully of the days before everything went wrong, it’s a pain seamed with happiness on good days, when the full sun is shining on them. And there has been so much sunshine lately. It seems almost obscene, given what is going on across the water in France. Rose had said at dinner one night that the weather made the war almost impossible to believe in, and the words had resonated with Eleanor.

During the last months that this was still her room, she can hardly remember any sunshine, just the heave of a dishwater-grey sea as time slipped loose from its moorings. How she had longed for the return of summer then, when she would be able to go outside again. She dreamt of it some nights: soft, gold-lit afternoons, the treacly air alive with birdsong and bees; long shadows on velvet grass and a jewel-bright sea beyond. Waking was pure torture, when she would have to remember again all that was lost to her.

A noise in the hall outside brings Eleanor sharply back to the present. She’s almost at the door when it’s flung open to reveal Diana. Brick ambles over to greet her.

‘Mrs Grenville, we meet again,’ she says. Her green eyes sparkle. ‘I do hope this is not a surprise dormitory inspection. My things are in a fearful mess.’

Eleanor flushes. ‘Goodness, no. It’s your room. I –’ She realizes the girl is making light of her trespass and stops.

‘Were you looking for something in particular?’

‘No. I – It was Brick here. Do you remember, I was looking for him yesterday too? The naughty boy will keep wandering off.’ She pats him and laughs, the sound horribly artificial. Flailing desperately for a topic of conversation, she gestures at the window. ‘This was my room once, you know.’

Diana appraises her thoughtfully as she ties a headscarf around her pale hair. ‘Is that so? Well, it must have been a jolly nice one. Lots of happy memories and all that. Thank you for giving it to us.’

‘Oh, well, I haven’t used it since I was young. I’ve hardly been inside since.’ She smiles weakly.

Diana pauses, then returns the smile, which is one of her most dazzling. She seems to be able to switch them on like a lamp. ‘Right, I must dash or Blewett will strangle me. I always forget something.’

After she’s gone, Eleanor feels wrung out. She returns to her old station by the window, and her hands are unsteady as she presses them to the glass. Below her, the gate to the coast-path seems to mock her. She won’t even try today; she knows now that there’s no point. As the room around her lapses back into silence, the past sweeps over her again.
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THIRTY-FIVE DAYS LEFT

Saturday, 15th June

A mildly interesting day in the end, after long, tedious hours of Jane showing up everyone else in the potato patch. She set about it like a thing possessed, while Rose tried desperately to keep up with her and I stood around smoking the cigarettes I’d cadged from the grocer’s boy, who is so madly in love with me he can’t speak in my presence, and only squeaks and mumbles until I wave him on.

A paltry dinner of pilchards AGAIN was hardly going to improve matters but things looked up once I was able to have a cool bath, put on a clean dress and make for Vennor. It’s hardly Positano, but we have to take what we can get here in the way of amusement. And for me, these days, that’s seeing how long the butcher’s queue is and trying to spot a Canadian airman.

En route to the village, however, there was a small diversion, in both senses of the word. I was passing above Breakheart Cove and it looked so tempting down there, the water clear and turquoise, that I thought I’d go down and see if it was safe for bathing.

When the tide’s out, the small beach is shaped like a pail. I felt as if I was the first to disturb it in years. It’s the sort of place where you feel anything could happen because no one would ever know, so high and enclosing are the walls of rock that shelter it. Once upon a time, I’ve no doubt it was just the spot for pirates fleeing the law or rivals duelling in the dawn mist. I was just imagining what I’d do if I was visited by the empty-eyed ghost of a shipwrecked child when something moved over by the rocks and I almost screamed.

Fortunately, it was Jane and she looked corporeal enough. I was so relieved I didn’t immediately absorb what she was doing, which was setting about a large rock with a piece of driftwood. As she brought it down, grunting with the effort, splinters of wood flew in all directions. She was so intent on her work that she didn’t hear my approach and I hesitated then, wondering if I should simply slope off. I felt as if I’d caught her without any clothes on. But curiosity got the better of me, a sentiment that may end up carved on my gravestone.

‘Preparing for the Nazi invader, are we?’ I called, reasoning there was nothing I could do or say that wouldn’t make her jump out of her skin.

She spun round, hair flying, the driftwood braced like a weapon. ‘What are you doing here?’ she cried, black eyes flashing. ‘This is a private place.’

‘Is it?’ I said. ‘Does it belong to the Hall, then?’

She floundered. ‘Well, it did once, I think. But I didn’t mean it like that.’

‘You meant that it’s your private place.’

She dropped the wood, cheeks scarlet. ‘I suppose.’

‘What are you so furious about anyway?’

That turned her belligerent again. ‘None of your business.’

‘Oh, go on, do tell,’ I said, sidling closer. ‘Perhaps I can help you. Surely you haven’t fallen out with Blewett.’

‘Not him.’

‘Who, then?’

She eyed me warily, like a stray dog considering food in a stranger’s hand. ‘It’s just my grandmother,’ she said eventually.

‘What about her?’

‘It’s nothing new. She simply wishes I’d never come.’ She smiled bitterly.

I picked up the driftwood and scratched a big D in the sand. ‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ I said casually. ‘Is it?’

‘You sound like Aunt Eleanor. She always says I’m mistaken, that Grandmother is just old and difficult, but I know she hates me. She always has. She whispered something to me once, when I was small, and I …’ She tailed off, and when she looked at me, she seemed very young.

‘What did she say?’

‘It doesn’t matter. I don’t know why I said that.’ She brushed herself down and turned to go. ‘I’m going back to the Hall now,’ she said stiffly. ‘Goodbye.’

And off she went, her narrow back ramrod straight as she climbed the steps to the path.

I sat down to consider all this among the shells and seaweed for a while, but the tide was still coming in and the wind was getting up, making a peculiar sound as it whistled around inside a narrow little cave I hadn’t noticed before. It was enough to raise anyone’s hackles and I was soon scrambling up the steps to the coast-path, breathing hard.

So that was a strange little interlude. I haven’t been able to catch Jane’s eye since. The only other thing of note I should probably set down for posterity is that Paris has fallen, with the rest of France certain to follow. This means that the Bore War ought to get considerably more interesting. Everyone has been droning on about it all day, quite as if it’s the end of the world, which I suppose it might be. If Cook is to be believed, the Germans should be with us by teatime tomorrow.

I say let them come, if they’re so determined. What difference will any of it make to me? I will still be stuck down here, squandering my golden youth digging onions. When Rose and Jane were listening to the Home Service earlier, faces pale and drawn, I desperately tried to muster some anxiety, but even imagining Nazi banners draped from the windows of Buckingham Palace left me curiously unmoved. London and the rest of the world feels like a distant dream in this sequestered place, and so does the war. As ever, I am on the wrong side of thick glass, looking in and trying to feel something.




IV
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The bus to Fowey rattles along empty lanes. There’s barely any traffic, people’s cars covered and locked away since petrol was rationed at the outbreak of war. All the roads look the same to Rose, with hedgerows that rise up almost to the bus’s roof, deserted crossroads, and occasional heart-lifting flashes of the sea. She moves to the left side of the bus to be nearer those glimpses of deep blue, unable to imagine how she’s managed all those years in the landlocked Midlands. She doesn’t know how she’s breathed.

The sun warms the side of her face. The air in the bus smells of warm leatherette and stale sandwiches, and she stands to pull open a window, the breeze ruffling her hair as it streams in. She can smell the salt and the fields and the approaching summer. She wonders if he’s out there, breathing the same air, feeling the same sun on his skin.

She cuts off the thought, aware she’s been thinking about him more and more lately. Not Frank; she hardly ever thinks of her husband, though it makes her horribly guilty. It was the same with the letter she’d let the breeze carry over the cliff, and the way the words had sing-songed in her head as she ran back to Penhallow, her heart a little lighter. I don’t miss him. I don’t miss him.

No, it isn’t Frank who’s on her mind. It’s him. The boy from sixteen summers ago. It’s ridiculous, really, the way he’s insinuated his way into her thoughts and dreams again. He’s probably never given her a second thought. She shakes her head, and a little girl across the aisle regards her curiously.

She was at another billet before Penhallow and the small farm in the north of the county, on the lonely fringes of Bodmin Moor, could not have been more different. She’d arrived in February and most days couldn’t see beyond the boundary of the field she was working in, so thick was the white mist that clung to the land. There were fleas in her mattress and no electricity in the room she and the other land girl shared.

When the regional officer came to do her first inspection, Rose was ready, intercepting her at the gate to ask if she might transfer. The officer, who was new to her post and still sympathetic to unhappy land girls, said she’d see what she could do. When Rose was summoned to the office in Truro to arrange an alternative, she caught sight of the name on a list of available places. Not Penhallow, which she didn’t know, but Vennor, the nearest village. The upside-down V had jumped out at her, like a long-lost friend.

‘What about that one?’ she’d said, pointing, a catch in her voice.

The kind regional officer smiled conspiratorially, misunderstanding. ‘Oh, yes, I











































THIRTY-ONE DAYS LEFT

Wednesday, 19th June
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