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Chapter One: Arrival in St. Ives
The train from London took six hours and Leah spent most of them with her forehead against the window watching England scroll past in shades of green that got progressively less urban and more itself, the kind of itself that cities forgot existed, fields and hedgerows and the occasional cluster of houses that looked like they'd been there since before trains were invented and would be there long after.
She had her earbuds in but no music playing, which was a thing she did sometimes when she wanted the world muted but not entirely gone, the ambient sound of the train and the other passengers reduced to a manageable hum that didn't require her attention. Her mum had messaged her four times in the past hour, each message a variation on the same theme: be good, listen to your aunt, don't make this difficult, we love you. Leah had read them all and replied to none, which was petty and she knew it but pettiness was the available response and she was going to use it.
The thing was this. Her mum and her stepdad were spending the summer in Portugal doing the kind of couples retreat thing that required their sixteen-year-old daughter to be elsewhere, and elsewhere in this case was Cornwall, specifically St. Ives, specifically with Aunt Marion who Leah had met exactly twice in her life and who taught piano and lived alone in a house by the sea and had not, according to the family mythology, spoken to Leah's mum properly in years for reasons nobody had ever explained satisfactorily.
So Leah was being sent away. Not officially, not in those words, but sent away was what it was, and she was carrying it with the particular combination of resentment and relief that came from knowing the resentment was justified and the relief was real but couldn't be admitted to without complicating the resentment.
She looked out of the window. The train was slowing. The countryside outside had given way to something more coastal, the light different, sharper, the kind of light that came off water. A sign slid past: St. Ives.
She picked up her bag.
The station was small and old and smelled of the sea, which was stronger than she'd expected, salt and seaweed and something deeper underneath, the particular smell of a place where the ocean had been doing its business for a very long time without concerning itself with human preferences.
Aunt Marion was waiting on the platform. Leah recognised her from the two previous meetings and from the resemblance to her mum, the same nose and the same way of standing, though Marion was thinner and paler and had the kind of stillness about her that Leah's mum had never had, the stillness of someone who had learned to occupy space quietly.
"Leah," Marion said. Not a question. A statement.
"Hi," Leah said.
Marion gave her a brief assessing look — the kind adults deployed when working out which version of polite they needed — and then she picked up one of Leah's bags without asking and turned toward the exit.
"Car's this way," she said.
They walked through the station and into the car park and Marion's car was an old Volvo that smelled of leather and sheet music, the back seat stacked with folders and what looked like a portable keyboard case, and Leah got into the passenger seat and did her seatbelt and looked out of the window at the town beyond the car park.
St. Ives was small. Not village small but small in the way of places that had been something significant once and were now mostly themselves, the bones of importance still visible but the flesh of it long since redistributed. The buildings were old stone, pale grey and cream, and the streets were narrow and the whole thing had the quality of a postcard that had been left in the sun too long, faded but still recognisable.
Marion drove without speaking, which Leah appreciated. They went through the centre of town, past shops and cafés and galleries, the kind of mix you got in seaside towns that had figured out tourism was the available industry, and then out toward the coast, the roads narrowing further, the buildings thinning out, the sea becoming visible in the gaps between houses and then constant on the right-hand side as they climbed.
Marion's house was on a clifftop road, set back slightly, a long low building with white walls and dark wooden beams and windows that faced the sea. She pulled into the gravel drive and switched the engine off and sat for a moment with her hands on the wheel.
"Rules," she said.
Leah waited.
"This is my house and my space and I value both. You're welcome here but you need to respect that. I work from home. I teach in the front room most afternoons and evenings. During lessons you keep to your room or the kitchen or you go out. Clear?"
"Clear," Leah said.
"I eat dinner at seven. You're welcome to join me or make your own arrangements but if you're eating with me you're at the table at seven, not quarter past." She paused. "I don't do screens at the table."
"Okay."
Marion turned to her properly for the first time since the station. Her eyes were the same grey as Leah's mum's but something in them was different, set further back, as if she were looking at you from a room you couldn't see into.
"Your mum says you're into music," Marion said.
"Yeah."
"Singing?"
"Some. Mostly I just listen."
Marion nodded slowly. "There's a piano in the front room. You can use it when I'm not teaching. I'd prefer if you asked first but I won't be precious about it." She paused. "Do you read music?"
"A bit. I'm not great."
"That's fine." Marion opened her door. "Come on. I'll show you your room."
The room was at the back of the house, small and clean and facing inland rather than toward the sea, which Leah found oddly disappointing until she reminded herself that this was temporary and disappointment about the view was a ridiculous thing to carry when there were more significant disappointments available.
The bed was single and the walls were white and there was a desk under the window and a bookshelf with a collection of old paperbacks that looked like they'd been there since before Marion had moved in. Leah put her bags on the floor and stood in the middle of the room and felt the particular loneliness of being in a new place that was not home and would not become home regardless of how long she stayed.
Marion was in the doorway. "Bathroom's next door. Kitchen's at the end of the hall. If you need anything tonight just ask. Otherwise I'll see you at breakfast. Seven thirty." She paused. "There's fresh bread in the kitchen if you're hungry now."
"Thanks," Leah said.
Marion nodded and left, pulling the door most of the way closed behind her, and Leah sat on the bed and looked at the window and the view of the back garden and the fields beyond, grey-green under the afternoon sky, and she thought about London and her mum's flat and the fact that she was here for eight weeks and that eight weeks was a very long time to be somewhere you hadn't chosen.
She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling and let the quiet of the house settle around her.
She woke at some point in the early evening, disoriented, her mouth dry, the room dim with the particular light of a summer evening on its way out. She sat up and checked her phone. 6:47pm. She'd slept for three hours.
She got up and went to the bathroom and washed her face and then went to the kitchen, which was at the front of the house overlooking the sea, and Marion was there at the table with a cup of tea and a newspaper, the old-fashioned paper kind, and she glanced up when Leah came in.
"I was going to wake you in ten minutes," Marion said. "Dinner's nearly ready."
"Sorry. I didn't mean to sleep that long."
"It's fine. Travelling takes it out of you." Marion folded the newspaper and stood. "Set the table?"
Leah set the table. Marion moved around the kitchen with the efficiency of someone who had cooked alone for a long time and had streamlined the process to its essentials, and within fifteen minutes they were sitting across from each other with plates of pasta and salad and bread and Marion poured herself a small glass of wine and offered the bottle to Leah who shook her head.
They ate in silence for a few minutes. Then Marion said: "What did your mum tell you about this place?"
"Not much. That you teach piano. That you've lived here for a long time."
"Fifteen years." Marion considered her plate. "Did she tell you why we don't talk?"
"No."
Marion was quiet for a moment. "That's probably sensible," she said. "Old family business. Not relevant anymore." She paused. "Did she tell you anything about the town?"
"Just that it's quiet."
"It is." Marion took a sip of wine. "It's also particular. Old, in ways that matter. People here have routines and they don't like them disturbed. If you go wandering around, and I assume you will because you're sixteen and there's not much else to do, just. Be aware. Be polite. Don't push if someone seems uncomfortable."
Leah considered her. "Is that a normal thing to warn people about?"
Marion met her eyes. "In St. Ives it is."
She didn't elaborate. She finished her pasta and Leah finished hers and they cleared the table together in a silence that was not quite comfortable and not quite awkward, somewhere in the middle, the silence of two people who didn't know each other well enough to know which silences were safe.
After dinner Leah went to her room and unpacked properly, hung her clothes in the small wardrobe, arranged her books on the shelf, plugged her phone in to charge. She stood at the window and looked out at the fields and the darkening sky and thought about the fact that somewhere beyond those fields was the sea and the town and whatever Marion had meant by particular.
She went to bed early. The sheets smelled of lavender and something else, salt maybe, the residue of years of being washed and dried in a house by the ocean, and she lay in the dark and listened to the house settling around her and the distant sound of the sea, rhythmic and persistent, and she fell asleep to it without meaning to.
She dreamed about singing. A choir, distant and perfect, the kind of perfection that was inhuman in its precision, and when she woke in the morning the dream was still present at the edges of her mind, the melody just out of reach but the feeling of it intact, something beautiful and wrong in equal measure.
Chapter Two: The Girls in White
The morning was bright in the way Cornwall did bright, the light coming off the sea with a quality that made everything sharper than it should be, edges more defined, colours more themselves. Leah ate breakfast with Marion at seven thirty, toast and tea and not much conversation, and then Marion disappeared into the front room for her first lesson of the day and Leah put her trainers on and went out.
The clifftop road ran along the coast in both directions from Marion's house, one way back toward the town centre and the other way further along the headland toward what looked like open countryside. She chose town. She needed to get her bearings, needed to understand the geography of the place she was going to be stuck in for eight weeks, and walking was the way she did that, always had been, mapping new places with her feet.
St. Ives in the morning was prettier than it had been from the train station, the light doing favours for the old stone buildings and the narrow streets, and there were people about now, tourists mostly, the kind who came to seaside towns in summer with cameras and ice creams and the specific relaxed aimlessness of people on holiday. Leah walked through them without engaging, down toward the harbour, following the slope of the streets.
The harbour was small and functional, fishing boats and a few pleasure craft, the water calm inside the breakwater, and she stood on the harbour wall and looked out at the sea properly for the first time since arriving. It was vast in the way seas were vast but it was also present, insistent, the kind of sea that you were aware of even when you weren't looking at it, its smell and its sound filling the available space.
She took out her phone and took a photograph, not because she particularly wanted the photograph but because it was what you did when you arrived somewhere new, and then she put the phone away and kept walking.
She saw them on Fore Street, coming out of a side alley near the old church.
Seven girls, maybe eight, dressed identically in white. Not summer white, not casual white, but the formal white of choir robes, long and plain and old-fashioned, the kind of robes you saw in period dramas about churches and ceremonies. They moved in single file, silent, their faces serious and composed, not looking at the tourists or the shops or anything except the path ahead of them.
Leah stopped walking. She stood on the pavement and watched them pass, close enough to see their faces clearly, and what she saw made something in her chest tighten without her understanding why.
They were young. Her age, maybe slightly younger, fifteen or sixteen, and they were all extremely pretty in a way that felt deliberate, like they'd been cast for a film about beautiful tragic girls, pale skin and dark hair and features that were just the right side of symmetrical. But it wasn't the prettiness that got her attention. It was the sameness of them. Not identical, not physically, but something about the way they held themselves, the way they moved, synchronised without appearing to try, as if they'd rehearsed the simple act of walking until it became a performance.
They passed within two metres of her and not one of them glanced in her direction. Their eyes were fixed ahead, their expressions blank in the specific way of people who had been told not to react and were following instructions precisely.
The tourists on the street had gone quiet. Not silent, the general hum of conversation was still there, but muted, people stepping aside to let the girls pass, watching them go with the kind of attention you gave to something that was slightly outside the normal parameters of the day.
Leah turned to watch them continue up the street. They walked all the way to the end of Fore Street and turned left, still in perfect single file, and disappeared from view.
She stood where she was for a moment. Then she turned to the nearest person, a woman in her fifties with a shopping bag and a dog on a lead.
"Who are they?" Leah said.
The woman considered her. "The choir girls."
"What choir?"
The woman paused, the kind of pause that meant she was deciding how much to say. "St. Senara's," she said. "The old chapel. Up on the cliffs." She glanced down the street where the girls had gone. "They don't come into town often."
"Why are they dressed like that?"
The woman's expression was difficult to read. "That's just how they dress," she said. And then, before Leah could ask anything else: "Best not to bother them, love. They keep to themselves."
She walked away before Leah could respond, the dog trotting beside her, and Leah was left standing on Fore Street in the bright morning with the image of the girls in white burned into her vision, the synchronised movement of them, the blankness of their faces, the specific quality of wrongness she couldn't name.
She took out her phone and searched: St. Senara's chapel St. Ives.
The results were sparse. A few mentions in local history sites, a reference to a clifftop chapel dedicated to a Cornish saint, operational since the medieval period, currently maintained by a private trust. No website. No social media. No photographs that she could find.
She put the phone away. She stood on Fore Street and looked in the direction the girls had gone and she thought about the way the woman had said best not to bother them, the finality of it, the door closing.
She started walking in the opposite direction.
She spent the rest of the morning exploring the town properly, mapping it in her head, the harbour and the beaches and the narrow streets climbing up from the waterfront, the galleries and the shops and the cafés full of tourists eating cream teas. It was pretty and it was functional and it was also, she was beginning to understand, slightly off in ways she couldn't quite locate, the same way Marion's warning about the town being particular had been off, true but incomplete.
She stopped for lunch at a café overlooking Porthmeor Beach, sat outside with a sandwich and a Coke and watched the surfers in the water, black shapes against the grey-blue of the Atlantic, and she thought about the girls in white and the way the street had gone quiet when they passed.
Her phone buzzed. A message from her mum: Hope you're settling in okay. Love you. x
She typed back: Fine. Town's nice. She didn't mention the girls.
She finished her lunch and walked back up through the town toward Marion's house, taking a different route this time, one that kept her closer to the cliffs, and it was on this route, on a narrow lane that ran parallel to the coast path, that she saw the sign.
It was small and weathered and easy to miss if you weren't looking, a wooden marker nailed to a post at the entrance to a footpath: St. Senara's Chapel. Private. No visitors.
She stopped. The footpath led away from the lane and up toward the clifftop, disappearing around a bend after about twenty metres. She could see the top of a stone building in the distance, grey against the sky, the shape of it suggesting something old and deliberate.
She looked at the sign again. Private. No visitors.
She thought about the girls in white walking through Fore Street in silence. She thought about Marion saying the town was particular and the woman with the dog saying best not to bother them.
She stood at the entrance to the footpath for a long moment. Then she turned and kept walking toward Marion's house.
But she noted the location. She noted it precisely.
Marion was teaching when she got back, the sound of a piano and a young voice singing scales coming from the front room, and Leah went to her room and lay on the bed and thought about nothing in particular for a while, letting the strangeness of the morning settle.
At some point she must have dozed because she woke to silence and the light in the room had changed, gone softer, later. She sat up and checked her phone. 4:32pm.
She got up and went to the kitchen. Marion was there making tea, still in her teaching clothes, a loose linen shirt and dark trousers, her hair tied back.
"Good walk?" Marion said without turning around.
"Yeah. The town's nice."
"It is." Marion poured boiling water into the teapot. "Did you go far?"
"Just around. The harbour. Some of the streets." She paused. "I saw some girls. In white robes. Someone said they were from a choir."
Marion's hand stilled on the teapot for a fraction of a second. Then she continued pouring. "St. Senara's," she said.
"Yeah."
Marion set the kettle down and turned around. That same assessing expression. "What did you think?" she said.
"They were. I don't know. Strange."
"Strange how?"
Leah tried to find the words. "The way they moved. Like they'd been choreographed. And the way people reacted to them. Everyone went quiet."
Marion nodded slowly. She poured two cups of tea and handed one to Leah. "The choir's been here a long time," she said. "Longer than most people remember. They're. A fixture. Part of the town." She paused. "And yes, people are wary of them. There are stories."
"What kind of stories?"
Marion studied her tea. "The kind that get embellished over time until you can't separate what's true from what's gossip." She met Leah's eyes. "My advice is the same as what you probably heard from whoever you asked in town. Don't bother them. They keep to themselves and that's how it works."
"Why?"
"Because that's how it's always worked." Marion's voice had an edge now, not unkind but firm. "Leah. I know you're curious. I know you're probably bored already. But some things in this town are best left alone and the choir is one of them. Trust me on this."
Leah watched her aunt — the way she held her teacup very carefully, the way her face had closed slightly, the specific body language of someone who had said as much as they were going to say.
"Okay," Leah said.
Marion relaxed fractionally. "Good." She took a sip of tea. "Dinner's at seven. I'm doing a roast chicken if you want some."
"Yeah. Thanks."
Marion nodded and went back to the front room with her tea and Leah stood in the kitchen alone and looked out of the window at the sea and thought about the girls in white and the chapel on the cliff and the sign that said no visitors.
She thought about Marion's warning and the woman's warning and the way the town had gone quiet.
She thought about all of it and she knew, with the certainty of someone who had never been good at leaving things alone, that she was going to ignore every piece of advice she'd been given.
She just needed to be careful about it.
Chapter Three: The Silent Choir
She waited three days before going to the chapel.
Not out of caution, exactly, though caution was part of it. More because she wanted to observe first, to understand the shape of things before she inserted herself into them. She spent the days walking through St. Ives at different times, mapping the town's rhythms, watching the way people moved through it, and she kept an eye out for the girls in white.
She saw them twice more. Once on the Wednesday morning, the same single file procession down a side street near the harbour, and once on Friday afternoon, emerging from a shop on the high street with what looked like supplies, bread and milk and vegetables in cloth bags, still in their white robes, still moving with that synchronised quality that made them look like they were performing even when they were just shopping.
Both times, the same response from the people around them. A quieting. A stepping aside. Nobody approached them. Nobody spoke to them. The girls themselves never spoke either, not that Leah saw, just moved through the town in their white silence and then disappeared back up toward the cliffs.
On Friday evening Leah asked Marion about them again, casual over dinner, just wondering aloud why they dressed like that all the time, and Marion had given her a look that was equal parts warning and resignation.
"They're dedicated," Marion said. "To the choir. To their. Vocation, I suppose you'd call
