

[image: Cover Image: One Christmas Morning by Rachel Greenlaw]








RACHEL GREENLAW grew up in North Cornwall, surrounded by wild moorland. She studied English with Creative Writing at Falmouth University before moving to an island in the middle of the Atlantic, where she lives with her husband and two children. One Christmas Morning is her debut novel.






[image: Title image: OOne Christmas Morning by Rachel Greenlaw, HQ logo]






Copyright

[image: HQ logo]

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF


www.harpercollins.co.uk


HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland


This edition 2023


First published in Great Britain by HQ in 2023


Copyright © Rachel Greenlaw 2023

Rachel Greenlaw asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008558932

Ebook Edition © October 2023 ISBN: 9780008558949

Version 2024-10-16






Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008558932








For Joe. My anchor, my home.
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Chapter 1

I am surrounded by cardboard boxes. There are piles of them, heaped up all around me in an arc on the newly laid, slightly dusty shop floor. And all I can do is close my eyes, lean back against them and wish I could wind time forward. A week would do. Maybe a fortnight. Then all the items in these boxes would be arranged on the shelves, scattered artfully across the middle tables and customers would be wandering in and out, arms piled high with throws and candle holders. I allow that image to sink in for a moment.

Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do so a dream becomes real? Visualise it?

But it’s not long before the cold seeps in through my jeans and I throw myself forward with a sigh. It’s five days before we open. Five days before my dream becomes a reality, and all I feel is hot, stifling panic. My phone rings and I force myself to get up, hurriedly rustling through the open boxes, turning in a circle on the heels of my perfectly white trainers. There. It’s on the new counter. I lunge for it, swiping it open as I catch the name.

‘James?’

‘I got the Thai. They didn’t have the beef massaman, so I got chicken instead. Should be another…’ his tinny voice slips away and I picture him shaking back his sleeve, checking his watch, ‘twenty minutes?’

‘James, the thing is… I…’ My words stick in my throat, excuses glued to the roof of my mouth.

There is a pause, a beat of silence. ‘You forgot, didn’t you?’

A wash of shame fills my chest and I close my eyes. We were meant to get a takeaway tonight. Just me and him, alone in our flat so we could catch up, refuel. Have a date night like an actual husband and wife, like we used to. But of course, I forgot. As I got the last load of scent diffusers on the shelves for the launch, another arrived, then Diana called to say there was a delay with the printed paper bags… then suddenly it was dark outside and all I could do was sit on the floor. Just sit and stare at nothing, my mind filling with a tiredness that sleep can’t cure.

I clear my throat. ‘I’ll be back in an hour. Give me an hour and I’ll get all this put away in the stockroom. I can pop back in afterwards, after we’ve had dinner—’

‘Eva…’

‘What?’

He huffs an exasperated breath. ‘I can keep it warm in the oven. Don’t get back too late, yeah?’

‘James, I’m sor—’

But the line has already gone dead.

A laugh claws up my throat, short and bitter, as I drop my mobile phone back on the counter. Staring blearily around at the tumble of boxes, the dustpan full of dust by the door, the till still blinking angrily, not yet set up, I feel that sharp pain again. That insistent prickle in the centre of my chest.

This is all I wanted. This is what I’ve been building towards for the past three years, this shop with its double-fronted sage-green-framed windows, its casually rustic timber flooring. I take a deep, rattling breath and reach for the nearest shelf. I run my hand over the photo frames, the textured napkins, letting the feel of fabric and wood ground me, anchor me. It reminds me I’ve got this far. That I could be enough, if I push harder. Try harder. I nod to myself, straightening a set of four white napkins, smoothing them down until they are perfect again.

It’s all worth it. He’ll see.

I have to remind myself of this whenever I feel that gnaw of doubt in my stomach. All the maxed-out credit cards, the hours at trade fairs, the nights spent glued to my laptop screen.

For a moment, I allow myself to step into the haze of what only I can picture. What I’m creating with this brand. The charm of a well-decorated room, the scent of the ocean, afternoon light as it dances across the floorboards. This vision of peace and calm that I so desperately needed a few years ago. That other people might need too. Then I blow out a breath. If James doesn’t get it, that’s fine. But this is everything I have worked for, the all-consuming distraction I have needed over the last three years, and I won’t stuff it up at the last minute.

I won’t fail this time.

James and I will be OK. We’ve just got to get through this shop launch. Then we can go back to being a normal couple, the two of us making weekend plans, going for Saturday brunch, me cheering him on from the sidelines as he plays football on a muddy pitch with his team, eating Thai takeaway like a picnic on the carpet in front of our favourite TV show. Although I guess… we haven’t done that for a while. When was the last time I turned up to watch him play? I try to put my finger on a date. But maybe… maybe it’s been a couple of years. I use the weekends to work now.

My phone beeps again, this time with a text from Hallie. A reminder of how to get to this Christmas house party she’s organised this year. It’s probably the same message she’s sent to her other guests, the cheery directions, the reminder to drive safely! But I don’t need these directions. I know how to get to the manor house, Penhallow, like following the creases of my palm. It’s seared into my memory, every lane, every drystone wall.

It’s the holiday home I went to every year as a child, huge and lumbering, the whole place to ourselves. The place that haunts my dreams even now. I can still remember the way the lichen spread like lace over its granite walls, the crunch of the gravel in the driveway, the endless rooms that seemed to move around in the night, as if by magic.

I shake my head, desperate not to dredge up that part of my past right now. Of the bittersweet memories it recalls. Besides, I don’t have time to give in to my childish imaginings. It’s the day before Christmas Eve and we’re opening in less than a week. Every minute counts to making this shop a success. But I promised James that I’d go, and I can’t go back on my word now, especially when I need to make things up to him.

Of course, the timing couldn’t be any worse, and out of all the places, why did Hallie have to choose this one? She knows my connection to Penhallow… my family’s connection. But I can do this. The shop launch, the house party, the Christmas full of ghosts. I can juggle it all and stay afloat.

The door rattles and my assistant, Diana, steps in, blowing on her hands. ‘Bloody freezing! Definite snow weather.’

I groan. ‘Don’t say that. Not the S word.’

‘It’ll be fine. They’ll clear all the snow away and grit the roads if it’s really bad.’

‘Not in Cornwall. Those lanes are like ice rinks in the winter. No gritter can be arsed with the moorland tracks and lanes.’

Diana wrinkles her nose, shrugging out of her coat. She knows how much I hate driving in bad weather. Especially when there’s snow or ice involved. ‘I can drive you, then we can catch up on last-minute prep before I head back.’

‘What?’

She shrugs, not quite meeting my eyes. ‘I know the area pretty well. It’s no bother, really.’

‘On Christmas Eve? What about your plans?’ But what I really want to say is yes, that would be great, thank you to her. To push aside the niggle that I’m taking advantage of her goodwill, her wish to get on my good side. I know I should tell her not to be a workaholic, to put herself first. Of course I should.

Diana crosses the shop floor, reaches for the box closest to her and neatly slices through the packing tape. ‘Aha! The sea foam throws. I thought they missed these off the manifest.’

‘Diana…’

‘It’s fine,’ she says firmly, her dark hair falling back from her face as she looks up at me. ‘I need to… I have an appointment in the area anyway. Something I shouldn’t really miss. The house, Penhallow, isn’t it? Where this house party is? It’s en route, so won’t be any trouble to drop you off.’ I don’t ask about the appointment as I glance her way, it’s not my place to pry. Her eyes catch mine and I notice the smudge of shadow underneath them, which I know isn’t from age. She’s a green tea drinker, mindful of her body, the wrinkles that haven’t yet appeared. But she’s also six years younger than me. If she’s tired from this shop launch, it won’t permanently mark her skin. At thirty-two, no amount of antioxidants are going to turn back the years of sugar and coffee I load into my body each day, or the number of sleepless nights.

Needing to busy my hands, I reshuffle a display of cushions, the scent of vanilla wafting up from the spritzed covers. I contemplate the fallout if I don’t show up to this house party on the moors. James is leaving early to beat the traffic, and we’ve already decided that I should travel down later. He isn’t happy about it, but I have to get set up before I leave. When I get back to London, there won’t be time before the grand opening. There won’t be time for anything but unlocking the doors and plastering a smile on my face.

I bite my lip, fuss with the next set of cushions. James made it clear that as long as I make it down there, he could overlook the fact that we won’t be travelling there together.

I rub my eyes, tired of the constant balance of it all. What I need. What James wants. What Hallie wants. This is her house party, her closest friends and family. And as James is my husband, and her husband, Kian, is his best friend, I’m automatically on the invite list. Not because we’ve been joined at the hip since our university days; living together in cramped little flats, sharing the last tin of baked beans when we were both completely skint, fighting through everything to stay afloat in our twenties. She may be my best friend, but we’ve barely spoken in a year. I just haven’t had the time. At least, that’s what I tell myself when the guilt prickles me, when I ignore a message from her: that I don’t have the time. Not because she’ll want to talk, and I’m not sure I can yet. But if I don’t turn up at all… it’s not worth facing those consequences.

‘If you’re sure,’ I concede, shoving aside my guilt. Diana flashes me a grin.

‘Don’t worry, I grew up there, remember? I know the roads. I can drive us down, finalise anything last minute that crops up and be back here in time for Christmas. A bunch of us are meeting up to spend the day together. Then I can get things straightened out in here on Boxing Day in time for when you get back.’

An uneasy feeling grips my chest, as I picture all the ways that this could go wrong. The needling guilt grows, that I really shouldn’t accept this offer on top of her already working on Boxing Day. Then I tell myself to relax. I’m overthinking it, that Diana is a grown woman who can make her own decisions.

I busy myself with the boxes nearest the door as Diana hauls a stack of blankets through to the stockroom out the back. I’m kneeling down, carefully unwrapping a set of aquamarine vases, when a breeze brushes softly against my neck. The scent of gorse flowers, coconut and summer envelopes me. Her scent. I turn, eyeing the door.

There’s a face at the window.

I freeze. Between blinks it’s gone, and I spring quickly to my feet, breathing heavily. Blood pounds in my ears and I step forward to pull the door open. Outside it’s a dark, silent cold. The kind that creeps inside you, burying itself deep under your skin. I hug my arms around myself, looking up and down the street.

There’s no one there.

‘What’s up?’ Diana asks from the back of the shop and I turn to see the question on her face. For a moment, I almost tell her.

Not just the face at the window, but everything. What happened three years ago. How I still see her face sometimes. How there’s part of me that searches for her, combing the crowds of people at Tube stops and bus shelters. And another part that shrinks away. Hoping that I will forget it all if I keep moving forward, keep focusing on building my business.

Step after step after step.

But somehow the words are sticky, clogging up my throat. I still haven’t worked out how to voice them. How to break it all down into a palatable sentence or two for other people to digest. Not even for James. So I walk back inside, fix a smile on my face and close the door.

‘Just getting some air. You know, all the fumes from the new fittings.’

Diana says nothing. I’m her boss, it’s not her place to ask if I’m stressed out or tired. That’s why I like her company. No questions, no curiosity. Just a simple transaction between two parties. We allow each other the space to carry our secrets.

I continue unstacking boxes, filling up the stockroom, trading last-minute details with Diana as we pass each other. But as the hour ticks by, my time here running out, that face at the window haunts me.

It’s near midnight by the time I get home. Silence and the lingering smell of massaman curry greet me, but no reproach from James. I’m all ready with my excuses, with the sorrys balanced on my tongue, but our home holds the silence of absence. I swallow, tiptoeing into the lounge, and find him huddled under a blanket. Our takeaway is spread out on the coffee table, two clean wine glasses waiting next to it. I pick one up, the guilt knotting in my stomach. I should have been back hours ago. I should have made time for this. For him.

I crouch down, my eyes level with his as he huffs a small breath, eyelids pinched even in sleep. I move his hair away, wanting to kiss him. Wanting to feel his love. At the touch of my fingers he relaxes and I almost imagine him whispering my name, balancing it on the edge of an exhaled breath. I lean towards him, tracing the shape of his face as he dreams, the pinched tightness around his eyes disappearing. He looks so young. Like the James I first met. No longer weighed down by the last few years. I imagine waking him, curving my body into his and dozing on the sofa with his arms wrapped around me into the small hours of the morning.

But my phone beeps insistently, snapping the moment, and I hurriedly move away. I don’t want to wake him. Moving into the bedroom, I shut the door with a quiet click and scroll my phone before curling up in bed.

The last thing I see as I drift off is that face, the one that haunts me still. Peering in from the cold.






Chapter 2

Ghosts are everywhere at this time of year. In the sharp, frosty air, the way the light softens and slows at four o’clock. In the green of the moorland, the grey of the sky and that jagged, closed-off chamber of my heart. I hate Christmas, loathe it in fact. But this year I have a distraction.

‘What time were we meant to get there?’ I ask, glancing at Diana before hurriedly tapping out an email on my phone. The car jolts as we go over yet another pothole and my heart skips. If it wasn’t for Diana driving, I would have abandoned the trip by now. The roads are coated with slick, deadly black ice and every few feet a pothole jars my nerves. I imagine the local council taking one look at the lanes through the moors and shaking their heads, leaving it for the wilds to reclaim them.

‘Midday,’ Diana snaps. ‘We’ll make half one, if we’re lucky.’

I can’t see her face, but I know she’s on edge. It’s Christmas Day tomorrow and instead of being with her friends sipping glasses of Prosecco, she’s here with me. In the middle of nowhere, Cornwall, England. And the drive is taking longer than we expected.

‘Look, Eva, I know I said I’d drive you down, but I can only stay for an hour after—’

‘You said two,’ I shoot back and regret it instantly. ‘Sorry, sorry. I’m being awful.’ I run my fingers through my hair, twisting the brown strands away from my face. My mind is a revolving to-do list, reminding me of everything that is still undone. The shipment of paper bags arrived after we left this morning and every time I think of them, my stomach twists tighter. When Diana gets back, she’ll have to unstack all of them, check the stock and just hope that there are no mistakes. She arches her neck and sighs. I’m putting too much on her, I can tell. But what choice do I have?

‘It’s fine. Don’t worry.’ She bites her lip. ‘Snow isn’t forecast until tomorrow, I can make it back.’

‘Maybe you should turn straight around when we get there, just in case—’

‘Eva, stop. Chill. Remember, I’ve got something I need to do here, too.’

I laugh nervously. ‘Urgh! You’re right. We’ve worked so hard on this; I just want everything to go right. And the last thing we need is for me to come to this ridiculous house party… Who even has a party in the middle of the moors anyway?’ Something presses on my chest, a pressure point. A memory, of the last time I came to Penhallow. It was many years ago now, but it could be only yesterday. How every room gleamed with candlelight and pomanders, the scent of oranges and cloves filling those perfect days. I close my eyes, facing the window so Diana doesn’t see.

I keep picturing that face at the shop window last night. The melancholy eyes, the folds of greying skin. If only I had been on the other side, if only I had caught her in time.

Diana mutters something, jolting me back to the present as she takes a sharp right. I look up and spot the sea in the distance, a filmy line of pale blue pressed between sludge-green fields and swollen storm clouds. There’s a scattering of sheep and cows across the bleak wilderness, giving way to a vast moorland. We slow as the lane narrows even more, two granite posts jutting out of either side of a gate. It’s open, but the cattle grate we judder over tells us we’ve made it. We’re on Bodmin Moor, and Penhallow should be just up ahead. I bite my lip, tapping the weather app open on my phone. Snow for days. It looks like it’s going to be a very white Christmas.

I pick up the invite, carelessly discarded under a pile of drive-in food wrappers on the dashboard. It’s printed on thick, creamy card, the writing embossed in a stylish calligraphy font. I run my finger over the names at the top, mine and James’s. It’s the same font we used on our wedding invites. We spent all weekend stuffing those into envelopes, my hair up in a bun, him making endless cups of tea. Then on the Monday morning, we dropped each one into the post box at the end of the street. I remember him counting down to the last, like it was our own little ceremony. A moment to be marked. I wrapped my hands around the back of his neck, leaving tiny ink smudges on his skin, and I remember him saying it, like he still couldn’t believe his luck.

I feel like I’ve won the lottery, getting to marry you.

I laughed breathlessly as he kissed my throat, picking me up to twirl me around on that crisp, early morning London pavement. Knowing that it wasn’t James who had won the lottery. He had no idea. It was me.

I wonder if he remembers. If he still feels like the luckiest man in the world. Probably not. Not with the way things have gone between us recently. I had to call Hallie last night, explain that Diana might need a room to freshen up. There was a beat of silence before she agreed, like I’d overstepped a line I didn’t realise was there. And I haven’t told James yet.

‘Did you manage to get that dry cleaning? No probs if there wasn’t time,’ I say, dropping the invite into my handbag. Maybe I’ll mention it to James, how the font is the same. Maybe he’ll smile and remember that moment when we posted them too. Flipping open my compact mirror, I check my lipstick for the hundredth time. Everything about this day is putting me on edge. The shop, James, the house party. I just have to relax. Have a glass of Champagne when we arrive, make some small talk – then I can escape with Diana to get the last-minute details ironed out. The socials scheduled, the hashtags aligned. The website update triple-checked so we can launch anew in a few days. Surely James will be OK with that? Just a few hours with Diana, then he has me for the whole of Christmas. It’s the longest break I’ve taken in three years.

‘Do you even need to ask about your dry cleaning?’ She sniffs, then rattles off the list of garments. ‘Two suit jackets, your Armani dress, two white shirts—’

‘OK, OK! World’s best assistant, for ever and always.’ I sigh, casting her a smile. ‘What would I do without you?’

A smile breaks apart her frown, her fingers clutching the steering wheel tighter. ‘Probably still be drowning in online orders and wearing sweats seven days a week, eating McDonald’s fries for breakfast…’

‘More than likely.’ I grin. It’s true.

As the narrow lane leads us further away from civilisation, a thick mist envelops the car. Diana slows to a crawl, pumping her foot on the brake as a flurry of shapes pass in front of us. Their shadowy forms, fluffy in their winter coats, disappear through a gap in the Cornish drystone wall opposite, and we drive on. I glance back, watching them hop through the gap and my heart stutters.

A face is peering back at me.

‘Stop!’ I screech, grabbing the steering wheel.

‘What the fu—’ Diana squawks. She slams on the brakes and we skid to a halt.

I fling open my door, throwing off my seat belt, and bolt from the warmth of the car. I saw her. I did. Not just a face at a window this time. She was standing right there, not two feet from all those sheep as they clattered through that gap in the wall, mist swirling as a shroud around her.

‘Eva!’ Diana calls over. ‘What is it?’

My pulse is drumming so fast, great gulps of air shuddering up and out of my lungs as I stumble to the drystone wall…

But there’s nothing there. No one. Not a petite woman wearing a waxed green jacket and a headscarf. Not her etched face, blending with the wild moorland as though she is part of it. Born from it. I place my trembling hands on the granite of the wall, closing my eyes briefly. The grating cold of the uneven stones seeps into my fingers, numbing them, burning them. I open my eyes and take a long, shuddering breath. It was her.

I’m sure of it.

‘Look, Eva, we should press on…’ Diana says in the kind of voice people use when they’re delivering bad news. The soft, irritating sort that goes perfectly with supermarket flowers and generic, pastel-coloured cards. It’s exactly the sort of sharp reminder I need to reel myself back in, fix a smile on over my teeth and shut it all away.

‘We should. You’re absolutely right,’ I say, marching back to the car. ‘I thought I saw someone who needed help. Didn’t get enough shut-eye last night, between the late night and that warehouse call and—’ As I catch Diana’s shuffling, awkward expression, I quickly stop talking. I shouldn’t have to explain myself.

We set off again, Diana sitting a little straighter, the atmosphere in the car charged with tension. She probably thinks I’m overdoing it. It does feel that way; my head is a scatter of half thoughts and memories. I have one foot in the present, one in the past, just like every Christmas since. I hoped that by timing the shop launch now it might pull me fully into the present. Into the now. But it’s just intensified it, the stress, the disconnect. If anything, I’m more aware than ever that when I see her, even a fleeting glimpse, it isn’t real.

It won’t ever be real again.

‘Can’t be much further…’ Diana mutters.

I squint, as if I can somehow peel the fog away, trying to see past the murk to what lies ahead. Then a shape emerges. ‘At last.’

It’s exactly how I remember it. The house is tall and imposing, built from granite with three storeys and a sweep of gravel driveway in front. Dark green ivy creeps up the wall to the left of the front door, winding in a curve, reaching for the centre windows. There’s a sign by the entrance, the name of the house picked out in smart white lettering on a piece of smooth cut slate.

Penhallow.

It hasn’t changed in all this time. There’s already a scattering of cars outside and a few lights are on at the windows. I take a steadying breath. So the rest of the guests are already here. I had hoped that I could squirrel myself away in whatever bedroom Hallie has put James and me in and gather myself together before the party begins. I need a moment to breathe.

It’s just the kind of house Hallie has always wanted to live in. She’d told me as much when I had talked about Penhallow, how grand it is, how the rooms are filled with candlelight, how it’s the kind of house you want to make memories in. Her name and the label of best friend twined together in my head sends a little shiver of guilt through me, snapping me up to sit a little straighter. As though I can shrug it off. But there’s also a twist of bitterness worming its way through my chest. Penhallow is perfect in my memories, I don’t want to find it any less than that in reality. But now Hallie has chosen it as the setting for this house party, I have no choice but to compare the place I find today with the dream I slip into when I need to escape the world. I just hope it hasn’t changed too much. That those perfect memories won’t be tainted.

Apart from our hurried phone call last night, I haven’t spoken to her in months. In fact, I’m not sure I can call her my best friend anymore. She invited both of us to this, me and James, but I know it’s for his benefit, not mine. I’ve morphed from the person in her life whom she texts daily and meets regularly for brunch on a Sunday morning, to her husband’s best friend’s wife. And every time I think of her, my stomach twists. We’ve moved so far from those early days, the four of us living together in a cramped little flat in Clapham. The one that had two cupboards for a kitchen and a microwave that was temperamental at best. It’s been so long since we lived in each other’s pockets, closer than sisters. And now, I’m not sure how we stumbled so far from that path.

But James insisted on this. Insisted I be here, on Christmas Eve, and stay put for four whole days. He’s been at the office every day, his calls and messages growing steadily sparser over the past few months and now the looming silence has become too noticeable to miss. We used to have a running conversation throughout the day, tucked away in text messages with little emojis and funny memes. Even when we were just across London from each other, he at his office, me at the shop or the tiny crooked office space I rent. But now we are ships that pass in the night.

I blink, seeing his car parked up. It’s nearest the house, which means he must have arrived pretty early. I didn’t even notice him leave this morning. Diana picked me up at eight, we went straight to the shop and grabbed KFC on the way down. I can still smell fried chicken when I breathe through my nose. The scent of it lingers on my clothes and suddenly, I desperately crave a shower and half an hour to give in to the swirl of long-dead things. The shadows that linger, curling around the edges of the holiday season like smoke.

But I know that isn’t what I’m about to get as we crunch to a halt, Diana parking at the farthest end of the driveway. A set of curtains twitches at a downstairs window, and I catch the flurry of a person moving. They know we’ve arrived.

‘I guess I-I’ll go and say hi to everyone,’ I say, getting out of the car. I straighten out my crumpled clothes, feeling the ache in my lower back as I stretch out. As I look up, I feel dwarfed by the expanse of this house. Not just the people inside now, all these people I haven’t been able to make time for, but the memories of visits past. Of all the times I have been here before. The present and past clatter together, layers of Christmases all shouting in my head. I pinch the bridge of my nose, needing all my thoughts, my worries, to quiet down. Needing to get through the next few days, one moment at a time.

The door opens as I approach, letting out a gust of warmth. I spy the welcoming hallway, a chequerboard floor of black-and-white tiles that I used to play hopscotch on, the gorgeous solid wood staircase in the centre with boughs of ivy and twinkly lights running up the banisters on either side. The scent of cinnamon and evergreen wraps around me, tugging me forward. It’s so similar to what I have locked away in my memories. I can almost feel her warm hand in mine, the childish elation of another Christmas spent with her in this place. I gulp, pain flaring as it always does in the wake of the most vivid memories of before. In those few steps to the front door, I pull myself back and wring the pain from my heart. I take a breath, look up.

And there, standing in the doorway, is Hallie. Her features are tense, filled with hesitance, as though she is not sure how this meeting will go. I step forward, remembering all the messages I have ignored. How our conversation on the phone last night could have been between two strangers. There is so much we haven’t said, so much I haven’t said, and in a rush, all that pain floods my chest once more. I should share it with Hallie. I should let it rush up my throat and spill out at our feet, then maybe she’ll understand. But this isn’t the moment. This isn’t the time to break apart.






Chapter 3

‘Hey,’ I say, moving to hug her. ‘The place looks great.’

She gives me the briefest hug back, the lightest of pressure on my arms, before letting go. She’s got her dyed blonde hair loose around her pale cheekbones and shoulders, berry lipstick on and a thick, blue wool jumper and jeans. I want to compliment her on her jumper and the casual way she suits this house, as if Penhallow is the kind of home built into her bones. But the words stick in my throat.

‘Just like you remembered? Did you find it OK?’

‘Sure,’ I say, sidestepping the first question and indicating Diana, who steps up behind me. ‘Di knows the area. Grew up nearby.’

‘Is that so?’ Hallie says, her tone an almost imperceptible degree warmer than when she greeted me. She holds out a hand to Diana. ‘Nice to meet you. Welcome. You’re just here for a couple of hours, right?’

Diana awkwardly holds her hand out for Hallie to shake. I try not to notice that their smiles are so much brighter for each other than they ever are for me. ‘If that’s OK? Sorry to barge in. But actually, I’ve got to get somewhere first… all right, Eva?’

I nod, wondering for the first time where she’s going, what this appointment is. Why she can’t quite meet my eyes.

Hallie waves her hand. ‘It’s no bother, really. Everyone’s gone out for a walk.’ She steps back into the dark embrace of the hallway. ‘The door will be open when you get back.’

‘Thanks,’ Diana says before turning to me. ‘Do you need any bags out of the car, or…’

I hurriedly return to the boot, pulling out my suitcase. I open my mouth to say bye to Diana, but she’s already in the driver’s seat, adjusting her mirrors, avoiding my gaze. I shrug it off. She’s probably told me already.

I cross the gravel, dragging my suitcase behind me as Diana drives off, and step over the threshold of Penhallow. I’m suddenly aware of how vast and echoing the entrance hall is. It feels even bigger than when I was little. Aren’t places supposed to seem smaller the older you get? It wouldn’t be out of place on a shoot of Downton Abbey. It’d been a small hotel long before I came here every Christmas, but it’s since become a holiday home. There are eight bedrooms from what I can remember, all set on the first floor along two corridors that peel off, left and right.

The third floor is an attic, and I wonder if it still stores all the old treasures from past lives that I used to discover. Strings of yellowing pearls, sepia-tinted photographs, forgotten teddy bears and painted porcelain dolls… I brush my hand over an arrangement of dried flowers in a vase by the door, taking a moment as those memories twist and unfurl. The soft sheath of pale creams is like running my fingers through feathers.

Suddenly, it feels like she’s here. Gran. I remember the second time I was here, after Granddad had passed and it was just Gran and me alone. How we arranged dried flowers in vases, the stiff little limbs coating my fingers in the scent of dust and lavender. And how when I walked around the kitchen garden at dusk, Granddad joined me for a chat about the blackbird’s nest I had found. How I told Gran that night as she read my favourite Shirley Hughes poems, and her secret smile as she wished me goodnight. I still wonder about that, how I must have muddled the visits up. But those blue blackbird’s eggs and the sound of my Granddad’s slow, kind voice are imprinted on my heart like ink.

For the first time, I wonder why Hallie chose this place. Why now, at Christmas.

‘Is James around?’ I ask her, peering into the rooms that lead off the entrance hall. It all rearranges itself from my childhood vision of it, taking on life and energy. Breathing. There’s a dining room, dark wood furniture arranged in a neat line down the centre. A formal-looking sitting room hangs to the right, a slice of cream-coloured sofas just visible through the doorway. There’s another door that is closed at the back, tucked in against the staircase. The memory of a kitchen, molten hot chocolate, my cold fingers wrapped around a mug of it. A snug lounge with squishy sofas and leather armchairs, a chessboard always out on the coffee table. Her pale mauve knitting bundled on her lap. A fireplace crackling as the wind howled down the chimney.

My parents… absent. Elsewhere. Working away and leaving me with Gran for another extended stay. As absent as they always are, even now. I push away those memories, trying to stay grounded in today. In this moment.

‘Yeah, James is here. He went out with the others.’ Hallie laughs. ‘Probably all found the pub by now. Anyway, I’ll show you which room is yours and I guess you can help yourself to food? The staff put some stuff out for lunch at midday that should still be all right. What is it now… half past one? It’s all in the snug, through that door at the back. I guess you know that though! Do you, er… need anything else?’

I nod, holding up my phone. My mind is already now on the shop, that delivery of printed paper bags still sitting outside and a thousand other small details I still need to work out. ‘No, that’s great. Thanks.’ As I move around the entrance hall, my phone still shows nothing. No signal, no Wi-Fi… zip. I frown, standing on tiptoes to hold it high above my head. Nothing. ‘Do you know where I can get service here?’

‘Oh, there’s none. And the internet’s down, something about a faulty connection at the exchange?’ Hallie shrugs. ‘Anyway, you can get signal at the pub, and Wi-Fi. But it’s a bit of a hike across the fields. Not that we need it, right?’

I smile, laughing nervously. No Wi-Fi? Or phone signal?! This was not good. Not good at all. What about the socials? The scheduled posts? I pocket my phone, avoiding eye contact with Hallie. I’m on edge. Balancing on a knife blade. And the smallest breath of wind, the slightest flip in my plans unbalances me.

I need to be alone. I need to refocus. That’s all.

Hallie reaches for my suitcase but I shake my head. ‘Absolutely not! No need to put your back out on the first day.’

I follow after her, feeling like a lemon as we climb the red-carpeted treads to the first floor. Glancing up, I can see the staircase is less regal leading up to the second floor, but no less festooned in ivy and twinkly lights. It’s all so decadent. Expectant. A house waiting for something to happen. ‘How many people are here?’

‘Oh, you know. You and James, obviously now Diana for a bit when she gets back… Natalie. Kian’s cousin, John. I think six of us? Dad couldn’t make it. But that’s about it.’

‘The usual crowd then,’ I say, propping the door open with my foot that leads off onto another corridor. ‘And you said you have staff too?’

‘The woman we hired this place from sends two for the Christmas package.’ Hallie smiles. ‘They live local, so they can get back to their families after they’ve served dinner tomorrow. I’d hate to separate them from their loved ones on Christmas Day, you know?’

I try not to think about the subtext of Hallie’s comment. Diana chose this, I want to say. She wants to be in my shoes, that’s what she told me eighteen months ago when I gave her the job. I warned her about the late nights, the weekends, the cancellation of holiday plans. And she agreed to all of it, grateful and determined. She wants to learn the ropes so she can start her own business, or grow mine enough that she’s managing it alongside me.

But Hallie has never been interested in running a business. She’s a creative, a freelancer, and prefers a slower life. I just wish she would see that it’s worth it, my choices. Even the ones that lead me away from her.

‘This is your room,’ Hallie says, stopping at the second door on the left. ‘And that…’ she indicates the farthest door at the end of the corridor, ‘is a spare room for Diana to freshen up if she needs to. I guess it’s all the same as your last visit. The owner told me she didn’t change too much when she took it on, just repairs and things. Anyway… see you both downstairs in a bit? When she gets back here?’

I say my thank yous and shuffle around before Hallie disappears back to the staircase. Leaving me alone.

Pushing my overnight bag and suitcase into the room, I flop onto the bed. Staring at the ceiling, all I see is white. A buzz of nothingness just behind my eyes. I dread this day every year. It’s precious and must be marked, and yet I want to run from it. Escape these twenty-four hours and somehow wake up on Christmas Day, with everything as it was before. And now I’m alone, the weight of it settles over me.

With a sniff, I force myself up, the heaviness of my heart dragging me down. I have a miniature in my bag, one of those you get in anonymous hotel minibars. I think it might be rum, or maybe whisky. It was shoved at the back of the tea and coffee cupboard in our apartment – it could have even been a leftover from our honeymoon. I freeze for a second, picturing the James and me of just a few years ago. The hot white sand, the bluest blue of the ocean. His eyes crinkling with laughter as I freaked out over seeing my first shark in the water beside us. His hand, tanned from the sun, as he passed a cocktail to me. It might be the last memento of our honeymoon, this miniature.

I rub my thumb over it, remembering the late afternoon we walked along the beach. How the sand still held the heat of the day, the water at the tideline trailing over my toes. He leaned down, brushed his fingers over the sand and stood up, holding something out to me.

For you.

I laughed as he placed it in my palm. The palest, moon-white scallop shell.

How did you know it’s my favourite?

His hand found mine, just as my eyes found his. Everything I ever wanted. Everything I needed.

I know you, Eva, he said. I just know.

Rummaging in my suitcase, I push that memory aside, pulling out a polystyrene cup I grabbed from KFC on the way down. It still has one of those plastic filmy lids over it and I peel it back, propping myself against the foot of the bed. I pour in the miniature, the acrid scent of the alcohol hitting the back of my throat. But it hardly matters. As long as the moment is marked.

‘To you, my darling,’ I say softly, aware of the tone of my voice in the thick silence. The irony of being back here, marking this day as if it’s a celebration with a miniature from one of the happiest times of my life. I raise the tumbler, and down it. It stings, just as I knew it would, fire and fury wiping everything clean. I cough, eyes watering from the fumes, and place the empty tumbler at my side.

I think about the last time I saw her. All broken and wrong in that hospital bed after someone skidded on the black ice and hit her. They left her on the road, alone in the snow. It still steals my breath to think of it, how she was on her way to Penhallow, to this very place. Where she spent every Christmas, even when I couldn’t make it down from London anymore. And I think about her on this moorland, that headscarf tied under her chin, a wink and a crooked smile just for me as we rub tiny yellow gorse flowers between our fingertips. The scent of coconut clinging to our skin. Her scent. I try to hold on to that image of her, instead of the bad one. The wrong one, when someone took her life from her so suddenly, so violently.

When someone took my world from me.

She was the anchor in our family, the home I ran to when mine with my parents became too edged with sharp words and long silences. Or when they were gone for so long with work, I’d practically become her own child. She was the one stood at the side of the track on sports day. The person who sat in my parent–teacher meetings, nodding along seriously as they discussed my mock exam results, how I excelled at conversational French. I still remember the hollow pit in my stomach as my parents let me down, forgetting to collect me from a swimming lesson when I was nine. And her, driving like the clappers to come and scoop me up. Fuss over me. Make me beans on toast and pretend it was all OK. I long to hold her hand in mine, hear her voice full of witty, gentle prying, old-fashioned sayings and offerings of fruit cake and warmth.

But she isn’t coming back. That woman at the side of the road, the face in the shop window, was just a mirror of my own longing. My gran, my home, is three years dead.

Now she is just my ghost.






Chapter 4

A shower is exactly what I need. As the spray hits my shoulders, every muscle in my back loosens. I breathe in, out, picking up the shower gel from my travel toiletries pack and lathering up the scent of vanilla and jasmine. After standing under the jets for an extra five minutes, I reluctantly turn them off and step out into the steamed-up bathroom. It’s huge and stately, filled with fluffy white towels with a separate claw-footed bath under the window and a his and hers set of basins. The floor is that same checked black-and-white tile as the entrance hall and every tap gleams gold, reflecting in the huge mirror along one wall. I wrap my hair up in a towel and pull another one around my body to pad over to it. Sweeping my hand over the glass, my face appears between streaks of condensation.

I look exhausted. There are grey grooves under my eyes, the usual blue of them dull and bloodshot. My skin has that ghostly appearance of someone who spends too long hunched over a laptop screen, and not enough time outdoors or asleep. I untwist my hair from the towel, shaking the brown cloud of it out over my shoulders. At least I’ve had it cut recently. And with a bit of make-up, I can cover up most of the damage my lifestyle stamps on my skin. The doughnut runs, the all-too-frequent glasses of wine. But the red-veined lines in my eyes won’t disappear.

The shop launch will make my business. Right now, it’s still hidden in the folds of the internet, its reach defined by social media algorithms and sponsored ad posts. It’s all about traffic, target audiences, and digital footprints. But this shop is real, I can touch it. I can breathe it in and walk around it. It’s my creation, something I’ve made that has a pulse. It beats with life and expectation.

It’ll all be worth it, I’m sure of it. A wave of determination, blood-hot and electric, zips through me. ‘This is what I want,’ I mouth into the mirror. All I want. Maybe it wasn’t always, and maybe I had to make space in my life for it. But people and relationships are transient, ebbing and flowing like the tide.

I learned that the hard way.

I pull out my suitcase in the bedroom suite, unzipping the various travel bags inside. I like to keep things orderly. First impressions, at trade fairs and in meetings, are a thirty-second game that I am determined to always win. My capsule work wardrobe folds up perfectly into the grey bags in case I need to change before heading back to London. The various casual clothes I had already pre-packed for this holiday party are stowed in the black ones. I knew I wouldn’t have time this morning to pack, so I did it last weekend.

Tossing them on the bed, I check out the room. It’s got a huge four-poster bed, a thick moss-green carpet and a set of sofas in front of a working fireplace. There’s a big hardwood wardrobe and two sets of drawers against the far wall. But it’s the view that stops me in my tracks. Facing out from the front of the house, it takes in the sweep of driveway, then the moorland beyond. The mist has receded, the sun bathing the land in the pale hues of a wintery day. It’s breathtaking. A tapestry of Cornish drystone walls cut across the green of the land and, in the distance, a craggy set of hills with white already dusting the tops of them. I can see the old ruined croft a mile or so away; it’s made of granite with tumbledown walls.

Gran and I used to walk to it for our first walk each year. Our little ritual. As I press my fingertips against the pearly panes of the windows, lost in the snapshot memories of those walks, I can see why Hallie chose this place. Why she fell in love with it from the stories I shared with her and decided it would be perfect for her own house party. It’s a world away from the reality of Tube stops and shops and deadlines. And underneath the calm veneer is a beating heart with all those childhood memories. They’re bleeding behind the walls, ensnaring me at
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