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About the Book

- Help the baker’s widow through her grief

- Find the true calling of the overworked single mum at the village shop

- Call a truce on a decades-old feud

- Open your heart to the past

- Forgive me . . . ?

The locals of Polperran are grieving the sudden loss of Bea Kimbrel, a cornerstone of their tight-knit community. Now, her reclusive estranged daughter, Alice, has turned up to the Cornish fishing village, keen to tie up Bea’s affairs and move on.

But Alice receives a strange bequest from Bea – a collection of unfinished tasks, to help out Polperran’s most in need. A challenge, Alice finds, she can’t refuse.

As each little act brings her closer to understanding why her mother left, it also begins to offer Alice the courage to open her clamped-shut heart. Perhaps Bea’s ‘Kindness Project’ will be the key that finally unlocks the powerful secrets both women had been keeping . . .

The Kindness Project will draw you deep into the lives of two compelling women who should never have missed their chance to say goodbye. It will break your heart – but will also piece it back together again . . .




For the river women

and

For JEM – witty, wise and welcoming

Legal carer organises warmth? No lie. (6-2-3)




Prologue

She sits at the kitchen table, a table worn smooth with years of teacups and plates of biscuits, balls of wool, tears and paint and linseed oil and birthday cakes.

Her pen is poised over the note-paper, but she takes a moment to put the pen down and flex her fingers – writing for even this long has made her hands tired – before taking it up again and finishing her note.

She pauses for a moment, looking at what she has written, then signs off,


Forever, always, and above all,

Your mother

x x x



She folds up the paper, slides it into an envelope, addresses it and adds it to the small pile. Small, but more there than she’d dared hope, and she looks at them with a smile. It’s time now, she thinks.




Chapter One

The sky has got bigger on this journey, Alice thought to herself with purposeful calm.

From the muddy skies of Cambridge in the last days of April, all cranes and yellow spires and corners of grey light, the train had carried her away from office blocks and reading schedules and into huge, blooming landscapes of hills and clouds.

‘Next stop, Polperran,’ called the guard at the end of the carriage. ‘Polperran, laaast stop.’

I didn’t even know they still had guards, she thought again, in the same rigidly bright internal voice. Anything to keep herself distracted on the journey.

It was one Alice had taken every year through her childhood and twenties, bagging up her books and clothes to travel down to Bea on her annual visit to the tiny fishing village. She had never consciously intended it to be only once a year; as a child, other friends spent summers in Cornwall with their parents and siblings, revelling in the sun and sea air, and as an adult Alice knew her colleagues would love the idea of a coastal bolt-hole, but of course that bolt-hole was owned by Alice’s mother, and between one thing and another through her thirties the trips had become further and further apart, more than a year, eighteen months, the gap growing each time, and the phone calls had become more sporadic, shorter, with Alice always snipping short each call, massaging her temples and thinking afterwards, Next week, I’ll speak to her properly next week. But next week never came, then it had been almost seven years since Alice had last visited Bea in Polperran.

Bea had been the most beautiful person little Alice had ever seen. She sported bright, wild clothes and occasional dashes of blue-green eyeliner, and sometimes when Alice brought a friend home Bea would have made a huge multi-coloured jelly just because it was a Tuesday. She let Alice wear whatever she wanted to birthday parties, offering her feathered hats and silk scarves and nail polishes and pixie boots with socks stuffed in the toes to fit her. Alice had always just worn her own clothes, though, uncomfortable in her mother’s rainbow outfits. But it had always felt so exciting to go into Bea’s wardrobe and press her face into the clothes, feeling their satins and soft wools on her skin and smelling her mother’s paint and perfume soaked into it all.

Her father, Maurice, was more like the other fathers she knew – maybe even less visible than them, if that was possible – but when Bea seemed cross with him, for being too quiet, being too like those other dads, for talking too softly or always choosing the same thing from the same takeaway place, Alice hadn’t worried: she knew that they loved each other, because Bea had always told Alice how much she loved her, and how much she loved their small family. Alice hadn’t worried even when Bea got angry more often, and then stopped getting angry, and just became quiet, even quieter than Maurice, because Bea had always promised Alice that everything would be OK. Looking back, those years seemed so perfect, though Alice knew that was impossible.

Now, on the train, on proper leave from her grown-up perfect life (perfect little house inherited from Maurice, perfect job in the History Department, perfect control over what she ate, where she went, who she saw, no messy spontaneity, no time for this trip), leave taken properly from Morag, her Head of Faculty, so she shouldn’t need to worry about what she was missing or who would be teaching her classes. In fact, after Alice’s last seminar – her final seminar? – Morag had taken Alice to her big Head of Faculty office, windows glinting with sharpened spring light, and they had talked, in a way, about the letter Alice had received. Morag said, ‘Do you want to go?’ and Alice hadn’t been sure how to take it, not really, wasn’t sure of anything right at that moment. But Morag was her friend and said to her more gently, ‘Do you want to go down to Cornwall, get all this –’ she swirled her hand around, looking at Alice as she did so ‘ – sorted out?’ Alice had felt slightly better then, for a moment, and Morag had said a few others things to her in her reassuring, capable tone. After that, she had all but pushed Alice out of the door, saying, ‘Take your book, work on your book, don’t rush back.’

Alice looked down at her ‘book’. Its latest incarnation was three notebooks and a two-inch-thick pile of papers, print-outs from all the various iterations Alice had produced of Scapegoats and Buboes: the Growth of Persecution during the Black Death. She had been drawn to the Black Death as her topic after reading about the side-effects of such a massive plague, how something so deadly had changed the very fabric of society. Like all historians, she loved to feel she was discovering something hidden, some part of human nature that no one else had ever noticed before from the privileged position of surviving it all. She had understood even at school, when history was still mostly taught as if it was a tight, straight line joining one event to another, that history was not just three-dimensional but worked in four, five, infinite dimensions, of time and money, biology, chemistry, lust, trees grown to make ships, and the eye of a king on a girl, a tinder-spark at a meeting, death and travel and love and luck. As she grew to understand this more she wanted to find something new not for the glory – glory in historian circles was bloody and viciously won – but to feel that she was treading upon un-ruined ground, unspoilt by other historians ploughing it up to inspect it better, or putting modern clothes on old bodies so they’d look empathetic and sexy to students and colleagues. The Black Death was hardly un-studied, but Alice felt there was still something worth uncovering in the persecutions that had taken place across the whole of Europe; what protections those pointing their fingers felt the accusations gave them; what consequences there were for those pointing. But Alice knew that the idea of this book becoming anything other than a distraction was almost laughable. Not that she felt like laughing these days.

Alice looked down at the letter tucked into the top of her bag, and unfolded it again. It still said the same thing.


Dear Ms Kimbrel,

I am writing from the firm Blandford & Sons in Polperran, Cornwall, to pass on my most sincere condolences on the death of your mother, Beatrice Kimbrel. More than a client, she was a friend for many years and we all will mourn her loss.

As her legal representatives, we have details of the legacy to be passed on to you, her sole heir. There are some details around Mrs Kimbrel’s will which merit a little discussion; if you would be able to attend my office at your earliest possible convenience, I can more fully explain your mother’s legal wishes.

Might I suggest for your ease staying in your mother’s house while you are down here? Any travel costs will of course be paid from Mrs Kimbrel’s estate.

With warmest regards,

Peter Blandford



Alice hadn’t even known her mother was ill when she received the letter. During a phone call with Mr Blandford, it emerged that Bea had discovered her cancer three months before, had learnt it was incurable, widespread and swiftly growing, and had chosen not to pass word on to her daughter.

Alice was so shocked by the letter and the subsequent phone call she’d made – stunned and guilt-ridden and lost – that her last seminar had suffered, somewhat. And afterwards, Alice had called Mr Blandford and told him she would be down the day after next.

She had tried not to think about her mother, dying alone in that house. All the years her mother had had no one, because Alice was too busy to visit and Maurice had almost nothing to do with Bea, once Alice was old enough to manage the trips without his intervention. By that time, when she had stopped wearing headphones for her rare visits, there was so much silence between her and Bea, and the habit of not going out while she was there had gone on for so long that Alice didn’t know if she could leave the house even if Bea had suggested it, which she had long since stopped doing. Alice was used to sitting in the cottage with her homework and then her college work, counting down the minutes and hours until the visit was over, and she could forget about it all until the next time. On one visit, Bea had said to her, ‘You know, you can bring anyone here with you. Anyone . . . special you might want?’ and Alice had looked at her with the blank face she didn’t have to practise any more and Bea had never mentioned it again.

Whenever Alice visited Bea, it was clear that the cottage in Polperran was Bea’s true home. Alice wondered how many people found their true home: both a building and its contents, perfectly matched to who they were. Even the light seemed to suit Bea. The blue Cornwall glow Alice watched from her window spoke somehow to her of Bea’s silk scarves and capable hands, even though she never saw the paintings that Bea worked on in her studio at the back of the house, hiding as she did each visit in her attic room, from both the paintings and from Bea.

How many people matched their homes so closely? Alice thought of the Cambridge flats in which she had lived, all similarly neat and functional. Their small gestures at decorative notion (an art print, a cushion, new curtains) always made Alice feel that she was living in a catalogue, not the world that was in her own head; even in Maurice’s house, when it became hers. Instead, it had been Bea’s gift to make the world in her own head appear around her.

And then Bea had died alone and all Alice had now was a pile of notes on the societal side-effects of the Black Death and an empty house to empty even further. She felt something rising in her chest, steel-cold and suffocating. Something worse than grief, something tiresomely familiar. Alice closed her eyes, breathing in through her nose, out through her mouth. Slow and even. Ignore the panic. Slow and even.

‘End of the line,’ called the guard. ‘Everybody off. End of the line!’

Alice opened her eyes, took one more slow, practised breath, slowly flexed and curled her fingers, mindfully packed up her letter, notes and luggage, and stepped off the train into Polperran.

The station platform led directly on to the road, where two dusty-looking taxis sat in the late spring sun, their drivers sitting with the windows down and their radios up. The driver of the first taxi was fanning herself, head tilted back on the headrest, mouthing silently along to a tinny Madonna song as Alice approached. Only when Alice was actually blocking the sun did she look up, squinting at Alice’s dazzling silhouette.

‘’Ello love! Wanting a lift? ’Op in the back, you can tell me where you want to go dreckly we’ve got a breeze goin’.’

Alice opened the back door and hefted her luggage onto the seat, then slid in beside it and piled her papers and handbag onto her lap. The driver looked confused for a moment, turned around to look at her, then said, ‘Oh, all right. There we go, then,’ turned back and started the car, pulling out into the lane before Alice could give directions.

After a moment or two when Alice told herself to enjoy the scenery – sweeping fields and wind-bent trees, distant pastel houses and coves with white-flecked waves – and tried not to think about how she must look after her journey, she leant forwards and shouted over the radio the driver had turned up, ‘Do you know where Blandford & Sons are? The solicitors? Or you can just drop me in the high street and I’ll find it.’

Alice felt herself being scrutinised in the rear-view mirror, but busied herself pretending to look for the address. After several moments of further examination, the driver spoke again. ‘Yup, I know it. I’ll take you all the way there.’ Somehow the goodwill from her pickup at the station had drained away, but Alice couldn’t understand where or why. They sat in silence until they drew up at a black and white, beam-fronted building that looked older than much of the rest of the street.

‘Thank you,’ Alice said to the driver, as she hauled her bags from the car and handed over a ten-pound note, hovering uncertainly by the driver’s door as she waited to see whether there’d be any change. The driver held the note up to the light, nodded again, revved the engine and sped down the street, leaving Alice even dustier than before.

Looking at her watch self-consciously, knowing half of Polperran must be watching her through their curtains now, Alice saw she had nearly an hour until her meeting with Mr Blandford. She glanced around the high street and felt the foolishness of never having got to know the village before. Even as a sullen child, why hadn’t she been dragged out by Bea for a single ice cream on her visits? She noticed a café opposite, looking as tired as she felt, and headed across. Opening the door and stepping into the gloom, she saw battered tables and old, odd chairs spread about. The sole staff member, a stocky woman in her fifties wearing a bobbled yellow cardigan that had seen better days, was sitting on a tall stool behind the counter, auburn hair pinned up with a clothes peg. She was engrossed in a book.

‘Hello?’ Alice said eventually.

The older woman slowly held up one forefinger and began to stand, still reading her book. After almost a minute, when she was fully upright, she raised her head, and looked distantly over Alice’s shoulder. Then her eyes came into focus, and she gave a small jump.

‘Hello?’ Alice said again, wondering how soon she could get the train home.

The woman squinted more closely at her, then let her shoulders drop.

‘Oh, I am sorry, I just . . . Sorry, love.’ She sighed and shook her head, then smiled at Alice warmly. ‘Can I get you anything to eat?’

Alice looked around at the bare walls, the counter empty of any menu. ‘What have you got?’

The café owner looked puzzled. ‘We’re a café, love. Tea, coffee, sandwiches, cake. You know. The usual.’

Alice felt like crying. She tried to think of what she’d had for lunch yesterday. ‘Um. Tea? And a sandwich?’

‘Right you are,’ the woman said, scribbling on her pad without hesitation. ‘Take a seat, love.’

Thrown that she wasn’t asked for any further details about her order, Alice dragged her things to the table nearest the window. She lost herself in watching the street outside. A slender, nervous-looking woman scuttled past, peeking out through the fringe of her bright-ginger hair as if for wild animals; an elderly grey-haired man hurrying by, bow-legged, scowling at passing cars; a mother with thick, bowl-cut hair dragged two young children along the street behind her, dark circles under her eyes.

An arm reached across her view, the yellow cardigan pulled up to the elbow, and when Alice looked down her table was filled with a tray containing an enormous, buttery sandwich, crispy bacon poking out of each side with creamy avocado chunks, a huge blue teapot, silver milk jug, fine white china cup and saucer, and a small bowl of orange-blush apricots on the side.

Alice blinked, first at the woman, then at the feast before her. ‘Thank you!’ She remembered that she had eaten nothing but a stale, cold station pasty since her early morning start.

The café owner smiled at her. ‘S’all right, my love! Thought you might need a bit of a feed if you’ve been travelling,’ she said, nodding down at the luggage. ‘Come for a holiday?’

Alice touched her finger to the top of the sandwich, focusing on the bounce of the bread and the scent of the tea. ‘Not exactly.’ She pointed briefly to the old timbered building opposite. ‘Just visiting the solicitor over there.’ She couldn’t resist any longer, and took a sizeable bite of bread, bacon and avocado. She closed her eyes as she chewed.

‘Good, isn’t it?’ the owner asked. ‘My son’s chutney. Apples from my own garden, that is, but he makes it. The apricots, though, they’re grown by him. Glad you’re enjoying it.’ She walked back behind the counter, and sat back on the stool with her book, while Alice made short work of the sandwich and stared out of the window again.

A plate with a square of cake appeared on the table, as the sandwich plate was whisked away. Alice looked up again.

‘Hevva cake. You’ll be needing that too if you’ve got business over there, I imagine.’ She gave Alice one more smile and returned once again to her book behind the counter.

With a sandwich inside her, plus two cups of tea and most of the cake, Alice started to look at the café more closely. It was even more tired-looking than at first glance. Every table had scratched tops and wonky legs; there were cracked chair backs or padding puffed out of every seat; drooping window-nets hung sadly each side of the window. Nothing on the walls, either – who knew what the colour had once been, but now it was simply murk. On the other hand, the view on to the street was ideal for watching the world go by, and the food was excellent. She would perhaps come here again if she had time, despite its air of being forgotten by the world.

Pulling the letter from her bag for the hundredth time, Alice looked at the words without reading them. Now she was here, in her mother’s village, to hear her will, she felt even worse. Had her mother even been in this café? Ordered a pot of tea, had a slice of Hevva cake? Alice didn’t know anything about her life. Every time she’d visited Bea she had only ever gone straight from the station to Bea’s house, stayed there for the requisite few days, then travelled straight to the station in time for her train, seeing no one, and seeing no one talk to Bea. Alice looked at the café worker, disappearing into the kitchen again. She wondered how the woman would react if she shouted, ‘My mother just died! And I don’t know what to do!’ But Alice had never – hardly ever, she thought nauseously – shouted anything in her life, and she wasn’t about to start here. Particularly when her impulsive sentences were so ludicrously woolly. And particularly when her sandwich had been so good.

As she turned to go, she noticed someone was now sitting at the corner table, furthest from the window, the nearest table to the till. It was the slim copper-haired woman Alice had seen from the window; she seemed to be about Alice’s age, but it was hard to tell as she had so much hair hanging down and covering her face, not just her fringe. She must have slipped in while Alice was eating. She said something, but so quietly that Alice couldn’t hear what it was, or even if it was directed at her. She looked around the café, and seeing no one else there, said, ‘Sorry?’

The woman stayed sitting but tilted her face up slightly, her green-blue eyes mildly concerned. ‘Are you all right?’

Instinctively, Alice reached up and touched her face – it felt fine. No tears. ‘Yes? Fine, thanks.’

The woman looked at her again. ‘Are you here for a holiday?’

‘No, actually,’ Alice said. ‘To hear my mother’s will.’ She astonished herself, telling the unknown woman that, but the woman just nodded.

‘I’d say I’m sorry, but people just assume, don’t they, that when someone dies it’s bad.’ She shrugged, and softly brushed her hair out of her face. ‘I don’t know how you’re feeling about it.’ She stood up, and drew closer to Alice. ‘Sometimes, when people die, at first it’s mostly just a bit . . . crap.’ She smiled gently at her, her face softening. ‘I hope things get better for you.’

Alice didn’t know what to say to this. But she suddenly saw the clock on the wall, checked the time on her watch with a gasp, and leaving money on the till, hurried across to Blandford & Sons. As she stepped off the kerb, the strap of her bag snapped and sent it tumbling into the road, but she was walking so fast that she’d taken a further step or two before her brain realised what had happened. As she bent down to pick it up, there was a scream of brakes followed by a deafening horn blast – a car had stopped only a foot from her crouching body, but it reversed and sped around her and away. She heard a voice calling from the rapidly disappearing window, ‘What the hell are you doing?’

By the time she arrived at the door of Blandford & Sons, she was too busy shaking to wonder at how the speeding driver had echoed her thoughts precisely.




Chapter Two

Peter Blandford was a bittersweet reminder of her father, and his presence calmed her. He had the same musty, academic air, as if he lived off nibbles of paperwork and Garibaldis and cups of cold tea. But he also had her father’s kind eyes, and if that hadn’t reassured her that she wasn’t about to be exploited by some shark-eyed legal embezzler, his untameable nose hair and the biscuit crumbs dusting his tie finished the job.

‘Ms Kimbrel! A delight in such a time of sadness,’ he pronounced, with a voice of warm solemnity, shaking her hand and leading her to the chair in his office, before sitting down behind his huge dark desk. ‘Alice Lowena Kimbrel. That’s right, isn’t it? And my goodness, you really are the picture of her, aren’t you?’

‘Oh, er – thank you?’ she replied. ‘I don’t know how long you were my mother’s solicitor, but I appreciate you getting in touch so . . . promptly.’

He looked shocked. ‘Ms Kimbrel! I may reassure you that your mother was a great deal more to us here than simply a client. She has – excuse me.’ He paused. ‘She had been with us for more than twenty years, and she had become a good friend to all of us.’

A good friend and steady money, Alice thought, cynically. ‘Mr Blandford, you said in your letter that I needed to come here to discuss things.’

‘Ah yes,’ he said, shadows appearing beneath his eyes. ‘The letter I wrote you – it would never have been my intention for you to have found out about your mother’s passing that way, Ms Kimbrel. We had never had a cross word between us, but I argued quite forcefully to Bea – to your mother – that it wasn’t the right thing to do. But she had made her decision, and I do believe that she thought she was doing the right thing for you.’

Alice watched him shuffling his papers with shame, and gave a soft, neutral cough. ‘Mr Blandford, may I ask if the will is complicated? Do I need to take care of anything other than getting her house on the market?’ She saw his face looking shocked once more. ‘I’m sorry if this seems . . . impatient of me. I’m not after her money, I don’t even know if she had any – but this distraction . . . I mean, I work, and my college has given me just a little time off –’

‘Ah yes!’ he said, clearly back on more cheering territory. ‘Wickham College, isn’t it?’ It was Alice’s turn to look surprised, which made Blandford smile. ‘Your mother talked about you a great deal, you know. Her daughter, at Cambridge! In fact, we’ve all read your doctoral dissertation, from all those years ago. She made enough copies for everyone. “Was the Black Death a Good Thing for Europe?”, yes?’ He chortled again. ‘Got quite the debate raging in the outer office, I can tell you!’

Alice felt her mouth dropping open, unable to find a reply. She’d sent her mother a copy of her dissertation, at her father’s suggestion, but she’d imagined her mother had simply filed it away with Alice’s photocopied school reports. The thought of Bea having it copied, and encouraging people to read it? Alice’s brow creased.

Blandford spoke again, more gently. ‘As I said, Ms Kimbrel, your mother was very much a part of our lives here. We were very fond of her. We’ll do everything we can to help you with her instructions.’ He tapped a file on his desk.

‘Instructions? So it is complicated?’ Alice felt her stomach sink a little. She had hoped she could be done and dusted here within a few days: hire a house-clearing company, sign what she needed to sign, and be back at Wickham in her little house and her office in time for next week’s lectures. She would be ready to get back to lectures, she told herself.

‘Ms Kimbrel –’

‘Alice, please.’

Blandford smiled, and indicated himself. ‘And Peter. Please. Alice, your mother was an ambitious woman.’ He noted her wry smile. ‘And I mean that in the best of ways.’ He straightened his papers. ‘Many people, when they move somewhere like this from . . . anywhere else – they tend to have a strong holiday spirit. The houses are for summer breaks, the shops are for buckets and spades, the pavements are for them and their families. Local people are a backdrop to their wonderful photos. That kind of thing. Some people learn gradually that if they are living here, that doesn’t really work. Some people never learn at all.’ He sighed. ‘Forty-five years ago I was fortunate enough after only a few months here to meet the woman who would become my wife, and I swiftly understood that I was lucky enough to have found my home and I should make awfully sure that I was welcome in Polperran. Your mother –’ He stopped for a moment, and cleared his throat. ‘Your mother seemed to arrive already knowing that she wanted to stay here for the rest of her life, and she would do anything she could to show her gratitude. She quickly learnt everyone’s names, joined all the clubs, visited those who needed visitors, became very good friends with my wife, for the short time –’ He broke off again, his voice disappearing.

‘Mr Blandford?’

He coughed, drew a handkerchief from his pocket, and dabbed at his eyes. ‘Please, Peter. I’m sorry, my dear.’ He folded up the handkerchief and looked down at it, stroking its pattern. ‘When my wife was dying, it was your mother who visited every day. She organised the rota of meals brought to us, ensured our sons were kept up to date with everything. She would sit for hours reading to Margaret.’ He smiled at Alice, his eyes still wet. ‘She was immensely kind to all of us.’

Alice swallowed. ‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know if she had anyone down here.’

Peter gave a short bark of laughter. ‘Had anyone!’ He seemed immensely tickled at this. ‘My dear! Oh, my dear!’ He chuckled again, unable to contain his amusement. Alice wasn’t used to these storm-and-sun emotions – her father had barely displayed more than a short chuckle at Monty Python on the television, and even his own mother’s death had prompted little more from him than a long evening spent silently watching the fire in their hearth. Peter reached into the drawer beside him, took out a small bunch of keys and reached across the desk to press them into Alice’s hand. ‘My dear Alice. The keys to your mother’s house. Besides a few odds and ends, the items inside the house, and a little money of which you are also the lone beneficiary – the details are in the file here – it is the sole piece of her estate.’

Alice took the keys and the plain brown folder, comparing the dull gold and shiny silver of the keys, old and new.

‘But I mentioned your mother’s ambition. By the time of Beatrice’s death, she was someone at the heart of our village. She had become something of an “agony aunt”, as we would say in my day, and she had quite a knack for helping people out. Sometimes,’ he coughed politely, ‘even when they didn’t quite know what help they needed.’

Alice stared at him for a moment. ‘Do you mean my mother was a busybody?’

‘Oh no, goodness me, no, not at all. A busybody! No no no, not at all, nothing like that.’ He smoothed his hair down, which had become ruffled in his agitation. ‘No no. People would come to her. People from all over the village, of all ages. As I say, she just . . . had a knack. People liked to talk to her. And whatever their problem, no matter how small or large, she would listen to them. Often that’s all they wanted – much of the human race, my dear, just wants a listening ear occasionally, don’t you find? But sometimes they actually wanted to change something, and your mother had a most remarkable talent for recognising what it is they wanted – or should I say needed – and helping them work out how to achieve it.’

‘So not a busybody, but a fairy godmother,’ Alice said.

Peter chuckled again. ‘I suspect you’re having some fun with me, Alice, but she helped a lot of people. She was incredibly well-loved around Polperran.’ He smiled fondly at her. ‘And however long you’re here, I’m sure you will be too.’

‘Oh no, thank you, er – Peter, I’m just here to sort out anything that needs . . . tying up. And then I have to get back.’ She smiled back at him tightly, feeling a wave coming, her pulse rising, hoping this would soon be over, trying to ignore her sweating palms, her speeding heart. ‘I need to get back. Soon.’

‘I see. Well. Let’s get to business then. The other legacy your mother left you.’ He opened the file on his desk, checked something in it, then started rummaging in his desk drawer again.

‘But I thought the house was the only piece of her estate?’

After a moment, he pulled an envelope triumphantly from the drawer and placed it on top of the file in the centre of his desk. ‘Ah, and her car, let’s not forget.’

‘The old Fiesta?’

‘Still as reliable as ever – although perhaps you’re not a driver?’

Alice wove her fingers together and squeezed her fingers tightly. ‘No, no, I can drive. I just prefer not to.’

‘Good, good,’ the solicitor said, reassured. ‘But! There is one other item in her will.’ He slid the envelope towards her, but kept his hand on top of it. Alice unwove her whitening knuckles and tucked her sweating hands under her thighs to stop herself grabbing the envelope. ‘Shortly before your mother died, she developed an idea. It was something she called “The Kindness Project”, something she had been working on quietly for some time. Of course, she only called it that when we discussed her will in these offices. But she wanted it to have a certain . . . optimism. And she wanted you to complete it.’ He held out the envelope.

Alice let her head drop forwards, and took a deep breath. Just send whatever emails this requires or donate whatever donations, and go home, she thought, lifting her head, taking the proffered envelope and recognising her mother’s hand on the front. To my daughter Alice, it said. She traced her finger over the letters, watching her own hand as if from a great distance.

‘That’s to get you going,’ Blandford said, in a soft voice.

Alice looked up, puzzled.

He smiled gently. ‘Oh yes, Alice. Your mother knew you’d be able to face a challenge. This is the first in a series.’ He stood up, walked around the desk and held out his hand. ‘Until we meet again? And please,’ he added, shaking hands, too polite to react to the state of hers, ‘I am always at your service.’

As Alice stepped out into the bright spring sunlight, the envelope pressed between the pages of her notes, she realised that she needed three things: a hot shower, something a little stronger than tea, and a shortcut back to her real life.




Chapter Three

The garden gate had been tricky to open, but the shiny new latch key slid easily into the front door. As it swung open, the house-scent Alice hadn’t even known she knew filled the late-afternoon air around her: her mother’s paints, herbs and perfume, mixed together with the salt air to make a clean, warm smell that left Alice exhausted. She dropped her bags on the hall floor. She hadn’t felt this tired since – well, since after her last seminar, perhaps. She’d slept for a whole day after that. But before that, not for years. That was how it went, mostly.

The time before that was when her last relationship ended, seven years ago: a fine-boned Geographer from Canada, who she had been seeing for eight months, on and off. It worked well for a while because he was often out of the country, until he was given a position at a neighbouring college and it became clear that Alice saw no future for them, as she barely saw a present. She tried to be grateful that he would be around more, his presence guaranteed at least for the next twelve months, and she was grateful for the sex, which was more physical contact than she’d had for many years. But there was no space in her life for him; in her mind, she was a precise spinster, living as if she was a preserved figure in history already, set in her ways despite being then only in her early thirties.

She had lived so long with her own schedule, her own manner of getting things done, that the idea of having someone else in her space was unimaginable – someone chewing, choosing what was on television, their underwear in her drawers, toothbrush on the sink, more and more of herself being dissolved away as her carefully shaped life bent and warped around someone else.

So they had broken up. Although Alice had been thinking of it more as a thank you so much, but no on her part, the Geographer clearly had seen them being together a long time. His hurt made him whine, revealing then that he had gone for the college position only because of her, that he had thought they were on the same page, that he’d met her friends (colleagues, Alice internally corrected) and he was serious about her. When Alice didn’t soften and match his own tone, her apologetic politeness seemed to enrage him, and he had furiously broken down all the reasons their relationship would never have worked anyway, mostly revolving around his need to be with someone actually living and her inability to fulfil that particular need.

She hadn’t cried even then, nor when he had tried to storm out of her house and knocked a picture off the hall shelf, breaking it – something which was clearly accidental because he had stopped immediately and turned to her, horrified, an apology forming with his mouth and his hands, and if they had any kind of chance together it was the perfect icebreaker to pause the moment and bring them back into coupledom again – but when she had let him out, swept up the glass and turned the frame to face the wall, she was overtaken by the most overwhelming exhaustion, and she had stayed in bed for two days. Not sadness, she knew,
probing around her mind for any bruises or sore spots, just being completely drained, and then on the third day she woke as if nothing had happened, and she wondered if it had just been some kind of bug, picked up at exactly the wrong moment. But she found herself more panicky afterwards. More nervous, even though she hadn’t felt that way in the moment of the Geographer’s anger. And soon that panic melted in with all the rest and became normal too.

Bea’s house was old – ancient, really – a fisherman’s cottage that from the outside looked in danger of falling down at any moment, but from within was cosy, full of snug rooms like ship cabins. The tiny room nearest the sea, the one where Bea’s ancient television lived beneath art books and brightly coloured plant pots, actually had a little round window in it, a real brass porthole taken from a wrecked ship many years ago, Bea had told her.

Without her mother there, without having to hide herself in textbooks, Alice felt free to examine the house almost completely. Bea had collected sea-polished glass from the beach and lined them up on particular windowsills, so the afternoon light now sent rays of blue and green across the walls. Trinkets that Alice remembered playing with as a child at their home in Cambridge – a long, dark-blue sausage dog, a solid-silver rooster, a ceramic scalloped bowl, a mechanical wooden angel – were placed around the house, on mantel-pieces, bookcases, cabinets and kitchen shelves. She picked up the bird and held it in her hands for a moment, turning it over and over. Alice didn’t want to go into her mother’s room yet.

She had taken after her father from her earliest years, a fact which used to make her mother laugh when Alice was very little, but had made her laugh less as the years went on until, just after Alice’s eleventh birthday, Bea had told her that she was moving to Cornwall and Alice could come with her if she’d like. Even if that was something she had wanted – which it absolutely wasn’t, leaving her school and friends behind for a house full of sand and paint fumes and canned sardines for tea when her mother had been too creative to remember that they needed to eat, at the age of eleven who wanted that? – the sight of Maurice over Bea’s shoulder, quiet and slumped on the sofa, looking at his hands while Bea talked, was enough to make Alice say no.

‘Well.’ Bea knelt down in front of her, so her face was just below Alice’s. ‘You can visit whenever you like, I’ll always keep your room ready. And you can bring a friend, too!’ Bea smiled at Alice, but behind her face she was already sliding away, perhaps thinking about the little cottage she’d found in Cornwall, crashing waves audible in every room, sea salt frosting the garden plants. Bea laughed again, a different kind of laugh to normal, almost like she was laughing at herself, but she was gone within a day, picked up in a van Alice didn’t recognise when she watched from the window in the pre-dawn light, before she could say goodbye.

So Alice had stayed with her father, in the safe and sensible house in Cambridge she’d grown up in, two up, two down, just Alice and Maurice, crouched over their books every evening in silence, reading and making notes. For a long time, Alice and Maurice didn’t mention Bea, and had no contact with her. They ate two meals a day together during the week, Alice doing the breakfast eggs and Maurice some kind of shepherd’s pie or hotpot for tea from colourless supermarket mince and packets in the cupboard. At the weekend they would add a sandwich at lunchtime, made in the kitchen together while Radio 4 played on the battered kitchen radio. Their routine was unchanging, perfect. No surprises, no impulsiveness, just the same meals and homework at the same table, day after day. Roast turkey at Christmas, swimming for her birthday, a trip to the library every Saturday morning.

If Alice ever felt anything, perhaps that something inside her head was forming crystals when it should be growing buds, no one noticed. She could hide things well enough; without anyone there to look closely at her any more, she could control it. A pattern developed: as each school holiday approached, Maurice would say, ‘Shall I book you a train ticket?’ and Alice would tense up and put on a calm voice to explain why she couldn’t go this time: a school project, plans to reorganise her bedroom. All that chaos, all that change. So at Christmas and Easter and half-terms, she would stay in Cambridge. But at the start of each summer holiday, Alice would hear her mother’s voice on the phone while Maurice just said, ‘Mmm, mmm, I see, well I – yes, I see,’ until eventually he would say to Alice that he had to go to a conference for his work and would she mind going down to her mother’s for just a week or so?

Alice would pack her bags full of books and her three favourite outfits, making a list in her notebook of exactly what she’d packed (purple t-shirt with the stars on left shoulder, grey socks with thin blue stripes, shorts with red elastic, shorts with green elastic), and read all the way down on the train with her Walkman headphones clamped to her ears. She would keep the headphones on for as much of the trip as she could get away with. She wouldn’t go out. She wouldn’t visit the village, or the beach, even when her attic room grew hot and stuffy and she was desperate for the sea breezes.

For the first visit or two Bea would call her to the table in the garden and serve her Stargazy Pie, fish heads poking up, desperate for Alice’s attention, or homemade bread and local prawns, dripping with lemon and butter. Bea would try to talk to her about why she had left so quickly, how she had thought it was the right thing to do, in order to hurt Alice and Maurice less, how she saw now it had been the wrong thing to do, absolutely, and Alice would eat half of the food before asking if she could get down to carry on with her holiday homework, and Bea would smile and say, ‘Of course, darling.’ And Alice would go back to her attic room under the low roof there, and think for only a little while about how much Bea had loved her and Maurice, and how much her mother must be suffering having her here now when she no longer loved them, and then she would get back to her headphones and her reading and not think about it any more, until her next brief visit the following year.

When visits were very bad – the attic suffocating, Bea’s attention torturous, some unintentional reminder of something they used to do as a family – she would turn her music up louder and stare up at the ceiling to see how long she could lie there without moving, as if she were a dead body.

So she had barely looked around this place previously, travelling mainly between the front door and her bedroom, as she arrived and left. Downstairs, the dark hallway led in one direction to the porthole television room with two small sofas squeezed in, and through that was the biggest room where Alice had been only once, on her first visit: white-walled, filled with Bea’s easel and paintings, a spattered trestle table laden with brushes and paints, a box of rags, a dark dresser filling one wall. Canvases lay in piles against the wall, Bea’s work over the decades.

The other side of the hall led to the kitchen, blue-tiled and full of pots and pans, striped pots of wooden spoons, a large pine table, scrubbed and smooth. The far wall was decorated with notes and cards spanning decades, all pinned with pegs to lengths of string across the wall’s full width. Alice looked at a few.


Dear Bea,

Thank you so much for the advice. John has finally talked to me about what’s been bothering him . . .

Dear Mrs Kimbrel,

Just a quick note to say thanks for the kick up the backside. I’m off tomorrow but wanted to leave this message for you . . .

Mrs Kimbrel,

Thank you for our jam. My mam says it’s the best she’s ever had . . .



So Bea was still the woman Alice remembered, moulding the world around her into the shape she wanted. Why on earth would she care about leaving her own child behind when she had all these adoring fans here? Leaving envelopes for Alice about kindness and facing a challenge, when she couldn’t even face the challenge of raising her daughter. How dare she. The guilt Alice had felt at her mother being alone! Ugh, Alice thought, half-heartedly pulling down one strand of the string, and then remembering that Bea was dead and there was no point to Alice’s disapproval any more. Her tiredness flooded back, drowning the energising anger.

Opening the fridge to distract herself, Alice found it immaculate, with only a bottle of milk, a packet of butter and some eggs inside. She sniffed the milk. Fresh. Perhaps Peter Blandford had arranged for someone to leave it there for her. She put in the gin and bottle of tonic she’d just bought from the village shop, on the way here from the solicitor’s office, then tried the enamel bread bin and found a round loaf there, fresh too, from its warm doughy smell. Pulling out the breadboard and bread knife, Alice cut off two thick slices and scraped the cold butter on to them while the kettle boiled. Tea first, gin later.

Her mother had made quite the home for herself here, she thought as she waited for the kettle to boil, only having her daughter over for visits few and far between while she cultivated her devoted public in Polperran. Alice found a bottle of cooking brandy in one cupboard and slugged some into her tea, swigged it, and tried to breathe slowly, in for five, out for six, in for five, out for six. Brandy first, then gin? Shouldn’t drink, that’s what the GP recommended, wasn’t it? She just needed to get the house cleared, do whatever this ridiculous errand was, then she could get on the train and be back in the warm embrace of the Black Death in a few days. Everything could get back to normal.

As the tea cooled, she noticed a large piece of driftwood propped up in one corner by the back door, its branches serving as a coatrack. Bea’s yellow waterproof was still hanging from one offshoot. Alice hung up her own jacket on a spare branch, touching the sleeve of the waterproof, feeling its rough fabric, blasted from years of walking in high salt winds. A small wooden trunk sat just below; inside, a treasure trove of hats. Of course! Bea had always loved her hats – part of the excitement at the end of school would be seeing which hat her mother had chosen that day. Alice crouched down and
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