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To Bobby,
 with love.


She would concern herself with the business of the farm; rise early … bend her back to labour and count the strain a joy and an antidote to pain … She belonged to the soil, and would return to it again, rooted to the earth as her forefathers had been.

Daphne du Maurier, Jamaica Inn




Because the road is rough and long,

Shall we despise the skylark’s song?



Anne Brontë, Poems by Currer,
 Ellis, and Acton Bell


Prologue

The farm sits with its back to the sea, and the sharp winds that gust off the Atlantic: a long stretch of granite, hunkering down. For over three hundred years it has stood here, looking in at its fields of barley and its herd of Ayrshires, which amble, slowly cropping, russet bulks shifting against the lush, verdant green.

It watches, this farmhouse, as permanent as the rocks, more so than the shifting sand dunes; sees the hedgerow that spills out to ensnare a rare driver – for few make their way to this spot, high above the sea. The details change with the seasons – the hawthorn burnishing then falling bare; the sky bruising then lightening after rain; the crops placed in shocks then gathered in – but the view remains the same: a ribbon of lane leading up and away from this lonely patch of coast, through a tapestry of fields, towards the heart of Cornwall and the rest of Britain. And, above it, always, hulking in the distance, the moor – brooding ochre and peat and grey.

In the sunshine, all looks idyllic. This is a farm a child might draw: slate roof, whitewashed porch, near-symmetrical windows; one either side of the door with an extra one tacked on in the eighteenth century when the house was stretched. The proportions are good. A house assured of itself and built to withstand a wind that whips the trees into right angles, that blasts the panes with fat plashes of rain, that endures winter after winter. Two chimneys stand, and, from October to May, the tang of woodsmoke mingles with the ripe stench of the farmyard and the gentler smells of the coastline: the fruity reek of silage, of honeyed gorse and sea salt, wet grass and cowpats, camomile and vetch.

On sunny days, the granite walls of the house, barns and workers’ cottages glow, warm and gentle, the stone glinting against the blue of the sea. Walkers, rooting out cream teas, drink in the view from the back garden – the fat-eared crops, the full-bellied cows, the surfers riding white horses across the bay. And then they hear the birdsong. A glorious melody so irrepressible, so unrelenting that it gives the place its nickname. No longer Polblazey, but Skylark Farm.

Yet, when the skylarks stop singing, and the sky turns grey, the granite dulls to a dark charcoal. The farm becomes less inviting: bleak if not austere. Then, it is clear that the casements are in need of a paint, and that the garden – with its close-cropped grass fringed with clumps of woody lavender and thrift – is untended. A wizened crab apple bends over a rotting bench, and a tamarisk stripped of its leaves by a vicious wind, points inland. Skylark Farm – run by the same family for six generations, steeped in its history and secrets – shrugs on its traditional Cornish name. Becomes Polblazey once again.

On such days, when the earth has been ploughed into great clods of soil, when the cobbles are slick with manure, when a murder of crows follows the tractor, the farm is at its most remote and unforgiving. For nothing lies beyond its cliffs and headland but the petrol-blue Atlantic – and then America, unknown and unseen. Then, it is a farm at the edge of the world. The sort of place where the usual rules can be bent, just a little, and any secrets stay hidden. For who there would tell? And who would hear?


One

Now: 30 June 2014, London

She takes the opened letter and smooths it out on the kitchen table. It was never going to be good news. She knew that, as soon as she saw the official frank across the top of the envelope. This was it: the confirmation of Monday’s appointment in black and white with the trust’s name emblazoned in that institutional cobalt blue that conjures up the smell of disinfectant and tepid, overcooked food, and plump young nurses who call her ‘dear’ – as if her age and diagnosis gives them the right to bestow not just sympathy but affection. She does not want either. Just the thought of their eyes, brimming with understanding, makes her want to rage.

Still. Just for a moment she had allowed herself to hope. To imagine a reprieve. That there had been a mix-up – and some other poor woman was receiving the news she had dreaded to hear.

But no, here it is, in a letter to her GP, copied in to her. ‘Further to yesterday’s consultation with Mrs Coates …’ the oncologist, Dr Freedman, begins, and for a moment the use of the third person throws her: as if he is referring to somebody else. And then comes the crucial bit: ‘Following the liver ultrasound, it appears the malignant melanoma on her upper back that we removed has metastasised. A few spots were found on her liver. Surgery, at her age, is not advised.’

She blinks. Inoperable. Not that she wants further surgery. The wound, which had required a general anaesthetic, itches, and was deep.

‘I have discussed biological therapies with Mrs Coates, but she declined them after raising concerns about the side effects. She understood that they would extend her life by a year at best. During our discussion, she was most insistent that I give a prognosis. I advised her that, without treatment, the average outlook would be less than a year.’

Actually, Dr Freedman, she thinks, you gave the impression that a lot less was far more probable. ‘How long before it begins to affect me?’ she had pressed, and her voice – so dry throughout the consultation – had quavered, just the once, at that point.

She did not want to envisage the pain, the extreme fatigue, the sickness, but she would rather know what she was up against. ‘Six months – even less?’

‘We can only give you the average outlook,’ Dr Freedman had said, and then he had nodded slightly: just the gentlest of nods, almost inadmissible. ‘No one can tell, but that’s not an unlikely scenario.’

‘Thank you,’ she had said.

Death – something she had been so aware of since Pam, the last of her siblings, had died – had jumped a little closer. Six months. After eighty-three years, it would feel like such a short time. She tries to force a laugh at the thought that she has always been someone who puts things off; who needs a deadline. But though she can do a stiff upper lip, she doesn’t do black humour. It comes out as a mirthless cough.

The only good she can find in all this – and she is trying so hard to do so – is that at least she knows. And while dying in her sleep, like Ron, her husband, might be the ideal way for it to happen, perhaps it is better to prepare. Maybe this is what she needs: this prompt to tie up loose ends. And to think this should come today of all days. June thirtieth. She has been dreading this anniversary. Seventy years. Most of her lifetime. The coincidence chills her. As if a shard of ice has pierced her core and remains, still frozen there.

A drill whines. The builders next door are hard at work. Another loft conversion and kitchen extension to push a Victorian terrace upwards and outwards, though her neighbours – a young couple who work in the City – have only one child. Her parents brought up five of them in a terrace this size before the war. Then they were all evacuated – even Robert, ever the baby. And life irrevocably changed.

She pours a mug of tea from a glazed brown teapot and warms her fingers around it. How has it come to this: that it is only now, with death so imminent, that she is considering trying to put right something she should have done years before? Everything – each recollection; every throwaway thought – leads back to that summer, that time she has tried so hard to forget.

Her eyes flit to the PC sitting on her small mahogany table in the corner. Who is she trying to protect? Someone she once loved, or herself: ever fearful of recrimination, as cowardly as she was at thirteen? A lump forms in the back of her throat and she swallows. No time like the present. And she has so very little time.

The computer takes a while to start up. Her hand grasps the mouse and she concentrates, the tip of her tongue out like a stalking cat’s, as she navigates to where she has saved the link. She smiles, a little sardonic. They are still using its nickname, though its more forbidding Cornish name seems more in keeping with the nightmares that have started to wake her: heart palpitating, nightdress soaked through with sweat. ‘Skylark Farm, Trecothan, north Cornwall. Run by the Petherick family for six generations. Offering self-catering and cream teas.’ For a moment, she is back in the sand dunes, listening to peals of birdsong – rapid, repeated, joyous. Fresh from London, she had been mesmerised by the speck that hovered, and anxious. ‘That swallow’s a bit high,’ she had said.

She had been eight then: wide-eyed and entirely innocent. By the time she left, all that would have changed. And yet the farm remained the same. She looks at it now: solid, seventeenth-century. She glances at Maggie’s bedroom window – the room of the daughter of the house; decorated with rose wallpaper and that cast-iron bed – and then at her own, at the very end of the house, closest to the sea.

It’s largely a dairy farm, now, according to the website. So no lambs bounding across the lush spring grass, no chill March nights spent lambing. A sudden memory and she is back in the lambing shed: the air ripe with crushed straw and mucus, the metallic stench of blood and brine. She has a flash of Aunt Evelyn: all thin-lipped dissatisfaction and disapproval as she watched her baby an orphaned lamb. She shuts away the image – and the others, the ones that surface in the early hours of the morning when the nightmares press upon her. She would never romanticise Skylark, or the family that lived there.

And yet, for all that, it had been a place of refuge for an evacuee escaping the horrors of the Blitz. Quite literally, as the WRVS woman had told her mother, ‘a safer place to be’. It certainly felt cut off from the rest of Britain, towards the very end of a peninsula: the farm’s fields running to the edge of England, right down into the crystalline, tempestuous, unpredictable sea.

She opens the timetable of weeks when the two cottages are available, and their surprisingly reasonable prices. Not completely booked up yet, which is curious given that it’s late June. The last two weeks in August are free. She hesitates. Should she really do this? She has terminal cancer: enough to contend with. She pauses for a moment, willing away the tears that prick and burn her eyes so that the image wobbles and blurs.

If she does nothing she will die never knowing if she might have made things better, if she could have exorcised the demons that harangue her, not just at night, now, but during the day. She craves peace at the end of her life. And reconciliation. If there is a possibility she could achieve that, well, then it is worth the risk.

With a sudden click, she highlights the box and is directed to the next page. Judith Petherick – Maggie’s daughter? – will email her back to confirm her booking if she will leave her details. She does, before her nerve fails.

There. It is done. A couple of tears seep from her eyes before she wipes them brusquely away. She cannot quite believe it.

After seventy years, she is going back to the farm.


Two

It is terrifying, Lucy thinks later, when she tries to be rational, how life can change at a single moment: as if a coin is spun to decide if it should continue merrily – or teeter and fall.

As a nurse she knows this. Has seen the impact of a split-second’s loss of concentration: the mangled limbs and paralysis when a driver ploughs into another on the motorway; the drunken arguments that start with a shove and end with a knife; the prank – free-running along a rooftop, diving into a shallow lake – that seems such a good idea at the time, then ends as anything but.

She knows it as a daughter, too. An accident – tragic, needless and preventable – took her father from her. Fred Petherick: killed when he slipped while running on the north Cornish cliffs.

But she has never felt it as clearly as she has today: that sense of the mercurial nature of life. How one simple mistake – a ‘near miss’ in clinical terms – could shatter her entire world and expose its painful, terrible fragility; could lead to her wailing on her bathroom floor so that she barely recognises the woman staring back at her from the mirror, crimson-eyed, swollen-faced.

One shift you can get over, she thinks, as she pulls her knees to her chest and hugs them tightly. But two: a mistake on top of a life-changing discovery? Two is too much, it seems. For it’s this combination that has made her world shatter – and exposed her seemingly happy life, here in London, as groundless. As insubstantial as a dandelion clock puffed by the breeze.

She rocks her knees tighter as a fresh volley of sobs racks her body. She needs to get a grip. Her mind whirs; her heart skips, jumps, flutters. Wired on caffeine, sugar and misery or a cocktail of all three. She hasn’t slept in forty-eight hours. And in that time, her life has been wrenched apart like a suitcase of inappropriate clothes: the contents turned upside down, sneered at, discarded.

It had started yesterday morning. She had come in off her Sunday night shift, in the neonatal unit of the hospital where she works, bones weary, eyes aching, and had gone to take a shower upstairs. The disposable contact lens case on the edge of the sink had niggled; it wasn’t hers and Matt’s eyesight was perfect. A sliver of cold crept inside her; wormed its way in tight.

Perhaps one of their friends had been around and had changed a lens? She ran through who it could be as she dried and dressed herself, but could think of no one. Better not to fret but to grab a couple of hours’ sleep. She stretched out, and tried to relax. Imagine you are back home, she told herself. Back at Skylark. Think of the headland – and imagine standing there: at the edge of the world, the very edge of the cliff. Drink in the view: Land’s End to your left, Devon to your right, the Atlantic stretching in front of you: aquamarine, then teal, then a deep, dark blue as it hits the horizon. Feel the stiff onshore breeze temper the heat of the sun, then blast you backwards. See the seagulls drift upwards; and a pair of seals, sleek and slippery, bask on the rocks beneath.

It was no good. Though her body was weary, her mind whirred: feverish, over-analytic. Even the state of her bed bugged her: the sheets needed changing; Matt’s pillow was tinged with sweat. Perhaps she should just do it now. She swept back the duvet and, as she did so, saw a long hair curled midway down: just one hair, innocuous and easily dismissed, except that she was fair and this was dark. A luxuriant hair: the sort that belonged to a Spanish woman like Matt’s colleague, Suzi. And in that second, she saw them at the advertising agency’s Christmas drinks. Her head flung back as she laughed at something Matt had said. Her hand lightly touching his forearm to emphasise a point. Her whole manner just oozing sexual confidence. ‘She eats men alive,’ Matt had laughed, later, when Lucy had mentioned it. ‘Completely terrifying.’ Only now, he didn’t seem to mind being terrified.

She sprang from the bed. It was so clichéd and predictable: the cruelty so casual it was almost as if Matt wanted her to know. She thought of her husband – for whom the passion had gone, yes, but isn’t that what happened seven years into a relationship, when both of you were working hard? – and wondered if she even knew him. Who was he, this advertising creative? A supposedly sensitive, Guardian reader who liked Hilary Mantel novels, Vietnamese not Thai food, cinnamon not chocolate on his cappuccino; who pushed his heavy-rimmed glasses up when he was nervous, but was irritated when she once told him he was almost too pretty. ‘So – not handsome?’ he had probed. ‘Well … yes, of course … but daintier.’ He had pulled his slim-fitting cardigan tight.

He wasn’t some aggressive alpha male, but her friend: the person who had held her after her father died, and had proposed six months afterwards; who had helped put her back together again.

That hair – the fact he hadn’t checked for any telltale traces; the fact he had fucked his lover here, in her bed, apparently oblivious to whether she would notice – made a mockery of them.

He hadn’t even bothered to deny it. When he came home on Monday at lunchtime – after she’d called and said they needed to talk – she was, for some unfathomable reason, slicing peppers, thoughts tumbling with each knock of the knife. As he entered, she put it down. Her hand was quivering and the blade trembled against the slivered fans of red and orange. Please deny it, she willed him, as he took in her eyes pooling with tears. Tell me it’s a mistake, that I’ve imagined it. That there’s some other explanation for this?

But: ‘I need some time to think,’ he said, calmly, infuriatingly, as she stood there, convulsed with sobs, just wanting him to make it better somehow. Couldn’t you just hold me? She felt like screaming, even though she knew that if he did so, she would push him away. For a moment she craved a bear hug from her tall, broad-chested farmer father: the sort of hug that made her feel as if no harm could ever come to her, as if she was buttressed against the world. Matt could never give her that: their bodies are mismatched – hers soft against his, his, too slight and slim. Insubstantial.

At the door, he had paused.

‘I’ll be in touch,’ he said.

She had gone straight to her night shift. They were too short-staffed for her to cancel, and it was her last night in a row of three. The last of five long shifts. But she was exhausted and distracted. They nearly lost a patient. Yet another extremely fragile baby: born at twenty-five weeks, clinging on for a further three. She watched this child they’d had to resuscitate: more skinned chick than baby boy, his nappy and cap dwarfing his scrap of a body: veins pumping gold beneath his translucent skin, not one ounce of fat or muscle. And, despite knowing it was unprofessional to let herself be affected, she found it hard not to cry.

There wasn’t time to be distressed, though. She was too busy looking after two other babies. Both needed to be monitored: drugs dispensed, tubes suctioned, ventilation levels altered and assessed. Little Jacob Wright was late in having his morphine topped up – and it was then that she made her mistake.

‘Um, Lucy?’ Emma Parker, the most junior of her colleagues, was flushing as she double-checked the dose Lucy had measured just before the infusion was administered.

‘I think you’ve added 1ml of morphine not 0.1ml to the saline. Isn’t that ten times the amount it should be …?’

The world spun: the always-stuffy atmosphere of the neonatal intensive care unit pushed down on her, bright stars crowding her vision.

‘I … I can’t have, can I?’

And then she looked at the empty vial and in that split second her bowels turned cold and she could see her world come tumbling down in such a way that she didn’t know how it could be rebuilt again.

For Emma was right. Of course she was. Out of practice at regularly making up infusions, she had filled a 1ml syringe, instead of drawing out just the 0.1ml and mixing it with 0.9ml of sodium chloride. Such a tiny, fatal difference. Such an easy, terrible mistake.

‘Glad we double-checked.’ Emma gave an uneasy laugh, embarrassed on her behalf. ‘No harm done.’ She glanced at her superior, chewed her bottom lip.

Oh, but there could have been! How there could have been. If she had given it to Jacob, he would have died. No question of it. Her chest tightened at the thought of him going into cardiac arrest. Then she imagined telling his parents: his father who insists his son is a ‘fighter’, his beautiful, fragile mother. How would they react if they discovered that, through human error – through her error – their tiny son had died?

‘I’ll fill out a DATIX form; tell the manager.’ She cleared her throat, tried to breathe deeply, to think clearly. Her palms were sweating; her armpits pricked.

‘There’s no need; I won’t say anything, I promise.’ Emma was insistent, and she could see her trying to cover up her shock at what her superior had done; was perhaps running through the consequences if she hadn’t noticed. A baby’s death meant suspension and possible disciplinary action – for both of them.

‘No.’ She was firm about this. As the sister on the ward, she had to set an example, however humiliating. ‘This is serious; it counts as a “near miss”.’

‘Well, if you’re sure,’ Emma said, and she could see the relief on the younger woman’s face that she was doing the right thing.

Lucy, shamefaced, looked away.

It wasn’t the first time she had made a mistake, as Ruth Rodgers, the manager, pointed out when she suggested Lucy take some sick leave. She had recently placed a junior nurse with an intensely sick baby who later required resuscitation, and had made other rota errors. Nothing this serious, but still: did she feel her judgement was a little shaky, these days?

‘It’s not like you,’ Ruth went on. ‘You’re usually so focused, which we’d expect from a sister with your experience.’ She paused and tipped her head to one side as if the next question was delicate. ‘Can I ask: is everything all right at home?’

And it was then that Lucy knew that their trust in her had gone; that they no longer viewed her as a conscientious, thorough, clinically safe employee. Her eyes filmed as tears began to brim.

‘Let’s set you up with your GP and occupational health; get you some sick leave.’ Ruth was brisk, no-nonsense. ‘Perhaps you need a few weeks off. A couple of months. Sick leave not suspension. Time to get yourself back together again.’

Within a couple of hours, she had traded the security of the hospital she had worked in for five years for the warm anonymity of a crowded London street: her badge gone, her uniform off, her status as a nurse in question, whatever occupational health might say. The late June heat, choked with exhaust fumes, pressed against her, and she felt overwhelmed. No longer a nurse. No longer a wife. Who was she – and why was she here?

She was drifting, rudderless, far out to sea.

Later, safe in the privacy of her home, she dry retches into the toilet, the shock of what has happened striking her with the force of a rogue wave pounding a beach. She clutches the cold enamel, trying to calm herself, waiting for the nausea to subside. Her body shivers. She heaves again.

It is early afternoon now. Sunshine streams in from the street and pools on the carpet. She slips onto the sagging sofa; hides herself away. Her knees curl up and she shifts so that she is lying in a foetal position, holding her grief tightly inside her so that it cannot spill into the sunny front room of her maisonette; the home that is her sanctuary from London’s hustle and bustle. The home she shared with Matt until yesterday. Was it only then? That time belongs to a different era. She wipes at the tears and the snot that keep sliding down her face.

As the light shifts, she paces the room; her insides hollowed out at the thought of everything she has lost: husband, reputation, possibly – for she does not know how she can go back to nursing at the moment – career.

When she comes to the mantelpiece, she turns down the smiling photos of herself and Matt, and picks up one of her father, standing, beaming in front of the family farm. Dearest Dad. The last time I felt such grief was for you. Four years ago and yet, at times, it could be yesterday. She traces a face that will never age beyond fifty; peers at his eyes. Deep brown, they seem to crinkle. ‘How bloody fantastic,’ she can hear him roar.

Behind him the sea glints against the gold of the barley, the green of the hedgerows, the soft grey of the farm. The tug of homesickness takes her by surprise. She couldn’t wait to get away from the place – ravaged by foot-and-mouth the summer she left: so desolate and boring, she felt as a teenager. Yet now, she is sick with longing for it. The only place she wants to be is standing on the top of the headland, arms outstretched, with a stiff cross onshore wind blowing, all fears and sadness buffeted away.

Could she run back home? Help them out over the busy summer months while she licks her wounds and puts herself back together again?

The idea ferments. Her mother would welcome her with open arms. For a moment, she sees Judith flying up the slate path towards her, her face an open question, as she pulls her tightly into an embrace. There would be unconditional support and love. And so what? It might be regressive. Not something someone nearing thirty-two should ever want to do. But her life isn’t what it was two days ago – and the old rules and expectations no longer hold. Skylark Farm, the home of her childhood, is the only place she wants to be.

Trembling, she reaches for her phone.

‘Trecothan 87641?’ The voice at the end of the line has a Cornish lilt and is gentle.

‘Mum?’ Lucy says, and her voice breaks with relief.

‘Lucy? Is everything all right?’

And the tears are falling now, warm and wet. She has to pause for a moment before she can get out the sentence.

‘Lucy?’ Her mother’s concern deepens.

‘Mum. Please can I come home?’


Three

Then: 30 June 1944, Cornwall

The sea was a deep navy when Maggie clambered down to the empty cove for a swim, late in the evening. She was supposed to be up in her bedroom, revising for her Higher Certificate exams next week.

She picked her way carefully, choosing the route she always used, with the fewest torturous leaps and only a smattering of mussels and barnacles to stab her feet. No gelatinous seaweed. She had scrambled over these rocks since she was little, but still feared the slip and slither of those rogue, damp strands of green.

The tide was high and coated the rocks where they dropped, not shelved. She eased herself in gently, the cold burning as it spread over her crotch, her navel, her breasts. She ducked her shoulders, unable to bear its iciness any longer, keen to curb the sensation. If only she could disappear, be swallowed up by it, deep where no one could see her, bar the odd crab and the glimmering shoals of fish.

She swam strongly: a brisk breaststroke, eyes wide open. The salt stung them, but she needed to immerse herself entirely. The sea silvered her ears and she blew fat bubbles that filled her head with a gurgle that would be comical were her stomach not churning with grief. She rose and swam down again, aware that she had left the cove now and was swimming out to sea and that first cave, where they had hidden; then towards the second, and the spot where they had first kissed.

A wave lifted and dropped her. The sea was becoming choppy: the sky, a blue filleted with mackerel clouds just a few hours earlier, was turning a sheet-metal grey. The air was chill, and she trod water, bicycling her legs. Better to swim down once more, where she would be entirely hidden and where she could cry in private, her tears mingling with the salt of the sea.

For grief wasn’t something that was discussed at home where her father might give her a sympathetic glance but didn’t know how to address the matter, and her mother refused to acknowledge it or even look at her with a smidgeon of compassion, or so it seemed. Joanna had moved to work elsewhere – She knows too much, her mother had said – and Alice had been rehoused with a family down in St Agnes. Next week, two new evacuees – brothers aged seven and eight – were moving in.

Nothing had occurred, or so her mother would have everyone think; and yet Maggie’s world had changed entirely. She let out a howl of disbelief. The noise was pitiful: a lamb’s bleat when what she felt was a lion’s roar of rage so immense that, at times, she could barely contain it. Distress, too: that had been her overriding feeling for the past ten weeks, and a terrible deadening numbness. Guilt – sharp, relentless – and desperation. A sense of panic: that she could do nothing.

At times, these emotions felt overwhelming. At lunchtime, she had hidden in the school music cupboard quaking, so intense was her distress. Please God, she had prayed to a Lord whose existence she increasingly doubted. Keep him safe; keep him safe. As if something terrible, at that moment, was happening to him.

She rolled onto her back, and for a moment let herself float: watching the clouds swell and burgeon. Her curls unravelled in a halo; her limbs formed a cross as she drifted further out to sea.

I could just let myself go, she thought, dispassionate. And then the cloud above her broke and the surface of the water began to be spattered, the drops bouncing and plashing off her face.

The rain hadn’t yet reached the farm, and as she looked at it, high up on the hill, she saw that it was lit by a shaft of freak sunlight.

She turned towards the shore and began swimming in.


Four

Now: 3 July 2014, Cornwall

Maggie, perched on her bench under the crab apple, peers up the track from the farmhouse, waiting for her granddaughter to return. The lane is empty; the air still. Only the song of a skylark and the tread of her daughter’s boots tramping down the lane break the calm of the summer’s morning. The gate clicks and Judith comes up the worn slate path.

‘I keep telling you. She texted at Exeter. She won’t be here for at least another hour.’ Her daughter smiles as she comes towards her, her face a mix of exasperation and concern.

A pretty girl, Judith, though she crops her hair now for practical reasons. No good having long hair if you’re a farmer. Still, she makes an effort: small Celtic knots in her ears and a flick of mascara. When she stops doing that, they will know that something has gone very wrong.

‘Do you want a cup of tea? I’m putting the kettle on.’

Maggie shakes her head.

Judith Petherick, up since a quarter to six, gives a tight, bright smile and exhales audibly. ‘Right. Well I’ve two more batches of scones and a Victoria sponge to make before she gets here, so I’d better get on.’

‘I’ll come and help.’

‘No, you stay here. I’m fine.’

‘Well, just sit with me for a moment.’ Maggie leans back and watches the leaves and tight green marbles of the crab apple dapple her skirt. After a pause, Judith sits down.

‘So she seemed in a state?’

Judith nods, her face grim. ‘I’ve never heard her like it – well, not since Fred died. Inconsolable. Kept going on about what could have happened. Seemed convinced she wasn’t up to her job and terrified that, when or if she goes back to nursing, a baby will die.’

‘Was she as upset about her husband?’ Maggie has never approved of Matt. Too much of a Londoner; too scathing about Cornwall and the farm, which he barely visited. Perturbed by the reek of silage and the lack of a signal for his mobile phone.

‘Hard to know. But at least she can be rid of him – not like the guilt if something happens to a baby or her shame if she gives up her career.’

‘Perhaps she might move back here?’ Maggie voices the wish she is sure they have both had.

‘Oh, Mum. There’s not much to keep her here, is there?’

‘You don’t mean that, Judith.’

‘Not for us, no. But for Lucy? She’s hardly been racing to come back here before now.’

‘Perhaps not, but it’s like a magnet this place. Draws us back if we leave. It did with me.’

‘Not sure about Lucy.’

‘No?’ Maggie pauses. ‘Yes … you may be right.’

She takes in the view: the same as when she was born here, bar the wind turbines on the horizon. It is beautiful, yes, but a hard existence. Getting up for the six o’clock milking, day in, day out, is not for everyone – and who would want the financial burden of a farm past its best? She thinks of the latest overdraft statement that Judith had tried to hide in her pile on the dresser. The sum had shocked her. She twists her wedding ring, loose now, against her knuckles, and wonders when to bring that up again. For discussing it will mean looking at Richard’s proposal, once again.

‘Perhaps she will want to stay this time,’ she persists. ‘She needs us now, but we need her too. Tom must be thrilled to have the help?’

‘Well there is that,’ says Judith, thinking of her son, who gave up his cheffing when it was clear the farm would fail if one of her children didn’t return.

‘And maybe this is a chance for her to make up for not coming back four years ago,’ says Maggie, thinking of the aftermath of Fred’s death, when Judith was consumed with grief. ‘When you really needed her.’

Oh, what is she doing? The fear that running home is a stupid idea – something regressive and infantile and pitiful – grows stronger once Lucy leaves the M5 at Exeter and ploughs down the A30. She can’t pretend she is in the Home Counties or anywhere close to her old life. With every mile, the landscape becomes more verdant, agricultural and desolate. A cloud chases across the moor, and turns





























Epilogue

Now: 30 June 2015

Lucy sits in a dip in the sand dunes, watching the tide roll towards her; lulled by the rhythm of the thud then slither of the waves on the shore.

An early evening in mid-summer: the sand is still warm from the heat of the day; the beach is clear – for the schools haven’t broken up yet, and the dog walkers have all gone home. She lies back, listening to the constant hum of the grasshoppers, the caw of the seagulls. High above, two brown specks hover, throwing a melody that spirals and shimmers: a seamless strand that sears through a mackerel sky and out across the deep blue of the bay.

It is a year since it happened. Since she made the mistake that would see her come hurtling down here. A year ago today, she found out about Matt and Suzi. Tomorrow it will be a year since she last worked as a nurse.

Jacob is doing well. She went back to the hospital in November to say goodbye to her old colleagues, and there was a card from his parents pinned to the noticeboard, thanking them for saving his life. A photograph of a baby boy was attached: still tiny, but unrecognisable from the jumble of bones and tubes she had left, dwarfed by a premature-baby nappy. He had beamed from the photograph, and she had given Emma a short, tight smile of thanks. For how could she not do? Without her checking, little Jacob would not be alive.

She was relieved to leave the cloying warmth of the neonatal ward, and the busy-ness of London. Happy to step off the train at Bodmin and breathe in the damp, lush smell of woodland; salt-lashed hedgerows; gorse-covered moor. Even when the weather was harsh – the puddles frozen to ice, the farm drenched by storms – she has never regretted coming back. There have been setbacks – Uncle Richard changing jobs and having to withdraw some of his investment; Tredinnick cutting their order in the winter – but Skylark ice cream is starting to grow in such a way that she can see their overdraft shrinking. They worked flat-out to fill Kernow’s freezers from Easter, and she and Flo have been selling it at festivals and at the more popular beaches on bank holidays. Their fledgling business is burgeoning at last.

With the threat of financial ruin starting to lift, the farm has begun to feel more cared for. She and Judith ripped the peeling wallpaper from the hall in October and are waging a battle against rogue patches of mould. Her mother seems revitalised: buoyed by Lucy returning home, released from keeping the secret of her husband’s suicide, from having to dissemble. But it is her grandmother who has changed the most.

Watching her getting to know Sam has been like seeing a couple falling in love. At first it was heady: Maggie infatuated, as if she couldn’t get enough of her long-lost son. It might have been hard for Richard, had he been around, but Judith, with two children at home and her granddaughter an increasingly talkative presence, has been mildly amused by such blatant favouritism, while aware that it couldn’t last.

With time, Maggie has become less giddy. She still sees him three or four times a week – for they have years to catch up on – but she views him a little more objectively. ‘I’m not quite sure about the beard,’ she had confided, when he had flirted with a goatee. ‘Do you think he’s a bit alternative, after all?’

Lucy had looked at Sam, with the surf beads he wears now he has retired from delivering the post, and the fortified roll-ups he smokes in his back garden, the sickly-sweet smell of weed overpowering the tamarisk. ‘I’m not sure it matters if he is,’ she had posited, for she is more willing to challenge her grandmother’s prejudices now that Maggie is back to being her opinionated self. ‘No.’ Maggie had thought about it. ‘I don’t suppose for a minute that it does.’

She had got to know Sam better when they took a long train journey up to London, on a chill Tuesday in early December, to attend Alice’s funeral. The church was fuller than she’d expected: her sons, Rob and Ian, and her six grown-up grandchildren, visibly distressed rather than merely subdued. They hadn’t introduced themselves beyond saying they had met her in Cornwall the previous summer, and if anyone noticed a faint resemblance between the dead woman and this nut-brown, wiry-legged man, it wasn’t mentioned. But he later wrote, sparking a tentative email exchange with Rob, the elder son, and a card on his birthday with a black-and-white photograph of a young Will.

Being with Sam – listening to the story of his early years on the moor and of his marriage to Anne and adoption of their two children (Funny: we couldn’t have them; so I did what my parents did. Repaid the favour.) – meant any half-considered plan to meet Matt for a drink was abandoned. And that was for the best. Suzi was replaced by a Cate, and though the news had initially rankled – he had waited how long before moving her in? – Lucy’s sense of inadequacy disappeared far more quickly than she thought. You don’t want to think, later in life: Oh, if only, her grandmother had said; and she doesn’t, she really doesn’t. Regret – wondering what might have been, never having the chance to discover – would have kicked in more clearly if she had returned to her old London life and left the farm.

And what of her? Does she dare risk falling in love again? She is wary, for she knows that love alone is not enough to secure her happiness. Her father’s suicide has shown her that: he could not have been more loved, but he killed himself, still. And yet her grandmother has taught her that if she has a chance she should grasp it with both hands, trusting it will work in a way it couldn’t for a young Maggie. Wondering what might have been. Never having the chance to discover, well, I think that’s the most painful thing.

She has been thinking about this today, on the anniversary of Will’s death. Running along the cliffs, she had stood on the headland: arms outstretched, with a stiff cross-onshore wind blowing, trusting entirely to its strength. Land’s End was to her left, Devon to her right, the Atlantic stretched in front of her: aquamarine then teal, then a deep dark blue as it hit the horizon and the sky rose up and away. The edge of the cliff. The edge of her world. Dare she risk it? Believe in this exhilaration that could buoy her up and buffet away sadness? Below her, the spume swirled around the rocks, drenching a pair of mating seals; above, a pair of guillemots soared on the breeze.

Well, here he is now. A figure making his way through the sand dunes, holding packets of fish and chips, sharp with vinegar, soft and warm as a newborn baby.

‘I thought tea would spill so I’ve brought beer.’ He hands her a bottle. A tear of condensation runs down its neck.

He sits next to her, with the ease that comes from knowing someone for several years; and yet there is a tension in the inches between their thighs, in the small distance between them.

‘To my great-grandfather.’ Ben holds his bottle aloft.

‘To Will,’ Lucy says.
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Author’s Note

The idea for The Farm at the Edge of the World emerged from my love a specific area: the cliffs of north Cornwall to the west of Padstow, where I holidayed as a child. When I began to write about a Cornish farm that would be a physical refuge during the war, and an emotional one in the present day, it was inevitable I drew on my knowledge of this place, not least because the north Cornish coast was peppered with WWII airfields, allowing for the possibility of bombing, and I wanted it to be sufficiently close to Bodmin and Bodmin moor.

I have taken a few liberties with the geography, however, and introduced a couple of caves that don’t exist as well as giving it a flavour of the land further to the west – more the Cornwall of West Penrith, the area from which my mother’s farming ancestors originate. The Cornwall that feels as if it is at the edge of the world. I have also introduced dairy cows, though I know that the Camel Estuary is fringed with fields of barley and cauliflowers, and it is sheep that graze on the coast.

If I tweaked the geography and topography, I was deeply conscious of the need not to create historical inaccuracies. At one point, I detailed each of the bombs that fell on Cornwall during World War II and tried to bend my narrative around one. And then I read Kate Atkinson’s Life After Life and her author’s note in which she states that she finds it hard “to create an authentic atmosphere or narrative credibility if continually constrained. Fiction is fiction, after all,” she continues. “That doesn’t mean that I don’t check things afterwards … but sometimes to find the truth at the heart of a book a certain amount of reality falls by the wayside.”

She refers to being unaware of whether any bombs fell in the real Argyll Road in real life and I found that incredibly freeing: as long as I respected history, I could risk a little flexibility. 

So a Heinkel did drop bombs in the deer park of Prideaux Place but I am unaware of whether the windows shattered in the main house; and a doodlebug struck the Aldwych on June 30, 1944, but among the many fatalities there was, of course, no Will Cooke.

I hope that this approach is acceptable. As a former news reporter, I have tried to get every detail right where it matters: obsessing about the types of plane that would have flown from Davidstow airfield, and the date on which the Duke of Cornwall’s light infantry would have left for north Africa, (March 23 1943); or the pesticide applied to drenched wheat reed; or the exact amount of milk produced by a cow. I am hugely indebted to the many farmers I have interviewed, some of whom have proofread my copy in a bid to prevent any mistakes creeping in. Should any errors have occurred, they are, of course, all mine.
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