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Dedication

To teachers,

especially for this past year. Thank you.
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Part One




Chapter One

The sun had been out earlier that day, and the family had all gone out to play.

If you were to glance at the family, you probably wouldn’t notice anything strange at first.

It would probably make you smile to realize that the children were twins, and that they each took after a parent so convincingly—the boy his father’s double, with a shock of unruly blond hair and a wide smiling face; the little girl more cautious-looking, with freckles and her mother’s strawberry-blond hair and pale skin.

Look closer and you would also see something flapping around them, and assume there was something wrong with your vision, because what on earth was a puffin doing there?

* * *

Avery and Daisy had come tumbling down the lighthouse stairs in their usual noisy way.

For the first year or two of their lives, the stair gate had never been opened and had basically confined the children to the barracks of the sunny ground-floor kitchen, because Polly Miller, née Waterford, was terrified of them tumbling down the lighthouse’s circular staircases and cracking their heads open. It was an even stupider idea to live in a lighthouse than it had been before the children, love it as they may.

But her hopes of keeping them safe were completely thwarted when, around eighteenth months or so, she looked away for two seconds then turned back to see Avery holding up the bolt while Daisy turned it, and Neil (the puffin) standing on the gate, almost as if it was his idea. He certainly fluttered up the stairs guiltily as soon as Polly caught them. The days of the stair gate were numbered. She remembered it as if it were yesterday.

“Now,” she had said patiently, as she had a million times before, pulling them onto her lap on the squishy threadbare sofa, the blond head so like Huckle’s; Daisy so like her, “we don’t go upstairs.”

“Ustairs,” repeated Avery. Daisy nodded. “Ustairs . . . NO?”

Huckle had come in for lunch then, and grinned, as the twins scrambled down and hurtled across the flagstone floor shouting “DADA!”

“Are you teaching them that going upstairs is the most exciting thing in the world again?”

“They opened the stair gate. Working as a team.”

Huckle hoisted the two little people up, one arm each.

“Oh, you are brilliant,” he said, as they giggled, and he nuzzled them both.

“It is not brilliant,” said Polly. “They start scrambling up there and someone is going to fall and kill themselves.”

“I thought that’s why we had two,” said Huckle, heading toward the stove.

* * *

Now, four years on, they had indeed both tumbled down several times, seemingly without injury, and retained the same basic gang setup—boy, girl, puffin—that took getting into mischief to new levels all the time.

“I always thought Neil would have been jealous of the babies,” Polly was saying now, as they watched the three of them trying to play swingball—Neil hovering, then flying up when the ball came round—while she and Huckle sat out in preciously warm spring sunshine.

The lawn streamed down toward the rocks, and normally it was too windy to sit out there, but there was a spot, just behind a low wall, where the wind was blocked and you could lie down and feel the sun on your face and just for a moment everything would be warm and lovely. Unfortunately it also blocked Polly’s views of the twins, so it necessitated bobbing up and down every couple of minutes like a meerkat, and steeling yourself against the wind.

“Neil was unbelievably jealous of the babies!” said Huckle, astonished she’d forgotten. “You were in a milk coma. A nuclear bomb could have gone off and you wouldn’t have noticed unless a piece of dust had gotten on the babies. What do you think all those marks are on the cradles?”

“I thought they were just features.”

“Peck marks!”

“Oh goodness. Bad bird.”

“He’s a terrible bird,” said Huckle with equanimity. “Almost like you shouldn’t keep wild seabirds in captivity in the first place.”

“You shouldn’t,” agreed Polly. “He keeps me.”

When Polly had first moved to Mount Polbearne, alone and nervous years ago, following the collapse of her business and engagement, in short order, a baby puffling had crashed into the bakery one night. After nursing his broken wing back to health, she had tried to release him back into the wild, but he hadn’t taken. Neil had decided that living with a baker was infinitely preferable to diving into the cold sea every day to find fish, and Huckle was inclined to agree with him.

They both watched Neil sweep around the children.

“I mean, he could—” Huckle started.

“Neil can’t babysit!” said Polly sternly.

“I know, I know,” said Huckle. “I just thought it might be a nice night to sit out at Andy’s”—Andy ran the local pub and a superb chippy—“or even go up to the posh place and have a glass of wine. Without some small monsters wriggling all over it.”

“We could call Kerensa,” suggested Polly, meaning Reuben’s wife, their rich friends who lived on the mainland.

“I’m not in a Reuben-handling mood,” said Huckle. “Plus . . . Lowin.”

Even though the twins were miles off, they bounced over.

“ARE WE GOING TO LOWIN’S?”

Lowin, Reuben and Kerensa’s son, who was now almost eight years old, was the hero of the twins’ lives, living as he did in a huge Tony Stark mansion with every computer game and every piece of Playmobil ever made. Lowin, for his part, tolerated the children more or less, as long as they did everything he said in every game and obeyed his every whim, just like the paid staff did. Daisy and Avery were his very willing slaves and were quite happy to go along with whatever Lowin’s newest phase was. Normally it was fine when it was an Avengers obsession phase, or a racing cars obsession phase. But Lowin’s latest obsessive phase was snakes, and despite Kerensa’s promises, Polly was never 100 per cent certain Reuben wasn’t about to buy him a huge boa constrictor and just let him wear it everywhere like a scarf until it ate Neil.

“Not today.”

The twins’ faces looked downcast.

“But he’s getting a huge slide shaped like a snake! The biggest ever!”

“That sounds dangerous,” said Polly, getting up. “Okay. It’s just leftover chicken.”

“That’s all right,” said Huckle, who was about to hit the road again, repping his honey business. Times had been tough—there had been floods all over the West Country and a lot of businesses were finding it difficult to keep going but he was doing his best. “It’s good to have home-cooked food. It’s going to be nothing but restaurants and hotel food for a fortnight.”

“Say that like you’re sad about it,” pleaded Polly.

“I am!” said Huckle. And then, more seriously, grabbing her hand. “You know I am.”

“I wish I was going off to stay in hotels.”

“It’s not the Ritz! It’s a Travelodge off the A40!”

“I know. But anywhere is the Ritz with you.”

They shared a kiss. He hated going away. But he had to. They had enough trouble keeping their heads above water as it was.

“Think of the windows,” he said.

“I know, I know.”

If they could replace the lighthouse’s ancient rattly single-paned glass with English Heritage–approved double glazing, the difference it would make in the quality of both of their lives would be immeasurable. No more icy plunges down the circular staircase; no more painful hauling themselves out of bed.

Although, who knew? The house might never be warm to other people’s standards—Polly’s mother’s, for example, or Kerensa’s, or, well, anyone’s, really. But to the four of them—the children had never known anything else—it was just perfect. Huckle had put an old TV in the master bedroom, and through the cozy nights of winter all four of them curled up with the electric blanket on, Neil hopping on the nightstand, watching Moana, and it was, windows or not, as happy a place as Polly could possibly imagine.

And now spring was coming! And if Huckle made enough this year they were going to get windows and a new boiler, so there was very little to complain about, thought Polly, as she headed back into the kitchen, listening to the merry voices of the twins demanding that their father became a tiger MEEJETLY which he obligingly did, growling so fiercely that Polly wondered if Avery would get upset. Daisy would dry his tears if he did.

She added barley and vegetables to the chicken stock she had boiled up from the roast, happily looking forward to when Huckle would be home for the summer, and the tourists would start to arrive for the season and they would be cheerfully flat out. She couldn’t wait to feel the sun warm on her face again, not the endless winter storms that had seemed to arrive every single weekend. For months the rain had thrown itself against the windows and the house was full of wet wellingtons and the children got cranky when she couldn’t get them out enough, the pleasure of building dens indoors and helping Mama bake having grown stale. The storms had been getting worse—climate change, she knew—and the winters were getting harder.

“What’s up when I’m away?” Huckle asked now, following her in while simultaneously half-listening to Avery talk about how Lowin was getting the biggest snake in the world for his birthday.

“Usual,” said Polly. “Oh no, I forgot! Reuben’s waifs and strays are arriving!”




Chapter Two

At that moment, over in Exeter on the mainland, one of Reuben’s waifs and strays had no idea that was what she was about to become.

Caius—“pronounced ‘keys,’” as he liked to tell people snottily when they attempted it for the first time, unless they by some chance got it right, in which case he would say, “It’s ‘ky-us,’ actually?”—was banging heavily on his flatmate’s bedroom door, but to no avail.

“Marisa!”

It was, fair enough, hard to hear over the racket.

Caius theoretically liked having lots of friends who were DJs, or said they were, but then he made the mistake of asking them to come and play at his parties and it was horrendous and they all squabbled with each other over how expensive their headphones were, and mixed up their stupid boxes and vied to play very obscure stuff, and frankly, it was a racket.

If he’d cared about his neighbors he would have factored that in too, but, being rich and good-looking, Caius so rarely met people that didn’t like him that he often found it hard to imagine what that might be like.

The flat was absolutely heaving, mostly with people he knew, kind of, some he didn’t, but they were good-looking and appeared well-off, so that was fine too.

But he needed the little room his parents had insisted he let out—something to do with “learning how to take responsibility” or “managing efficiently”; it had been hard to tell, he had been on the worst comedown while they’d been talking to him and he still had his earpods in so it could have been anything.

“Marisa,” he yelled again, as loud as he could. He winced. Caius didn’t really like shouting; he liked drawling or, even better, not saying anything at all and merely waving a hand at waiters bringing him things.

“Marisa! Come on, it’s a party! Can’t you make us some canapés?”

Still no reply. He pouted. She must have heard him by now.

Marisa used to be fun. Well, not fun, exactly, she had a real job and went to bed at a reasonable hour. But she cooked and smiled and was funny and he quite liked someone kind of looking after him.

Then she’d gone all quiet and sort of vanished and he knew she’d told him why, some family shiz, but he kept forgetting, and it was really terribly tiresome.

“Marisa! People want to use this room! For coats!”

“And also sex and taking drugs,” said one of a trio of people in black eyeliner appearing behind him, the other two vigorously agreeing.

“No! Totally none of those things, just probably coats!” said Caius. He frowned. “You know there’s tequila out here, right? There’s tequila out here and none in where you are, which means I don’t understand you at all.”

* * *

Well, they agreed about one thing, thought Marisa. Because she didn’t understand herself either.




Chapter Three

Inside her little box room—like many of these expensive new builds in Exeter, the main room was flashy and showy with a big glass wall and a balcony, but the smaller bedrooms were done on the cheap—Marisa Rossi sat on the end of her bed, knees up to her chin, headphones on, the clatter beyond the door more or less white noise.

Another party. Another night when the rest of the world was out and about, having fun.

Everyone else seemed fine. Everyone else always seemed fine.

And, in the scheme of things, losing a grandparent was hardly heartbreaking loss. A lot of people lose grandparents. Everyone, when you think about it.

And they all still seemed able to go to parties. Everyone but her.

But somehow, she could only think of her nonno, Carlo: her kind, funny grandfather in Imperia, Italy, descended from generations of shipbuilders—a tradition that had only stopped with her mother, Lucia, who had left for the UK to find a better life, and married a man from Livorno, just down the road. Marisa’s father couldn’t bear the cold and the rain and left England—and Lucia alone, with Marisa and her brother, Gino. Marisa tried not to take it personally.

But her grandfather had stepped into the breach, and then some. Her fondest memories were golden: holidays spent in Italy; long days on the hot windy shores of Imperia, as the great big industrial ships rolled past; late dreamy evenings at restaurants as she ate spaghetti vongole and fell asleep under the table as the adults talked and laughed long into the night; cool hands rubbing in cream to sunburned shoulders; ice creams as big as a beach ball; stones underfoot as you ran into the water; the pungent scent of the exhausts of the Vespas of the young men gunning around the town, a contrast with the smartly uniformed navale stationed there; the long rolling rhythms of Italian summers.

Abandoned in her teens for holidays with her British friends on cheap packages in the Balearics, drinking shots and laughing uproariously, they sometimes, in her memory, felt like a dream; snatches of an older language tugging somewhere at the fraying edges of her brain, another person, happy and free, in big fussy-bowed dresses her grandmother—who was as stiff as her grandfather was loving—liked to buy her, and which she adored and her mother thought were absolutely awful.

Then life interfered, took her to college and on to Exeter and a job she used to love—being a registrar for the council. Births, marriages and deaths, it required a combination of a love for and interest in people, with a fairly meticulous approach to record-keeping, and nice handwriting. Marisa was not a show-offy type of person at all, but she was incredibly proud of her handwriting.

Then Carlo had died.

“There’s no rhyme nor reason,” her nice but very harassed GP had told her, when she explained the insomnia, the constant crying and, increasingly difficult for work, her encroaching fear of leaving the house and speaking to people, that seemed to get worse every day. “Grief affects everyone differently. It seems to me you have an anxiety disorder, shading into agoraphobia. I would suggest the best course is antidepressants.”

“My grandfather died!” Marisa had said. “I’m sad! I’m not ‘depressed’! This is normal.”

“I’m just saying that they would almost certainly help.”

“But then . . .”

Marisa fell silent.

“What if I don’t even miss him anymore? What if I don’t feel anything?”

The GP, too, fell silent, wanting to be reassuring; unable to mislead.

“The wait for counseling is very long,” she said, finally.

“Put me on it,” said Marisa. “Please. Please.”

“Okay,” said the GP.

“Why?” said Marisa. “Why am I the only person who can’t get on with their life?”

The nice GP shook her head sadly.

“It only looks that way,” she said. “Don’t be fooled for a moment.”

* * *

She hadn’t been able to make it in time. He’d been out pruning in the garden, in the big black hat he wore all the time, probably, and had collapsed. No time to call, no time to say goodbye to the most important man in her life.

People saying he wouldn’t have known a thing about it, that it was better that way, did not, in Marisa’s opinion, know what the hell they were talking about. Did they seriously think he wouldn’t have wanted to say goodbye to the family he loved so much: her mother, Lucia; her sister, Ann Angela (actually Anna Angelica but quite the mouthful by anyone’s standards); the boys; and . . . well, her?

Somehow, she found the funeral, which she had to dash to, even more difficult. Her nonna, or grandmother, garbed in black, was cross and busy in the kitchen, insisting on cooking for thousands and refusing, in Marisa’s eyes, to face up to what was happening at all. And there was so many people—cousins, family, friends, bloody butcher and baker and candlestick maker—talking about how much they’d loved him (and, by inference, how much he had loved them in return), that the entire noisy family felt overwhelming on that wet October Italian day, and there was so much shouting and noise and Marisa, who had always been quiet, had retreated further into her shell, worrying that, after all, the love she had felt from her grandfather had meant little, amid the clamor. He had been quiet too. She yearned for his big hand in her smaller one; couldn’t believe that she would never feel it again. But everyone else’s grief had felt louder, more pressing. And so she had taken hers home, let it sit, forming inside her, more and more layers building up, cementing it in place, holding her down like a ball and chain, and as the months had passed she’d found it increasingly difficult to leave the house at all.

“Do you think you need your aura cleansed?” Caius had said, and she had given him a look, but Caius was one of those people who could never notice when he was being annoying, and probably wouldn’t believe you if you’d told him. He’d been sent from the US to do a very expensive course in something or other near some uncle, but Marisa hadn’t seen him go once.

“You just need to come out and get pissed up, duh, obviously,” said her best friend Olive, but she somehow couldn’t face doing that either.

She pretended she had evenings out planned with work colleagues, which was a complete lie, but the other lie would be to pretend she had a date, which she didn’t, or she could be honest and say she was occasionally seeing Mahmoud again, but they all hated his guts for being a lazy cadging loser (albeit a very, very handsome, fit, lazy cadging loser) so she didn’t want to say that either. Aged twenty-nine, Marisa’s romantic history was . . . not patchy exactly. But being an introvert meant that often she hadn’t quite managed to pluck up the courage to tell people she didn’t like them that much, and things could bumble along, or she would lack the courage to make it clear to people she did like that she liked them, and they’d pass her by. When Olive had fancied Keegan, for example, she’d stuck on her false eyelashes and her push-up bra and simply turned up everywhere he was. And now they had bought a flat together and were planning on a baby and Marisa was delighted for them, of course she was, but the world was easier, she felt, on the confident Olives than on the shyer girls. Also, Olive pointed out that Mahmoud treated her like a doormat and the fact that that was completely true didn’t make her feel any better.

Anyway, because she didn’t like going over to his anymore to watch him play computer games—Mahmoud was generally too lazy or a bit stoned to come over—that didn’t matter, and gradually, she’d found, as she sat and read over old letters from her grandfather or dug up old photographs of an evening, that it was just easier not to go out, much easier.

She told herself she’d do it tomorrow, or maybe the weekend.

And she volunteered for more and more of the admin work that didn’t mean having to go into the office. Nazreen, her boss, was puzzled—Marisa had always been so good at facing customers—not an extrovert, but calm and reassuring in her dealings with everyone. Now, though, she had become so terribly timid. Facing the public was so much the fun of their job, always had been. But although she couldn’t understand it, Nazreen was too busy to question what was going on. Marisa was still as efficient as ever and she let it go.

Oddly, Caius was the one who didn’t give up.

“Have you done your ten thousand steps? You know you could probably do with a mantra.”

“No thanks.”

“MDMA?”

“No!”

“Okay! Hey, what should we have for dinner?”

He looked at her imploringly. When Marisa had moved in he had been pleased: she was nice, tidy, pretty but not his type (which was unusual, as the people who were Caius’ type was just about everybody), and best of all, she cooked. Caius didn’t eat very much—you didn’t stay model thin and cool if you did—but when he did, he liked it to be the very best.

And now, all of that had gone. She looked tired and sad and miserable and there was never any food. This wasn’t fun in the slightest.

Inside, Marisa was gripped with fear. What was happening to her? She wasn’t crazy, was she?

She just . . . didn’t like going out anymore. The world seemed scarier. Nobody would mind if she just stayed in, would they? She wasn’t bothering anyone. Just keeping nice and quiet in the back . . .

And then sometimes at night she would wake up breathless, and panicking, and think to herself, My life is going by, and find it hard to breathe, and think that she must, she must do something, and would go and pour a bath so hot she could barely sit in it, the water fierce against her skin, driving away her thoughts in a cloud of steam, staring out at the dark, thinking, Is this it now?

Christmas had made everything notably worse. Lucia had wanted a big family get-together to remember her grandfather, and the thought of it had made Marisa a bit panicky. In the end, she hadn’t been able to go; to face everyone again, cheery and loud and getting on with their lives.

She’d tried looking for other things to do, and making excuses, but Lucia was having none of it, and in the end there had been a horrible bust-up on the family whatsapp. Her brother Gino had phoned, then Lucia had, in dramatic tears calling her selfish, and gradually they had ended up in one of those heated family rows. Usually when this happened someone would eventually have to get up and make a cup of tea and, at the end of an excruciating amount of time would have to shout, “Anyone else want one?”, and after that everything would be mended. But this time, not being in physical proximity to each other, that hadn’t happened. And so nothing got mended. It had shocked both Marisa and her mother, Marisa thought. Lucia was used to Marisa being a quiet, acquiescent little mouse and now she’d made a stand.

Even though, Marisa knew deep down, the stand was no good for her. She should have been with her family.

But guilt added a new layer of calcification to the stone inside her that was dragging her down and keeping her in; layer upon layer of sadness and grief and worry that was growing too large for her to do anything at all.

She had spent Christmas inside, on her own, fielding increasingly nasty texts from her mother, not so subtly implying she was doing it for attention. She’d gone to working full time from home. Her appointment with the NHS therapist still hadn’t come up. And, three months on, things were looking worse, not better.

The morning after the party, Caius came to a decision that was going to make things worse still.




Chapter Four

“So.” Caius looked regretful. “Okay, you have to know, first of all, this isn’t me, okay? I’ve spoken to all of my therapists about it and they all agree with me.”

Marisa blinked at him. It was four p.m. on a Tuesday, and she was still in her dressing gown. She’d been clicking through a huge pile of pics on Instagram: her friends had gone to a party on a boat last night. The boat hadn’t gone anywhere but they’d obviously had an absolute blast, drinking bright cocktails, and for some reason everyone was wearing a ridiculous hat. Or perhaps it was the same hat, passed around. Anyway. They all looked like they were having a ball. They hadn’t even invited her. There was a limit to how many times she could say no to everything. They had been concerned and sympathetic to begin with but when nothing changed, and she was doing nothing and had nothing to say and frantically insisted all the time that she was all right . . . well. There wasn’t much they could do, even though they loved her, which they did. The wall she had built around herself was as sturdy as that of the flat and nobody had the power tools to knock it through.

Although Caius was giving it a very good try.

“The thing is. You’re giving out what is mostly a Very Bad Vibe?”

Marisa noticed she had some tinned spaghetti sauce on her dressing gown and frowned.

“It’s quite hard to live with you?”

This was from Caius who had parties every five minutes, left empty bottles everywhere, and had random people showing up all the time of whom Marisa was mostly terrified and hid in the bathroom.

She frowned at him.

“Really? I’m quiet and tidy and pay the rent on time.”

Caius took a deep breath.

“Actually, you’re spooky and sad and weird? It’s a bit like sharing a flat with that toilet ghost in Harry Potter?” He nodded. “You know I’m only being honest like this for your own good?”

Marisa felt herself go numb.

She couldn’t get kicked out. She couldn’t. She’d have to leave . . . to go where? The idea of finding somewhere new was . . . it was too frightening. Too scary.

Her mum would be happy to have her home, but they still weren’t really talking, not after Christmas. She just didn’t understand, and she asked Marisa to explain it to her and Marisa didn’t understand either.

Plus her mum ran an open house anyway, she had thousands of friends popping in all hours of the day and night, as well as people from the charities she worked for, her choir, her church group . . . it was endless. She didn’t really need Marisa.

Marisa and her grandfather, both more reserved, had been peas in a pod, her mother had always said. It always made Marisa happy to hear that.

“I’m not a toilet ghost,” she said quietly.

“I know,” said Caius, in a reasonable tone. “But say you were a toilet ghost, yeah, how different would your behavior be?”

Marisa caught sight of herself in the mirror across the room. Her face was incredibly pale; normally her olive skin lit up at the slightest hint of sun, but she’d spent the entire year indoors so far. Her black hair looked faded and dull; her eyebrows straggly. Her mum would have a fit. She looked much older than she was.

“You’re kicking me out?” she said, confused and frightened.

Caius sighed. “I’m not evil,” he said. “Do I seem evil to you? Is evil what I’m putting out there? It’s not really the look I’m going for. I have something for you I think you’ll like?”

“Sure,” said Marisa, feeling her breath harder to come by; she was suddenly aware of her own body; her heart racing, her chest getting tighter.

“Anyway. It’s not like I’m kicking you out . . . I’m just moving in Binky and Phillip.”

“Both of them?”

Caius had been carrying on an affair with each of the members of a couple.

“Sure,” he said. “Worth a shot.”

“I didn’t know they knew about each other.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t originally plan it like that but . . .”

If the situation hadn’t been so awful, Marisa might have appreciated it: typical Caius to be cheating on two people and for them to immediately forgive him and want to move in with him.

He lifted his hand in a “what can you do when you’re so attractive?” gesture.

“So,” he said, pulling round his laptop and showing her something, “come look at this.”

She flinched. Even with Caius, she didn’t like getting too close to other people. He rolled his eyes.

“Look! Look at the picture.”

She squinted down to see what he was showing her. It was a little chalet perched on top of what looked like a hill, surrounded by water.

“What is that?”

He shrugged. “My uncle Reuben. Lives down in Cornwall?”

Marisa had heard of this legendary uncle, who owned a huge estate, had his own beach, his own tech company, was rich even compared to Caius’ incredibly rich family and was also apparently the biggest dickhead anyone had ever met.

“Well, he built these chalets for tourists staycationing this year and then everyone looked at the tearing rain and went to Spain instead so they’re just sitting there. And I figured, seeing as you’re not really going to work these days it doesn’t matter where you are . . . and you want peace and quiet and I . . . don’t want that . . .”

It was true. Armed with a letter from her GP, Marisa had finally made an official request to work from home for the foreseeable future. It was a headache for Nazreen and made Marisa miserable and guilty, but it had just got too difficult for her.

“Where is it?” said Marisa suspiciously.

“I mean, it’s very picturesque . . .”

“Where?”

“I can’t . . . one of those limey words. I want to say Potbeans?”

She looked at him.

“Mount Polbearne?”

Everyone knew Mount Polbearne. It was a remote tidal island off the southern coast of Cornwall; a tourist attraction, but a tiny place.

“You know it?”

“Of course I know it—it gets completely cut off for half of every day and you can’t own a car there and in the winters it gets cut off for months and you’re miles from anywhere.”

“I thought,” said Caius, “that would be perfect for you.”

The bell rang. Marisa looked up, worriedly.

“Uh, yeah, the guys are just coming over to . . . hang?” said Caius hopefully, as Marisa dived back into her room.




Chapter Five

The party noise that night was . . . prolonged. Marisa tucked her head under her pillow and found she was too exhausted even to cry. Sleeping had been hard for so long—possibly because she was taking so little physical exercise she simply wasn’t tiring herself out enough. But this was pushing her beyond her limits.

She looked at the link Caius had sent over. Well. It was there, it was available and it was a lot less than she was paying at the moment to live in a lovely two bed right in the middle of a vibrant city, even though she couldn’t take a single step into that vibrant city; she barely looked out of the window.

And what choice did she have? Nobody wanted her, not really. She couldn’t face crashing her mother’s full life with her sadness and gloom; her mother had loved her own father, of course, but she had taken a more pragmatic view. Life was for living and celebrating: he had been old, very old, and had had a long and happy life with a family he adored and a job which, while it didn’t make him a rich man, had made him a satisfied one. So the blubbing and the dressing gowns at teatime seemed to her mother self-indulgent at best; at worst, an active insult to a man who lived and loved and worked his whole life. Marisa didn’t know how to bridge the chasm between her mother and herself. She didn’t know how to bridge the chasm between herself and the rest of the world.

And the idea of going out and meeting other people, finding somewhere else was . . . it made her freeze. It wasn’t possible. Not at all. No.

She looked at the location again.

* * *

Her friends all promised to charge down to visit. They also wanted to organize a big leaving Exeter bash for her, but she said she was just too busy at work. Also, she had a feeling Olive was about to get engaged. Which was brilliant, amazing, she should be thrilled for her. And yet she felt nothing at all. It was terrifying. She texted Mahmoud, who just said, yeah babe, c u round, which didn’t make her terrified, it made her sad—again, with herself, for settling, always, for so little, for always being afraid to ask for what she wanted.

Nazreen was disappointed, of course; she’d wanted Marisa back in the office, and sharply asked how long this was for. There was a limit to how much admin work there was to do. Marisa added this to the long list of other things she had to worry about. Somewhere quiet and out of everybody’s way must, she thought, be the right move.




Chapter Six

Reuben had built the new holiday homes when he’d renovated the school—Lowin went there and of course he had to have the absolute best of everything, so Reuben had to do up the school and figured he might as well do a little bit of business while he was about it.

The renovation, however, had turned into a massive nightmare as anyone within touching distance of Mount Polbearne had suddenly decided that their children absolutely had to go to the place with the cool new gym and the music instruction and the small classes and the adorable commute. There were even plans for a music and art department, currently held up in the planning committee as Reuben could only hold off on being rude to people for so long.

Archie, one of the more enterprising fishermen, set up a mainland commuting boat so they weren’t dependent on the tides and the children loved it. Even Lowin got fed up with being taken privately on the Riva boat and insisted on joining the little outboard motor and wearing his own life jacket with his name written on it. Everyone else’s was written on in Sharpie, but his was embroidered. They all had a great time.

The school was a huge hit. But the holiday cottages had hit a snag—the years of terrible weather and flooding had meant they couldn’t produce a stable road to them: some of the houses existed, but you couldn’t easily drive to them, park at them, get a buggy along the street and so on.

Reuben’s new plan was to offer them as longer-term lets to people that wouldn’t be packing and unpacking every five minutes, then keep haranguing officials till they either built him a new road or invented hover bikes.

He had tenants turning up; the school music teacher, who was having trouble with the commute; and some irritating flatmate of his nephew (who had been sent to the UK and who Reuben was meant to be keeping an eye on, which meant he just sent him extra money from time to time). Anyway, keeping Caius quiet kept Reuben’s annoying sister off his back while she went through her third divorce, so that was always something.

He’d given the keys to Polly the previous week and asked her to let everyone in despite her clear and obvious objections that she was running her own business and couldn’t take time off in the middle of the day to do that for him, didn’t he have anyone from his multimillion-dollar corporation, or perhaps his wife, you know, the one who didn’t have a job?

Good-natured Kerensa had laughed and said of course she did, she was getting her nails done so that Reuben didn’t leave her for a twenty-year-old and Reuben had said damn straight. Polly had said, well, it used to be that only Reuben was a putz but it appeared that marriage had infected Kerensa as well and now they were both putzes. To which Kerensa pointed out that they were putzes who were also pouring Polly another glass of champagne while Lowin’s nanny looked after her children. (Polly had her own thoughts about this as Lowin’s nanny tended to run after him, while backing him up every time he tried to terrorise Avery, which was often. Daisy versus the nanny, on the other hand, was a surprisingly fair fight.)

* * *

So Polly had a new thing to add to her already long to-do list that Monday morning, including reassuring Huckle that his business trip would be worthwhile—sales needed confidence too, and his handsome face had looked so worried that morning. She thought he was brilliant and his honey was awesome and she’d done her best to perk him up. Then there was Avery who had taken to wearing a pair of Daisy’s stripy tights round his neck and calling it his pet snake Jiminy, which had caused quite the kerfuffle that morning, as well as the fact that he’d caught the tights on the doorknob on his way out to school and nearly garrotted himself. And now she had Mrs. Bradley standing in front of her sighing and saying, “Pasties again.”

“Well, yes,” said Polly, trying not to sound stiff. “We are a bakery in Cornwall.”

“I’m just saying, you could mix it up a bit.”

“I did mix it up! I did chilli bread and nobody would talk to me for a week.”

And Neil had got the worst diarrhea of any bird she’d ever known, she didn’t add.

“It would be nice to get a little bit of variety.”

Polly thought about it. God knows they needed the money.

“Thanks for the input, Mrs. Bradley. Anything else?”

“I’ll take four pasties.”

Polly smiled as the bell dinged her out, then looked up rather tiredly as it dinged again.

“. . . Uh, excuse me?”

The voice was so very quiet she didn’t even hear it until the second time. Standing in front of her was a short, round, sweet-faced dark-haired girl, her skin pale as if it hadn’t seen the sun for a long time, her eyes wide and oddly frightened.




Chapter Seven

Getting to Cornwall had been difficult. Very difficult.

“Don’t worry,” Caius had said blithely. “It’s much nicer than here, it’s cheaper than here and there’ll be no parties.”

Marisa let her GP surgery know she was moving. Still no sign of a therapist.

“Do you want some help with your stuff?” said Caius, cheerily, and Marisa, feeling helpless and swept along in the tide of things, shrugged numbly.

The day before Marisa was due to move out, a massive muscle-bound chap called Phillip and an incredibly buxom woman called Binky showed up and started, politely but firmly, packing her belongings into boxes.

Phillip did nothing but complain about how bending and lifting things would spoil his regimen for muscles and stopped every twenty minutes to eat four raw eggs, which Marisa thought indicated he wouldn’t necessarily be a better flatmate than she was, but Binky, round and cheery in large dungarees, seemed all right. Marisa couldn’t for the life of her relate to someone voluntarily deciding to take on two men, but Binky seemed happy enough, chattering away merrily, which helpfully meant Marisa didn’t have to say anything at all, but learned an eye-popping amount about polyamorous relationships. Mostly, she was impressed by their time management.

“So who do you go in for—boys or girls?” said Binky cheerily, like she was asking about the weather.

“Uh, boys mostly,” said Marisa, feeling very colorless and staring at her shoes.

“So, what do you like?”

She shrugged. It had really depended on who came along.

“The world’s your oyster!” said Binky, cheerily. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a Cornishman.”

“Statistically, you have,” said Phillip, unconcerned.

“Well, yes, statistically,” mused Binky as Marisa put her head down and scuttled out with another box.

Caius presented her with a large bottle of champagne.

“Here!” he said. “Good luck! I’ll be down for Uncle Reuben’s parties—he throws the best parties—so I’ll definitely see you there! Hope you loosen up! And please, please, if you ever start cooking again, look me up, yeah?”

He gave her his most winning smile, the one where his hair fell just so over his eyes, and Marisa almost let him give her a hug, except she didn’t really hug anymore, so instead she leaned a little bit, then ducked into her tiny car, where she felt safe, even though she’d barely driven it in a year.

* * *

Driving wasn’t so bad: you didn’t need to confront people when you drove as timidly as Marisa did, and she felt protected inside. That was the easy bit.

By the time she reached the famous craggy outline of Mount Polbearne, the tide was low, so the old road, just wide enough to take a van, was completely uncovered.

It was a gray morning, but a tiny shaft of light from behind the clouds just illuminated the very top of the hill; the old church, half ruined, that had sat at the very top for hundreds and hundreds of years, set above a winding, motley collection of slightly drunkenly leaning cottages, made of the gray slate native to the area, home for a long time to monks and fishermen.

The monks were long gone; the fishermen remained, but were outnumbered now by second homes, tourist spots, hotels and B&Bs. Even this early in the season, children were crabbing off the dock with their little nets; people strolled up and down the promenade eating ice cream and taking photographs. There were a lot of people, Marisa noted, with slight nervousness. Oh God, she’d have to pass them all to get up. She’d been told to pick up the key from the bakery, and what if she couldn’t find it? And she’d have to talk to someone. And oh God, her life was going too far ahead of her and she really didn’t like it. Deep breaths, she thought. Deep breaths. I made it, Nonno, she said in her head. I made it this far. I don’t like it but I made it.

* * *

Polly bit back her first instinct, which was to ask the girl if she was all right—it was beyond rude—and managed to say instead, “Hello, what would you like?”

This was the third new person Marisa had had to speak to today. You’d think she’d be getting better at it. Instead she found she was pressing her back against the wall. Even though this woman, with her strawberry-blond hair, freckles and open friendly face, looked as unthreatening as a person could.

Suddenly the enormity of the situation broke over her. She was in a brand-new place where she knew nobody, she’d been evicted from her flat and dumped somewhere else, she was definitely possibly going to lose her job and she was just never going to get better. She hadn’t even told her mother she was moving, that was how bad things had got between them; she knew her mother would only beg her to come home, or snap out of it, or ask her yet again if she was sure she didn’t need some antidepressants, or something.

And now she was being asked a very simple question, in what should be a perfectly straightforward transaction, and, for the first time, Marisa realized just how bad she’d let things get. Because she was about to have a panic attack.

There was no help for it. She was going to burst, she was going to stop breathing if she didn’t get out of the warm scented bakery right now. She couldn’t help it; she couldn’t breathe. She wasn’t going to catch her breath and she was going to suffocate and die and her heart was beating so fast it was going to explode and she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t breathe!—she dived toward the door, and fumbled for the handle, her eyes wide. Polly looked at her, concerned.

“Are you okay?”

As Marisa pulled at the door, bright red in her embarrassment, completely incapable of explaining what was actually the matter with her, there was a sudden commotion and what looked like an incredibly unaerodynamic football came swooping in.

Marisa was so startled she forgot for a second she was having a panic attack, and found herself yelping and then her body gulping, instinctively taking a deep breath as the fresh breeze from the sea outside streamed in through the open door, and then another.

“Goodness,” said the woman, running to her. “Sit down here.”

She indicated a ledge in the window.

“Breathe slowly. I’m so sorry! God, I’m not surprised you got a fright.”

She turned round.

“What have I told you?” Suddenly the red-haired woman was telling off . . . What the hell was that? A bird, yes. It was a puffin, Marisa realized, light-headed. She’d never seen one in real life before. She had no idea they came onto land, she’d thought they all lived up in Scotland or something. To her utter amazement the bird fluttered round the shop then gently came to rest on Polly’s shoulder. She realized her mouth was open, and she drew in more breaths of the fresh salty air until she could almost feel herself calming down.

“Sorry,” said Polly again. “He knows he’s not meant to be in here. Health and Safety doesn’t specifically mention puffins, but we reckon it’s probably implicit. You are a Bad Bird.”

But she was rubbing the bird’s claw as she said it. The bird made a gentle eeping noise.

“Come on. Away with you. Sorry, what were you after . . .”

Finally Marisa found her voice.

“Um, I’m here for the—”

The door banged and in hurtled two small children who, as was evident by the girl’s red hair and the way they ran to her, were clearly the woman’s children.

“You let Neil go ahead!” said Polly.

“We spoke to him about it and he promised not to come in here,” said Daisy solemnly. “He lied.”

“NEIL!” shouted Avery. “COME HERE!”

Neil did absolutely nothing of the kind and eyed them with beady disdain.

Behind them, an extremely large man entered the shop. He took up most of the remaining space in the small bakery, and stared straight ahead, smiling.

“You are pirate?” he asked. He had a thick accent, a mop of dark hair and a full beard.

Polly looked up at him, then realized he was referring to the bird on her shoulder.

“No, I’m just the baker,” she said pleasantly. “Neil. Shoo.”

She opened the door and the small bird flew out. A thought occurred to her.

“Are you Environmental Health?” she asked the man, nervously.

Daisy and Avery, meanwhile, were regarding the very large, shaggy stranger cheerfully.

“This is Mr. Bat-BAY-ar!” said Daisy, pronouncing carefully. “He’s our music teacher!”

“Also, I think perhaps he is a bear,” whispered Avery. It was not a very quiet whisper.

“Hello, Miss Miller, hello, Master Miller,” said the man gravely, shaking each of their hands. “I am here for key?”

“Of course, you’re Reuben’s new tenant!” said Polly. “He told me you were coming. You teach at the school?”

“I like having a bear as a teacher,” said Avery, again in a loud whisper.

“He’s NOT A BEAR,” whispered back Daisy, equally loudly. “That’s RACIST.”

Avery frowned. “But we likes bears.”

Mr. Batbayar was examining the baking with some attention. There were pasties, of course, scones, pies, beautiful sourdough loaves and gorgeously tempting cakes in rows, including strawberry tarts. He had narrow brown eyes, and they gleamed.

“I’m so sorry,” said Polly.

She felt in her apron pocket and found a jangling set of keys.

“Is Avery being racist, Mummy?” Daisy wanted to know.

Polly grimaced and hissed, “No. Just a bit rude.”

“BUT! WE! LIKES! BEARS!”

Polly handed over the key, and a file full of instructions. “Okay, it’s all the way up to the top of the hill, past the school.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Bat-BAY-er, do you KNOW any bears?” asked Avery.

The man looked at the boy, seemingly puzzled. He clearly hadn’t been listening before.

“I . . . you think I am bear like GRRRRR?”

He made a growling noise and lifted his huge hands and made them into a claw shape, and both the children squealed, half-delighted, half-terrified.

“Children!” said Polly, anguish. “Stop it!”

“Oh! Yes. I know many dangerous bears. They are playing piano very bad, but they pay honey so I am not sad.”

“Our dad makes honey!”

“Is he bear?” said Mr. Batbayar.

This hadn’t occurred to either of them and their eyes grew even wider. Polly felt this was getting slightly out of hand.

“So if you follow Sandy Lane all the way up to the end, where the road runs out—they haven’t finished the road, I’m afraid, one of the reasons Reuben is letting them go cheap.”

The man nodded.

“You’re the second on the right.”

“Thank you.”

He turned his furry face on the children once more.

“And do your practice or I will be EATINK YOU UP!”

The children squealed in horror and ran behind the counter to hide in their mother’s skirts.

“Mr. Batbayar is only joking,” said Polly.

“I am not Only Jokink,” said the man. “Nyam nyam. I am hungry bear. Please may I have four of thinks with . . . red, if there are no children to eat at this time.”

Polly lifted up four strawberry tarts and took his money.

“Good day.”

And he left the shop, the door dinging behind him.




Chapter Eight

“Gosh,” said Polly. “Avery, I hope you’re not crying. He was only joking.”

“NO!” said Avery bravely, although Polly slightly feared for bedtime.

“He’s not really a bear.”

“But he said he was very hungry and was going to munch me up!”

Polly thought she would have to have a word with Reuben about his hiring practices, not for the first time.

“Um . . . I’m sorry about that,” she said to Marisa.

“It’s okay,” said Marisa, who had managed to calm herself down, and was wondering if people had always been so strange and she just hadn’t noticed, or if the world really had changed that much while she’d been sitting alone in her bedroom in Caius’ flat.

She quietly steeled herself to open her mouth.

“Actually, I’m here for keys too?”

Polly slapped her head.

“Of course, sorry, what an idiot. I’m Polly, by the way. You must be . . .” She read the piece of paper. “Marisa Rossi? Oh, what a pretty name.”

“Um, thanks.”

Polly handed over the keys and the file, as the children eyed her carefully in case she turned out to be a leopard or something.

“Well, welcome to Mount Polbearne. Do you know how long you’re staying?”

Marisa shrugged, and Polly gave her an intense look. She remembered turning up here by herself, a long time ago. It had been a strange experience, to be sure.

“Well, I hope you like it,” she said, smiling.

Marisa hadn
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