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			Chapter 1

			Victoria’s Journal

			It’s glorious here. I didn’t realise how much I needed this. The sea stretches on forever – but you can see big ships in the distance sometimes, too. I hadn’t thought of Cornwall being on a trading route, but I guess it makes sense. Didn’t wreckers and smugglers operate from here? Poldark and Jamaica Inn and all that.

			The retreat starts tomorrow, but I’ve been exploring by myself today. I drove down through Mullion to Poldhu Cove, then up the other side of the bay and on past the golf course. The sea is soothing, and all the greens of the landscape, too. It’s good to be here, although some residual sadness is always with me. Marriage over, husband gone. The golfers looked silly in their garish outfits above the bay. The husband played here once, too, I think. The ex.

			It’s time for a reset. Time to really let go of him and the whole sorry mess. Coming away gives that opportunity. I might go to Falmouth for a haircut – get a new look. It’s time for new clothes and there are plenty of great shops there. Time for big decisions, too.

			

			But more of what I want later. This is Cornwall. This is now. A reset. Time to rest and to revitalise.

			Fresh journal pages are so inviting. I like the cover of this new one. I won’t be too precious about it, just write what I feel. It’s bliss to have time here, and to chill.

			I’m off to find a glass of something and to watch the sun go down over the sea. No scrolling, no work of any kind. Just here. Me. And Lucy, arriving tomorrow. And the others on the retreat. I hope they’re interesting. No weirdos, please

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			A Year Later

			Reverend Clare Brakespear dropped her children at school and drove on to visit All Saints’ Church, in Tudeley. She had a lot to do that May morning in readying her own Kent parish for her week’s absence, and she wanted time to herself before finishing her list of tasks.

			It was unusual to be invited to facilitate the ‘Refresh and Renew’ event, which was advertised as being in part a holi­day and in part a restorative retreat for the participants. It was being held at a smart hotel, and in Cornwall, not even in Clare’s own diocese.

			The organisers thought she had the pastoral experience to cope with the sensitivities of this gathering after the tragedy that had befallen the event the previous year, and Clare always loved time in Cornwall. Her archdeacon had encouraged her to accept the invitation, and it had been cleared with Truro that she could exercise ministry in their patch. It wasn’t a Church event, though. People of very varied beliefs and lifestyles would be staying at the hotel and participating, and her job was to care for them all.

			

			This morning’s snatched interlude at Tudeley’s church was a gift. Over the years, Clare had visited in different seasons, the daylight varying and the famous stained-­glass windows always slightly changing, too. Every time she came, she saw something afresh.

			Marc Chagall had designed the windows in memory of a young woman who died at sea. He used deep blues in the east window, the colours of the water encircling her body as she lay suspended amongst the swirling depths. Also depicted were things that had been precious to her – a horse, her childhood home, members of her family now grieving for her – all etched in the glass. An angel seemed to help her move upwards, towards a smiling, youthful Jesus, who welcomed her beyond the grave. A rainbow curved over them, in a covenant of love.

			Clare sat and looked at the familiar images and prepared herself for the time in Cornwall. She pondered the mystery of the woman who had gone missing there while on the retreat a year before. Prayed for her, and for all who grieved for her. Victoria had simply disappeared. It was possible she had fallen, or drowned at sea, but there were only theories about what had happened, no one knew.

			The window before Clare invited lament, recognised sorrow. It depicted a personal tragedy, the loss of a woman who was loved.

			Other windows depicted the beauty of the moon, stars, animals and birds with joyful enthusiasm. To Clare’s right, the designs were less literal, forming a kaleidoscope of yellows and golds, with symbols of hope and of life beyond death. Outlines of candles were hinted at, amongst some butterflies and the shapes of angels’ wings. The brightly coloured shafts of light coming through these windows fell across the darkened church interior.

			

			No one knew whether Victoria had died or whether she had been taken somewhere against her will. Perhaps she had simply chosen to leave her former life.

			Clare thought about her, and prepared for this year’s retreat.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			‘She went missing on the Friday.’

			Clare took in the troubled look on the man’s face as he shook his head at the painful memories of a year ago.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ she said.

			They stood together in the Morva Hotel’s windswept car park, with its sea view. It had been a long drive from Kent to Cornwall, and Clare hadn’t expected to be accosted the moment she stepped out of her car.

			The man had introduced himself as Jeremy, the hotel’s events manager. He was bulky, perhaps in his mid-­fifties, and he sported a swirlingly patterned shirt. Clare thought its firework colours rather overwhelmed his faded khaki trousers and battered trainers. He seemed quite casually dressed for a member of staff at a pricey establishment, and Clare wondered if this relaxed Cornish vibe was something the hotel sought to promote.

			‘Victoria’s sister raised the alarm,’ Jeremy continued. ‘She was rather dramatic, and, to my regret, I admit I was slow to realise the seriousness of the situation.’

			‘Yes,’ Clare agreed, wanting to ease his distress. ‘It’s often difficult to recognise a tragedy in the moment.’

			

			‘Exactly. Things seemed normal – yet, a year later, we’ve still got no idea what happened to our guest.’ Jeremy seemed to brace himself, pulling his shoulders back and injecting a note of cheeriness into his voice and manner. ‘Still, we must carry on. Thank you again, Clare, for coming to lead our “Refresh and Renew” retreat this year – we do appreciate it.’

			Clare nodded her head in acknowledgment as a car with a rooftop box and a couple of bikes on a rack attached to the back nosed its way into the car park. It came to rest with its bonnet pointed seawards, and the couple inside sat motionless. Probably savouring the view and that moment of arrival after a long journey, Clare surmised.

			It was a magnificent setting. The clifftop hotel curved along the ridge and seemed to be layered, descending the slope in tiers, like an iced cake. Stone-­slabbed steps led from the car park down to lawns, which were invitingly terraced, with a clear view of the open sea, which glistened in the sunlight.

			Clare smiled. She had been unsure what to expect when she agreed to lead the Morva’s annual retreat, but the location, at least, was beautiful. Last year’s disappearance of a guest made hosting the event again a point of sensitivity for the hotel. It would go ahead – they needed the money – but, with a police investigation into the disappearance still technically active, they wanted to ensure they had a facilitator who could provide pastoral care in difficult circumstances. With her previous experience of caring for people during a murder investigation, Clare had been the hotel’s unlikely answer.

			‘Let’s get you sorted.’ The events manager seemed propelled by this other car’s arrival to offer Clare a more hospitable welcome, and urged her inside.

			

			 

			At reception stood a young woman with a mass of curly hair. Clare was excited and surprised to see her working there.

			‘Rachel! You look so smart!’

			‘Clare – how are you? How are the family?’ Rachel looked delighted and reached out her hands in welcome.

			‘Well, they’ll be furious when they hear that I’ve met up with you before they even arrive!’

			Jeremy looked quizzically at her, so Clare explained, hastily: ‘Rachel works at the stables where my children ride every year. My husband’s bringing them down at the end of the week, when their half-term begins.’

			‘I see. Well, Rachel, we’re delighted that Clare is assisting with our annual “Refresh and Renew” event.’ His voice had turned unexpectedly formal. Clare suspected he wanted to remind Rachel of their professional roles. ‘I’ll take those copies of the schedule with me, now, thank you.’

			‘It’s lovely to find you here.’ Clare smiled as the young woman handed a stack of paper over to Jeremy. ‘I knew you worked at the inn, but I didn’t know about your hotel job, too.’

			‘Needs must,’ Rachel said shortly, perhaps in reaction to being put in her place by Jeremy. Then, her face brightened, and she spoke warmly again. ‘We’ve a new pony for Anna to try. He’s a bit of a handful – we call him the pocket rocket – but she’ll love him. He’s got plenty of zip.’

			Clare tried to look pleased at the prospect of her daughter riding an uncontrollable missile, but thought she probably only managed an expression of benign queasiness.

			

			‘Perhaps I can show you round the hotel,’ Jeremy interjected, betraying little interest in this exchange of equine news. ‘You can see the rooms set aside for the retreat gatherings, Clare.’

			‘Sure, thank you. See you later, Rachel.’ Clare smiled resignedly at her, raising her eyebrows. Rachel raised hers in return, both women in tacit agreement that this older man needed to feel that he was in charge of proceedings.

			Across the passageway from reception, a pair of glass double doors had been thrown wide open. Jeremy led Clare through them and into an inviting lounge and bar, where huge sofas and potted plants were dotted about artfully. On the far side of the room, an enormous window stretched from floor to ceiling, providing a panoramic view of the gardens and the sea beyond. On the other side, a polished bar glistened.

			‘Quite a vista,’ Jeremy declared as they walked through the upper part of the lounge and down some wooden stairs flanked by two stone lions. Here, several more large chairs were scattered across the pale timber floor, interspersed with coffee tables and other seats, each positioned to make the most of the view.

			‘This room is of course available to all the retreat participants, as well as our other guests. Speaking of which,’ muttered Jeremy, coming to a halt. ‘We have an early arrival.’ He inclined his head towards a woman in jeans and a striped shirt. ‘Sorry – I should have said.’

			The woman sat on a large wicker chair, a magazine clutched tightly in her hands, which, presumably, she had been reading before they entered. Now, she was frowning at the two of them.

			

			Clare moved towards her, hand outstretched, keen to alleviate the tense expression that clouded the woman’s face.

			‘Hello! I’m Clare,’ she said, conscious of Jeremy hovering beside her anxiously.

			‘This is Lucy Mackie. I’m delighted to introduce you,’ he said. He had plastered a smile across his face and there was a forced geniality to the way he spoke, quickly and loudly. ‘Reverend Clare is one of our retreat facilitators.’ He paused before lowering his voice and continuing in a more sombre tone: ‘It’s so courageous of you to return, Ms Mackie. I’m so glad you felt able to do so.’ He turned to Clare again and dropped his voice still further. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that Lucy was with us a year ago, in very difficult circumstances.’

			Lucy stood up to grasp Clare’s hand. Her eyes were deep brown and she had an intense stare, which she returned, now, to Jeremy. ‘I’d say that “difficult circumstances” is a bit of an understatement, don’t you think, Jeremy?’ Her voice was clipped. ‘My sister, Vic, went missing last May at this retreat. I don’t suppose Jeremy told you about that, did he, Clare?’

			‘He did tell me, and I was very sorry to hear of it,’ Clare replied, as at the same time Jeremy offered, ‘Can I get you both a drink?’ It seemed that his response to the slightly awkward turn in the conversation was to ignore it completely and return to his ill-­judged gusto.

			With a small incline of her head, Lucy accepted, and as Jeremy bustled off, the two women turned to face each other.

			

			‘Let’s sit,’ Lucy suggested, and they settled themselves in two of the large rattan chairs.

			‘I’m very sorry to meet you in such sad circumstances, in a place which must hold so many memories for you,’ Clare said, carefully.

			As she did so, some of the tension on Lucy’s face seemed to ease. She leaned over to pull out a plastic folder from a flowery fabric bag, which rested on the driftwood table beside her.

			‘Here she is – I’d like you to see her.’ Lucy’s voice was reverent, as she produced a photo of her sister. The woman had an arresting, gap-­toothed smile, a sunned face and dishevelled hair. She looked joyous, beaming at the camera. This picture was very different from the more formal, sombre shots featured in news reports of her disappearance which Clare had seen online. Here, Victoria had a much livelier presence, in marked contrast to the suited professionalism of those press photos.

			‘She looks happy,’ Clare commented, holding the picture with care.

			‘Yes, I like to think of her like that. I took this on holiday a few years back. My sister had a lot of pain in her life, but this wonderful capacity for fun, too. She was a free spirit.’

			‘And you came here together, last year?’ Clare asked. She already knew the answer to this, but thought that Lucy wanted to talk.

			‘Yes, we shared a room. We always shared a bedroom growing up, so in some ways it felt like we were back to our teenaged selves again.’ Lucy replaced the photo in the document folder.

			

			‘No one like a sister,’ Clare agreed, thinking of how much she enjoyed uninterrupted time with her own siblings, and how seldom that seemed to happen these days. Though, time apart was something to be appreciated too – she knew how heated things could get with her siblings if they were cooped up together for too long.

			‘We’d become closer again,’ Lucy confided, and leaned forward almost theatrically, ‘since her husband left her – Michael. Vic was hit hard by that, as you can imagine. But, being here with me, she was happy. The sun shone last year, too. Not like today.’

			On cue, a splatter of rain struck the huge window in front of them. Clouds now crowded the sky, scudding across the view and darkening the sea. Clare was taken aback by the speed of the change. Although she had often experienced the rapid shifts in weather here on the Lizard Peninsula, on Cornwall’s southernmost tip, the suddenness of such a squall was still disorientating. With such changeability, a day’s plans could be upended in a moment, the mood of cheer and optimism transformed to a fractious scurry for shelter and a search for somewhere to dry sodden clothing and warm chilled limbs.

			‘Our last days together were happy, despite everything. That brings me comfort,’ Lucy reminisced, idly stroking the bag containing the folder and photo.

			‘I’m glad to hear that,’ Clare said.

			The conversation became more general as Jeremy rejoined them. He commented on the change in the weather, and the brighter forecast for later in the afternoon. As he continued, Clare saw Lucy’s cheeks flame and her expression shift into something like stunned disbelief.

			

			Clare glanced upwards to see what had caught Lucy’s eye. Above them, just beyond the wooden steps and by the bar, stood a man wearing a long raincoat.

			‘Jeremy,’ Lucy said sharply, cutting short Jeremy’s deliberations on sea air temperatures and wind speeds. ‘Is a Michael Armstrong staying at the hotel?’

			The events manager looked uneasy and ran his hands through his greying hair.

			‘Yes, I believe so,’ he replied. He cleared his throat nervously, disconcerted by Lucy’s piercing look. ‘Well, that is, he is – in fact – attending the retreat too,’ he stuttered.

			‘Well, that will add a certain je ne sais quoi to the proceedings, Clare,’ Lucy added, turning away from Jeremy to speak to Clare alone, pointedly ignoring the events manager’s presence. ‘That man was Vic’s husband. They split a few months before she disappeared. Goodness only knows why he’s here. And attending the retreat, too. He’s tried to get in touch with me a few times, saying he feels badly about how he treated Vic, but I’m not remotely interested in his regrets. I stopped replying a long time ago.’

			‘That sounds very difficult,’ Clare said.

			‘You probably think I should feel differently, forgive and forget and all that,’ Lucy continued. ‘But he’ll get no absolution from me, despite the sorrowing penitent act.’

			‘Righto, of course,’ Jeremy blundered. ‘That’s completely understandable. I hope any awkwardness in you both being participants won’t mar your experience as a retreatant, Ms Mackie. And that you’ll be able to make the most of the Cornish beauty, the sea air and the opportunity for a personal “deep clean”, so to speak, which this “Refresh and Renew” time offers.’

			

			Clare itched to tell Jeremy to shut up. And the look that crossed Lucy’s face told her she obviously wasn’t the only one to feel that way. Instead, the grieving sister gathered up her bag and excused herself, walking quickly out through a glass door on to the paved area of the terrace outside. Clare watched as Lucy walked the length of the terrace, ducking her head to protect her face from the rain. Clearly, she wanted to make her escape from the garrulous events manager and was also eager to distance herself from her erstwhile brother-­in-­law.

			It was weird that he had turned up, Clare thought, and she was unimpressed that she had been told nothing about this complication – or, indeed, that Victoria’s sister would be attending. She had emailed Jeremy to ask for a list of attendees, but had received no response. This no longer seemed to be an accidental oversight. No wonder the events manager was agitated. What else had Jeremy not seen fit to mention to her?

			The week had been advertised as a retreat holiday, with opportunities for guests to recharge themselves in the beautiful surroundings of the Morva Hotel. When her children had read this strapline, they asked whether people thought Clare was some kind of phone battery. Clare began to feel a sense of misgiving about the whole thing. The retreat seemed to hold unfinished business of the most profound sort.

			She jolted when her phone pinged with a message: How was your journey? Everything OK?

			

			It was her husband, David. Clare smiled at his concern. He had been uneasy about this trip because of Victoria’s disappearance last year, but knew better than to try to dissuade Clare from going. Instead, he had confined himself to issuing random bits of advice about journey routes and being careful on cliff edges, as well as urging her to take note of tide time­tables and weather forecasts. He would be even more perturbed if he knew that Victoria’s sister and ex-­husband had both turned up this year. He might be used to Clare landing in the thick of things, but that didn’t stop him worrying about it.

			‘Be careful, Mum,’ her daughter had counselled when Clare explained about the trip and the reason for her absence, which would be just before the children’s summer half-­term began.

			‘Why can’t we come with you?’ Tom was more plaintive.

			‘Because you don’t finish school until the Friday, and I’ll see you two and Dad then. The Carneys are arriving that evening, too. I’ll book a ride for you all on Saturday, OK?’

			‘My turn to have the top bunk!’ Tom announced.

			‘Half the week each,’ Clare decreed, as she did every year.

			‘Who gets four nights?’ Tom was quick off the mark. ‘It’s my turn.’

			‘Toss a coin for it.’

			‘Anna had four nights last year.’

			This roused Anna from the examination of her phone.

			‘I didn’t, did I, Mum?’

			‘Sorry, I can’t remember. Ask Dad.’ Lucky David, left to adjudicate.

			‘Dad will say to ask you,’ Anna protested, and on this point, at least, the siblings agreed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			‘Would you like to see the other rooms? I’m happy to show you round,’ Jeremy said, once Clare had put her phone away. ‘And I can show you where you’ll be staying, of course. You’ll have a sea view.’

			Her ears pricked up. A sea view?

			‘That’s wonderful, thank you,’ Clare replied. If there was a whirlpool bath and a big telly, she’d be in paradise.

			‘I’ll show you the meeting rooms first – they’re on the lower floor.’

			He led her out of the lounge and along a carpeted corridor, past the loos and a spacious dining room and down a set of stairs to a second, smaller café area, where another set of French windows opened out on to a lower terrace.

			Directly to the left was a room with a series of bay windows overlooking the garden and its expansive sea view. This meeting space held a circle of blue fabric-­covered chairs in the middle, with more chairs stacked against the wall. It also had a glass-­panelled door to the outside, and there were tables pushed against the back wall opposite it. Through the bay windows, Clare could see the rain beginning to clear.

			

			Jeremy’s phone rang. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, glancing at the screen briefly before walking back out to the foyer to take the call.

			‘Is this where the retreat meetings will be?’ a tentative voice asked. Clare turned to see that a woman had walked into the room.

			‘Yes. Hello, welcome,’ Clare said, smiling at the new arrival.

			‘Thank God for that.’ The woman sighed and dropped a sizeable beige bag on to the floor. She wore a plum-­coloured dress and was adorned with silver necklaces. Large, silver hooped earrings peeped out from her swathes of dark, glossy hair. ‘I’ve just arrived and I can’t quite believe I’m doing this. A retreat, I mean. The hotel looks great and the pool is huge, but who knows how woo-­woo the activities might be. Sorry, maybe you come on a lot of these things? I wanted to try it, but I’m not sure what to expect.’

			‘Well, full disclosure, I’m not a regular either,’ Clare replied. ‘But I am leading the retreat this year. I’m Clare Brakespear. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ She thought it best to let her role be known before the woman got herself into deep water.

			‘You? You look too normal to be leading.’ The woman twisted one of the many silver rings on her fingers.

			‘Well, thanks, I guess.’ Clare laughed. ‘Do you know this area of Cornwall, then?’ She wondered what a retreat leader was supposed to look like. Voluminous robes, maybe accessorised with a feathered cloak and wand?

			‘A little,’ the woman said evasively, turning away.

			‘Well, here’s a schedule.’ Clare handed her one of the printouts that Jeremy had given her. ‘You’ll see we’re having our first get-­together in here, later this afternoon, followed by drinks and dinner.’

			

			‘OK, that’s normal enough.’ The woman smiled. ‘I can cope with that. But what’s an “Epilogue”? According to this –’ she waved the schedule towards Clare and frowned uncertainly – ‘they happen every night.’

			‘Yes, that’s right,’ Clare said. ‘The Epilogue will be a time for us to reflect on how the day has gone, either in silence or with some music to listen to, and a reading or two – perhaps a poem or other spiritual writing. It’s all quite relaxed. The goal is to give everyone space to process any thoughts or feelings, challenges you might be facing right now, that sort of thing,’ she added, hoping to put the woman at ease.

			‘That’s not too bad,’ the woman said. ‘That’s what brought me here, really. The opportunity to get to grips with . . .’ She paused, reluctant to continue.

			Clare smiled encouragingly in response.

			‘Well, a few things that I’m finding quite painful, I suppose.’

			‘Exactly,’ Clare said, wondering what the woman couldn’t seem to bring herself to say. ‘And, as in any group, there will probably be quite a mixture of people and circumstances.’

			The woman simply nodded, before looking down at the schedule once more.

			‘Did you have any other questions?’ Clare asked, after a few moments.

			‘I don’t think, so . . .’ she murmured, ‘Perhaps, though . . . Oh!’ An involuntary yelp left the woman’s mouth, which seemed to startle her as much as it surprised Clare. She backed away from Clare, holding her hand over her mouth, eyes now fixed on something just beyond Clare’s shoulder.

			

			A man was standing outside, squinting through the glass door. It was the same man from earlier, Clare realised, and still wearing the long raincoat. Did this woman know him, too? Clare wondered. She seemed to be stunned into silence.

			He pulled open the door and stepped inside, bringing a burst of air with him. Then, awareness seemed to dawn on his face.

			‘Pippa? What the . . . ? What are you doing here?’

			‘What am I doing here?’ the woman echoed, laughing derisively. His question seemed to infuriate her; she crossed her arms over her chest and gave him a defiant look. ‘I don’t believe you have any right to ask what I’m doing here, or what I’m doing at all, these days. Do you, Michael?’ she fired back at him.

			Michael opened and closed his mouth, as if to say something, but no words came out. Before he could collect himself, Pippa shot him a look of disgust, snatched up her bag and hurried out towards the staircase up to reception. In her wake, an uncomfortable silence filled the room.

			‘Sorry, we’ve not had a chance to say hello properly,’ Clare said, after a moment. She wanted to return to a more normal conversation. ‘I’m Clare – I’m leading the retreat here, this year. It’s good to meet you.’

			‘I’m Michael,’ he said. As he stepped closer to her, Clare saw how weather-­beaten his face seemed, and slightly grimy, too. He cocked his head at her, a curious look crossing his face. ‘If you’re leading the retreat, does that mean you’re the person who sent those poems out to us?’

			

			‘Actually, that would be me,’ a voice from behind Clare interjected at the same time as she nodded. Technically, Jeremy was right – the events manager had sent out the materials to the retreat participants ahead of this week. But it was Clare who’d selected them, and she suspected that was what Michael had meant.

			‘There’s one I just can’t get out of my head,’ Michael said. ‘Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to me.’ His voice caught at the end. ‘That’s right. Exactly right. My ex, Victoria, went missing at this retreat last year and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her. That poem – the Thomas Hardy one – says it all . . . How did you know?’

			Before Clare could reply, Jeremy interrupted with gusto, tilting his head towards Michael as he did so.

			‘I know just how you feel. Hardy’s poems are a reminder of painful times and the vagaries of fate, and of being separated from others, as I know. The isolation of loss, the loneliness which he describes . . . these are sensations which can feel all too familiar, and which resonate with my own experience.’

			Will he ever stop? Clare thought, as Jeremy launched into a further monologue, ruminating on life’s miseries – and his own, in particular – apparently with little regard for the man who had only just told them he had been married to the missing Victoria.

			Michael simply ignored the verbal onslaught and held a hand up in farewell as he turned and left through the garden door, closing it gently behind him.

			‘Sorry – I panicked. I talk when I’m nervous,’ Jeremy said.

			Too right, Clare thought.

			

			‘I hadn’t expected that so many people who knew Victoria would show up at the retreat this year,’ Jeremy continued, as he hitched up his trousers and adjusted his belt, then clutched his hands together in front of his large stomach. ‘To have her husband and her sister here at the same time . . . It’s strange.’

			Clare agreed – particularly as Victoria’s husband had left her just before she’d gone missing. Of course, a bitter separ­ation wouldn’t necessarily preclude Michael feeling grief over Victoria’s disappearance. After all, Hardy’s own marriage had been poisoned by resentment and mutual antipathy for many years, only for him to mourn dramatically when his wife died, revisiting the sites of their courtship in Cornwall and writing agonised verses of lament.

			The desolate poet might have yearned to hear her voice again, but, as Clare glanced at where Michael had stood, she wondered what Hardy’s unhappy, embittered wife might have had to say to the husband who had neglected and despised her. Clare wondered how Michael had treated his ex, and what had brought him to the Morva.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			The final stop on Jeremy’s hotel tour was Clare’s room. After unpacking her things, she headed out to explore. The rain had stopped and, as she made her way through the hotel garden and towards the beach, she felt a sense of liberation. The footpath down to the cove dropped steeply, with occasional viewing points and benches strategically placed to enable people to rest and enjoy the view.

			As she neared the beach itself, large stones bulged up from the ground and there was a narrow gulley with a scattering of pebbles in the middle of the path. Had Victoria walked or stumbled this way, on the night she disappeared? A year was a long time for there still to be no answers. Something grim must have happened to her, Clare thought. Unless Victoria had chosen to disappear for some reason, to escape from her life and leave it all behind.

			Clare knew she was here to facilitate a retreat, not to get caught up in the sad events of the previous year. But that was unavoidable, now. With Michael and Lucy both in attendance, Victoria’s disappearance would no doubt be brought up. It was odd and unsettling, she thought, that the two of them had decided to come this year. And who was Pippa? And why was there so much animosity between her and Michael?

			

			Clare picked her way down, stopping briefly where the trail widened and a bench was placed on the grass verge.

			‘What the hell are you playing at?’

			Clare started at the sound of the accusation and looked around.

			‘No excuses, I’m not interested,’ a woman’s voice spat. It was coming from Clare’s left, behind a thick hedge that snaked down the incline and obscured her view of whoever was speaking.

			‘You’ve brought this bunch together, and I’m not happy about it. Not happy at all,’ the woman continued. ‘I’ve got pressure from suppliers, from every direction, and I need things to quieten. All you’ve done is stir things up – you’ve been playing with fire getting this lot together, and I know you’re willing to stoke the flames, too.’

			Clare stood rooted to the spot as the woman spoke. There was something riveting about the anger that rippled beneath her words. She hoped to hear more and was disappointed when the only noise that came from the other side of the hedge was the sound of footsteps leading up and back towards the hotel.

			As Clare continued to make her way down to the beach, she mulled over the disturbing conversation. Overhead, seagulls flew languidly to and fro against a backdrop of massed clouds, and the sea had turned into a moody grey-­green mix. She turned left and followed some steps down beside a stream trickling through the valley towards the sea. It led her to the head of the crescent-­shaped beach, where a squat, flat-­roofed building sat. It had an abandoned air; its windows were filthy and its graffitied yellow door was padlocked. There were no public amenities available here, Clare remembered.

			

			She had come down here a couple of summers ago with her family to body board. The children had been shocked that there were no loos or café, and appalled when Clare suggested weeing in their wetsuits. They were also unimpressed by her remark that this was one way to keep warm. Embarrassing her children was one of the perks of responsible parenthood, like singing loudly in the car or cheering them on vociferously while standing beside a freezing football pitch to watch their matches. Clare was not one for exercise, nor for being cold. David did most of the dog walking, went for runs and regu­larly worked out at his office gym. He was healthy enough for both of them.

			Clare smiled to herself as she reminisced about how David had entertained the children with tales of smuggling along this rugged coastline. Tom was enthusiastic about the idea that contraband could be transported up from the beach by quad bike, while Anna commented that packhorses would have been used, in years gone by.

			Clare breathed deeply, returning to the present. There was a strong wind coming off the sea, and the rolling waves were swelling, their humps rising higher and growing fatter. The tide was out and ahead of her lay a wide stretch of sand nestled between large rocks at each end of the bay. Behind her, curved cliffs loomed overhead, their edges steep and sheer.

			Invigorated by the salty air, Clare began to walk along the shoreline, splashing in her boots as the water approached and receded.

			

			Rounding a large rock at the base of the cliff, she came across a woman seated on some sort of plastic matting which had been spread across flatter stones. It was Lucy, the distraught sister. She was reading, a beaten paperback gripped tightly in her hands to withstand the breeze.

			Suddenly, a thundering roar boomed overhead. The ferocity of the sound made the entire beach vibrate and both women looked up, startled. It was a fighter jet, engines shrieking as it swooped down low over the cliff face, before screeching off into the distance.

			‘What a noise!’ Clare commented, somewhat redundantly, as Lucy looked at her. ‘In such a peaceful spot, too.’

			‘It scared the life out of me,’ Lucy replied. ‘I was thinking of the sense of time and history here, and then that thing comes hurtling across the sky.’

			‘There’s certainly lots of history,’ Clare agreed, remembering the square building on the path and wondering what it might have been used for. Perhaps some of the D-­Day landing-­craft crews had been trained here.

			‘And centuries of wreckers and smugglers on these beaches,’ Lucy remarked. ‘I wonder where that plane came from?’

			‘There’s a navy base near Helston – the air-­sea rescue helicopters are based there.’ Clare looked up again
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