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				about the book

				In a remote Cornish cove, on one of the last days of summer, Robyn Swinton is drowning. She is saved – just – by local boy Jago Winters, and it is a moment that will change both of them forever.

				Over the next seven years, Robyn and Jago’s paths lead them in different directions, to city streets and foreign shores. Will the bond forged that day Jago dragged Robyn in from the sea be strong enough to bring them back to one another, or has life already pulled them too far apart?
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				Live in the sunshine, swim the sea,
Drink the wild air’s salubrity
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				prologue

				Jago, New Mexico, the present

				Jago heard the horses before he heard the fire. He was asleep, the sheet kicked to the foot of the bed, when something woke him. Night fell deeply here; it came down from the mountains, sweeping across the desert floor in a torrent of black. Perhaps a volley of coyote barks came with it, the rapid chattering of cicadas, but no big-city clatter of sirens and shouts, no spinning wheels or blasts of somebody else’s music. It was a dark blanket that didn’t lift until the pink light of dawn.

				Jago’s eyes snapped open and he lay still, listening. An inexplicable but quite precise sense of disquiet took over. Then a piercing whistle sounded; the warning call of a young stallion. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and moved quickly to the door. Out on the veranda his bare feet slapped against the wood. The night air was thick with heat, and a broiling wind was blowing fast. He turned his head and inhaled. Ash. Its unmistakable tang caught in the back of his throat. He scanned the skies, fear climbing in his chest, and saw a neon-tinged bank of smoke rolling in from the west. Then he heard the sounds of dry brush catching. The splintering of cacti. The relentless gobble of wildfire.

				He dashed back inside and pulled on his boots, wrestled one arm into a shirt. Then he ran. There was no one to wake in the main house. Annie was at her cousin’s wedding in Phoenix; at this hour she’d be asleep, her breath cocktail-sweet, her crumpled dress discarded on the floor. Pico was with his ailing father in Albuquerque. It was only Jago at the ranch. Seventeen horses, each with a name and a story, dotted across two hundred acres of pasture, and a blaze that was running on the wind. He heard their cries in fullness now, an overlapping sequence of shrill whistles, undercut by startled cries and restless hoof beats.

				The only thing to do was to run towards them.

				Robyn, Cornwall, the present

				Merrin was Jago’s patch long before it became hers too. Even now that he was gone, he was still everywhere. He was in the rust-brown bracken and the switchback lanes. He was at the cove she called Rockabilly, in the perfect peelers and the expanse of blue, of grey, of green, of blue again. He was in the meadow grass and the onshore gusts. And he was in her studio too.

				On the tabletop, between her pots of brushes, Robyn kept a scattering of treasures, once glistening objects that were now paper-dry. Sand-dusted seashells, a handful of pebbles as smooth and round as toffees, the immaculate lightness of a cuttlebone. She would sit and work, splash paint and pencil lines, her fingers playing over these small relics, looking for the comfort of memory. It was only when she found it – the look in his water-blue eyes as he lay beside her on the beach, the slant of his smile as he cradled his mum’s guitar – that she realised such glimpses weren’t enough after all. Not when he was still out there somewhere, in flesh and blood, walking on ground that wasn’t Merrin, talking to people who weren’t her, living a life that would always be connected but was, in the end, quite separate. Then her eyes would rove to the window. She’d look and look, as though trying to see all the way across the Atlantic Ocean. She’d fix on the horizon and will it to have some feature and definition, the slightest rise of cliff, the spindliest stem of a lighthouse: something to make the shoreline seem closer, anything to make Jago seem less far away.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Spindrift

				The arresting sight of offshore winds throwing spray from cresting waves, white horses racing into the beach.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				one

				Seven years earlier

				The path to the cove was steep and uneven, pitching tunnel-like between rhododendrons and drapes of ivy. Robyn trod carefully, slowed by her unwieldy cargo. In the hire shop the board had looked light, a sleek blaze of blue and yellow. Now, as she lugged it along by its nose, its tail bumping behind her, she felt as though she was revealing herself as a novice before she’d even hit the water. Her wetsuit seemed to cling in all the wrong places, tight at the rear and baggy at the front, the zip catching at her chin. She was glad that she’d come on her own, and that instead of begging a lift to the tourist beach, with its sweeps of pale sand and smooth-rolling sets, she’d chosen Rockabilly as her first surf spot.

				She’d discovered the cove on her second day in Cornwall, three weeks ago, and had quickly taken it for her own. It had been her parents’ dream to move to the far west, not hers. As a family the Swintons were suburban by nature, landlocked and soft, but they, like so many before them, had heeded the call of the sea. Even when they’d lived on a street of neatly paved driveways and well-tended shrubbery, the walls of their sitting room had always been decorated with seascapes, not mild nursery-style friezes but turbulent oceans, vigorous slaps of paint on canvas that had unnerved and excited a small Robyn with equal measure.

				Over the years, Marilyn and Simon Swinton had offered variations on the same refrain: One day we’ll buy a house on a cliff without a neighbour in sight, wake up each day tasting sea salt, go to sleep to the sound of the waves. Robyn had always liked their neighbours. She couldn’t imagine hearing the ocean’s roar instead of the tinkling of next door’s radio, or seeing a bare expanse of clifftop instead of the whitewashed fences that separated their gardens at neat intervals. Ben, her older brother, had left home a long time ago, and was therefore spared these Cornish plans. Robyn, thirteen years his junior, was the late child, the accident, a presence that was met with shock horror, then rueful smiles. Her place in the household was a lot like the cat’s: confident in her belonging, but under no illusion that her family’s life revolved solely around her. Robyn’s always been independent, her dad was fond of saying, as though it was an accomplishment rather than a necessity.

				From the house, their home now, she supposed, the path was the quickest way to the water. It took seven minutes by fleet foot, double that and more with a weighty load. The cove probably had its own name, the kind that appeared on maps or rolled from the tongues of locals, but on the day she discovered it, Robyn had called it Rockabilly. Roughly carved cliffs surrounded the water, and a jagged trail of rocks ran out at either side of the crescent-shaped cove. The last rock on the left stood tall and implausibly curved, a poser’s quiff.

				The first time she found herself at Rockabilly, Robyn had climbed all the way out to the granite stack. She clung to the rough face, all her fingers and toes stretching and pointing. The wind whistled, the sea swelled at her feet, and she hung on for a count of ten. Then she picked her way back, her heart bumping in her chest. It had been her own small initiation, and as she sat on the clifftop, watching the tide retreat, she’d been rewarded. A beach had appeared. It was pitted with pebbles and strewn with weed, a meagre strip compared to other places, but there was something magical about seeing a slip of sand when least expected. She watched the dark surface burn golden in the sun, then clambered down, trailing the first footprints across its unbroken sheen.

				The surfing idea had come later. The Swintons had arrived in the fullness of holiday season, when the lanes were jammed with cars and the beaches were a patchwork of towels and striped windbreaks. Robyn’s parents walked among the tourist crowd with the air of gentry doing their rounds about the estate, casting benevolent smiles. Robyn slipped their company, searching for people who looked as though they really lived here. At Sennen she’d spotted a trio of girl surfers. They had whip-thin waists and muscled arms, sun-freckled faces and easy laughter. She’d watched them running towards the water, their weightless boards tucked under their arms. They’d paddled into the swell, then came the moment when they’d popped up, one, two, three, catching waves in quick succession, whooping with glee. Later, she’d seen them changing by their battered car as music pealed from the open windows, stepping out of bikini bottoms, pulling on jumpers, deft and unbothered. Robyn had approached with a studied casualness, one hand fiddling with the ends of her hair. She’d asked if they were local, and they’d shaken their heads and grinned: We wish, they’d said. As she watched them drive away, she wondered if she would ever make Cornish friends like that, or if she’d learn to do the things they did. When the summer crowds left, before September faded and university loomed, she resolved to go to Rockabilly and try surfing for herself.

				Now she staggered out from the undergrowth and took uneven steps in the sand. She let her board drop, and stood for a moment with her hands on her hips, her elbows crooked, breathing deeply. She took it all in. The water was deep blue where it met the sky. Snow-topped rollers exploded in a fizzle on the beach, leaving a lacy trail of shells in their wake. She felt a prickle of anticipation, hotly followed by a rush of nerves. She yanked at the high neck of her wetsuit. She was glad again that there was no one there to watch.

				Jago saw her stumble on to the sand, the end of her board still caught in the brambles. He hadn’t set out to follow her, but he was out walking Scout and he’d seen her cut across their bottom field and slip into the thicket that led to the water. Even as she struggled with her board, her stride had purpose. Jago looped the long way round to the cove. His cove. The cove that grockles never usually found. His dog followed at his heels, nose in the air, as if sensing a change in the wind.

				He’d seen the girl for the first time three weeks ago, and several times after that. Maybe that was how the world divided, into the watchers and the watched. He’d been there the day she’d moved in. She’d climbed out of the car and thrown her arms in the air, yawning and stretching. Her T-shirt had ridden up, and he’d caught a brief flash of swan-pale skin. She’d trailed after her parents into the house, and he’d heard them exclaiming, delighted and giddy. He knew the place a little: it had slate floors and wide windows and a fireplace as big as a room; they were right to like it. She’d ducked her head to go inside, because the doorways were low and she was tall. Willowy. She was the first girl he ever saw that made sense of that word. Everything about her was long and fine; her hair was white-blond and ran past her shoulders.

				Later, as the lane filled with removal vans and sofas and hat stands, and box after box was carried inside, he’d seen her face appear at an upstairs window. She’d thrown it open, taken a gulp of salt air and watched the view. He’d wished for her a glimpse of the slick head of a seal playing in the bay, or the flash of a tall ship’s sail; any number of small wonders. But she seemed pleased with what she saw regardless, and he observed the slide of her smile. She left the window open and disappeared back into the house.

				On the beach she wore her wetsuit back to front, the zip coursing up her middle, the fabric bunching at her belly. He bit down a grin. He watched her throw down her board and stare at the sea. He wondered then if she’d even make it to the water. The woodland path wasn’t the easiest descent; that was why the cove never had too many visitors. With a surfboard, especially the giant banana of a thing that she’d kitted herself out with, it would have been particularly tricky. He sat back on his heels, wondering what she’d do next. He watched as she once more took a hold of the board, and walked down towards the water dragging it behind her, her leash unwound, trailing eight feet or more of cumbersome wake. Then she burst forward with sudden decision, and pitched down on to the board with easy grace. For all her appearances, perhaps it wasn’t her first time after all; ragamuffin style on land, turning to magic in the water. Perhaps. He rolled on to his stomach and watched as she paddled out.

				Robyn took a mouthful of salt water as the messy end of a wave splashed into her face. She bent her head and forged on, her teeth gritted. The zip of her wetsuit was digging in. There would be a track-mark later, cleaving her in two, her first battle scar, and a feeble one at that. Beneath her the board bobbed and skittered but she managed to find a loose rhythm, riding up over the waves, squinting into the spray. The sea stretched ahead, the sun turning the surface silver. Far away at the horizon, all looked serene and lovely, but as her board edged out level with the cove’s edge, she saw the wild water hurling at the rocks. The Rockabilly quiff was her marker. She stopped paddling as she reached it, and her hands gripped the edges of her board. With effort she swung round so she was pointing back towards the beach. She kicked her legs beneath the water, and stretched out to touch the tip. Everything looked different. The cove appeared smaller, the cliffs seemed to slope gently, the tangle of woodland that ran behind looked as mild as a cottage garden. A sprightly breeze pulled at her hair.

				She’d paddled further out than Jago would have guessed. He rested his chin in the palm of his hand, watching her, as behind him Scout nosed about in the grass. Jago had never surfed himself; he preferred the water’s edge: fishing, beachcombing, walking his dog along the shore. He’d lost a grandad to the North Sea, his boat chewed up by rocks on a storm-lashed night. His dad, then still a small boy, had grown up fatherless and wary. Perhaps something of his dad had passed to him: an innate sense of the sea’s ambivalence towards all living things except its own wild self. When too many pints of dark ale sloshed around inside him, Denny Winters grew maudlin, said that it was the unhappy fate of their family to lose the people that mattered. We can’t hold on, Jago, that’s us, that’s our lot, and we’d better live with it. But Jago knew that it wasn’t for lack of trying. He’d seen his dad at the hospital in Penzance, his large frame folded into a rickety chair as he hunched over the broken body of Jago’s mum. His fingers were twined with hers, fixed as limpets, and he’d carried on talking, whispering and murmuring, long after all the machines had stopped.

				Jago’s attention was drawn back to the water as he heard the girl emit a wild cry. She’d dropped to her belly, like a strange seabird lifting on its wings. He saw her paddle furiously as the wave rushed up on her, catching her, scooping her up as though she was nothing. He realised he was holding his breath. For a moment she looked as though she might hang on, but then he saw her board disappear from under her. It sprang from the water, a fat missile popping from the surf. There seemed to be a moment of unlikely pause, the board in the air, the girl in the waves beneath, then it came crashing down and she went with it. Jago jumped up, his fingers flexing. Out on the water the board bobbed innocently, pulled this way and that by the roll of the water. The girl still hadn’t surfaced. He ran.

				Robyn was smacked full in the face. She felt the crash of the ocean floor. A rock grazed her elbow and she flailed, reaching for it, her legs kicking frantically. A tremendous force took hold of her and yanked her back up towards the surface. There was the briefest flash of bright light, and she gasped, her mouth gaping like a fish, then down she went again, the current dragging her, holding her under. As her arms pumped and her hair streamed, she had no sense of which way was up. She felt the slap of sand again, the crunch of pebbles between her toes, before she was spun once more. For all the disorientation, she was sharply aware of physical sensations. Her nose stung, her ears roared, her mouth was full of iron. There was fire in her lungs and a burning in her throat. She opened her eyes and saw stars. Then black. Even if there was someone to see her, she couldn’t throw up a hand to wave. Even if there was someone to hear her, she had no voice to cry out with. A terrifying sense of inevitability threatened to take hold of her. She kicked, thrashed, fighting the sea’s grip.

				When the hands came, they were as if from nowhere. She felt the firm touch of someone’s fingers, and the press of a body close to hers. At first she fought this too, then she fell limp, submitting, sure that whatever was happening now, it had to be better. Slowly, steadily, she found herself moving back towards the light.

				Jago burst through the surface with Robyn in his arms. He sucked in air, stars dancing at the corner of his vision. Her board was swaying on the swell, and he moved them haltingly towards it. She’d wound herself around him, and he swam awkwardly, with just one arm, one leg. His hand slipped as he grabbed hold of the board’s edge, and they dipped below the water again. He wouldn’t lose her now, not when he’d fought to find her, seeing first her shadowy shape, then feeling the kick of her foot across his knee, the running of her hair between his fingers. He’d pulled her from her spin and held on, pushing back towards the surface with grim defiance. Now he spat salt and gripped the board again, his eyes stinging with tears. He lifted her from the water and laid her gently down. Her eyes stayed tight shut, but her lips were moving, one hand still clinging to him. He clambered up himself, groaning with effort, and settled on the board behind her. His body held hers in place, his head just lifted from the small of her back. His hands were shaking, the insides of his wrists marked with the print of her nails, a string of half-moons. Beneath him she was still, her cheek flat against the surface of the board, but he heard her cough, and cough again. He fell to paddling, working slowly, rhythmically, all of his muscles burning.

				By the time the board’s nose hit the beach, he was spent. They rocked in the shallows, all but grounded, neither one moving. She shifted first, twitching beneath him, and he rolled off, his cheeks flame-red. She coughed up a mouthful of salt water, and he picked a length of seaweed from her hair. They looked at one another properly for the first time. Her eyes were grass green, startling in their brightness. There wasn’t any fear in them, nor relief, nor any of the things he might have expected to see.

				In Robyn’s chest her heart bumped madly, her breath still not settled. Her nose stung, and was clotted with blood. But as she stared at him, she could only marvel at how this unknown person had made himself so essential.

				‘You saved me,’ she said, her voice a crackle. ‘Without you . . .’

				‘You’d have been okay,’ said Jago.

				As the words left his lips he wanted to reel them back, to say something different; anything except the assertion that this girl, whoever she was, could survive very well without him.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				two

				Before the land ran out and the sea rolled on, there was Merrin. In this small place, a one-road squiggle on a map, the earth erupted in a lush tangle of ivy trails and creeper-filled woods. Mist-strung fields dotted with fat sheep and honey-coloured cows rubbed the edges of the moorland scrubs. The sea was everywhere.

				The tourist buses missed Merrin as they spun down the lanes to Land’s End or the gilded beaches of Sennen and Porthcurno, as did the walkers who tramped the coastal footpaths. When the tide was right perhaps they’d catch a glimpse of the strip of beach at Robyn’s Rockabilly, but from a great height they’d see a tumult of black rocks below them, a ceaseless swirl of water, and they’d pass on. They wouldn’t think to turn inland, to weave over the fields to where two houses sat, separated by a bend in the lane, a triangle of meadow, a clutch of beech trees.

				The two houses were quite unalike. A straggle of outbuildings marked Hooper’s House as a farm, although it was a long time since it had been worked. It had grey stone walls and a pitching roof of uneven slate, and appeared as old as the earth itself. The other was as clean and bright as a cresting wave, and beaming with windows. Its name, White Sands, was as fanciful as the ideas of the people who came and went and came again. The far west wasn’t quite like the rest of Cornwall. It had a wilder edge, scattered skies and rolling mists, and on the wrong day, at the wrong time, if you were in the wrong mood, a creeping sense of desolation. Then the rain tore from blackened clouds, the land was lost in fog, the taste of salt burned on the tongue and the sea bellowed; some wondered if they’d been right to try and make a holiday last a lifetime. The occupants of Hooper’s House were used to seeing new neighbours at White Sands: every two or three years a new batch came and went.

				‘We meant to call round when you first moved in, but our manners aren’t what they used to be.’

				Denny Winters stood on the doorstep and Marilyn Swinton extended a cool, delicate hand while her other played with a string of sea-glass beads. She tipped her head, smiling. Her ash-blond hair, so pertly bobbed, barely moved.

				‘I’m Denny,’ he said, ‘and this is Jago, my boy. We’re your closest neighbours by, well, several country miles.’

				Robyn was watching from above. She’d heard the knock at the door just as she was passing the window on the landing, and had glanced down with curiosity. As she realised who it was, the ground beneath her feet had tipped. Now, as she listened, she pushed her hand to her mouth, trying to quell her rapid breathing. She hadn’t seen him since Rockabilly, three days ago, because she’d had no idea where to find him. In her crouched position she repeated his name to herself. Jago. It was almost foreign-sounding, soft and hard all at once. Jay-go. She supposed it was Cornish but, like everything else about him, she didn’t really know.

				The idea of him had been following her everywhere, with a combination of gratitude and confusion. You couldn’t save someone and then just shrug it off, saunter back down the beach whistling for your dog. Again and again she’d tried to piece together the exactitudes of her watery fight, but it was blurred. The one thing she was sure of was that he, Jago, had made all the difference. If she closed her eyes she could still feel his hands on her, a touch so strong that she’d known she could stop thrashing and fighting and wondering, Is this it? It was only when they were back at the beach that she’d seen him clearly for the first time. And she’d been convinced then that it was it after all. Not the end, but the beginning of something. She’d watched him walk away, stepping round the tide, leaving footprints in the sand. And now he was standing at her door.

				Her parents, usually effusive in meeting new people, had been lost in themselves since moving to Merrin, and Hooper’s House, with its smeared panes and mud-lashed pickup, the piles of old timber in a ramshackle yard, hadn’t prompted their usual sociability. It’s probably owned by some old-timer who dresses in newspaper, her dad had said. I’ll drop in once we’re settled, but I won’t say a word about being a doctor or he’ll have me looking at his bunions, and her parents had fallen about laughing while Robyn rued the fact that her neighbours didn’t hold better prospects. And now here she was, her nose pushed to the window, holding her breath as she looked down on Jago. Jay-go, Jaaaay-go, not yet a friend, but more than that, far more than that. He didn’t look like someone who’d saved a life three days ago. But he didn’t quite look ordinary either.

				Her knees were starting to stiffen, so she shifted position. Jago lifted his head, glancing in her direction, and she shrank back. She heard her mum laugh. Robyn edged closer to look again. We’d be delighted, Marilyn said, hitting her stride now, both charmed and charming. It was why, her dad had always said, she made the perfect doctor’s wife: she was a sweetener, as he remained brisk and businesslike in the face of all bodily woes. He was retired now, his days filled with gin and tonics and watercolour brushes. The latter was a new hobby, and although he was a poor artist, Robyn’s mum encouraged him, watching with a smile as he worried paint against paper. I enjoy seeing your father doing something badly, she liked to say. It makes such a nice change from him winning at everything. He’d shown Robyn one of his seascapes once. Awful thing, isn’t it? he’d said. Terrible, she agreed, and he beamed happily, as if being granted permission to be bad at something was the greatest indulgence a successful man could have.

				‘We’d love to have you over,’ she heard her mum say. ‘You really must come.’

				Her parents were veteran throwers of dinner parties. Out came the silver bowls of salted nuts, popping corks, salad spoons, then their affected relief when their guests had gone, slipping into a two-step in the kitchen, exchanging knowing smiles. Poor souls, dispatched into the night when we get to stay for ever was her dad’s favourite line, its end always swallowed by her mum’s low laugh. Theirs was an exquisite party of two.

				She moved closer to the window to catch Denny’s reply. Would they come? Cross the field with a bottle of wine tucked under an arm, arrive with wet-toed shoes and windblown hair? Jago glanced up again, and this time Robyn wasn’t quick enough. She smiled. Waved casually. Spun on her heel and pounded down the stairs.

				‘Ah, there you are, darling. I was just talking about you.’

				Her mum drew her to her side. They stood on the front step, arms around each other’s waists. Jago and his father stared back.

				‘You’re Robyn,’ said Denny.

				She saw Jago’s lips twitch involuntarily, as though he was trying the name for himself. Robyn. With hair now dry and back to barley-blond, her nose no longer bleeding red. Robyn. This so-small thing, a flicker of a lip, a trying-on of her name, pleased her. She popped on her toes.

				‘Hello,’ she said.

				Jago stepped forward then, proffered his hand.

				‘Nice to meet you,’ he said.

				She waited for him to add ‘properly’ or ‘on dry ground’ or just some acknowledgement of their first encounter. But he didn’t. There was, however, the slightest shimmer in his eyes, a look that was not quite impassive. It was enough to wonder if she might just give him the postcard after all, even if what she’d written no longer made sense.

				Robyn kept a box of art cards, and had been adding to it since she was about thirteen years old. Some she’d found in second-hand shops and these were battered at the corners and bore smudged postmarks; others were pristine, procured in galleries and gift shops, replicas of her favourite pieces: Van Gogh’s star-lit pavement café, the simple, colourful cut-outs of Matisse. She knew that somewhere she had a Roy Lichtenstein. It showed an almost-kissing couple, their eyes closed, lips parted in naked desire, as bands of water swirled between them. There was some text, written in a comic-book style: We rose up slowly, that was how it began. The rest of the wording didn’t matter. It was all about the picture. It was the undeniable currents that ran from man to woman, the shape made by their near-enough-touching lips. It was Robyn and Jago, it was how they’d met, it was everything that had happened; or how her dreams ran, anyway. She’d plucked it from her collection and written across its back: I don’t even know your name, but I owe you my life. How do I thank you for that? With a kiss? Robyn X. Then she’d laughed, knowing she’d never give it to him, because she didn’t know where to find him, and even if she did, he’d probably think it was stupid, and then she cried, because although there were very good reasons why the card should stay in the box, she really, really wanted him to have it.

				‘Nice to meet you too,’ she said as she took his hand.

				The day after what had happened at the cove, Jago had seen Robyn sunbathing on the ridge at the top of her garden, her blanket a flash of colour in the pale grass. She was wearing a scrap of a bikini and was propped on her elbows, lost in a book. Her foot, its underside as pale and smooth as a cuttlebone, was held to the sky, and kicked languidly back and forth. He’d felt the ache of desire run all the way through him. He could have gone to her then, but he didn’t.

				Now he stood mutely beside his dad, watching him fall into his routine of mild flirtation.

				‘Will it be just the two of you?’ asked Marilyn.

				‘Yes,’ said Denny. A hesitation, then a quick grin. ‘It’s just us boys at Hooper’s.’

				Robyn glanced at Jago, but he had his head dipped, and his hands were stuffed in his pockets.

				‘Well, we’ll look forward to it immensely, won’t we, Robyn? Come at eight, and don’t bring a thing, just yourselves.’

				Robyn watched them walk back down the driveway, conflicting currents at work in her mind. He’d been a figment and now here he was, being swept effortlessly into her parents’ circle. She wished they could have met again on their own, at Rockabilly or in the sun-bitten fields. Jago. She said his name, turning it on her tongue, tasting it with relish and a bristling sense of possession. We rose up slowly, she thought, watching them as they turned into the lane and disappeared into the green tunnels.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				three

				‘Do you think we did the right thing moving down here?’

				Simon was kicked back in his chair, his fingers laced behind his head in a picture of contentment. The table was strewn with wine and water glasses, and the remnants of their meal. It had been a homely roast chicken, a sauce of tomatoes and olives, bowls of salad laced with unexpected items, a slice of apricot here, a clutch of capers there. Robyn knew it for a Swinton classic, a seemingly effortless kitchen supper. Her mum poured more wine as Denny considered her dad’s question.

				‘Depends what you’re after,’ he said, rubbing his chin. His face was grazed with stubble, and in the candlelight his tan was darker, his eyes a bluer blue. He was handsome in a blunt way, Robyn thought, sun-blasted, rough-hewn. Beside him, Jago was built in his image, but a softer, lighter version. No deeply stitched crow’s feet, no crackle of beard; rather his lips were pink and plump as a girl’s, his eyelashes long and dark. ‘For my money,’ Denny said, ‘this place is as beautiful as it gets.’

				‘What’s your line of work?’ asked Simon.

				‘Wood. Carpentry.’

				‘My father loved to work with his hands,’ said Marilyn dreamily. ‘He used to make us the most beautiful toys when we were children. Denny, what a wonderful profession.’

				‘I’ve tried teaching Jago, but mostly it’s the other way around. He’s got the feel for it. A finer touch than me, I reckon. It was a good day when he left college and joined the business.’

				Robyn eyed Jago again across the table, and still he refused to meet her gaze. People didn’t really take on their parents’ occupations, did they? Not these days. Winters and Son. Spelled out in block capitals on the side of a white van, one that bumped along the Cornish lanes, never crossing the Tamar. What a waste were the words that came to mind.

				‘I always thought my son would follow me into medicine,’ said Simon in a wistful tone, ‘but it seems the siren song of radio production was more beguiling. There we have it. As for you, Robyn, with your art history degree, what you’ll end up doing is quite the mystery.’

				Robyn rolled her eyes good-humouredly. It was an old joke, and she knew her part in it. ‘It’s a mystery to me too, if it’s any consolation,’ she said.

				‘Have your family always been in Cornwall?’ asked Marilyn, turning back to Denny.

				‘My family?’ He gave a gruff laugh. ‘No, not my family. We’re from all over. I’ve been here, let’s see . . .’ he counted off on his fingers, ‘moved here in ’76. The bone-dry summer.’

				‘God, I remember that year,’ said Marilyn. ‘In London we were crazy with the heat. A whole city trapped, unable to breathe. I swam in the Serpentine and it was as warm as a bath.’

				‘When did you do that?’ said Simon.

				‘When Ben was at school, when you were at the surgery, when I was all alone and suffocating in the tremendous heat,’ she said, taking his hand in hers with playful drama. ‘It was unbearable.’ She turned back to Denny. ‘Ben’s older than Robyn, by more years than is sensible, probably. He flew our little nest a lifetime ago.’

				‘Why did you come here then, Denny?’ said Robyn. ‘To Merrin, I mean.’

				His name felt strange to say out loud, overly familiar. She felt the heat of Jago’s stare and wondered if ‘Mr Winters’ would have been better.

				‘A girl, of course,’ he said with a smile.

				‘Isn’t it always?’ said Simon, refilling his glass.

				They laughed, the three parents.

				‘Rosalind lived on this peninsula her whole life. She was born here, and she died here too.’

				‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Marilyn and Simon murmured, their voices overlapping. Denny raised one shoulder, a half-shrug, a quick shake of the head.

				‘They all said that life would go on, and it has, I suppose, hasn’t it, mate?’ Denny looked over at Jago. It seemed as though he might reach out a hand, or draw him into the conversation some other way, but he appeared to change his mind.

				Robyn realised that she was holding her breath. She let it out and a cough chased behind. She quickly reached for her water glass, her cheeks burning.

				‘Oh, the candles!’ cried Marilyn suddenly. ‘I lit heaps of candles on the patio; they could be setting the lawn on fire for all I know. Robyn, could you go and check on them? You can take dessert with you. Jago, why don’t you go too?’

				Robyn got up readily, grateful for the exit. Across the table, Jago matched her. They made for the door at the same time.

				Outside, the garden jumped with shadows. There were candles in ruby-red glasses, flaming torches set in sticks on the lawn, and a string of Chinese lanterns lifting in the breeze. The effect fell somewhere between magical and overblown. Beside her, Robyn heard Jago exhale deeply.

				‘It’s over the top, isn’t it? Mum can’t help it, she decorates everything.’

				‘It’s nice,’ said Jago quietly.

				Instead of dessert she’d grabbed an almost-full bottle of wine, no glasses. She held it up. ‘Want some?’

				Jago had turned, his head cocked. ‘You used to that sound yet?’

				‘What, the sea? I’ve come to love it. It always seems louder at night.’ Then, ‘Shall we go down?’

				‘Down where?’

				‘To Rocka—’ She stopped herself. ‘To the cove.’

				‘It’s pretty dark.’

				‘Oh, there’s a moon somewhere,’ she said, waving her hand, attempting blitheness. ‘Hey, we can take one of these things.’ She wrestled one of the lawn candles from the ground, and hoisted it like a beacon. Jago took another, spinning it in his hands, the flame dancing. ‘I know the way,’ she said, throwing him a smile.

				‘I’ll show you a quicker one.’

				‘How do you know it’s not the same?’

				‘I saw the path you took. With your board.’

				It was the first time that either had mentioned that day.

				‘You were watching?’ said Robyn.

				‘Not deliberately,’ said Jago quickly.

				‘Lucky you were, though.’ She paused, but he didn’t say anything. She shrugged. ‘Okay then, show me your way.’

				He set off and she followed him, the Lichtenstein card burning in the back pocket of her jeans. They walked through waist-high meadow grass, damp with night-time dew. She felt something bump against her leg; it felt like the warm body of an animal, and she cried out.

				‘Hey, boy, how did you get out?’ said Jago. He’d stopped in front of her and was crouching down. He swivelled round, and in the half-light she could see him smiling up at her.

				‘It’s okay, it’s just Scout. Scout, meet Robyn. He was supposed to be in the barn. Heard our voices, I guess.’

				She reached out a cautious hand and was met with the wet brush of an enthusiastic tongue. She resisted the urge to squeal again.

				‘He’s a good boy,’ said Jago. ‘He won’t hurt you.’

				‘I know,’ said Robyn quickly. ‘Hey, Scout.’

				‘He’s half-human, to be honest. His mum died when the whole litter were still really small, so we took him before you normally would.’

				Jago was thirteen when his mum came home with the puppy tucked inside her coat. She’d passed him into Jago’s cupped hands, and he’d bent to kiss his pink nose, instantly loving this creature that looked more guinea pig than dog. That first night they’d wrapped him in a blanket and fed him from a bottle like a baby. They’d sat up round the clock, the fire slowly dying in the grate as the thin light of morning slipped through the just-closed curtains. Jago remembered his dad creaking down the stairs in his dressing gown, his hair standing on end; him and his mum turning saucer-wide eyes on him and holding their fingers to their lips: Shhhh, he’s sleeping. And one day Scout had returned the favour, with immaculate animal intuition. On the blackest night, five years later, he’d slunk towards Jago, laid his head against his knee and looked up at him with deep blue eyes that seemed to say, I know, I loved her too.

				‘He won’t go back on his own, not now he’s found us,’ said Jago. ‘Come on then, fella, you lead the way.’

				They slipped on to the path. Neither spoke as they walked, and the sound of the sea filled the silence. Its rumble grew closer and closer, until the hiss of spray could be heard too, the noise of water exploding on to the rocks. They emerged on to the cliff, higher than the route Robyn usually took. The cove lay below them. She took a deep breath, tasting salt and cool air. It was disorientating being there by night; it felt as though the ground might tilt at any given moment, the waves hurling higher and higher until they swept the clifftop. She had the urge to grab Jago’s arm, to hang on to him.

				‘Want to sit? Rocks right here,’ he said. He climbed up, and patted a space below him. ‘Ringside seat.’

				Robyn handed him her torch and clambered up to join him. Scout jumped up beside her and settled down, his head on his paws.

				‘See, he likes you,’ Jago said.

				She leant back against the rock. The flames threw jagged light, and they passed the wine back and forth. Their elbows were almost touching. His foot was just a scuff away from her own. She gulped the wine and thought how his proximity was far more intoxicating. She knew that if she held a hand to her cheek, it’d be burning.

				‘We didn’t really need the torches, did we?’ she said suddenly. ‘You could have done that walk blindfolded.’

				‘Maybe so. I’ve never tried it.’

				‘But you’ve come here before? At night?’

				‘Not for a while.’

				Robyn shifted round so that she was looking at him. Behind her, the sea rolled on.

				‘Before, why did you pretend we hadn’t met? I mean yesterday, when you and your dad came round?’

				He paused, then said, ‘I didn’t know if you’d told anyone about what happened.’

				Afterwards, Robyn had slipped back into the house unseen. In the bathroom she’d peeled off her wetsuit. She’d run a shallow bath then lain in it, surrounding herself with honey scents and soft towels. Her head had rung, and her throat rasped. Her nose had stopped bleeding, but she’d still dabbed it delicately, feeling for more long-lasting damage. Slowly she’d begun to feel tough again. Reckless. A little brave. She’d run the water deeper. In the rising steam she’d closed her eyes and made sturdy resolutions.

				‘Actually, you’re right, I didn’t tell anyone anything,’ she said. ‘Mum and Dad would probably have tried to stop me going again if they knew.’

				‘And have you?’

				‘Not yet,’ said Robyn, ‘but I will. It’s not like there’s much else to do round here.’ He didn’t take the bait, so she pushed on. ‘I mean, how do you not go crazy?’

				‘I was born here,’ said Jago.

				‘Okay.’

				‘So it’s home.’

				‘But isn’t home boring? I mean, don’t you want to get out and explore? To know what it’s like to be somewhere else? Even to be somebody else?’

				‘Be somebody else?’

				‘Okay, I don’t mean that, just . . . to try on other lives. I guess that’s what I mean. I want to see how other people live. I want to travel the world. As soon as I’m finished with university, I’m out of here. I want to have every possible adventure, so that when I’m an old woman I can kick back in a chair and say to myself, honestly, no regrets.’

				‘Then just think of living here as part of your research. Cornwall, then the world.’

				‘You’re laughing at me,’ she said, wondering why she was saying so much, rushing at him with everything she’d ever thought, as though if she didn’t imprint him with enough of herself he’d forget all about her.

				‘And you’re laughing at me,’ he replied, knowing how dull he was making himself sound, how leaden and immobile, as beside him she dashed and glittered. He realised then that he wanted to know everything about her.

				‘So, what, you want to stay here for ever?’ she said.

				‘I can’t imagine being anywhere else. That’s reason enough for me.’

				‘You can’t actually mean for ever,’ she said, her voice bounding with incredulity.

				‘Maybe not . . .’ he began.

				‘A-ha!’

				‘Because there’s no such thing, is there? But for the foreseeable future, yes . . . I want to stay here. I want to work here. I’ll probably grow old here. Die here too.’ His voice was quicker and more defensive than he’d intended. He tried to remedy it. ‘I’ll end up as one of those old seadogs with a long beard and a pipe, barnacles on my boots. I can picture that. That wouldn’t be too bad.’

				‘Cool. Okay. At least I know,’ Robyn said. ‘Wine?’

				He took the bottle and their fingers briefly brushed. She heard him drink, the soft sound of his swallow and a light rasp as he ran his hand across his mouth. He passed the bottle back and she drank slowly, her lips lingering where his had been.

				‘Art history, then,’ he said. ‘What made you choose that?’

				‘I loved drawing and painting at school. It was a better way to spend the afternoon than messing about with equations, or sweating over Bunsen burners.’

				He smiled. Even in the dark she was colourful.

				‘But you didn’t want to go to art school?’

				‘Well, when I was choosing A levels, I picked history of art instead of art. I guess I thought it was more . . . academic.’

				‘Right,’ said Jago, with a touch of disdain, ‘academic.’

				‘I know, I know. But you try growing up with my dad around. And anyway, I don’t think I’d have been good enough for art college.’

				‘Says who?’

				‘Me. Everything I’ve ever tried to paint has just felt . . . I don’t know. Like marks on paper. Maybe this sounds stupid, but . . . it’s never felt alive. I think it has to feel alive. And I think you know when that happens, and you know when it doesn’t.’

				Jago thought of how he felt when he worked with wood. How the rhythmic back and forth of planing, of shaping, of sanding was as much a part of him as his heartbeat. But she was probably talking about complex explosions of paint on canvas, not coffee tables.

				‘My dad’s the classic amateur,’ she went on. ‘He’s taken up watercolours just because he’s retired and moved down here, and you know what? He loves it, because it’s just a hobby to him. And it must be great to feel like that, to be able to paint and not mind how it looks, or how it makes you feel. Talk about blissful ignorance. I couldn’t be like that. If I painted, it’d be because painting was the only way to say what I wanted to say.’

				As Robyn talked, she was quite still, inside and out. She didn’t flap her hands, or fiddle with her hair; even in the dark he could tell that much. And she didn’t punctuate her sentences with ums and ahs and other uncertain fillers. Jago felt as though he could listen to her all night. He asked her, tentatively, carefully, what she would paint, if the feeling were right.

				‘That’s the whole point,’ said Robyn. ‘I wouldn’t know until I knew, you know?’

				What she really wanted to say was Love, I’d paint love, because if you made anything from the heart, a watercolour picture or a wall of bookcases, whatever the subject, whatever the form, wasn’t it always about love? But she didn’t. Maybe because she didn’t trust herself not to follow it with something stupid. Instead she told him how she’d spent all summer looking forward to going back to university, and now that the time had almost come she wasn’t so sure. He didn’t take her hint; instead he stuck to geography, said he had no idea where Warwick was and she said Not in Warwick, well the campus isn’t, and laughed.

				‘It’s landlocked, Jago, not your style.’

				‘Maybe not yours either. You looked good on the board. Before you came off. Some people can’t even get the paddling bit right.’

				‘You think? Are you a surfer?’

				‘Me? No. Too dangerous . . .’

				‘You’re not serious?’

				‘I’m a coward.’

				‘But you were amazing in the water. You were . . .’

				‘Scared.’

				Robyn digested this. She’d been thrust into the moment; she’d felt panic, of course, as the sea churned and the waves pushed her down, but there had been no question of choice, no moment of weighing that fear and deciding to charge through it regardless. But Jago, he’d had to decide. He’d chosen danger, whereas danger had chosen her. All the times she’d thought about that moment since, she’d never once imagined him as anything but fearless. Now, in the leaping light, half moon, half flame, she watched him. And she didn’t need to see his eyes to know that he was watching her back.

				‘God, I’m glad we left the house,’ she said unguardedly. ‘We could have gone all night and not even spoken properly.’

				‘I don’t go to many dinner parties.’

				‘Too busy lurking on the cliffs at night?’

				‘That doesn’t sound creepy at all. No, just . . . not much of a talker.’

				‘Well, you’re a good listener. Letting me bang on about . . . I don’t know . . . rubbish, probably. Sorry about that.’

				‘It’s not rubbish.’

				‘Jago,’ she said, ‘can I ask you something?’

				‘If you want.’

				‘Your dad, what he said about your mum . . . When did she die? I mean, how long ago?’

				‘Two years. Two years this autumn. October. The twelfth.’

				‘I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what it must be like. I’m really sorry.’

				He didn’t say anything back, and for a moment the quiet played out. Robyn wondered whether to break it, to ask another question about something else altogether, but she couldn’t think of a single thing except how much she wished she hadn’t mentioned it.

				‘She loved riding,’ he said.

				He spoke so quietly that Robyn had to lean closer to hear. Jago’s hand was on his dog, his fingers stroking the lengths of his ears.

				‘Did she?’ she said, earnestly, gratefully. ‘Was she . . . good?’

				‘She never entered competitions or anything, she wasn’t like that; she just used to ride all around here, along the cliffs, down on the beaches, up to the moor. But one day she went out and she didn’t come back when she was supposed to. I was at college, Dad was working. Anyway, we got a phone call. I answered. I’d just come in. It was this old farmer who lives at St Buryan. He said . . . well, he’d found her. Actually he’d found her horse. He came into his yard, bridle, saddle, no rider, but he recognised him. Tomatillo was making a fuss, dancing about, didn’t want to be caught. The farmer called us, then he took his Land Rover out, and he found her. She wasn’t even that far away. Just in a field, by a fence. He thought maybe they’d jumped it. Or tried to, anyway. The ambulance came, took her to Penzance, but she’d broken her neck. There was nothing that anybody could do. She’d fallen before and been fine, but this time . . . she wasn’t.’

				Tomatillo. She’d seen the horse. She’d noticed him from her bedroom window, grazing the far edges of the field. A lone grey gelding who was big, rangy, flighty-looking. And sad, she thought now.

				‘You kept him, though,’ she said. ‘Tomatillo.’

				‘I don’t know why,’ said Jago. ‘Dad got rid of everything else that had anything to do with her.’

				He passed back the bottle, and Robyn finished what was left. Her mouth tasted berry red, inappropriately sweet.

				‘What does it feel like?’ she asked. ‘I mean, is it better than it was? Has it
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