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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosa kneels on the lawn. It is summer, but the grass is damp under her bare legs and she wishes that she had taken the picnic rug that Mummy had tried to give her just now. Mummy said that she was wilful and she’d have to learn from her own mistakes. Rosa wonders what wilful means as she pours water from the blue plastic teapot into a tiny cup and places it in front of Barney, her oldest teddy bear. Wilful is perhaps the same as stubborn. Daddy often says she is stubborn.

      ‘Would you like tea too, Miss Jemima Puddleduck?’

      A stuffed green and brown duck looks at her from its one glassy eye, but says nothing. Rosa nods. ‘Yes, of course you would. You can have a biscuit too.’

      Rosa puts cups in front of all her toys and looks back across the long expanse of grass towards her house. The sun hides itself behind a cloud, but that isn’t the reason she has goosebumps forming along her arms. She feels her heartbeat quicken and she tightens her grip on a biscuit. It crumbles and leaves a sticky smear of chocolate on her fingers. Rosa licks the chocolate, but her stomach rolls and she tries to blot out a voice in her head. Daddy will be angry. Very angry.

      A scream pierces the silent afternoon. It comes from the house and it sounds like her mother. Rosa’s heart thuds in her chest and she leans her back against a tree, draws her knees up under her chin. She stares at a grass stain on her white sock and her whole body begins to shake. A siren wails up the valley and she knows that something bad has happened. Very bad.

      She has been under the tree for what feels like a long time, but then she sees Daddy burst from the house as if he has been fired like a bullet from a gun. His hair is messy and he runs his hands through it with wild jerky movements. Daddy’s tie is pulled to the side and he doesn’t look at all neat. Being neat is something he is very proud of. Rosa tries to make herself small, but he has seen her and runs towards her… fast.

      Daddy kneels beside her and puts his big hands on her shoulders. He shakes her roughly. ‘This is all your fault! Dabbling in evil always ends in disaster, do you hear me?’

      ‘I… I… haven’t done anything…’

      ‘Don’t lie! All this mumbo jumbo about ghostly old ladies appearing in my house and warning you about…’ Daddy’s face looks like a Halloween mask and his mouth twists down at the corners. ‘Never mind. You are going to your room and staying there for the rest of the day!’

      Rosa’s arm hurts where Daddy is squeezing it as he drags her back to the house. Her eyes brim with unshed tears, but she won’t let him see. She is glad she is going to her room, because she doesn’t want to know exactly what has happened, the bad thing that has made Daddy so angry. Rosa has a good idea already, and this makes her so sad that she can hardly breathe…

      

      Rosa’s eyes snapped open and terror gripped her heart. The walls were too close and she didn’t know where she was. Then she remembered and struggled to take a few calming breaths. She’d jolted awake in Gran’s rocking chair from some weird dream, and thought the walls were closing in on her. The dream had begun to fade now, leaving just whisperings in the corners of her mind about herself as a little girl on a lawn… A toys’ picnic… Something bad had happened… and her dad was angry. Rosa had never been claustrophobic, but in the dream she’d felt like she couldn’t breathe, and now as her chest tightened, she knew that if she didn’t get a window open, she’d have to run outside.

      Suspended in a shaft of sunlight the colour of butterscotch, like flecks of gold, dust motes shimmered, twirled and resettled. Rosa caught her breath and watched them, mesmerised by their simple beauty. A layer of dust had been dispersed from the frame of an ancient sash window during her struggle to release the rusty catches. These labours had involved much cursing and a grazed knuckle, but still the catches remained stuck fast.

      Why didn’t she just give in and open the door? No. It was a battle now. The window reflected Rosa from grubby panes, its age and craftsmanship mocking her youth and inexperience. Surreal as this thought might be, she was determined that the window wouldn’t win; she set her jaw and gripped the wooden frame again. A rattled protest – then at last the sash squealed open a few inches, grudgingly allowing into the moribund sitting room the scent of rain-soaked grass and lavender.

      Rosa drew in sweet air to the bottom of her lungs and slowly exhaled. Then silence reclaimed the sitting room. Moribund was not a word that she would have associated with her grandma’s house years ago. Nor silence.

      As children, Rosa and her brothers had filled this house with excited laughter and the thud of running feet, their joy and enthusiasm alive in the fabric of its interior and the strength of its foundations. Rosa’s memories of those days were sometimes winter-warm with open fires, Christmas candles and the scent of pine. Other times, recollections were summer-fresh with the zing of cut lemons and cloudy lemonade, a blue gingham picnic cloth on a green lawn, a rope swing and the sting of antiseptic on grazed knees.

      Moribund was as far away from those times as the most distant planet in the firmament. Today, it was a perfect description of the house. Dull. Decaying. Waiting to die. Upstairs, Rosa’s grandmother – in a drug-induced slumber – waited too.

      It was inconceivable to Rosa that such a vibrant robust woman could have succumbed so quickly. But Jocelyn Nelson, on her seventy-third birthday had been given the unwelcome present of a terminal diagnosis. The consultant had said around nine months. Three had passed already.

      Rosa absently trailed her fingers through the dust on the windowsill and across the weather-stained pane. Gran would be ashamed to see it. She had always been fastidious and reluctant to accept help around the house. Latterly, Polly, Rosa’s mother, had organised a cleaner once a week to do a ‘quick whizz round’ as she put it. Perhaps the cleaner couldn’t see the point in wasting precious whizzing time on an old sash window, given that the occupant of the house was unlikely to look out of it ever again, or to even leave her room again. Not with her … disease.

      Rosa crossed her arms over her chest and watched the lavender bordering the overgrown lawn shivering in the strengthening breeze. A shiver ran through her too. The thought of what the disease was doing to her gran made her feel like the lavender looked – fragile, vulnerable, weak.

      The disease.

      Its name refused to sit well on most tongues. Instead, it was reduced to whispers or euphemisms, because if uttered, the word cancer would somehow manifest, its physical reality eating into the organs of those uttering it. That’s how it seemed to Rosa anyway. ‘Big C’ was comfortable – reliable even, like some universally accepted logic impossible to live without.

      Never one to dwell on the meaning of life and the sadness of human mortality, Rosa had surprised herself when she’d volunteered to stay with Gran for a few days while Polly ‘popped’ back to France for a few essentials. Polly tended to pop, whizz or nip. Rosa had noticed that her mother’s choice of verbs since her own mother had got cancer were clipped speedy little words, as if she thought that using longer ones might use up the time that Gran had left.
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        * * *

      

      On a wooden tray, four little sugar lumps sat in a metal dish next to a ceramic milk jug and two china cups and saucers. Rosa couldn’t remember when she’d last seen cups like these, old-fashioned, floral, gold-rimmed. Holding the cups up to the light, Rosa marvelled at their weightlessness and near transparency, and then for one heart stopping second, almost allowed them to slip from her fingers as an imitation of a train-whistle shattered her contemplation.

      Who used shrieking kettles nowadays? Rosa had forgotten how loud the old thing was. Blowing away the steam, she thumbed the lid from the spout and poured boiling water into a teapot. In fact, who used sugar lumps, china cups, milk jugs and teapots nowadays? Jocelyn did and Rosa was glad. It reaffirmed her gran was special.

      Old ways, some might say pernickety even, made up who she was. That didn’t mean that Gran was a stick in the mud or a killjoy, quite the contrary. Large in Rosa’s childhood memories was the sound of Gran’s laughter. Laughter that provided a soundtrack to vigorous demonstrations of hopscotch, flailing on the rope swing with her skirt tucked into her knickers, or rolling down the hill wrapped in an old rug.

      A shadow fell across Rosa’s heart as a futile longing to hear Gran laugh like that again, see her on the swing again, crept through her. A look outside at the old silver birch tree confirmed the rope was still there. Tattered, weather-beaten, grey with age, but still there … so was Gran, for now.

      Trying to be quiet hadn’t involved the possibility of her rubber-soled shoe sticking against old wood. The door creaked open accompanied by a ceramic rattle of assorted crockery on the tray. Rosa held her breath. It looked like Gran was asleep despite having asked for tea, though the poor woman had been waiting a while due to her granddaughter’s unscheduled nap in the rocking chair. And now to cap it all, the less than silent entrance might have disturbed her. Retreat seemed the way forward, but as she backtracked, Gran struggled to a sitting position. ‘I’m not asleep, love, come and sit by me.’

      Rosa placed the heavy tray on the side table, drew back the curtains a little and sat down on the bed. Before she could stop herself, she asked, ‘How are you feeling, Gran?’ What a fatuous question. Gran looked out at her from pale green eyes dulled with morphine and pain, her skin, almost as translucent as the teacups, stretched thinly across protruding cheekbones, her once plump lips now a slash in the white landscape of her face.

      ‘I have been better, Rosa.’ Gran managed a smile and tried to tidy her faded chestnut curls with shaking fingers.

      Rosa swallowed, again cursing at her thoughtless, knee-jerk, socially required enquiry after her gran’s health. Of course she’d been better, but what were you supposed to say to a dying loved one? Rosa inclined her head towards the bottle of morphine on the bedside cabinet. ‘Would you like another dose of Oramorph?’

      ‘Not yet. I’ll see how I go.’

      ‘So, what about a cuppa?’

      ‘Of course, I’d love one. And then I have got something to tell you. A secret that I have never told a living soul.’ Gran’s determined jaw and serious tone conveyed both pent-up emotion and excitement.

      A feeling of trepidation welled in Rosa’s belly and then trickled down again, dragging away her confidence like waves sucking through pebbles on a beach. She was not at all sure that her shoulders were broad enough to carry the weight of a deathbed confessional. Besides, it should be her mother or even her older brothers, Simon and Ben, who had this dubious honour.

      Innate within her consciousness was a little voice of worry. Rosa imagined it whispering, ‘I’m not good with serious or sad things. Please don’t burden me with them.’ The voice of worry must have been had a day off when Rosa had packed her weekend bag and headed back up here to Skipton from her London home.

      And for the first time since she had arrived, Gran, bursting with an untold secret looked more like her old self, eager, excited, alive. At twenty-eight, Rosa should be mature enough to hear it, shouldn’t she? Swallowing down her worries she said, ‘That sounds a bit ominous, Gran. What on earth is it?’ Then her worries resurfaced and found a home on her tongue. ‘But don’t you think you should tell Mum …  or someone else instead of me?’

      Gran’s hands shook even more and tea slopped into the saucer. ‘Your mum is in her second home in France, not because she has to get “essentials” but because she can’t cope with my situation.’ She took a tentative sip of tea. ‘Besides, I decided long ago never to tell her, and who else would I tell? You are the perfect person to confide in, little one.’

      Little one. That term of endearment, a blast from the rope swing days, sent prickly nettles behind Rosa’s eyes. Perfect? She hadn’t even visited this house for nearly three years, seeing Gran only at family get-togethers and the occasional visit to her mother’s house. Rosa blinked a few times and took a sip of her own tea. In her defence, her job as a travel journalist had taken her far away, but in hindsight, she should have tried harder to see the woman who had meant the world to her years ago – still did.

      ‘So are your ears pinned back?’

      Rosa pretended to pin them and nodded.

      ‘Okay. You remember your granddad was a bit of an old grump?’ Rosa nodded again. She had been fond of him, but her grandparents’ relationship had been more chalk and cheese, winter and summer, north and south, than bacon and eggs. ‘By the time you knew him he’d mellowed.’ Gran nodded at Rosa’s raised eyebrows. ‘He was a right old bastard when your mum was little.’

      This time it was Rosa who slopped her tea. Never in her life had her grandmother used a word like that and the venom with which Gran had spat it out twisted her stomach. ‘But … why? What did he do?’

      She rested her cup down on the quilt, leaned back against her pillow and stared at a point somewhere behind Rosa’s head, as if watching unpleasant memories playing back in the ether. A sigh. ‘Oh, many things. He drank too much, stayed out all hours, thought he was still a lad with no responsibilities.’ Gran gave a short bark. ‘Always said I’d got pregnant to catch him, snare him. Snare him? If he’d been a rabbit caught in a snare I’d have broken his sodding neck… Often wish I had.’

      Rosa’s stomach twisted again. She didn’t like where this was headed and neither did the kitten. An adequate response eluded her, so she just said, ‘I always thought you seemed happy and Mum never said—’

      ‘Your mum never knew. I made sure of that. It was one thing me being miserable, but I wouldn’t allow her to be. If he came home in a mood or drunk, I would take her out for a walk or round to my mother’s, anything so she didn’t realise what a monster she had for a dad.’

      Gran closed her eyes, her chest rising and falling as she tried to regulate her ragged breathing. Anyone could see that this revelation was taking its toll. Rosa wanted it to stop.

      ‘I honestly don’t know what to say, Gran. Perhaps you should rest now, all this is tiring you out.’

      ‘I’ll be at rest soon enough and for long enough.’ Gran smiled wryly. ‘No. I’ll have a dose of that morphine jollop and carry on with my tale.’ She opened her eyes and looked at Rosa. ‘If you are willing to hear it?’

      Rosa administered the Oramorph and sat back down again. If her ears were needed, then she had to listen. It was suddenly important to know how it had been for Polly as a girl. Rosa had had a very happy childhood created by parents who loved each other. They’d been comfortably off; Dad was a science teacher and deputy head, Mum had her own bridal wear business. She and her brothers had grown like little seeds in the warmth of a perfumed garden – seedlings nurtured by love into fragrant blooms. She took a breath. ‘Was he nice to Mum?’

      ‘Nice? Yes, most of the time, especially when he’d had a drink. The only person that really mattered to him in the end though was himself. As long as Malcolm could do exactly as he pleased, then things were okay. As you know, he worked on building sites and he made good money, much more than a run-of-the-mill builder does. I think he did a bit of dodgy trading too, but I never asked outright. I learned not to ask questions because his answer would come on the end of a fist.’

      Rosa gasped. ‘What? He hit you!’

      Gran patted Rosa’s hand and took another swallow of tea. ‘Yes, in the early days … until I “knew my place”.’

      Rosa’s heart lurched, pumping indignant anger into words. ‘The bastard! That’s outrageous. Why didn’t you leave him?’

      Gran gave a ghost of a smile. ‘I came close … so very close … but in those days it was easier said than done. I had your mum and nowhere to go. My own mother was ill with “her nerves”. It would be called depression nowadays. Dad had died before Polly was born, and though I didn’t ask, I knew my mother couldn’t cope with us living in her tiny house. My sister Helen had three children of her own. She’d offered to take us in, but it wouldn’t have been fair. She and her husband were struggling as it was.’

      The unbearable pain in her gran’s eyes made looking into them impossible. Rosa switched her gaze to the window and the tops of the fir trees waving in the late afternoon sun, and wondered how many more poor women had lived such desperately unhappy lives fifty years ago. She guessed a fair number, and she’d bet that kind of desperation wasn’t confined to those days either. Absently stroking her bare ring finger, Rosa also guessed there was much to be said for being single. Still staring through the window, she whispered, ‘I can’t bear to think of you being so unhappy … and all those wasted years.’

      ‘Not all wasted, nor unhappy; I had Polly and my friends.’ She traced a finger down her granddaughter’s cheek. ‘You look so much like your mum when she was younger, cute as a kitten with your auburn curls and jade eyes.’ Gran sighed and rolled her eyes up to the left as if trying to remember what she’d been saying. ‘Yes, so not wasted. And as I said, he wasn’t so bad later.’

      The ‘he wasn’t so bad’ was hardly an accolade and didn’t do much to lift Rosa’s spirits. Bewildered at this awful account of a past she’d never been privy to – had absolutely no suspicion of – she rubbed her eyes and tried to make some sense from the tangle of her thoughts. Eventually a thread of clarity unpicked itself. ‘You know when you said you came very close to leaving him?’

      The ghost of a smile returned to Gran’s lips, a spark alive in her eyes. She handed her empty cup to Rosa. ‘Yes, love.’

      ‘Where would you have gone, Gran?’

      Gran lifted her head from the pillow, her eyes danced and a radiant ear-to-ear grin exorcised the ghost of a smile. ‘Oh, I had somewhere … and someone … a very special someone. And that, Rosa my little one, is the secret I want you to hear.’
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      As the sunset lengthened tangerine fingers across the May sky outside the bedroom window, Gran made herself comfortable and began to talk.

      ‘It was the August of 1968. The first few weeks or so were rainy and stormy and your granddad had a temper to match. We were supposed to have gone to the seaside for a few days, but because of the weather he didn’t want to bother. He spent the holiday money on booze.’

      Rosa shook her head sadly. ‘Poor you … poor Mum.’

      ‘That’s nothing. No, he’d excelled himself this time.’ Gran rubbed her eyes and smoothed the sheets firmly, as if trying to erase the past. ‘He started an affair with Gloria, a barmaid at the Rose and Crown. Silly cow. I didn’t blame her really, she’d lost her husband and mine was readily available. She must have been desperate to have fallen for Malcolm though. Oh, don’t get me wrong, he was a handsome man back then, but his beauty was very much skin-deep.’

      ‘So how did you find out?’ Rosa cupped her chin in her hand and stared at a threadbare teddy on a stool in the corner. She wanted to scoop it up, give it a cuddle, galvanise her feelings against the grim truths of the past. But she left it where it was; concentrating on Gran’s feelings was more important.

      ‘Oh, he told me. He revelled in it … came home in the early hours one night stinking of booze and perfume.’ She cleared her throat. ‘I asked him where he’d been until then and he just laughed and said, “Fucking someone else, and by heck, she’s so much better in bed than you”.’

      Rosa’s head snapped up at the shock of Gran’s words and the matter-of-fact way in which she recalled what must have been a hideously painful moment. ‘But that’s … awful.’ Rosa felt empty, hollow, and then increasing fury at her grandfather’s actions whipped through her like wildfire.

      ‘Yes. But then as I told you, he was awful, I just grew to live with it. I was very hurt at the time, of course, devastated in fact. Something inside that was holding it all together, tethering me to his side, something that was already frayed, just snapped after that night. The next morning I grabbed my “rainy-day” money from under a loose floorboard, dropped your mum at my sister’s and bought a ticket to Cornwall.’

      ‘Eh?’ Rosa wondered if her gran would ever stop surprising her that evening. ‘What rainy-day money? And why Cornwall?’

      ‘It was money that I’d squirreled away from the bit I earned in my part-time cleaning job. Some also from going through Malcolm’s trousers when he’d had a win on the horses and was too hung over the next day to remember how much. No idea why Cornwall really. It was pretty far away, which was good, I’d have gone to the moon if I could. Anyhow, I just looked at the schedule and went to Bodmin.’ Gran’s snowdrop-white face flooded with colour. ‘And I am so glad I did or I wouldn’t have met the love of my life. My Jory. Such a lovely name, it’s the Cornish version of George.’

      So that answered Rosa’s earlier question about surprises. ‘You met the love of your life in Bodmin?’

      ‘Yes and no. We met in Bodmin, but fell in love in Tintagel.’

      ‘Tintagel? Isn’t that the place where King Arthur was supposed to have lived?’

      ‘There are lots of stories. Truths and legends all intertwined like a tangled vine, my love. Nobody really knows. But one thing I know for sure, it is a place of magic and mystery all right.’

      Gran looked like she was about to drop asleep all of sudden, so Rosa tapped her hand. There was no way she was missing this now. ‘Okay. So you went to Bodmin. How did you first meet him?’

      ‘Hmm? Oh, he was the taxi driver. I bought a little tourist map of the area and the first interesting place I saw was Tintagel Castle. Now I’d heard of it, of course, but couldn’t for the life of me remember much about it. The blurb under the picture said an exciting place of legends and mystery, so I just plumped for that. I could have done with a bit of bloody excitement, I can tell you.’

      ‘So you went by taxi to Tintagel Castle?’

      ‘Yes. Well, not the castle of course, because that’s just a ruin, but the village. And by the time I got there it was pretty late, the train journey had taken forever and I had no plan of what to do at the end of it. I hadn’t booked a room anywhere either. Jory and I chatted on the way and by the time we arrived in Tintagel, I think I was already a little bit in love with him.’

      Gran looked more awake now and her eyes had regained the old twinkle.

      ‘I was watching him through the rear-view mirror all the way. He was tanned, had dark curly hair and the most infectious laugh, rich and deep and joyful. Oh, but his eyes, Rosa. He had these eyes as deep as the ocean, blue as an August sky and yet green too, you know, like the sea-green depths of a swell under an anchored boat?’

      Picturing such long-ago summer eyes in the gloomy and darkening room was a bit of a tall order, but Rosa tried her best. ‘I think I know, yes.’

      A nod. ‘And because I was in the back of the taxi, I could only see the top half of his face. In the mirror his mouth was missing from the picture. Of course, I saw his mouth later on. It was wide and full and quick to smile, and even quicker to kiss, but at the time I didn’t know that, as I couldn’t see it. But that made him more sexy and mysterious – the fact that I couldn’t see all his face somehow? You know, like a man at a masked ball?’

      Rosa wasn’t altogether sure she felt comfortable talking about sexy smiles and kisses with her gran. It felt a bit weird. Masked balls weren’t on her agenda and she was surprised her gran had ever been to one. Still, she just shrugged and nodded. ‘And did you stay with him that night?’

      Gran’s eyes grew round. ‘Eh? What do you take me for? I wouldn’t have slept with a man the first time I met him. And I was a married woman, don’t forget!’

      Rosa held up her hands. ‘Okay! No need to have a heart attack.’

      ‘You youngsters have a lot to learn about these one-night stands. Don’t you think about HIV anymore?’

      That rankled. ‘Hey, hang on a minute. I’ve never had a one-night stand in all my life as it goes.’

      Gran’s face softened. ‘Really? Oh I am glad.’ Then her eyes narrowed but she made her voice casual. ‘I haven’t really heard much from Polly about your, er, friends.’

      ‘Really, Gran?’ Rosa said, trying not to smirk. How obvious was she? In the long silence Rosa could almost hear the cogs ticking over in her gran’s head.

      Gran cleared her throat and fixed her stare on the tops of the trees outside. ‘No. I was actually wondering if you liked girls instead, but didn’t know how to tell your mum. No shame in it, you know. Even though I draw the line at one-night stands, I’m open-minded about sexuality.’ Her questioning eyes slid back up and across her granddaughter’s face.

      In spite of the direct question, again unlike Gran, and out of the blue, Rosa had to laugh. ‘You don’t beat about the bush, do you?’

      ‘I haven’t time for shilly-shallying, and I would like to see you happy.’ She folded her arms and stuck out her chin. Then into the awkward silence she snapped, ‘So is there someone?’

      ‘For Christ’s sake. Having a partner is the route to all happiness, is it? I wouldn’t have said that was always true looking at your marriage.’ Rosa hadn’t meant to be so harsh but Gran’s blunt manner had slipped under her skin and hit a nerve. The truth of it was that Rosa was beginning to wonder if she had a ‘keep off’ sign tattooed on her head. The longest relationship she’d had lasted six months and that was two years ago. Since then, there had been a few dates, but that was all.

      In the past she’d not worried too much. Her job had taken her all over the world, sometimes at the drop of a hat, so making firm plans was never possible. But recently she had noticed that her friends, apart from a few, had married or formed long-term relationships.

      Gran looked away. ‘No. I guess I asked for that. Sorry if I upset you, I—’

      Rosa heaved a sigh and shook her head. ‘No, please don’t apologise. That was out of order; I guess I’m beginning to wonder why at the grand old age of twenty-eight I have nobody significant in my life. Romantically, I mean. You’re pretty significant, Gran.’

      ‘Oh, my little one. Don’t worry, one day you will find Mr Right – or Miss.’ Gran reached for Rosa’s hand.

      ‘If such a person exists … perhaps I will. I’m not overly worried, I have a fabulous job and that’s keeping me busy, there’s plenty of time. And for the record it’s Mr.’

      ‘Mr?’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Oh, I see,’ Gran chuckled.

      A glance outside told Rosa that the last brush strokes of sunset had tailed off into the velvet navy of evening, and a pale moon slowly grew brighter in the sky like an old medal under a duster and polish. She put her hand out to switch on the bedside lamp but Gran shook her head.

      ‘No, love. Leave the room like this. I love watching the moon rise through my window. I feel like I’m sailing across the sky on it.’

      ‘That’ll be the medication, Gran.’

      ‘No, that jollop barely touches this damned thing nowadays. I might have to get one of those syringe-driver contraptions soon. It’s connected by a needle into your arm and it releases morphine as and when. They said I might need one nearer the time. The nurse comes round and fills it up, makes sure that everything is working okay.’ Gran’s voice was ironed flat. The sparkle faded, became subsumed by defeat.

      Once again, the hateful ‘disease’ had muscled its way back into the room, filling every nook and cranny, suffocating any spark of hope under its immeasurable weight. Though, if Rosa was honest, it never really left, just hung about at the periphery of their consciousness waiting for a chance to grab the centre of attention again. She wanted to scream, shout, ride a charger into its lair; shoot burning arrows into its belly and yell, ‘Leave my gran alone, you bastard!’ But of course, she couldn’t. Those fantasies belonged in childhood fairy tales. She was no longer a child and there was no magic sword or bullet to protect Gran from death.

      Gran’s hand felt cool and paper-light in Rosa’s. ‘You look exhausted, Gran. Try and have a nap and I’ll go cook you a little something.’

      ‘No. I’m not hungry, and I need to tell you the rest. Give me a drink of juice and let me finish my tale.’

      ‘I think the tale can wait until tomorrow—’

      ‘Please, it won’t take long.’ She sipped her juice and settled back against the pillows. ‘Anyway, when we get to Tintagel, I tell Jory that I hadn’t booked anywhere to stay and did he know of anywhere. Unbelievably, his sister Meredith ran a B&B just nearby the castle, well, at the top of the road that leads to it, and she had a room free. He introduced me to her and then I went to say goodbye. It was then that he explained he had a week off starting the next day and wondered if he could show me around the place.’

      ‘He was from there?’

      ‘Yes. He worked in Bodmin and around the more populated areas, but he lived right there in the village.’

      ‘Bit forward for those times, wasn’t he? Didn’t he ask about your personal life? You’d have thought he would’ve seen your wedding ring.’

      ‘Oh, he did. Asked me all about my life in the taxi on the way. I told him that my husband had abandoned me and our daughter and I wanted a bit of time to recover.’

      ‘Gran! That was such a big fib!’ Rosa remembered that one of her grandmother’s big things when they’d been growing up was the importance of telling the truth.

      ‘In a way it was true. He was having an affair with Gloria so he had abandoned us really. And when he was home with us, he wasn’t really “with us”. He’d be on the sauce or looking at the racing pages.’

      Rosa nodded. ‘Was Jory single?’

      ‘Widowed at twenty-six, three years before – so sad. His wife had only been twenty-five, some kind of leukaemia, I think. They had an eight-year-old daughter, Daisy, who was looked after by Meredith when he was at work. Lovely little girl, I met her once.’

      ‘Right. And did he come round the next day?’

      Gran’s eyes lit up and crinkled at the corners. A smile curled her lips. ‘Yes, and the next day, and the one after that. We spent almost a whole week together, walking amongst the ruins. He told me there was ancient power in those stones; spirits of the past still walked there and so forth. And do you know, I felt it too? That place is very special. We went around and about as well, visiting all the local beauty spots, kissing under the stars. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. I have never been so happy before or since.’

      The joy of those memories was almost palpable in the room and Rosa felt her heart plummet as she asked the inevitable question, ‘Such a shame that it had to come to an end. What happened?’

      The older woman swallowed hard and Rosa was saddened to see tears standing in her eyes. ‘We’d gone for a moonlight walk along the cliff path, past an old church the other side from the castle, made love for the first time under the stars right there on the headland … and after, he put his arm around me and we looked out to sea. I rested my head on his shoulder, inhaling the warm male smell of him, the salt air on his skin. It was one of the most perfect moments of my life… I adored him and never wanted it to end.

      ‘The thing was, I had been there six days and I needed to see your mum. My sister had said everything was fine and Polly was having a whale of a time, but Malcolm kept coming round, demanding to know where I was. She hadn’t told him of course, and he’d got right nasty at one point.’ Gran took another sip of orange juice.

      ‘God, you must have been in a state,’ Rosa said, blinking moisture from her eyes.

      ‘That’s putting it mildly. Anyway, on that moonlit night, Jory turned to me and told me he loved me, wanted me to stay there with him, marry me in the old church behind us.’ Gran’s voice cracked. ‘We’d send for Polly, of course.’

      ‘But that’s fantastic… You already told me you adored him, so why didn’t you stay?’

      ‘Because Malcolm hadn’t abandoned us, as you rightly pointed out a few minutes ago.’ She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. ‘I came clean and told him everything. Jory was furious on my behalf and said that there was nothing stopping me making a new life here and that Malcolm would never find us. He practically begged me to stay, told me that he never thought he’d love anyone again until he met me. I told him I loved him too and I’d sleep on it. But the next day I got up early, took the first bus out of there and went back to Malcolm.’

      ‘What? Why?’ Rosa had to force herself to keep seated. She wanted to jump up, rage around the room, vent her frustration.

      ‘Because I knew Malcolm. Even though he didn’t want me, he would never have let anyone else have me either. He’d have tracked us down, snatched Polly, God knows what else. I paid for it in bruises even though I went back to him. I couldn’t allow him to hurt Jory, tarnish the beautiful thing we had. Once he’d set foot in Tintagel the whole place would have been sullied.’

      ‘Jesus, Gran. Didn’t you let Jory know why you left? Ring him or something?’

      Gran’s face crumbled and a sob escaped her. ‘God forgive me, no. But I did ring his sister a while after and found out he’d been devastated by my leaving. I’ll be with him again though soon. He told me that the other night.’

      Rosa thought she’d misheard. ‘What do you mean the other night? Has he been here to see you?’

      ‘In a manner of speaking, yes … he came to me as I slept, told me we would be reunited and that I needed to tell you to visit the castle.’

      So this was the morphine again. ‘He wants me to visit the castle?’

      ‘That’s what he said. Jory couldn’t stress enough how important it was. It had to be you … especially as you had … um … since you were little. Never mind, I’m saying too much.’

      Rosa hoped a change of tack would clarify. ‘Do you mean he died, and you dreamt about him? And I had what since I was little?’

      ‘So, will you visit, little one?’

      Gran was obviously not open to clarification. Rosa shook her head. ‘Um, I don’t think I could get the time—’

      ‘Please.’ Jocelyn clutched at her granddaughter’s shoulder and heaved herself into an upright position, her breath coming in short huffs. ‘I know you probably think it’s the jollop talking, but I know it’s the truth.’

      The colour that had returned to her gran’s face earlier drained, and she swayed slowly from side to side as if the effort of sitting up had interfered with her balance. ‘Gran, lie down, you don’t look right.’

      A short burst of humourless laughter was followed by, ‘That’s because I’m not. Please, Rosa. Please say you’ll visit … and soon … I want to be alive to hear all about it.’

      ‘But I have my work, how—’

      ‘Please, I beg of you. I failed him once … terribly. I couldn’t bear to fail him again.’
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        * * *

      

      Acting had never been one of Rosa’s strengths. A fear of pretending to be someone else purely to elicit a favourable audience reaction had always left her nauseous. In drama class at school, the donning of heavy, layered Elizabethan silks, or wigs, masks and black gowns in order to hubble and bubble, ironically left her feeling naked under the spotlights. Tentative introspection on the causes of such feelings had at a later date revealed that Rosa hadn’t really known who she was at fifteen, so how could she pretend to be someone else?

      Thirteen years later as she prepared for an audience of just one, she felt the same trepidation and gut-rolling anxiety. If she were honest, she still didn’t know who she was. You could say that she didn’t feel particularly comfortable ‘in her own skin’. This often-used phrase always struck her as both useful and odd. It was useful in that it succinctly covered a plethora of feelings about one’s shortcomings or anxieties, but ‘her own skin’? She sure as hell wouldn’t feel like borrowing someone else’s to compare.

      The opening speech of her soon-to-be-performed act scrolled through her mind, as she shook her umbrella and ran up the granite steps to her London office. Even to her own ears it sounded like a boring monologue. A memory of her drama teacher, Mrs Postlethwaite, muscled in to add her criticism. ‘It needs to be more of a flighty, summery little piece tip-tapping from your mouth, Rosa, not a monotonous dirge.’

      A ‘bottom line’ thought rose to the top of her consciousness. What she said had to be believable, not just a thinly disguised excuse to carry out Gran’s request – a legacy of the secret she’d bestowed upon Rosa last week.

      Rosa’s boss, Shelley Harrison, editor of Travel the World, wasn’t easy to convince at the best of times. Years ago, she’d worked as a Fleet Street journalist presiding over many a cut-and-thrust exclusive scandal and political name-and-shame story. Even now that she’d left gossip and scandal behind to become the boss of a travel guide, she could still see through schmooze. Her sharp, dark eyes pierced the schmoozer’s fakery like powerful headlights through thick fog.

      Before today, Rosa had had no cause to worry regarding Shelley’s headlights. In fact, she’d never got on the wrong side of her. Rosa’s assignments since she’d become a travel journalist were often far-flung, always exciting and extremely fulfilling. One of her journo friends on a local paper back home in Yorkshire once said that she’d kill for a job like Rosa’s. Rosa had replied that she could see why, as it was the best job in the world. But today it was yarn-spinning time. If Shelley was less than convinced by her performance, it might mean that their hitherto comfortable relationship could be in jeopardy. Though, after careful consideration, Rosa had decided Gran’s quest was worth it.

      Rich aromatic coffee percolating in the tiny kitchen next to Rosa’s office created a comforting ambience, and her lungs expanded to take full advantage of the welcome. On the drainer, a large mug had her name on it, literally. She picked up the pot, sloshing coffee to the brim. Then the first few sips of the day, hot and bitter. As the caffeine raced through her system she was reminded that she had a body, not just an overloaded brain. An arabica path spread down her gullet, warming her stomach and lifting her spirits.

      Through the window, watery rays shone a spotlight on rain-soaked pigeons. Wings slick and tucked in tight, they strutted along a balustrade like hopeful extras in a production of Grease. Spring rain always made everything so fresh, even here in the middle of the city where patches of green were rarer than hen’s teeth. Why hens? Why not ducks or… Rosa sipped her coffee and cleared her mind of irrelevant thoughts. She wondered how Gran was feeling today.

      Last week, Gran’s secret had been divulged to Rosa over a period of an hour or so as the older woman had slipped in and out of consciousness, aided by the morphine. The telling of the story had left Rosa’s emotions balanced on a tightrope between happiness and despair, her whole being concentrating on the happy ending, willing it with all her heart to be the tale’s final destination – yet she knew it wasn’t, of course. How could it be? Gran was there, on her deathbed, remembering the best time in her life. A time that was achingly beautiful, yet all too fleeting.

      The squeal of the hot water tap turning brought Rosa’s mind back to the small office kitchen. Rinsing her coffee cup, she girded her loins for the meeting with Shelley. Could she pull off the casual, carefully rehearsed, ‘I have to go on holiday in the next few weeks, but I can combine work with pleasure’ routine? And work the ‘Yes, I know I was due to go to Canada to ride husky-drawn sleighs, but this place is really special and I have a particular angle I’d like to explore.’

      If the answer was no, she only had one other option. Rosa would have to resign, because the look of joy on Gran’s face when she’d agreed to go to Tintagel was worth more than any job in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The audience of one failed. After the first carefully rehearsed line, the act crumbled. Under the immobilising sweep of Shelley Harrison’s oncoming headlights, Rosa had done a brilliant pastiche of a rabbit in the middle of a road. A subsequent combination of fear and a shot of adrenaline had given her the courage to just come clean about the whole thing.

      Shelley, black-suited and white-shirted, had listened in silence, her dark eyes giving nothing away and then she’d left her desk and walked to the window, turning her expensively tailored back to Rosa. The vista over Camden was much wider and grander than the one from Rosa’s office. No pigeons strutted here, just a sweep across the canal, rooftops and blue sky. Blue sky? It had been drizzling ten minutes before, but then perhaps Shelley could order favourable weather, as well as people around.

      ‘I once had a grandma. I loved her so much; she brought me up after my mother dumped me,’ Shelly said, her voice distant yet heavy with emotion, and though unrehearsed, her lines were far more convincing than Rosa’s.

      ‘Oh, I didn’t realise… That must have been … tough.’ Rosa stumbled into silence and looked at her feet, heat spreading through her face and neck. She’d never been allowed into the closed box that was Shelley’s personal life, and now the lid had been lifted a little, she felt uncomfortable about trying to prize the whole thing off.

      ‘Why should you realise? I never make a song and dance. But yes, it was tough.’ Shelley turned around to face Rosa, tucked her blonde bob behind her ears, and then touched her mouth briefly as if wondering whether to let any more personal words out. She stretched her arms above her head and laced her fingers together, tilted her head to one side and then the other and then sat down opposite again. ‘My mother was a cocaine addict. I never knew my father and my grandmother, a widow, worked her fingers to the proverbial to make sure I valued education and never wanted for anything. She had a heart attack and died when I was in my last year at university.’ Shelley picked up a pen and looked at it. ‘It was very quick. I hated the fact that I wasn’t with her and would have done anything to have been.’

      The crack in Shelley’s armour was made larger by the one in her voice.

      Rosa cleared her throat. ‘Oh, Shelley, I’m so sorry…’

      ‘Yes. But I don’t want you to be in a similar boat in the future. You have been given a last request. Perhaps the ex-lover thing is all to do with the morphine, but in the end it doesn’t really matter. Take two weeks. Go tomorrow.’

      ‘But what about Canada?’

      ‘Someone else will do it. You haven’t had time off for…’ Shelley frowned ‘I don’t remember, to be honest. Anyway go.’

      ‘If you’re sure. And as I said, I’ll do a report too for work.’ Rosa heaved a sigh of relief, feeling the knots constricting her stomach loosen. She couldn’t believe how easy it had all been.

      ‘Whatever you like. Now, I have work and I’m sure you need to get your desk in order before you go.’ Shelley opened up her laptop and began to type, the crack in the armour now welded neatly and expertly shut.

      Rosa nodded, said thank you and left.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘If you’d told me sooner I could have come with you,’ Willa muttered. The scowl on Rosa’s flatmate’s face resembled a particularly evil-looking gargoyle on the front of the house she could see through the window opposite, and Rosa had to turn away to smile. ‘You know how much I love Cornwall.’

      ‘No. You love surfing,’ Rosa said, folding a pair of jeans and placing them in her case. ‘Where there’s a Willa there’s a wave, don’t you always say?’

      Willa’s scowl deepened and she ran her hand over her closely cropped blonde hair. ‘Yeah, well I look at the scenery too, obviously. And Tintagel’s right by all the best beaches down that north coast… Can’t believe you didn’t mention it.’ She sat down cross-legged in the middle of her bed, her long angular limbs tucked and folded like an easy-bend pipe cleaner model.

      Rosa had shared a flat with
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