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PROLOGUE
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The sea took David Hartley on a Tuesday, which Marianne always thought was a particularly graceless day to die. Tuesdays had no character. They were the beige carpet of the week. If you were going to drown — and David, who never did anything by halves, had managed it spectacularly, off a perfectly ordinary stretch of Cornish coast on a perfectly ordinary sea-kayaking weekend with three colleagues from the firm — you might at least have had the decency to do it on a Sunday, when there was a kind of religious gravity to things, or a Friday, when people were already half inclined to fall apart.

But it was a Tuesday. The fourteenth of March. And Marianne Hartley, fifty years old at the time, had been standing in the kitchen of their house in Sevenoaks holding a mug of tea that had gone cold while she waited for the phone to ring with the news that he was on his way home, when instead it rang with the other news, the news that came in a policeman's careful, rehearsed voice, the voice they must teach them, she thought afterwards, the voice for handing a woman the rest of her life in a single sentence.

"Mrs Hartley? I'm so sorry. There's been an incident."

An incident. As though David had been mildly inconvenienced. As though the Atlantic had simply jostled him in a queue.

She had not screamed. She was rather ashamed of that, later, when she compared notes with herself about how a wife was supposed to behave. She had said, "I see," and "Thank you for letting me know," and "Yes, I'll need to make some arrangements," and only after she had hung up the phone with both hands, very gently, as though it were a sleeping child, did she sit down on the kitchen floor with her back against the dishwasher and stay there until the light changed and the tea was a cold brown skin in the mug and the world had quietly rearranged itself into a place she no longer recognised.

That was two years ago.

What nobody tells you about grief — and Marianne had read all the books, the leaflets the hospice pressed on her, the bestseller her sister bought that promised stages, as though sorrow were a tasteful conveyor belt you simply rode to the end — what nobody tells you is that it is mostly admin. Forms. Probate. The pension people, who wanted to know whether David was, in fact, deceased, in a tone that suggested she might be trying it on. The car insurance, transferred. The gym membership, cancelled, the young man on the phone offering his condolences and then, in the same breath, a special winter rate. Grief, she had decided somewhere around month eight, was simply admin with the volume turned all the way up — every dull task amplified into agony because his name was on all of it, his signature, his careful blue-ink handwriting, the man who alphabetised the spice rack and read the instructions for everything and would have known exactly which box to tick.

And then, when the admin was done — when the forms were filed and the headstone chosen and the thank-you cards written to people whose faces she could no longer summon — there was the rest of it. The silence of a house built for two. The way she still cooked for two and then stood looking at the second plate. The half of the bed that stayed made.

So when the solicitor's letter arrived, the one with the unfamiliar Cornish postmark, Marianne very nearly threw it away unopened, on the assumption that it was simply more admin, some final loose thread of David's tidy, complicated, suddenly-ended life come to be tied off.

It was not.

It was a beginning, though she would not have used that word for it at the time. At the time she would have said it was a derelict cottage on the wrong coast, left to her by a woman she had met exactly once, and frankly the last thing she needed.

She had been wrong about a great many things in those two years. She would, in time, be glad to add this one to the list.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Bequest

The solicitor's office in Truro smelled of furniture polish and old radiators, and Mr Pengelly, who could not have been a day under seventy, conducted the meeting at a pace that suggested he was being paid by the silence.

"Aunt Constance," he said eventually, sliding a folder across the desk with the reverence of a man presenting the crown jewels, "was, I think it's fair to say, a character."

"She wasn't my aunt," Marianne said. "I'm not sure she was anyone's aunt, strictly."

"No. A courtesy title. She rather collected them." Mr Pengelly smiled, and his whole face folded into it, like a paper bag. "She left instructions that you, specifically, were to have Tregynan. Do you know it?"

"I've never been to Cornwall in my life," said Marianne, which was almost true. She had been to Cornwall precisely once, for a wedding, twenty-six years ago, and had spent most of it being sick into a hedge while David held her hair and laughed and told her she had the sea-legs of a sofa. She did not mention this. It seemed a poor advertisement for inheriting a house on the coast.

"Ah." Mr Pengelly looked, briefly, as though this complicated matters, and then decided that it didn't. "Well. You'll find it's an acquired taste. Tregynan is — was — Constance's cottage at Porthcove. On the north coast. A little place. Fishing village, mostly. Very few people, a great deal of weather."

Marianne had met Constance Trevelyan exactly once, and she remembered it with the peculiar clarity reserved for moments you don't know are important until much later. It had been at David's mother's funeral, eleven years ago — Constance was some sort of distant cousin of David's mother, the family tree branching off into Cornwall like a vine into shadow — and the old woman, magnificently rude in a way Marianne had secretly admired, had cornered her by the sausage rolls and looked at her for a long moment with eyes the colour of wet slate.

"You're the wife," Constance had said. Not unkindly. The way you might identify a species of bird.

"I'm the wife."

"He talks too much, that one. Your David." A pause. "You don't. I like that. You watch." And then she had taken three sausage rolls, wrapped them in a serviette, put them in her handbag, and walked off, and Marianne had not seen her again, nor thought of her, until the letter came.

"Why me?" Marianne asked now. "We met once. For about four minutes. Over a buffet."

Mr Pengelly consulted the folder. "She didn't say. Constance rarely explained herself; she found it tedious. But—" He hesitated, and for the first time something genuine crossed the careful professional surface of him. "She added a line, in her own hand. To the will. May I?"

Marianne nodded.

He read it as though it were scripture. "'To Marianne Hartley, the house at low tide, because she watches and does not say, and because the watchers are the ones who drown last and quietest, and someone ought to give her a reason to come up for air.'"

The radiator ticked. Somewhere outside, a gull made a sound like a door that needed oiling.

Marianne discovered that she could not, for a moment, speak, which was inconvenient, because she had built two years of widowhood on the foundation of always, always being able to speak — of being the calm one, the sensible one, the one who said I see and thank you for letting me know and yes, I'll make some arrangements. The composure was load-bearing. And a dead woman she had met once, over sausage rolls, had reached out from a folder in a Truro office and put her thumb precisely on the crack in it.

"She sounds," Marianne managed at last, "like she was a great deal of trouble."

"Oh, enormous," agreed Mr Pengelly happily. "Now. I should warn you. The house is in what I'd describe, as a professional, as a state. Constance was ninety-one and disinclined towards plumbers. There's a survey in the folder. I wouldn't read it on a full stomach." He pushed across a single brass key, heavy and cold, on a length of frayed blue string. "But it's yours. Free and clear. No mortgage, no encumbrance. The land alone is worth a tidy sum, if you wanted simply to sell it on."

She looked at the key. It was the kind of key that no longer existed, the kind that opened doors that took themselves seriously.

"And if I didn't?" she heard herself say. "Want to sell it on."

Mr Pengelly's paper-bag face folded into its smile again. "Then I imagine," he said, "Constance would be insufferably pleased with herself. Which, I might add, was her natural condition."

* * *
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SHE DROVE DOWN THE next morning, which surprised her, because she had told her sister Julia on the phone the night before that of course she'd sell it, what on earth would she do with a hovel in Cornwall, she could barely keep the gutters clear in Sevenoaks. Julia had agreed, with the brisk relief of a woman who liked her sister contained and accounted for, and they had moved on to discussing Julia's daughter's wedding, which was the only subject Julia had been able to fully concentrate on for eighteen months.

And then Marianne had hung up, and stood in her clean, silent, two-person kitchen, and thought: I could just go and look.

It was the first thing she had wanted in a long time. She mistrusted it immediately, the way she now mistrusted all wanting, having learned that the things you love are simply hostages the universe is holding against your good behaviour. But she packed a bag. She told herself it was practical — she'd need to see the place to value it, to brief the estate agent, to be sensible. She was very good at being sensible. It was her last reliable talent.

The drive took five hours and the last of it
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