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      For Mr. and Mrs. Armitage

      the two best (and scariest!) teachers I ever had
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      miss you, mate
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      It was the phone call Rachel Castle had been dreading. All too predictably, it came at a time when she was already at a low, having just returned from a morning sitting in the Job Centre. She had been filling out forms for potential employment from the start of October, now that summer was in its death throes—

      Oh, don’t mention death.

      ‘Rachel, dear, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but it’s about Grandma….’

      Bethany, her flatmate, had spotted the sudden lurch in emotion straight away, and was holding out a glass of wine almost before Rachel’s mother, Linda, had delivered the bad news. Rachel, one hand on the back of the nearest chair, was trying not to cry.

      ‘I’m afraid she passed away this morning. We were all quite surprised. She was always a healthy old thing, wasn’t she?’

      Was, was, was. All it would be from now on. Rachel’s beloved grandmother, Marigold, at times, when her mother was working two jobs to make ends meet, more like a mother than her own, was gone.

      ‘Was … was ….’—the word wouldn’t leave her alone—‘Was … it quick?’

      ‘She died in her sleep. Natural causes. The way we all want to go if we have the option of choosing, don’t we?’

      Rachel wasn’t in a question-answering mood, so just muttered, ‘Ahh.’

      Linda, however, seemed in the mood to ask them. ‘So, how was your summer job? I take it you’ve finished for the season now? Have you found another job yet?’

      ‘Uh, not yet, but I’m in the process of looking—’

      ‘Oh, that’s great. So you’re free to come down for the funeral next weekend then?’

      The summer job at a campsite called Tall Trees Lake Premier had tied her over for a couple of months, but that now she was back in Brentwell, living with Bethany, she needed to start saving her pennies. Bethany had Airbnbed her room over the summer, but she couldn’t afford to give any concessions on the rent.

      ‘Ah, the funeral? It’s next weekend?’

      When train prices would be highest. She could drive, of course, but petrol was through the roof and the road was a nightmare.

      ‘Yes, Saturday afternoon. You could come down Thursday or Friday. Come on, dear, we haven’t seen you in ages.’

      Rachel winced. The last thing she needed was an expensive trip home, but it was Grandma’s funeral. She couldn’t miss it.

      ‘Okay,’ she said, giving a dizzy nod, aware that her legs could wobble and fall out from under her at any moment. Luckily Bethany had put the glass of wine down and was standing nearby, ready to catch Rachel, just in case.

      ‘Thank you, dear,’ Linda said. ‘It’ll be lovely, you’ll see. We’ll see her off right.’

      She hung up. Rachel stared at the phone in her hand, then turned to Bethany. Before she could say anything, she burst into tears.
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      ‘Look at these I found in the little cake shop on the corner,’ Bethany said, sliding a tray out of a small cake box. ‘Maple and pecan fruitcake. I got us three, one each and one to share.’

      ‘I’m going to miss you,’ Rachel said, as Bethany handed her a spoon. ‘I’m so sorry I have to go again so soon.’

      Bethany shrugged. ‘I’ll have to Airbnb your room for a bit,’ she said. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’

      ‘Just no more weirdoes,’ Rachel said. ‘That last one failed to convert me.’

      ‘Oh, you mean the Bird Watcher’s Bible he left in your top drawer?’ Bethany smiled. ‘Alex. He was all right. I mean, I wasn’t about to go out with him or anything, but he was a bit different.’ She sighed. ‘A shame, he said he was moving to Romania. Perhaps he was going to spot some vampire bats. How long do you think you’ll be gone?’

      ‘A week, tops. I mean, I like my home village and everything, but there’s nothing much there. Mum wants help going through Grandma’s things, but that should only take a few days.’

      ‘Sure, just let me know, and I’ll kick out whatever touring rock band I’ve got staying in your room.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘I hope it goes well.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘Right, let’s eat this cake before it goes warm.’
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      In the end, against her better judgment, but in the hope of saving some money on the train fares that just seemed to get more expensive by the day, she decided to drive. From Brentwell there was no easy road; whoever had designed the transport routes across Devon and Cornwall had perhaps dropped their pen on the map somewhere between Plymouth and Porth Melynos, creating a violent explosion of tiny lines, all of which had materialised into a couple of dozen miles of winding lanes with blind corners and hairpin bends, miles at a time with nowhere to pass, and random hazards such as overgrown ditches invisible until you were plunging into them, and unkempt hedgerows of thorn bushes that could strip the paint clean off any car forced in too close. The train took the luxurious route down to Plymouth and then along the coast, but the way by road was an exercise in patience and nail-biting nerves.

      She set off early on Friday morning, driving southwest out of Brentwell, through Willow River, and then down around the eastern edge of Dartmoor. She paused at a pretty café on the edge of the moor to get a coffee and prepare herself for the challenge ahead. Already her phone reception was starting to weaken; by the time she made it home it would be just a memory. Still, it might be better to get off the grid for a bit, although, on the other hand, if she couldn’t bury herself in her phone, she might be coerced into talking to people. How many of her old school friends would show up at Grandma’s funeral?

      The fewer the better, but it would be against her natural run of luck to assume anything.

      Finishing her coffee, she took one last look at the final decent view before Porth Melynos, then climbed back into her car and set off. In her little Fiesta she at least had a car of appropriate size for the ‘Tangle’, as she liked to call it. She had only been driving for five minutes before she found her way blocked by an inappropriately sized people carrier. It took ten minutes of backing up and squeezing into hedges before she was able to let the smiling, waving woman and her seemingly empty monstrosity past. From there she had roughly five minutes of peace before a herd of sheep held her up for another fifteen minutes. An old farmer knocked on her window with the hook of a shepherd’s crook and asked if she knew someone called Kate from Holford Secondary, to which she smiled and shook her head.

      And then, the jewel in the crown, the shining star at the top of everything: she ran over a nail.

      After a couple of minutes of urging her poor, groaning car along the narrow road, she managed to find a farm gateway. She pulled in, climbed out, and went around to the boot to fetch the spare tyre.

      By the time she was finally done—one sore and broken nail and one bruised knee from dropping the spare later—she was tired, frustrated, getting hungry, and the sun was low in the sky. The only thing worse than driving the Tangle by day was driving the Tangle by night, with the sizes of her opponent cars impossible to see behind their glaring, always-full-beam lights, and the additional threat of animals or even pedestrians appearing out of nowhere.

      She climbed back in, wiped sweat off her brow, took a deep breath, and started the engine.

      It started. All good. She pulled out from the gateway just as two cyclists on racing bikes came haring around the corner, narrowly missing her. The second turned and shouted something unpleasant, but was out of sight around the next bend before Rachel could think of a suitable reply.

      The sun dipped into the tops of the hedgerows as she set off again, frequently blinding her as it glittered through the thorn bushes. She thought about just giving up for the night, pulling in somewhere and sleeping awkwardly in the car, but she really wanted to get there tonight, so she gritted her teeth, willing herself forward, and a couple of minutes later the road finally opened out. A valley dropped away in front of her; nestled into its hollow was her home village, a cluster of houses and shops on the South West Coast Path tourist circuit, all centered around a tiny harbour with its jutting concrete breakwater and towering cliffs on either side.

      As she turned a corner to the top of the road snaking down the valley side into the village, she saw the familiar sign:

      
        
        Porth Melynos

        Welcome to Sunset Harbour

      

      

      It wasn’t a direct translation. In old Cornish, Porth Melynos roughly translated to Port Yellow Night, but some long-ago village council had decided that wouldn’t attract enough tourists. Sunset Harbour it had become, despite the fact that for most of the year the sun actually set over the western cliffs rather than over the narrow sliver of sea, a tiny piece of Americana in a place that was very, very British.

      She couldn’t help but smile. Despite having moved away at the earliest opportunity, it always felt nice to be back.

      It was home, after all.
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      That the crematorium was full only made Rachel feel worse. Grandma Marigold had made a lot of friends over her eighty-seven years it seemed, and they had all brought their extended families to see her off on her final fiery journey. Seeing the chairs full of mourners somehow made Rachel feel like Grandma no longer belonged to her, that in the years since she had moved out of the village the love and joy that Grandma had brought into her life had become available by open invitation. Now, heartbroken, she watched as every man and his dog, and even his dog’s fleas got up to say a few words.

      Mr. Harding, the greengrocer: ‘She was never without a smile. Every morning we’d go through the same routine. “How’s the weather looking today, Marigold?” “Well, it must be sunny judging by your smile.” She was a delightful woman, and I’ll miss our chats over a bag of carrots.’

      Mike, who’d delivered the newspaper: ‘She never failed to leave me a pound tip at Christmas, Easter, and all the bank holidays. And there’d be a birthday card standing on top of the post box once a year. I don’t know how she knew, because I never told her. I guess she must have done a background check.’

      Mr. Wilmot, who ran the local chip shop: ‘I hadn’t seen her in a while—it was a cholesterol thing, I believe—but I remember once in around 1994 she stopped by and bought a small portion plus some mushy peas, and told me they were the best fish‘n’chips west of Plymouth Sound, which was a sound I liked to hear….’

      And so it went on. A local farmer stood up and described how he’d once shared a pleasant good morning with Grandma as she cycled past his tractor, circa 1986. A local fisherman recalled how he’d seen someone from his boat whom he believed had been Grandma, fishing off Silly Point, the last reachable section of rock out on the cliffs beyond the breakwater. She’d smiled or waved or something. And a local delivery driver recounted in unnecessary detail how he’d definitely driven past her a couple of times, and how she’d looked like such a wonderful person even though they’d never spoken, or indeed even made eye contact.

      Such was the effect Grandma had had on people.

      And finally, mere moments before Rachel was planning to jump up and ask the funeral director to make a little room in Grandma’s coffin, the curtain was pulled across, and the old dear was sent on her way.

      ‘Are we going to the pub now?’ Rachel asked her mother, who was sobbing into a tissue.

      ‘All you young people do is drink,’ Linda sniffed.

      ‘All you old people do is talk,’ Rachel replied, then felt a pang of guilt as Linda burst into more tears.
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      An hour later, after the cremation was completed, Rachel and Linda made their way down the hill from the church to the Horse and Buoy Inn, a beautiful old pub in a stonewalled building by the harbourside, for Grandma’s wake. Even more people had shown up, spilling out into the beer garden to the pub’s side and rear, enjoying a warm September afternoon. As she looked along the harbourside at the patch of shingle beach and the handful of fishing boats moored up against the breakwater, the towering cliffs that made a natural harbour, and the narrow sliver of horizon between them, part of her felt happy to be back. After university had ended she had stayed away, failing to do anything with her degree in Contemporary Journalism, taking temp job after temp job in the hope that something rewarding would come along. Her last short-term contract had abruptly ended in May, but rather than come running home to Porth Melynos, she had found a summer job on the edge of Bodmin Moor. Three months of waiting tables for extremely rich and obnoxious people later and she was unemployed again. The discussion with her mother was coming for sure, but Rachel hoped it would at least hold off until after Grandma’s ashes had been scattered.

      ‘Rachel? Is that you?’

      The familiar voice sent a shiver running down the back of Rachel’s spine, all the way to her knees, which threatened to buckle, throwing her face forwards onto the flagstones. No, it can’t be. Not now. Not here.

      She turned, and there he was. Gavin Benson, the man who had stolen her heart at sixteen and never really given it back. He was taller than she remembered, more angular around the jaw, wider at the shoulders, but the eyes, the smile, the cheekbones, even the curl of hair she had once liked to play with, they were all still there. Inwardly, Rachel swooned. If perfection could have been improved upon, it clearly had been. Gavin was such a dish she could have covered him in ketchup and eaten him in one single bite.

      ‘Gavin? You’ve—’

      ‘Grown up?’ He smiled, and inside Rachel died. ‘Yeah, I suppose. I’m working on Dad’s boat now.’ He clenched a fist. ‘Hauling those ropes puts the meat on. I’ve told him to buy a motorised pulley but he said I’d end up like old George.’

      It was nailed home to Rachel how long she’d been away in that she had no idea what he was talking about.

      ‘Wow, that’s great,’ she said, trying not to eye him up and down, aware that Grandma had been a playful old thing and probably would approve if Rachel tried to sneak Gavin back to hers for a bit of entertainment while her mother was out. ‘And you look great. Really great.’

      ‘You do too. You’re … glowing. Did you quit drinking?’

      Rachel held off a frown and instead gave Gavin an ambitious smile. ‘Yeah, well, I don’t have much time for it now, with work and all that.’

      The truth—that her salary over the summer had been so low that alcohol had become a luxury item—wasn’t something she was about to share.

      ‘Oh?’ Gavin said. ‘What is it you do now? Did you get that literary critic job at The Guardian? I bumped into your mum the other day and she told me it was only a matter of time.’

      ‘Ah, not yet. I’m … ah … currently between jobs.’

      ‘That’s too bad. Perhaps you could come home for a while. I know Geoff in the pub was looking for someone for a few hours a week. Wouldn’t that be great? It would be just like old times.’

      Rachel felt a little queasy inside. If he was referring to the same old times she was thinking of, it had been warm summer nights after the pub had closed, down on the patch of shingle below the harbour wall, or the breakwater, or even on the deck of a couple of the fishing boats. Good times. Wonderful times. Hot—

      ‘Daddy!’

      ‘Ah, there’s my boy.’

      Gavin chuckled as he turned around, scooping a little boy, no older than three or four, up into his arms. Rachel, while internally dealing with a raging storm that was systematically tearing down all her dreams and hopes, could only admit that the lad was a spitting image of his father, apart from the darker hair, which perhaps came from his mother—

      ‘Rachel Castle? Well, I’ll be dumped upside down off the breakwater edge.’

      No. Please no. Not her. Anyone but her.

      The woman was clapping her hands together as she approached. There didn’t appear to be a ring on her finger, but it could easily have been buried among the excess flesh of her fingers. Her thick elephantine thighs shuddered, and the curtain of brown hair that fell almost to her waist whipped around her in the only gust of wind along the whole harbour’s edge, as though it was trying to blow her off, into the river, down though the seaweed covered rocks, out into the harbour, past the cliffs, and to the open sea, where, joyfully, it would sink her.

      Cathy Ubbers smiled and spread her meaty arms wide, as though there was nothing Rachel might desire more in the world than to leap into the embrace of the girl who had tormented her from the first day of secondary school until Cathy had mercifully left school the year Rachel entered the Lower Sixth. Two years older than her, if Rachel had had to wait until the end of time to bump into Cathy again, it would still have been too soon.

      But not only was she right here in front of her, in all of her much-larger-than-life sweaty glory, but she had also swept Rachel’s teenage dreams up into a basket, and like Krampus, carried them away for eternal torture.

      ‘Cathy … nice to see you again.’

      ‘Oh, you’ve met Gavin.’ As though Rachel needed to re-meet the man she had been an item with for the last three years of school. ‘And this is our lad, Thomas.’ With a grin, Cathy patted a stomach that could have hidden a small car. ‘Number two is due next month. Are you playing happy families yet?’ Cathy gave Rachel’s midriff a pointed glance. ‘I mean, it looks like it, but they’ve put out a decent spread, haven’t they?’

      Rachel winced. ‘Only with the one in my head.’ Then, clapping her hands together in an embarrassing parody, she added, ‘Well, it was lovely to see you guys again, but I’d better go and mingle.’

      And get as drunk as is morally possible at my grandmother’s funeral.

      ‘Sure,’ Cathy said, as though they had once been best friends. ‘See you in a bit, yeah? We have so much to talk about. All that catching up to do. Gosh, has it really been six years?’

      Six glorious, torment-free years. Rachel spread her hands. ‘Where does the time go?’

      Cathy glanced at Gavin and winked. ‘Well, I know where a fair bit of ours goes, if you know what I mean.’

      Unsure what kind of expression was appropriate in response, Rachel glanced at little Thomas, who’d wisely wandered off in the direction of a couple of loitering seagulls.

      ‘Right, mingle,’ she muttered, then turned away before the urge to throw herself off the harbourside became too great to resist. It was only a metre and a half to the water, but perhaps if she took a running jump and attempted to land on her head—

      ‘Oh, Barbara, there you are,’ Cathy gasped with stage-worthy dramatics’ at an older woman wandering down the harbourside. ‘Isn’t it so terrible? But so lovely that we’re all united in our grief.’

      While Cathy went to embrace this unfortunate newcomer, and Gavin was distracted rescuing Thomas, whose ice lolly had become a seagull target, Rachel took her chance to escape.
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      ‘I’ll have a pint, please, Simon.’

      The man behind the bar scratched at a wispy beard that was wholly inappropriate on a face that was no more than eighteen years old.

      ‘Ah, do you have I.D.?’

      ‘Simon, it’s me, Rachel Castle. You know who I am. I was five years above you in school. I once took you to the school nurse after you got stung by a wasp in the playground.’

      ‘Yeah, but you still look pretty young. And it’s the rule.’

      ‘Come on, Simon. I need that pint.’

      ‘Just show me some I.D.’

      ‘I left my purse at home. This is my grandmother’s wake. If you look me up on Facebook you can see a picture of my university degree.’

      ‘I’m not allowed to check my phone at work. But even if I could, you can’t get reception down here.’

      Rachel sighed. ‘Nothing’s changed then? Except you can’t get served in the pub?’

      ‘I’m sorry. Don’t you have a driver’s license or something?’

      ‘Yeah, in my purse.’

      ‘You could go back and get it, couldn’t you?’

      ‘I’d rather jump under a tractor.’

      They appeared to have reached a stalemate. Simon gave her a resigned shrug. ‘You know, I just thought of something. This is technically a private function, which means that children are allowed to drink if a legal adult buys the drink for them, and it’s with a meal. And there’s a buffet over there—’

      Rachel let out an exasperated sigh. ‘I am a legal adult, Simon.’

      ‘It was just a suggestion.’

      Rachel stared forlornly off into space as Simon went off to serve some other customers. Through a connecting door into a family room, the bereaved guests at Grandma Marigold’s wake appeared to be having far more fun than Rachel thought was necessary. She had hoped to have a quiet drink in the regular bar, but it looked like she had no choice but to rejoin the melee.

      Her mother was sitting in a corner, talking to a pair of elderly ladies, whom from snippets of overheard conversation Rachel guessed were members of Grandma’s old bridge club. Standing behind them, she waved her hand to get Linda’s attention.

      ‘Ah, there you are,’ her mother said. ‘Come and meet Gladys and Silvia.’

      ‘Hello,’ Rachel said, forcing a smile for the two old ladies. Then, turning to Linda, she hissed, ‘Mum, I have an emergency.’

      ‘Really? What is it?’ Linda climbed out of the booth seat and came over. ‘Is everything all right? Are you feeling sick? I know today must have been really hard on you—’

      Rachel put up a hand. ‘It’s much worse than that. Mum, I really, really need you to buy me a pint.’
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      Despite feeling a need to escape for as long as she could remember, Rachel had to admit that Sunset Harbour was a beautiful place, and that in autumn it really came alive. Summer was pleasant, but the town was crowded with tourists, and without a proper beach it meant the harbourside and the breakwater were a crush of people eating ice-cream and fish‘n’chips while being bombarded by seagulls. On the other hand, winter could be brutal with the raging sea turning the natural harbour into a maelstrom of churning water, those boats that couldn’t be pulled up on to the shingle protected only by the concrete breakwater wall. Spring was chilly, the sun slowly appearing above the southern cliffs, but in autumn, the cliffs became a natural bowl to concentrate the sun’s heat, making it t-shirt weather sometimes deep into October. And when the leaves began to change, the cliffs and the valley with its deciduous forest, came alive with red, orange and yellow.

      After the tourists had gone home, there was no better place to be than sitting on the harbourside wall, watching the fishing boats going in and out, while huge, dapple-coloured cliffs loomed over you.

      At least in theory.

      Many of the houses were empty out of season these days, sold as holiday homes, and aside from a few who had gone into family-run fishing, tourism, or retail businesses, most young people from Rachel’s generation had moved away in search of work.

      Sitting with her feet dangling over the harbour wall as she had done countless times as a teenager, the only difference being that the can of beer of old had now been replaced by a paper cup of coffee from a teahouse a little way up the road, Rachel found herself pining for the old days.

      Since leaving for university she had always come back a few times a year, but the eternal days of her youth had accelerated quickly with the infrequency of her visits. Grandma, who had once seemed ageless and immortal, had visibly aged with each visit, Redbean, her family dog, had died seemingly abruptly, having jumped from a sprightly ten to an elderly fourteen in what to Rachel had felt like a couple of months, and her mother, once a gung-ho working woman with never less than two jobs on the go at any one time, was now semi-retired, working just three afternoons a week in the kitchens of a local hotel. The carefree life she had grown up with was gone, and a catapult of uncertainties was flinging her ungainly into the future.

      Perhaps if she just sat here a while longer, closed her eyes and concentrated, everything would reset to its factory settings, and the best days of her life could begin over again.

      ‘Excuse me, are you Rachel Castle?’

      She opened her eyes. A man stood a short way past her, holding back a poodle that was investigating the harbour wall edge, as if determined to accidentally slip over.

      ‘Sorry, do I know you?’

      ‘It’s Francis. Do you remember? Francis Jenkins.’

      Rachel stared. ‘F … Francis?’ she stammered, the cruelty of an old nickname stopped in its tracks. ‘Oh, yeah, I remember you. You’ve … ah … changed.’

      With his spectacles, over-round face and slumped shoulders, Francis Jenkins still wasn’t attractive, but the kid from her class everyone had called Floppy Frank had most certainly lost a lot of weight.

      Francis smiled. ‘You can say it, it’s fine. I have a t-shirt with it written on that I wear when I run. It motivates me.’

      ‘When you … run?’

      Not jog. Run. She remembered Floppy’s mum had always driven him up the hill to their primary school, otherwise he’d be so sweaty he’d need to change his clothes before class started. Secondary school and the school bus had been a godsend, but not for his waistline. By the fourth year, anyone forced to sit next to him due to an absence of other seats had needed to position themselves with their feet in the aisle, otherwise they would have been at risk of ‘touching load’, as the other kids put it. Now, Francis could have sat easily in the middle of two seats without touching the occupants of either.

      ‘You run?’ Rachel said.

      Francis shrugged. ‘Not proper races. Not often, anyway. Mostly trail running. The coastal path, moorlands, places like that. I like the views, and it’s the hills
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