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The tide keeps this road twice a day.
It tells you the hour you may cross—never the hour you may come back.
— a Trevennick saying
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​The Drowned Road
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The sign at the edge of the world said the road would drown, and gave a timetable for it.

I stopped the car on the last firm yard of tarmac and read it twice, the way you read a thing you have already decided to ignore. ROAD FLOODS AT HIGH WATER. CONSULT TIDE TABLE BEFORE CROSSING. Beneath the paint, somebody had bolted a little aluminium frame, and behind cracked perspex a printed card listed the month in two columns, hours and heights, the drownings and the clearings of this particular stretch of England, set out as tidily as train departures. The card had been replaced recently. The frame was old, the screws weeping rust into the wood, but the paper inside was crisp, this autumn’s, this very fortnight’s. Someone out here cared a great deal about when the water came and went.

I had cared too, that morning, in a Travelodge outside Bodmin, hunched over my laptop with the curtains shut, checking and re-checking a website that promised me low water at Carrow Head at twelve minutes past four. It was now nine minutes to. I had built in the margin and then spent it, the way I spend everything, on hesitation. Across the channel the causeway ran low and grey and dead straight for perhaps half a mile, a raised spine of stone laid over the mud, and at its far end, lifted on its own black headland, sat the house.

Even from there it looked like it was holding its breath.

A thread of water had begun to move across the road. Not a wave, nothing so theatrical — a thread, a bright seam working in from the seaward side, finding the dip in the stone where it always found it, spreading without hurry. The sea here did not crash. It arrived. It came up through the ground as much as over it, and the locals had a name for the causeway that I already knew, that I had read in a dead woman’s notebook and would pretend, later, that a fisherman had taught me. The Drowned Road. They didn’t say it to be dramatic. They said it the way you’d say the Exeter turning, a fact of geography, a place that was sometimes a road and sometimes the bottom of the sea and asked you to know the difference.

I put the car in gear.

A sensible woman waits for the next low tide. A sensible woman does not drive onto half a mile of flooding stone because she is afraid that if she sits one more minute in a lay-by she will turn the car around and drive back to her overdraft and her one rented room and the life that had brought her, at thirty-six, to this exact lay-by with everything she owned in two bags on the back seat. I am not, whatever else is true of me, a sensible woman. I have spent my whole career being other people’s idea of sensible, which is a different thing, and pays better, and costs more.

The wheels hissed when they took the water. Only an inch, then, at the near end, a skin of sea sheeting off the camber, but it changed the sound of the world — that long wet shush under the tyres, the engine note flattening, the gulls going up off the rocks all at once like paper. I kept my speed even and my eyes on the white line, which vanished and reappeared, vanished and reappeared, and I did not look in the mirror, because in the mirror Trevennick was shrinking — the quay, the grey cottages stacked up the hill, the one pub with its sign I couldn’t read at this distance, the whole small huddle of other people getting smaller and lower until the rise of the road cut it off entirely, and there was only ahead. Only the house, and the rising water, and me, going to meet both.

Here is the thing I told myself, then, with the sea coming up around the wheels. I told it cleanly, in a writer’s sentences, because telling yourself things in clean sentences is how you make them true.

I was Nina Sefton, ghostwriter. I had put words in a dozen mouths and my name on none of them. A footballer’s redemption. A chef’s love affair with Puglia. Two politicians, a daytime psychic, a woman who’d survived a plane coming down in the Andes and could not, it turned out, describe it, so I described it for her and she wept at the manuscript and thanked me for remembering it so well. I was good. I was, in the small windowless trade of being good at sounding like someone else, close to the best, and it had earned me a reputation among the eleven people who buy that service and roughly forty thousand pounds a year before tax, which in London is another way of saying nothing. I owned no flat. I owned this car, barely. I had, three weeks ago, sat in my landlord’s kitchen and been spoken to kindly about the future.

And then the letter. Not an email — a letter, cream laid paper, a fountain pen, an address embossed in grey: Saltmere House, Carrow Head. Dame Cordelia Frayne, who was eighty if she was a day and a national treasure of the most genuine kind, beloved across forty years and forty languages, the grand old woman of the English novel — Dame Cordelia Frayne wished to engage a ghostwriter to assist with her memoir at last, in residence, for a period of some weeks, terms to be discussed but generous, very generous, and a figure had followed that I read four times and then said aloud to my empty room.

Impossible money. The chance of a lifetime. The book everyone in publishing had wanted for twenty years, handed to me, a nobody, a name that appears on no spine. That is what I told myself. That is what I am telling you. It is even, as far as it goes, true.

It is only that it does not go very far, and I knew that too, with the water at the doors of the car, and I folded the rest of it away where I had been folding it for three weeks, neatly, the way I fold everything, and drove on.

The road climbed. The water fell off the back of the car and the tyres found dry stone again and I let out the breath I’d been holding in small economical sips. The house came up to meet me the way a cliff meets a boat. Saltmere House. Grand and grey and salt-eaten, four storeys of pale stone gone the colour of an old tooth, gables and a turret and tall blind windows catching the last of the afternoon, and over all of it the slow corruption that the sea works on anything that stands near it long enough — the render blistered, the gutters streaked green, the stone fretted and pitted as if the air itself had teeth. Beautiful. Genuinely beautiful, the way a wreck is beautiful, or a face you have to keep looking at to decide. Edwardian, I thought, then doubted it; older underneath, perhaps, dressed up. A wall ran around a dead garden. Wrought-iron gates stood open on a gravel sweep, and on the steps of the great porch a woman was waiting, and had been waiting, I understood, for some time, watching me come across the water.

I parked where the gravel had been raked into a shape that meant here. I got out. The wind off the sea took my hair and the door and the breath out of me, all at once, and under it I heard the sea working at the rocks below, that endless patient chewing.

“You’ll be Miss Sefton.” Not a question.

“Nina.” I put out my hand. “You must be —”

“Mrs Crole.” She let my hand stay out a beat too long before she took it, dry and cool and quick, and let go. Agnes Crole was perhaps seventy, built spare and upright, in grey wool with a white collar, her hair pinned so hard it looked painful. She had a face that had decided things a long time ago and saw no reason to revisit them. “Dame Cordelia is resting before dinner. She’ll see you this evening. You’ll want to settle in.” She turned, expecting me to follow, and recited as she climbed the steps, in a flat even voice, like someone reading sentences off a card.

“Breakfast is at eight in the morning room. Luncheon at one. Dinner at half past seven; Dame Cordelia keeps to it. The work will be in the library, mornings as a rule, but she’ll tell you herself how she likes to go on. The east wing is yours — the room’s been made up. You’ll find the kitchen out of bounds save by arrangement, that’s mine. The cellars are kept locked.” She reached the top step and paused, and turned, and her pale eyes went over me once, head to foot, the way you’d price a coat. “And the boathouse is private.”

“Of course,” I said.

“It’s not part of the house. Whatever you’ve been told.” She had not been told anything; nobody had said a word to me about a boathouse; and the fact that she felt the need to fence it off before I had even crossed the threshold went into me and stayed there, small and cold and certain, like a stone in a shoe. “Down on the slip. There’s nothing there. It’s not safe. I’d ask you to keep to the paths.”

“I’ll keep to the paths,” I said, and smiled the smile I keep for exactly this, the agreeable one, the one that has signed me into more rich people’s lives than I can count. It is a very good smile. It has never once been mine.

She studied it. Then she put out her hand again, palm up, and for a confused half-second I thought she wanted to shake again, or to be paid.

“Your telephone.”

“Sorry?”

“There’s no signal out here worth the name, and what little there is, the house plays havoc with. People fret over it, they wander out on the head looking for a bar of it and they don’t watch the tide. We’ve had — we don’t like it.” A small adjustment of the jaw. “We keep them safe inside. You’ll have it back whenever you’ve need to make a call; there’s the landline in the hall and you’re welcome to it. But I’ll take it, if you please, and you’ll not be tempted out onto the rocks at the wrong water.”

For the safekeeping of the signal. I almost laughed; it was so nearly elegant. And I thought of the woman who had stood, perhaps, on these same steps a year before, and handed over her phone to this same flat palm, and I felt my own phone in my coat pocket like a live coal, and I understood that I was being closed in, gently, by an expert, the way you close a gate behind a horse.

So I gave it to her.

I gave it to her smiling, and as I drew it out I let my other hand go to the opposite pocket as if to balance, as if cold, and the small thing that lived there I pressed once with my thumb to be sure it was on, the little recorder no bigger than a lighter, and left it where it was, warm against my hip, listening. There is a particular calm that comes over me when I am doing two things and being seen to do one. It is the closest thing I have to a home. I handed Agnes Crole my telephone and she turned it over once, looked at the dark screen, and put it away in her own pocket, and neither of us said anything else about it, and that was the first lie we told each other, and it was a good clean one, and I think we both knew it.

“This way,” she said.

The porch took us into a hall the size of a chapel and nearly as cold. Stone flags, a staircase that climbed and turned and climbed, and on every wall the dead. Portraits, dozens of them, dark with varnish and salt-bloom, men in stocks and women in jet, a child with a hoop, a dog with a dead bird in its mouth — none of them, I would have bet the impossible fee, any relation to anyone now living in the house. Bought by the yard. Other people’s ancestors, hung up to make a borrowed past look owned. I have furnished enough lives to know furnished history when I see it.

And by the inner door, where you couldn’t miss it coming or going, a frame. The same kind of frame as the one out on the road, the same crisp card behind glass. Tide tables. Pinned at the threshold like a holy text, like the little box of prayers some houses nail to the doorpost so you touch it going in and out and remember what you serve. I would learn, in the days that followed, that there was one by every door in that house — every door that gave onto the outside — each one current, each one read, the way other houses keep a clock. In Saltmere the sea was the clock. The sea told you when you could leave.

Somewhere above us a barometer hung on the wall, brass and old, its needle low, and as I watched, or imagined I watched, it sank a hair lower. The glass was falling. A gale was coming up out of the Atlantic the way they do in that part of the autumn, days off yet but already announced, and the house knew it, and the needle dropped, and outside the light was going copper and strange.

“You came across late,” Agnes said. It was not quite a rebuke and not quite not. She had moved to the great door, her hand on the iron of it, looking past me, out, the way she’d looked when I drove up. I turned to follow her eyes.

The causeway was gone.

In the time it had taken to climb the steps and cross the hall, the thread had become a sheet and the sheet had become the sea, and where the long grey road had run there was now only bright water, gold-skinned in the low sun, level and complete and innocent, as if there had never been a road there at all, as if I had not driven across it ten minutes before. The headland was an island. Trevennick was a smudge of roofs on the far side of half a mile of moving light, and between us, nothing a person could walk on, nothing a person could drive.

“You’ll want to mind it, next time,” Agnes said, without heat. “It doesn’t wait.”

She drew the great door open on its hinge, and the warmth and the dim gold of the inner house breathed out at me, and I stepped over the threshold past the tide table in its frame, into Saltmere House, to do the job I had lied my way into and the other job that no one knew about at all. By the time the door shut, the road I’d come in on had stopped existing.
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She was waiting in a room full of firelight, and she rose as if I were the one worth standing for.

I had expected to be kept waiting. The famous keep you waiting; it is the cheapest way to teach you your place. Instead the drawing-room doors stood open onto a long warm space the colour of old honey, and Dame Cordelia Frayne came up out of a wing chair with both hands lifted, as if she had been holding her breath across some difficult water and could let it go now that I was through the door.

“You came.” Her voice did the thing voices do on the radio at two in the morning, when you are awake and alone and a stranger reads you a story and you believe, briefly, that they are reading it only to you. “You actually came. I had myself half convinced the tide would eat you and I’d be left with nothing but Agnes and the gulls and my own dreadful company.”

She was smaller than the photographs. That always undoes you a little, the smallness of the enormous. The famous face had thinned to its architecture, all cheekbone and clever mouth, and the white hair was pinned up with the careless precision of a woman who had decided long ago how she would look at the end and had simply stayed there. She wore grey. A good grey, soft as ash. Around her throat a single dark ribbon, and at her wrist a watch she did not, I would learn, ever consult, because she carried the time of the place inside her like a second pulse.

“Dame Cordelia.”

“Cordelia. Please. Dame is for the people who want something from me, and you, Miss Sefton, are going to give me something instead.” She held my hand in both of hers. Her fingers were cool and very light, the knuckles swollen into knots, and she let me feel that — let me register the ruin of the hands before she said a word about them, so that when she made her joke later I would already be on her side. “Sit. There, where I can see you against the fire. I want to look at you while I still can.”

I sat. Behind me the door closed somewhere in the house with a sound like a held breath, and I thought, without meaning to, of the causeway gone under bright water, the road I’d come in on simply discontinued, as if the land had agreed to forget it. Two ways off Carrow Head. The tide owned both.

“You’re nervous,” she said, pleased. “Good. I distrust people who aren’t. Whisky? Don’t say no to be polite, I can’t abide a polite drinker.” She poured without waiting, two fingers of something amber into heavy glass, and her hands did not spill a drop, and I noted that too, the way her ruined hands could hold a decanter steady as a surgeon. “You came a long way for an old woman’s chatter.”

“I came for the work.” True, in its way. I had learned to build my truest sentences out of facts that pointed somewhere else.

“The work.” She settled back. The firelight moved on her like approval. “Tell me, then. Tell me what you think the work is. Everyone who sits in that chair has a theory and they’re all wrong and I enjoy hearing them be wrong.”

This was a test, and I had sat for harder ones. I had ghosted a footballer who could not finish a sentence and a duchess who could not begin one. I had written the inner life of a man who had none. The trick is never to perform your cleverness; the trick is to disappear so cleanly into the other person’s idea of themselves that they mistake their reflection for a friend.

“The work,” I said, “is to get out of the way.”

Something shifted in her face. Not surprise — she was far past surprise — but a kind of focusing, the way a cat goes still when a thing it had thought decorative turns out to move.

“Go on.”

“You’ve told this story a thousand times. Festivals, dinners, the good anecdotes worn smooth as sea-glass. That’s not what we want. The polished ones are dead.” I turned the glass. “I’ll listen for the places you stumble. The dates that don’t quite meet. The sentence you start three times and abandon. That’s where you actually live. My job is to find the music underneath the performance — and then to write it down so well that no one can hear me doing it.”

For a moment the room held nothing but the fire ticking in the grate and, far under everything, the sea working at the rocks below the terrace, patient as a creditor.

“Oh,” said Cordelia Frayne softly, “you’ll do. You’ll do very nicely.”

And here is the thing I will admit, because I promised myself when I began this that I would be honest about the parts that shame me. It worked. I had been invisible for years — a name in the small print, a with, a as told to, a ghost who haunted other people’s bestsellers and went home to a flat where the heating was a moral decision. I had made a profession of not being seen. And this woman, this national treasure with her devastating attention, looked at me as though I were the most interesting object in a house full of beautiful objects, and I felt it go into me like warmth into cold hands, that ache of finally being held near a fire. I wanted more of it before I had finished wanting it at all.

That is the precise moment you should be most afraid. I knew that. I had come here knowing exactly what charm was for. And I felt the pull anyway, and I despised myself for the pull, and I let nothing show but a modest, grateful tilt of the head, because the despising was mine and she was not to have it.

“The method.” She said it like a sacrament. “Mornings. I am no good after lunch — the afternoons belong to ghosts, and I don’t mean you. We’ll sit, you and I, in the library, and I’ll talk and you’ll listen, and the machine will turn.” A small dark recorder sat on the table at her elbow; she touched it as one touches a cat that has earned its place. “I keep the tapes. Always have. A life this long, my dear, you’d be amazed what falls out of it when you let it run. We’ll have weeks of it. Hours. You’ll come to hate my voice.”

“I doubt that.”

“Everyone does, eventually.” She smiled. “The tapes are mine. That’s not negotiable, before you reach for whatever your agent told you to reach for. The voice on them is mine, the words are mine, the record is mine. You take the music and you make the book. But the original — the original stays in this house.” A beat. “Della found that hard.”

The name went through me like a wire pulled tight, fast, before I could brace. I had practised against this exact instant in the mirror of a Travelodge for three nights running, and still my body wanted to betray me — a tightening at the wrist, a held breath. I lifted the whisky and let the burn of it explain whatever showed on my face.

“Della?”

“The girl before you.” Cordelia waved it off, light as smoke, already moving past it. “Oh, I oughtn’t gossip. She was clever — they’re always clever, the ones who come — but she couldn’t take the quiet. Some people can’t, you know. They think they want a remote and beautiful place to do the great work, and then the dark comes down at four and the road goes under and there’s nothing but the sea telling them what it thinks of them, and they unravel.” She turned her glass to the fire. “She left rather suddenly. Mid-sentence, you might say. I shan’t pretend it didn’t sting. One grows attached.”

One grows attached. I wrote it on the inside of my skull where she could not edit it.

“It happens,” I said. “The work is intimate. People get frightened of being known.”

“Yes.” Her eyes came back to me, and for a heartbeat there was something in them old and flat and entirely without warmth, the look of a woman pricing a horse. Then the firelight rearranged her and she was charming again, and I could almost believe I had imagined it. Almost. I have made my living on the part of me that does not.

She rose — that economy of effort the very old keep in reserve and spend like coin — and crossed to a side table where a book lay waiting, and I understood that all of it had been waiting: the open doors, the firelit chair, the book set out like communion bread.

“Now. Before we are sensible and discuss money, which I find tedious and you will find generous — a gift.”

It was The Salt Garden. A first edition, the dust jacket the famous deep green of 1971, the title in that spare silver type a whole generation could draw from memory. The book that made her. The book they teach. The book that, when people said her name in the same breath as the dead greats, was the reason they dared.

“You’ve read it,” she said. Not a question.

“Everyone’s read it.”

“Liar. Everyone says they’ve read it. You’ve read it.” She opened the cover with the side of one crooked finger, careful, almost tender, as though the hand could not be trusted with anything it loved. “Do you know it well enough to know how it opens?”

I did. I had read it at fourteen and again at thirty and once more, three weeks ago, sitting up till the gulls started, looking for a dead woman’s fingerprints in it without yet knowing whose. “‘The tide came in the way grief does,’” I said. “‘All at once and from every direction, so that by the time you understood you were surrounded there was no longer any road back to the person you had been.’“

Something moved across her face that I could not name and did not like — pride, maybe, but pride wearing someone else’s coat.

“The dedication,” she said, and turned to it, and held the page to the firelight so the words took the colour of the flames.

For B., who knew the way across.

“People ask me, you know. Sixty years and they still ask. A lover, they decide, because the young always decide it’s a lover. They write whole essays. The lost beloved of Cordelia Frayne.” She laughed, and the laugh was real, which was somehow the worst of it. “Let them. B. knew the way across when no one else did. That’s all I’ll say. That’s all the book will say.” She closed it gently on the dedication, the way you close a door on a room you do not intend to enter. “Some debts you carry. You’ll learn that, at my age. The list of people who knew the way across gets very short.”

She took up a pen — and then did not use it.

“Ah,” she said. “No. Look at these.” She held up the two hands, turned them in the light so the swollen joints showed, the fingers that bent toward the palm like the legs of something dying. “Useless. Worse than useless — treacherous. I haven’t signed my own name in fifteen years. Can you imagine? Dame Cordelia Frayne, and she can’t hold a pen long enough to ruin a flyleaf.” She said it lightly, comically, a woman making peace with her own decay, and again I felt the small machinery of sympathy turn over in me exactly as it was meant to.

From the table she took instead a little wooden-handled stamp, the kind a busy office keeps for invoices, and an ink pad in a tin. She pressed the stamp, rocked it once on the title page with a practised tilt, and lifted it away.

Cordelia Frayne, in a looping facsimile of a signature, blue and perfect and identical, I had no doubt, on every one of the ten thousand books she gave away.

“There,” she said. “Forged by my own hand. The only honest autograph I have left.” She enjoyed that. She turned it so I could see, the rubber name sitting on the page where a living hand should have been, and I smiled and thanked her and thought, with the cold flat part of me that never sleeps: she does not write. Remember that she does not write a single word by hand.

She put the book into my arms, and as she did the flyleaf fell open a half-inch under its own weight, and there, pasted inside the front board where a child might hide a treasure, I saw the bookplate. Small. Engraved. An old-fashioned woodcut of a tree leaning hard in a sea wind, and beneath it two initials in a serif so fine it had nearly worn away.

B. L.

Not C. F. Not the great green monogram that was on the spine of every reissue, the napkins, the festival tote bags. Two other letters, in another woman’s book.

“Old habit of the house,” Cordelia said, watching me see it, and her voice did not change at all, which is its own kind of tell, if you have spent your life learning to hear them. “The library came with the place. Half these books were here before me.” She closed my hands over the cover with both of hers, cool and light and absolute. “Now. You’re tired, and I’ve been greedy with you, and the sea’s in for the night so neither of us is going anywhere. Agnes will take you up. We begin tomorrow, you and I.” A last look, warm as the fire, total as a tide. “I think we are going to know each other terribly well, Miss Sefton.”

“Nina,” I said.

“Nina.” She tasted it. “Yes. We’ll do beautifully.”

Agnes was at the door before I heard her come, which I would learn was simply how Agnes existed, a woman who arrived already there. She did not look at the book in my arms. She did not look at me much at all. She took up a brass candle-lamp from the hall table — the house had electricity, I would find, but Agnes used it the way she used everything, sparingly and with suspicion — and she went up the staircase ahead of me into a cold that deepened with every step away from the fire.

The corridor at the top ran long and dark toward the seaward end of the house, and the salt got into everything up there, into the wallpaper and the breath, so that the whole upper floor tasted faintly of the thing waiting outside. We passed doors. I did not count them aloud. I had no business knowing how many there were, or which one, and I kept my eyes on the lamp and my hands still on the green book and the second woman’s hidden name.

At the very end she stopped and opened a door onto a room the colour of a drowned sky — a cold blue room, the bed turned down, the window black and full of the sound of water.

“The last girl’s,” Agnes said, and stood back to let me pass, and did not say the last girl’s name.
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