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From The Falmouth Packet, July 1959

      
  
         Local Yachtswoman Feared Lost

         Well-known local yachtswoman Felicity Penrose is missing, feared lost at sea. Search and rescue helicopters from RNAS Culdrose
            have sighted her boat, the Mermaid’s Song, adrift off the Cornish coast, but of Felicity there is no sign. Though the search is continuing, hopes of finding her alive
            are fading. ‘We are not optimistic,’ a spokesman said last night.
         

         The loss of Felicity Penrose will be a tremendous shock to the sailing community. A highly respected and vastly experienced
            sailor, Felicity has competed in countless races and regattas. She and her long-time sailing partner Jo Best were due to compete
            in the bi-annual Fastnet Race in September.
         

         ‘It is a terrible tragedy,’ Jo Best told this newspaper. ‘Fliss will be mourned and missed by so many people, both her friends
            in the world of sailing, and of course her family.’
         

         Felicity, 25, is the wife of local businessman Martin Dunning and the mother of a two-year-old daughter, Emma, who was last
            night being cared for at home in Porthtowan by Felicity’s sister, Maggie Penrose, whilst Martin, who refuses to give up hope,
            continues the search.
         

      

  

 

  
  

      Part One

      1989

 

  
  

      
      
      ONE

      
      EMMA

      
      How can it be that life as you know it can be changed in an instant? That one moment things can be perfectly normal, mundane
         even, and the next a cloud of uncertainty hides the sun your little world revolves around, and everything has a different
         texture and colour and taste.
      

      
      Until recently I thought I knew everything there was to know about myself, and it was all pretty straightforward.

      
      My name is Emma Dunning and I’m a sports teacher at a school in north Cornwall. I was born in 1957, the only child of Martin
         and Felicity Dunning. My mother, whom everyone knew as ‘Fliss’, died in a sailing accident when I was two years old. I was
         brought up by my dad and Maggie, Fliss’s sister, who became his second wife.
      

      
      Maggie is like a mother to me; I barely remember Fliss at all. It’s Maggie who has always been there for me, though of course
         she and Dad couldn’t actually get married until seven years after Fliss disappeared and could be declared dead.
      

      
      These simple facts are the building blocks for my life, the foundations on which everything else rests, and it has never,
         for one moment, occurred to me to question them.
      

      
      Why would it?

      
      But then I am confronted by a man who calls himself an ‘investigative journalist’. A man who, with one little sentence, makes my world rock on its axis and sends me on a journey of discovery.
      

      
      Nothing, but nothing, is the way I’d always thought it was.

      
      Nothing will ever be the same again.

      
      It happens, this cataclysm, on a Saturday in June, when I’ve been sailing. And though today began rather badly, by the time
         I get back to the Penryn River, I’m feeling in a much better mood.
      

      
      Sailing can always lift my spirits – however stressed or gloomy I might be before I set sail, when I’ve had a few hours beyond
         the shelter of the Carrick Roads, with the wind brisk enough to send me skimming at an exhilarating speed and capricious enough
         to keep me on my toes, I’m at peace with the world. Today is no exception, though the barney I had last night with Philip,
         my boyfriend, is still unsolved, and I can’t quite shake the nagging doubt that things are never going to work out between
         us. But strange as it might seem to someone who has never experienced the joy of sailing, I feel a whole lot better able to
         cope with it than I did when I left home this morning.
      

      
      I’ll try to explain.

      
      Sailing at the weekend is a regular thing as far as I’m concerned, a ritual, really, and has been for as long as I can remember.

      
      Sailing is in my blood. My grandfather, Bill Penrose, who was in the merchant navy until my grandmother, Greta, talked him
         into a shore-based job, confounded all her plans when he built his own boat, using a telegraph pole for a mast, and sailed
         it as far as South America before selling it and crewing his way home again.
      

      
      My mother, Felicity, was practically a career sailor until I came along, and still sailed whenever she could until her death.
         And my father, Martin, has always kept a boat on the Penryn River. When I was a little girl he used to take me out every Sunday
         in the Silhouette he had in those days and I would spend the whole week looking forward to it. I learned the ropes from him,
         both literally and figuratively – how to hoist a mainsail, how to tack, how to run ashore or pick up a mooring. I memorised the Beaufort scale as I did my nine times table, and learned to recognise
         the different kinds of cloud formation. I knew the names of the sails and the parts of the boat long before I left primary
         school. I joined the Girls’ Nautical Training Corps as soon as I was old enough and loved every moment. But it was still the
         weekend trip with Dad that I looked forward to most of all.
      

      
      It’s a habit I’ve kept up. Though I’m now thirty-two years old and have had a boat of my own since I was a teenager – Dad
         bought me a Laser for my eighteenth birthday – that weekly trip is practically sacrosanct. Trouble is, Philip has other ideas,
         and really, I can’t blame him. He doesn’t care for sailing. The few times he’s ventured out with me, if the sea is choppy
         enough for me to get a buzz, he’s turned decidedly green, which is not a great deal of fun for either of us. Plus, naturally
         enough, he would like me to be around so we can share the things he is interested in. I can see all that, but it doesn’t alter the fact that I feel deprived if I can’t get my fix of open water.
      

      
      The row last night came about because Philip wanted me to go to Exeter with him today to look at a motorbike he is thinking
         of buying. And that appealed to me about as much as spending the day watching paint dry.
      

      
      ‘Oh Philip – surely you don’t want me tagging along?’ I groaned.

      
      ‘I thought it would be a nice day out. We could have a spot of lunch and you can pass your opinion on the bike . . .’

      
      I snorted. ‘My opinion wouldn’t be repeatable! Anyway, I’m planning to go to Falmouth. And afterwards I want to pop over to
         Porthtowan to see Dad and Maggie. It’s been a couple of weeks now.’
      

      
      ‘You could do all that on Sunday. I think you’d enjoy a motor-bike if only you’d give it a chance. It’s a great feeling, all
         the freedom of the open road . . .’
      

      
      ‘I get my freedom on the open sea. Look, Philip, if you want to go to Exeter, go. But I really don’t want to spend the best
         part of my Saturday stuck in traffic on the A30 and in motorcycle showrooms.’
      

      
      ‘OK – please yourself.’ Philip said it offhandedly, but I knew he was hurt.

      
      And I felt bad, because I do it all the time and it’s just not fair on him. I know, for instance, that he would like us to
         move in together. He’s suggested it, either obliquely or directly, more than once. But the thought of it makes me feel horribly
         trapped. I don’t want to talk about it, think about it even. I like my own space too much. I like to make the decisions about
         my life without consulting anyone else – probably the reason why I prefer to sail single-handed.
      

      
      Sometimes I wonder how I came to hook up with Philip in the first place; quite apart from the fact that I am so cussedly independent,
         we really don’t have anything in common. In the beginning, that didn’t seem to matter much. We fancied each other rotten and
         that was enough. Now, though, it’s not. I’m irritated instead of flattered that he wants us to do everything together, and
         I feel horribly guilty because I can’t be what he wants, but regretful and frustrated too. There’s a part of me that would
         really like to settle down, get married, have a family. I was thirty-two in April, after all; if I don’t get on with it, it
         will be too late. Philip is a really nice guy. A bit possessive, but kind. Generous. Totally dependable. He might be hankering
         after a motorbike right now, but deep down he’s a pipe-and-slippers type. Give him a few years and he’ll make the world’s
         best husband and father. I’d be a fool to let him go. I know that, and yet it still doesn’t really make any difference. I
         still baulk at the thought of being tied into a relationship.
      

      
      Perhaps I take after my mother; she was a free spirit too, from what I’ve heard. Certainly I look like her. It’s quite uncanny
         really. My hair is the same dark blond, my eyes the same greeny-blue, and my face more or less the same heart shape. Though
         I’m already seven years older than she was when she died, looking at photographs of her is still unsettlingly like looking
         into a mirror. And certainly we share the same love of the sea, inherited from Grandpa Bill Penrose, I suppose. So it would make sense if I’m
         like her in other ways.
      

      
      Will I ever feel differently, I wonder? Is there someone out there for whom I’d willingly give up my independence? I’d like
         to think so. But to be honest, I’m not overly confident of it. No, I was feeling pretty frazzled this morning as I hitched
         the trailer with my dinghy aboard on to the tow bar of my Audi and headed for the coast.
      

      
      My mood began to lift, though, the moment I turned into the lane leading down to the Penryn River.

      
      Just as Saturday is my sacrosanct day for sailing, so the Penryn River is my special place. It’s not snazzy, like the expensive
         yacht clubs; it’s not even especially convenient, as it’s tidal. But it feels like home to me. As I mentioned before, Dad
         has always kept his boats there and he still prefers to use it, though he could well afford to rent a berth in Falmouth. That’s
         Dad all over. It’s not that he’s tight-fisted – though he does object to seeing money frittered away unnecessarily – it’s
         just that he really doesn’t like ostentation in any way, shape or form. He’s happiest in an old sweater darned at the elbows
         and a pair of faded jeans or cords, and more often than not he drives a second-hand car that has come in as a part exchange
         – he has a dealership at his garage on the outskirts of St Agnes. Maggie once talked him into getting a flash new convertible,
         but he wasn’t comfortable with it. It lasted less than six months.
      

      
      He does have rather a nice boat, though, a nineteen-foot West Wight Potter, which, since it’s summer, will be at the river.
         It was quite possible I’d run into him down there. If I didn’t, as I told Philip, I planned to make a detour to Porthtowan
         on my way home to catch up with him and Maggie. If I timed it right, I might get one or two of Maggie’s scones, fresh from
         the oven, or a rock bun, crunchy on the outside, soft and still warm in the middle. Maggie usually bakes on a Saturday, and
         the fruits of her efforts are to die for.
      

      
      
      It was just after ten in the morning as I pulled off the road and into the lane leading down to the river. The turning is
         so well hidden by high hedges that you could easily miss it if you didn’t know it was there. It’s like a secret place for
         people with boats, the rabbit hole leading to Wonderland or the back of the wardrobe from which you can step into Narnia.
         Narrow and winding, it slopes gently down between banks thick with creamy clusters of cow parsley, spikes of purple foxgloves
         and spreading bouquets of pink campion. Much of the way the trees meet over-head to form an archway of rippling green through
         which shards of sunlight sparkle a mosaic of fractured brilliance, but every so often there’s the surprise of a gate or the
         rooftop of an isolated – and possibly luxurious – dwelling where some lucky person lives in perfect peace.
      

      
      At the end of the lane a broad gravelled parking area opened up on the right. I swung into it, looking around as I did so
         for Dad’s car. It wasn’t there, and for once I was actually not sorry. Much as I love Dad, glad as I usually am to see him,
         at that precise moment all I really wanted was a few hours alone with only myself for company, and the wind and the salt spray
         blowing away the cobwebs.
      

      
      I pulled up on the seaward side of the clearing, where a tree-studded lawn slopes away towards a tumble of trees, grabbed
         my baseball cap from where it was lying on the front passenger seat and put it on, pulling the ponytail of hair that I’d caught
         up in a scrunchy through the gap above the buckle at the back. Then I headed across the parking area towards an impressive
         grey stone building that nestles against a high, shrub-covered bank on a plateau cut deep into the steep hillside. It’s the
         home of the Jeavons family, who own the strip of land that runs from here all the way down to the river, and it also accommodates
         the clubhouse for the sailing folk who keep their boats there.
      

      
      The door was ajar; I pushed it open and went inside, taking off my sunglasses to allow me to see in the gloomy hallway.

      
      A solidly built middle-aged woman in jeans and a bright checked shirt emerged from a doorway. Pam Jeavons. Like the rest of this place, there is something unchanging about her. I
         suppose she must have aged in the years I’ve known her, but it seems to me she has always looked exactly the same, her hair
         – iron grey – curly and windswept, her face weather-beaten and leathery.
      

      
      ‘Emma!’ She looked pleased to see me, but that’s Pam all over. She greets all the folk who use her river mooring as long-lost
         friends; it’s another of the charms of the place.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Pam. Dad not here today?’

      
      ‘Not so far. Last time he was here he did say he was pretty busy. One of his sales team is on maternity leave, isn’t she?’
         Pam tucked an irrepressible curl behind her ear; it promptly sprang back again. ‘It’s time he retired, if you ask me.’
      

      
      ‘Dad retire? And let someone else take over his precious business? Never!’ I laughed. ‘It would be good if he took things
         a bit more easily though. Is it all right if I launch my boat from here?’
      

      
      Pam snorted. ‘How long have you been coming here? Thirty years?’

      
      ‘Probably,’ I said ruefully. ‘I don’t want to take advantage, though.’

      
      ‘You know darned well it’s all right. Just as long as you don’t bung up the turning circle with that trailer of yours. Saturdays
         we get quite busy.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t.’ But I was thinking guiltily of the haphazard way I’d parked outside the clubhouse. I didn’t want some crusty paying
         member storming in to complain about a car and trailer causing an obstruction.
      

      
      ‘If Dad does come in, will you tell him I’m here?’ I said.

      
      ‘Will do. How long are you likely to be out?’

      
      I checked my watch, a chunky black sports model.

      
      ‘I should be back around lunchtime, maybe a bit later. Low tide’s not until four-ish, is it?’

      
      ‘Half-four. I’ll see you later, then. You will look back in, won’t you?’

      
      ‘Will do.’

      
      
      It’s always sensible to tell someone when you are out on the water alone, and courteous to let them know when you are safely
         back.
      

      
      There are those, of course, who don’t bother. They are often the ones who cause problems for the coastguard and the rescue
         services, the ones with little experience and no sense of responsibility. Whilst you need a licence to drive on a road or
         take a plane into the skies, there is no such restriction on taking a boat out to sea. How can there be, when England is an
         island with endless miles of shoreline, accessible beaches and hidden coves? It would be unworkable. And yet the sea is the
         most dangerous and unforgiving of places. It isn’t only the reckless or the unwary who come to grief. Understandably, my father
         drilled that into me from an early age.
      

      
      My mother was an experienced sailor. Boats and sailing had been her life. Yet she was lost at sea. She’d gone out on what
         should have been a routine day’s sailing off the Cornish coast – more or less the same waters as I was heading for today.
         The weather had been good, and in any case she was used to much more challenging conditions. But something had gone wrong
         – just what no one ever knew for sure. That’s the way it is with the sea. Make a mistake or simply cross swords with luck
         and, like my mother, you may never make it home.
      

      
      I don’t remember my mother. Not really. Sometimes a perfume – such as the scent of Imperial Leather soap – or a snippet of
         music will arouse a hazy memory in me, something that feels almost like a haunting regret; sometimes I look at a picture of
         her and believe for a moment or two that I really can recall sitting on her lap, playing with her long blond hair. But in
         reality I think that’s just fancy. I was, after all, only two years old when she was lost. The only mother I have ever really
         known is Maggie and the rest is just wishful thinking. Much as I love Maggie, there’s still a little lost part of me that
         yearns for my real mother, though mostly I acknowledge that I’m just being sentimental and romantic. My mother – Felicity,
         or Fliss, as she liked to be known – is just a sort of fairy-tale princess from the storybooks I read when I was a little girl, and though I left those books behind long
         ago, the princess is still there, buried deep in my psyche.
      

      
      The lesson is that Fliss was a brilliant sailor, and it didn’t save her. If she’d told someone that day where she was headed
         and for how long, maybe the alarm would have been raised earlier and she would have been found before the tides took her.
         So I abide by the rules. I sign out and I sign in. Usually, anyway.
      

      
      I said goodbye to Pam and went back outside. I turned my car and trailer and drove out of the parking area, taking it slowly
         – from this point on the lane is no more than a rough track bordered by woodland on either side. At the bottom of the incline
         the river opens up, a broad expanse of sparkling blue water dotted with craft of all kinds. Beyond it, Falmouth rises high
         above the marina and the dockyard; to the left, the Penryn River flows out to meet the sea.
      

      
      A couple were launching a Topper from the slipway. I waited for them to clear it, then backed up, unloaded the dinghy into
         the water, tied it up and drove my car and trailer to a spot at the far end of the turning area, where it was unlikely to
         be in anyone’s way. I passed the time of day with a man working on a boat jacked up on timbers, repairing and painting the
         hull, as I slipped into my waterproof jacket and buoyancy aid and pulled on my fingerless sailing gloves. Then I went back
         to the dinghy and paddled my way through the craft bobbing between the buoys.
      

      
      Once I was clear of them, with open water ahead of me, I set sail and headed out towards the open sea.

      
      As I’d hoped, the minute I was out on the water my head was miraculously clear. Trickles of moisture ran in rivers from the
         corners of my eyes, drying into salty streaks on my cheeks, burning tight and rosy from the wind, and the taste of the salt
         on my lips along with the salve I plaster on to keep them from drying out was like an elixir. Freedom! A few hours of total,
         blissful freedom! But I couldn’t stay out for ever, much as I would have liked to. If for no other reason, I had to get back
         in while the tide was high enough to reach the slipway. I tacked back across the Carrick Roads and into the sheltered waters of the river, reloaded
         my boat on to the trailer and drove back up the narrow lane to the clubhouse.
      

      
      Still completely unaware that my life was about to change for ever.

      
      There’s still no sign of Dad’s car outside the clubhouse; clearly he’s been too busy with the business to come down to Penryn
         today. Or maybe he and Maggie have gone out somewhere. I’ll give them a quick ring before I make the detour to Porthtowan.
         There’s no point going all the way over there if they aren’t at home.
      

      
      I stop to go in and let Pam Jeavons know I’m safely back. There are two men talking beside a car parked just a few feet from
         the main entrance to the clubhouse. One I recognise as a regular – he works in a Truro bank, I think – and the woman in the
         driver’s seat, with her window open so that she can join in the conversation, is his wife. The other man is a stranger to
         me, though – dark hair cropped fashionably short and receding a little at the temples, tall, strong-featured, rather good-looking,
         with a nose that looks as if it might have been broken at some time. He’s wearing chinos and a dark blue polo shirt – not
         dressed for sailing. None of the three so much as glance at me. They’re far too engrossed in their conversation.
      

      
      Pam is in the outer hall, talking on the telephone. She smiles at me and waves a greeting. I go to the whiteboard to sign
         myself back in, and by the time I’ve done it, Pam has finished her phone call.
      

      
      ‘You’re back, then.’

      
      ‘’Fraid so. Dad never did turn up, I suppose?’

      
      ‘No.’ Pam hesitates. ‘Something a bit strange, though. I’ve had a man here asking about your mother.’

      
      ‘You mean Maggie,’ I correct her.

      
      Pam shakes her head; a strand of iron-grey hair comes loose and springs on to her cheek, which has turned a little pink.

      
      
      ‘No. Your real mother. Felicity.’

      
      ‘What?’ I can feel my eyes widening in surprise. ‘Someone was here asking about Felicity?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. And the sailing crowd from the old days. At first I thought it was someone who used to know her, then I suddenly realised
         he was too young for that. Stupid, really. I find myself forgetting that time’s gone on; I’m no longer the girl I used to
         be, and the people who were young with me are all middle-aged now. Anyway, when I came to my senses I asked him what his interest
         was, and he said something about researching for a book.’
      

      
      ‘A book,’ I repeat, trying to get a handle on this.

      
      ‘That’s what he said.’ Pam flicks again at the offending lock of hair. ‘The thing is, I told him you were out sailing and
         you’d be coming back later, but I’ve been wondering ever since whether I did the right thing. I’m not convinced he was being
         strictly truthful. Some of the questions he asked were . . . well, a bit odd, and after he left I saw him talking to some
         of the regulars outside. Ed Brinkworth, for one, and his wife. He’d been out sailing, and she’d come to pick him up . . .’
      

      
      Ed Brinkworth, that’s the name of the Truro banker. Who was in conversation with a man I didn’t know at all and was presumably
         the person who had been asking about my mother.
      

      
      ‘I think he’s still here,’ I say. ‘At least, he was when I came in. OK, thanks, Pam, I’ll have a word with him, find out what
         it’s all about.’ I pick up my car keys from the table beneath the white-board and head back out to the parking area.
      

      
      The stranger is still there, talking now to Ed Brinkworth’s wife through the open window of the car. Ed has gone round to
         the passenger side and is half in and half out of the door. I walk towards them, wait, watching them pointedly. I’m not near
         enough to hear what’s being said, but Mrs Brinkworth appears to be enjoying herself. Eventually, with a smile and a wave,
         she closes the window and moves off. I walk purposefully towards the stranger.
      

      
      ‘I’m Emma Dunning. I understand you’re interested in my mother, Felicity Penrose.’

      
      
      For just a moment he looks slightly disconcerted, then he recovers himself.

      
      ‘Emma. I’m very pleased to meet you.’ He holds out his hand; I ignore it. He looks OK, in fact he looks rather nice, but I’m
         suspicious of him all the same. It’s a bit peculiar to say the least that he is asking questions about my mother.
      

      
      ‘I’m Mike Bond. I’m a writer.’ He gets a business card out of his wallet and offers it to me.

      
      I glance at the card and push it into my pocket.

      
      ‘Yes, Pam Jeavons told me. I’m rather puzzled, though, as to what your interest is in my mother. It’s almost thirty years
         now since she died.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’ There’s a strange, wary note in his voice, though, almost as if there is some question about that, and an almost
         rueful expression in his rather nice dark-brown eyes.
      

      
      ‘You’re writing a book about women sailors, is that it?’

      
      ‘Not exactly . . .’ Again the wariness.

      
      ‘What, then?’ My curiosity is beginning to be tinged with something that feels strangely like alarm, though for the life of
         me I don’t know why.
      

      
      He’s silent for a moment, those brown eyes narrowed and looking not at me, but past me. Then he seems to make up his mind.

      
      ‘I think it might be better if we went somewhere a bit more private. If there’s a pub near here, maybe I could buy you a drink
         . . .?’
      

      
      Is he trying to pick me up? Somehow I don’t think so. But I have no intention of going somewhere ‘more private’ with a man
         I don’t know from Adam, and certainly not until I know what all this is about.
      

      
      ‘No thank you,’ I say crisply. ‘All I want to know is why you’re asking questions about my mother and her friends.’

      
      He hesitates. ‘This isn’t really the right place. It would be better if we could—’

      
      ‘Surely you can just tell me what your interest is.’

      
      Still he hesitates. ‘I’m afraid you might find it upsetting . . .’

      
      
      I’m becoming irritated. ‘I’ve had thirty years to come to terms with the fact that my mother died in a sailing accident,’
         I say shortly.
      

      
      He removes his sunglasses so that he is looking at me very directly. ‘You’re sure about that, are you?’

      
      ‘Of course I’m sure!’ I snap. ‘I’m quite capable of talking about my mother without getting upset.’

      
      ‘No. What I meant was . . . are you sure that she died?’

      
      His words startle me so much that I almost laugh.

      
      ‘What on earth do you mean?’

      
      ‘Your mother. Are you quite certain she isn’t still alive?’

      
      ‘This is ridiculous,’ I say impatiently. ‘You’ve got hold of the wrong end of the stick somewhere. My mother was lost in an
         accident at sea. In 1959. She was drowned.’
      

      
      ‘Presumed drowned.’ The way he emphasises the word, and the fact that he is watching me expectantly, suddenly makes me want to hit
         him.
      

      
      ‘Her body was never found, if that’s what you mean. Well of course it wasn’t! She was well out to sea when the accident happened.
         But . . .’
      

      
      And then he drops the bombshell.

      
      ‘Look, I realise this may be one hell of a shock for you . . .’ He hesitates, and his eyes, narrowed, are on my face. ‘The
         thing is, there’s some suggestion that your mother didn’t drown at all. That she is actually still alive.’
      

      
      Words fail me. This is beyond crazy. And yet uncertainty is jolting in my stomach and I have the dreadful feeling of standing
         on the edge of a precipice, a yawning chasm at my feet.
      

      
      ‘This is preposterous!’ I flare. ‘I never heard such nonsense in my life!’

      
      And then he says the thing that really tilts my world on its axis.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Emma, but the fact is that your mother was seen alive, in America, some time after she supposedly died.’

   
 

  
  

      
      
      TWO

      
      MIKE

      
      The girl – Emma Dunning – couldn’t look more shocked if I’d hit her in the face with a hammer drill, and I feel like a complete
         and utter heel.
      

      
      There are times when I hate what I do, and this is one of them.

      
      Investigative reporter. Not the sort of job to earn you many brownie points with Joe Public – unless the person you’re exposing
         happens to be a banker, a member of parliament or an estate agent, about the only professions that rank lower in the popularity
         stakes than a journalist of any persuasion.
      

      
      More often than not, of course, that’s exactly what my marks are. A fraudster of some kind, destroying the lives of others
         for his own greedy ends; a captain of industry who has cheated his employees out of their pensions; a local politician on
         the make. There’s a huge satisfaction in laying their exploits bare and showing them up for the despicable characters they
         are. But this . . . this is something else entirely, and I really don’t like it.
      

      
      From my information it would seem that Felicity Penrose faked her own death thirty years ago. At the moment I haven’t a clue
         why she did it – and I’m not even one hundred per cent sure whether she did it at all. But whether she did or didn’t it’s
         not the fault of her daughter, who was only two years old when she was presumed lost, and she’s the one in the firing line
         now. The repercussions are going to hit her hard – the publicity, the emotional fallout, the whole damn kaboosh – and that’s what makes me feel such a swine.
      

      
      She looks like a nice ordinary girl, even if she does bear an almost uncanny resemblance to the Felicity whose profile I’ve
         checked out. Same dark blond hair, same clear-cut features, similar build – slimly athletic, yet at the same time rounded.
         Not even the clothes have changed that much – shorts, deck shoes, loosely buttoned shirt over a vest top. But she’s the one
         whose world is going to go arse over tip, and I wish I could spare her that.
      

      
      Trouble is, I can’t. I need this story and the money it’s going to bring me – if it turns out there is a story. If I don’t make a decent killing soon, I’m going to be in big trouble financially – and we’re talking serious stuff
         here, like the mortgage company repossessing the house that I call mine, but which is technically theirs. I could take that,
         I guess, if it was just me who’d be out on the street. I’ve managed in tight situations before and I’d manage again. But it’s
         not just me. It’s Daisy, my seven-year-old daughter, and I can’t play games with her security.
      

      
      Sorry as I might feel for this Emma Dunning, it’s no way enough to make me back off. When her comfort and well-being is in
         conflict with Daisy’s, it’s no contest. Daisy comes first every time. A strange girl is nowhere in it.
      

      
      Which is why I stand my ground, look her in the eye and harden my tone.

      
      ‘Suppose I was to tell you that my information is that your mother was seen in Florida some time after she was supposed to
         have died by someone who knew her? That the suggestion is that in fact she is still very much alive? Does that surprise you,
         Emma? Or have you known all along?’
      

      
      Whatever you may think, however it looks now, I haven’t always been a heartless shit. Once upon a time, in what now seems
         like another lifetime, I was an honest-to-goodness journalist with a skin no thicker than most – chief reporter with a regional
         daily in the Midlands.
      

      
      
      Life was good, unbelievably good. Besides the job, which I enjoyed, I was a happily married man with a lovely wife and a beautiful
         little daughter.
      

      
      And then it all fell apart.

      
      Sometimes, when I’m looking at life through the bottom of a whisky tumbler, it seems to me that things started to go wrong
         with the Stamford case. Though of course that had nothing whatever to do with the decimation of my private life, it somehow
         marks the boundary between ‘then’ and ‘now’.
      

      
      Frazer Stamford was a prominent local councillor, chair of God knows how many committees, trustee of this and that, on the
         board of governors of several schools. He’d been invited to garden parties at Buckingham Palace, and awarded an OBE. His beneficent
         face and portly stomach regularly graced the pages of the Advertiser. A man most admired. A pillar of the community. And then I was told, very quietly, about the wads of money in brown envelopes
         that were changing hands, wads of money that were finding their way into various bank accounts belonging to Frazer Stamford
         in exchange for certain firms gaining lucrative council contracts.
      

      
      Naturally, I went after the story. And the deeper I dug, the more muck I uncovered. Far from being the upright citizen he
         pretended to be, Frazer Stamford was little more than a crook, and the losers, ultimately, were the taxpayers, who believed
         him to be something between a saviour and a saint.
      

      
      Trouble was, Stamford had friends in high places, some of them, no doubt, as corrupt as he was. When I tried to run the story
         I was told in no uncertain terms to bury it. I refused. The people Stamford represented deserved the truth. I got my way,
         the story aired, and a police investigation ended up with Stamford being sent to prison. But my position on the paper was
         no longer tenable. I wasn’t sacked, exactly, but you could say I’d have had a case for constructive dismissal if I’d chosen
         to take it to tribunal.
      

      
      I went freelance. The Stamford case had attracted the attention of the nationals and I was able to make a good living stringing
         for them, writing articles, features and comment, and, when the chance arose, getting my teeth into other exposés too.
      

      
      Bev, my wife, wasn’t keen on the exposés, though I must admit I got a buzz out of them. She didn’t like the subterfuge and
         she was nervous that one day I’d be attacked and have my own hidden camera or tape recorder broken over my skull.
      

      
      ‘What would I do if anything happened to you?’ she used to say.

      
      ‘You’d run off with one of your rich ex-boyfriends and live a life of luxury,’ I’d joke – Bev had the sort of looks that always
         made me wonder why she’d given me a second glance, much less married me, when she could have had her pick from practically
         every red-blooded male who entered her orbit.
      

      
      ‘I don’t want a life of luxury,’ she’d say. ‘At least not with any of them. I want you. So don’t you dare get yourself killed. If you do, I’ll never forgive you.’
      

      
      And I’d kiss her and tell her I had no intention of allowing myself to be killed, and neither of us had the faintest premonition
         that Bev was the one who would die and I was the one who’d be left. Why would we? Who thinks, in this day and age, that having
         a child is going to kill a fit, healthy young woman?
      

      
      That’s what happened, though. And all the more ironic since we were both so delighted when Bev fell pregnant again. Daisy
         – four years old at the time – was delighted too at the prospect of a baby brother or sister, though she was determined it
         would be a sister, who, she announced, should be called Cinderella. (Cinderella was actually second choice – for some unfathomable
         reason her first choice was Calibrese.)
      

      
      Truth to tell, I’ve never quite been able to forgive myself for not spotting something was wrong, though how I could be expected
         to know when the health professionals missed it I don’t know. I’d never even heard of pre-eclampsia. But it’s not a word I’m
         ever likely to forget now. It’s what killed Bev and the little unborn Cinderella/Calibrese too. Suddenly I was a widower,
         half crazy with grief and shock, with the sole care of a four-year-old who couldn’t understand where her mummy had gone, and why, when she cried for her, she didn’t come back.
      

      
      I don’t know how we’d have got through if it hadn’t been for Tom and Judy, Bev’s parents. Though they were in a hell of a
         state too over Bev’s death, they rallied round in a way I’ll never be able to repay, arriving on the doorstep and promising
         to stay as long as they were needed.
      

      
      It couldn’t be a permanent arrangement, of course, and since I was freelance and not tied to an office desk it made sense
         to move to Somerset where they live so they could help me care for Daisy. I put the house on the market, glad to be going
         somewhere where the memories of happier times weren’t constantly smothering me, and found a semi on a newish estate half a
         mile or so from Tom and Judy’s home. It would be ideal for Daisy and me – or so I thought. I didn’t expect to be happy – happiness
         was a concept that had died with Bev – but at least we’d be OK, and I could build a secure life for my daughter.
      

      
      Trouble is, nothing has really worked out as I hoped. Three years on and Daisy certainly seems bright and well adjusted, so
         that, I suppose, is something to be grateful for, but I’m struggling, and I’m worried that if I don’t make a breakthrough
         soon her world is going to fall apart all over again.
      

      
      In the beginning I worked like a maniac, not only to pay the bills but because when I was concentrating on a story I wasn’t
         thinking about Bev. But after a while things started getting difficult.
      

      
      At first I blamed the pressures that were distracting me and eating into my working day. Wonderful as Judy and Tom were, in
         the last resort Daisy was my responsibility. She had to be taken to school each morning and collected each afternoon – at
         ten past three, for goodness’ sake. That meant me packing up work at quarter to at the latest, and getting back to it when
         she was at home wasn’t that easy. But as time went on I began to realise it was more than that.
      

      
      Somewhere along the line I’d lost the will to work. Grief was destroying me in insidious ways. I couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything. Inspiration deserted me. The more desperate I
         became, the more the fog of doubt around me thickened. What the hell was I going to write that would sell? And if I couldn’t
         sell, how were Daisy and I going to get by?
      

      
      And then the Felicity Penrose story dropped out of a clear blue sky and struck me on the shoulder, courtesy of my old drinking
         pal and former colleague, Gerald North.
      

      
      Gerald called me last Sunday morning, which took me a bit by surprise. I hadn’t heard from him lately.

      
      ‘How are you doing, mate?’ he asked. ‘Busy at the moment?’

      
      I groaned. ‘Suffering at the moment.’

      
      It was no less than the truth. The previous night, in a fit of melancholy, I’d polished off the best part of a bottle of whisky,
         and I had a monumental hangover. To make things worse, I’d promised Daisy we’d go for a bike ride this morning, and the thought
         of jolting along the cycle track on my ancient tourer was not an enticing one, given my throbbing head. I’d asked Daisy to
         cut me a bit of slack for an hour, and she’d disappeared to the walk-in cupboard in her bedroom that I’d turned into a little
         den for her, with a desk-height shelf and a stool, and which could be anything she wanted it to be. Sometimes it was a shop,
         sometimes a house. More often it was the HQ of a spy ring or a Tardis. But whatever it was today, it would not distract Daisy
         from the bike ride for ever.
      

      
      ‘You do sound a bit groggy,’ Gerald agreed. ‘Perhaps I can cheer you up. A piece of info came my way the other day, and it
         crossed my mind it might be of some use to you – if you’re still into the investigative stuff. I don’t know whether there’s
         anything in it or not, of course. But if there is, it could be quite a story.’
      

      
      The kettle was boiling; I reached for it, poured water on to coffee granules and stirred.

      
      ‘Go on.’

      
      ‘Have you ever heard of a yachtswoman called Felicity Penrose?’

      
      
      ‘Can’t say I have.’

      
      ‘No, me neither. But back in the late fifties she was pretty well known. She and her sailing partner, Jo Best, were into ocean-going
         racing amongst other things, and making their mark by all accounts. Besides which she was intrepid, good looking, a bit of
         a pioneer. Sailing was still very much a man’s world back then. Women had to fight to be accepted.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’ So far I wasn’t exactly fired up. ‘This is going to be a latter-day women’s lib story, is it?’

      
      ‘Patience, young man! Would I be ringing you on a Sunday morning with a women’s lib story? Believe me, this has got everything.
         Or the potential for everything.’
      

      
      ‘OK. Go on.’

      
      ‘Fliss was hitting the headlines pretty regularly back in those days. High-profile sponsors coming out of the woodwork, records
         broken, even a near-disaster when she and Jo got caught in a catastrophic storm. Then, less than a year later, she went missing
         off the Cornish coast. In relatively calm water. Her boat was recovered, but there was no sign of Felicity. The boom was flapping
         loose and it was assumed she’d had some kind of accident and gone overboard. These things happen apparently. Anyway, she was
         given up for dead.’
      

      
      I took a sip of still-scalding black coffee.

      
      ‘And . . .?’

      
      ‘Well, you can guess what I’m going to tell you next.’ He sounded smug.

      
      ‘You’re going to tell me she’s turned up somewhere, alive and kicking.’ It didn’t take a genius to work it out, even if I
         was pretty thick-headed this morning.
      

      
      ‘On the button. My information is that she was seen in America some time after she was supposed to have drowned.’

      
      ‘Some time. We’re talking . . . what?’

      
      ‘A long time ago, I grant you. But if she didn’t die in that accident, if she just did a disappearing trick and fooled everybody,
         what does it matter when it was? The story still holds good. It certainly made the news at the time, and there was an insurance payout involved, I shouldn’t wonder. Anyway, I just thought
         I’d pass it on in case you might be interested.’
      

      
      ‘That’s very good of you, mate.’ I reached across the breakfast table, pushing aside Daisy’s Peter Rabbit egg cup and a glass
         containing the remains of her orange juice, and reached for a discarded envelope and a pencil. ‘So, who’s your informant?’
      

      
      Gerald chortled.

      
      ‘The wife.’

      
      ‘Your wife? Molly?’
      

      
      ‘Well, around and about. She’s just come back from a golfing holiday in Florida with her sister. She got talking to this chap
         who hails from Cornwall, though he’s been in the States for more than thirty years. It was his wife, now dead, it seems, who
         spotted Felicity – she’d known her back in England.’
      

      
      ‘And they’ve waited all this time to say anything about it?’

      
      ‘Apparently so. But you know the old saying – there’s nowt as queer as folk. Anyway, let me give you the chap’s name and contact
         number and you can get in touch with him yourself. If Molly wrote it down right, of course. But I expect she did. I often
         say she should have been the newspaper reporter, not me.’
      

      
      I took down the details, thanked Gerald again and we chatted for a few minutes. For all my early scepticism, I was beginning
         to feel optimistic. Years of being a journalist has given me a good nose for a story, and it was twitching now. All of a sudden
         the old enthusiasm was stirring in my veins, my headache was miraculously easing and I actually wanted to get started on looking
         into this. It was a feeling I hadn’t experienced in a long while.
      

      
      But, keen as I was, my investigation would have to wait. I’d promised Daisy we’d go for a cycle ride and I couldn’t let her
         down.
      

      
      I went upstairs. As I’d expected, the DO NOT DISTURB sign was hanging on Daisy’s door. I tapped, and opened it a crack, causing
         Daisy to shriek at me indignantly.
      

      
      
      ‘No, Daddy! You can’t come in! I’m busy with top-secret stuff! Don’t you dare come in!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, right. So you don’t want to go for a bike ride any more? Well, that’s OK by me.’

      
      The cupboard door scraped open hastily, and the bedroom door was flung wide.

      
      ‘Daddy! Did you say . . .?’

      
      ‘A bike ride, yes. But if your spy stuff is more important . . .’

      
      ‘No! Well . . .’ Daisy made a determined grab at her dignity. ‘I expect it can wait.’

      
      Like my research into what might, or might not, be a story to save our bacon, I thought wryly.

      
      That was last Sunday. Since then I’ve been busy.

      
      It took me several attempts before I got hold of the man in Florida whose name and contact details Gerald had given me, and
         in the meantime I researched everything I could lay my hands on regarding Felicity Penrose.
      

      
      As Gerald had said, it seemed she had been pretty well known in the sailing world and beyond in the late fifties, and there
         was a good deal of coverage of her exploits in the tabloids. Hardly surprising, really: she and her sailing partner, Jo Best,
         were two very attractive girls, Felicity – or Fliss, as she apparently liked to be known – a petite blonde, Jo a statuesque
         brunette. The icing on the cake was that their boat was named after their sponsor – Pretty’s Pickles – a gift to the caption writers and subeditors. I could well imagine their delight at being handed an opportunity to dream
         up the headlines. ‘Pretty Pair in a Pickle’ was pretty typical. The rest I’ll leave to your imagination.
      

      
      The girls didn’t look to be in a pickle, though. Posed beside a winch, brief shorts exposing long suntanned legs, they looked
         happy and confident. What really shook me was learning that Felicity was married with a daughter. How the hell could a mother
         go off sailing and leave a small child behind? Bev hated spending so much as a night away from Daisy – actually it used to
         annoy me that the few times we snatched some time away together she’d been totally unable to relax and enjoy the break. Instead
         she’d worried constantly, and rang home several times a day to make sure Daisy was all right. Not what I’d had in mind when
         I’d booked a weekend in a hotel on the Rialto in Venice. But there you go, that was Bev, and the way she was was one of the
         reasons I loved her.
      

      
      Clearly this Felicity Penrose (she still went by her maiden name in the sailing world – for ease of identification, I presumed)
         had no such qualms.
      

      
      And if there was any truth in the suggestion that she had faked her own death, then it was even worse than that. She’d abandoned
         her daughter not just for a few weeks, but for good.
      

      
      That made me pretty damned angry. I don’t usually allow myself to get emotionally involved with the stories I’m working on,
         but I know from bitter personal experience just how desolate a little girl can be when she’s crying for a mother who doesn’t
         come. It could be, of course, that this particular little girl was so used to being left in the care of others that it didn’t
         affect her that much. But I could still feel my jaw tightening as I looked at that pretty face, the smile of a girl without
         a care in the world, who must have been selfish at best and callous and cruel at worst.
      

      
      That’s probably the reason why I had no qualms approaching the daughter just now. She’s the living image of the girl in those
         old photographs. When I saw her I somehow projected my disgust for Felicity on to her. Only to realise that she is very likely
         the injured party in all this. She’s the one whose world is going to fall apart. If there’s any truth in the story. And always
         provided she doesn’t already know – it hasn’t escaped me that the family might have been in on the whole thing for some reason
         or other, an insurance scam, perhaps. But I have to admit that seems fairly unlikely, given what Maurice Gooding told me when
         I finally got hold of him – Maurice Gooding is the man in the States Gerald put me on to.
      

      
      Getting hold of him was a feat in itself. Apparently, since he has been widowed, Maurice spends most of his time at the golf club – which was where he got talking to Molly, presumably.
      

      
      And could the man talk! Bad – very bad – for my phone bill, but good for getting every last detail of the story.

      
      It was Maurice’s late wife, Barbara, who had seen the woman she was convinced was Felicity. She too had been born and brought
         up in Truro and for a time had moved on the periphery of the same circles. When Felicity was lost, Barbara’s mother had told
         her about it in one of her letters and sent her cuttings from the local paper.
      

      
      It had given her ‘quite a turn’, Maurice said, when she’d seen Felicity ‘alive and kicking’ in Naples.

      
      ‘Naples?’ I repeated, thinking for a moment I’d somehow got my wires crossed and ended up in the wrong country.

      
      ‘Naples, yes. Over on the west coast. Barb had gone over for a day out with some of her ladies’ club, and they were walking
         round the marina when she saw her. She was with some guy. Twined all round one another, according to Barb. She didn’t know
         who he was, but she thought he was one of the sailing crowd. Brown as a nut, in shorts and those boots they all wear.’
      

      
      ‘But she was sure it was Felicity?’

      
      ‘Sure as dammit. She never got the chance to speak to her, though. The marina was pretty busy, and in any case Felicity was
         otherwise engaged, but she was adamant it was her.’
      

      
      ‘And she never saw her again?’

      
      ‘No. Never. I told her she had to have been mistaken, but she still stuck to it, right up until the day she died. “I’d love
         to know the truth of it,” that’s what she used to say.’
      

      
      It really wasn’t a great deal to go on. A sighting of a girl who might or might not have been Felicity in a Florida marina
         almost thirty years ago by a woman who could no longer verify her impressions.
      

      
      It’s all too easy to make a mistake in any case. I know that from bitter experience. How many times have I thought I’ve caught
         sight of Bev on a crowded street? Same slim build, same burgundy hair, same oversized shirt and black leggings. My heart would start pounding, and although I knew it couldn’t be, I’d hurry
         to catch that ghost of my dead wife. Only to discover when she turned around that not only was she not Bev, she didn’t even
         come close. Besides which, Barbara Gooding, by her own admission, hadn’t known Felicity all that well, and the chances were
         that the girl she’d seen had been wearing sunglasses and maybe a baseball cap as well, a blonde in the sort of clothes they
         all wore for sailing. But I didn’t want to let this go. Whether my antennae were waving because there really was a story here,
         or just because I was hoping there was, I still intended to follow it as far as I could.
      

      
      Which, to begin with, was not very far at all. For all my efforts, I couldn’t find any trace of Jo Best; she seemed to have
         disappeared as completely as Fliss. And when I drove down to Falmouth this morning I didn’t make much progress there either.
         The sailors messing about on boats on slipways and in the marina were too young to be any help, and gave me blank looks when
         I mentioned Felicity’s name, and access to the Royal Yacht Club, where I guessed I’d find most of the older, richer, more
         committed sailors, was denied me. After a couple of fruitless hours I had nothing to show for my efforts but a sunburned nose
         and a raging thirst. I treated myself to a pint of lemonade and lime and a pasty in one of the harbourside pubs, and there
         I struck lucky. The barman knew the Penrose family, and told me that Martin Dunning, Felicity’s husband, kept a boat on the
         Penryn River. So, without a great deal of hope, I followed his directions and found the clubhouse at the bottom of the well-concealed
         lane.
      

      
      The woman in the clubhouse was friendly enough, but fairly unhelpful, and I was on the point of deciding this was a wild-goose
         chase when my luck changed.
      

      
      First, there was the lady in the car park who’d come to pick up her husband in her 4×4. To begin with, I wasn’t hopeful. She
         didn’t look the outdoor type, with her expensive hairdo, glossy make-up and military-style jacket with power shoulder pads,
         but she was about the right age, and sure enough, when I mentioned Felicity’s name, she couldn’t wait to have a good bitch.
      

      
      According to her, Felicity had been – not to put too fine a point on it – rather popular with the men, and the fact that she
         was married with a child hadn’t been much of a deterrent. ‘If she hadn’t been alone on that boat of hers, I’d suspect that
         one of the wives or girlfriends of one of her admirers pushed her in,’ she said archly.
      

      
      My antennae were twitching again now, rejuvenated all over again as I remembered that Barbara Gooding had said Felicity had
         been with a man when she had supposedly seen her.
      

      
      ‘She had affairs, then?’

      
      ‘Flings, certainly.’ Her lip curled. ‘She was certainly the type. Simon Beacham, for one, was besotted with her. Whether they
         had an affair I couldn’t say, but I certainly remember them whispering in corners.’
      

      
      ‘Simon Beacham?’ I prompted.

      
      ‘Yes. He had a sail repair shop in Falmouth, and taught part time in one of the sailing schools as I remember it. He was in
         a terrible way when she drowned; went off to sail the world soon afterwards, to get over her, I always thought.’
      

      
      ‘Did he ever come back?’ I asked, striving to sound casual.

      
      ‘Not to my knowledge. He was somewhere in America the last I heard.’

      
      America again. This was beginning to look good. Before I could ask any more, however, the woman’s husband emerged from the
         clubhouse. He was less inclined to be chatty; in fact, I got the distinct impression he was anxious to change the subject.
         Had he been one of the men who’d been under Felicity’s spell? I wondered. That would explain why his wife was so ready to
         dish the dirt on Felicity.
      

      
      And then I hit the jackpot. The pair of them suddenly clammed up, looking embarrassed. And when they drove off, I discovered
         the reason for it.
      

      
      A girl was crossing the car park, approaching me. A girl who looked uncommonly like the photographs I’d seen of Felicity Penrose. And who, a moment later, was introducing herself as Emma
         Dunning, and asking me what my interest was in her mother.
      

      
      Which brings me to where I am now. Feeling like a complete and utter heel. All the colour has drained from the girl’s face;
         her suntan looks as if it has been painted on to a blank canvas.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I really didn’t want to have this conversation in a car park. But . . .’

      
      ‘Where on earth did you get this ridiculous idea from?’ she flares. But there’s something that might almost be uncertainty
         in her face. ‘What sort of a writer are you anyway?’
      

      
      ‘A journalist,’ I say. ‘Look, why don’t you let me buy you that drink. I can explain, and you—’

      
      ‘You must be joking!’ she snaps. ‘A journalist! I have nothing whatever to say to you.’
      

      
      She turns her back on me, begins to walk away across the parking area, pace fast, shoulders rigid.

      
      ‘Emma . . .’

      
      She ignores me.

      
      I think of going after her; change my mind. There’s really no point just at this moment. It may be that when she’s had time
         to think she’ll get in touch with me – she still has my card. But I’m fairly certain she was totally shocked by what I’d said.
         If Felicity is still alive, Emma doesn’t know anything about it.
      

      
      Besides which, I’m still feeling bad about what I’ve done to her. And little does she know, there’s worse to come. If there’s
         anything in all this – and I’m beginning to think there is – then it would seem likely Felicity faked her death in order to
         run off with a man. This Simon Beacham, if I’m not much mistaken. That is going to hit Emma pretty hard. I can’t imagine what
         it would be like to discover your mother could abandon you so lightly.
      

      
      I can’t stop now, though, just because I feel sorry for her. It’s too important to me. And at least I now have a few facts
         to work on. A name for Felicity’s lover, and an occupation. A ‘last heard of’ location that seems to tie in with Naples, where Felicity
         was allegedly spotted. Looking for a sailing school in Florida might be like looking for a needle in a haystack, but I’ll
         give it my best shot. I hope Emma Dunning doesn’t get hurt in the process, but if she does, there’s not a lot I can do about
         it.
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