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To Dad, without whose life and loss this book would never have been written. I miss you.
And to Christine. Nobody taught me more about what it means to love than you.
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Now

On her favourite day of the year, Elizabeth Davenport awoke alone, as she had done every day for the best part of five decades. Home was a small cottage nestled on the very cusp of the Cornish coast, north of Land’s End and south of just about everywhere else. If you looked at the cottage from the outside, which she doubted many people did, it seemed too small to house two floors and a set of stairs which ran straight up through the middle. It was almost as if it was hunkered down, fearful of being swept away by the Atlantic currents that simmered only feet away. But it offered Elizabeth more space than she needed, and a perfect view from which she could paint the mercurial scenery without ever having to open the front door. Few reasons existed to venture far nowadays, and little in the outside world concerned her anymore. But today was a different story. Today she cared about what was out there, because it was the one day each year when Tom came back.

Her eyes adjusted to the sunlight marbling through the lace curtains as a few cheerful voices rose above the lull of the ocean. Being careful to keep her body under the warmth of the covers, she let her hand drift to the empty side of the bed, stroking the sheet, crisp as the day it was ironed. Although Tom had never slept in this bed, she was struck by the feeling that somehow, he was missing from it. And while his absence remained a lifelong void that she could never fill, it was eased by his annual return to Porthsennen, when he came to leave a blue crocus on her doorstep, a wish attached to the pot with a length of garden string. It was always for something they would have been doing if they were together on that day, like lounging in bed, eating at a restaurant, or seeing their family grow. And although they had never fulfilled any of those wishes, his return meant that for a short time each year, their lives coalesced. It was a day when everything felt right, when she felt truly like herself, in a way that for the remaining three hundred and sixty-four days, she did not. And what Elizabeth knew, what made her heart beat each time she saw that little blue flower, was that to go to such effort, to never once fail in all that time, meant that they loved each other just the same now as they had done on the day they first kissed. With her head on the pillow and her eyes closed, she recalled that first wish:

1969: I wish that today we could lounge in bed all morning, listening to the sound of the waves.

After a while in bed, Elizabeth rose, her feet cool on the bare wooden floor. Reaching for the pink silk robe hanging on the back of her door, she couldn’t help but smile as she slipped her arms into it. That was something else Tom occasionally did too, left other gifts along with the flower. One year it was a pair of hiking boots, another year a bottle of champagne to celebrate a decade of love. So many years had passed that she was no longer sure if she could remember when exactly he left that pink robe, but she knew she had worn it every day since. And today marked fifty years since he’d made that promise to love her for the rest of his life, when he gave her the very first crocus flower; her stomach was somersaulting at the mere thought of what he might bring for a day as special as this.

Pacing carefully down the stairs, Elizabeth drew back the curtains and light flooded the small living room. A view along Whitesand Bay filled the alcove window, and ahead, just above the rooftops of the old fishing stores, the vast grey of the Atlantic Ocean surged and receded on the tide. A breeze brought forth the scent of white caps breaking offshore, and Elizabeth could just hear the clatter of fishing boats rocking as waves danced against their wooden hulls. Cookie, her British Blue, purred for his breakfast, all the while nuzzling against her legs. Getting a cat was certainly one of Tom’s better wishes; Elizabeth and Cookie had enjoyed seventeen good years together now, and his presence was often the only thing to ease the relentlessness of being alone.

Sunlight catching at the mirrored edge of a photo frame drew Elizabeth’s attention to the windowsill. The image of Kate as a child stared back at her. To think of such happier times with her daughter was bittersweet, painful now to think how long had passed since they had last spoken. Of how she missed her. Overcome for a moment, she placed the frame back on the sill and wiped the corner of her eye, lost as to how to help her daughter forgive the most terrible mistake she had ever made as a mother.

‘I suppose you’re hungry, aren’t you?’ Elizabeth said at last, following the welcome distraction of the fluffy bundle still fussing at her feet. Cookie’s tail rose poker straight in appreciation as she stroked her hand along his back. Elizabeth set a plate of fish on the floor, then located a half bottle of champagne that she had placed in the fridge the night before. Although she could never bring herself to open the bottle Tom had left on the doorstep many years ago, each year she bought a replacement to toast their memory. It was difficult with her arthritis, but she managed to send the cork flying across the room with a loud pop. Cookie didn’t even flinch. ‘You must be going deaf,’ she told him, laughing to herself as she poured herself a flute. It was too early for it really, and the alcohol didn’t agree with her blood pressure tablets, but it was just one day out of the year. This was how their special day began, she thought, remembering the wish from 1978: I wish we could sip champagne for breakfast while we sit and gaze at the ocean. Each year she tried to realise Tom’s wishes in whatever way she could, but every year she was reminded that some were easier fulfilled than others.

Bubbles fizzed from the flute as a pan of water came to a steady boil on the stove. Soon enough, she had prepared a plate of poached eggs on toast. Stooping to retrieve a small wicker basket from the cupboard alongside the fireplace, she set it down on the table, along with her breakfast. As she took her seat at the table, an old Elvis Presley LP began to play – a scratchy version of a song she loved, one she only ever listened to on this day.

‘Ah yes,’ she said aloud, fingering through the little blue slips of paper in the basket until she came across one she liked. ‘This was a good idea, wasn’t it?’

On the little note it read: 1993: I wish that you would read my diary, so that you would know every day of this year I was thinking about you. That diary was still in the cupboard along with the unopened champagne, delivered that year along with the wish. True to his word, every daily entry was about how he had been thinking of her. Forty-eight more wishes remained in that basket, each one a testament to something they had missed, to a part of their lives they hadn’t really shared. After reading his diary she had wanted to find him and tell him what a mistake it was that they weren’t together. But the reality of their lives had stopped her, for it wouldn’t have been fair. Knowing that he was married, and that technically so was she, meant that to be together was impossible. Still, the thought of everything they had missed out on, coupled with the strength of his commitment to honour his promise each year was something difficult to digest; his wishes and gifts were enough to make her wonder what kind of life they might have been able to share had they stayed together.

Tom had been her first love, her only love, and a man she could never forget. In his presence she had felt so much like herself that when he left it was almost as if he had taken a small part of her with him. That was why she looked forward to this day so much; his annual gifts awakened those parts of herself, and for a short time each year she felt as if she was still that same girl who fell in love all those many years ago.

Pushing her empty plate aside, she stood up; her head light with bubbles and excitement. Cookie returned to his favoured spot, a small basket in one of the windows where he could, should the mood take him, imagine a hunt of the local gulls without having to move too far. For now, he seemed content to have a good wash and settle in for a rest. Replacing the wish in the basket, Elizabeth raised her glass in the air.

‘Here’s to us,’ she said, looking at Cookie and thinking of Tom. Her eyes flicked to the door; should she look already? The excitement swelled inside her like a great big inflatable balloon. Even though she knew that a reunion was never on the cards, she had always wondered if one day he might just knock on the door and be standing there with the crocus in his hand rather than left on the doorstep. Especially this year, the fiftieth and most important as she could see it. That would be her wish this year, she thought, just to have him back. But if those wishes were all they had left, it was enough for her to know that he still cared enough to come. And at least this way, she supposed, they had never suffered the difficult years of marriage, the arguing or disappointments that every couple she knew had experienced along the way. Instead they remained for ever young, their relationship one of eternal hope.

Setting the empty champagne flute back on the table, she moved towards the door. Her anticipation had got the better of her, and she couldn’t wait any longer. The key turned with a clunk in the lock, the handle creaking as she pulled it. A gust of sea breeze picked up the edges of her silk robe as she opened the door, the chill of the air taking her breath away as she looked down to the step. But despite all her hope, expectation, and all the ways that she relied on the arrival of his gift, when she looked down there was no little flower or wish waiting to be found. This year, the step was empty.


Then

The first Elizabeth knew of the accident was when she woke to the dull thudding of her father’s boots on the stairs. The dark sky was broken by the glimmer of moonlight as it fussed at the edge of a break in the clouds. The clock ticked at her side, and she saw that it was a little after 1 a.m. Somewhere in the distance a door slammed, followed by the faintest ringing of a bell. Was that a voice she could hear too, calling out? Pushing the covers aside, she jumped from the bed, moved towards the window. As she peered into the street, she saw her father rushing from their home in the direction of the sea. His shoes were untied, the blue and white stripe of his pyjamas flickering underneath the tails of his coat. There had been calls for such urgent departures in the past, but even in the direst of emergencies he always got dressed. Leaving in his nightclothes was unthinkable.

Elizabeth pushed her feet into her slippers and opened her bedroom door. With her father gone, the responsibility for her mother was left to her. Even at the age of seventeen she knew it wasn’t good for her to wake alone. Ahead, a thin slither of light shone from the door of her parents’ bedroom, left ajar in an otherwise tenebrous house.

‘Mum,’ called Elizabeth as she moved along the landing. They tried to keep her accompanied since the cruelty of the confusion had set in about a year ago, yet still there were unpredictable moments like this when she ended up alone. Alzheimer’s disease, her father called it. The name didn’t mean much to Elizabeth, but she hated the disease all the same. Only last month they had found her mother trying to take a boat out, with seemingly little idea about where she was and devastatingly unprepared for what might have lain ahead. Her condition was getting steadily worse, just a little bit every day; her presence in their family like a rock ground down by the constant weight of the tides.

As she pushed open the door to her parents’ bedroom, an empty bed presented itself, the sheets turned in both left and right. Elizabeth thought she heard a noise then, something in the kitchen perhaps. Her mother must already be downstairs. Turning to leave she almost missed it, but there, sitting alongside the chest of drawers was her father’s black doctor’s bag. A fresh worry surfaced; he couldn’t work without his bag, and if there was an emergency great enough to rush from the house still dressed in his pyjamas, Elizabeth had to do something. Not long had passed since he’d left, she thought, and wondered if perhaps she could still catch him. Snatching up the bag, she hurried down the stairs. ‘I’ll be back as quick as I can, Mum,’ she called, locking the front door behind her.

The winding streets of her small village were imprinted in her mind, and she used that knowledge gained through years of childhood play to get to the coast as quickly as she could. The wind bit at her ears, and through the thick coastal dark she could hear the increasing intensity of the sea breaking ground as she inched ever closer. Then overhead a bright light filled the sky, an arc like a comet, followed by the accompanying boom of a maroon as it was fired from the lifeboat station. Her fears grew as half-dressed men whizzed past her, en route to answer the lifeboat’s call. Following the commotion of harried voices, she took her first steps onto the sand behind the lifeboat station. It was then that she heard the chilling shriek of her father’s cry, and saw him down at the water’s edge.

Arms flailed as a small crowd did what they could to hold him back. Mr Bolitho, and another man whose name she didn’t know splashed their way into the water ahead, each of them in a state of half-undress. Torchlight picked out a figure emerging from the water, pulling with him another person, as lifeless and heavy as a wet ragdoll hanging at the rescuer’s side. His face was familiar, a young man named Tom whom she once knew from school. He had changed, grown broad in the shoulders, different from the boy Elizabeth used to know. Then her eyes moved to the body hanging limply under his arm. Her father’s bag fell from her hands as she watched her mother peel away from Tom’s grip, forming a lifeless heap on the sand.

Stumbling forwards, Elizabeth saw Tom pressing his mouth against her mother’s, filling her lungs with his breath. Her father was still screaming, helpless in a way she had never witnessed before. Why wasn’t he doing anything? Wet sand hit Elizabeth’s knees as she fell to her mother’s side, just as a jet of water came spluttering from her mouth.

‘Oh, Catherine,’ her father called as he scrambled to reach her. Her skin had been touched by ice, a sheen of glacial blue that shimmered in the light of the moon.

‘Will she be all right?’ Elizabeth asked, as she held her mother’s hand, her skin so cold it was almost painful. Gazing upwards into the crowd, she searched the desperate faces for an answer.

‘She’ll be all right, miss,’ Tom said. He reached across, placed a wet hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. Somebody draped a blanket over his back, and then another over her mother. His breath was warm as he leaned in close. ‘But we need Dr Warbeck.’ Dr James Warbeck was Elizabeth’s fiancé, and they were due to be married next year. Tom glanced briefly at her father, then lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘Your father is in shock. He’s no help here.’

Dr Warbeck was already on his way, having woken to the sound of the maroon. He was still getting used to coastal life, but it had been a busy summer for the lifeboat crew, and the need for urgency when he heard the call for help was as familiar to him now as it was to hear the trundle of buses passing his window when he’d lived in London. Dropping down onto the beach, sand filling his shoes, he hurried towards the crowd, still unsure what lay before him. Moments later he saw Elizabeth, then her father, next to her mother still lying on the shore. Elizabeth’s breathing was as quick and short as his own.

‘James, do something, please,’ she begged.

‘She’s very cold,’ he said after checking Catherine’s body. ‘Lizzy, go on ahead, get the fire going. And you,’ he said, pointing at Tom. ‘I suspect you are suffering a little from the exposure. Go with her. The run will do you good. Now come on, gentlemen,’ he said to the crowd of local fishermen who had gathered to help. ‘We need to get this good lady back to the warmth of her home. Who will help me carry her?’

Elizabeth burst through the door to her home, looking left and right as if she had arrived in a place she didn’t know. Her knees still felt cold and damp as she knelt at the fireplace, no idea what to do. The logs seemed too heavy, the coal insufficient as she tried to build the fire. All knowledge of a task she knew well had been lost in the confusion of the night. No matter what she tried, the fire floundered.

‘Let me help,’ Tom said, taking the pot from her when a third match went out. His voice broke the silence, reminded Elizabeth that she wasn’t alone. The warmth of his body next to hers evoked the memory of just how cold her mother had seemed at the beach.

‘Do you really think she’ll be all right?’ Elizabeth asked as the earliest sparks engulfed the wood. But before he could answer they heard the crowd arriving with her mother, the slam of the door, the shuffle of feet. By the time they got her in the chair the first flames of a decent fire were licking the sides of the chimney.

Elizabeth stood aside to let James work, watching as he measured her mother’s blood pressure and listened to her chest. Her father sat at her side, tears welling in his eyes, his cheeks pinched pink by the fire. Elizabeth had never known him look so helpless. A single tear broke free and streaked across his wrinkled cheeks. The room was silent, her mother too, everybody waiting on James’s verdict.

‘Miss?’ Elizabeth heard a whispered voice coming from behind her. Tom was standing alone, his drenched clothes dripping saltwater to the floor. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, pushing his wet hair from his face, ‘but do you have a towel I could use?’

With James taking care of medical matters, she knew that the best thing she could do would be to help the person who had saved her mother. ‘You’d better come with me,’ she said as she beckoned Tom to follow her towards the stairs.

Under normal circumstances it would have been inappropriate to ascend the stairs as they were together. Eyebrows would have been raised at the disappearance of two youngsters like that, especially in a small place like Porthsennen. Yet on that night nobody noticed as he followed her in silence. He waited at the top of the stairs while Elizabeth rooted around in her father’s cupboards. Moments later she emerged carrying a well-worn jumper and a pair of dress trousers that tapered at the ankle.

‘Thank you,’ he said as she handed him the pile of clothes, adding a pair of brown brogues that she knew her father didn’t wear anymore.

‘I should be thanking you,’ she said as she stood back. ‘For what you did, I mean. You saved my mother’s life, no doubt.’

With the top of his forearm, he brushed his floppy wet hair from his face. ‘Anybody would have done the same, miss.’

Elizabeth had so many questions buzzing around her head. She wanted to ask what he had seen, and how he’d ended up being the one to help. About how her mother fell. But she didn’t know where to start, because she was sure on some level that she knew the answer to at least one of those questions. And her father was very specific; they were not to divulge any details of the illness that had claimed her mother, not a word about her memory problems, or the strange things she sometimes did around the house. Elizabeth didn’t want her inquisitiveness to fuel the fires of speculation.

‘Perhaps,’ she eventually said, agreeing. ‘But you were the one who did. I would like to say that I am very grateful.’

‘My pleasure.’ Silence descended again. Tom glanced down at the puddle of sea water forming under his feet. ‘Where should I change?’

The floorboards creaked as she moved towards the bathroom, pipes rattling as they delivered warm water to the sink. Tom held back from following her, but when she looked up to see he wasn’t there, she moved to beckon him through. For a moment all she could do was stare at him as he stood in the doorway to the bathroom, the man who had saved her mother. Gratitude swelled inside her, and she wondered if there was anything she could ever do to repay such a thing as saving a person’s life. ‘There’s plenty of hot water, and soap in that dish,’ she said after a while. ‘Take as long as you like.’

As Tom stepped into the bathroom Elizabeth looked away, suddenly aware of their proximity in such a small and private room. Edging past him, she made her way to the door. Just before he closed it, he held up the clothes and shoes and said, ‘Thank you again for this. I appreciate it, miss.’

The urge to rush back in, reach out and hug him came to her, but she stifled it, and instead smiled and pointed to the sink. ‘Get washed and changed before you catch a chill, and come down when you’re ready.’ Steam billowed towards her as he turned on the taps. ‘But just before I go, could you do me a favour?’ It seemed wrong to her that somebody who had done something so great should have to refer to her so formally. ‘Please stop calling me miss. My name’s Elizabeth.’

Tom just smiled, nodded his head. ‘I know that,’ he said, before closing the bathroom door.

Elizabeth’s fingers tingled against the hot mugs of tea which she’d made for the people who had stuck around after the accident. Once those drinks were in the hands of the helpers, with a rag she found under the sink she set about mopping up the patches of sea water that Tom had left behind, then swept up the sand which crunched underfoot as she walked. It was another fifteen minutes before folk began to leave, reassured by the fact that Catherine Davenport was in bed and out of danger. Elizabeth returned to the living room to find it almost empty.

‘You’re leaving?’ she asked James when she saw him buttoning his coat. Her father was finishing up what looked to be a large measure of brandy. Judging from his rosy cheeks, it was unlikely to have been his first. His eyes were still red and swollen from tears.

‘I am going to leave you both in peace,’ James said, reaching to stroke Elizabeth’s face.

‘We need to get some rest,’ said her father as he stood up from his chair, setting his glass down on a small table. Elizabeth couldn’t bear the thought of how terrible he must be feeling. He swept her up in a tight embrace. ‘Stop worrying now, eh? She’s going to be fine.’ It was the safest place Elizabeth had ever known, yet still her father nodded to James who was hovering next to them. ‘Tell her, won’t you? She’ll listen to you.’

‘Your father’s right, Lizzy. She’s going to be just fine.’ As James went to continue they heard the creak of the staircase, the plod of heavy feet. They turned to see Tom arriving in the hallway. Elizabeth’s father stepped forwards, reaching for Tom’s hand.

‘Hello, young man, or should I say the hero of the hour. I believe you are the person who saved my wife.’

Tom nodded.

‘I don’t know how to thank you enough,’ her father said. ‘Please, tell me your name.’

Tom remained quiet, his fingers fussing at a fray in the jumper. ‘This is Thomas, Daddy,’ Elizabeth said, stepping in. ‘We actually used to go to school together.’

‘Well, we are very grateful to you, Thomas,’ her father said. ‘But I’m surprised to hear you were at school with Elizabeth. You look older.’

‘A little bit, sir.’

‘So, are you working now?’

‘When I can. Mainly pollack and mackerel, plus a bit of netting for crayfish.’ Fishermen populated both Tom and Elizabeth’s family trees as far back as anybody knew. ‘I have been working for Mr Cressa for the last three years, and where I can during the winter.’

‘Three years?’ Her father shared a glance with James. ‘How old are you? Twenty-one? Twenty-two?’

‘Eighteen, sir.’

Elizabeth’s father appeared puzzled. ‘You didn’t choose to continue your education?’

Tom couldn’t maintain his gaze then. ‘I learnt what I had to, sir. Now I help my family.’

‘Well,’ said Dr Davenport, giving Tom a pat on the shoulder. ‘That is very admirable. You must tell me your father’s name so that I can congratulate him on having such a fine young man as a son.’

‘It’s Pat Hale,’ said Tom.

Her father took a moment, a heavy breath in. ‘Pat Hale, eh? You’re his eldest son.’

‘His only son, sir.’

‘Yes, of course. I remember the unfortunate incident with your brother. I’m afraid I didn’t recognise you.’ Elizabeth watched her father, his mind elsewhere. ‘Well, I do hope that in some of your father’s sober moments he finds the time to be proud of you.’ Elizabeth noticed Tom’s cheeks flush, and just for a moment she wondered what had transpired, and why her father had said something so cruel. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse us, Thomas.’ He patted him on the shoulder, guided him towards the door. ‘We’d best get ourselves off to bed. Thank you once again.’ James followed Tom from the house, kissing Elizabeth on the cheek just before he left. It came as a relief when her father closed the door.

When the house was empty of visitors, Dr Davenport directed Elizabeth back into the drawing room, guiding her to sit in one of the chairs. They remained in silence until her father spoke. ‘I think it’s very important we address what happened tonight, Elizabeth.’

‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, unfortunately it is. But we don’t want to fuel the rumour mill, do we?’ People were already starting to talk. Even in the shop last week she had felt the hush of a whispered conversation and knew somehow without hearing a word that it had been about her family. ‘Sleep walking would be a much kinder story than the truth, for all involved.’

‘Of course, Daddy. But …’ she began, and then thought better of it.

‘What is it, Elizabeth?’

‘It’s just …’ she hesitated, licking her salty lips. The ocean was still loud in the distance, sounding now to her like a threat. ‘This is as good as she is ever going to be from now on, isn’t it?’

He sighed heavily, all his breath leaving him, and for a moment Elizabeth wished she could take her question back. The burden of it weighed heavily on her, but she had to know what to expect.

‘Alzheimer’s comes and goes in waves, Elizabeth. She will have good days, and there will be bad days. But when you are with the people you love there is nothing that one cannot find the strength for. One can always find the light through the dark when there is love, no matter what is expected of you.’ His hand stroked heavily across her shoulders. ‘Now go on, Elizabeth. Get yourself off to bed. It’s been a long night.’

Moonlight illuminated the staircase as she climbed, her skin pale and cold in the grey light. Not only did she find herself feeling pleased to note the absence of an engagement ring, but also that she was thinking of Tom. Tonight, she realised that she had never been more grateful for anybody in the whole world. The image of him lingered in her mind, stumbling from the water with her mother under his arm, saving one of the people she loved most. She was still thinking about him when she slipped into her sheets, when she closed her eyes and eventually succumbed to sleep. That night she dreamt that she was the one who was struggling out at sea, fighting for breath, and that Tom was the one who came to rescue her.
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