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Prologue

 

 

 

 

Christmas Eve. The night sky was patchy with clouds racing across the moon and stars, and the wind was gusting. Harriet and her sister were in the Wendy house. It was quite a squash; they were no longer the size they’d been when their father had made it for them more than twenty years ago. Felicity, six months pregnant with her second child, was having trouble getting comfortable on the small wooden chair.

It had been Felicity’s idea for them to sneak out here in the freezing cold and the dark. But she was known for her impetuosity. It was what everyone loved about Felicity — her spontaneity and sense of fun. Harriet watched her sister light the candles they’d brought with them and once shadows were dancing across the panelled walls, they switched off their torches.

‘So why are we here,’ Harriet asked, ‘when we could be in the warm, wrapping presents and bingeing on Mum’s mince pies and marzipan dates?’

In the flickering candlelight, Felicity’s face was suddenly solemn, her eyes large and luminous. ‘I have something I want to ask you,’ she said. ‘I want you to make me a promise, Harriet. If anything happens to Jeff and me, I want you to look after our children.’

The wind gusted outside and the flimsy door rattled in its frame. A shiver went through Harriet. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to you, Felicity,’ she said. ‘I’m always going to be the eccentric aunt who makes it her business to turn up with embarrassingly inappropriate presents for your children.’

‘I’m being serious, Harriet. You have to promise that if  anything happens to me, you’ll take care of them. I wouldn’t trust anyone but you. Please say you’d take my place. I need you to say yes for my peace of mind.’

Putting her sister’s irrational insistence down to cranked-up hormone levels - that and Felicity’s famously temperamental nature - Harriet said, ‘Of course I will. Providing you don’t have more than two. Two I think I could handle. Any more and I’d turn into the Child Catcher from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.’

‘You promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘Hand on heart?’

‘That too.’

Smiling once more, Felicity said, ‘Good. That’s settled then. Now I have nothing to worry about.’

The promise was never referred to again. Not until four years later, when it dominated Harriet’s every waking thought.
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‘Song’

When I am dead, my dearest,
 Sing no sad songs for me;
 Plant thou no roses at my head,
 Nor shady cypress tree
 Be the green grass above me
 With showers and dewdrops wet;
 And if thou wilt, remember,
 And if thou wilt, forget.

 

I shall not see the shadows,
 I shall not feel the rain;
 I shall not hear the nightingale
 Sing on, as if in pain:
 And dreaming through the twilight
 That doth not rise nor set,
 Haply I may remember,
 And haply may forget.

Christina Rossetti




Chapter One

 

 

 

 

Swift by name and swift by nature, Harriet shut the door after her and marched quickly down the drive, her arms swinging, her shoes tappety-tap-tapping in the still August air. Hand in hand, the children trailed silently behind her. She was often told that for someone so small, she walked remarkably fast. Those who knew her well knew that it was a side-effect of a restless mind, of a mind on the run.

For what felt like for ever, Harriet had been plagued with a sense of permanently running on the spot, of getting nowhere fast. There had been so much to do, and far too much to come to terms with. She doubted the latter was ever going to happen. But that was something she kept to herself. It was better to let people think that she had it all under control, that she believed them when they said time would heal, and as one door closed, another would open, and, oh, this was a good one, apparently we are never given more than we can handle. What was that supposed to mean? That this was deliberate? That she and her family had been picked out especially for this particular assignment, that of all the families around them, theirs was considered the safest bet. Oh, the Swifts — they’ll handle this one; they’ll cope just fine with the death of their eldest daughter and son-in-law.

Anyone observing them would think that Harriet and her parents were coping admirably, but Harriet knew all too well that Bob and Eileen Swift had their brave public faces for neighbours and friends. Once the front door was closed, the masks would drop. But only so far. There were the children, Carrie and Joel, to think of.

‘Oh, those poor little ones!’ had been the cry when news  of the accident had spread. ‘To lose both their parents - what a heartbreakingly cruel thing.’

Tappety-tap-tap went Harriet’s shoes as she walked faster, her head lowered, her gaze to the ground so there would be no risk of catching the eye of a neighbour who, given the chance, would seize the opportunity to console or advise and smother her with sympathy. She wanted none of it. All she wanted was for their lives to be the way they were four months ago, before a joyriding kid high on God knew what smashed into her brother-in-law’s car killing him and Felicity instantly.

Harriet had been called many things in her life - aloof, pig-headed, obsessively independent, opinionated, analytical, quick to judge, reliable, insular, logical, quick-tempered, cynical, pragmatic, even too loyal for her own good - but not once had she been described as motherly. And yet here she was, at the age of thirty-two, the legal guardian to her sister’s orphaned children. Some days she wanted to scream and kick against the unfairness of it all. Some days she woke up terrified she didn’t have the strength to do what was expected of her. Other days she had to fight the urge to walk away.

‘Auntie Harriet, please can we slow down?’

Harriet stopped abruptly. She turned. ‘Carrie, I’ve told you before, it’s Harriet. Just plain old Harriet.’ She was convinced her niece was doing it deliberately. Carrie had never called her ‘auntie’ when her mother had been alive.

The nine-year-old girl stared back at her, a frown just forming around her blue-grey eyes. Harriet didn’t find it easy looking at her niece; it was too much like looking in a mirror. They had the same pale complexion that tended to freckle across the bridge of the nose, the same cool, wide-set eyes and neat chin (the Swift Chin as it was called), and the same dark brown, almost black hair - the only difference being that Harriet’s was shoulder-length and loose today, and Carrie’s was plaited in a single rope that hung down her back to her waist. At nine years old, as if possessed of some kind of superior X-ray vision, Carrie had  already perfected the art of being able to see right through a half-truth. Harriet knew she would have to play it straight with her niece; she was one smart cookie.

‘You always walk too fast,’ Carrie said. ‘It’s not fair to Joel. He can’t keep up; he’s only little.’

Joel, four years old, vulnerably sweet-natured and unbearably anxious, was as dark-eyed as his mother had been. Moreover he was the spitting image of Felicity, with the same mousy hair streaked through with sun-lightened gold. Sometimes, when Harriet’s heart was heavy with the rawness of grief, she couldn’t trust herself to look at him. ‘If he can’t keep up, then we’re going to have to stretch his legs,’ she said matter-of-factly.

The little boy bent his head and peered doubtfully at the crumpled material of his trousers, which were several inches too long. ‘Will I be as tall as Carrie then?’

Harriet eyed him thoughtfully. ‘Maybe.’ She straightened his hair - she must have forgotten to brush it before leaving the house. At what age did they start doing it for themselves? Taking his hand and moving on, trying not to react to the soft warmth of his fingers wrapped in hers, she said, ‘If you really want to be as tall as your sister you should eat more.’ She hoped her voice held the merest hint of a reprimand.

Since their parents’ death neither child had eaten properly and it was driving their grandmother to distraction. ‘They need to eat more,’ Eileen said after every meal, when yet again she was scraping their barely touched plates into the kitchen bin and the children had melted away to their bedrooms. ‘It’s not healthy for them to eat so little.’ Harriet didn’t argue with her. While Eileen was fussing over her grandchildren’s eating habits, it meant she wasn’t quizzing Harriet on hers. She could quite understand why her niece and nephew didn’t want to eat. If they felt anything like she did they’d be scared nothing would stay down.

Harriet doubted there was anyone less suited or more ill-equipped to take care of her sister’s children, but she’d loved Felicity and a promise was a promise. Even if that  promise had been made in the sure knowledge that she would never have to keep it. After all, sisters didn’t die, did they? Especially not when they were only thirty-three. Tragedy happened to other families, not to ordinary people like the Swifts.

When her father had telephoned Harriet to break the awful news to her, his voice had been so choked with tears it was scarcely recognisable. Harriet had heard his words all too clearly, but a part of her had refused to take them in. She and Felicity had been talking on the phone earlier that week; Harriet had been trying to encourage her to come and stay in Oxford but Felicity had cried off, saying she was too busy sorting out the house she and Jeff had recently moved into in Newcastle.

The days that followed were a blur of confusion and shock, and it was a while before the full extent of what lay ahead hit Harriet. Her brain was conveniently numbed; it fooled her into thinking that the upheaval they were facing was only temporary. That just as soon as they had all recovered from the worst of their grief, they would pick up the broken pieces of their lives and carry on. Carrie and Joel would now live with their grandparents, while Harriet would spend Monday to Friday working in Oxford and the weekends in Cheshire looking after the children so that her parents could have a break.

For more than three months this was the structure of their lives, but Harriet had known that it could only ever be a short-term measure. Every Friday night she would battle through the traffic on the M6 up to Cheshire and arrive in Kings Melford to find that her mother looked more tired than she had the week before. The strain of taking care of the children was clearly taking its toll, and not just because Bob and Eileen weren’t young any more. Five years ago Eileen had been diagnosed as suffering from ME and while she never uttered a word of complaint, Harriet knew that as much as Eileen wanted to cope — she was one of life’s serial copers - there was a limit to what she could do. And always in the back of Harriet’s mind was the promise she  had made: You have to promise that if anything happens to me, you’ll take care of them. I wouldn’t trust anyone but  you. Another person might have conveniently forgotten those words, but not Harriet. They kept her awake night after night. In the end she knew she had only one realistic option. But it was such a costly sacrifice and she tried every which way to avoid it. For a while she managed to convince herself that the children should move down to Oxford and live with her. But it was out of the question; her one-bedroomed flat was far too small for them all. And even if she found a larger place and paid for childcare, the thought of being solely responsible for Carrie and Joel, without her parents on hand, panicked her. The truth, and she hated to admit it, was that she was completely out of her depth and needed Bob and Eileen there as a permanent safety net. The answer, then, was to resign from her job as a computer programmer, sell her flat and return to Cheshire.

This she had done and she’d been living back in Maple Drive, her childhood home, for a fortnight now. It was far from ideal, even nightmarish at times, and every morning she woke up with a sense of sick dread, reminding herself that it was only a stopgap. Just as soon as she’d found a new job and could afford to buy or maybe rent a house - near her parents so they could help with the children - she wouldn’t feel as if her sacrifice had sucked the life out of her.

But it was proving harder than she’d imagined. She missed her old life, her job and of course her boyfriend, Spencer. Often the only thing that got her out of bed in the morning was the thought that the following day had to be easier. She almost believed it, too.




Chapter Two

 

 

 

 

At the end of Maple Drive they turned right at the postbox and, holding hands, one child either side of Harriet, they continued along the busy street that was the main road into Kings Melford. Rush-hour traffic had petered out, but the centre of town, less than a mile away, wasn’t their destination.

Edna Gannet’s corner shop was not for the faint-hearted. The caustic old woman who had run Gannet Stores for more than thirty years had terrorised generations of children with her meanness and breathtaking rudeness; grown men had been known to quake in her presence. Harriet searched the shelves for a product she wasn’t sure still existed (but if it did, Edna Gannet would be sure to sell it) and listened to an elderly man lodging a complaint that the pot of single cream he’d bought the day before yesterday was off. He nudged it across the counter towards Edna. Slipping on her half-moon glasses, which she wore round her neck on a chain held together with sticky tape, Edna said, ‘It’s still within its sell-by date. Which means it must be all right.’ She pushed it back towards the customer and removed her glasses: case dismissed!

The man used his thumbnail to lift a segment of the foil lid. ‘Please, if you’d take the trouble to smell it, you’ll see what — ’

‘And if you took the trouble to store it at the correct temperature you wouldn’t be wasting my time. You have to be very careful during August, everyone knows that. Young man, kindly stop poking those Jelly Babies!’

Across the shop, over by the shelves of sweets, Harriet saw Joel nearly jump out of his skin. She went to him.  ‘Take no notice of the silly old dragon,’ she murmured in his ear. ‘She only breathes fire to attract attention.’

Back at the counter the disgruntled man was proving a stayer. ‘A full return is what I’m entitled to,’ he persisted. Harriet noticed his polished shoes were firmly together as he spoke, as if this was the only way he could stand firm.

Edna Gannet surveyed him through sharp, narrow eyes, her arms folded across her chest, her lips pursed.

The man swallowed. ‘I’m only asking for what the law says I’m entitled to.’

Edna leaned forward, the palms of her hands flat on the counter. ‘Here’s what I’ll do for you. I’ll do you an exchange. How’s that?’

The man looked unsure. ‘I’d prefer a full refund.’

‘And I’d prefer to be lying on a beach with Sean Connery at my beck and call. Take it or leave it.’ By the time he’d made up his mind, Edna was already riffling through the cabinet of chilled dairy products. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘And to show what a generous woman I am, this is a more expensive pot of cream and I won’t even charge you the difference.’

He was almost out of the door when he turned round.

Edna glared at him. ‘Now what?’

He hovered uncertainly. ‘Um ... the sell-by date on this, it ... it says it’s tomorrow.’

Edna stretched her lips into what Harriet knew passed for a smile. ‘Well then, you’d best hurry home and use it up fast.’

The man quietly closed the door after him.

With a hand on Joel’s shoulder, Harriet approached the counter. ‘Mrs Gannet,’ she said, ‘I wonder if you have — ’

Edna cut her dead. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’ Harriet watched her tidy away the returned pot of cream and smiled to herself when, just before Edna disappeared into the back of the shop through a beaded curtain, she caught sight of her lifting the foil lid and grimacing.

‘Why is she so rude?’ asked Carrie in a foghorn whisper. ‘She’s like it every time we come in.’

‘She’s not rude, Carrie; she’s honest and direct. She just says what she thinks, which is more than most of us do.’

‘She frightens me,’ Joel whispered.

‘Rule Number One kiddo: don’t let anyone scare you.’ Harriet bent down so that she was face to face with her nephew. ‘Do you want to know what I do if I think anyone might have the power to frighten me?’

He nodded solemnly.

‘I imagine them with no clothes on. It works every time.’

He stared at her wide-eyed. But Carrie let out a loud, horrified cry. ‘Yuck! That’s disgusting.’

‘What’s disgusting?’

Edna was staring at them from behind the counter. Harriet had forgotten how quietly Edna moved about the shop. Her father had nicknamed her the Stealth Bomber, so adept was she at creeping up on would-be shoplifters.

Ignoring the question, Harriet said, ‘Mrs Gannet, do you have any large blocks of salt like my mother used to buy when ...’ Her voice trailed off. She was about to say, ‘when Felicity and I were little’.

Not missing a beat, Edna said, ‘And what would you be wanting with blocks of salt?’

‘Sculpture classes for the children. Michelangelo worked with marble, but I’m prepared to make do with salt. Do you have any?’

‘I’ve not sold blocks of salt for many a year. Not much call for it these days.’ Forever the consummate shopkeeper, Edna added, ‘Why not use lard? I’ve plenty of that. Or margarine.’

‘It wouldn’t be quite the same thing.’

‘Suit yourself.’ The old woman shrugged and pulled a tatty yellow duster out of her overall pocket. She began flicking it over the glass jars of sweets on the shelves behind her.

Standing by the comics now, Carrie said, ‘Could I have this, please?’

With the scent of a sale in her nostrils, Edna whipped round, the duster back in her pocket.

Harriet said, ‘Whoa there, little miss. I bought you one the other day. Do you think I’m made of money?’ She saw a determined expression settle on Carrie’s face, and knew that the girl was too much like herself to beg. She just stood there silently staring Harriet out, her gaze unnervingly level for one so young. She was not a child who would willingly endure a moment’s loss of dignity.

‘Surely you wouldn’t deprive the girl of a bit of reading matter?’ chipped in Edna. ‘They’re educational these days. Not like the rubbish you used to read.’

Harriet shot her a sharp look. She wasn’t going to be emotionally blackmailed by anyone. Especially not by Edna Gannet. ‘If Carrie wants to read, she has plenty of educational books at home to enjoy.’ She felt a tug at her sleeve. ‘Yes, Joel, what is it?’

‘Can I have one too? Please?’

Heaven help her, but Harriet gave in. She handed her money over to Edna, who was openly smirking, and the children thanked her. Then the wretched woman slid two small paper bags over the counter. Carrie and Joel looked inside the bags and, suddenly shy, they smiled awkwardly at the old woman. Edna brushed away their mumbled words of thanks and not quite meeting Harriet’s gaze, said, ‘Just something to keep them from dwelling on ... well, you know, just to stop them brooding.’

With unspoken sympathy quivering in the air, Harriet hustled her niece and nephew outside. In all the years she had known Edna Gannet, she had never seen her act so out of character. Not a word about Felicity’s death had passed her lips in Harriet’s presence, even though everyone in the neighbourhood was talking about little else, but here she was giving sweets to two children she hardly knew. She took a deep, steadying breath to fight back a wave of tearful panic. With Joel on her hip and Carrie running to keep up, she headed for home. Only when they’d turned the corner into Maple Drive did she slow down.

Maple Drive was the archetypal suburban cul-de-sac, flanked either side with tidy gardens and rows of fascia-boarded houses. Harriet’s parents had bought number twenty in 1969 when they had been expecting Felicity - Harriet had followed on only a year later. They’d paid three thousand pounds for it then and it was now, according to her father, who kept his eye on such things, worth two hundred and fifty thousand pounds. ‘The best investment we ever made,’ he used to joke. Harriet suspected he’d dispute this now. Compared to having Felicity, it was worthless.

The only people who had lived in the neighbourhood as long as the Swifts were the McKendricks: Dr Harvey McKendrick and his wife, Freda. They lived at number fourteen and Harriet knew their house as well as her parents’. She and her sister had been more or less the same age as the McKendrick boys, Dominic and Miles, and they had all grown up together. Passing the recently decorated house with its integral garage, where ten-year-old Harriet had slapped Dominic’s face for trying to look at her knickers one rainy Sunday afternoon, she kept her gaze firmly on the pavement. Freda never went out but she was sure to be watching the world go by. Freda was agoraphobic, but everyone pretended she wasn’t. It maddened Harriet that they all carried on as though it was the most natural thing in the world that Freda was too terrified to set foot outside her own front door. ‘Why doesn’t Harvey do something about it?’ Harriet had often asked her mother. ‘He’s a doctor, after all.’

‘These things aren’t so cut and dried,’ Eileen would say.

‘Yes they are,’ she’d argue. ‘If there’s something wrong with you, you get it sorted. It’s as easy as that.’

Several years ago, at the McKendricks’ New Year’s Day drinks party, after one too many glasses of mulled wine, Harriet had said as much to Dominic and Miles. Dominic, who lived in Cambridge and rarely honoured his parents with his presence, had agreed with her. But Miles, who lived in nearby Maywood, had disagreed and suggested that maybe his brother should spend more time with their mother before he offered an opinion.

Both Miles and his father had attended Felicity and Jeff’s funeral; Freda, not surprisingly, had made her apologies. Dominic hadn’t even bothered to send flowers or a card. Harriet didn’t think she would ever forgive him for that.

Walking up the drive of number twenty, Harriet could hear her father mowing the lawn in the back garden. It was a comforting sound. The sound of a normal family going about its normal everyday business.

If only.




Chapter Three

 

 

 

 

Bob Swift switched off the mower and, walking stiffly - his arthritic knee was playing up - he carried the grass box down to the compost heap behind the greenhouse. The garden had always been a place of refuge for him, somewhere he could be alone to work through whatever was troubling him. But he knew he could potter about here for the rest of his days and never work through the pain of losing Felicity.

For the first ten years of their marriage, he and Eileen had been desperate for a baby, but they’d had to endure a string of heartbreaking miscarriages before Felicity had finally arrived. He could still remember that moment when he’d first held her, when he’d cradled her tiny, perfect body in his large, clumsy hands and had been overwhelmed at the fragility of the life for which he was now responsible.

It had been love at first sight, for both him and Eileen. They had doted on their precious child and ignored anyone who said she would be the ruin of them. How could that possibly be? Felicity was the absolute making of them. Her presence in their lives made them feel complete. Maybe even more so for Bob.

After waiting so long for a baby, they doubted they could be so lucky again, but miraculously, a year later — sooner than they might have liked - he was standing in the same hospital cradling a second daughter: Harriet. ‘Look, Felicity,’ he’d said, ‘what do you think of your little sister?’

She’d smiled and stroked one of Harriet’s tiny hands, then reached out to hold her as though she were a doll. Friends had warned them that they would have terrible sibling rivalry to cope with, that because they’d given  Felicity so much love and attention, had made her the centre of their world, she would inevitably be jealous. How wrong those doom-mongers had been. Felicity, an easy-going, good-natured child, never showed any jealousy. She would play happily while her mother rested or nursed Harriet, and was quick to show off her sister to anyone who visited the house. She was protective, too, and got upset with the doctor when he gave Harriet her immunisation jabs. Eileen often told the story that when Harriet had cried, more with indignation than actual pain, Felicity had told the doctor off for hurting her sister. And if Felicity was always there to look out for Harriet, Harriet in turn worshipped her older sister and hated to be separated from her. They each had their own bedroom but preferred to sleep together in the same bed. They spent hours playing together, devising complicated games that no adult was allowed to participate in.

The years passed, and unlike so many of their friends who dipped in and out of phases of hating their siblings, their close relationship survived the strains of puberty and adolescence.

‘We’re such a lucky family,’ Eileen used to say. She said it the last time they saw Felicity alive. They were driving home after spending a couple of days with her and Jeff and the grandchildren in their new home in Newcastle, where Jeff had just secured a post as a senior lecturer at the university. It was the third move in as many years for the young family and Bob suspected that Felicity longed for a time when Jeff would be happy to settle and put down roots, if only for the children’s sake. That was something Bob had always been proud of - that he’d never uprooted his daughters while they were growing up. He’d always put their happiness before his own, always wanted to keep them safe.

But he hadn‘t, had he? He’d failed to keep Felicity safe. It used to amuse him that not so long ago Felicity started to end her phone calls by telling him to take care. ‘Take care, Dad,’ she’d say, the child now looking out for the parent.

Had that been the trouble? Had he been in dereliction of his duty? If he’d been a better father would Felicity still be alive? If he had never let her out of his sight, he’d always wake knowing there was still a chance of hearing her carefree laughter again, of basking in her happiness that life had been so good to her.

Suddenly fearful that his legs would give way, Bob dropped the grass box and reached out to one of the wooden sides of the compost heap. He put a hand to his face and felt wetness on his cheeks. He hunted through his trouser pockets for a tissue, scoured his eyes with it and blew his nose. The sun was high and sweat was pooling between his shoulderblades, yet he felt icy cold. It was always the same when he thought of his darling girl. Every time he thought of her and how much he missed her, thirty-three years’ worth of memories gripped at his insides and made it hard to breathe.

On an irrational impulse, he glanced back up to the house and, making sure no one was watching him, he crossed the lawn to the Wendy house. He turned the handle on the door and slipped inside. It was stuffy from having the sun on it and was cast in a gloomy darkness - the faded curtains Eileen had made for it were drawn. There wasn’t room for him to stand, so he pulled out one of the Early Learning Centre red plastic chairs - Eileen had bought them for Carrie and Joel, along with the table and all the other playthings a doting grandmother takes pleasure in providing - and sat down cautiously, checking the chair would take his weight.

Stuffing the tissue back into his pocket, he told himself there would be no more tears. Tears would help no one, least of all himself. He had to focus his thoughts on how they were going to get through this mess. He had to be strong, for Eileen and for the children. Whatever else, he mustn’t let Carrie and Joel see him cry. Or Harriet. He didn’t want her to think he couldn’t cope.

But thank God for Harriet. Thank God she had accepted that he and Eileen couldn’t do this alone. Eileen was  concerned that Harriet had made such an enormous sacrifice in coming back home, that perhaps they should have stopped her, but as he’d told his wife, ‘What choice do we have?’

There were no relatives on Jeff’s side of the family who could take on the children — Jeff had been an only child; his mother had died when he was twelve and his father had passed away when he was nineteen - so it was down to them: there was no one else.

His memory of the night of the accident had already become blurred around the edges. He could remember some bits with painful clarity, but others, such as the journey up to Newcastle, were very hazy. He could remember thinking that before he broke the news to Eileen — she’d just popped across the road to see Dora when the telephone had rung with the news — he ought to call Harriet. He’d stupidly imagined that he’d be able to say the words without breaking down, but hearing the shocking truth out loud, his voice had cracked and the tears had flowed unbidden. Worse was to follow when he heard Harriet crying at the other end of the line. He’d felt so helpless. It was a while before either of them could speak, and when finally they could it was Harriet who took control. ‘I’ll drive up straight away,’ she’d said. ‘Who’s looking after the children? And do they know? It would be best if they were kept in the dark until we can be with them.’

It was another of those moments when he’d felt that his role as a parent had been usurped, that he was the child and Harriet was the grown-up in charge. Perhaps that was how things had been ever since. In the following weeks it seemed as if Harriet was the one making all the decisions. But it couldn’t go on. He had to pull himself together. He had days when he alternated between relief that Harriet was so capable and shame that he wasn’t doing more. Other times it seemed his grief was like a volcano, that one day soon it would erupt and spew out molten anger that would destroy him and anyone around him. He felt this  now as he reflected how, thirty-three years ago, Felicity’s birth had wiped his slate clean. Had made a new man of him.




Chapter Four

 

 

 

 

A week later Bob was cutting the grass again.

Eileen stood at the open window in their bedroom and watched him. He’d almost finished; just one more meticulous stripe to add to the lawn.

Grief changes a person for ever, she thought. And no one knew this better than she did. With each baby she had lost and grieved for, a little bit of her had changed and slowly died. Without meaning to she had grown anxious and fearful of the future. Before Felicity’s birth she had lived in constant dread that if she and Bob had to resign themselves to being a childless couple, then the darkness that had been edging in would eventually eclipse their love for each other. It stood to reason that Bob’s love would only stretch so far. His need for a child was as great as her own, and always at the back of his mind must have been the thought that with a different woman his wish would be granted. They’d contemplated adoption, but because hope had always been around the corner - that this latest pregnancy would be the one — they’d never got as far as approaching an agency. Eileen always thought of that period in their lives as the Wilderness Years.

But then Felicity had been born, a miracle baby in all ways. At once the world was a brighter place. No more anxiety. No more worries that Bob would stop loving her and seek permanent solace in the arms of another. To this day Eileen had kept to herself her knowledge about his two affairs during the Wilderness Years. She had never wanted to confront Bob because as hurtful as it was, and as dark a shadow on their marriage as his behaviour had cast, she’d understood why he’d done it. It was nothing more than an  antidote to the anguish they were going through. It was survival.

Still staring down at her husband - he’d put the mower away and was now calling to the children, who were playing in the Wendy house - Eileen tried to shake off the fear that the shadowy darkness might return. Retirement earlier in the year had been a big enough adjustment for Bob, but now there was this catastrophe to live with. Felicity had meant the world to him. He loved Harriet too, of course, but from the moment she was born, Felicity had been the centre of his universe; there was nothing he wouldn’t have done for her.

Tears filled Eileen’s eyes. She turned away from the window, blinking. She had work to do. She was supposed to be helping Harriet pack up the last of Felicity’s clothes for the charity shop. It was only now, four months since the accident, that Bob had allowed them to do the job. The more practical side of things he’d gone along with, such as selling the house in Newcastle along with most of its furniture. He’d also been instrumental in putting the bulk of the money into a trust fund for the children, just as Jeff and Felicity would have wanted, while also leaving an amount to go towards their upbringing. However, he couldn’t deal with the personal possessions that had marked out his daughter from all the other daughters in the world. It was no easy task for Eileen either. It was taking all her strength to resist the urge to hang on to everything in the hope that Felicity would seem closer.

When Bob had realised what she and Harriet would be doing today he had told them that he’d cut the grass and then take the children out. ‘It’s not right for them to see their mother’s things being shoved into bin liners.’

He was right. But then neither did Eileen relish seeing the remains of her daughter’s life bundled unceremoniously into plastic refuse sacks.

She could hear Bob in the kitchen washing his hands and asking the children if they needed to use the toilet before they went out. Minutes later, the back door shut and then  the car engine started up. He hadn’t even come upstairs to say goodbye.

Moving round the bed that was covered with neatly folded clothes, Eileen looked out onto the landing, where Harriet was sorting through her sister’s shoe collection. Harriet and Felicity had been practically identical in size. As teenagers they had always been borrowing each other’s shoes and clothes. Eileen wondered what was going through Harriet’s mind as she matched up pairs of sandals - strappy high-heels, comfortable slip-ons - and an array of boots — ankle boots, knee-high boots and tasselled suede boots. Felicity had loved her boots. Of the two daughters, Harriet had always been the more conservative and guarded. Whereas Felicity had been a powder keg of enthusiasm, Harriet had played her cards much closer to her chest. To Eileen’s knowledge Harriet had only ever confided in Felicity. Without her sister around, who would Harriet turn to now? It seemed unlikely that the boyfriend in Oxford - a young man they’d yet to meet and who, predictably, they had heard little about — would fill the space Felicity had left.

Neither Eileen nor Bob was surprised that Harriet still wasn’t married. ‘I’m never going to marry,’ she’d announced when she was twelve years old. ‘I’m going to live alone in a huge mansion and I’ll be my own boss with my own company and make loads of money. I don’t want anyone ever to tell me what to do.’ She had spoken with a solemn intensity well beyond her years.

The mansion hadn’t materialised, nor had her own business, but Eileen knew her daughter relished living alone. Whenever she and Bob had visited Harriet in Oxford they had always been taken aback by the simplicity of her life. Her small ground-floor flat in a house just off Banbury Road was simply furnished and, in Eileen’s opinion, verging on the austere. She knew the minimalist look was all the rage, but this seemed such a barren existence. The sitting room, with its clinical white-painted walls held just two reclining leather chairs, a rug, and a double-width  floor-to-ceiling bookcase that was sparsely filled with books and CDs. There was a small television. and a hi-fi, but no ornaments or clutter. The bedroom was equally sparse: a double bed, a built-in wardrobe and in place of a dressing table, a desk with a laptop and printer. The only stamp of sentimentality was a collage of photographs Felicity had made for Harriet on her thirtieth birthday. The black-framed collage hung above the printer, and other than a mirror, this was the only object adorning the walls. How different it was for Harriet now, thought Eileen sadly, squeezed as she was with all her things into Felicity’s old bedroom, where she couldn’t move for bumping into something.

With enormous effort, Eileen tried once more to concentrate on what she was supposed to be doing. She picked up a pair of jeans, smoothed out the wrinkles in the legs and folded them carefully. Lovingly.

The Oxfam shop where she used to work two mornings a week - before ME sneaked its way into her life and sapped her energy - would not be receiving any of the bags of clothes. It would be too painful knowing that her old colleagues were picking over her daughter’s belongings. Better for it all to go further afield, to one of the charity shops in Maywood, where there would be less risk of her one day catching sight of a young woman in town wearing something of Felicity’s. That would be too much. It would add another bruise to all those ones she had deep inside, which nobody could see. Overcome by a sudden wave of sadness, she buried her face in a brightly coloured woollen sweater. It smelled so evocatively of her daughter, it caused a sob to catch in her throat. She let out a stifled cry. At once Harriet was by her side. ‘Are you okay, Mum?’

‘It’s all right, I’m just being silly.’ But despite her brave words, she couldn’t fight the misery that had crept up on her as it so often did.

Clearing a space on the bed for her mother to sit down, Harriet reached for the tissue box on the dressing table. It was empty. She went back to the landing, to the airing  cupboard where her mother kept a stock of toilet rolls and boxes of tissues. From downstairs came the sound of knocking, followed by a familiar ‘Yoo-hoo!’

Without checking with her mother, Harriet leant over the banister. ‘Come on up, Dora.’ If anyone could lift her mother’s spirits, it was Dora Gold. She lived across the road and was her mother’s closest friend. She was two years younger than Eileen but managed to defy the aging process that affected everyone else. She put it down to drinking plenty of water and keeping out of the sun. That and the occasional trip to a private clinic in south Manchester. She’d been divorced and widowed, in that order, and was prepared to kiss as many aging frogs as it took to find husband number three. She was always telling them some tale or other about a date she’d just been on. Harriet hoped Dora had an interesting tale to share with them today. Something that would distract Eileen and take her mind off Felicity.

Dora did better than that. She took one look at Eileen and the piles of clothes on the bed and said, ‘Here’s how we’re going to do this. I’m giving us exactly one hour to sort through everything and then we’re going to load up the car, drop everything off where necessary and then the three of us are going for lunch. How does that sound?’

 

In the end it was only Dora and Eileen who went for lunch. Harriet excused herself by saying she had a phone call to make. She hadn’t seen or spoken to Spencer in three weeks because he’d been away in South Africa visiting distant cousins. It was a trip he’d arranged just days before they’d started seeing each other. Today was his first day back in the office.

Spencer had asked her out three months before Felicity’s death (everything was now measured in terms of pre or post Felicity’s death) and initially they’d kept their relationship from everyone at work - an office romance was such a cliché. When they went public everyone laughed at them. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, Harriet,’ Adrian, her immediate  boss had said, ‘but it’s hardly the breaking-news item you clearly thought it was.’

What’s more, Ron, the graduate trainee programmer who was supposed to be nestling under her wing while she taught him all she knew, had opened a book on how soon it would be before they came clean. ‘And who won the bet?’ she’d asked, her hackles rising.

‘I did,’ he said proudly.

‘Well, Ron, seeing as you’re such a clever dick, you can put your cleverness to good use and get me my coffee. White, no sugar. And make sure the mug’s clean.’ She’d never pulled rank before, but now seemed as good a time as any to shake the dust from her epaulettes and bring them to his attention.

‘Go easy on the poor lad,’ Spencer had said during lunch, ‘it’s just an office thing. A bit of a lark.’

She knew he was right, but her privacy was important to her.

Spencer had only been at C.K. Support Services for five months, whereas Harriet had been there for five years. It was her second job since leaving university, but despite the lack of career opportunities within the small software house, she hadn’t foreseen a time when she would want to quit. The work, and the level she was at — Senior Analyst - suited her perfectly. She was good at her job, could run rings round most of her colleagues, and so long as they left her to get on with what she was paid to do and didn’t force her to get involved with management decisions or in-house politics, she derived enormous satisfaction from what she did. Some would say that she did nothing but sit with her feet up on the desk staring at a blank computer screen for most of the day. And they’d be right. But that was when she was at her most creative. Computer programming involved a lot of thinking. In fact, the bulk of what she did was in her head. Occasionally, though, she was dragged kicking and screaming away from her desk to help install the software she’d designed.

The first time she’d met Spencer, he’d been sitting with  his feet up on the desk, his eyes closed, his fingers drumming rhythmically on the arm of his chair. She’d recognised a kindred spirit and wondered if this would be the meeting of minds she’d always craved. It was no secret amongst her friends that she didn’t suffer fools gladly. ‘Your bog-standard lager-loving footie fanatic stands no chance with you, does he?’ Erin had once remarked. Erin was the same age as Harriet and lived in the flat above hers; she had no qualms about who she came home with after a drunken night out.

As she got to know Spencer, Harriet realised he ticked a good number of boxes, but when he started dropping hints about them moving in together, she instinctively backed off. Living with someone scared her. All that sharing. All that tiptoeing round one another’s feelings. All those arguments over hairs in plugholes and dishes left in sinks. The unmade bed. The wet towels on the bathroom floor. The rolled-up sock stuffed under a cushion. The shoes left just where she’d fall over them. All these things made her reluctant to throw in her lot with anyone on a more permanent basis.

The only person she came close to sharing her life with had been Felicity, and quite naturally it was her sister to whom she turned for advice about Spencer. ‘Am I being stupid?’ she’d asked Felicity.

Expecting her sister to urge her to throw caution to the wind, as she so often did, she had been surprised when Felicity had said, ‘If you have to ask the question, then you’re clearly not ready for such a step.’

Perversely, Harriet then tried to prove to herself that she was ready for such a step. She systematically listed everything that she liked about Spencer - his clear-cut way of thinking, his steadiness, his understanding and appreciation that she needed her own space - and gradually some of the fear crept to the furthest reaches of her mind.

But then Felicity died and everything changed.

Spencer was the first person she told about her decision to hand in her notice and move back to Cheshire. They  were in his flat when she broached the subject. He was cooking one of his messy meals - every pot, pan and mixing bowl had been used. ‘Aren’t you surprised?’ she’d said when he hardly reacted.

‘Sorry, Harriet, but I saw it coming. It was obvious.’

Never afraid to confront an issue, she said, ‘It’s going to change things between us, isn’t it?’

He’d stopped what he was doing and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Let’s save the crystal ball-gazing for the end-of-the-pier crowd, shall we? For now, you’ve got more than enough on your plate without worrying about us. We’ll find a way.’

But she did worry. And it annoyed her that she did. Being needy had never been on her personal agenda.

 

It was ages before Spencer answered his mobile. Time enough for paranoia to set in. Was he trying to avoid her?

‘Hi there, Harriet. How’s it going?’ The sound of his voice, so easy, so assured, chased away the doubts.

‘Not bad,’ she said, ‘all things considered.’ She wanted to explain what she’d spent the morning doing, but couldn’t be bothered. Would he be interested, anyway? Other people’s problems were exactly that. Other people’s. Given the choice, wouldn’t she rather cross the road than risk being contaminated by grief? Keeping the conversation light, she asked him about work. ‘Anything new to report?’

‘I haven’t been back long enough to know the full ins and outs, but there’s a bit of flapping going on over some new contract or other.’

She felt the pinch of isolation, of not being a part of things. It was hard to accept they were all carrying on without her. Harder still to think of anyone new occupying her old office. ‘What contract would that be?’ she asked.

‘Too boring to discuss. Tell me what you’ve been doing.’

‘No,’ she said, realising that she hadn’t asked him about his holiday, ‘tell me how South Africa was. Did you send me a postcard?’

They discussed his trip and then, because they seemed to be running out of things to say, she told him about packing up the remainder of Felicity’s stuff. She mentioned that she’d kept some of her sister’s clothes and things as keepsakes.

He groaned. ‘Wouldn’t it be easier just to ditch the lot? It sounds kind of macabre, wanting to keep anything your sister wore.’

Anger flared. And just what the hell would you know about it! she wanted to shout at him. But she kept her voice level. ‘It’s more complicated than that. There’s stuff I’ve put aside for the children; they need to be able to remember their parents. When they’re older, they can look through the selection I’ve made and perhaps piece together the memories.’

‘Yeah, I can see that would be a good idea. Look, I can’t chat for long, but are you still coming down tomorrow?’

‘Of course. Why do you ask?’

She caught the sound of background noise, of someone calling to him. When he didn’t answer her question, she said, ‘It shouldn’t take too long to pack up the last of my things at the flat. The agent says the buyer is all set to go.’ She couldn’t bring herself to ask if he was still on for lending a hand as he had promised. Instead she said, ‘Spencer, if you’ve got something to say, just say it.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I’m sure you do.’

A pause. And then: ‘This isn’t the time, Harriet. Why don’t we speak tomorrow? I’ll meet you at your flat as we agreed. Around twelve.’

After a brisk goodbye she rang off. Without the aid of a crystal ball she knew exactly what the future held. It was adios time, inevitably. Why would Spencer want to stay involved with her now that she lived so far away and had two children to bring up? She’d been mad to think it could be otherwise.

Smarting with hurt pride and the sheer unfairness of it, she flipped open her mobile again and scrolled through for  the number she always tapped in when she needed a good rant. She’d got as far as putting the phone to her ear when she realised what she was doing. Very slowly, she closed the mobile and held it tightly in her fist. It was one of the things she found almost impossible to come to terms with: accepting that Felicity was no longer around to talk to, that she wasn’t there at the other end of the line to be told the latest office joke, or to fill Harriet in on a missed episode of Footballers’ Wives, or just to gossip about nothing in particular.

She decided she needed some fresh air to clear her head and improve her mood. But when she stepped outside and locked the front door behind her, she found that fresh air was in short supply. August, with its unbreathable, muggy air that was thick with pollen, was her least favourite month of the year. It was when her asthma was at its worst and she always had to be sure she was never too far from her inhaler. But a short walk along the canal would be okay. The moment she started to feel a tightness in her chest, she’d turn round.

Pocketing her set of keys, she looked across the road and saw a large white van. Its tailgate was lowered and furniture, piled higgledy-piggledy, was clearly in the process of being removed and carried up the drive. A self-drive Rent-A-Van, noted Harriet. The people who usually moved in to the four-bedroomed house were never around for long. For the last twenty years it had been owned by a couple who worked abroad and rented it out in their absence. Dozens of young families and professional couples had come and gone; consequently it was the shabbiest house in the road. The general feeling in the neighbourhood was that a permanent resident would smarten the place up. But judging from the tatty-looking Rent-A-Van, yet another temporary occupant was moving in. She wondered who. It was strange that Dora hadn’t been on the case and brought them news of who, what, when and how. Just then, a stockily built man in baggy shorts appeared in the open  doorway. Annoyed she’d been caught gawping, Harriet pretended she hadn’t noticed him and walked on down the road.



Chapter Five

 

 

 

 

‘Where do you want this?’

Will bobbed up from behind the sofa, where he was plugging in the CD player, and checked out the large box Marty was holding. ‘Bung it on top of the other box over there in the corner,’ he said.

‘I will, but on the condition that we stop for some lunch. If not, I’ll have you in an industrial tribunal faster than you can say, “Put the kettle on.”’

‘Would that be before or after I’ve had you arrested for a breach of the Public Order Act? Who’d you borrow those shorts from? Johnny Vegas?’

‘Ha, ha. And here’s me doing the best-friend routine only to be on the receiving end of fattist jokes.’

‘I could run through my extensive collection of follically challenged quips, if you’d prefer.’

Marty put the box down with a thump. ‘What I’d prefer is for you to get your arse into gear and make me a sandwich. I’m starving.’ He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of an arm. ‘Don’t suppose you know where I can lay my hands on a cold beer, do you? Trust you to move on the hottest and muggiest day of the year.’

‘I can do damn-all about the weather, but the cold-beer situation is well under control. Help yourself to a can from the cool-box on the kitchen table.’

‘And lunch?’

‘If you stop whingeing long enough, that will be brought out to you in the garden in about quarter of an hour.’

‘Now you’re talking.’

Minutes later, with Marty taking a break outside, Will  retrieved a loaf of bread, a tub of Flora, and a packet of bacon from the cool-box. He cleared a space around the cooker and set to work on throwing some lunch together. Once he’d sussed how the gas hob worked, he loaded up the frying pan with rashers, then buttered half a loaf of sliced bread and squirted a generous amount of HP sauce onto Marty’s bread. They’d been friends long enough to know each other’s likes and dislikes perfectly. Not dissimilar from a marriage, really. Except Will’s friendship with Marty had never turned sour, unlike his marriage.

It was eight years since he and Maxine had divorced but it still felt as if it were yesterday, probably because Maxine never let him forget what a bastard he’d been. Oh, and a loser, too. That was a constant favourite of hers. ‘The trouble with you, Will,’ she’d say, as if he’d ever asked for her opinion, ‘is that you’re never going to amount to anything for the simple reason that you refuse to grow up.’

‘And there was me thinking it was my boyish charm that got me where I am,’ he’d said only last week when she was in his office, once again raking over the coals of their burnt-out marriage, listing yet more of his failings.

She was interrogating him about his reasons for moving. ‘What’s wrong with where you are?’ she’d asked.

‘Well, honey,’ he’d replied, all silky-smooth and knowing it would annoy the hell out of her, ‘I’d tell you if it was any of your business. But seeing as it isn’t, you’ll have to reach your own conclusion.’

‘You’re moving in with someone? Is that it?’

‘I might be.’

‘Okay, so you’re not. I can’t say I’m surprised. And not just because you change your women more often than your boxer shorts. Or maybe it’s them. Perhaps they see the light just in time and turn tail.’

‘I’m sure you’re right, dear. You usually are. Now, if you’ve had your fun, I have important things to do.’

She’d tipped back her head and laughed, her even, white teeth framed by glossy pink lips. ‘William Hart doing something important. Now this I have to see.’

‘Then pull up a chair and learn from the master.’ Reaching for the phone, he’d added, ‘While you’re here, you could make yourself useful by putting the kettle on. If that isn’t beneath you these days.’

Fortunately she hadn’t stuck around and after she’d swept off in one of her up-yours-see-you-around-sucker flounces, and after he’d said, ‘Be sure to give my best wishes to PC Plod, won’t you?’ he’d been able to get down to business. Putting the phone back in its cradle, he’d closed the door of his ramshackle office and, tuning to Radio Four, he’d rolled up his sleeves for his afternoon fix of The Archers. It didn’t take much to please him these days.

Turning the rashers over and lowering the heat on the gas hob, he supposed that Maxine’s opinion of him would never change. In her eyes he would always be the bad guy.

The big girl’s blouse of a husband who dared to have an early mid-life crisis.

The lousy husband who played around.

The brute of a husband who broke her heart.

Although it was debatable she had one of those.

One way or another, he had a hard reputation to live up to. It wasn’t easy playing the villain every day of his life. Or the village idiot. Just occasionally he’d like to think he was a cut above your average no-good ex husband. He’d never once raised his hand to a woman. He’d never drunk to excess. He’d never picked his nose in public. And surely, what counted for more than anything, he was perfectly toilet-trained and never splashed or left the seat up. In some quarters, he’d be considered quite a catch.

And if he’d been such a bad lot, why had she stuck around as long as she had? Thirteen years in all.

The answer to that, as
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