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About the Book

Jess Tavener would have said that her life in a Somerset market town, with her husband Matt and their small daughter Lucy, was happy and settled. The recent death of her beloved father casts the only shadow on their domestic tranquillity. Then the discovery of a drawing of her father amongst Matt’s belongings, together with another sketch of someone totally unexpected, makes Jess realise that her family and friends have aspects to their past which, as they are gradually revealed, affect all their lives. She is to experience heartbreak and loss before she can begin to reach out to a new, and different, kind of happiness.

Another heartwarming novel from this greatly loved bestselling author, which explores the secrets which lie beneath the seemingly peaceful surface of a small country town.
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For my family


Prologue

I’M SUPPOSED TO be writing this as a therapy but, to be honest, I don’t need that sort of thing any more. My mother once called it psycho-nonsense; now she says it would be better if I got everything straight and the best way of doing that is to write it down. She even wants me to do it like a diary, day by day, but I know that wouldn’t work. Things don’t seem to happen day by day. There’s an event, then a long pause, then two or three things come together. So I’m going to write it as it happened. It’s almost like a detective story except that there doesn’t seem to be just one guilty party. In fact by the time I get to the end it may well be that no-one is guilty. Nevertheless, it all happened. We made it happen.

Detective stories are about people and this one is no exception. Most of these people lived in the small town in one of the Mendip valleys where I was born and brought up. There were my parents, Monica and Donald Maslin: they were wonderful, everything parents should be. Dad was head of the local primary school. Mum did everything – decorated, gardened, got up a ladder to point a chimney . . . very practical.

And there was my sister, Jennifer. Ten years younger than me. Beautiful, sophisticated, funny . . . my daughter loved her. Jennifer lived twenty-five miles away, in Bristol.

At first I thought the story began with the death of my father. He died of oesophageal cancer in November 2000. It was diagnosed the previous August and he had an operation and some treatment but there were secondaries. I felt as if a huge axe had fallen and severed time. Everything was cut off, finished. Life had to start again. Maybe that was the beginning of it all. But nothing actually happened until the following March. So that is where I am going to start.

Anyway, back to the cast list. Mum had a friend, Alicia, who was married to Ray. They featured a lot in my early childhood.

I had a good friend too, Jean Parslow. She was married to Jock and they had four sons.

And there was me, Jessica Tavener. Aged thirty-five. Married to Matthew Tavener. Lucy Tavener was four and then five when it all happened. She is our daughter.

Matthew was always called Matt; he started selling double glazing sixteen years ago for a firm in Bristol. That was in 1985 when the double-glazing boom was at its height. Then he set up his own factory and office on the new industrial estate just outside our little town and I went to work for him. We were married in 1991 but Lucy was not born for another five years. Matt wanted to clear some of the bank loan and get a house for us. So we waited. And though we tried for a bigger family, nothing happened. We didn’t mind too much; we were happy.

Matt employed a factory manager called Sam Clarkson. Sam was a craftsman, especially with stained glass. He was also steady, reliable, very predictable. Until he was pitchforked into this detective story.

Two other people were concerned in the plot. A man called Jerry Jerome who lived in a place called Marcroft in Wiltshire. And our local hairdresser, Marilyn George. They had their roles; finally they were important too.

However, the leading actors were Mum; Ray; Jean, Jock and their children; Jennifer; Sam; Matt, Lucy and me. We very nearly destroyed each other. We have the scars to prove it.

And it all started that dreary March of 2001 when I found the first clue and began to ask questions.


One

THE RAIN WAS bitterly cold that day; aggressive, too, because the wind blew every which way and you couldn’t hold an umbrella against it, so the raindrops shot you in the face and made you blink. It was great to open the door on Marilyn’s salon, hear the bell ping a warning and have the new girl come to take your coat and ask if you wanted a cup of tea.

I’m not that keen on having my hair done, but Mum thought it would be a treat for me and she’d paid in advance and was back home looking after Lucy and probably doing the ironing, and if I did what she had suggested and called on Jean on my way home, she might even have vacuumed for me. Anyway, there are bits of the hairdressing routine I like and the shampoo is one of them. Marilyn didn’t do it, of course; she was the stylist as well as the owner. I had the new girl, who told me her name was Amanda and thought she had been in the same class as my sister, Jennifer, and did I want conditioner. I said yes to make it all last longer. Amanda definitely had the touch; I could have been shampooed all afternoon.

‘I remember when Jennifer was your bridesmaid,’ she said, combing the conditioner into my wet hair. ‘I thought you were marvellous letting her wear trousers.’

‘They were pure silk,’ I murmured. ‘And really they were sort of culottes.’

‘She’d never wear a skirt,’ Amanda reminisced. ‘She was always in trouble about that. Miss Gormley was the clever one. She told her she could wear trousers as long as her grades were above average.’

‘And they always were.’ I smiled at the ceiling. Jennifer was stubborn but fair.

‘Well, I should think so. What with you behind her. And your father being a teacher and everything.’

I didn’t say anything to this. I couldn’t have helped Jennifer if I’d tried. And Dad, well, dear Dad, he’d probably had enough with trying to coach me, let alone his awkward baby. God, how we all missed Dad.

Amanda rinsed and massaged some more as a treat, or probably because Marilyn wasn’t quite ready with the scissors. Then she swathed me in towels, asked me again about a cup of tea and led me through the archway and into another chair. I sat down and smiled into the mirror at Marilyn. This was the bit I didn’t like. The mirror was omnipresent and depressing.

Marilyn smiled back. She wore black – they all did – which set off her natural blond curls. She was ever so slightly overweight but it didn’t matter; she had a terrific presence. When Jennifer was sixteen she went through a terrible period of seeing other people in terms of defects. The woman with the spots. The dog with one eye. Worst of all, the man with stained trousers. We were all out together and saw Marilyn on the other side of the road. ‘She looks like a ship under full sail,’ commented Jennifer. And Dad smiled and said, ‘Yes. Isn’t she beautiful?’ It was the end of Jennifer’s critical period; she looked again and said, surprised, ‘Yes, she is, isn’t she?’

Marilyn said now, ‘How would you like your hair, Mrs Tavener?’

I grinned. ‘Like yours, please.’

I’m dark with very straight hair, so this was meant as a jokey compliment. We came to some arrangement and it seemed I wanted to look like a singer I hadn’t heard of. Marilyn cupped her hands around my head and used words like bell-shaped. She then clipped back various wet lumps of hair and set to work with comb and scissors. I looked down at my lap.

‘How’s that dear little baby of yours?’ Marilyn asked coyly.

‘She’s not really a baby any more. She goes to school next September.’ I knew she wasn’t really interested in four-year-old Lucy but I couldn’t resist talking about her.

‘She’s got such a good memory. She recites poetry all the time. “Hey-diddle-diddle”, “Row the Boat” and “Incy Wincy Spider”.’

‘And what about her gorgeous daddy?’

‘Oh . . . gorgeous. He can say, “Hey-diddle-diddle”.’

Marilyn actually laughed. ‘I bet. And he can row the boat too.’

We both laughed indulgently. Unexpectedly she said, ‘Don’t worry, dear. Couples have been playing that game since Adam and Eve.’

It took me a minute to realize that there might well be an adults-only version of the rhyme. I blushed.

She swept on without pause. ‘I think we’ll have an uneven cut here. To fall around the face, so.’ She slicked a sliver of hair to my chin and looked in the mirror. ‘D’you know, I could keep you looking as sexy as this if you came every four or five weeks.’

I puffed an apologetic laugh. ‘I can’t really afford it, Marilyn. And anyway, it wouldn’t be me. Sexy, I mean.’ I managed to look at my reflection. It wasn’t in the least sexy.

Marilyn resumed her cutting. ‘It would give you confidence. You haven’t got enough confidence. Now your sister, she’s got all the confidence in the world.’

I didn’t comment. Jennifer is beautiful and very intelligent as well as confident. She goes to hairdressers all the time, and beauticians. Mum’s best friend, Alicia, said that she was getting so sophisticated she looked older than me. There are ten years between us. Mum said easily, ‘Yes . . . Jessica won’t change. She’s got a schoolgirl face.’

Marilyn told me about her latest holiday. A cruise to Barbados. ‘I swam on New Year’s Eve, can you believe,’ she said. ‘There was a panto on board. And carol singing . . . Oh, it was lovely.’

I’d been happy that Christmas; I’d felt guilty about it until we took Lucy round to Mum’s in the afternoon and Mum said, ‘Isn’t it great that we can be like this? I’d feel we were letting Dad down if we were miserable.’ And Matt swung Lucy around the Christmas tree and grinned. ‘This is what Dad has left us – his enormous contentment.’

I smiled up into the mirror at Marilyn’s reflection and tried to nod.

‘Head still.’ She stood behind me, took a lock in each hand and pulled it under my chin. ‘I had a go at that karaoke thing. Some chap who reckoned he was a theatrical agent wanted to sign me up.’ She gave her throaty laugh. ‘I asked him if he had a casting couch!’

I rolled my eyes at her, not liking to ask her right out whether he did have a casting couch and whether she would have used it. She knew exactly what I couldn’t say and primmed her lips. ‘That would be telling. You know me. I’ve been around. Two or three times, actually.’

I wanted to ask her why she’d never got married. Didn’t she want a family and a home of her own? But I remained silent.

She put a plug into a socket on the wall and started the business of blow-drying. It was noisy so there was no more talk but time to think. And as she reached for the hair spray she said suddenly, ‘It doesn’t mean a thing. None of it. I wouldn’t ever get serious and hurt someone.’

And for some reason I said, ‘I know. My father said that you were beautiful. And he meant more than skin deep.’

She stopped spraying and stood for a moment, poised, the can at the ready.

‘Did he? Did he really say that? How lovely.’

She put the can back on the shelf and got the hand mirror for me to see the back of my head. My hair looked good. Really good. I consciously lengthened my neck and dropped my shoulders.

‘Thanks a lot, Marilyn,’ I said.

‘You should come in regularly,’ she repeated, fetching my coat and leading the way to the till. ‘I could do wonders with you. You’ve got one of those faces . . . You could still be in your twenties.’

I laughed as I fished for my purse. She sounded like Svengali. A blond, beautiful, overweight, female Svengali. I never know how much to tip and while I was still trying to work something out she leaned across and put a hand over my purse.

‘I don’t want it, Mrs Tavener. You telling me what your father said . . . that’s set me up, that has.’

She even came to the door and adjusted the hood of my anorak. And I went outside into that awful driving rain and felt warm.

I didn’t intend to go and see Jean, simply because I didn’t seem to do it any more. Besides, I wanted a proper cup of tea with Mum and Lucy in my own home. But as I drove past she was just getting out of her car with about six bursting plastic bags from Hartford’s, the supermarket, and she looked so awful and I felt so good that it seemed really mean not to pull in and give her a hand. We’ve been best friends since primary school back in the Seventies and she was so desperate and sweet when Dad died. I remember her sobbing, ‘I’m meant to be brave and buoy you up and all I do is cry!’ And I wept back, ‘I’m sick of people being cheerful! I’m in some kind of a pit and I can’t get out and you come down there with me.’

Even so I hadn’t seen her since Christmas.

She gasped when she saw me. ‘You’re an answer to a prayer, Jess! Can you fish my key out of that pocket . . . no, that’s the car . . . yes, that one. And just take this, and maybe this . . .’

We eventually got inside the front door and dumped everything and started to laugh. I told her she looked terrible and she thanked me sarcastically and suggested I might look the same if I had been slogging round the supermarket all afternoon trying to find food to suit four and a half children – the half being her husband, Jock, who was probably coming home that weekend. I told her where I’d been and while the kettle boiled she studied me as I carefully pushed back my hood.

‘Not bad. Where did you go?’

‘Marilyn’s, of course. Where else?’ Our little town wasn’t exactly overflowing with hairdressers.

She looked surprised. ‘Well, I just thought you might have tried that new place on the high street.’

I shrugged. ‘Dad liked Marilyn.’

‘Men do.’

It was such an untypical remark I stared at her. She gave an apologetic grin, said, ‘Sorry,’ and turned away to make the tea. I didn’t think she was sorry at all but at that moment Marilyn didn’t interest me that much, so I just laughed and picked up Jean’s mac and a couple of the bags and began to put things away, and then we sat at the kitchen table and smiled at each other through the steam of the tea and she asked about Lucy and really listened when I told her about ‘Hey-diddle-diddle’ and things. I did ask about Jason and Simon and the twins but she said fine except for the asthma which got her down worse than it did the twins. They’d had asthma since they were seven and they were ten now.

‘If they can handle it all right perhaps you shouldn’t worry so much,’ I murmured, trying to be positive.

She drained her tea and put her mug into the sink.

‘Get real, Jess. It’s pretty tough sitting by their beds praying for another breath for them.’

‘Oh Jean, I’m so sorry, babbling on about Lucy. I don’t mean to be heartless.’ I reached for her hand. ‘It’s just that you manage so well that you fool me into thinking everything is all right!’

‘I don’t manage well at all. Jason called me a wet wally yesterday.’

I laughed. ‘Well, you were pretty wet just now but you’re no wally.’

Unexpectedly she put her face in her hands. ‘That’s exactly what I am, Jess. You don’t know the half of it. I am the biggest wally south of Birmingham.’

It was a phrase coined at school and we both laughed. I hoped Jean would then be able to talk for a while, get it out of her system, but as usual at her house there was an interruption. It was the twins arriving from school. They looked all right to me, boisterous as ever, very healthy. They were both redheads like Jock, both wore braces on their teeth and it was impossible to identify which was which. Nat was good looking when he smiled and Tony was not but they made a real effort not to smile very often. Tony was the extrovert, however, and planted a kiss on my nose as soon as he had dropped school bag and anorak on the floor.

‘Aunty Jess. You look nice. Really nice. Are there any more biscuits, Ma?’

‘I got some this afternoon. Jess put them in the tin. How are you?’

Nat allowed himself a smile and was instantly beautiful; he nodded. Tony, scrabbling at the biscuit tin, said, ‘Fine. We’ve been fine, haven’t we, Nat?’

Nat said, ‘The Ventolin works in the day, Ma. Honestly.’

They milled around getting some food together, asking about Jason and Simon who were at the comprehensive and were going to be late home. Nat sent his love to Uncle Matt and Lucy and then they were gone into the living room, from where, very shortly, the television could be heard. It was always like that. Matt said it reminded him of machine-gun fire: a sudden lethal burst, then a lull. Jean had had Jason five months after her marriage to Jock – they had both been twenty. Simon had arrived two years later, then the typical lull and three years afterwards the twins had burst on to the scene.

I said, ‘I’d better go.’

Jean tried to grin. ‘Can’t take it, eh?’

‘Mum’s there on her own.’

‘Yes. Of course. How is she?’

‘Marvellous. It was her first Christmas without Dad and she was determined . . . you know.’

‘Yes.’ We went down the hall to the front door. I called out goodbyes to the twins. She said, ‘Did she mind? You going to Marilyn’s?’

‘She popped in and made the appointment.’ I grinned. ‘She paid too!’ I opened the door on to that relentless rain. ‘Anyway, she loves babysitting. She would never mind.’ I ran to the car clutching the hood of my anorak under the chin.

Jean called after me, ‘Jock will be home next week!’ Jock works on the oil rigs off Scotland.

I let go my hood to wave happily. It flew off and the wind whipped my hair upwards. I was still laughing as I drove into the garage.

Mum said, ‘Oh, it still looks wonderful, idiot! You don’t wreck a hairdo with one puff of wind. Not one of Marilyn’s hairdos anyway. You remind me of someone on television. It’s really special.’

Lucy said, ‘Mummy’s got new hair.’

‘What d’you think of it, darling? Doesn’t Mummy look beautiful?’

Lucy loved all the attention. She rushed around showing me what she and Gramma had done all afternoon. I told her Nat sent his love as I admired the strings of paper dolls, cut by Mum and crayoned by Lucy.

‘I’m glad you popped in on Jean,’ Mum said comfortably. ‘I think she needs female company now and then.’

‘Jock’s coming home next week,’ I said, holding the glue stick in Lucy’s little fist as she stuck the paper dolls into her scrapbook. Mum made a face and I laughed. ‘She thinks he’s great and that’s all that matters.’

‘Will he sit up with the twins when they get an attack in the night?’

‘No. But he makes her happy. He really does.’

I could tell Mum was unconvinced, but she had Jennifer going round that evening and wanted to get home to deal with some veal that was marinating. She shrugged into her coat and scrabbled around for car keys.

‘Listen,’ she said. ‘You should start back at the office. Matt’s had to manage by himself all this time and it’s not fair. You know I don’t mind coming along in the afternoons to look after Lucy.’

‘What about your outings with Alicia?’

Alicia is to Mum what Jean is to me and she’d been wonderful since Dad died. They went to the cinema in Bath or Bristol every week, had lunches out . . . talked. It struck me as Lucy and I found her bag and gloves that this was the big snag about normal life: there was never any time to talk things through.

Mum said, ‘Alicia would come here. And anyway the clocks go forward soon and the evenings will be light. We can do things then.’

‘You’ve got an answer for everything.’

Mum was already fighting her way through the rain to her car. She knew I didn’t want to go back to work so she quite deliberately wasn’t going to give me time to talk about it.

Matt was early; I hadn’t even peeled a potato. He danced us around the room, Lucy screaming with delight while he nuzzled both of us frantically. We half fell on to the sofa and lay there panting.

‘D’you realize, four years ago we could have gone upstairs now and stayed there till the morning?’ he enquired.

‘You wouldn’t ever – ever – have dreamed of missing out on a meal!’

Lucy crowed, ‘Jelly! Jelly!’ and Matt groaned, ‘Not jelly again!’

We all went into the kitchen and started cooking. We did it every evening but that particular evening I filed away for future reference because it was so special to us. We had each other. I thought of Jean, anxious and on her own; Mum, coping wonderfully, but still on her own; even Jennifer, beautiful and sophisticated but probably often on her own. I told Matt how happy I was and he looked up from mashing the potatoes and said, ‘Well, that’s good because I was hoping you’d go down to the office later and have a look at the VAT return.’ I flipped a tea towel over his head and told him he’d been talking to Mum, then got the chops out of the oven. I’d always worked for Matt; that was how I’d managed all this so-called compassionate leave. And of course I would go back to work for him – he’d already brought home stuff for me to look at – but the bottom had fallen out of the double-glazing business and there wasn’t that much work to do. Anyway, I thought that as soon as Lucy was asleep we would be going to bed. I directed his attention to the rain still drumming on the kitchen roof.

He said, ‘You should go. I’ll put Luce to bed. Slippers by the fire. You’ll feel good about it. I promise you.’

So he had been talking to Mum and he was serious. And they were both such very special people . . . I had to do it.

An hour later, very reluctantly, I left him with Lucy and the washing-up, got the car out of the garage again and drove up the side of the valley to the Goose Bump, then down to the industrial estate in the next valley. Like all these places, it was out in the wilderness right in the middle of sheep country.

The security guard came out of his office, umbrella up, and peered at me with surprise.

‘Didn’t expect you, Mrs T.,’ he said. ‘Mr T. said you might be down to have a look at the tax but with this weather and all . . .’ He tried to hold his umbrella over the door as I got out but I made a run for it.

‘Thanks, Bob.’ I stood inside the door, taking off my mac. ‘I know he wants me back at work, but on a night like this . . . it’s ridiculous.’

Bob shook his head dourly. ‘Business not good, Mrs T. The VAT inspector coming to look at the books, you know.’

I didn’t know. I hadn’t wanted to know anything much outside our immediate family circle. Matt, Lucy, Mum, Jennifer, they were the only people I was interested in. Even Jean . . . until this afternoon I hadn’t seen Jean for months.

I went into the office; it was perfectly neat, papers everywhere but in tidy piles. A bottle of spray polish stood on the filing cabinet and a duster nearby. I had always kept things clean and it touched me that Matt must have gone on dusting. Maybe he’d vacuumed too; the carpet tiles didn’t look bad.

It was the first time since Dad died that I’d prepared a return. As I pulled the invoices out of the cabinet, I realized with a shock how dilatory I had been. No wonder Matt – and Mum – wanted me to get back in the saddle. After all, it was our business and, since the boom of the Eighties, it hadn’t been roses all the way by any means. We’d bought our house, which was only one notch above ‘modest’; we had two cars, and we’d sorted out money to cover Lucy’s needs in the future. But when they built the enormous new estate on the hill, the builders decided against double glazing and though we put in a tender for single glazing it must have been too high because they went for a firm in Bristol. Matt jokingly asked Jennifer if she’d sleep with the building contractor; strangely enough, she did meet him at some party, but as Dad said, ‘If it’s that sort of set-up, you don’t want the job anyway.’ The truth was, of course, that the double-glazing boom was over. Like many firms in the late Nineties, we pared our admin staff down to two – Matt and me – so that we could keep the factory going.

In other words I knew darned well my input was overdue, and as I switched on the computer and assembled the invoices in date order I felt a twinge of something like shame. Had I used Dad’s sudden death as an excuse to cocoon myself with Lucy and ‘keep an eye’ on Mum? Matt was always so cheerful; he never came home and said he’d had an awful day. When he went off for a couple of days to drum up business or keep an eye on a particular job, he no longer assumed that I would take over at the office. I started to enter the outgoings and whispered, ‘Sorry, Dad,’ and then stopped that too in case it was me being sentimental. Jennifer had accused me, the week before, of being ‘cosy’. I knew it wasn’t a compliment.

I worked solidly for two hours. After the VAT form I started on some filing and the more I did the more there was; I would have to come for a couple of hours every day to get things in order again. I had worked in this office for a dozen years and I was angry with myself for letting things slip so badly. I went over to Matt’s desk and started to sort that out as well. Silly things – putting the paper clips into a container, rubber bands into another, sketches into a pile. I paused at those. Matt was a good artist and there was a detail of what looked like a baronial hall somewhere with tall, arched windows. A very difficult job but interesting too. I thought I would ask him about that when I got home. I came across another, similar. Then, startlingly, a drawing of Dad. Matt rarely sketches people but when he does he enhances some special feature in the way a caricaturist does, highlighting some little quirk that immediately identifies the subject. This time it was Dad’s stance – slightly bowed, enquiring, interested. Dad had a knack of really listening to what anyone said. He was a wonderful teacher; the children in his care had been so lucky.

I felt my eyes filling because Matt had seen Dad properly. I wished he had shown me this sketch but of course I knew why he hadn’t. He hated to see me cry. I made up for it then, sitting in the office, looking down at it, letting the tears roll down my face, thinking that I must show it to Jennifer. And Mum.

So I found an old cardboard folder and put it carefully inside and looked at it again, smiling slightly. Dad was absolutely there for me. And what was more, he was standing in that baronial hall below the high arched windows. I smiled mistily; Matt had made sketches in a bid for a contract and then – presumably because he hadn’t got the job – he had doodled Dad in the setting. I sniffed and blew my nose and dabbed at my eyes and started to shuffle the other drawings into a pile. Then I realized there were other sketches of people; other views of the hall too. A refectory table running almost the full length of the floor space; a minstrels’ gallery; a rose window. A woman sat at the table. I didn’t recognize her at first. But in the next drawing there was the same woman, looking up at the minstrels’ gallery, head flung back, full-bosomed, wearing a straight black jacket to her knees with trousers beneath and ridiculously high-heeled shoes. Marilyn.

I put the two drawings together; both were of Marilyn. Why on earth had Matt doodled sketches of Marilyn and Dad on one of his bids for business – and both in the same setting?

I frowned and slipped the Marilyn drawings in with Dad’s, then put a rubber band around the folder. I wouldn’t show them to Jennifer or Mum until I’d had a serious word with Matt. And it would have to be serious; none of his joking about having married a private eye. And I would have to come back to work properly. Dashing in at the last minute to prepare the accounts was not good enough. There was a backlog of stuff to put on the computer and the files were in need of a good sort-out. I sighed. Maybe it was for the best. Mum would love to look after Lucy on a regular basis – and perhaps I needed to ‘get real’ as Jean had said.

I put the file on the passenger seat, switched on front and rear windscreen wipers and set off slowly through the rain. It seemed to be slapping the car quite hard and I wondered whether it was turning to snow. Surely not snow in March . . . the snowdrops were over, the crocuses still braving the March winds. We needed the spring now. Dad had been dead for four months; we all needed to look forward. Suddenly I wished I hadn’t found those drawings. I had a feeling they might drag us all back. I drew up at some temporary traffic lights guarding road works. An ambulance roared past me, blue lights flashing. It was another reminder of that day last summer when Mum had telephoned, saying she couldn’t have Lucy for me in the afternoon and could I cancel the office for a while, or maybe Jean would fill in? She had been almost incoherent and then after my questions she was suddenly very calm. ‘Dad had a barium X-ray yesterday. He has a growth. He is going into hospital this afternoon and they will operate tomorrow.’

I bit my lip fiercely. The lights flicked to amber then green and I grated into first and moved around a fenced-off hole in the road. Traffic was being diverted through the town. The rain was softer now, the wipers collecting it more slowly. It was snow. The first of the year. Still very wet but definitely snow.

I drove through the centre of our small country town. Even here many of the shops were steel-shuttered against vandals. But tonight in the wet snow there were no signs of dawdling youths; the fish-and-chip shop across from Marilyn’s was dark and the Red Fox hadn’t closed yet so its customers were also out of sight. I turned into Acacia Avenue, past Jean’s house where all the lights were blazing as usual, up to the war memorial and the church and the stocks and – much too close to the old part of the town – Hartford’s, the hideous new supermarket. But beyond that point the fields rolled into the headlights. I knew they were full of lambs and hoped for their sakes that the snow would not settle. Then right into Dip Lane and the small group of labourers’ cottages, all privately owned and extended, double-glazed, one with a swimming pool. I felt guilty that one of them was ours. But thankful too.

Lucy was in bed, my slippers by the fire, sandwiches on a tray. Matt had obviously only just sat down with the paper but he leaped to his feet and took my bag and coat and snuffled into my neck.

‘Did you know it’s snowing?’ I asked, smiling at him, so pleased to be home and away from everything dark and fearful.

He didn’t know. He was like a schoolboy, flinging open the front door and letting the big splattery flakes break on his face and outspread hands. I dragged him back in.

‘Idiot. You’ll get soaked.’ I held him around the waist and pressed my face against his wet sweatshirt. ‘Don’t you dare catch cold!’ I kissed him fiercely. ‘Keep yourself safe! D’you hear me?’

He laughed at first and then was tender. ‘Don’t be frightened, darling. Everything will be all right. Just hang on. That’s all you have to do. Hang on.’

He knew so much. He had this zest for life. He had made a wonderful Christmas for all of us and now . . . I could see what he was doing.

‘I know what you’re up to,’ I whispered against his face.

‘What am I up to, Sherlock?’

‘You’re easing me back into work again.’ I bit his ear and he yelped. ‘Did Mum say something to you?’

‘Like what?’ He was running his thumbs across my back, very firmly. He should have been a masseur.

‘Like I’d had enough time back in the womb?’

‘Maybe.’ He kissed me; a very serious kiss. ‘Shall we go to bed?’

‘It’s only half-past nine. And those sandwiches

‘We could get up again.’

‘I love you, Matt Tavener.’

So that’s what we did and afterwards we sat on the floor by the dying fire and for once Matt was quiet and still. I told him that I was only halfway through the return and would go back tomorrow. ‘And next week I’ll come most afternoons. Mum said . . .’ I murmured on, pausing now and then to listen for Lucy. Then I was quiet too and I thought of the sketches I’d brought home with me, and when we’d finished the sandwiches I went into the hall and rummaged in my bag. I took just the one from the folder and came back to the fire.

Matt said, ‘I love the way you move. You’re not lithe. In fact sometimes you’re almost awkward . . .’ I protested and he shook his head. ‘No. Stop it. I want to think about it. All right, not awkward. Kind of angular. It – it’s great the way you bend.’

I laughed helplessly. ‘As far as compliments go you are zilch,’ I told him.

But he wouldn’t give up. ‘You got up – and got down again – like a . . . not a giraffe. A camel. Like a camel!’ He beamed at me even as I whammed him with a cushion. And then of course we were laughing as usual and I nearly didn’t show him the sketch. But then I did. It was the one of Dad. For some reason I left the ones of Marilyn in the document case.

He stopped teasing me and held the sketch towards the light of the fire. For quite a while he looked at it. I knew he had loved Dad. He couldn’t remember his own father and his mother had married again – twice. We didn’t see much of her.

He said slowly, ‘It’s him, isn’t it? Just how he was. Did it upset you?’

‘Yes. But in a good way.’

‘I know.’ He sighed and put the sketch behind us on the seat of the sofa.

I waited but nothing else came. I said, ‘Why did you do it?’

He was surprised. ‘I’ve drawn Dad lots of times. You know that.’

Still I didn’t mention Marilyn. ‘Yes, but in that setting. It looks like an abbey or something.’

‘It’s Victorian, built in the style of an abbey – just a folly, really. In Wiltshire.’ He stretched. ‘I think we might have the job. They’ve asked me to go and look at it again. It’s stained glass and Sam’s rather keen to have a go.’ Sam runs the factory for us. Matt could do stained glass but Sam is an expert.

I was completely diverted. ‘Oh Matt. It sounds wonderful. So much more exciting than a big modern estate. Significant and special. You know what I mean.’

‘I know exactly what you mean. But it will take a long time. Most of the spring and summer, Jess. I’d only be home weekends.’

I made a face. ‘That’s why you and Mum want me to get back in the saddle! Devils. Both of you.’

He kissed me again. We did a lot of kissing that night. ‘Can you bear it?’

‘Listen, Matthew Tavener. Why should you think I need special care and attention? Mum doesn’t get it. Neither does Jennifer.’

‘I think you three women care for each other.’ He gave me a funny little grin. ‘Sometimes you frighten me. You’re so strong. The Triumvirate.’

‘Idiot,’ I said. And then, ‘How long will you be away?’

‘If I get the job . . . well, you know. How long is a piece of string? It depends on how much they want the job done properly. It can’t be hurried.’

I breathed deeply. I was determined but a bit scared. I relied so much on Matt. ‘All right. And home weekends, you say?’

‘Every weekend.’

‘All right. If you can do it, so can I.’

He wasn’t overjoyed; he just said, ‘I love you.’

We were quiet again, gazing into the fire, holding each other. Then we began to sit up, stand up – lots of quips about camels – and clear up.

I said, ‘I can’t remember you going there before . . . This place in Wiltshire. And Dad too.’

He smiled ruefully, picked up a plate with one hand and hugged me to his shoulder with the other. ‘There’s so much you’ve blocked out, Jess. Don’t worry about it now. Let’s go to bed.’

‘Yes. All right.’ It did suddenly feel too much. I would think about it all in the morning.

We crept upstairs again, looked in on Lucy, stared at each other across her bed because she was so beautiful. And then we went into our room with its fitted wardrobes and just before we switched out the light Matt said, ‘The trouble with death is you lose sight of the human being. It’s as if they’re set in a kind of amber, with all their good points highlighted . . . I’ve done that with Dad. We simply see him as that thoughtful, concerned man.’

I nodded. ‘And he was so much more than that.’

Matt nodded. ‘And less too.’

I didn’t have time to think about that because he got out of bed again and opened the curtains. ‘So that we can see the snow,’ he said.

We were both asleep immediately.


Two

TWO WEEKS LATER Mum brought Alicia round. The clocks had gone forward by then and it was a bright windy afternoon. They planned to take Lucy for an outing with her new trike.

Alicia was quite excited. ‘There’s a toy shop just opened in the high street. One of these activity places with a ball pool and a wooden train layout. Lucy will just love it!’

‘Not to mention Gramma and Aunty Alicia,’ Mum said.

‘That trike is hard work.’ I demonstrated the safety restrainer. ‘Whether she pulls you or pushes you back, it’s never easy.’

‘Stop fussing, Jess.’ Alicia always talked to me as if I were still ten. ‘We don’t mind, do we, Monica? We’ve got tickets for the ice show in Exeter this evening and your uncle Ray is going to drive us there and back so we don’t have to worry about a thing.’

‘Isn’t he going to the show?’ I enquired. I knew darned well he wasn’t but now and then I feel Alicia needs reminding that he’s her husband rather than an unpaid companion and chauffeur.

‘Darling, he just hates things like that!’ Alicia laughed merrily and Mum shook her head at me.

They were going out of the door and I had kissed Lucy and told her to be a good girl when I remembered to ask Mum about the Wiltshire Project, as I now called it.

‘Must have been after school broke up at the end of July.’ I didn’t pinpoint it more by saying that it had to be before mid-August because that was when they discovered Dad’s lump. ‘It’s a village near Avebury. Did Dad say anything about it? Only Matt thinks we might have the job.’

Mum paused momentarily and Lucy yelled as the restraining rod brought her to an abrupt halt. Alicia went to the rescue.

‘No, darling. I don’t think Dad went anywhere just then. He was having such difficulty swallowing his food he tended to stay at home.’ A shadow went across her face as she remembered. Of course I wished I hadn’t said a thing.

‘It doesn’t matter. I just thought how pleased he’d be . . . You know.’

Alicia took the restrainer and allowed Lucy to scuff her way along the footpath. Mum smiled in my direction and followed her, and I went indoors to put on my fleece and find my bag. I said aloud into the mirror, ‘Why don’t you keep your mouth shut sometimes?’

Matt had gone to Avebury to meet the owner of the folly. He’d wanted me to go with him but I thought it was too early in the negotiations.

‘I’m not asking you as my wife but as my business partner,’ Matt protested. ‘You should meet this chap as soon as possible. Sam as well.’

But in the end he’d gone on his own because I still hadn’t finished the VAT return and the threat of a visit from the inspector put everything else in shadow.

My entire concentration was on the computer screen when Sam came in.

‘Thought I might have a word with Matt,’ he said diffidently, hanging on to the door and letting a gale blow in.

‘He’s gone to Wiltshire. That job.’ I didn’t want to take my mind off the figures before me but I hadn’t seen Sam for months so I risked a welcoming grin. ‘Come in and shut the door, for goodness’ sake.’

‘March. Comes in like a lamb, goes out like a lion,’ he commented, standing in front of the radiator.

‘I think it’s the other way round, Sam.’

‘Well, perhaps. Perhaps not.’ Sam fidgeted. ‘Shall I put the kettle on?’

That surprised me. I looked up properly. ‘Oh. Yes. All right. That would be nice.’

‘OK.’

He disappeared behind the curtain that masked the usual sink and electric kettle mess. I tried to pick up the thread of those figures. He called something over the curtain and when I didn’t reply he came back out.

‘Have you got any tea bags?’

‘No.’ I had meant to bring some in every day and every day I had forgotten. ‘Sorry.’

‘What about milk?’

‘Not that either.’

‘OK.’

He was gone, shutting the door carefully. Damn. I hadn’t opened my mouth enough this time apparently. Sam was a good man, an old-fashioned craftsman, the solid counterpoint to Matt’s brilliance. It was fascinating to watch Matt make sketches of his ideas, and then to see Sam’s hands convert the ideas into reality. I shut my eyes tightly in exasperation because now I’d offended him, and I’d completely lost the plot on the screen. Then I calmed down a bit and went back a page and started again. I was there when the door opened and Sam reappeared clutching tea bags and milk.

‘Where from?’ I asked, amazed because the nearest shop was Hartford’s.

‘Pinched it from next door. They’ve got masses.’

He went behind the curtain and I finished my entry, pressed ‘print’, and then found time to smile at the sheer unexpectedness of Sam Clarkson. He was not, after all, so predictable.

‘Sorry about all that.’ I got up. ‘Let me.’

‘It’s done.’ He emerged with two mugs and put them on the desk well away from all the papers. He summoned a smile. ‘I’m glad to see you back.’

‘I should have come back before. Things have piled up a bit.’ I took my tea and smiled back at him. ‘Nice to see you, Sam. How is Daisy?’

‘Fine. Almost there now.’

Belatedly I remembered that Sam and Daisy were expecting a baby. I felt awful; I really had shut the world out of my life. I’d been introduced to Daisy and liked her. She had come to work on the farm behind the industrial units and Sam had met her there.

‘Is she keeping well?’

‘I think so. But . . .’ His smile became apologetic. ‘She says she’s scared.’

‘Of course. Everyone gets scared.’

‘But Daisy? She was out helping with the lambing last month.’

‘That’s probably why she’s scared. The real thing.’

He nodded and looked down into his tea. ‘We had a row. First one. I said she shouldn’t go . . . when they rang from the farm. And as soon as my back was turned, off she went. I was angry. I’ve heard it’s dangerous . . . infections.’

‘Infection from the animals, d’you mean?’

He was embarrassed and could only manage a quick nod.

‘I think it’s just in the early stages of pregnancy.’ I tried to sound clinical. ‘There’s a danger of the baby aborting. But she’s all right.’ I hesitated. ‘Did you mention your . . . fears?’

He nodded again.

I said, ‘Perhaps that’s why she’s scared.’ I didn’t wait for an answer to that one. ‘Shall I pop in to see her, Sam?’

He was so grateful I knew that was what he had wanted all the time. He said eagerly, ‘Take your little girl with you. Cheer her up, that would.’

‘Oh Sam, of course.’ I forced the tea down and smiled again. ‘Of course I will. Tomorrow morning?’

‘That would be nice. I’ll tell her.’ He picked up my cup, fitted it into his and took them to the sink. I heard him rinse them out and made a mental note to clean up the so-called kitchen and thank the unit next door for the tea bags and milk. He emerged from behind the curtain and made straight for the door; a man of few words.

I said, ‘Hang on, Sam. Any message for Matt?’

‘No. I’ll see him when he gets back. Just wanted to know what was happening about the stained glass.’

‘That’s what he’s doing today. It’s all a bit . . . uncertain.’

‘Yes.’ He hung on to the open door again and the wind started to lift the papers. I sat on them. He said, ‘Bit too rushed for my liking.’

‘Hardly rushed, Sam. Last summer when he saw the job first.’

Sam raised his brows. ‘Oh? I didn’t know. First I heard was just before Christmas. Ah well. We’ll have to wait and see.’

He was gone and I got up and shuffled everything into place and found paperweights. Then I cleaned the kitchen, washed up the cups and took the milk and tea bags next door, where they were really nice and wanted me to keep them. I eventually got back into the office and filed the printouts, and then I sat down at the desk and pulled out the folder containing Matt’s sketches and laid them carefully side by side.

Mum hadn’t remembered Dad going off to Wiltshire with Matt, in fact she had simply dismissed the idea. And now Sam knew nothing of the trip either. He thought the first call had been made just before Christmas. And yes, Matt had been away for a night in December. He had been worried and insisted that Mum come and stay the night. Surely I had wanted to know where he was going? Was I so wrapped up in my personal cotton wool that I hadn’t been interested enough to find out more? And why on earth had Matt sketched Dad and Marilyn in some unidentified stately home or abbey or whatever? Dad, maybe. Marilyn . . . no. I was going to have to ask Matt to explain. And I didn’t want to. And I didn’t know why I didn’t want to.

When I got home, Alicia was giving Lucy her tea and Mum was putting away toys in the living room.

‘She wanted to show Alicia every blessed thing she possesses,’ Mum said. ‘And she’s got quite a lot, hasn’t she?’

‘Matt keeps bringing things home. And you and Dad were pretty bad.’ Mum’s face stilled for a moment and I went on quickly, ‘I’m glad she wanted to show everything to Alicia. When she gets a present she usually goes for the box rather than the content.’

We all had a cup of tea and then Ray arrived in the car and off they went. I took Lucy upstairs to have a bath. I told her about our visit the next day
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