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To Christine, in loving memory.




‘No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear.’

C.S. Lewis, A Grief Observed




Chapter 1

Fern wasn’t surprised to find her dead sister waiting at the bottom of the stairs. Five months and three days and she still saw her everywhere. Correction, she thought she saw her. Imagined she saw her. Dr Earnshaw, the latest in a succession of so-called grief experts, set great store by such distinctions. But then Dr Earnshaw didn’t have a twin, did she? She’d admitted as much at their first session. Never had a twin. Never lost a twin. Never stood on the clipped golf-course green of the new cemetery as half her soul – the better, brighter half – disappeared into the rain-clagged ground without her. How could Linny have gone without her?

‘Oh, sorry!’ said the estate agent. Julie, was that her name? Janet? June? Something beginning with J, anyway. Fern had forgotten it as soon as the introductions were over. It was usually Sonia who conducted the viewings – Smiley Sonia as Paul called her – but she was off sunning herself in Cyprus for two weeks. Paul was away too, on business: something urgent and last minute in Brussels, leaving Fern to do the second viewing on her own.

‘I er …’ The estate agent seemed flustered, chin tipped back in shock, as if she could see Linny too. But that was impossible. Dr Earnshaw said it was all in Fern’s head, her brain’s peculiar way of dealing with the loss and guilt. Not even Paul believed her. And yet there she was again – Linny – large as life, waiting by the bottom stair as if she’d been expecting them. Only now that Fern looked again, she realised it wasn’t her sister at all. Nothing like her. True, she had the same long blonde hair, the same startling blue eyes – even bluer than Linny’s in fact – but her features were all wrong. And that too-big Fair Isle jumper, that certainly wasn’t Linny’s style. It must have been a trick of the light.

‘I’m Gemma,’ said the estate agent, recovering her composure, ‘from Thomson & Harvey.’ Gemma. Of course. Not a ‘J’ at all. ‘And this is Mrs Croft,’ she added, gesturing towards Fern. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise there’d be anyone in. When I spoke to your husband this morning he told me you’d be gone all day.’

The woman who wasn’t Linny looked blank for a moment, as if she couldn’t understand what Gemma was telling her. ‘My husband?’ And then something clicked into place behind her eyes and she nodded. ‘Yes, I see,’ she said, glancing over Gemma’s shoulder to the freshly painted front door. ‘I didn’t realise I’d be here either.’ Her voice was low and clipped, with a slight tang of accent. Scandinavian maybe?

‘Nice to meet you anyway, Mrs …’ Gemma glanced down at the client sheet on her clipboard. ‘Mrs Rochester.’ She reached forward with her right hand, ready to shake, but the woman didn’t seem to notice. And then the moment was broken by a tinny ringtone coming from the estate agent’s pink leather handbag. ‘Gosh, I’m sorry. I’m going to have to get this. We’re ridiculously short-staffed today … Hello?’

Fern stared at her own feet, at the scuff marks on the toe of her left shoe, trying to look as if she wasn’t listening. As if the conversation was taking place in another room entirely.

‘… But I’ve only just got here. Can’t someone else do it?’

The Victorian patterned floor tiles were nicer, the colours crisper than Fern remembered from her first visit: a repeating geometric star pattern in terracotta, cream and blues that reminded her of her mother’s old patchwork quilt. Perhaps they’d had a thorough clean and polish since last time. Or maybe she’d been too deep in the fog of her own thoughts to notice them properly when she came before. But Paul was right, they did make for an impressive entrance. Exactly the sort of period feature Linny would have liked. Would have, thought Fern, catching herself in surprise. Past tense. That probably counted as progress in Dr Earnshaw’s book, but it didn’t feel like it. It felt like a betrayal. Besides, what if she didn’t want to accept what had happened? Didn’t want to move on? Not even for the sake of the baby?

I’m sorry, she thought, hands slipping down to the gentle curve of her stomach. Another betrayal. I didn’t mean it. That’s why she was here, after all. For the sake of the baby. For the sake of her marriage.

‘… But what about Mrs Croft?’ Gemma was saying. ‘She’s come all this way especially …’

The baby kicked back on cue: a gentle rippling sensation somewhere inside her that might almost have been wind.

‘… What, and ask her to come back later? How’s that going to look?’ Gemma turned away towards the hall mirror – an ornate monstrosity in antique gold – shielding her mobile with her other hand. Now there were two embarrassed estate agents hissing into their phones. ‘Fine,’ she said at last, rolling her eyes at her own reflection. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can, though the traffic was pretty snarled up coming out.’ She jabbed at the screen with a manicured finger and swung around again, sighing. ‘I’m ever so sorry, Mrs Croft, but we’re going to have to reschedule the viewing for another time.’

‘I can show you round if you’d like,’ the woman told Fern. ‘Seeing as I’m here.’

Gemma sighed again. ‘Thank you, Mrs Rochester. You’re a life saver. As you know, Thomson & Harvey guarantee agent-accompanied viewings at all times but …’

‘Really, it’s fine,’ said the woman. The tiniest of smiles flickered across her mouth and was gone again. ‘We’ll manage without you.’

Gemma was already slipping her feet back into the high-heeled shoes she’d shed on the way in. ‘If that’s all right with you, Mrs Croft?’

Of course. What difference did it make who showed her round? Paul had already made up his mind, although he wouldn’t admit it. Please, Fern – another look, that’s all I’m asking. I’ve got a feeling about this one. We could be happy there. I know we could. A new house. A new start. That was the answer to all their problems apparently. Somewhere away from all the painful memories. Away from Linny, more like – that’s what he really meant.

‘Yes,’ Fern said out loud. ‘That would be lovely. Thank you.’

‘And if you have any further questions, don’t hesitate to …’ The estate agent was already halfway out the door as she was saying it, before anyone could change their mind. The rest of the sentence disappeared with her as the latch clicked back into place, stopping the sudden draught in its tracks.

‘So,’ said the woman, with a smile, her face angled towards the mirror. It was a proper smile this time though. ‘Here we are then. Just the two of us. Or rather the four of us.’ Her voice tilted up at the end, as if it might have been a question rather than a statement. Fern didn’t quite follow – was she counting their reflections? Her own mirrored smile looked forced and out of place, as if it would rather be somewhere else. But then the woman smoothed down the front of her knitted jumper to reveal a neat matching bump of her own. ‘You’re expecting too?’ she asked. ‘Yes?’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Fern. ‘Yes. That’s right. Five months, though I’m barely showing yet. At least, I didn’t think I was.’ You need to start eating more. That’s what Paul and his mother kept telling her. You need to think about the baby now.

‘Me too,’ said the woman. ‘My baby’s the same age, I mean.’ Her hands moved together as she spoke, fingers interlocking to form a basket around the base of her belly. A human cradle. ‘My first,’ she said. ‘Sofia.’

Five months and three days. That’s how old Fern’s baby was. Sometimes it made it better to imagine new life sparking into existence at the exact moment Linny’s had shuddered to a halt. It was a comfort of sorts, a precisely timed blessing in the face of a sprawling eternity without her. But other times it made it worse, so much worse – almost as if Linny, or fate, or whatever it was that sent her bike skidding sideways into the lorry’s wheel arch, knew there wasn’t room enough in Fern’s heart for the two of them. Which was nonsense, of course. But knowing it was nonsense didn’t stop her thinking it. Didn’t stop her blaming herself.

‘I’m Marte, by the way,’ said the woman. It seemed an odd sort of name to Fern’s English ears, hovering somewhere between ‘mutter’ and ‘martyr’.

‘I’m Fern,’ she answered, dragging her thoughts back from Linny to the matter in hand. New house. New start. It would get better, everyone said so. ‘Thank you for doing this – I hope I’m not keeping you from anything. A quick whizz round will be fine, honestly, just to refresh my memory.’ Just so I can tell Paul I came.

‘No need to rush,’ Marte assured her. ‘I’ve all the time in the world.’ Which was just as well really, because time slipped away surprisingly fast as they made their way from room to room, taking in the wide bay windows and high ceilings. Marte’s quiet, unassuming manner made a pleasant change from the usual estate agent patter. She seemed happy for Fern to discover the house’s selling points for herself – from the original tiled fireplaces to the impressive plaster coving – staying firmly in the background, always a few steps behind. It was a lovely house, despite the dubious decorating – Fern could see that now. Especially when the wind gave up rattling at the window frames and the sun came out, bathing the bedrooms in a soft yellowy light. Maybe in time they really could be content here, the three of them.

‘Ideal for a nursery, don’t you think?’ said Marte, following her into the smallest bedroom. A heavy oak desk stood against one wall, and a dark-stained bookcase on the other, its shelves groaning beneath endless books on the First World War. But yes, the space itself was just right. Fern could almost picture it: freshly painted walls with an alphabet border – like the one they’d had when they were little – brightly coloured curtains and a mobile over the cot. Maybe a changing table in the corner.

‘Perfect,’ she agreed. ‘You’re not tempted to stay?’ She couldn’t remember what Smiley Sonia had told them about the Rochesters, if indeed she had, but it seemed like an odd time to be moving, with a little one on the way. Not for her and Paul, of course, that was different. It made absolute sense for them, on paper at least, especially with his new job. And in another lifetime – in an alternative reality where her sister’s bike had swerved to the right, colliding with a traffic island instead – Fern might have been all for it. Excited even. No more cramped city living or endless flights of stairs to climb. Somewhere proper to work – somewhere other than the piled-up kitchen table. And a spare bedroom for Linny to stay over whenever she wanted, boyfriend and all, given the size of it. Not that Fern ever got to meet the last one – the flashy chap in the city, who broke her sister’s heart.

‘Me?’ said Marte, staring past Fern to the sash window. Her smile had faded. ‘No. I’m ready to move on.’ She seemed on the verge of saying something else, as if she was weighing up a more intimate explanation of her circumstances, but then thought better of it. ‘Don’t get me wrong, it’s a wonderful house. I think you’ll be very happy.’

Happy? Fern could hardly remember what that felt like. She followed the other woman’s gaze, looking out at the last of the roses along the back wall and the ruins of the old folly beyond. The crenellated tower, the one that gave the street its name, was barely visible through the dense tangle of ivy.

‘At least I hope you’ll be happy,’ said Marte. She made it sound like a done deal, as if they’d already put in an offer. Already signed on the dotted line. ‘With your baby girl,’ she murmured.

Fern felt a gentle flurry of kicks inside as if the baby was listening in too, signalling its approval. It could just as easily have been a warning, of course, although she didn’t think of that until later. And it was later still – much later – when Fern realised she hadn’t actually mentioned the baby’s gender. Officially speaking she didn’t even know. Paul was adamant he wanted it to be a surprise, but it was a girl, all right. It had to be. Little baby Linnette. Yet somehow, much to Fern’s queasy unease, Marte had known it too.

‘Your beautiful baby girl …’ Marte added softly, gazing at Fern’s belly with a peculiar, hungry look in her eyes.




Chapter 2

Marte and her matching baby couldn’t have been further from Fern’s mind as she sat in the stuffy solicitor’s office, the warm plastic seat sweating under her thighs. She was thinking of Linny, reliving their fight for the millionth time, as if the script might have rewritten itself in the intervening months. But the scene played out the same as it always did, with the same stupid, drunken words shooting out of Fern’s mouth before she could stop them: ‘Don’t you play the martyr with me …’

I didn’t mean it, Fern wanted to explain, catching sight of Linny through the large internal window. Her sister’s hair was in a low ponytail today, held in place by the familiar red scrunchie she’d worn all the way through junior school. I didn’t mean it. You know I didn’t.

‘Mrs Croft? Is everything okay?’

Fern blinked, bringing her attention back to the here and now – to what Dr Earnshaw and her husband liked to call ‘reality’. Devoted Darren, as Paul had christened their appointed solicitor on account of his bright-eyed enthusiasm for the job, was waiting to shake her hand.

‘Gosh, sorry,’ said Fern, her stomach catching on the table as she struggled to her feet. ‘I didn’t notice you come in. I was miles away … Nice to see you again,’ she added, wincing inwardly at the clamminess of his palm in hers. She’d have been happy to go down the online conveyancing route, but Paul had insisted. After the recent cock-up on his boss’s house purchase – a cock-up that had nearly cost him his hefty deposit – Paul wasn’t taking any chances. He seemed to think old-fashioned face-to-face meetings were some kind of guarantee of competence.

‘And you,’ said Darren, beaming as always. ‘Thank you for coming in. It shouldn’t take too long – just a few more bits of paperwork to go through. Can I get you some tea or coffee before we start?’

‘Not for me, thanks,’ said Fern, who hadn’t been able to stomach the smell of coffee since her early run of morning sickness.

‘I’m fine too,’ said Paul, who’d also forsaken coffee for the duration of the pregnancy. Fern knew he missed it though and was grateful for the sacrifice.

‘Right then,’ said Darren, eagerly. ‘Let’s get stuck in, shall we?’

Fern’s attention drifted back to the internal window, watching her sister’s ponytail swinging behind her as she strode away up the corridor, while Darren talked through the tedious forms and endless jargon.

Come back. Wait for me. But Linny was already gone.

‘Now then,’ said Darren. ‘This fixture and fittings form’s rather exciting. It even comes with its own appendix and pictures.’

‘Pictures?’ Paul repeated. ‘What kind of pictures?’

‘Furniture, mainly. A few electrical items too.’ Darren pushed a neat pile of black-and-white printouts across the table. ‘It’s all in there.’ Fern recognised the oak desk as Paul flicked through the first few sheets; it was the one from the small bedroom – the nursery – with detailed measurements and a suggested price of eighty-five pounds printed underneath. And now suddenly she was thinking of Marte, recalling the peculiar look in the woman’s eyes as she stood beside that same desk, staring at Fern’s stomach.

‘Oh look,’ said Paul, flicking on through the pile. ‘There’s that big gold mirror from the hall. I remember that.’

Yes, Fern remembered that too. She remembered how tightly Marte had cradled her own stomach as they stood there together, reflected in the glass. She remembered the wistfulness in her voice when she said she was expecting her first baby: Sofia.

‘I’ve never seen anything quite like it, to be honest,’ said the solicitor, ‘but it does make a certain kind of sense. As you probably know, the vendors are relocating overseas – a retirement complex in Florida, I believe – so they won’t be taking much in the way of furniture with them. You’ve got first refusal on the whole lot, even down to the piano. In fact, I think the piano’s a gift if you want it. There’s something in the notes at the back about having it retuned …’

Fern blinked. Retirement? No. That wasn’t right. Marte couldn’t have been much older than she was. Mid-thirties at most.

‘I see.’ Paul nodded, as if he’d been expecting something like that. He checked his watch. ‘Do we have to decide right now?’

‘Not at all,’ said Darren. ‘Obviously the sooner we get the paperwork back to their solicitor, the sooner we can fix a date for exchanging contracts. But no, take them with you and have a proper look through at your own convenience. If you do have any questions though …’

‘Sorry, why did you say they’re moving?’ asked Fern, thinking she must have misheard.

‘It’s to do with Mrs Rochester’s health, I think,’ said Darren. ‘The estate agent mentioned something about warmer climes during our last catch-up. I’m afraid I don’t really know any of the details.’

Something twisted in Fern’s stomach, but it wasn’t the baby. Not this time. ‘They have a daughter living there though?’ she asked. ‘At the house, I mean. Marte?’ But even as she was saying it, the twisting feeling in Fern’s stomach tightened. If Marte was the owners’ daughter why hadn’t she said anything? Why didn’t she set Gemma straight? No, Mrs Rochester’s my mother. I’m afraid she’s out for the afternoon. That’s what Fern would have said in that situation. It’s what anyone would have said.

Darren was sifting through another pile of forms. ‘Ah, here we are, the Rochesters: Mr Geoffrey Allan and Mrs Caroline Mary. No, no other adults permanently registered at that address.’

So Marte didn’t even live there? But I saw her, thought Fern. It didn’t make any sense.

The rest of the meeting passed in something of a blur. Fern was too busy thinking about the mysterious Marte to pay proper attention to much else. Too busy trying to remember exactly what it was she’d said. My husband? Yes, I see … I didn’t realise I’d be here either. Maybe there’d been some kind of emergency – something to do with the real Mrs Rochester’s health, that had brought Marte to her parents’ house that day – and she’d been too preoccupied, or simply too embarrassed to set Gemma straight. Yes, that must be it, Fern decided, ignoring the lingering sense of unease in her guts. Ignoring the fact that the Rochesters had chosen to retire to the other side of the world when they had a new granddaughter on the way.

There were more forms to go through. Endless forms. Something about access to the old folly. Another round of signatures. Fern felt the beginnings of a headache behind her eyes and regretted not asking for a glass of water when Darren was offering out drinks. But then suddenly the meeting was over and Paul was on his feet, muttering about heavy traffic and commuting times. A fresh round of enthusiastic handshakes and they were heading back down the stairs again.

‘Sorry, I just need to pop in here before we go,’ said Fern, pointing to the ladies’. ‘Won’t be long.’ She pulled out her phone as soon as she’d locked the cubicle door behind her and typed ‘Marte Rochester Crenellation Lane’ into the search engine. It didn’t get her very far though. Not a single hit that included Crenellation Lane. Swapping the road name for ‘Westerton’ didn’t help matters either. She switched over to the images tab, instead, to discover an entire gallery of Marte Rochesters. None of them bore any resemblance to her Marte though. Then again, even assuming she was the Rochesters’ daughter, Marte might be married, with another name altogether.

‘All right, sweetheart?’ asked Paul, as Fern joined him outside. He gave her a worried smile, stroking a strand of hair out of her face. ‘You seemed a bit distracted in there. This is what you want, isn’t it?’

No, thought Fern. This is what you want. But she didn’t have the heart to say it out loud. She could see the worry and concern written across his face and couldn’t bring herself to add to it with her true feelings about the move or her new concerns over who the mysterious Marte was. Not after everything she’d already put him through in the last few months. Fern missed the old Paul – the Paul who made her laugh and looked at her with passion, rather than pity, in his eyes – and didn’t want him thinking Marte might be another figment of her grieving imagination. Unless Marte really was all in her head, just like they said Linny was … No, that was impossible. Gemma had seen her too.

‘I’m fine,’ she told him, forcing a smile. ‘Just tired.’

‘Make sure you take it easy then.’ Paul leaned in to kiss her cheek. ‘I shouldn’t be too late tonight. We can go through the furniture forms then if you want …’

‘What?’ Fern winced as a blonde cyclist cut across the junction behind him. It was fine though – she cleared the oncoming traffic with time to spare, disappearing off down a side street. Yes, it was fine. It wasn’t Linny.

‘The furniture forms,’ Paul repeated. ‘We’ll have a look through them tonight and see if there’s anything we want. That dresser in the dining room, maybe?’

‘Yes,’ agreed Fern, although she didn’t remember any dresser. The physical details of the house had receded into a series of unconnected snapshots over the last few weeks: the beautiful, tiled floor in the hallway; a black-and-white wedding photo on the sitting-room bookcase; yellow light spilling through an upstairs window; the fading roses along the top level of the garden by the old folly.

‘And the piano, of course,’ said Paul. ‘That’s a bit of a bonus. Oh, speaking of which … Did you see the link I sent you to that new playlist?’

Fern fished in her pocket for her phone, remembering the CD compilations Paul used to make for her when they first got together, with a special meaning or significance to every chosen song.

‘You’ll have to ignore the cheesy title,’ he added, sounding slightly sheepish. ‘Although it’s true.’ Fern glanced up to see him blushing: a proper red-cheeked blush that made her want to reach out and kiss him – really kiss him – like the old days. ‘It’s called “Beautiful Tracks for my Beautiful Wife”.’

Fern felt her own cheeks growing warm at the compliment. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Thank you, that’s lovely.’

‘It’s nothing much really. Just some nice relaxing piano music I thought you’d enjoy. I thought it might be good for the baby, too,’ Paul said, touching his hand to Fern’s belly. ‘Someone at work said that babies can remember a tune they hear regularly during pregnancy for up to four months after the birth. Sort of like a calming trigger track.’ He pulled his hand away again. ‘I thought it might be worth a try.’

‘Thank you,’ Fern said again. ‘I’ll give it a listen in the car now.’

‘And you’re okay getting back on your own?’ Paul checked, like he always did these days, as if Fern was too frail, or too pregnant, to be trusted behind the wheel. Driving wasn’t a problem though. Driving took up all her concentration, keeping her mind firmly in check. It was when she was sitting in the passenger seat that it happened – the imagined swerve of lorries into their path, the sideways glimpses of twisted metal and buckled wheels.

‘I’ll be fine,’ she said, studiously ignoring the blonde on the opposite pavement. She wasn’t Linny either. ‘I might even make a bit of a detour out to Crenellation Lane. Just a quick drive past to have one more look …’ In truth, it was really a detour to the estate agent’s Fern had in mind, hoping that Gemma would be able to shed some light on Marte. Of course I didn’t imagine her. How could I have done?

‘I’ll see you at home later,’ she told Paul. ‘Have a good afternoon.’

Fern linked her phone to the car music system and pulled up the new playlist – anything was better than the local radio station, with its incessant adverts – skipping straight on to track four, Satie’s ‘Gympnopédie, No. 1’, ears straining for those first pianissimo chords as she checked her rear-view mirror. Ah yes, there they were. Beautiful. The baby kicked inside her when the melody came in, almost as if she recognised it too. Perhaps it was worth giving Paul’s theory a try – there was no denying music’s power to trigger memories. Listening to those first few bars, Fern might almost have been back in Mrs Jackson’s front room, some sixteen years earlier, squeezed onto the piano stool beside Linny, one hand apiece on the keyboard and the spares draped round each other’s waists. It wasn’t a duet of course, not really, but that’s how they’d often learned their tunes to begin with. It was easier that way. More satisfying. Fern had forgotten quite how much she loved this piece. Maybe she could relearn it – both hands this time – if they took the Rochesters up on their offer of a piano.

Fern was still replaying the piece in her head as she entered the estate agent’s.

‘Mrs Croft?’ Smiley Sonia looked up from her monitor, painted nails paused on the keyboard and painted lips stretched into their usual ready smile. ‘What a nice surprise. What brings you all the way out here?’ Today’s lipstick was brighter than ever: a vivid orange to match her chiffon scarf and topped-up Cypriot tan, teamed with a plain white blouse and navy skirt. All she needed now was one of those funny peaked caps and the air hostess look would be complete.

‘Hi Sonia. I was hoping to speak to Gemma actually. I just wanted to double-check something about the second viewing she did with me while you were on holiday.’ Fern scanned the office but there was no sign of Gemma. ‘Is she in today?’

Sonia shook her head. ‘Not ’til the other side of the weekend I’m afraid. Hubby whisked her off to Paris as a surprise for their anniversary. He’s such an old romantic. Are you sure it’s nothing I can help you with?’

‘I don’t know. The thing is, Gemma had to get back to the office, so Mrs Rochester showed me round instead, only …’ Only what? Only it wasn’t Mrs Rochester after all, it was someone called Marte. I just want to find out who she is and make sure I didn’t imagine the whole thing. It sounded ridiculous now, even to Fern.

Sonia beamed. ‘Mrs Rochester? She and her husband only just left! You must have missed them by moments.’ She pointed through the window towards a grey-haired couple in matching blue anoraks, heading into the baker’s on the opposite side of the street. ‘Yes, look, there they are.’ Sonia stood up and waved, trying to get their attention, but they were fully focused on the pasties and cakes under the counter. ‘What was it you wanted to know? Perhaps you can ask her in person.’

What was that woman doing in your house? That’s what Fern wanted to know. Is she your daughter or not? ‘Perfect,’ she said out loud. ‘I’ll see if I can catch them. Thank you.’

Fern reached the baker’s just as the Rochesters finished their purchase.

‘After you,’ said Mr Rochester, holding the door open for Fern as she stood outside, trying to think what to say. How to begin. She caught a glimpse of brown eyes flecked with gold, of faded black amongst the greyness of his hair. He didn’t look anything like Marte.

‘Oh no, it’s okay, I’m not coming in,’ Fern said, stepping sideways out of the way. ‘I was waiting for you, actually.’

Mr Rochester looked confused. ‘Waiting for me?’

‘I … I wanted to talk to you about your daughter.’ I’m Fern Croft. That’s what she should have said. My husband and I are buying your house. Somehow those weren’t the words that came out of Fern’s mouth though.

‘I’m sorry.’ The poor man looked even more confused. ‘But I don’t have a daughter.’ Maybe he thought Fern was there to claim him for herself. A long-lost love-child dredged up from his misspent youth.

‘We don’t have any children,’ added Mrs Rochester, a thin, frail-looking woman with watery grey eyes. She didn’t look like Marte either. ‘You must be thinking of someone else …’ She broke off, clutching her hand to her heart as if she was in pain. ‘Dear me, I’m afraid we need to go.’

But then Fern was the one apologising, backing away down the pavement in confusion. Marte wasn’t their daughter. Which meant … Fern didn’t know what it meant. ‘Sorry,’ she stammered. ‘Sorry to have bothered you.’ She couldn’t have made more of a mess of the conversation if she’d tried. It was too late to stop and explain about Marte now though. Too late to find out if they knew who the mystery woman in the house had been. It was too late for any of that because Fern had already turned on her heel, scurrying off down the street like a crazy woman. Which was exactly how she felt.

And when she took the promised detour along the elegant, tree-lined cul-de-sac that was Crenellation Lane, when she peered over the low hedge to see a blonde woman in a Fair Isle jumper in one of the upstairs windows, she took that as certified proof: crazy, crazy, crazy. Dr Earnshaw was right. This had gone on for too long. She had to get a hold on her imaginings, acknowledge them for what they were and move on. She owed it to Paul and their unborn child. And she owed it to herself. Fern skipped back through the playlist to the Satie track, stole one last glance up at the window – the suddenly empty window – and drove on.




Chapter 3

Fern and Paul talked that night. Really talked. Not about dressers and pianos – at least, not at first – but about everything that had been going on in Fern’s head. About the strange second viewing and her humiliating encounter with the Rochesters. The whole complicated mess. She’d underestimated Paul though. He had more faith in her sanity than she did.

Marte must have been the cleaner, that’s what Paul said, refusing to give any credence to the alternative: that somehow – even with Gemma there – Fern had imagined the whole thing. And she wanted so badly to believe him – to have her lurking sense of unease rationalised away – that she lapped it up gratefully, nodding like an obedient child as he brushed her anxiety aside.

The cleaner! Of course!

‘But I’ll talk to Sonia again if it makes you feel better,’ Paul promised. ‘There’ll be a simple enough explanation, sweetheart, you’ll see. And we’ll change the locks on the doors as soon as we move in. First thing. That’s if you still want to go ahead with it all?’

Fern nodded again. ‘Yes. Of course.’ And the funny thing was, she wasn’t just saying it this time. Maybe she really was finally ready to leave. The flat seemed to have grown smaller and more oppressive than ever as they sat talking. Less homely. And all the good times she’d had there with Linny – and Paul, of course – they weren’t what Fern remembered anymore. The tiny open kitchen no longer reminded her of crazy cocktail sessions and hungover fry-ups after boozy nights of dancing. Now, when she looked at the marbled counter top, Fern saw the unwashed dishes from that drunken anniversary dinner, abandoned in the wake of Linny’s call. The dishes that were still sitting there when the Phone Call (capital P, capital C) came next morning. Even the big mirror propped up against the living-room wall – the one Linny had rescued from a skip during a famously drunken night out – had become a relic of sadder times. All Fern thought of now when she looked at the mirror was her and Paul in their funeral outfits, the strain reflected in his face as he struggled to hold her upright. She remembered her own face reflected in the glass – already so much thinner than Linny’s, even then – stripped of every last trace of colour as she buttoned up her black jacket.

Or perhaps, Fern thought, surprising herself at the notion, it was the other way round. Perhaps the new house on Crenellation Lane, with its pleasing symmetry and high ceilings, had been busy worming its way into her affections while she wasn’t looking.

‘Yes,’ she said again, to prove she meant it this time. The idea of staying put without Linny seemed worse, somehow, than moving on without her. The greater of two evils. ‘I’m still not convinced it’s the magic cure you’re looking for but perhaps a fresh start will do me good. Do us good. A step in the right direction, anyway.’

Paul held her then – properly held her, not like a fragile china thing he was scared of breaking – burying his face in her neck. It was only when she felt the rhythmic shuddering in his shoulders that Fern realised he was crying.

‘Hey, no snotting on the new maternity top,’ she said, trying to turn it into a joke as she lifted his head and kissed away his tears. ‘It’s only a house.’ But there was nothing funny about the sight of Paul crying, his brown eyes scrunched up in misery. For all his sensitivity to Fern’s emotions, he rarely let his own get the better of him. He’d cried when his father, Graham, had rung to say he was getting married again. Fern remembered that all too clearly. But they’d been tears of anger and frustration, of worry for his mother, Tina. And of course he’d cried when he heard about Linny, who’d been the official second woman in his life for as long as he and Fern had been together. But Fern had been too deep in her own private grief to pay much attention. Paul was usually the one holding her up, not the other way round.

‘I loved her too, you know,’ he said, his face still buried in the curve of her neck, snotty tears and all. Fern stiffened, thinking of that last phone call. Of the last thing she ever said to her sister. ‘But I love you more,’ he sobbed. ‘And the baby. I just want you back, Fern. I want it to be like it was before. Like we were before.’

Only without Linny.

‘I know,’ she said, wiping away her own tears with the flats of her palms. ‘That’s what I want too.’ She wanted it to be six months ago. She wanted to unsay her spiteful final words and make everything all right again. She wanted to take a sledgehammer to her sister’s bike, to strap her to a chair and stand guard over her for as long as it took for fate to give up and move on. That’s what she wanted. But if she couldn’t have that, then maybe a fresh start for the two of them – the three of them – was the next best thing.

‘Let’s do it,’ said Paul, later, when they finally settled down with the pile of furniture printouts. ‘Let’s put in an offer for the whole lot. New start. New everything.’

‘Someone else’s old things, you mean?’ Fern laughed, feeling lighter than she had in a long time.

‘New to us, though,’ he said. ‘I’m just thinking it’s a big house to fill and we’ll have better things to worry about when we get there than furniture shopping.’ He leaned in sideways, cupping his hands around her belly, and Fern had a shivery flash of Marte standing in the hallway, cradling her bump through her jumper.

‘Get off,’ she said, pushing him away. ‘Stop it.’

Paul drew back, looking hurt and puzzled.

‘It tickles, that’s all,’ Fern lied. ‘Sorry. What were you going to say?’

He shrugged his shoulders as if he was shrugging off her rejection. ‘It’s not like we can’t afford it.’

He was right, of course. With the sale of the flat and the balance from his uncle’s estate, their new mortgage would be half what they were paying now. And with Linny’s life insurance money they could have paid it off altogether if they wanted. Not that Fern would. Blood money. That’s what it felt like to her.

She glanced through the sheets of photographs, flicking them against her thumb like a children’s flip book. ‘Really?’ she said, stopping at a 1970s hostess trolley in mock-walnut with a flower-tiled top shelf. ‘That’s what you want in your lovely new house?’

Paul grinned. ‘It’s a period piece, that is. Mum had one just like it. Perfect for all those dinner parties we won’t be having with our imaginary friends.’ The grin withered on his lips as he realised how that must have sounded. ‘I meant, because we don’t know anyone there yet … that we don’t have anyone to invite. That’s all. I wasn’t talking about …’ He sighed and shook his head, eyes closed against his own clumsiness.

Wasn’t talking about who? Linny? Or Marte? Spoilt for choice with a crazy wife like her. But Fern took his hand and forced herself to smile, to let it pass, not wanting to endanger their new rapport. ‘I knew what you meant,’ she said. ‘But I still think the trolley’s a crime against good taste.’

He squeezed her fingers gratefully, the relief evident on his face. ‘Okay, you win. Everything except the hideous hostess trolley.’

*

Nothing else seemed to happen for a long time, save for the steady succession of bin bags bundled off to the charity shop (five years’ worth of misjudged holiday souvenirs and unwanted gifts from Paul’s mother), and heated conversations with Sonia and Darren about hurrying things along. Fern left all the badgering and chasing-up to Paul though. He was better at that sort of thing, refusing to back down for the sake of politeness. She left the whole Marte issue with him as well, too embarrassed to face Sonia again after her undignified run-in with the Rochesters. But nothing more was ever mentioned. Fern wasn’t sure if that meant Marte really was just the cleaner after all, or whether Paul forgot to follow it up. Either way, he clearly wasn’t worried – a simple enough explanation, you’ll see – so Fern did her best to put it out of her mind too. And then everything kicked off all at once and she had far more pressing concerns than mystery blondes and awkward encounters outside the baker’s. Like how to pack up five years’ worth of living in the space of a fortnight. Thirteen days and counting.

She dropped all pretence of working, packing away her paints and desktop easel along with everything else. The children’s books she was supposed to be illustrating – a beautiful hand-painted nature series – would have to wait. A few more days wouldn’t make much difference to her missed deadline now anyway, and if the publishers kicked up a fuss then Anna, her agent, would deal with it. Anna was a world-class expert when it came to dealing with fuss and at smoothing things over on her clients’ behalf. It would be different once they were in the new place, Fern promised herself, sealing down the flaps with brown tape. Once she had her own room to work in, with that lovely yellowy light coming through the windows, there’d be no stopping her. No more distractions, real or otherwise. Not until the baby came, anyway.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, as a frowning Linny drummed silent fingers against the cluttered tabletop. How long had she been there? ‘Please don’t look at me like that,’ she begged, her mind slipping back to that last night. To their last conversation. ‘It was a stupid thing to say. You know I didn’t mean it. Please Linny. You have to believe me.’ But Linny, being Linny, said nothing. She was already gone.

The last week was especially hard going. Boxes, boxes and yet more boxes. Entire second walls of cardboard and tape bearing down on her from all sides. Fern couldn’t physically have done it on her own and was relieved when Paul managed to wrangle some extra days off work for the final push. It was good to have him there, the two of them working alongside each other like a proper team – a proper couple, again – but even though she left all the lifting to him, her entire body still ached with exhaustion. All that kneeling and squatting and ferrying things from room to room was taking its toll, not to mention the strain of last-minute worries, wondering whether they had forgotten to do something. Any lingering doubts she might have had about the new house – about strange pregnant women lurking in the hallway to show people round – were swallowed up in a more general longing to be in and settled. All Fern wanted now was proper space to walk around again and a good night’s sleep. And for the endless, endless packing to be over.

*

‘Ready?’ Paul asked on Thursday morning, as they stood amongst the emptiness of their old lives, the last box safely tucked away in the back of the removal van. Already it felt like the flat belonged to someone else. As if it had moved on without them.

‘I think so.’ Fern took a last look at the sangria stains on the sitting-room carpet – what a night that had been! – and the stiletto boot-cracked tile above the fireplace (Linny’s boot, naturally), and nodded. Ready as she’d ever be. And there was Linny herself, leading the way in skinny jeans and her favourite black T-shirt, slipping out through the open front door without so much as a backwards glance.

‘Goodbye,’ said Fern, out loud, addressing the flat and any last memories still trapped within its walls. There was no need to say goodbye to her sister though, she realised, with a peculiar mixture of dismay and relief. It was quite clear Linny was coming with them.




Chapter 4

The baby stopped kicking as soon as the right hand’s plaintive melody came in, hypnotic notes winding sinuously over Satie’s low pianissimo chords. It was like magic – musical witchcraft. Fern couldn’t tell if it was the tune itself, whether the baby really was listening out for ‘Gympnopédie, No. 1’, or if it was simply taking its cue from her. Something happened inside her chest, inside her head, every time she heard it, but the feeling was hard to put into words. An emotional easing. A sense of letting go, even as the memories came flooding back, stronger each time: the bony jut of Linny’s hip against hers as they squashed together on the piano stool; the chipped pink polish on her sister’s nails (strictly against school uniform codes, of course, but that never stopped Linny); the cloying scent of Mrs Jackson’s too-strong perfume, mixed with wood polish and roast dinner. Fern shut her eyes – just for a moment – and breathed in. She could almost smell it now.

She was waiting for the removal van to finish its complicated turning manoeuvre, left hand twitching as the music swelled inside the car, fingers searching out the once familiar notes. She reached along the dashboard for the low G, floating her hand back to the steering wheel to complete the major seventh chord. Yes, that was it. Then a low D and back up to A, C sharp, F sharp. The same repeating two-bar pattern for whole lines at a time, plodding away under Linny’s melody. Linny always got the tune when they played together, but that was all right by Fern. She’d been happy enough in her sister’s shadow – a shy, unassuming frond beside the double pink blooms of Linnaea, the twinflower.

Ah, but who would have guessed the notes were still there after all this time, hardwired into the skin of her fingers, as if they’d been hibernating? As if she’d been hibernating, her younger piano-playing self still furled up tight inside her adult shell. And now there was a new little Linette inside her too, and everything was going to be all right. Maybe that’s what the music was trying to tell her. It might not feel like it now – with dark chords still clustering round her every waking thought – but it was going to get better. A new house. A new start. Her, Paul, the baby, and Linny. And even as she sat there behind the lorry, fingers still moving along invisible keys, Fern knew her sister would be waiting there to welcome them. Proper, grown-up Linny, this time. No chipped nail varnish for her.

One last clumsy reverse, tyres growling with the effort, and the removal truck finally made the turn into Crenellation Lane. Mrs Jackson’s perfumed front room faded away to lines of bare-branched trees and white Victorian villas, while Satie retreated into the background. This was it. No going back now. The driver sounded his horn in triumph, blasting the baby into wakefulness as he leaned out of the cab window, fist-pumping the air. Paul answered from behind with a short parp of his own, having somehow managed to get all the way out to the estate agent’s to pick up the keys in the time it had taken Fern to crawl up the dual carriageway behind the lorry. And now all three of them went rolling round the corner in convoy, to find a tall blonde figure blocking the road in front of them.

Funny, for a moment Fern thought it was Marte, a jagged breath catching in her throat as the forgotten worries came rushing back to find her. There she is. It’s happening again. But only for a moment. It was Linny – of course it was – she could see that now. Her hair was down this time, blowing loose around her shoulders, and she’d swapped her skinny jeans and T-shirt for a short red dress and heeled boots. Yes, Fern could see her sister as clear as day, but she still couldn’t work out what she was doing in the middle of the street, ignoring the heavy lorry rumbling towards her.

‘What’s Aunty Linny up to?’ she asked the baby out loud, keeping her voice bright and singsong. Her stomach felt hard and alien under her hand. ‘What’s she looking at?’ It wasn’t them, that was for sure, and it certainly wasn’t the seven-and-a-half-tonne truck bearing down on her from behind. And of course, the driver couldn’t see Linny either, could he?

‘Come on,’ she shouted through the windscreen. ‘Move.’

The baby squirmed on cue, dragging an elbow against the tightness of her belly, but Linny didn’t budge. She wasn’t going anywhere.

‘Hurry up!’ Bewilderment gave way to panic as their convoy drew closer. Closer. Much too close. And still Linny stood there.

‘Get out of the road!’ Fern was yelling now, both hands off the steering wheel, batting at the air to get her sister’s attention. But Linny was too busy watching the red Audi reversing into the opposite drive. Staring after it, stupidly, waiting for history to repeat itself.

‘Linny!’ Vomit rose in the back of Fern’s throat as the corner of the cab smashed into her sister’s side, white hot pain ricocheting through her own hip and up into her spine. No. No. Please no. It was just like before. Just like the day she … she …

Fern hadn’t been there when the lorry hit but she’d lived it a thousand times since. Seen it. Heard it. Felt her sister’s body crumpling like paper beneath the screeching wheel. But only in her head. Only in her dreams. This was different.

‘Linny!’ Fern didn’t stop to think. Didn’t stop to remind herself it wasn’t real. Couldn’t be real. ‘Linny!’ She was already halfway out the car door, engine still running, seat belt still tangled round her belly, screaming for her sister.

‘No!’ Months of barely bottled-up grief came tearing out of her throat in a raw howl, like an animal, as she flung herself towards the empty space where Linny had been.

‘Linnaea!’ Another shout from behind. Someone else calling for her sister. But it was too late.

*

Afterwards Fern remembered faces: the startled panic of the removal man as he slammed on his brakes; the wide-eyed shock of the man in the red Audi, their new neighbour; and Paul’s face, bleached with fear, lips mouthing silent curses – or was it prayers? – as he leaned over her, scooping her up in his shaking arms. But not Linny’s face. Linny had already disappeared under the truck, already vanished back to whatever dark corner of Fern’s fevered imagination she’d sprung from. Only it wasn’t just Fern this time, was it? That second cry – ‘Linnaea!’ – surely that meant she wasn’t mad after all? Paul must have seen her too.

But that was all she remembered: the jumbled faces and the cry. Everything else was a blur, save for odd snapshots of clarity amongst the blanketing fog of her pain. Someone must have taken her inside, sat her down on the sofa once it was unloaded, and placed a mug of hot sweet tea in her hands. World’s Best Sister it said on the front. It wasn’t one of theirs. And Paul must have supervised the rest of the unpacking without her because the removal men were already shouting their goodbyes from the safety of the sitting-room doorway, not wanting to intrude on her recovery. On her craziness.

Six o’clock in the evening now. Time seemed to have melted into itself as she’d sat there, watching cardboard boxes bumping along the hallway. Listening to Paul shouting up the stairs about dented furniture and scratched wallpaper. Somewhere along the way the television had arrived in the corner of the room, still swathed in its protective wrapping. Fern didn’t remember that, but she remembered the tea. More tea. Inevitable trips to the toilet. Someone taking her blood pressure, patting her on the arm and smiling. Small talk about the baby. About due dates and names. Paul coming to check on her like a poorly toddler with a temperature. Like a sick puppy. And now here he was again, easing himself onto the sofa beside her, sweaty and sour-smelling. He looked shattered, poor thing.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

‘Better, thanks,’ Fern said, blinking back the memory of her sister standing there as the truck came rumbling down to meet her. The tea was finally starting to kick in, clearing a path through the fog in her head. She drained what was left of her latest cup, screwing up her nose against the sweetness. It had gone cold already, but she forced it down all the same, letting the sugar and caffeine bring her fully back to her senses. Yes, physically she was feeling better. But emotionally? It was too soon to tell. It wasn’t like the other times she’d seen Linny; she knew that much. Until now they’d merely been snatches, glimpses out the corner of her eyes, teasing reminders of everything she’d lost. But this time had been real. Real and raw, hollowing her out from the inside all over again. Even now the emptiness was so overpowering it was a relief to feel the baby kicking, to know it was still there.

‘Don’t ever do that to me again,’ said Paul, turning towards her, eyes wet, hands clutching at her knees. ‘Promise me, Fern. I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared.’ This from the man who’d bailed out of a stag do skydive at twelve thousand feet.

Fern nodded, swamped by a sudden gush of guilt. No wonder he looked so tired. So lost. This wasn’t how their fresh start was supposed to go. Things had finally been better between them these last few weeks – she’d been better – and now … She balanced the empty cup on the arm of the sofa and peeled away his hands, bringing them up to her lips. ‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.’ His voice sounded raw and jerky. ‘The sooner we get you an appointment with that
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