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Chapter One

It was Saturday afternoon and one of those enchanting June days when the air was heavy with a languid sense of time standing still.

With what felt like a huge effort, Cassie Henshaw roused herself from the cushioned comfort of her sun lounger and reached for the tumbler at her side. Much as she would have liked it to be a glass of perfectly chilled chardonnay, it was in fact nothing more intoxicating than sparkling water with elderflower-flavoured ice cubes and a slice of lemon. Once again, she was on a mission to cleanse her treacherous body and shed some unwanted pounds. In all likelihood, it was a futile exercise but one she was duty-bound to pursue, as when the summer came to an end, so would her thirties.

Okay, it was really no big deal embarking on a new decade; forty wasn’t exactly the end of the road, was it? No, far from it, it was something to be celebrated. But for some reason there was a teeny part of her that felt cheated, as though while her back had been turned and she wasn’t paying proper attention, time had played a sneaky trick on her, fast-tracking her through to the next stage in her life.

But then that was her all over; she was too prone to be looking the wrong way when something important was happening, and often when it was right under her nose. Second-guessing was something else she did a lot and was subsequently too quick to jump to conclusions and miss the blindingly obvious.

It was how she’d lost her precious daughter to Drew-the-Terrible – her ex-husband – and his glossy new wife. She’d simply been looking the wrong way. But sitting up here on this spacious roof terrace, and with nothing but blue sky overhead and far-reaching views beyond the stone parapet, Drew-the-Terrible was the last thing she wanted to think about. Although come to think of it, imagining him toppling over the parapet and falling to his death had a certain appeal to it.

‘A little excessive even by your standards,’ she imagined Ben gently rebuking her with a subtle lifting of his mouth into a smile.

That was one of the many reasons she loved Ben, he could put her straight without ever putting her down. It was a rare talent in her experience. Some of his other talents included always being able to make her laugh when she most needed to. He could also put up with her when she was being less than rational, which recently was fast becoming her default setting.

Which was such a shame as she was so lucky to have Ben in her life. Lucky too to live here at Hope Hall in this charmingly bucolic setting of nearly a hundred acres, some of which had been given over to grazing cattle and sheep. There were idyllic woodland paths to enjoy and last month, wild garlic and swathes of shimmering bluebells had emerged from beneath the soft leafy undergrowth in the woods where rhododendrons and azaleas grew in dazzlingly colourful abundance. The River Cam meandered through part of the estate and in the early weeks of living here, when they’d strolled along it, Ben would talk about taking up paddleboarding, or maybe kayaking. Somehow it never happened, but they regularly played tennis on what had been the original court, now thoroughly revamped.

Cassie often thought that living here was like being on a film set; it sometimes felt too good to be true. Not that she ever voiced that opinion to Ben; she didn’t want him to think she didn’t love their new home as much as he did. She absolutely did.

It had been his idea to sell their Victorian house and live in these fabulous surroundings. The moment he’d heard that the former stately pile on the outskirts of Farleigh Fen village and just a short distance from the centre of Cambridge was in the process of being converted into luxury apartments, he’d made an appointment for them to view what was then no more than a building site. Based on what they had seen that day and the plans Ben studied at length, and the amendments he wanted made, he made an offer for the largest penthouse apartment, which was spread over two floors, and the deal was done.

The first time she and Ben had brought her parents here to see where they would be living, when it was still very much in the building-site stage, her mother had laughed out loud when the extravagantly turreted building had come into view. ‘You’re going to live in Downton Abbey!’ she’d gasped.

‘It’s not all going to be ours,’ Cassie had said, ‘we’ll have to share it with others.’

‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ her mother had said, sounding disap­pointed. ‘How many others?’

‘It’s been divided up into twenty apartments,’ Ben had explained, ‘and of various sizes.’ Later, he’d unrolled the plans of the lower and upper floors of the apartment they were buying and had described all his ideas for the internal modifications from what the developer had originally had in mind.

Cassie couldn’t recall ever seeing him as excited as he was at the prospect of them living here. She had been worried how much it would cost, but he had assured her that they could easily afford it. The small biotech company he had started up ten years ago had gone from strength to strength and he saw no reason why he shouldn’t now reap the rewards of his hard work and success. In the early days it had been tough going, he’d taken a massive risk in resigning from the biotech company he already worked for to go his own way and specialise in providing a service for forensic investigations. His background was biology and chemistry and there wasn’t anything he didn’t know about DNA, and she was immensely proud of him. A little in awe, too.

Someone else she was in awe of was Nina Lavelle, who lived in the apartment at the opposite turreted corner of the Hall to Cassie and Ben. She had a roof terrace like they did but one bedroom fewer. She was the sort of woman Cassie could never be. For starters, she was unfailingly rational and wonderfully composed, and to top it all she was just about the most exquisitely beautiful woman Cassie knew. Whereas Cassie dressed to emphasise her curves and wore heels to make up for her lack of height, Nina was as tall and willowy as a model. She was effortlessly eye-catching, but without appearing to realise it.

Ice-cool and with a protective force shield in place was how Ben described Nina. He didn’t mean it unkindly, he was extremely fond of her, but widowhood, he believed, had caused Nina partially to withdraw.

But then who wouldn’t withdraw when the man they loved had died? Cassie certainly would if she lost Ben.

The three of them had become firm friends the day they’d met as neighbours just over a year ago when, and with their keys in hand which they’d collected from the selling agent as soon as completion had taken place, they’d both been anxiously awaiting the arrival of their removal vans. To their combined relief the two large vehicles had trundled up the long winding driveway at the same time in a slow-moving convoy. Nina’s van had come from the centre of Cambridge and Cassie and Ben’s from Great Shelford.

The first to move in, they’d had the vast, eerily quiet building entirely to themselves and that evening Cassie had invited their new neighbour to join them for a supper of bits and pieces which she’d had the foresight to put in a cool box and ensure would be easy to locate. Wine and glasses had been found and introductory stories shared. That was when they learnt that Nina ran a prestigious fine art gallery in Cambridge and that moving to Hope Hall represented a new start for her, following the death of her husband. Apparently, an athletic and fit man in his early forties, he’d been diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumour and in no time he was dead.

In bed that night in their new home, and after hearing Nina’s heartbreaking story, Cassie had held Ben extra tight and told him she loved him. An intuitive man, he hadn’t said anything silly like, ‘What’s brought this on?’; he’d known, and had hugged her back and told her how much he loved her and then they’d fallen asleep wrapped in each other’s arms.

She knew she was so very lucky to have Ben as her forever partner, because unlike her ex-husband he was a good and caring man and had the skills to figure out how she ticked. She’d be the first to acknowledge that there were moments when she could resemble a ticking time bomb. Of late, those moments were all Drew-related.

It infuriated her that he had managed to worm his way back into their daughter’s life after years of barely any contact, other than the occasional remembered birthday or last-minute Christmas present. If he were to be believed, he was now a changed man and wanted to be the father to Emily he’d never previously shown the slightest indication of wanting to be.

When Emily, now twenty, informed Cassie that she had been secretly in contact with her father for the last year and was going to drop out of university and go and stay with him in Dubai, where he was now living with his second wife and their young son, it felt like the worst betrayal.

How could her daughter do that, when she knew that Cassie had literally been left holding the baby when Drew had done a vanishing act within two months of Emily’s birth? He wasn’t ready for fatherhood, he’d claimed, he was too young.

‘I’ll tell you who else isn’t ready for this, and that’s me!’ Cassie had shouted at him.

Before all that had happened, when she had first discovered she was pregnant, and knowing that she wanted to keep the baby, she had given up her place at Nottingham University and had gone home to her parents to tell them her news. As shocked and disappointed as they were, they had fully supported her. Just as they had when she and Drew had hastily married in a registry office and found a place of their own, a dismal ground-floor flat in Watford where he had just started working.

It had all been such a mess and yet somehow, at that ridiculously young age Cassie had believed she was doing entirely the right thing. She had fallen for Drew because, being older than her by four years, he had been like some darkly forbidden fruit, full of temptation and an excess of allure. He used to joke that he was John Travolta to her Olivia Newton-John, playing Danny and Sandy in Grease. He even had a cute little dimple in his chin. After he’d left her, she could never watch Grease again. She still couldn’t. But maybe that was out of habit now.

Ben Pearson had come into Cassie’s life a few years after she’d moved back to be near her parents in the village of Linton ten miles from Cambridge. Emily was ten at the time and Ben had taken to the role of stepfather brilliantly. Emily had eagerly accepted him as a permanent presence, proudly boasting to her friends that she now had a proper daddy.

If Ben felt slighted by Emily now apparently switching her allegiance from him to a man who had abandoned her as a baby, he never showed it. Instead, he did his best to convince Cassie that they weren’t losing Emily, that this was simply something the girl had to do, and they had to respect her decision.

He made it sound so easy, but then he hadn’t been the one who’d been hurt all those years ago and carried the pain and resentment ever since. It was a long time to carry a grudge, but she had, and she didn’t care if that made her seem petty.

She didn’t help herself, of course, because while Drew was vying for the role of Husband of the Year and Superdad, Cassie tortured herself by scrolling through his wife’s frequent postings on Instagram and TikTok showing off their perfect life. It had to be fake, no one really lived such a fantasy life, but it was hard to resist the queasy lure of the photos, especially those of Rosalyn herself. Fifteen years younger than Cassie, the girl’s pouting lips were filled, her boobs perkier than nature ever intended them to be, her waist unfeasibly small and her nails and eyelashes absurdly long. Even when Rosalyn posted a photo of herself lounging by a swimming pool along with her son and captioned it with the comment, Here’s me make-up free and looking an absolute mess! she looked anything but a mess.

What pained Cassie most was that Emily had been sucked into the vacuous stream of photos and reels, proudly touted by Rosalyn as My perfect stepdaughter! Or: I’ve never had a sister, now I feel like I do! I’m truly blessed!

Suddenly filled with a fierce blaze of emotions towards her ex-husband, as well as disappointment that Emily could have done something that she had to have known would cut deep with her, Cassie put down her drink, stood up and went over to the stone parapet. Resting her elbows on it, she gazed out at the beautiful view, and reminded herself just how good life was for her and that she shouldn’t let the past and all its resentment tarnish her present or her future.

In the distance, she watched a heron appear from the branches of a towering oak tree as, lazily flapping its wide span of wings, it tracked a path along the river before swooping down low and onto the bank. She waited for it to move, but it stayed very still.

She could do with learning to be more still, Cassie thought, mentally as well as physically. Particularly when it came to Emily. She had to let her daughter make her own decisions and accept the consequences. But she missed Emily so much.

She missed all the silly times they’d shared, like when they watched Married at First Sight together – the Australian version was their favourite – and played gaslighting bingo, shrieking so loudly at the worst offenders that Ben would poke his head through the doorway and ask them what was going on.

She particularly missed their regular catch-up chats when she still felt she could guide and advise Emily and in return be mocked for being so mortifyingly out of touch.

Cassie would give anything to have that time back with her daughter, because ever since she and Ben had waved Emily off at Heathrow six weeks ago, all she had now was a skimpy ration of texts or FaceTime calls which were abruptly short and told her nothing of any real worth. They served only to leave her going quietly mad as she filled in the blanks and convinced herself that she had lost her daughter forever to Drew.




Chapter Two

Generally, Saturdays were not when Nina’s serious clients came into the gallery, they preferred to visit during the week when it was quiet and they could spend more one-to-one time with Nina and invariably enjoy an exchange of gossip over a glass of champagne.

Today, and amongst the tourists who came in to browse, a Canadian couple had fallen in love with the beautiful Dorothea Sharp painting of a vase of flowers at an open window, which Nina had only recently acquired. She would have liked to have it hanging in the gallery for longer because it gave her so much pleasure every time she looked at it. That was the trouble with some paintings: she made an emotional connection to them, and it was a wrench to let them go.

Soon after the transaction had been completed and all the shipping details filled out, another couple came in. They were from Boston and on a tour around the UK, as so many were who came to Cambridge. Their taste ran more to pastoral landscapes of the nineteenth century and when they spotted the Henry Hillingford Parker haymaking scene, they were delighted as they already had a painting by the artist back at home. ‘It was meant to be,’ the woman had said happily while her husband handed over his American Express card to Nina.

Once all the paperwork was in order and the couple had gone, Nina decided to close. It was almost four o’clock and she felt she had a good day’s work behind her. Activating the complex security system, she locked up and set off for her car, a short walk away in a private car park.

The Lavelle Fine Art Gallery in St Anne’s Court had been a family-run business since the 1950s, when it was established by Nina’s grandfather, Jerome Lavelle. It then passed down to her father, David Lavelle, in the late 1970s and it was now Nina’s responsibility to carry the torch. Her brother had made it clear that art wasn’t his field of expertise, despite having grown up surrounded by it, and he’d hightailed it off to the States to work in the tech industry. He now lived in San Francisco and was married with two young children, which was why Mum and Dad had decided to retire early and divide their time between Cambridge and the US – they wanted to see their grandchildren growing up and help as much as they could.

Nina had always believed it was her destiny to run the gallery. She’d been obsessed with her parents’ world since she was a small child, marvelling at the beauty and variety of paintings on the gallery walls and the fascinating people who came and went. As soon as she was old enough, she was allowed to help in the gallery, especially when her parents held an exhibition. Inevitably she went on to study fine art and did several internships at Christie’s in London before returning home to Cambridge to work alongside her parents. Her brother liked to tease her that she was the anointed one, their parents’ protégée, and he was their shamefully philistine son who didn’t appreciate the first thing about fine art.

‘But you’re the special one they want to go and live near,’ she’d countered, knowing full well that Guy didn’t have a jealous bone in his body and that he was far from the philistine he made himself out to be.

‘There’s no one I’d sooner see taking on the mantle than you,’ Dad had said to Nina when the i’s and t’s were legally dotted and crossed, and she was officially the new owner of the business. They’d organised a party in the gallery for all their loyal clients and friends to mark the occasion of their retirement and to celebrate the continuation of the family business, declaring it to be in safe hands for the next generation.

That had been four years ago when Hugh was very much alive, and he and Nina had believed they had a lifetime of happiness to look forward to. A future that had included children. Hugh had been so eager to be a father. When their friends and his cousins to whom he was very close had started producing offspring, he had confessed to feeling broody himself.

‘I know that’s the prerogative of a woman, but I can’t help it,’ he’d said. ‘I want a child. I think we’d make great parents.’

Nina hadn’t been quite ready to take that step, wanting first to establish herself fully in the gallery, but she had relented when her mother had reminded her that the clock was ticking, and that it was a well-known fact that it became increasingly more difficult to conceive the older a woman was. She was thirty-seven at that point and so she agreed to dispense with using any contraception, but on the understanding that they would have help at home when the time came so Nina could juggle the gallery with being a mother.

Hugh had had no problem with this, and joked that they should get to work straight away on filling the house with as many chil­dren as possible.

‘Before we get ahead of ourselves, let’s see how we manage with the one small baby,’ Nina had said, ever the voice of restraint and in marked contrast to Hugh who could never do anything by halves; he was a great believer in all or nothing.

But creating that one small baby proved harder than they’d anticipated, and they soon accepted that they needed to seek professional help. The problem proved to be a shared one in as much as Hugh had a low sperm count and her eggs were failing to mature properly.

Hugh was devastated. It pained her to see him so upset and she knew then that she had to do everything in her power to create a child with him. So together they began an expensive course of fertility treatment. Which from the very first visit to the clinic opened Nina’s eyes to how big the fertility industry was. She was shocked at what she discovered once the process was underway and was met with nigh on incredulity from the doctor that she hadn’t already put away a stash of healthy eggs for safekeeping. Apparently young women in their twenties were being encouraged to store their eggs well in advance of wanting to be pregnant, or even having a partner. It was an insurance policy; an expensive one at that.

Hugh decided to let his parents know what they were doing, as his mother had started dropping clanging hints that it was surely time they provided her with a grandchild. Nina confided in her parents and brother, but it wasn’t something she wanted to keep bringing up in conversation, and they had the good sense to realise that.

As time went on, Hugh’s mother, who couldn’t accept for one minute her only son could in any way be at fault, preferred to believe that the fault lay entirely at Nina’s door.

‘It’s because you’re too thin,’ Hilary once said. ‘If you’d eat more, you’d be pregnant in a flash.’

On one occasion she had almost inferred that Nina must in some way not be conducting herself in a proper manner in bed with Hugh, that she had to be holding back. When Nina had told Hugh this, he had laughed out loud, but then it had sunk in what his mother had really been saying and he’d been furious and threatened to give his mother an explicit rundown on their sex life, he’d spare her nothing! Thankfully he didn’t, and they were all spared that embarrassment.

They’d had three attempts at embryos being transplanted into her womb, all of which had failed, when Hugh started to suffer a series of debilitating headaches. Initially he’d put it down to overdoing it at the law firm where he worked – he’d been in the office all hours and poring over documents at home until the early hours – but then he’d collapsed in the office and an ambulance had been sent for and a call put through to her at the gallery.

After a series of tests and MRI scans were carried out, the words brain tumour were uttered. Quickly followed by inoperable.

They had tried to cling to the only thing they could: denial. The experts were wrong. The tests were inaccurate. The scans were mixed up with those of another patient. This couldn’t be happening to them. How could a man as vital as Hugh – as invulnerable as Hugh – be felled by something like this? Only a few weeks ago he’d been skiing with friends in Val D’Isere, returning home boasting about the black runs and off-piste skiing he’d done. This was a man who played squash and tennis as often as he could. A man who was looking forward to being a father and who was prepared to do whatever it took to do that. Only for a brain tumour to shatter every one of their dreams.

By the time Nina had driven out of Cambridge and had passed through Grantchester and the village of Farleigh Fen, she realised she had been driving on autopilot and was now just minutes away from Hope Hall.

Her new home.

Her home without Hugh and where she’d hoped to turn the page and start a new life.

It was the name of Hope Hall that had initially caught her attention and prompted her to contact the selling agent. By the time she had arranged an appointment to meet with the developer on-site she had convinced herself that an apartment here, by virtue of its name, could be a place of hope for her, somewhere that would help her to move on.

Driving between the majestic stone pillars either side of the entrance to Hope Hall, Nina recalled that first visit here and the mix of emotions she’d experienced. She’d felt a glimmer of excitement, something she hadn’t felt in a while, but also apprehension. Could she really leave the home she and Hugh had created together in Cambridge, and which was packed full of memories of him?

The counter-argument was that a new home would give her something to think about other than her grief and how much she missed Hugh. And there was something tempting about living somewhere that had been saved by a developer from falling into total disrepair.

Could Hope Hall save her, she’d wondered as she’d driven towards the stately building that was cradled in scaffolding while work was being carried out to return it to its former glory? And could she really see herself living here, in what the sales brochure referred to as an unrivalled idyll of luxury? Of waking early to go jogging around the grounds and along the river. Of going for woodland walks and breathing in the fresh country air.

‘I think you’d like it,’ Hugh’s voice had whispered to her in the car that day. ‘I know I would.’

More than two years on since Hugh had died, and she still occasionally heard his voice in her head.  Now and then she still found herself laughing over something and thinking, I must tell Hugh that, he’d find it funny too. Then she’d remember and feel the weight of her grief all over again.

Then there were those times when she realised she had gone a whole day without thinking about him. It felt such a betrayal.

Her parents told her she was still in the early stages of grief, but was she? Shouldn’t she have found a way to be free of her grief by now?

‘But it takes time,’ her mother told her. ‘You’re doing won­derfully well, darling.’

She didn’t think that was true, not when some days she wanted to lash out and hurl blame at someone. But she never did. Instead, she internalised it.

She recognised the same symptoms in her mother-in-law. The woman was in so much pain. She had lost her only child. Her most treasured son. She never actually came right out and said it, but Nina knew that Hilary as good as blamed Nina for not preventing this awful thing from happening. Nina willingly let Hilary spray-gun her angry grief at her, because why not? It somehow made her feel better knowing that she was doing this for Hugh’s mother.

Keith, her father-in-law, regularly apologised to Nina for his wife’s behaviour and she always told him it was okay, she could handle it.

Her relationship with Hilary had never been what you would call close; they had each tolerated the other for Hugh’s sake, a state of affairs as old as time when it came to in-laws. But Nina accepted that it wasn’t personal; Hilary would have treated any daughter-in-law the same way, as not being good enough, or not caring enough.

At the funeral, Hugh’s family had far outnumbered Nina’s. Hugh’s father had three brothers, all of whom had large families. Hilary had two sisters, and they too had produced a brace of children to add to the family tree.

‘We’re a wildly fecund bunch,’ one of the many cousins once said to Nina. ‘We breed like bloody rabbits!’

Hilary had been within earshot and had visibly winced, perhaps because she had only produced the one child and not a brood, or maybe because she found the word fecund distasteful.

The funeral had passed in a blur for Nina; she had nodded her head, shaken hands, and said what she was expected to say, but she had behaved robotically, just going through the motions of what was required of her. Her friends and her mother and father had been with her, along with her brother – her sister-in-law was minding their two children – and they had formed a protective shield of love and support around her.

At the end of it all, when the coffin had slid through the curtains and out of view and Hugh’s beautiful body would then be turned to ash, Nina had wanted to go over to Hilary and say, ‘I know how much you’re hurting. I really do. It’s the same for me.’

But she didn’t dare, not when it might break the dam of Hilary’s emotions. It might make Hilary throw it back in Nina’s face, spitting out the words – ‘You’ll never understand how I feel! Never!’

A few days after the funeral, Nina’s brother and his family flew back to San Francisco, but Mum and Dad stayed on to be with her. Eventually the time came when Nina knew they had to go, it was time for her to stand on her own two feet and get on with life. Selfishly she wanted to be alone, or more accurately, to be alone with Hugh. She wanted to be able to talk to him, to come home from working in the gallery and tell him how her day had gone, just as she’d always done when he’d been alive. She wanted to lie in bed at night imagining him there beside her, breathing in the smell of him. Every night she took his favourite bottle of cologne and dabbed a few drops of it onto his side of the bed.

Parking her car in her allotted space in front of the garage block, she crossed the gravelled courtyard, tapped in the passcode to let herself in at the side entrance, then after collecting her post from the mailboxes in the oak-panelled entrance foyer, she climbed the thickly carpeted stairway to her apartment.

Once inside, she kicked off her shoes and went from the hallway with its white marble floor to the large open-plan kitchen, which was flooded with late afternoon sunlight pouring in through the large leaded bay windows. She put her laptop bag and handbag on the central island unit and went over to the kettle to make herself a mug of camomile tea. While she waited for it to boil, she sat on one of the window seats and flicked through the mail for anything that looked important or interesting.

A good-quality envelope with her address written by hand on it looked and felt very much like an invitation. She opened it and saw that she was right. The youngest of Hugh’s cousins on his mother’s side of the family, Fabian Irving, was marrying and the honour of Nina’s presence was requested to join in with the service and the reception, when there would be dinner and dancing. There was no mention of a plus- one; the invitation was solely for Nina.

Part of her was grateful, it meant that the memory of Hugh was being respected. But then it would be unthinkable to the family that Hugh could be replaced in any way.

Yet hand in hand with that gratitude was a small glint of annoyance. Was she expected to remain a widow for the rest of her life, never to attend another function with somebody else at her side?

As the kettle clicked off, she rose from the window seat and went over to make her drink. She was being overly sensitive, she told herself, while filling a mug and then dunking a camomile teabag into the water.  The invitation had been sent with all the right motives, because really there was no need for Hugh’s family to include her in any of their big occasions, or get-togethers. It was a kindness on their part to invite her.

As kind as they were, she sometimes wished she could cut the tie. Whenever she was with his family all they wanted to do was talk about Hugh and recall the times they’d spent with him. How for the much younger ones he’d been their hero, the one they lived up to. For the older ones, they had endless stories about pranks they’d pulled off together, invariably instigated by Hugh. They didn’t seem to realise how painful it was for Nina to listen to their tales.

Was she wrong to want to cut the tie? But if she didn’t, how could she ever move forward when they gave the impression that they didn’t want her to? Hugh’s mother would be appalled at the very idea of Nina ever meeting someone new. Not that there was any danger of that happening anytime soon. Which was why she had been silly to be annoyed by the omission of the words plus one on the wedding invitation.

Taking her drink over to the window seat, she resumed the task of dealing with the rest of the mail. That was when she found the letter from the clinic in Cambridge where she and Hugh had been undergoing IVF. Opening the envelope, she unfolded the letter and braced herself.

She had known this day would come and that she would have to make one of the most important decisions of her life, but she still wasn’t ready. It was never meant to be like this. She and Hugh were supposed to do this together and only when they were absolutely sure they were doing the right thing.




Chapter Three

‘You’re never going to let me win, are you?’

‘You’d hate it if I did,’ Cassie said as she slipped her racket into its case.

It was Sunday morning and she and Ben had just finished playing a game of tennis. Neither of them had played for some years before moving to Hope Hall, but now they tried to squeeze in a game most weekends. By her own admission, Cassie was a poor loser and probably more competitive than she ought to be, but it wasn’t in her DNA to go easy on an opponent. Even if it was a game of Christmas Day charades with her family, she played to win and was not always a generous team player if she found herself on the losing side.

‘You mean you’d hate to lose,’ Ben said, using a small towel to wipe the sweat from his face.

Keeping her expression deadpan, she said, ‘I wouldn’t know, it’s never happened.’

‘Hah! Nina beat you the last time the two of you played.’

Cassie laughed. ‘Only just. And anyway, she has the advantage in that her legs are twice as long as mine.’

‘My legs are longer than yours, but you still thrash me.’

‘Aw babe,’ she said, leaning in to kiss him, ‘are you hurting?’

‘No,’ he said with an exaggerated pout, ‘I’m sulking.’

‘You never sulk, that’s much more my style. Come on, let’s go and have a shower together and I’ll find a way to make you feel better.’

‘That’s low, trying to appease me by offering your body.’

‘Was that what I was doing?’ she said, pressing herself against him provocatively.

He kissed her. ‘God, I certainly hope so.’ Then taking her hand in his – Ben loved to hold hands with her, no matter where they were or what they were doing – he led them off the court.

They hadn’t gone far when Cassie spotted two neighbours approaching. They were dressed in pristine Lululemon tennis whites with large racket bags slung over their shoulders and carrying matching drinks containers. They looked for all the world as though they were about to play on Centre Court at Wimbledon in a veterans match.

‘Uh-oh,’ Cassie said in a low voice, ‘incoming Enforcers.’

‘Play nicely,’ Ben murmured.

‘Don’t I always?’ she said. ‘Hi there!’ she called out, cranking up her inner dial to maximum cheerfulness and all too aware that Ben knew just how two-faced she was being.

She’d nicknamed Cheryl Saunders and Joanna Adams the Enforcers because, together with their husbands, they had taken on the running of the residents’ committee and took it very seriously. Both couples were retired and in their late sixties and while Cassie was only too relieved she hadn’t been pressganged into having to take on any of the roles, such as chairperson, secretary, or finance officer, she couldn’t help but feel the two women relished their roles a little too zealously. They were constantly sending out emails reminding residents of the various rules they were all meant to abide by, like no excessive noise in the public areas after ten o’clock at night, no rubbish bags left by the wheelie bins, no taking of another resident’s parking space and definitely no smoking in any of the inside communal areas. None of which Cassie would dream of doing, but these two women made her want to revert to being a bolshy adolescent and break every rule in the book.

Cheryl, the taller of the two women and with a face that was unnaturally taut and smooth, greeted Cassie and Ben with a quick hello before saying, ‘Have you heard that the new owner of the apartment below yours will be moving in next Friday?’

‘That’s news to us, isn’t it?’ Cassie said, turning to Ben.

‘Any idea who’s bought the place?’ he asked.

‘According to the management company, it’s a woman moving here from Essex.’

‘She’s getting on a bit, so she shouldn’t be any trouble and hopefully will fit in nicely,’ piped up Joanna, adding, ‘unlike the previous owner who never made any effort to fit in, did he?’

‘Only because he was hardly ever here,’ Cassie said. Selfishly, she had enjoyed the owner travelling the world with his work and using the apartment below theirs as a base rather than a home; it meant for the most part it was quiet. There had also been the bonus of being able to use his allotted parking spaces when they had guests.

‘I thought it would be a nice touch to throw a drinks party to welcome the new neighbour to our little bit of paradise,’ Cheryl said. ‘I’ll send out an email and we can settle on a date for when everyone will be around. If the weather’s as good as it is now, we can be outside.’

‘Why not make it a barbecue?’

Cheryl shook her head as though Cassie had suggested they host a lap-dancing party. ‘Oh, I don’t think that’s the sort of thing an old lady would enjoy, do you?’

‘Which rather depends on what kind of old lady the new owner turns out to be,’ said Cassie later that evening to Nina.

With Ben out for his regular basketball evening at the Hills Road Sports Centre in town, and which doubtless would end with him arriving home and heading straight for the shower while leaving his sports bag just where she’d trip over it, Cassie had invited Nina to join her for a drink on the roof garden and had quickly brought her up to speed on the latest from the Enforcers.

‘I’m half hoping she’ll turn out to be a wild rebel,’ Cassie said. ‘Or better still, one of those upper class born-to-rule types who will run rings around Cheryl and Joanna.’

Nina smiled. ‘Be careful what you wish for; warring neighbours wouldn’t be much fun.’

‘I don’t want an all-out war, but you have to admit, a couple of small battles just to take the Enforcers down a peg or two would be very satisfying.’

‘Why don’t you do that?’

‘Because I’m all bluster and no substance, you know how shallow I am. I just witter on about things and never do anything about it. Look how I constantly complain about Emily’s father, but what do I do about it? Nothing. Absolutely nothing.’

‘That’s because you know it’s the right thing to do.’

‘Yeah, that’s what Ben says. Keep the peace, blah, blah, play nicely, blah, blah. But it’s such a strain when all the time I’m longing to let rip and scream my head off with every known obscenity. Don’t you ever feel like that?’

It was a few moments before Nina responded. ‘Yes,’ she said after taking a sip of her wine, ‘about a hundred times a day.’

‘Really?’

‘You sound surprised.’

‘I am. You always seem so measured and self-possessed.’

‘And in one simple sentence you make me sound so dull.’

Cassie grimaced. ‘You know I didn’t mean it that way. I meant that I’m the irrational one and you’re the opposite, you’re totally logical and—’

‘And there you go again,’ Nina cut in with a small smile, ‘making me sound hideously boring.’

‘Okay, so tell me what makes you want to scream and shout.’ As soon as the words had left Cassie’s lips, she realised the insensitivity of her question.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said quickly, ‘just ignore me and my big mouth.’

‘It’s okay, there’s no need to apologise, but yes, Hugh’s death still makes me want to scream and shout at the unfairness of life. Or more accurately, the indiscriminate taking away of a life.’

‘What do you do when you feel like that?’

‘In the early stages I cried a lot. Obviously. But then when I became sick of having puffy bloodshot eyes, I took up running, something Hugh was always encouraging me to do with him, but I never did. Now, not only does it act as a release when I push myself to punishing point, but I feel connected to him.’

‘Maybe I should start running to sort out my mood swings as well as help me lose weight. You wouldn’t believe it, but I’m supposed to be on a detox regime, and just look at me guzzling wine and scoffing salted almonds.’ She slid the dish of nuts closer to Nina as though that would stop her from reaching for any more.

‘You really don’t need to lose weight,’ Nina said, ‘you’re perfect as you are.’

‘You say the sweetest things.’

‘But seriously,’ Nina went on, ‘you’re welcome to join me for a run some time.’

Cassie puffed out her cheeks and shook her head. ‘I doubt I’d be able to keep up with you. Anyway, you run at crazy o’clock in the morning when I’m still lounging around in my PJs with my first cup of coffee of the day.’

Nina smiled. ‘I’ve always been an early riser, even more so when I have something on my mind.’

Recalling Ben saying how early he’d seen Nina coming back from her run that morning, she said, ‘Was that why you were running at the crack of dawn today?’

An eyebrow raised, Nina said, ‘Keeping tabs on me?’

‘Not at all, but Ben saw you.’

When Nina didn’t say anything, but stared off into the distance, Cassie apologised again. ‘Sorry, I’m blundering in, just tell me to mind my own business. But I’d like to think that if you ever needed someone to talk to, you’d know you could come to me.’

Turning her head to look at Cassie, a frown creasing her brow, Nina said, ‘I received a letter yesterday which I knew would come one day, but I have no idea how to respond to it, and I know I must. I can’t put it off forever.’

Telling herself to tread carefully, Cassie said, ‘It’s a long shot, but is it anything I can help you with?’

‘Not really. I must make a decision which only I can do. It’s a decision which depending on what I decide, will either change my life completely or be something I might always regret.’

‘Well, I’m here for you if you need to talk it through. I know you have family you can turn to, and other friends you’ve known for a lot longer than you’ve known me, but sometimes it helps to talk to someone who’s outside of your immediate social circle.’

‘That’s very true,’ said Nina, ‘but I don’t think any amount of talking it through will help. You see, Hugh and I planned to have children, but we had problems conceiving and that led to us going down the IVF route. Then before we were successful, Hugh died, and now the clinic is asking me what I want to do with the embryos which are still being stored.’

‘What are the options?’

‘Do I give my permission for the embryos to be destroyed or donated to another couple, or do I give IVF another go before it’s too late? As you know, I turned forty-three earlier in the year, so time is against me. Basically, it’s now or never.’

Wow, thought Cassie, that really was a hell of a decision to make. ‘What are you leaning towards?’ she asked, reaching across the table to top up Nina’s glass.

‘Part of me wants to have Hugh’s child, to have that ultimate connection with the man I loved, but the thought of doing it alone terrifies me. Selfishly, I want to move forward with my life, to be the old me, or even a new and improved me.’

‘And a baby would stop you doing that?’

‘I don’t know is the honest answer. It would keep me tied to the past in so many ways, and would it be fair to a child to bring it into the world this way without a father? Wouldn’t it be selfish of me to do that?’

‘Most parents have children out of selfish need,’ said Cassie. ‘It’s the most natural thing in the world.’

Nina tutted. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘that was tactless. You brought up your daughter on your own, didn’t you?’

Cassie nodded. ‘Until she was ten, and then I met Ben who became a brilliant father to her. I never thought anyone would take me on with a young child, but he did. The same could happen to you.’

For the longest moment, Nina’s gaze became fixed on a kite wheeling overhead in the cloudless sky, its wings outstretched. Dusk had yet to materialise, and it seemed to Cassie that it felt like one of those lovely June evenings that would never end. Then with a slight turn of her head to look at Cassie, Nina said, ‘What would you do if you were in my shoes?’

Unsure how to answer such a precariously loaded question, Cassie hesitated, but before she could formulate a reply, Nina said, ‘Is there a reason why you and Ben haven’t had a child together?’

Of all the conversations they’d had since knowing one another, this was the most personal. She and Ben had of course discussed whether having a child was something they both desired, and wanting to be entirely honest with him, Cassie had forced herself to tell him what a terrifying time it had been for her when Emily had been a baby, especially after Drew had left them. She’d had her parents’ support, but most of the time she had been so sleep-deprived she’d thought she would lose her mind. The exhaustion had been crippling, physically and mentally.

It had been the interminable feeding and rocking Emily to sleep that had nearly broken her. For hours and hours, she had stood rocking the fractious bundle in her arms, standing just inches away from the cot in the hope that any minute, Emily’s relentlessly angry cries would subside, and Cassie would finally be able to lower her down, oh-so gently, and Emily would sleep. But Emily had the ability to sense the second Cassie even so much as contemplated placing her in the cot and the squalling would start all over again and with the volume increased. Added to this was the constant pain Cassie was in, with nipples cracked and sore and her breasts feeling like they were on fire.

Yes, it all passed eventually, and in the end every minute of the nightmare was worth it because she loved her daughter so much. But how could she ever let Ben see her like that, at her very worst? She’d told him everything, even crying as the memories had come flooding back, and he’d said he never wanted to make her do anything she wasn’t one hundred per cent happy doing.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Nina when Cassie hadn’t answered her question. ‘I shouldn’t have put you on the spot like that.’

‘Oh, don’t be sorry,’ Cassie said more lightly than she felt. ‘It’s all in the past. Besides, Ben has his work cut out with me, I’m the biggest kid going; there isn’t room for another one in our relationship!’ She laughed, trying not to think of the occasional doubt she experienced that maybe she had selfishly denied Ben the joy of being a real father to his own child.




Chapter Four

Venetia Randall-Jones had moved house many times in her life but at the age of seventy-nine, she planned on Hope Hall being her final resting place. It gave her the greatest satisfaction, knowing that being here meant she had finally come full circle.

The precious bottle now located, but sadly not any glass tumblers, she stood in the surprising order of the spacious sitting room with a bone china mug of single malt whisky in her hand. She drank deeply from it, savouring its reviving peaty smokiness.

It had been a long day, and the removal men had only just left, each pocketing a generous tip from her by way of grateful thanks for their hard work and for going the extra mile for her. Whenever she’d attempted to lift anything the burly man in charge would say, ‘That’s alright, darlin’, how about you tell us where it needs to go and then pop the kettle on to make us a drink?’

Under normal circumstances she would be riled by some young whippersnapper referring to her in such a manner, but she was only too grateful for the help in this instance. Of course, there was still plenty to unpack and put in place, but the heavy work had been done for her. The good thing was that she had been very thorough in streamlining her life while preparing for this move. She hadn’t wanted to bring anything with her that she now deemed unnecessary. The amount of junk with which one travelled through life was absurd, so much of it completely useless and nothing but a burden. The wonder was she’d hung on to so much all these years. She had found the process of decluttering her life enormously pleasing and had been energised with a ruthless streak to see just how much she could get rid of. It had been a cathartic experience.

Now here she was, embarking on what she was probably supposed to call her twilight years. Well, she’d have to see about that! Smiling, she swirled the whisky round in the mug and drank it down. She had no intention of going quietly into that long dark night and nor was she going to play by the rules expected of her.

As if on cue, Bon-Bon uncurled himself from his wicker basket and after stretching and then shaking, trotted over to her. Putting the empty mug on a side table, Venetia scooped the little dog up in her arms.

‘What a perfectly good boy you’ve been,’ she said, ‘not a single bark from you the whole day. And it’s going to have to stay that way, otherwise you and I will be in big trouble.’

The miniature apricot-coloured poodle tilted his head to one side and looked intently into Venetia’s face as though understanding her every word.

Venetia didn’t consider herself a habitual rule-breaker, but she’d set her heart on living here and a silly management company rule such as ‘No pets allowed’ wasn’t going to stop her. Besides, her precious companion would be no trouble to anyone. Nobody would even know he was here. Happily, he wasn’t one of those annoying yappy dogs who barked for hours on end and was hardly likely to make a mess.

When it came to a certain type of mess, Venetia had that sorted. As emergency backup, she had trained Bon-Bon to use a litter tray like a cat, but generally she planned to go out when it was dark at night to take him for a walk in the woods. She would do the same early in the morning, the dog hidden in her tote bag until the coast was clear. The thought of all the sneaking about appealed to her, but she knew she would have to be careful and on her guard.

Carrying the dog over to the kitchen area of the large open-plan space, she put him on the floor and retrieved a bag of dried dog food from a packing box. A stainless-steel bowl was in the same box and after pouring in a small amount of food, she set it down next to the bowl of water already on the tiled floor. With his customary delicacy, Bon-Bon sniffed the food and seemingly approving of it, began eating.

It was time Venetia ate something as well. After several attempts to locate the fridge – it was going to take a while to remember where everything was – she found it and although it hadn’t been switched on for very long, it was cooling nicely. She helped herself to the last remaining tuna and mayonnaise sandwich which she’d wrapped in cling film. She’d made a huge pile of them earlier for the hungry removal men, along with a stack of cheese and pickle sandwiches, and they’d all but polished them off. They’d also consumed the best part of two packets of biscuits and more sugar in their tea and coffee than she used in a month. Not that she begrudged them so much as a grain of sugar or crumb of bread.

She had only taken a few bites of her sandwich when she heard a knock at the door. It was a discreet knock and other than pricking up his ears and glancing at Venetia to check all was well, Bon-Bon continued with crunching on the dried food in his bowl.

‘Good boy,’ Venetia murmured. Then going out to the hallway and closing the door to the sitting room behind her, she went to see who was paying her a call.

It was two young women. The shorter one of the two, blonde with a bright and vivacious smile and wearing a lovely 1950s-style dress, cinched in at the waist and full-skirted, held out a bottle of rosé.

‘Hi,’ she said, ‘we thought we’d come and introduce ourselves and let you know that if there’s anything you need, you only have to ask. My name’s Cassie.’

‘And I’m Nina,’ the other one said, passing Venetia an envelope, presumably a card. ‘We both live on the top floor.’

‘Though not together,’ the blonde woman said with a laugh. ‘We’re neighbours. But not the ones from hell.’

‘Or so we like to think,’ the taller woman said. There was a refreshingly natural beauty to her, her complexion was make-up-free and enviably clear, as were her bluey-grey eyes. Her long reddish-gold-coloured hair put Venetia in mind of a beautiful autumnal day.

‘And don’t worry, we’re not expecting you to invite us in,’ the blonde one said, pressing the wine bottle on Venetia. ‘We just wanted to make you feel welcome. We’ve put our contact details in the card and my partner, Ben, is a dab hand with basic DIY jobs if you’re ever stuck or need something shifting.’

‘That’s extremely kind of you both,’ Venetia said, accepting the wine and card, ‘I’m touched.’ If she wasn’t hiding a forbidden dog on the premises, she would have stepped aside and asked them to come in, but as it was, she would have to take them at their word, that they didn’t expect to be invited in.

They were moving away from the doorway to go back upstairs when she said, ‘Forgive me, I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Venetia. Venetia Randall-Jones and I look forward to getting to know you both better. When I’m a little straighter, you must come in for a drink some time.’

What she really meant was that when she’d got to know them better and thought she could trust them, then she’d invite them in.

Later, when she had eaten her sandwich and it was dark outside, she fetched her tote bag and put it on the floor. Good as gold, Bon-Bon hopped inside it – he really was the most well-behaved dog – and she clipped the lead onto the soft leather collar around his neck.

‘Time to go exploring,’ she said. Her cover story, should she encounter anyone on the stairs, was that she always liked to take a constitutional walk before bedtime.

The large bag hooked over her shoulder, and armed with a torch, she locked her apartment and set off down the wide stairway with its rich mahogany banisters that smelt of lavender polish. It was good to know the colossal monthly service charge the residents had to pay was being put to good use, she thought wryly. The carpet beneath her feet was royal blue and as soft and plush as a feather bed. There were oil paintings in gilt frames on the walls, probably not remotely valuable but they set the tone, which was of luxury and opulence.

It was all a far cry from how she remembered the place when she was here as a child. A child who used to sneak about late at night in the shadows just like she was doing now.

With every step she took, the ghosts of the past called out to her, whispering that she was home.

Home again.

At last.




Chapter Five

It was the first week of July, so the main body of university students had dispersed, and the streets of Cambridge were now thronged with tourists trailing behind tour guides. There were gangs of language students from all over the world, who drifted about in concentrated groups the way that only large numbers of boisterous carefree adolescents do. Buskers also added to the high spirits and cacophony of noise, especially in the tourist hotspots.

But in St Anne’s Court, just off Lower All Saints Lane, there was a sense of cool, quiet calm along the narrow cobbled street. With its antique shops and by-appointment-only jewellers and one or two other galleries besides Lavelle’s, it offered a pleasing hint of classy Dickensian charm. It wasn’t one of the busy thoroughfares for the tour groups and that morning, with no one about, Nina could take her time standing on the empty pavement, checking that the Auguste Bouvard landscape which her assistant Jakob had just placed on an easel in the gallery window looked its best. Satisfied that it did so, she gave him a thumbs-up sign and went back inside.

‘It looks perfect,’ she said.

‘Of course it does,’ he agreed, ‘and I guarantee it won’t be there for long.’

‘In that case I should increase the price, if it will be that easy a sale.’

He smiled. ‘You’re the boss. Coffee?’

‘Thank you, that would be great.’

While Jakob disappeared through the swing doors to the
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