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Chapter One

‘For heaven’s sake, Graham, give it to me! You’re pointing in completely the wrong direction!’

‘How do you know? I’m the one with my eye to the camera!’

‘You’re making a fool of yourself!’ Celia’s voice hissed in his ear. ‘I knew you would if you had another glass of that punch. Stop wasting everyone’s time, and hand the camera to me!’

For a moment Graham thought about arguing, but he’d been married to Celia too long to believe he’d ever get the last word. With a shrug of the shoulders and a wry grin, he handed her the camera without comment, and ambled over to take his position at the edge of the group posed and ready for their photograph.

At the centre of the crowd Gwen caught her husband’s eye, a knowing look passing between them. The two brothers had always been close, although Graham was two years younger than Richard. That his sociable, easy-going baby brother should have chosen such a sour, bossy woman for his wife was a complete puzzle to Richard. On countless family gatherings in the past, Celia had been so patronising and critical that Richard had sworn never to invite her again. But today was a special occasion, the celebration of twenty-five happy years of marriage for Richard and Gwen. No one could dampen their happiness on such a heart-warming family occasion – and like it or not, Celia was family.

Graham felt an arm go round his waist, drawing him into the group. ‘Never mind, Uncle Graham. At least we can all blame her when the photos don’t come out.’ He smiled down gratefully into the face of his niece, Susie. At twenty-three, Richard and Gwen’s daughter was a stunner. She’d always had great fashion sense even as a teenager, and her new job as part of an account managing team at a leading London advertising agency had given her the confidence to dress with individual style. The two silver studs piercing each ear, and the wild spiky auburn hair would hardly be Graham’s choice – but then, as Susie always said, he was a fuddy-duddy. A terrific uncle, of course, but a fashion dinosaur; and somehow he rather liked it that way.

After the heavy downpours of the week before, the warmth of the late spring sunshine was a pleasant bonus for Gwen on what was already a wonderful day. The anniversary party had taken a lot of planning, tracking down bridesmaids who had been children at their wedding a quarter of a century before, but who now had strapping teenagers of their own; arranging a reunion of some of the gang from his university days as a surprise for Richard; organising transport and accommodation for old friends from all corners of the country. It had been exhausting, frustrating, and she’d enjoyed every minute of it. Now, as she surveyed the lawn in front of the golf club which was filled with people she loved, she felt cherished and warmed by the affection around her. A movement at the edge of the crowd caught her eye, and she laughed out loud as she spotted Richard, with his fair hair and tall, wiry frame, being hugged by Aunt Madge who, at nearly eighty and more than seventeen stone, was almost as wide as she was tall. The old lady had razor-sharp eyesight and a mind to match and she relished her undisputed role as matriarch of the Moreton family. Dear Aunt Madge. And dear Richard. Gwen couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t central to her life. He was the heart of her, her strength and purpose. Without him, there would be no life at all.

‘Everything worked out just as you planned it then!’

Gwen spun round to see her closest friend, Tricia, standing beside her.

‘Great, right down to the sunshine! Isn’t it good to see them all again?’

‘How come they’ve all gone grey, when we don’t look a day older?’

Smiling, Gwen slipped her arm through Tricia’s. ‘Just lucky, I guess.’

‘Does it seem like twenty-five years ago? Do you remember how cold it was the morning of your wedding?’

‘I didn’t need to borrow something blue. I was covered in goosebumps. I even nipped into the loo before the reception and put my old vest on under that lovely white dress.’

‘Whatever did Richard think of that on your wedding night?’

‘Nothing. We got to the hotel, ordered a pot of tea, and he was asleep before it brewed.’

‘Passionate chap, your Richard.’

‘Not particularly, and that’s never really mattered. He has other qualities I value more. He’s comfortable, reliable, solid …’

‘Boring?’

‘Perhaps. Other people might think so.’

‘But you like him just as he is.’

‘I love him just as he is. I wouldn’t change one single day of the past twenty-five years.’ Her face darkened for just a moment. ‘I might have changed a thing or two before then …’

In complete understanding, Tricia nodded with sympathy.

‘… but I do love that dear man of mine! Perhaps that makes me the boring one.’

Tricia laughed with her, until the glimpse of a familiar figure in the crowd wiped the smile from her face. Gwen followed her gaze.

‘How are things? Has Mike said anything?’

‘I’ve not bothered to ask him. He’d only deny it.’

‘Perhaps you’ve got it wrong.’

‘Oh no, he’s definitely up to something.’

‘Maybe he’s feeling his age, and all the exercise and new clothes are just about getting himself a younger image.’

‘More likely a younger model. There’s a woman in this, I know it. Come on, Gwen, I recognise the signs by now. We’ve been down this road enough times.’

‘Who is she? Any idea?’

‘Someone he’s met through the garage probably. Maybe a customer.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Wait till he slips up, until I have something concrete to go on.’

‘Then you’ll give him an ultimatum?’

‘Why bother? I’ll probably just leave him.’

‘You wouldn’t! Not after all the time you’ve been together?’

Tricia’s face was drawn as she turned towards her friend. ‘I’ve stood by that man for years, and he’s had affair after affair. I’ve got to be worth more than that, to myself if not to him. I’ve had enough. This time, I’ve had it.’

Wordlessly Gwen drew Tricia closer, as they looked over to where Mike was talking to Richard.

‘You ought to come down the gym with me. Do you good!’

‘Probably – but I reckon the garden gives me all the exercise I need.’

‘Ah, but you don’t get all the girls in skimpy leotards bouncing about in front of you in the vegetable plot, now do you?’

Richard chuckled. ‘Well, you’ve got a point there, but I don’t think the girls would be interested in an old codger like me.’

‘But that’s it, Richard. You’re old before your time. What age are you? Fifty yet?’

‘Forty-nine.’

‘And you’re already describing yourself as a codger! You’ll be thinking about buying a bungalow next.’

‘Funnily enough, Gwen and I were only discussing bungalows the other night. Now Susie’s settled up in London, we’re rattling around in the house these days.’

‘For pity’s sake, listen to yourself! Barely out of your mid-forties, and you sound like a pensioner.’

‘Well, I’ll probably be retiring in a year or two …’

‘Then what? The most exciting events in your life will be whether you have a bumper crop of home-grown runner beans, and what’s new on telly! Richard, my boy, you’re in serious need of help.’

‘You forget, Mike, that I know exactly how old you are. Fifty-one later this year. You should be thinking about slowing down too. Sell the garage perhaps? Get more time in at the golf club to work on your handicap? Take Tricia away on a cruise while you’re still young enough to enjoy it?’

‘I’d rather take one of those leotard lovelies from the health club.’

‘You’re a dirty old man!’

‘Well, at least I’ve not forgotten how much fun that can be.’

Laughing, Richard looked over towards their wives on the other side of the green. ‘Well, you should keep an eye on your Trish. She’s always been a smasher. Someone will steal her from under your nose if you don’t look after her.’

Mike took a leisurely swig from his beer, emptying the glass as he gazed over towards his wife. ‘She’s OK. We have our ups and downs, but we understand each other pretty well.’

‘She turns a blind eye, you mean.’

Mike grinned. ‘She knows what I’m like. I can’t change. She knew what she was marrying.’

‘That was nearly thirty years ago. Most people have settled down a bit by now.’

‘Started to become old codgers, eh? I’m not ready for that, Richard. Never will be.’

‘Poor Trish.’

‘Why? She’s got the house of her dreams, she’s never short of money, and I always come home in the end.’

‘How would you feel if she went off with someone else?’

‘She wouldn’t.’

‘She might.’

‘Never. Not the sort.’

‘You’d be too hard an act to follow, is that it?’

‘She’d think so.’

‘Well, I hope you’re right, Mike, for both your sakes.’

‘Come on, old man, lighten up. You need a drink – and so do I.’

Sitting at a table near a cluster of rhododendron bushes, Celia cast an eye around the faces she recognised. For the moment she was alone, which infuriated her because she felt it was her husband’s duty to stay by her side. Graham, however, was predictably across the green laughing loudly in the midst of a group of men who were plainly having a joke-telling session. They might be amused. Celia clearly wasn’t.

‘You look as if you’ve swallowed a sour lemon.’

Aunt Madge was beating a meandering, somewhat unsteady path towards Celia, perhaps because of the state of her legs, more likely because of the number of sherries she’d already tucked away that afternoon. Celia leapt to her feet and began snapping out orders to guide Madge through the docking procedure on to the chair beside her own. Madge brushed her aside as if she were a troublesome mosquito.

‘You stick to bossing about that husband of yours. I can manage to sit down perfectly well by myself, thank you. It’s getting up that’s the problem.’

‘Are you well, Madge? I heard you’ve been poorly.’

‘If you call a bit of a cough “poorly”, then I suppose I’ve been better.’

‘Bronchitis, Gwen said it was.’

‘They only call it that because they want me to give up my ciggies. I’m seventy-nine, and I’ve been smoking for more than sixty years. I hardly think it’s going to cut me off in my prime, do you? I like smoking and I’m not stopping just because of a bit of a cough, whatever that daft young doctor says!’ Madge glared at Celia, willing her to argue. Celia, however, had done battle with Madge for too many years not to know when argument would be futile. Instead she sniffed huffily, and took a tiny sip from the one glass of wine her diet allowed her that afternoon. For several minutes the two women sat in silence, surveying the scene. Eventually, it was Celia who spoke.

‘Nice do.’

‘Hmm.’

‘The weather forecast was bad. It was supposed to be raining by lunchtime, and then where would Gwen have been.’

‘Indoors, I expect,’ was Madge’s curt reply.

‘I’ve often wondered about them choosing this time of year for a wedding.’

‘For twenty-five years, that’s what you’ve wondered?’

‘Well, that – and why Graham and Richard’s mum was so against the marriage from the very start, of course.’

Madge gave her a cool glare, then turned away as if uninterested. ‘I have no idea what you mean.’

‘Really, Madge, that is a surprise, you being Elsie’s sister and all. You know why she didn’t want her Richard to marry Gwen. It was quite a mystery at the time, I’ve heard, although I barely remember it myself, of course, as Graham and I had only just started going out. Still, it’s all so long ago now, what can it matter if you let me in on the mystery at last?’

‘The mystery,’ began Madge, her voice conspiratorial, ‘is how, even after all these years, you still keep going on about that – as if it mattered! Now make yourself useful and get me some of those profiterole things. Plenty of chocolate sauce, mind. I’m not on one of your stupid diets.’

Susie stood a little apart from the crowd. She’d known most of the people there for as long as she could remember. It wasn’t a huge gathering, because her parents had never been particularly gregarious people. They lived an orderly life in a neat, pleasant house, keeping mostly to themselves except for the few neighbours they’d come to know over their twenty years of living in Brampton Avenue. Their closest friends had been made through work, Richard in his accountancy business, Gwen as a part-time librarian. To one side of the green Susie recognised the small crowd from the local drama group who were always glad of Richard’s help with scenery and props. And there was dear Aunt Madge enthusiastically tucking into a plateful of something definitely fattening, next to a stony-faced Aunt Celia who was constantly glaring in the direction of her husband. After all, not only had he escaped her clutches for a while, but he was obviously enjoying every minute of it.

‘Penny for them.’

She turned to greet Richard with a smile.

‘I was just thinking what a lovely occasion this is, and how proud I am of you and Mum. And I was thinking too that although I know just about everyone here, I don’t belong as I used to. I’ve not just moved away, I’ve moved on. Do you know what I mean?’

Her father slipped his arm round her shoulders and drew her close enough to drop a soft kiss on her auburn hair.

‘This will always be your home, you know that.’

‘Of course, and I’ll never stop visiting. But I have another home now in London, and that’s where I belong.’

‘You’re happy there?’

‘Yes, Dad, I really am. I’m loving every minute. I love the work and the people, I even like the dust and noise and the hugeness of the place. It’s all so different from what I knew here in Chesham. I get a great buzz out of being a London girl. I always knew I would.’

Richard smiled, hugging her. ‘We’re too small-town for you now, eh?’

‘I don’t fit in any more. It’s nice to pop back for a while, but I couldn’t live here again.’

‘Your mum misses you.’

Susie snorted. ‘I bet! She couldn’t wait to get rid of me.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘We fought like cat and dog, you know we did. It was a relief for both of us when I moved out.’

‘Just because you couldn’t always see eye to eye doesn’t mean that she doesn’t miss you. The trouble with the two women in my life is that they’re so alike.’

‘You’re joking! Mum and me? I don’t think so.’

‘Both as stubborn as each other.’

‘We couldn’t be more different. She hasn’t got an ounce of spontaneity in her. Her life is completely planned and organised, a neat routine for every hour and minute.’

‘If you think that, then you don’t know her at all. At heart, she’s quite a free spirit, your mum.’

‘Oh yes? I never saw it.’

‘She came from a background where to do the “right” thing was a way of life, and it’s suited us to stay that way. But given another chance, and perhaps another husband, I’ve always thought Gwen could have been quite different.’

His daughter didn’t answer, her face a picture of disbelief.

‘Where do you think you get all your creative talents for art and design from? Your mum, of course.’

‘So why hasn’t she followed up anything like that for herself?’

Richard looked fondly over to where Gwen was deep in conversation with Tricia. ‘Opportunity perhaps? And I’m probably at fault for that. I’ve always liked the thought of her being at home whenever I am, and she’s come to believe that’s where she belongs. It’s suited me for her to be a backroom girl, and I think over the years that’s drained her confidence to try anything new or different.’

‘Exactly. So how can you possibly say we’re alike? She’d never have considered the idea of living anywhere but here.’

‘Oh, there was a time when she would have liked to.’ Richard’s pale blue eyes clouded over with memory. ‘Her parents were very tough and rigid in their expectations of her. She was desperate to break away from them, and in the end she went to university in Edinburgh. And when it came to looking for a job once she’d got her degree, her own mother was already bedbound with her cancer. Gwen never really had the choice to live anywhere but here.’

‘It might have been the making of her if she had.’

‘You don’t understand how it was then, Susie. It might have been the swinging sixties, when we were all supposed to be smoking pot and hanging from the chandeliers, but in fact we were much more under the thumb of our parents than you could ever understand today. We talked big. We were going to change the world. We were going to put right all the problems the previous generation had created for us. And yet on the whole, when push came to shove, we did what our parents expected of us.’

‘All talk and no trousers.’

He smiled. ‘That’s me!’

‘Never. You’re just a great dad. You always have been.’

‘Well, be a great daughter, and bring your mum back into the golf club building in a few minutes. I want to surprise her.’

In the end, it wasn’t just Gwen who was drawn back into the clubhouse a few minutes later. Sensing that something was about to happen, most of the guests wandered in too. As Gwen came through the garden doors, she was greeted by the sight of a beautifully iced cake shining brightly with twenty-five candles. Then her eyes were focused on the pool of light towards one side of the room, where Richard sat at the piano smiling at her as he played. Tears misted her vision as she recognised the tune. ‘Sous le Ciel de Paris’ had been their special song during their honeymoon. What a romantic time that had been. For Richard with his flair for languages, and Gwen with her love of art and history, their time ‘under the Paris sky’ had proved magical and perfect.

With slow steps, she moved over to rest her hands on his shoulders as he played, marvelling as always at his ability to be able to pick out any piece on the keyboard without knowing a note of music. By the end of the song the gathered crowd were all swaying and humming along with him, bursting into applause and cheers as he drew to a triumphant conclusion. Then he rose to take Gwen in his arms, hugging her to him before handing over a long white envelope. Her face alight with curiosity, fingers fumbling to slit it open, she pulled out a thick blue travel wallet.

‘Paris!’ she gasped. ‘We’re going to Paris!’

‘About time, don’t you think?’ he said, his eyes full of warmth and love. ‘In two weeks’ time, on Saturday morning, I’m going to whisk you away for a whole week of romance and reminiscing!’

She giggled. ‘We’re not staying at the same hotel, are we?’

‘What? The one with the cockroaches and the decidedly dodgy doorman? No, my darling, this hotel is the equivalent of the Ritz, because I love you even more now than I did twenty-five years ago.’ Then he kissed her soundly as a sigh of approval rippled round the delighted crowd, and Gwen thought that no one anywhere in the world could be happier than she was at that moment.

Susie was thinking about her parents as she drove back down to London later the following evening. Having a mum and dad who lived in a semi-detached in Chesham, and plainly still loved each other after a quarter of a century, would be something of a novelty in the circle in which she now moved. Life in a leading advertising agency was fast, decisive and cut-throat. Keep up, or keep out! If you didn’t come up with inspired ideas faster than all the other bright young things, you’d find your seat taken by someone else in the time it took to refill your cup of decaffeinated coffee.

At first, she’d found the place terrifying – the casually stylish people who spoke to one another in media jargon which excluded anyone who wasn’t in the know. For weeks she’d kept her head down and her ears open, absorbing names, faces and facts until she finally found the courage to venture her own opinion once in a while. In the end, it was her uncanny skill for drawing cartoons which gave her the break she needed. Her account team had been locked into a panic-stricken search for a fresh approach to promote a rather tired brand of breakfast cereal. Susie, as the most junior member of the team, was supposed to be taking minutes at their meeting until the account manager, a Mrs Munster lookalike with her long white face edged by a shock of sable-black hair, dramatically snatched Susie’s pad out of her hand. The top page was covered with drawings of a cheeky cartoon character with whiskers and thick glasses which made his eyes seem enormous. ‘That’s it!’ declared Mrs Munster (who was called Hilary, and actually quite nice once you got to know her). And Barley Bill was born.

The success of that campaign opened doors for Susie, but not fast enough when her aim was to get right to the top. She was determined that, one day, her opinion and input would be sought after in the same way that Deborah McCann’s were now. Deborah was the agency’s golden girl, glamorous, sophisticated, popular and right on the ball when it came to new ideas. She even had a boyfriend to match. Paul Armitage was quite the most wonderful man Susie had ever laid eyes on. With his thick dark hair, light hazel eyes fringed by long brown lashes, tall lean frame and pop star’s face, Susie had been smitten since her first sighting of him. Not that he’d noticed her, of course. Why should a man who was one of the hottest names in photography, and on top of that, had Deborah McCann as a girlfriend, give a second glance to the new office junior? He did smile at her once, when she’d taken him a beer during a particularly long and hot shoot. He’d even asked her name, although he’d probably forgotten it seconds later. But the image of that smile was imprinted on Susie’s mind, and haunted her daydreams. She grinned to herself as her car sped along towards London. Well, there was no harm in dreaming, was there?

She hardly dared think about her conversation with Hilary before she had left the previous Friday evening. Apparently there was the possibility of a photographic shoot in Rome in several weeks’ time for a new line of women’s office and business wear from Italy which one of their team’s clients, a large department store, wanted to promote. The job was likely to come at a particularly busy time for the agency, and they were having difficulty finding someone to oversee the shoot. If things became desperate and they simply had no alternative, would Susie consider going?

Would she?! They had to be joking! Hoping her expression gave nothing away, she casually agreed that she could probably fit in a trip if really necessary. It was only then that Hilary mentioned there was talk of Paul Armitage being the preferred photographer for the session. Susie kept a suitably straight face all the way down to the ladies, where she locked herself into a cubicle and danced up and down with sheer excitement, punching the air with triumph and anticipation.

The thought of those minutes locked in the loo made Susie laugh out loud as she turned off the main road and headed down towards the flat she shared in West Hampstead. Perhaps she’d hear more about the trip this week? And just maybe she’d be able to hide the fact that while the thought of the job was daunting enough in itself, the prospect of spending time in the company of Paul Armitage was simply terrifying.

What did one wear for a romantic trip to Paris? Gwen sighed as she eyed the collection of clothes in her suitcase. No fancy undies. No little off-the-shoulder number. Richard would probably laugh out loud if she turned up in anything like that. No, she was right to pack her sensible warm nightie (well, it would still be cold at this time of year), her favourite twinset and comfy shoes. Anyway, after twenty-five years, the romance of their marriage didn’t rely on frivolous trimmings. Their love was firmly based on unspoken understanding, shared goals and compromise on both sides. Perhaps their marriage hadn’t had much in the way of passion, but then she of all people knew how painful and destructive passion could be. If only Richard would open his mind to the torment she still felt, the depths to which her thoughts sometimes plummeted. But it wasn’t in the nature of the man to dwell on the past. Their lives together were calm and ordered, and passion would now be a poor substitute for the deep love they shared. Wouldn’t it?

Gwen glanced at her watch. Five to nine. By this time the following evening they’d be in Paris, probably having dinner on the banks of the Seine. A bubble of excitement clutched at her stomach as she closed the case with a snap.

She was ready at last – and Richard had had his bag packed for days. He’d be home from the drama rehearsal in half an hour or so, and that would be it. Off for a week!

With such an early start in the morning, it was a shame he’d had to go along to the hall for the rehearsal that night, but with the next production coming up in just three weeks’ time, work on the lighting and scenery were badly behind. Besides, Gwen knew how much he enjoyed his evenings with the group, as he beavered away preparing the staging for each show.

If she hurried, she’d just have time for a soak in the bath before he got back needing a sandwich and cup of tea. Ten minutes later, she lowered her aching shoulders under the hot bubbly water with a deep sigh. Eventually, thinking she should wash her hair, she allowed her head to slip beneath the water. She had been resting like this for quite a while when she became aware of a strange sound. Thumping? A noise in the street outside? She sat up with a start. No, it was closer than that. Someone was banging on her own front door.

Panicking now, she climbed out of the bath, and hurriedly tied her dressing gown round her. Wrapping a towel over her soaking hair, she ran downstairs to stand behind the front door.

‘Who is it?’

‘Oh Gwen, thank God! It’s me, Mike. I couldn’t make you hear the bell. Open up!’

Something was wrong. Through the glazed pane she could see that Mike was not alone. Was that someone in uniform beside him? A policeman! For one breathless second, time stood still as a shiver of cold premonition rippled through Gwen’s body. She unlatched the door, and suddenly Mike was beside her, propelling her through to the lounge.

‘What’s happened?’

‘Come and sit down.’

‘I don’t want to sit down. Tell me! Where’s Richard?’ She heard her own voice as if from a distance, shrill and unnatural.

Mike glanced towards the policeman who had followed him through. Then he turned back to place his hands on her shoulders. ‘I don’t know how to tell you this, Gwen, but there’s been an accident.’

‘Where’s Richard? I’ve got to go to him. Is he hurt? What happened?’

‘He was up a ladder working on the lights above the front edge of the stage …’

Gwen’s hand shot to her mouth to stop the choke of horror that gripped her.

‘And he fell? Is that it?’

‘The ladder couldn’t have been stable. We all saw it moving, but we couldn’t get there quickly enough to stop him. He tumbled at such an awkward angle, and when his head hit the corner of the stage …’

‘Oh God … Mike, tell me he’s OK. Dear God, let him be OK!’

‘He’s dead, Gwen. He was dead before the ambulance even arrived. There was nothing anyone could do.’

From somewhere within her came a wail of raw pain like that of a wild animal trapped and sensing its own death. And as she plummeted down the dark pit of despair, she screamed and screamed but no one could hear. Nothing could reach her.

Nearly one hundred miles away, Roger Davis sat in his battered old Land Rover as rain drizzled down the windscreen, making the cold dawn light even bleaker than usual. It was Monday morning, not yet six o’clock, and already he’d had enough.

Perhaps he was getting too old for this game. Perhaps only younger men had the stomach for farming these days. He only knew he was tired, worn out with work and worry, and the constant fear which gripped his stomach and gnawed at his mind. He couldn’t make ends meet. He now operated with less help, working harder and longer than he’d ever laboured in all his lifetime of farming, and he still couldn’t make the books balance. They’d beaten him, those bureaucrats in Europe. The faceless rulemakers had broken him so successfully that not only could he not do any more, he simply hadn’t the energy to try.

He’d been aware of himself climbing into the Land Rover when he should have been heading for the milking shed. The truck would be coming to collect that morning’s milk just after eight, and the dairy herd were impatient. But he’d been up twice in the night with calving, and now his limbs wouldn’t move, and his mind was blank with weariness. He knew he should get out and get cracking. Instead, he watched emotionless as ceaseless raindrops zigzagged down the windscreen.

He thought of Margaret, remembering her rounded form snuggled warmly in their bed as he climbed out that morning having barely slept at all. In all their years together – coming up for forty in a year or so – he couldn’t remember a cross word or a night apart. They were too down-to earth a couple to use fancy words or extravagant gestures. He simply knew that she was his reason for living. Without her, he was nothing. Now, wouldn’t that surprise Margaret? To her, he had always been the strong one, the decision-maker for both of them. Her role was to support, his to lead. Even as children, when she’d trailed round behind him as he worked on her dad’s farm after school, there had been a comfortable companionship between them. He protected her. She felt cherished by him. They were two halves of a whole, incomplete apart and resiliently steadfast together.

So why, when his lifetime’s work was about to crash around his ears, was he pushing her away, avoiding her anxious looks, brushing aside her perfectly reasonable questions? Because he couldn’t admit, even to her, that he was out of answers. The shame, the despair, the pain the truth would bring her, were more than he could bear.

When her father had asked him to take over Hall Farm shortly after their marriage, the burden of responsibility for this land which had been nurtured by her family for centuries was a welcome challenge. For years he had risen at dawn, and fallen into bed at nine, exhausted and fulfilled by this farm he loved. And now the calves he would have sold for £60 three years ago wouldn’t even fetch him the price of a kingsize Mars bar. As debts mounted, the bank had been as patient as they could be. They knew he was a grafter, but he knew it wasn’t humanly possible for him to work any harder. And even then, it simply wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

A light tap on the window broke into his thoughts. Guiltily he opened the door to find Margaret standing there in her dressing gown, rain dripping down on her as she held out a cup of steaming tea.

‘You all right, love? Only I didn’t hear the milking machines.’

He was out of the car in a flash, ushering her back towards the house. ‘I’m fine. Just having a spot of shut-eye. Good job you came! Go inside then, I’ll be back for breakfast just after eight.’

And as Margaret found herself propelled back inside the kitchen door, she knew she’d been dismissed. If only he’d share his worries with her. Did he really think she didn’t know, didn’t realise?

With a sigh, she tipped the cup of tea she’d made earlier for herself down the sink. Somehow she wasn’t in the mood for it any more.


Chapter Two

The sun shone. It shouldn’t have done. It should have been a dismal day to match the mood of the small crowd of people with dark suits and pale faces who gathered that morning in the crematorium to say their farewells to Richard Moreton. The death of this man they knew and loved at the age of forty-nine had shocked them all. How could this happen? How could the life of a contented, healthy family man be snatched so suddenly and cruelly by one tragic moment, the slip of a ladder?

As the coffin made its slow way down the aisle, all eyes turned in sympathy towards Gwen, who walked stiff-backed and expressionless towards her seat in the front pew. Susie was at her side, cheeks raw from what had probably been days of crying. Her shoulders shook pitifully as the service continued.

‘We brought nothing into the world, and we take nothing out …

‘The Lord is my Shepherd … abide with Me …

‘In the midst of life, we are in death …

‘Blessed are those who mourn …’

There’s nothing blessed about mourning, thought Gwen through the fog of her grief. It’s a living death. Without Richard, what have I to live for? And as she watched the coffin slide out of sight behind elegant wooden doors, a vice-like grip of pain tore at her heart. She almost cried. Almost. She would not break down. She would not break down.

She turned to Susie, who was sobbing quietly beside her. ‘Come on, my love. They’re waiting for us.’ And mother and daughter supported each other as they made their uncertain way out of the door towards the Garden of Remembrance where the wreaths lay.

Beautiful flowers. Richard had loved flowers. But these had been cut at their best, and would soon be dead – like him. He’d always hated dead things.

‘Does everyone know the way?’ Celia’s stage whisper was loud enough to be heard across the whole crematorium. ‘Do any of you need a map? Ask Graham if you do. Or you can just follow us. Now, who’s taking Aunt Madge?’

There was nothing like a tragedy to bring out Celia’s organising instinct. She’d appeared at Gwen’s house immediately she’d heard about the accident, and taken over. She’d fussed and clucked and issued orders. She’d spent hours on the phone passing on the news, her voice dramatically lowered as she related every unfortunate detail. While Graham sat white-faced at Gwen’s side, Celia was in her element.

‘She didn’t even like Dad!’ hissed Susie angrily. ‘Why doesn’t she just leave us alone?’

‘She’s family, love. And at times like this, you realise how much you need your family.’

‘Uncle Graham is family. That woman may be his wife, but I hate her, hate her!’

Gwen reached out for Susie’s hand as their eyes met in complete understanding. And throughout the following week they clung together, battered by the events of each day, dreading the sleepless nights almost as much as the prospect of yet another morning.

About thirty people came back to the house after the cremation. The subdued mood was soon replaced by the pleasure of old friends meeting again, albeit at the most unexpected and tragic of occasions. As the tea flowed and sandwiches were handed round, bottles of wine and spirits appeared for those who needed something a bit stiffer to get through such a difficult day.

In a daze, Gwen allowed herself to be hugged and sobbed over. Like a distant onlooker, she listened to all the usual reassurances.

‘Still, he had a good life – and we’ve all got to go some time …’

‘At least he didn’t suffer …’

‘Life goes on though, doesn’t it, Gwen? Richard would want you to get on with your life …’

‘I know just how you feel …’

No you don’t, snapped the voice in her head. You could never know. No one understands how close Richard and I were, how pointless life is without him.

Gradually people began to drift away, leaving with promises that they’d be in touch soon. With relief, Gwen plunged her arms into a sinkful of soapy water to tackle the pile of plates, cups and glasses which were littered all round the kitchen.

‘Oh no you don’t!’ Tricia whispered in her ear, gently taking a cup from her and handing her a towel.

‘Trish, I need to be busy.’

‘I understand that, but you look all in. I’ve just put the kettle on again. Go and keep Madge company.’

Reluctantly, because she hadn’t the energy for an argument, Gwen sank on to a seat at the kitchen table next to Madge who was cleaning her spectacles on her cardigan. The gnarled old hand reached out to cover Gwen’s. No words. None needed.

‘Right!’ began Celia, bustling in through the kitchen door with a notepad in her hand. ‘There’s a lot to discuss. Hurry up, Graham, take a seat.’

Following behind them, Susie stood unnoticed at the door, catching her mother’s eye across the table.

‘Now,’ continued Celia, oblivious to the irritation on the faces of those around her, ‘has the will been read? Not that we want to know the contents, of course – except that we’d like to be sure you’re well provided for. What exactly did it say?’

‘Oh, I’m fine,’ replied Gwen quietly. ‘Richard had his affairs in good order.’

‘But this house will be far too big for you now. You should think about selling it, and Graham and I will organise that for you.’

‘No, Celia, I’m not ready to make decisions like that just yet.’

‘But you are alone now. You need to take stock of your situation, make sensible changes.’

Gwen smiled wryly. ‘I’m not capable of thinking anything sensible at the moment.’

‘Well, of course you’re not – but you don’t need to. Just leave everything to us.’

Leaning against the dresser in a corner of the room, Graham squirmed uncomfortably.

‘Mum doesn’t want to sell the house, Celia.’ Susie’s voice was cold and hard. ‘She’s just made that quite clear.’

‘And she also said that she’s not able to make sensible decisions for herself at present. As her family, we must rally round and make those decisions for her. That’s the only way she’ll move forward.’

‘She’s not ready to move forward. She lost Dad less than a week ago. Just lay off, will you?’

As if nothing had been said, Celia turned once more towards Gwen.

‘And what about a job? You only work part-time at the library, don’t you? Will that be enough to make ends meet? Would they take you on full-time if we asked them?’

‘Aunt Celia …’

‘Susie, you’re just a child. You don’t know about these things. Your mum mustn’t be allowed to go into decline over this. She has to pick herself up and rebuild her life. Richard would want that. Isn’t that right, Graham?’

Madge pushed her seat back noisily as she staggered to her feet.

‘Time for us to go. Come on, Graham, take me home. And you’d better take that insensitive oaf of a wife with you, unless you can think of anything better to do with her. Drowning perhaps?’

‘How dare you?’

‘Oh, age helps! You’re always saying I’m senile. Now get your coat, Celia, and let these good people go into decline in peace.’

And with a wink over her shoulder, Madge ushered Celia and Graham out of the house.

‘That woman!’ exploded Susie the moment the door was closed. ‘She’s like a vulture! I bet she was going round with that notebook putting a price tag on everything, working out how much she could sell it for.’

It was then that Tricia started to chuckle. She couldn’t help herself – and it was infectious, because in spite of all the sadness of the previous few days, Susie and Gwen found themselves joining her in a mixture of laughter and tears. For minutes they giggled and cried together, hugging each other because it felt so good, like a gushing tap relieving the pressure of the shocking, emotion-filled days they’d all been through. At last, spent and tear-stained, they kicked off their shoes while Tricia filled the only three clean glasses they could find with generous tots of gin and a splash of tonic.

‘She’s right though,’ said Gwen at last, ‘I do need to get my act together. I’m not used to being on my own. I don’t even know what it costs to run this house. Richard always took care of the bills.’

‘You’ll learn. You’ll be fine.’

‘And you’re not alone. There are two of us left in this family.’ Susie leaned across to put an arm round her mother’s shoulders, drawing her close.

‘But you don’t like me!’ grinned Gwen. ‘We haven’t got on for years.’

‘Losing Dad changed all that. It’s us against the world now, isn’t it? And we Moretons have got to stick together against the wicked Celia. Right?’

‘Right!’ And as Gwen leaned forward until their heads were touching, she thought how proud Richard would be of Susie, and how lucky she was to have the most wonderful daughter in the world.

Susie made a point of visiting almost every weekend after that. Together the two women discovered a new and comfortable closeness in which they could cry, laugh and reminisce about Richard with complete freedom. To Gwen’s delight, Susie even opened up about her job, an area of her life which she had previously shared often with her dad, but rarely with her mother.

One weekend about five weeks after Richard’s death, Gwen could tell Susie was excited about something the moment she stepped out of the car.

‘I’m going to Rome! That job’s come up. I leave on Friday.’

‘Susie, that’s wonderful. How long will you be away?’

‘Not long. I’ll be back on Tuesday.’

‘And how many of you are going?’

‘Oh, there’ll be a few of us. The models are being recruited in Italy, as well as the make-up and hairdressing team, and the department store will be sending their own people to look after the clothes. I suppose the photographer will have an assistant or two with him as well, but I’ll be the only representative from our agency.’

‘Wow, they must think highly of you then.’

Susie giggled. ‘I don’t know. I hope so.’

They opted for fish and chips that night, which they ate sprawled out on the settee, with Susie barely stopping for breath as she gushed with enthusiasm about her coming trip. Gwen watched her affectionately, thinking how pleased Richard would have been to hear her news. It was strange how unlike her father she was. He had been a handsome man, tall and lean, with thick blond hair and pale blue eyes. His daughter was short and dark, with wild, spiky auburn hair, and generous curves which Susie hated at a time when hips and busts were definitely out of fashion. She’s like me, of course, thought Gwen with a smile. Better not tell her that.

The following morning, as Susie packed to head back down to London, Gwen pushed an envelope into her hand.

‘What’s this?’

‘A cheque. Buy yourself some nice clothes for Rome.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with the way I dress, Mum.’

‘Nothing at all. But I bet you could find something special to add to your wardrobe.’

‘You need your money. You shouldn’t do this.’

‘Yes, I should, and your dad would want me to. He’d be so proud of you.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ was Susie’s muffled reply as she hugged Gwen before driving away with mist in her eyes.

Three counties away at Hall Farm, Margaret pulled the joint of lamb out of the oven for a final basting, glancing up at the kitchen clock as she closed the Aga door. Twenty-five to one. Kate and Martin would be here soon. Untying her apron, she made her way upstairs to the bedroom to splash cold water over her face and pull a comb through her hair before her daughter and son-in-law arrived.

A movement outside the window caught her eye, and she looked out to see Roger walking away from the milking shed towards the greenhouse where he grew his beloved geraniums. Over the years, they had become a passion for him, a glow of pleasure in a life that had become increasingly hard. He looked tired now, and it was only lunchtime. Margaret sighed. These days that was nothing new.
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