
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A LIFE BETWEEN US



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ALSO BY LOUISE WALTERS

[image: ]




Mrs Sinclair’s Suitcase

The Road to California

The Hermit

We Are Family

A Life Between Us by Louise Walters Copyright © Louise Walters 2017

The moral right of the author has been asserted according to the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. All rights are reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without prior permission in writing of the publisher and copyright holder.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

A catalogue card for this book is available from the British Library.

First produced and published in 2017 by Matador/Louise Walters Books

This edition produced and published in 2025 by Louise Walters Books

ISBN 978 1 7391095 54

louisewaltersbooks.co.uk

info@louisewaltersbooks.co.uk

Louise Walters Books 

Northamptonshire 

UK

For Emily and Amelie



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue 

July 2014


[image: ]




Lucia wandered from room to empty room. The house whispered, echoing with the sounds and colours of days gone by. The removal men hovered outside. The taxi she’d booked had arrived, and the driver tapped his steering wheel, looking hopefully at the house. They could all wait. In the small bedroom at the back of the house she gazed for the last time at the green fields, the clouds gathering in the distance, the summer hedges in full flow. The cows grazed as they had always grazed, the sun shone over the fields like it had always shone, and always would. She crept into the room that had once been her parents’, then her mother’s, then, for many years, her brother’s. It was a particularly barren room, scarred by the removal of its furniture. The wallpaper had faded to a forgettable off-white, where it had once been a rich cream scattered with tiny rosebuds. This was a house that breathed its history; it sighed and whispered of its tragedies, of which there had been two. Unforgivable events that could not be undone, like all tragedies. But Lucia hoped they could now, at last, be forgotten. 

In her bedroom, the sullen emptiness was hard to bear. She stood reluctantly at the window and heard once more, as she always would hear, those plaintive cries: No! Please! Stop! Forgive me! She looked down at the floor beneath the window and there was still the pale pink stain on the floorboards. She’d not managed to clean it completely, despite scrubbing and scrubbing, again and again. No matter. The house wasn’t hers anymore. 

She slowly struggled down the steep narrow staircase, her gait awkward. Her leg had not been right for weeks. Since the day Edward— But she would not think of that. She would not think of him again, her handsome brother; the monster he had become, the monster he had in fact always been. She would never see him again. Her mind was set. Never. She would not see any of them: not Simone ‒ especially not Simone ‒ not even Tina. Despite everything, Lucia supposed she was indebted to her niece, and in her dark heart there lurked somewhere a solitary beat of gratitude. 

Downstairs, she made sure to leave all the interior doors open. The house could do with an airing. The new owners would no doubt tear the place apart, rip up the carpets downstairs, put in new flooring. There had been talk of an extension and a conservatory. In need of modernisation. There had been a suggestion that all those overgrown plum trees at the top of the garden would need to come out. They blocked the afternoon light. The laurel hedge too, so thick and overgrown... She wondered at the destruction to be wrought upon this, the only home she’d ever known – Lane’s End House. Many years ago her father had proudly chosen the name. Would that also have to be changed? 

She pulled the front door to and took her time in locking it. She made her way down the three front steps and walked across the lawn to the gate. She closed it behind her, taking care not to let it clang shut. 

She opened the door to her taxi and slowly settled herself into the passenger seat. The driver turned the key in the ignition. The removal men climbed into their cab, one of them throwing away the remains of his cigarette with obvious relief. The van’s engine started, loud and raucous. Miss Lucia Thornton fastened her seat belt and looked resolutely ahead. The van pulled away, the taxi followed, and she did not look back. 

Wednesday 29th October 1975

Dear Elizabeth 

Thank you, thank you for being my pen pal. I have wanted a pen pal for a long time. Its handy that your dad is my Uncle Robert but its funny because I have never met him. He went to live in New Zeeland in 1963 my dad said, a long time ago but he lives in America now which you will know because thats where you live. You and me are cusins which is nice. My name is Tina Thornton (we have the same last name you see?) and I am 8 years old in 3 days, on the first of November, don’t forget my birthday please but I know its too late for this year and can you tell me when is yours? I have a twin sister her name is Meg. She is one day older than me. Meg is bossy and sumetimes I don’t like her but most of the time I do like her. Do you have any sisters or bruthers? My proper name is Christina and Megs is Marghuerite but we dont like our real names much. We get teased about them. Other kids say they are posh names la-di-da. We live with our mummy and daddy. In our village we also have our granny and grampys house and our Aunty Lucia lives there too. She is your dads sister! My dad is your dads yungest brother! We have another granny and grampy but we dont see them much. Please write back, I am excited to get your next letter and now I will finish, 

Love from Tina Thornton nearly aged 8 

PS my hobbies are writing letters. I love reading too. My Uncle Edward says I am a bookworm like him. I like playing with my dolls. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


One

October 2013
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Keaton peered at his wife over the top of the newspaper. There was a question that ought to be asked, so he asked it. She looked up absently from her toast. 

‘Sorry, what?’ she said, with that small shake of her head he loved so much. 

‘Are you visiting Meg today?’ asked Keaton again. It didn’t do to lose patience. 

‘I... What?’ Tina said, floating off to some strange and hidden place only she could go. She was the most remotely self-contained person he’d ever met. 

He had to repeat himself too often these days. There was nothing wrong with Tina’s hearing. He put down the paper with a resigned rustle and looked at her squarely. ‘I thought, with it being her birthday...?’ 

‘Of course. Why wouldn’t I?’ Tina made a weak attempt at a smile. 

He wished he could be more useful. ‘Are you taking flowers?’ he said. All of this was the delicate subject between them, and always had been. They skirted it like timid ice skaters making their way around the edge of a rink, not daring to let go. Keaton was not permitted into the twins’ inner circle; that was understood. Had he been a weaker or vainer man this may have hurt his feelings. As it was, he felt nothing but a growing sense of unease on behalf of his wife. Life was not easy for her, despite his efforts. 

‘Oh yes, I’m taking flowers,’ said Tina. ‘Pink carnations, I think. I’ll get them once I’ve finished at the Haynes’s.’ 

‘I thought you would,’ said Keaton. Then, as an afterthought, ‘I’m sure she... if she could, I mean, she would appreciate it.’ 

‘Yes. Oh yes, she would.’ 

Keaton suppressed a frown. Tina was the most devoted of sisters. She had a glorious nature, really – generous and loyal and loving. Such things were abstract notions to most people. He loved her so much, but he doubted she fully realised this. She was a good wife. He had no doubt she would make a good mother too, even an exceptional mother. Sadly, this was something Tina also failed to realise, and Keaton’s long-standing dream of becoming a father, of one day holding his own baby in his strong, trembling arms, was slipping away from him, year on year. Soon, too soon, it would not be possible for them to have their own child. It would not be possible for Tina to have her own child. It was something he tried not to think about. He had her, after all – his wife of eighteen years – and she was somebody to cherish, with or without a baby. 

It was time to leave for work. His train left the station at 7:44 and he had to be on it or he would have to take the car, which he disliked doing. Tina needed the car. In many ways they were an oddly old-fashioned couple. He worked full-time, a career man, while Tina was mysteriously contented with her cleaning jobs. She was bright and funny and well read. He thought the task of cleaning other people’s homes unworthy of her. He wasn’t a snob. He wanted the best for his wife. She was an excellent cleaner and since she had taken up the occupation, she’d garnered several glowing references. He supposed it made her happy. She had her own income; he had no right to complain. 

Tina always handed him his bag at the door, and if those things were still the norm, no doubt she would have also handed him a bowler hat and a briefcase and a black umbrella. It was a quiet, private, joke, and there was something surreal about it; a touch of Reginald Perrin, Keaton often thought. 

This morning, he gave Tina a tighter than normal hug, and told her she should try to have a good day. ‘I love you,’ he said. I understand, meant the hug. 

*
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It took her a couple of hours to clean Mr and Mrs Haynes’s home. She rarely met them, as they both worked full-time and their only child, a daughter named Poppy, aged eight, was at school. Her weekly payment was always left on the kitchen table in an envelope for her: £20. Most of the work consisted of tidying away toys and piles of clothes and shoes, followed by hoovering and dusting. Repetitive work, boring, most people might say, but to Tina it was not boring. She loved to clean, to tidy. Often she was tempted to declutter the Haynes’s overcrowded home. But it was not her place to do that, so she tidied things away as best she could, in the knowledge that all her careful work would be undone in a matter of hours. Yet there was comfort in cleaning. It didn’t suit her, Keaton said, meaning the work was beneath her. It wasn’t right for her. She had a brain, why didn’t she use it? 

Tina finished her work, collected her payment, and carefully locked the Haynes’s front door. She hopped into her car and headed for the shops. She wandered around in Waitrose, where besides flowers she bought a bottle of Prosecco. She thought Meg would have grown up to love flowers, particularly pink ones, although Tina couldn’t pinpoint why she felt this. Meg had never been a “pink” girl. 

*
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At the cemetery, she walked up to her sister’s grave. She stood and looked at it for a while, assessing the work needed. She unwrapped the flowers. Roses today. There had been no carnations. 

‘Happy birthday!’ said Tina. Nobody was around, nobody could hear. Not even Meg, she thought sadly. It was a chilly day, aswirl with red, orange, and brown leaves. Tina put down her gardening mat and lowered herself onto her knees to begin work. Forty-six. She would have been forty-six! ‘Happy birthday...’ she muttered to herself. 

‘You said that already.’ 

‘I did?’ 

‘When you first got here.’ 

‘You’re right.’ Tina cleared away last week’s flowers. She trimmed the grass and rubbed down the gravestone with her scrubbing brush. She filled the urn with fresh water from the nearby tap, and arranged the roses to her satisfaction. As she worked, she felt Meg’s presence, that certain feeling of being studied. 

‘Getting forgetful in our old age, are we?’ teased Meg. 

‘Shut up,’ said Tina. 

‘Shut up yourself, fattie.’ 

‘I’m not fat!’ cried Tina. ‘And let me remind you, I am younger than you.’ 

‘Time was when we both fought to be the oldest. And I won!’ 

‘Yes, you won. Because you are the eldest. But times change. When you get to my age—’ 

‘Do shut up, Tina. Happy birthday for tomorrow, anyway. I suppose that ridiculous husband of yours will wine and dine you?’ 

‘No plans,’ said Tina. She was taking her time with the flowers. She wanted them to look perfect. There were no plans, it was true. A takeaway meal and a bottle of wine was their usual mode of birthday celebration. Tina and Keaton were not party animals, and each preferred the other’s company to anybody else’s. Tina stood up and took a couple of steps backwards to view the roses. 

‘Bor-ring,’ chirruped Meg. 

‘My flower arrangement or my lack of birthday plans?’ said Tina. 

‘There’s nothing wrong with the flowers.’ 

‘At least it’s not raining today,’ said Tina, looking around at the grey sky, the roiling leaves. ‘Not yet, anyway.’ 

‘I don’t care. Listen. I have something to tell you.’ 

‘What is it?’ 

‘It’s ‒ it’s rather important.’ 

‘Sounds intriguing.’ 

‘Stop trivialising,’ said Meg. 

‘It does sound intriguing.’ 

‘Have we got our listening ears on?’ 

‘For God’s sake, get on with it.’ 

‘I’m not fooling this time,’ said Meg. ‘There’s something... there’s something you need to understand.’ 

‘Yes?’ How Tina hated Meg in this mood – self-important and tedious. 

‘It’s this. Just this. The day I died...’ 

Tina lowered her trembling knees onto the mat. ‘What about it?’ 

‘I know whose fault it was.’ 

‘Oh no, Meg—’ 

‘And what’s more, you know it too. I’m so tired of waiting...’ 

‘You’re tired?!’ 

‘Too right I am. I know you’re going to bleat on now about how exhausting it is living with this burden and all this guilt and all this yadda yadda yadda but seriously, it’s nothing. It’s not your responsibility to feel this way. It’s... hers.’ 

‘Whose?’ 

‘You know who.’

‘Is it... the You Know Who?’

‘Of course!’ hissed Meg. ‘I don’t know why you’ve ever thought it was your fault.’

‘Because it was!’

‘No it wasn’t. Not for one second.’

‘If it wasn’t for me—’

‘If it wasn’t for you I’d be truly dead, Tina. You know that much, don’t you?’ Meg’s voice, unusually soft, drifted away, floated off, into the grey sky and the swaying, thinning lime trees. Trust me, rustled the leaves... 

This was serious. Meg wasn’t teasing. Tina stood up. She knelt again, and fiddled with the flowers one last time. They had never spoken like this. In the last thirty-eight years, since That Day, Meg had never once described herself as “dead”, let alone “truly dead”. Meg had never stated whose fault it was. It had been taken as read, Tina thought, always, that she was culpable. 

‘I’ll drop by again next week,’ Tina said, confused, struck, finally standing up to leave. She gathered all her bits and pieces together. 

Her fellow forty-six-year-old sister would have shrugged and said, ‘Whatever you think.’ But she did not. The cemetery was cold and deserted. There was nobody there. 

*
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After Tina arrived home, she ate two slices of coffee cake and she pondered. She knew she spent too much time pondering. She knew she ate too much cake. Both of these things were aimless and unhealthy. She supposed she ought to get a grip. She was so lonely, although she dared not admit this. She had Keaton. She had her home. She had her books. She had her baking. She had her knitting. She had her cleaning jobs. But she wanted more. She had lately admitted to herself she had “issues,” as Keaton called them. It was time to face up to them; work them out and shake them off. But, of course, it was easier said than done, and she had tried hard earlier in the year to find the help Keaton thought she needed. But the help had not helped. She was no better off now than she had been then. In many ways things were worse because the “help” had left things half-opened, half-faced. Half-arsed, in fact. Mess half-everywhere. Tina hadn’t yet managed to stuff it all back inside the deep vessel it had leaked from. And now this new thing, this new idea Meg had put into her mind... It was too much to contemplate. The events of the day on which Meg died were neatly arranged in Tina’s memory, or so she thought. The day was set, in her mind, if not in her heart. She knew what happened. For many years she had relived it, frequently, slotting things into place, arranging them to her satisfaction. But had she got it wrong? Nowadays she tried not to think about it, not to hear that day’s words, its ghostly voices. And yet Keaton wanted her to talk: It would be good for you. He wanted her to pull it all apart, unpick the carefully sewn seams of her memory. And now Meg too, with her strange... Tina supposed it was a revelation. 

Tina considered cutting a third slice of cake. Meg was right – she was getting fat. She put the lid back on the tin and took an antibacterial wipe from its packet and methodically wiped down the work surface. A few of the cake crumbs found their way onto the floor. Tina picked them up and popped them into the bin with the wipe. 
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Two

August 1952
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Mum raised herself from her pillows and presented a hideous little creature to its sister. 

‘Lucia, this is your new baby brother. His name is William. Say hello to him!’ 

Lucia stared at the baby. He was ugly with a scrunched-up face. He barely looked like a person. Her new brother had been born in the early hours of the day, while Lucia had slept in ignorance. She’d heard nothing – not the district nurse arriving, not the moans and groans of her mother labouring, and not the nervous whispered talk from downstairs as her father and Edward sat up for most of the night waiting. 

Lucia finally said, ‘Hello,’ to the baby in a flat and meaningless tone, but Mum seemed satisfied and gathered the creature back to her, and Lucia watched in horror as her mother, her own mother, let this thing suckle at her breast. 

Lucia, six years old, and the darling of her family, ran from her parents’ bedroom that smelled not of its usual violets, but of blood and baby and sweat. She ran down the stairs to get outside, and struggled with the awkward lock on the front door which she could barely reach. Damn this stupid lock! her mother had cried hundreds of times. Tom, can’t you see to it? But Lucia was out now, out in the sunlight, out of that vile bedroom with that vile baby! Down the steps, and into the garden where she smelled honeysuckle and the blue morning sky, pure fresh flowing air that she sucked in as greedily as the creature upstairs sucked at her mother. 

Edward rounded the corner of the house, whistling loudly and cheerfully like he always did. Edward was nice. She didn’t need yet another brother. Especially, she didn’t need a baby brother. 

‘What’s up, Loose Ear?’ said Edward, standing before her with his hands in his pockets. His smile was genuine. It was especially for her and she liked it. She felt special. She was special, damn it. 

‘I don’t like the new baby!’ she blurted. 

‘Oh, but he’s sweet. Why don’t you like him?’ 

Edward was sixteen today and he liked a particular girl in the village and in the last few weeks Lucia hadn’t seen much of him. So here was a chance. 

‘He’s horrible!’ she cried, and covered her face with her hands, and sobbed loudly. Edward picked her up for a cuddle. He was warm and strong. He put her down again and ruffled her hair and gave her a lollipop. Edward always had lollipops in his pockets. He had a sweet tooth, as did Lucia, and Robert, and Ambrose, and since February all had been regulars at the village shop or the post office, buying hitherto unimagined or unremembered quantities of sweets. 

Edward told her she should try to learn to love her baby brother, and not to mind her own feelings. And wasn’t it nice that baby William shared his birthday? She tried to smile, but no, she thought, it wasn’t nice. It meant something to Edward; it was fun for him, but not for her. 

‘I don’t care about that and I don’t love him,’ she declared.  

‘Nonsense,’ said Edward, unmoved, and for the first time Lucia felt he was not completely on her side, and he was not to be liked or trusted anymore. He chuckled, and she knew she was frowning and scowling and making herself look ugly, but she didn’t care. How could he laugh at her? It was unfair and she hated him too! She sucked on the lollipop. Edward regarded her for a moment longer, then with a last ruffle of her hair, sauntered off, resuming his joyous whistling and letting the garden gate clang shut behind him. 

Lucia, alone again, wandered up to the furthest reaches of the garden and sat down under the plum trees, and thought about her rotten life. She wondered if she ought to have wished Edward a happy birthday. Yesterday, she had made him a card using her nicest crayons and a sheet of her mother’s best writing paper. But she had not given it to him yet. She slowly and thoughtfully sucked on the lollipop, until the stick was bare. She searched the ground for plums, hoping to find some that were ripe but not ruined. Prodding at them with the lollipop stick, she found three or four. After checking for wasps, of which she was not terribly afraid, she ate her plums in succulent silence. How unfair it was that she couldn’t reach the plums that still clung to the trees. Her brothers always got to the still-growing fruit before she did, leaving her the fallen, wasp-addled, and overripe. 

Lucia concluded she should be thankful that at least it was another brother her mum had given birth to, and not a sister. A sister would have been unthinkable; it was something she simply could not imagine. She was the sister. She was the only sister, and that hadn’t changed, thank goodness. Edward could say what he liked. And Edward and Robert and Ambrose could love this baby if they chose to, but she had chosen not to, and that was her right, and she vowed to herself that she would never waver in this, not ever. She stood up, plum-gorged, and cried a little, spinning around in quiet fury, stumbling and almost falling over with dizziness, the wasps disturbed and angrily buzzing around her. She breathed quickly, and leaned back on the plum tree, feeling the solid, rough bark at her back. She turned to the tree and tried to shake it. She kicked it and pummelled it with her small white fists, but nothing happened. Her luck ran out then, as a wasp stung her on the neck and she fled towards the house, screaming in genuine pain and mock terror. 

Monday 10th November 1975 

Dear Elizabeth 

I know I haven’t heard from you yet but I want to tell you about my birthday. I had a book called Ballet Shoes which I have read already and it was BRILIANT. I watched it on telly and then I wanted to read the book. Uncle Edward and Tante Simone gave me a book called A Child’s Garden of Verses which has lovely pictures. I had another book called Heidi and a Heidi T-shirt which has green sleeves and on the front there is a picture of Heidi and a goat and a mountin. Its a bit small for me but it’s OK and Meg said can she wear it sumetimes she doesn’t like the look of Heidi but she does like mountins and goats. Heidi drinks milk from the cow it is still warm when she drinks it that makes me feel sick even though I like cows they are gentle. We have milk at school with a red straw and it is always warm. We dont have any pets. I would like a rabbit or a guinee pig but we’re not alowed. My mum says it will be too much work and she will be the one who ends up doing it. My dad says what harm would it do its good for children to have a pet to learn about life and death but that’s not why we want a pet why are grown ups so silly. Your dogs names are funny. Me and Meg wotch Laurel and Hardy and it makes us laugh a lot and its funy that one of your dogs is fat and the other is thin. Meg calls me Mr Hardy sumetimes but she cant help being mean. I like sweets best but cakes are nice too and I like frut when its sweet. We have plums in our grannys garden we can eat but only in the summer and if Aunty Lucia says we can because they are hers for jam she says, but they are Grannys not hers. I will finish now. 

From Tina Thornton your cousun aged 8 xx 
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Three

November 2013
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A few weeks ago, in his ongoing attempts at help, or at least amelioration, Keaton had suggested that Tina join a reading group. She loved to read. She always had her head stuck in a book. Why didn’t she hook up with other readers and make new friends? It would be good for her. She’d promised to think about it. She’d mentioned the idea to Judy and Sandra, her other cleaning clients. They thought it a marvellous scheme. Judy and Sandra were big readers – academics. Tina often found herself gazing in awe at their dense, intriguing bookshelves. 

So, she had gone to the local library. They had a reading group that met on the first Tuesday of every month, August aside. They were on the lookout for new blood, the librarian said, looking at Tina hopefully. Theirs was a democratic reading group, friendly and productive. Also, it was rather chaotic, but good fun. Members took it in turns to choose a book each month. There was tea and coffee and cake. Wine. Did that sound her like her sort of thing? 

It did, Tina had to admit to herself. So she’d said she would join, and had watched Tess the librarian write down her name and phone number carefully on a notepad. Tina promised to turn up at the next meeting. 

And now it was the first Tuesday in November and she had “forgotten” to tell Keaton about her impending night out. The birthdays and the visit to Meg’s grave and the baking and eating of cake had occupied her. Most of yesterday she’d been busier than usual at her Monday cleaning job – Judy and Sandra had asked her to “turn out” their kitchen cupboards (and how she had thrown herself into that) and the reading group had slipped her mind. Or so she told herself. Of course, it hadn’t. She didn’t want to tell Keaton about it too soon, in case it was a mistake, in case he made a big, thrilled fuss and got too excited. She had thought to tell him on her birthday, but he’d brought home Chinese food and a bouquet of yellow roses and somehow the opportunity to tell had not arisen. She’d wanted to eat in peace and enjoy her night with her husband. He would be so pleased, she knew. He would be relieved. She’d text him at work, that would surprise him. She didn’t make a regular habit of texting, or telephoning, or in any other way communicating with her husband while he was at his workplace. His work was his world, as cleaning was hers. 

She could imagine his deep brown eyes widening in surprise and delight. And in pride. He’d probably tell his secretary about it. Tina had never met Keaton’s secretary. She had an odd name that Tina could never quite remember. She’d once made Tina feel uncomfortable on one of the few occasions she had rung Keaton at work. Tina wasn’t sure why she’d been made to feel uncomfortable; perhaps she hadn’t – it was probably her silly tendency to paranoia. But something about the secretary’s voice, the manner in which she had spoken, had made her uneasy. Tina had avoided phoning after that, making a point of never going to the offices or the Christmas dinner. 

*

[image: ]


Over the years, she had twice read the book which would be discussed at the reading group tonight. It was one of her favourites ‒ Birdsong by Sebastian Faulks. She felt she ought to be able to join in with the discussions. But she knew she would not – she would say as little as possible, and quietly gauge the people present. That is what she would do; that is what she always did. 

The library was bright, with all the lights up. Night crowded at the windows. Not all of the blinds were drawn, and Tina was unsettled. During the day, the library was light, airy and welcoming. Libraries and bookshops were second homes to her. Among books she was among friends, the best kind ‒ silent, patient and undemanding. 

Punctilious and nervous, she had been the first to arrive, and took her time in removing her coat, hat, gloves and scarf. She’d brought with her an orange and apricot cake, baked that afternoon. She shyly handed the vintage Peek Freans biscuit tin to Tess, the librarian. 

‘I made it myself,’ apologised Tina. 

Tess gushed a little over the cake, and placed it on a side table which gradually became crowded with other tins and plastic boxes and plates of cakes and biscuits, as one by one the members of the reading group arrived. 

Tina studied the circle of chairs, and singled out the seat she guessed would be the furthest away from Tess’s. She wanted to be as invisible as possible. Tess introduced her individually to each member as they arrived. There were many smiles. Tina fought the urge to push her chair further back, to disappear into the blackness crowding at the windows. She had always been shy and tonight she felt the discomfort of it more than ever. 

By a quarter past seven, all the seats were filled bar one, on Tina’s immediate right. 

‘We do have another new member joining us tonight,’ said Tess, ‘but she did say she would be a few minutes late. Shall we begin?’ Tess rummaged around in her oversized yellow handbag, finally retrieving a battered copy of Birdsong. Everybody murmured in agreement. Yes, let’s begin. 

Tina didn’t know what she was doing here. Why was she here? It was such a good idea on paper, like all her ideas, in her head, in advance. But in reality it was a mistake. And now that she was here, in the cool stench of reality, among strangers in the bright library inside the black night, she asked herself why she was so stupid. What on earth made her think she could do this sort of thing? She realised how little she trusted people. Here was the proof. It was all so illogical. These people didn’t know her. They knew nothing about her. She was perfectly safe, sitting among kindly strangers, intelligent people, who meant her no harm whatsoever and who were, in fact, warm and welcoming. Her heart tripped its treacherous beats, her head pounded and she clenched and unclenched her fists, then clenched them again. She felt sweat forming in the small of her back. She was going to pass out! She began to push herself up from her chair and felt a few pairs of eyes flicker towards her, people aware of her movement, when the main library door opened and in flew a bright blue coat, a head of purple-ish hair and a flamboyant wave. The blue coat was removed and hung up with the others in the lobby and the hair was dramatically shaken about, and through the turnstile the woman came. She was tall, vibrant in her movements. 

‘Kath, good evening,’ said Tess. ‘Everybody, this is Kath, our other newbie.’ Kath took the empty seat alongside Tina and offered her hand. Tina took it, dumb. Kath’s grip was firm and brisk and enthusiastic. 

‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Kath to the room. ‘I had a bit of a debacle with the kids’ tea. But I’m here now.’ 

The group murmured its greetings. It took up the discussion of Birdsong again. Tina listened as members said what they thought of the book. Some liked it and some loved it. Like her, many had read it before. Tina remained silent, even though a large part of her was desperate to join in. She loved to talk about her reading and she supposed as a child she had bored people with her endless book talk, particularly poor Meg, who had not been much of a reader. 

Kath cleared her throat and spoke up. ‘I thought it was fabulous, all apart from the sex scenes,’ she said. 

Tess looked surprised. ‘Oh?’ she said, failing to disguise the defensiveness in her voice. Tina looked at the floor. 

‘They’re not sexy,’ said Kath in a mock whisper. A flutter of laughter flew around the circle, and Tess reddened. Tina smiled to herself. Kath called a spade a spade, obviously. Tina liked that. Tess said she found the sex scenes extremely “successful”. Another reader chimed in, agreeing with Tess. Tina saw Kath redden. Oh, how awful, how embarrassing for her, and on her first night too. Nobody seemed to know what to say next. Oh God. She ought to... should she? 

‘Actually,’ Tina heard herself say, leaning forward, a hard thudding at the base of her throat, ‘I agree with Kath. I didn’t think the sex scenes worked that well either.’ She felt the sweat leap from her back to her neck. She knew she was reddening too. 

Tina heard Kath sigh in relief. Tina leaned back in her chair. The conversation about Birdsong continued, but Tina and Kath contributed nothing further. 

Soon, much sooner than Tina had expected, the book discussion ground to a halt. A couple of kettles were boiled in the small white kitchen off to the side; somebody peeled the lids from the tins and tubs on the table. Tina sensed the true business of the meeting was about to begin. 

‘So... I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’ said Kath. 

‘Tina.’ 

‘Tina, you saved my arse. I’ve a nasty habit of putting my foot in it. Thank you, and hello.’ 

‘Hello,’ said Tina. 

‘So, what do you get up to when you’re not being a reading groupie?’ said Kath in her confident drawl, stretching out her long legs. 

‘Not much,’ said Tina. What did she do all day? She read. She tidied her house, she decluttered it, she cleaned it. She baked. She knitted. She went to the shops. On a Thursday morning she cleaned Mr and Mrs Haynes’s modest semi; on Mondays she spent four hours cleaning Judy and Sandra’s classy, capacious home. She visited Meg’s grave. She ate. She ate some more. 

‘A woman of leisure,’ said Kath, running her long fingers through her wild hair. 

‘I suppose so, yes. Apart from my cleaning jobs.’ 

‘You can come and clean my place if you like! It’s a pigsty. Do you have kids?’ 

‘No. Oh, no.’ 

‘Very sensible. I’ve got two of the little buggers. Boys. Hence the pigsty status. Need I say more?’ 

‘That sounds nice.’ Tina badly wanted to join in with the conversation and ditch the banalities she knew she was uttering, but she couldn’t. She didn’t know how to. The hair was incredible, so thick and purple. Purple-ish. Tina wanted to say something about it, but she thought that would be even more banal. It was the sort of hair that attracted regular comments, Tina decided, and Kath probably didn’t need to hear any more. 

‘Most of the time being a mum is nice,’ Kath was saying. She winked, and Tina liked her, she really liked her, and she was glad she had spoken up for her about Birdsong. Keaton would like her too, Tina thought. He was a quiet man, but he got on well with loud and funny people; he liked those who weren’t afraid of things, and so did she. Tina and Keaton were afraid of too much. 

And while Kath prattled on good-naturedly about her boys and their never-ending capacity for destruction, and how her part-time job made her feel human, although it was tough sometimes, Tina didn’t listen. She cowed inside as she thought of Meg and how she would feel ‒ would have felt ‒ about Kath. Meg would not have liked her. Kath was definitely not Meg’s type. And Meg would advise her sister not to get involved, not to trust, not to cultivate this friendship which would be too distracting. For friendship it was, right there in the nightshrouded library, eating cake, chatting idly to somebody new and interesting and friendly, about a book both had (mostly) enjoyed. They sipped Tess’s insipid coffee ‒ ‘I prefer it with cream, don’t you?’ whispered Kath ‒ and Tina did prefer coffee with cream, she had always done so, and she heard herself say, ‘It’s surprising how many people settle for milk, isn’t it?’ and Kath nodded in ferocious agreement, eating up the last of her slice of Tina’s orange and apricot cake. Kath told her she made a fine cake, sticky and gooey and fruity, like it should be, and Tina glowed with an emotion she couldn’t describe. 
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That night she told Keaton about Kath and her purple-ish hair and her boys (Zack and Joe) and her part-time job. She couldn’t remember what Kath’s job was, although she probably did say, and she told him how funny she was and that they had swapped mobile numbers and planned to meet up again before the next book group meeting in December. They were “going for a drink” one evening, probably food too. Things were on the up, Tina hoped. Perhaps this would be the beginning of a new chapter in her life? But the doubts piled in, as they always did. Perhaps Kath didn’t mean it when she said she’d like to hook up with Tina for a coffee, or dinner. Perhaps she was being polite. Perhaps she thought Tina was a freakish, socially-inept weirdo? Tina tried to shake off these thoughts but they persisted, as they always did. 
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When Tina awoke on Wednesday morning, initially in the glow of the morning after the night before, her heart slowly sank at the prospect of needing to explain herself to Meg – to tell her about Kath and the reading group. Tina couldn’t often hide things from Meg. It was nigh on impossible. Meg had vision, a sense, where her twin was concerned. Apparently, Tina had read somewhere, that wasn’t unusual with twins. It was sometimes a comforting idea. All day Tina was apprehensive, dreading her Thursday visit. 

Tina made her reluctant way to the cemetery after cleaning the Haynes’s house. It was a chill afternoon, a tart wind whipping about her every step as she walked from the car park up to her sister’s grave. The cemetery was enveloped in a cloying grey light. Tina tidied the grave and she heard herself pour out the tale of the reading group and her new friend, and as she spoke, her terrible, misplaced guilt washed over her like a vat of warm slurry. Tina steeled herself for accusations, questions, tantrums. But Meg was silent and the silence was unexpected, and it frightened Tina more than the tears and raging and dire warnings would have done. It was not like Meg, who never held back, who was never afraid to voice an opinion, who was naturally jealous as hell. 

Tina fell silent too. She could not read her sister’s mood. If only she could see her clearly, properly. 

‘She sounds all right,’ Meg eventually said. 

‘She is,’ agreed Tina. 

‘Do you think she could help us?’ said Meg. 

‘Help us with what?’ 

‘You know what. We discussed it last time didn’t we? Well, I did. Seems I’m the only one around here who can sensibly discuss anything. Could this new friend of yours help us?’ 

Tina closed her eyes and hummed loudly to herself for a while. It was a trick she’d learned in those first few days after Meg’s death. Loud, tuneless humming, blotting everything out. She quietened after a while. She breathed hard and opened her eyes. Meg had gone, of course. Meg, wherever she was, was not there. Tina cleared her throat and glanced around. Mercifully nobody was near, apart from the woman in the green coat and the furry hat who was, Tina suspected, pretending to take no notice. She looked like she was reading a book. Which book? She couldn’t see from here. She had to go. She longed to be at home on her cosy sofa reading, eating, reading, eating... She stumbled, muttered goodbye to nobody at all, and left. She felt Meg watch her go. She felt the woman in the green coat look up and watch her go too. 
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The woman pulled her coat closer to her and shivered. Soon she would have to stop coming here; it could do her no good sitting around in this cold. Poor Tina. How stressed she was. It wasn’t surprising, when all was considered. She watched Tina leave, watched her place one foot in front of the other, stumbling like an injured soldier. All was quiet again now. She stood up to leave too. She should go and find warmth, good coffee, and think, think, think. One day, she hoped, one of these days, and soon, she would get up the courage to approach Tina; to say hello, how are you, do you remember me? 
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