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To Sophie Christopher


I wish you could be here to see this published.


Thank you for being a tiny ball of energy and constant writing champion, for your absolute, never-ending belief that I would be an author one day, and for always being the optimism to my pessimism. We used to read out our names in the acknowledgments of books with pride to one another, so I hope you would have loved seeing your name here.


I miss you and I will be forever glad I had you as a friend.
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Prologue


I stare down at your coffin, at the sleek, dark, wooden box that hides your already decaying face, its shiny newness at odds with the rest of the graveyard. The minister’s words wash over me as he tells us how much you will be missed, how much you meant to everyone here, how we must celebrate your life, all the more so after your tragic death.


Like mine, everyone’s eyes are trained on your coffin, but they steal glances at me when they think I won’t notice, watching me to get their cue on how to behave. If I am stoic and still then they will be, if I sob uncontrollably then it’s OK for them to do so, too. I sniff and blink out a set of tears, feel them trace heat down my cheeks, taste the salt of them as they pool in the corners of my mouth. The eyes turn back to you.


You would have wanted this, I know. Wanted the classy coffin, its perfection hiding you at your worst, the crowd of friends and family to prove just how popular you were. The outdoor ceremony, heels sinking into grass underfoot, the breeze just cold enough to make us uncomfortable in our black funeral attire.


I did it for you, in honour of the relationship we once had, in honour of whatever love once existed between us. You should know that.


The minister finishes, closing his book and inviting me, along with the others who were closest to you, to be the first to throw dirt on your grave. I am not amongst those who say something about you, not one of those who stand there sobbing dramatically as they choke out their words. We discussed it, the family and I, and I said I couldn’t bear to, that it would be too much, that you already knew what was in my heart so there was no need to speak it out loud. I couldn’t have said what was in my heart, of course. Not in front of these people who still think you are deserving of their sympathy and love. I hope you know, though. Hope you know that I do not regret it.


After the ceremony I stand at the edge of your grave, looking down at the coffin now half covered by ground that will soon swallow you. People come up to me to murmur condolences, to lay a tentative hand on my shoulder, offer what they think are words of comfort as they mistake my stillness for grief. Those closest to me, the family in our inner circle, hover uncertainly for a few minutes more, but when I don’t respond, when I let more tears streak down my face, they pick up on my desire to be alone and give in. They’ll see me at the wake, they say, and leave.


I hold my back stiff until the voices fade into the wind, until all I can hear is the rustle of leaves, the faint chirping of birds, a far-off car horn. Until I know that you and I are alone. Then I smile.


All these years, you thought you’d got away with it, didn’t you? You thought you’d take to your grave your secret. And I suppose you did, in one way.


I’m just glad I was the one to put you there.




PART ONE


Nicola




Chapter One


Blood for blood. You will pay for what you did.


Nicola’s mind was blank as she stared at the words, typed in ordinary Times New Roman font, the text centred, taking up only the very top of an otherwise blank piece of A4 paper. It had been addressed to her in an envelope, also typed, alongside a letter from NatWest. Fiona, her sister-in-law, must have dropped them both off at some point when Nicola was out, given she didn’t actually have her own postal address, here at the little annex in Fiona’s garden where she’d lived since her husband’s death nearly a year ago.


She reread the note, her lips parting to mouth the words. Her fingers gripped the page more tightly, the tips of them turning as white as the paper, as the reality of what she was seeing sunk in. The near-constant pain in her stomach intensified and the hot flush she’d experienced only moments before vanished, replaced by a cool dread that seeped through her, turning her blood so cold that it felt like tiny shards of ice were splintering her veins.


This couldn’t be happening, it couldn’t be real. There could only be one thing this note was referring to, and no one knew about that. No one. She’d been so careful.


She lowered the piece of paper, her hand shaking. The secret she’d kept buried, learned not to think about even when alone, whipped its way back through her, leaving her breathless.


She jumped violently at a knock on the door. ‘Just a minute!’ she called, her voice high and unnatural. She lurched across the kitchen, her bare feet sticking to the terracotta tiles, and tore the note up into tiny shreds, threw them in the kitchen bin, then dumped the rest of her tea in the bin on top of them just for good measure. Adrenaline was coursing through her, the need to do something tangible almost unbearable. But what? There was no return address, no way to know who sent the note. Maybe it was a prank, she thought to herself wildly, just a stupid joke someone was playing on her. But even inside her own head, that didn’t sound convincing.


There was another, impatient knock at the door.


‘In a second,’ she snapped. She took a slow, deep breath, then opened the door, letting in a cool September breeze which whisked away the sweat that had formed on the back of her neck.


‘I’m sorry,’ she breathed, looking up into Phil’s tanned face. Her boyfriend, for want of a more appropriate word for people their age. ‘I just need to …’ She trailed off, having completely forgotten what he was here for.


‘Are you all right?’ Phil asked in his low, gravelly voice. ‘You look pale.’


‘Yes I’m …’ But she couldn’t bring herself to say the word fine. Because she wasn’t, was she? Not by a long shot. Not that she could tell him that, because if she did then she’d have to tell him about the note, and then he’d want to know what it was referring to, and she couldn’t very well have that. God, the thought of what would have happened if Phil had arrived moments earlier – if she’d opened the envelope in front of him – sent anxiety clawing through her stomach.


She rested one hand on the doorframe to steady herself, and Phil stepped towards her, his eyebrows creasing into a frown over his deep brown eyes. She wanted to tell him to give her space, but a wave of intense dizziness swept through her, stealing her breath and making the garden behind him swirl into a mass of colours, green and brown merging with pinks and yellows. And red. Somewhere in there were bright red flowers, the colour of blood.


There was a ringing in her ears, then the ground underneath her gave way.


Nicola scowled at the pale wooden door in front of her, already regretting the decision to come even though she’d gone along with it when Phil insisted she get an appointment. Still, she was here now, had waited a good thirty minutes after her allocated time, so she squared her shoulders, knocked.


‘Come in,’ said a bored male voice.


She walked stiffly into the small room, wrinkling her nose at the warm air that smelled like antiseptic, bleach, and BO all mixed together. She focused in on the young man sat hunched over at his desk, tapping away on his keyboard, no doubt writing something about his last patient. She didn’t know this one – her old GP had left, so they’d passed her on to this chap. He was very young, she noted as she perched on the plastic chair opposite him, placing her handbag in her lap. Was he even old enough to be a doctor?


He turned to face her, his glasses sitting crookedly on his nose. Attractive, she supposed, in a youthful, puppy-like sort of way. Strange to have someone his age at their little village surgery, just at the edge of Bath where the height of excitement was the Sunday market in the nearest town, where the majority of residents were over forty-five or under eighteen. Bristol was close enough, why not go there? It was bound to be more exciting for someone his age.


‘What can I do for you, Nicola?’ he asked, smiling blandly.


She patted her hair nervously, aware that she hadn’t brushed it before she left the house, that she was due another hairdresser’s appointment, streaks of grey now showing through the dyed red-brown. ‘I, well, I’ve been having some … symptoms.’


‘Aha,’ said the man patiently, if a little distractedly. Dr Williams, she remembered. That was his name. ‘What kind of symptoms?’


She’d already decided not to tell him about her little episode this morning, in case it led to any difficult questions, but in truth that wasn’t the only thing bothering her. ‘Well, various things, really, over the last couple of weeks. I’ve had a bit of a headache. A few stomach cramps, a fair number of hot flushes. I haven’t been able to sleep very well because of it, in all honesty.’ She couldn’t help wondering from the way he hardly blinked, seeming to stare at a point on her forehead rather than at her, if he was really listening.


She shifted in her seat, crossing one leg over the other. The movement seemed to jolt him back. ‘Aha,’ he said mildly. ‘And is there anything else?’ He said it in a way that made it clear he did not think hot flushes and stomach cramps were enough of a problem to warrant taking up his time.


She narrowed her eyes at his tone. She might not have wanted to come, but that didn’t mean she didn’t deserve his attention. ‘I’ve had a few bouts of nausea,’ she said stiffly. ‘Quite bad, actually,’ she went on, his ambivalence making her more honest about it than if he’d been caring and interested. Unbidden, an image of the note flashed in her mind. You will pay for what you did. A burning heat trickled down the back of her neck. It crossed her mind then that maybe these symptoms, maybe the confusion, the sickness, the pain, that all of it was deserved. Maybe it was karma, the universe’s way of making her pay.


No. That was ridiculous. There were certainly worse people out there than her. Terrorists, now you didn’t see them coming down with bouts of nausea, did you? What she’d done was nothing in comparison. Besides, she didn’t go in for all that superstitious crap, the universe certainly didn’t care about her or what she may or may not have done.


Someone out there cared, though. She shivered, but Dr Williams didn’t seem to notice, clicking at something on his computer screen.


‘And how long has this been going on for?’ he asked.


‘I’m not sure exactly. Not too long. A month, maybe a bit longer.’


‘Have you been putting on weight?’


‘No. If anything I’ve been losing it.’ Indeed her clothes felt like they were hanging off her recently, her once slim, toned figure now turning saggy and frail.


‘And what about your periods?’


‘What about them?’ Quite frankly, she didn’t see what it had to do with anything.


‘Have they stopped?’


Ah. She thought she saw where this was going now. ‘They’ve been a bit … irregular … lately, yes.’ Then, before he could say anything, she added, ‘I know what you’re going to say. You’re going to tell me it’s the menopause, aren’t you?’


He opened his hands in front of him, a conciliatory sort of gesture. ‘Well, it does sound like that, yes. And it wouldn’t be unusual at your age.’ Your age. Honestly, you’d have thought she was ancient, the way he said it, rather than in her early fifties. ‘Hot flushes and cramps are among the most common symptoms,’ he added.


‘Nausea?’ she shot back at him.


‘Perhaps less common,’ he conceded. ‘But there are a range of symptoms that can last several years, including the ones we’ve talked about, as well as things like night sweats and sleep problems. Then there are the more psychological side effects like mood changes, forgetfulness …’ He droned on, going through the list like he’d memorised it from a textbook.


His face was too pale, Nicola decided, like he hadn’t seen the sun in months, and his cheeks were sunken in, giving the impression that he himself needed a good night’s sleep. As she studied his face, it began to distort in front of her, his cheeks sinking in further so that they displayed the bones underneath, his skin becoming almost translucent, ghost-like, his brown eyes widening and stretching underneath his glasses, like they were eating away at the flesh around them. No. This wasn’t right, this couldn’t be happening. She pressed her back against the chair away from him and squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them he was normal again, and was looking at her expectantly.


She let her breath out on a whoosh. In her head. It was all in her head. Blood and death were just on her mind after this morning, that was all. And she was bound to be feeling a little off after collapsing on her own doorstep.


‘Are you all right, Nicola?’ Dr Williams asked, the question sounding more like a courtesy than genuine interest.


She swallowed, her mouth dry. ‘Just feeling a little light-headed.’


He fumbled around behind his desk. ‘Let’s take your blood pressure, shall we, just to make sure?’ He produced the pump and strapped it on her arm. After a moment he said, ‘It’s a little low, but nothing to worry about.’ She half expected him to say that that, too, was a product of the menopause. Instead he glanced at his computer. ‘Your husband died coming up to a year ago, is that right?’


Nicola jolted, the question so unexpected. It felt like something very heavy had settled on top of her, restricting her airflow. ‘Yes,’ she said shortly. Though I don’t see how that’s any of your business, she wanted to add.


‘And it says here that you saw a doctor after he died because you had trouble sleeping? That you lost your appetite?’


She stared at him disbelievingly. How dare he insinuate that this was the same thing? What she’d been going through then had no bearing on how she felt now. ‘I don’t want to talk about that,’ she snapped. The room felt too close, too hot all of a sudden, and it was all she could do to stay seated, not to get up and storm out. She couldn’t think about Charlie, not now, especially not after this morning. Grief and guilt roared up inside her, still so indistinguishable from one another, even now.


‘Of course. I don’t mean to upset you. I’m just noticing some similarities between what you were suffering then, and what you’re describing now.’ He paused, as if letting that sink in, then said, a little more softly, ‘I see that, at the time, you declined the option of antidepressants.’


‘I’m not depressed,’ Nicola said firmly.


‘I’m not saying you are. But the menopause can heighten mood swings, and if you’ve already been suffering from a low mood, it can be a very … difficult … time to go through.’ There he was, back to that again. She imagined she could tell him she’d fallen over and broke her ankle, and he’d put it down to the bloody menopause.


‘I’m not depressed,’ she stated again. There was a time, right after Charlie died, when she’d thought she might be. When she’d been unable to get up and face the day, face her new reality. When she couldn’t stop wishing she could replay their last moments together, if only so she could do it differently, so she wouldn’t now have this constant weight to carry around, everywhere she went.


‘Well, I’d still like to give you the option of some pills to help you,’ he said, with another bland smile. ‘Sometimes, you see, our emotions can make us feel physical symptoms, such as nausea, and actually treating the underlying emotional problem, rather than the symptom itself, can be the most beneficial thing.’ He tapped away on his keyboard, and the printer next to him spat out a prescription. She stared at it disbelievingly. Was this what doctors did these days, when they didn’t know what to do with patients? Stick them on antidepressants? Her daughter, Sarah, had been on them for a while after Charlie’s death, she knew. Had it been this easy for Sarah to get the pills?


Dr Williams waved the prescription in front of her until she took it. ‘It’s a mild dose, shouldn’t have too many side effects. Not an antidepressant, per se, just something to help your mood, take the edge off any anxiety. Take them, see how you get on. And I’d like to see you again in a couple of months, to hear how you are.’ He seemed to weigh something up, then said, ‘It’s not a weakness, you know. Feeling low. And it can come and go, seemingly erratically. It wouldn’t be at all surprising if you’ve been feeling down again, given a change in your hormones and given the, well, fairly traumatic nature of your husband’s death, even if it did happen a while ago now.’


Unbidden, she was forced back in time, forced to remember Charlie’s face, ashen white, contorted with pain. She blinked furiously against the memory. She didn’t want to have to think of it, not now, in this too bright room with this man-child watching her.


Dr Williams glanced over her head and she knew he was checking the clock. She took the cue and got to her feet, but he waved a hand at her. ‘Wait.’ He opened one of his desk drawers and rustled around, then produced a couple of leaflets. ‘Here, have a read of these, too.’


How to Tell if You’re Suffering from Depression and The Menopause: What to Expect. Nicola looked from the leaflets to Dr Williams and back again. She wanted to say something to him, to admonish him for treating his patients as children, to ask how on earth a leaflet would help, to tell him it sounded to her very much like he ought to go back to medical school. But instead all she came out with was a stiff, ‘Thank you,’ before she yanked the door open to let herself out. Really. She hadn’t expected him to tell her it was anything serious, but she also hadn’t expected to leave feeling more worried than when she went in. Because he hadn’t really listened to her, had he? She’d wanted to be reassured, to have someone explain something she didn’t know, not be told that it was probably all in her sodding head.


She didn’t realise she was breathing more heavily than usual until she reached the waiting room. Phil was there, sat on one of the green plastic chairs between an old, frail woman and a sullen-looking teenage boy. She hastily stuffed the prescription in her handbag as he spotted her and stood up. He sauntered over, thumbs hooked in the belt loops of his jeans, showing just a hint of his well-toned stomach. He put a big, muscled arm around her when he reached her, pulling her to him. She liked that about Phil, liked that he always wanted physical contact, wanted to be stood right next to her whenever they were out in public. He was so unlike Charlie in that respect, who, she thought sadly, after Sarah was born, hadn’t seemed to need her at all.


‘Well?’ he prompted as they left behind the sounds of coughing and impatient muttering.


‘He thinks it’s nothing,’ Nicola said, forcing a casual tone. She didn’t know exactly why she didn’t tell Phil about the pills the doctor wanted her to take. Only that, well, she wasn’t sure how well he’d take it, thought he may well be the type to see depression as an excuse, something that didn’t really exist. Besides, they hadn’t been seeing each other that long, she didn’t want him thinking that she had too much baggage.


‘That’s good then,’ he said as they stepped out of the surgery and into the fresh air. He turned her to face him when they reached his car, his big hands sliding down to her elbows. ‘So I’ve been thinking,’ he said, his lip quirked up into a half smile. ‘And I think we should exchange keys. You know, make a statement. It would mean I wouldn’t have to wait for you outside if you’re ever late back from work or something.’


She noticed the assumption that he’d be waiting for her at her house, rather than her being round at his, but let it go. Still, she hesitated, not sure if she liked the idea that someone could invade her privacy like that whenever they wanted. The smile fell off his face and his hands tightened on her arms for a second before he dropped them to his sides. ‘You don’t think it’s a good idea,’ he stated, his voice monotone.


‘No, no it’s not that,’ she said immediately. She forced a smile. ‘Sorry, my head’s still a little fuzzy after this morning, the doctor said I have low blood pressure, you know.’


‘Oh.’


She reached out, took his hand. ‘I think it’s a great idea. Let’s do it.’


Immediately, his face lightened. ‘Great! Well, in that case, I think we should go and seal the deal over breakfast, what do you think?’


‘Oh, well, I have—’


‘Don’t worry about getting to the shop for your shift – I rang Mary while you were in the doctor’s, told her you’d be late.’


Nicola frowned. The idea of someone calling in sick for her grated. ‘You did?’ And then, ‘You have Mary’s number?’


‘Nah, I called the shop. She said to just come in when you were feeling better.’


‘Oh. Oh well, in that case …’ She couldn’t think of a way round it, not without upsetting him.


‘Great.’ Phil grinned. ‘I’ve got to be on site with my guys this afternoon, but that gives us plenty of time to get some sugar into you and then get these keys cut. We can go to the garden centre for breakfast, and I think they’ll do the keys there too.’ Despite herself, she smiled a little at his boyish excitement about the idea. He reached round her to open the passenger door and she slid into the car silently. She made sure to keep her handbag clutched closely to her, where the prescription was hidden. She didn’t want Phil to see. She didn’t want anyone to find out about the pills for that matter – they’d wonder why she needed them, why now, why still.


Even so, she couldn’t help feeling a tiny flicker of hope at the thought of them, despite the fact she hadn’t wanted them. Was there a chance, perhaps, that they could work? A chance that they could take away the gnawing she was feeling right now, the way the acid was swirling in her stomach, tearing at the lining there?


Something heavy slid from her heart to her stomach. No. No pill could do that.


No pill could make her forget.




Chapter Two


It was exactly 7 p.m. when Sarah let herself in through the front door of the main house, using the key Fiona always left in a plant pot on the doorstep. Ben and Fiona had gone out on their weekly ‘date night’ so Nicola had been left to babysit their daughters, her nieces, a duty she knew was the only reason Fiona tolerated her living in the annex. Nicola felt her chest relax when she saw her own daughter. She knew it was wrong that she’d doubted she’d turn up. But in her defence, it was only in the last few months that Sarah had started speaking to her again.


When Charlie died Sarah had retreated into herself, shutting herself from everyone, especially Nicola. She’d grieved more than anyone else, and Nicola hadn’t known how to help her, couldn’t help thinking that it was hypocritical to even try to do so, all things considered. But Sarah was coping now, Nicola told herself, tried to make herself believe it. Sarah was finally finding her way through it all, and they were finding their way back to each other. They’d be OK, the two of them.


As long as Sarah never found out, that was.


Nicola tried to shake off that thought as Sarah shut the door behind her. It had been two days since she’d got that note through the post. Nothing else had happened, no one had made any move towards her. So she’d convinced herself that it was nothing, a hoax.


‘Hi, Mum,’ Sarah said in a slightly muffled voice. Nicola could tell just from that tone that something was wrong and actually, she welcomed the distraction of someone else’s pain, as horrible as that might make her. She watched as Sarah shrugged off her leather jacket and bent down to take off her muddy boots, showing grass stains on her skinny blue jeans. And she knew then where Sarah had been, what was making her smile in a way that looked painful. Sarah might not think that Nicola knew her as well as Charlie had done, but she was wrong.


So she knew without asking that Sarah had come from Charlie’s grave.


And she hated it. Hated the idea of her there, crying as she traced his name with her fingers, sobbing the way she’d done at his funeral when she’d spoken about her dad. Hated the thought of her sitting there, alone, damp seeping through her jeans as she knelt on the grass, growing cold in the September air.


Nicola crossed the distance between them. ‘Hello, darling, lovely to see you.’ She wondered whether to try and offer some words of comfort. Knowing her tells didn’t mean she knew what to say, though – she was just as likely to make her more upset as she was to cheer her up. ‘Lily and Emily are still up,’ she said instead. ‘They wanted to see you before they went to bed.’


A genuine smile spread across Sarah’s face this time. ‘Nice earrings,’ she commented as she followed Nicola into the living room at the front of the house, which looked out onto the gravel driveway.


Nicola raised a hand to touch one of the sparkling studs. ‘Oh, thanks, Phil got them for me.’


Sarah raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything. She didn’t really have to – Nicola knew all too well what Sarah thought of Phil, though at least she wasn’t vocalising it as much these days. Really, though, she was hardly going to take seriously Sarah’s thoughts on any man she was dating – she knew Sarah considered it a betrayal that she’d even consider dating anyone after Charlie. Though Nicola had to admit, there were times when she almost felt the same way herself.


Lily and Emily were curled up together on the deep red sofa, watching Peter Rabbit for the millionth time. Emily grinned at Sarah, pushing her light brown hair, growing so fast these days, away from her face before sticking her thumb in her mouth again. Three-year-old Lily just continued to stare at the TV, one hand curled up in her wispy blonde hair. Sarah deliberately moved in front of the screen. ‘Are you going to say hello, then?’


Without the distraction of a talking rabbit, both girls launched themselves at Sarah, who twirled them round in circles one at a time – enough space in here that she could do so without worrying about knocking anything. It gave Nicola a pang watching the three of them together like that, so much unreserved love there. It intensified when Lily, who was almost mistrustful of Nicola sometimes, wrapped her arms around Sarah’s leg and gave her signature cartoon giggle. She looked so like Sarah had at that age.


‘And as Sarah’s here,’ Nicola said above continued squeals of delight, ‘that means I’m afraid it’s bedtime.’ Nicola ignored the protests from Emily and glanced at Sarah. ‘Sorry, love, are you going to be—?’


Sarah waved a hand in the air. ‘Go. I’ll help myself to stuff in the kitchen.’


By the time Nicola had got both girls to bed, if not quite to sleep, Sarah was standing over the stove, stirring a risotto, a glass of wine in one hand. She was so much more at ease in Fiona’s kitchen than Nicola would ever be. ‘Hope you don’t mind, I started on tea.’ She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Wine?’


Nicola shook her head, the movement feeling heavy. ‘I think I’ll just have tea.’ She moved towards the cupboard but Sarah waved her away.


‘I’ll make it,’ she said firmly. ‘Sit down, you look tired.’ Nicola tried and failed not to feel put out that she still looked tired after all the effort she’d made this evening, subtle make-up so that she’d look healthy and, yes, younger ; menopause be damned. Sarah set those familiar grey-green eyes on her as she slid onto a chair and rested her elbows on the mahogany kitchen table. Really, who needed a mahogany kitchen table, for God’s sake? But of course, it was only the best for Fiona.


‘You went to see the doctor yesterday, didn’t you?’ Sarah asked. ‘What did they say?’


Nicola wrinkled her nose. She shouldn’t have told her about that. ‘I did and it’s nothing to worry about, so please don’t.’ When Sarah didn’t immediately look away, Nicola sighed. ‘It’s just the menopause, love, that’s all.’ It wasn’t all, not by a long shot, but there was no way she was admitting that.


Sarah seemed satisfied with that, turning to take the tea leaves out from one of the wooden cupboards, much nicer cupboards than Nicola had in the annex. Sarah had made them all switch to tea leaves recently because they were better for the environment, apparently – regular teabags had plastic in them, who knew?


‘Oh, well, if that’s it then that’s OK then,’ Sarah said mildly. Nicola resisted the urge to snort. She should wait until she was going through it before she brushed it off so lightly. ‘So they didn’t take bloods or anything?’


‘No, no need for anything like that.’


‘Well, that’s good then, they’re obviously not too worried.’ Sarah brought a cup of tea over and nodded to the plain blue coaster on Nicola’s right. Smiling slightly, Nicola moved it in front of her then took the tea. Even as a child, Sarah had been the tidy one – so similar to Charlie in that respect. She went back to her cooking, sweeping back long hair, naturally blonde even before the highlights she put in. Gorgeous hair she most certainly didn’t get from Nicola.


‘And there was nothing that made you particularly want to go to the doctor’s? I mean, I know you’ve been feeling sick and all that, but there wasn’t anything else?’


Nicola kept her face neutral. She was like this, Sarah, never very good at just letting things drop. ‘No, nothing,’ she said lightly. ‘Just wanted a check-up, you know.’ She knew that her face was calm, her cheeks unflushed as she spoke. She’d always been able to lie well, when she’d really wanted to. Had enough practice at it by now.


It was hard to tell whether Sarah believed her but, really, Nicola found she didn’t care. It was the reason Sarah was here, after all, the reason she was back in Nicola’s life again. She’d been more attentive, been around far more often since she’d found out, no doubt through Ben or Fiona, that Nicola wasn’t feeling great. She’d been willing to come and cook for her, to take care of her. So secretly, Nicola could admit that she was a little thankful for the bouts of illness, would gladly take more of it if it meant keeping her daughter around. Not that she deserved to have her around, of course. Or at least, that’s what other people would say, if they knew.


Nicola sipped her tea and grimaced a little. ‘What’s the matter?’ Sarah said, too observant as always. She set plates on the table. Expensive plates, Nicola thought bitterly. Ones Fiona had had made specially, with hand-drawn flowers on each of them. The type of plates Nicola would have had in her old life. ‘Isn’t it sweet enough? I can add more sugar?’


‘No, no, it’s fine, love.’ She reached out and squeezed Sarah’s hand. ‘Just a bit hot, that’s all.’ It was actually a little too sweet, if she was honest, but she wouldn’t tell her that. It still felt new, this relationship between them, the way they were adjusting to life without Charlie.


Sarah turned to take the risotto off the stove. ‘I saw Mrs Norwood today,’ she said in a would-be casual voice.


Nicola’s head throbbed, a headache starting up even without the wine, and she resisted the urge to massage her temples. ‘Oh?’


‘Mmm-hmm. She said I should come by, see the house now she’s done it up.’


So, Sarah had brought Charlie up anyway, even though Nicola hadn’t asked. Sure, it was indirect, but Nicola knew that was what she was getting at by mentioning Mrs Norwood, who had bought the old Victorian-style house that she’d had to sell after Charlie had died. It had been glorious, that house, with a beautiful outdoor patio and a kitchen that would put even Fiona’s mahogany table and fancy plates to shame. That wasn’t why Sarah had loved it though, she knew. Sarah had been horrified when Nicola sold it, had hated to say goodbye to the house which held so many memories of her dad, even though Nicola had tried to explain that she just couldn’t afford it, not with the bills she’d been left with, not on her measly income. Especially not because Charlie hadn’t told her just how bad their finances were after he’d had to give up his job.


‘You’re still in touch with her then?’ Nicola asked.


‘Not really. I just bumped into her in Waitrose and she started chatting to me. I think she’s lonely.’ It was hard to tell, with Sarah’s back to her, if she really was as unbothered about it as she sounded. Nicola couldn’t think of a thing to say, in part because she couldn’t believe her own daughter now shopped at Waitrose. ‘Anyway,’ Sarah continued as she brought over two plates of pea and asparagus risotto, ‘I thought I’d take her up on it and go see it at some point.’


She wondered if Sarah was hinting, wanting her to come with her. But there was no way she was willing to go back to that house. She wasn’t putting herself through that, even for Sarah. So she just settled with, ‘That’ll be nice.’ Her next words came out almost unbidden, the suggestion overflowing before she could think better of it. ‘On another note, I was just thinking that, maybe, if you’d like to, we could do something on the fifth.’


There was a pause, then, ‘Dad’s anniversary,’ Sarah whispered.


‘I thought … I thought maybe we could go to his grave together, get some of those pastries he liked from the bakery or something.’ Her words were coming too quickly and she made herself take a breath, slow down. She didn’t want Sarah to think she was nervous. ‘Do something together to … remember him,’ she finished lamely.


Sarah considered her, cocking her head. And then, to Nicola’s enormous relief, the corners of her mouth crooked up into a slight smile. ‘I’d like that,’ she said.


They were still in the kitchen, finishing up an M&S lemon tart that Sarah had picked up, when Ben and Fiona got home. Usually when she was babysitting Nicola could hear the car pull into the driveway, could prepare herself, but sitting in the kitchen at the back of the house meant that she didn’t notice they’d arrived until she heard their voices. She tensed automatically, her shoulders going stiff, even as she reminded herself that Fiona had asked her to be here.


Sarah glanced at her, a slight frown creasing her forehead, as if she could pick up on what Nicola was feeling. But the frown dropped away when Fiona came into the kitchen and Sarah smiled warmly. Nicola jumped to her feet, though regretted it when a wave of dizziness hit her. She’d caved and had just one glass of the New Zealand Sauvignon Sarah had opened, but surely one glass wasn’t enough to make her feel this light-headed. No doubt that man-child doctor would claim it was another bloody menopausal symptom.


‘How was your evening?’ Nicola asked.


Fiona pushed back her chocolate curls and Nicola felt a little bolt of jealousy at how smooth her skin still looked, how you could really tell Fiona was nearly ten years younger than her. ‘Oh, yes, good.’ Fiona didn’t even bother to fake an enthusiastic tone. ‘How were the girls?’


Nicola prattled on about how good they’d been, but she was barely concentrating on what she was saying because Ben had come into the kitchen behind Fiona. He looked so similar to Charlie, in some respects. The same brown hair, same height, the way they both let their stubble grow out, just a little. But they’d been step-brothers, and it showed – Ben’s eyes were the seaweed to Charlie’s deep ocean-blue, his cheekbones more pronounced, nose smaller. He was leaner, too, even now, just creeping into his late forties. And yes, fine, he was attractive. It wasn’t a crime to admit that to herself, now was it? Particularly tonight, in his jeans and white designer jumper.


Though she refused to meet his gaze, she could feel his eyes on her, burning her skin. Intense, watchful, just like when she’d first met him. She was glad in that moment that she’d made the effort to look nice, glad she still had the figure she still worked so hard to maintain, even if it was leaning more towards frail than toned these days. She hated the thought of him seeing her as she really was – exhausted, both physically and mentally.


Fiona slid into a chair next to Sarah and Sarah lifted her nearly empty glass. ‘I’d offer you wine, but I drank it all.’


Fiona’s lips twitched. ‘That’s all right, we had wine at the restaurant and if I have any more I’ll suffer tomorrow.’ She yawned, and Nicola thought it might be pointed, but she wasn’t sure if that was just her being oversensitive. ‘I’m knackered anyway, I’ll probably go to bed in a minute.’


‘Oh, well, in that case I’ll head back,’ Nicola said immediately, actually a little grateful for the excuse – as much as she loved her daughter, she wasn’t sure she could last much longer.


‘Want me to walk you back?’ Ben asked casually, coming to stand behind Fiona with one hand on the back of her chair. Because of that, he didn’t see the way Fiona’s lips tightened, the fleeting look she gave Nicola.


‘It’s just across the garden,’ Nicola said lightly, ‘I think I’ll manage.’


There was a moment of silence, then Sarah stretched and stood up. ‘I’ll head too, got an early start tomorrow.’ She gave Fiona’s shoulders a squeeze, then hugged Nicola. ‘Love you, Mum.’ She said it firmly, almost like she was reminding her, reminding everyone in the room, which made Nicola suspect she’d caught the look Fiona had given her a second ago.


‘Love you, too.’


Nicola quickly said goodbye to Ben and Fiona then let herself out the back door in the kitchen, onto the patio area. Her annex was across the other side of the L-shaped garden, almost directly opposite where she was stood on the patio now. She crossed to the paved path, which led from the side of the big main house right to the front door of the annex, through the main part of the garden with a line of pear trees running down each side of the path. To the left of the annex was the other part of the garden, the wilder part, locked with a gate so that Lily and Emily couldn’t get in there to play.


She walked down the path, breathing in the smell of the flowers, the cool night air settling her a little. It was dark now, especially as she left the glow of the kitchen behind her, so she couldn’t make out the individual plants, not that she’d be able to name most of them anyway – Ben and Fiona were the gardeners, not her. The shapes of them distorted as she drew closer to her annex, the bushes getting bigger, the thin-stemmed flowers seeming to rise and twirl towards her, looming over her, like they were watching her every move. She hitched in a breath and stumbled, catching her jacket on one of the branches of the pear trees. She steadied herself and looked down to where she was still attached. The wood was pale and light in the darkness, strangely luminescent. She released her jacket from where it was snagged, but as she stepped back the slim branch reached towards her, becoming an old, gnarled finger that tried to grab her again.


Panicked, she jolted away, then charged the last few steps down the path, keeping her head down, trying to ignore the way the other pear trees were now doing the same, branches shifting into handless fingers that tried to grab her, to stop her. She was breathing far too heavily when she reached the front door, her hand shaking violently as she unlocked it. She glanced over her shoulder before she let herself in, but everything was normal, the garden quiet and still, the pear trees hidden in shadow, no sign of the menace they just showed her. She shook her head. Ridiculous. It was the wine, combined with her already worried state of mind – it was making her imagine things.


It was when she was taking off her earrings – the ones she’d worn because she knew she would see Ben – that she noticed a necklace – the one Charlie had given her just after she’d given birth to Sarah – was missing from her jewellery box. She hadn’t worn it in years, not since that night, must be five and a half years ago now, when she’d worn it for Charlie on their anniversary. Worn only that as she walked into the bedroom to surprise him, to try and kindle a passion that they’d never really had, if she was being brutally honest with herself. He’d looked at her and dismissed her, said he was too tired. She pressed her lips together at the memory, the humiliation of it. But despite that, it was an expensive necklace, and beautiful – a gorgeous emerald, for the colour of Sarah’s eyes. And unlike their anniversary, that was a memory she wanted to keep – the day Sarah was born, the joy of it, of her, despite everything. The necklace was a reminder of that and she didn’t like the idea that she’d lost it.


She frowned. She must have just put it down somewhere and forgotten about it, that was all.




Chapter Three


Nicola finished stocking up the drinks fridge, putting a hand on the fridge door when she got up out of a crouch too fast, causing all the blood to rush from her head. ‘You all right, chick?’ asked Mary, the shop owner and Nicola’s only colleague.


Nicola glanced over to where Mary was cashing up at the till. ‘I’m fine, just got up a bit quickly.’


‘Well, sit down a minute, we’re done for the day now.’ Knowing better than to argue with Mary, Nicola perched herself on the little stool she’d been using to reach the top shelf. She fiddled with the name badge Mary insisted they both wore, even though it was ridiculous – it was the only village shop, and everyone who stopped in knew who both she and Mary were. Would do even if she hadn’t been working in the shop for the past two years, given she’d lived here for the last twenty-five, for God’s sake.


‘There,’ Mary said, clicking the till shut. ‘Now what do you say we have a bit of that leftover cake, shall we? It won’t be good too much longer.’ Mary was continually having a bit of the ‘leftover’ cake that she got one of the local ladies to bake, hence the reason she was a little on the large side. She smiled widely at Nicola and in that instant her face changed, just like the doctor’s had. Her fleshy cheeks disintegrated, shrivelling and turning a nasty grey colour, like something was eating away at her face. Part of her mouth fell away so that her teeth were on show, yellowing and crooked. Nicola stared, trying to tell herself that it wasn’t real, that it couldn’t be real. But her breathing was coming quicker and quicker, her heart frantically trying to escape the confines of her chest. She wanted to close her eyes but she couldn’t. She couldn’t because of Mary’s eyes, staring at her, wide and glassy as if from pain. Exactly like Charlie’s eyes had been.


‘And then,’ Mary was saying, taking two big slices of the Victoria sponge from the glass-fronted cake display, ‘Mrs Winterbourne, you know, the woman who lives on the corner beside the pub, told me that all those trips her husband had been taking into Bristol for those big meetings were actually for a different kind of meeting altogether, if you see what I’m … Are you sure you’re all right, chick?’ she asked again. ‘You look very pale.’


‘I’m fine,’ Nicola managed, though her voice came out croaky. ‘Just, you know, being hit a bit hard by the menopause at the moment.’ She hated herself for saying it, for blaming every little thing on it, but the thought was in her head now after that bloody doctor. God, she just needed a good night’s sleep, that was all. Needed just one not plagued by stomach cramps.


‘Ah yes,’ Mary said sympathetically. ‘I remember it all too well, I had a dreadful time with it myself, hot flushes like you wouldn’t believe, and at the most inconvenient times, I tell you. Sure, you just need some sugar, that always helped me.’ She forced a paper plate with cake onto Nicola’s lap, and Nicola nibbled at the corner of it. ‘Now, how are you getting home? Is that fella of yours coming to get you again?’


‘No, I was planning on walking actually.’ She glanced at her phone automatically, thinking of the text she’d got from Phil earlier – he wasn’t too pleased that she’d insisted on making her own way home today, seemed to like the mind-numbingly boring chore of picking her up and dropping her off, even though she lived close enough to walk and besides, had her own car, even if she wasn’t the most confident of drivers. And it was hardly her fault that she wasn’t – Charlie had always insisted on driving too.


‘Ah look, don’t be silly, you can’t walk when you keep coming over all light-headed. I’ll drive you home after we lock up.’


‘But it’s only—’


‘No, I won’t hear it,’ Mary said. ‘Now, where was I? Ah, I was telling you about Mrs Winterbourne, wasn’t I? And that’s not even the half of it, let me tell you.’ On and on she went as they closed the shop and drove home, prattling on about the various village gossip, the secrets that she always seemed to be the first to uncover.


Mary not only insisted on driving her, but also got out the car when they pulled up outside the house and walked her all the way through the gate at the side of the main house and along the paved path across the garden. They’d had rain the last few days and it showed in the garden, the grass a deeper green and a bit overgrown, the way Nicola liked it best. She knew Lily and Emily liked it better this way too, liked it when it was more on the wild side so they could pretend there were faeries there, hiding in the overgrowth. It was why Fiona had to lock the gate to the other part of the garden with the more exotic plants, the ones more difficult to grow – Lily and Emily would be in there otherwise, trampling everything.


It was sunny and warm today, and the garden seemed peaceful, the flowers drifting slightly in the light breeze, the pinks and purples warm and inviting, like they were welcoming Mary. None of the menace Nicola sometimes felt from it when she was alone, like the garden knew she was a trespasser on Fiona’s property, like it knew that she didn’t belong here.
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