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			The First Bridge

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Joanna

			London

			Joanna was hardly aware of the train leaving Waterloo station. She supposed she was in shock – if shock was the right word for what she was feeling. She’d known as soon as she walked in the door of their Victorian terrace in Crouch End that something was wrong. It was in the atmosphere, lying in wait, and although it was only four in the afternoon, Martin was home.

			‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ he’d asked her from the kitchen. His voice had sounded different from usual too – and not in a good way.

			Joanna had felt the first shiver of foreboding.

			Now, sitting in the train carriage, she let out a small noise that sounded a bit like a choked sob and the man at the table seat opposite her inched slightly away. Joanna couldn’t blame him. No one needed to be landed with a hysterical woman at their table when all they wanted to do was read the evening paper on the train.

			‘Or maybe a drink?’ Martin had called through to her. Which was even more worrying.

			Joanna had put her bag down in the hall. ‘It’s a bit early, isn’t it?’ she’d said. And then he’d come to stand in the kitchen doorway and she’d caught his expression; noted the evasiveness in his pale blue eyes, a hint of guilt or regret, and . . .

			She stared out of the train window at the tall office blocks and cranes as they passed by. More building, always more building. Where she was going, there would be no tall office blocks or tenement buildings. Where she was going, there would be green fields with grazing sheep and the acid yellow of rapeseed lined with dark blackthorn bushes.

			‘I’ve got something I need to tell you, Jo,’ Martin had said.

			She took a deep and steadying breath. ‘Go on then.’

			They had been married for ten years. They hadn’t had children because of Joanna’s career as a freelance journalist, because Martin had kept saying they should wait a bit longer, and because . . . it had never happened. They lived together in this skinny terraced house bought before house prices in the city rocketed and they had always been happy enough. Well, hadn’t they? And what did it mean, ‘happy enough’? she pondered. It definitely seemed to suggest something lacking.

			There were more houses now that they were pulling into Clapham Junction and also more trees, already touched with the reds and yellows of early autumn. Joanna sniffed loudly and the man opposite glanced at her briefly over the top of his newspaper. Checking she was still keeping it together, probably. And she was – just.

			‘The thing is . . . I’ve been seeing someone else,’ Martin told her.

			Joanna stared at him, waiting for more information, waiting for this, the only piece of information that really mattered, to sink in.

			‘I feel terrible,’ he said. He tore his fingers through his fair hair in a familiar gesture. ‘So guilty. So angry with myself. I can’t sleep, you’ve got no idea.’

			Was she supposed to feel sorry for him? The anger flooded through her, a release. ‘Why?’ she managed to say. Wasn’t she enough for him, was that it? Didn’t he love her anymore? But the word emerged strangely devoid of emotion. He was right – she’d had no idea.

			‘I couldn’t help myself,’ Martin muttered. ‘She was just there, throwing herself at me and you . . .’

			Ah, she thought. Here we go then. The double-pronged defence. She (whoever she might be) had thrown herself at Martin, poor defenceless lamb that he was, while Joanna . . . Joanna was always too busy, too tired, too distant to give him what he wanted. He was a man, wasn’t he? Who could blame him for succumbing?

			Joanna could. ‘Who?’ Perhaps from now on, she would only be capable of one-syllable questions.

			He took a step towards her and she took a step back. A dance of betrayal, she found herself thinking.

			‘It’s come to a head.’ Martin was answering a different question. ‘Oh, God, now that Brian—’

			‘Hilary,’ said Joanna. Her thoughts flitted back to that awful dinner party with Martin’s colleague Brian and Hilary, his wife, whose breathy voice set Joanna’s nerves jangling with irritation. And now she knew why. ‘Jesus, Martin.’

			He looked offended. Only Martin could look offended at a time like this, she thought. ‘Brian knows,’ he said.

			Which explained why Martin was now telling Joanna. She turned away, unable to look at him anymore. ‘You absolute bastard,’ she said.

			‘Jo . . .’

			The train didn’t stop at Wimbledon. Opposite Joanna, the man took slurps of his coffee and when his mobile rang loudly, she didn’t point out that they were sitting in the quiet zone. She felt unshed tears blocking her throat and she pushed them back down. She wouldn’t cry. At least, not yet.

			‘How long?’ Joanna asked Martin. She kept her voice strong although she was shaking inside.

			‘Hardly any time.’ He looked away when he said this and then straight back at her so that she knew he was lying. ‘I told you, it just happened, and now . . .’

			‘Now?’ What was he saying? Was he leaving her? Did she want him to leave?

			He grabbed her arm. ‘Admit it, Jo. It’s been a while since you and I . . . We have to face it. Maybe we’ve just grown apart.’

			She shook him off. That stung. He was right, it had been a while. But had they grown that far apart?

			It was leafier when the train passed through Weybridge and then stopped at Woking, although some of the leaves were already falling, horse chestnuts on the ground wrapped in green spiky jackets. Joanna glanced at her watch. They had been travelling for less than half an hour. There were more people milling on the platform here and the coffee shop was full. The man opposite had finished his phone conversation and when the refreshment trolley passed by, he ordered a packet of crisps in an authoritative voice that made Joanna wish she’d sat somewhere else. She’d never been good with authority – or so Martin had always told her.

			But Martin had a point when it came to growing apart. Hadn’t she been thinking the same thing – in the rare moments when she wasn’t researching a story, talking to people about a story or writing up a story? She was fortunate to have work – and Toby, her editor, who had become a good friend over the years, sometimes reminded her about this, but with a wink so that she didn’t have to take it too seriously. But had her work taken her away from Martin? Was Joanna guilty too – of not giving her husband the attention he needed?

			She snorted loudly – as if this justified his behaviour, for goodness’ sake! – and the man opposite offered her a steady look from dark brown eyes and opened his crisp packet. Crunch. Rustle. Crunch. She looked away.

			But Martin was right, even though neither of them had openly acknowledged it before now. There was distance between them, more distance than there should be between a married couple. She had even been thinking that she should stay at home more – she’d said as much to Toby. She’d half decided to cut down on the travelling blogs, maybe even find a permanent position in-house on some magazine or newspaper that would also offer her more financial security. After all, if she could earn a bit more, then maybe she could give some to Mother and ­Harriet to help with the farm. It would give her more time for her marriage, it would give Joanna and Martin more time to reconnect.

			Oh, she had noticed the distance all right. She and Martin were hardly still in the first heady throes of romance. But when had they stopped talking about everything? When had they stopped sharing their dreams? She couldn’t even remember.

			So yes, maybe she was partly to blame. Only it still stung. Because while she’d been thinking of ways to save her marriage, Martin had been breaking it into little pieces.

			‘What do you want to do, Martin?’ she’d asked him.

			‘It’s up to you,’ he said.

			Was it? They stared at one another. Impasse, she thought. His hands on Hilary’s body. Her hands on his. She felt sick. ‘Have you stopped seeing her?’

			He looked away and then back at her once more. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you and me to break up. I’m sorry, Jo.’

			‘Perhaps you should have thought about that before.’ If Brian knew, then half the company where Martin worked as an accounts manager also knew. Martin had told Joanna simply because he didn’t want to risk her finding out from someone else.

			The knowledge filled her head. This was what was happening to her marriage. This cliché. This was how it was. The distance between Joanna and Martin had grown because someone had slipped between them. And Joanna had never even guessed.

			She glanced up at the case she’d heaved onto the luggage rack of the train. She’d packed swiftly and carelessly, just wanting to get out. It was all she could think of to do. And doing might stop her from thinking, from feeling. She could have just walked straight out of the door again, but something practical and instinctive had kicked in. It was autumn. She might be away for a while. She needed different clothes, something warm to wear.

			‘Jo . . .’ He’d followed her up to their bedroom, spread his hands. ‘You won’t leave me?’

			‘I need time to think,’ she said. She looked at the bed, looked at Martin.

			‘No,’ he said. ‘No, of course not. Not here.’ Once again, he came closer, reaching out, wanting some sort of instant forgiveness, she supposed. Well, instant forgiveness didn’t grow on trees.

			‘Don’t touch me,’ she warned.

			‘But where are you going?’ He was wearing the yellow shirt that she’d always thought too young for him. He wasn’t quite manly enough, either, to pull off that particular shade.

			‘I don’t know yet.’

			‘But you’ll come back?’

			She shot him a look. Did he really want her to? ‘I need to think about things,’ she repeated. Like, where did they go from here? She felt brittle enough to crack neatly into small squares. And Martin . . . Martin suddenly looked so helpless.

			They were travelling through open countryside now. The sky was a cool grey with that pinkish shade of autumn. There were fields, a solar panel farm, dappled brown cows. Bracken cloaked the high banks above the railway line and behind this came the odd farm building and yet more fields, a tractor, some sheep.

			The familiar strains of ‘Daydream Believer’ by The Monkees cut into her thoughts. She groped in her bag for her mobile, saw the man opposite flinch with disapproval, so allowed it to play a few more bars. She glanced at the name on the screen. ‘­Harriet,’ she said.

			‘Jo?’ ­Harriet’s voice was blurred, as if she’d been crying.

			‘What is it, ­Harriet? Are you OK?’ What now? Determinedly, she pushed the thought of Martin aside. Her sister had never been the emotional one. Was it something serious then?

			‘Oh, I’m busy, that’s all.’

			Clearly that wasn’t all. But despite everything, Joanna felt a dip of nostalgia. Busy . . . She ignored the man sitting opposite her as he rustled his newspaper meaningfully and turned the page. She thought of her father in the old days at Mulberry Farm Cottage – feeding the pigs, organising the sheep-shearing, flat cap, shirtsleeves rolled to the elbow; waltzing their mother over the flagstones of the kitchen floor. ­Harriet and Father shaking the branches of the spreading mulberry tree. You’re too young, Joanna. ­Harriet can do it. Mother gathering mulberries from the nets with stained fingers, making sweet-sharp jam so dark red it was almost black. Joanna remembered one, two, three, alive, the hide-and-seek game she’d played with ­Harriet. And all the times she could never find her. Joanna’s first kiss in Big Barn with Pete Painton from the year above her in school, ­Harriet’s face when she told her . . .

			She blinked away a tear. Was she thinking about the old childhood days or was she thinking about her marriage falling apart? ‘­Harriet . . .’ Terrible timing, ­Harriet.

			Of course, autumn was a busy time at Mulberry Farm Cottage with all the fruit to pick from the orchard, bottling, jam-making and all. But ­Harriet wasn’t talking about that – didn’t her sister always cope with all the work that needed to be done on the farm? So much of their land had now been sold to the neighbours. She must then be talking about their mother. ­Harriet sounded as if she’d just about had enough and Joanna knew exactly how she felt.

			‘Yes?’

			‘I’m on a train.’

			‘Oh, I see. Sorry.’ Her sister’s voice changed.

			‘And . . .’ But she couldn’t tell ­Harriet what had happened – not here on the train with this awful man sitting opposite and besides . . . She sighed. She and ­Harriet had never been close.

			‘Anyway, it’s a long story,’ ­Harriet was saying. ‘But we do need to talk, Jo. We need to discuss it properly – what to do about Mother. So, whenever you get to wherever you’re going, perhaps you can—’

			‘Yes, of course.’ Joanna hadn’t known where to go. She could have gone to Lucy’s or maybe Steph’s. She could have stayed at the house and told Martin to leave – after all, he was the one who’d done the deed. But . . .

			Mulberry Farm Cottage had always nestled in a corner of her mind, never forgotten, her haven, just as the cottage itself nestled deep in the protective folds of the hills and valleys of Warren Down in West Dorset – as tatty and ramshackle now as it had once been pristine. It was a long time since it had been home in reality, but now, she felt catapulted back. She didn’t want to be in London, she wanted to be sitting under the mulberry tree.

			‘We can talk about it when I get there,’ she told ­Harriet.

			‘Get there?’ Joanna could almost hear ­Harriet’s frown.

			‘Can you pick me up from the station?’ Joanna asked her. ‘I’m on my way home.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			­Harriet

			Dorset

			So, Joanna was coming home. It was a bit sudden – why on earth hadn’t she said? And why was she coming by train? Joanna almost always came to Dorset by car. Living in London, it was probably the only time they used the thing. ­Harriet sighed. Her younger sister was so selfish. It didn’t occur to her that a visitor descending out of the blue meant food to prepare, a bed to make, a room to dust. ­Harriet peeled another potato and dropped it in the saucepan. Fortunately, beef casserole could always be stretched with more vegetables from the kitchen garden and some extra mash. But if she hadn’t phoned Joanna when she did – when had her sister intended to tell her she was on her way?

			­Harriet heaved the saucepan onto the hob and turned her attention to the onions. Joanna would be at Axminster station in an hour, so she just had time to get the casserole into the oven and have a quick whisk round upstairs. She’d only phoned because it had all got too much for her today. She’d intended to tell her sister – at length – what had been going on with Mother. She’d meant to insist – forcibly – that something had to change. She’d wanted to knock on the door of Joanna’s perfectly ordered life, she supposed, even perhaps break into it, and demand that her younger sister took some of the responsibility that weighed so heavily on her own shoulders. Instead, though, Joanna had sounded so . . . ­Harriet frowned as she tried to locate the word . . . vulnerable, that she stopped before she began. Plus, of course, Joanna was on the train.

			­Harriet peeled and sliced the onions in seconds – no crying for her – took the broom from the cupboard and gave the kitchen a quick sweep. She didn’t have the time or energy to be house-proud and Joanna was family, but she owed it to her father’s memory not to let things slide – things that, she supposed, included Mother. She grimaced. As for Joanna, she had always been unpredictable, but she’d never been quite this spontaneous when it came to visits home. No matter. It would be a chance for ­Harriet to tell her how bad things really were.

			She put away the broom and shoved the ironing pile – dark, misshapen T-shirts, jeans and sweaters (­Harriet’s) and a paler more slippery pile of silk blouses, chiffony dresses and angora cardigans (Mother’s) – into a cupboard. Out of sight, out of mind, she hoped, at least for a day or two. Mother had never been exactly a jeans and wellies sort of person, but when Father was alive, she had at least been practical – ­Harriet could recall her in thick winter tights and a wrap-around pinny, in cotton summer dresses and sandals, a scarf tied around her hair. Laughing.

			Armed with a cloth and cleaning spray for Joanna’s room, ­­Harriet glanced into the living room as she passed by. Her mother, dressed today in a voluminous white skirt and ruffled blouse of pale pink, was draped across the threadbare green sofa, eyes closed. When she woke up, ­Harriet would tell her that Joanna was on her way home. That should bring a smile to her face, at least.

			­Harriet went upstairs. Looking back over the past seven years, she couldn’t pick a defining moment when their mother had changed. After Father’s death she had seemed bereft, as she gradually relinquished all the household chores. At the same time, she became more eccentric, more needy, more desperate for attention. And she seemed to be getting worse, not better, as yesterday’s events had proved . . .

			At the top of the stairs, ­Harriet stuck her head round the door of Father’s study. The two of them had sat here together so often: reading, talking, putting the world outside Mulberry Farm Cottage to rights. The room continued to hold his presence – ­Harriet would swear she could still smell his pipe tobacco, feel the rough wool of his favourite brown crew-neck sweater. She swallowed hard. How she missed him . . . The study was now ­Harriet’s sanctuary, filled no longer by her father but by her computer. Thank God she’d bought that when there had been a bit of money spare, taught herself how to use it, arranged to get the Internet.

			‘What do you do on that computer?’ Mother sometimes asked her. ‘I really can’t imagine.’

			Which was a good thing. What she did was for ­Harriet to know and her mother never to find out. It was her secret. She’d die of embarrassment if Mother ever discovered the truth – or Joanna come to that. Or anyone.

			It had become her lifeline now. She allowed herself a small smile of pleasure. Later, ­Harriet promised herself. When everyone else was safely tucked up in bed . . .

			Next to the study were a small guest room and Joanna’s bedroom; they still called it this though it was fourteen years since her sister had lived with them. ­Harriet went in and gave it a quick going over. The room, with its small double bed, wardrobe and old-fashioned dressing table, seemed poised, as if waiting for Joanna’s return. ‘She’s on her way,’ she told it. On the far wall, the painting of a wooden bridge in a gilt frame was in shadow. Venice. Joanna and Martin had gone there when they were first together. ­Harriet had never had the chance – when did she get to go away anywhere? There was always far too much to do at home.

			­Harriet put clean sheets on the bed and a towel on top of the covers. Of course, it would be good to see her sister, and if Joanna spent some time with their mother, it would certainly give ­Harriet a break, but . . . Oh, well, it was complicated. It was just that Joanna seemed to have it so easy. While ­Harriet . . .

			On the other side of the cottage, overlooking the farmyard, were the bathroom, ­Harriet’s bedroom and her mother’s room. ­Harriet went in here, wrinkling her nose at the familiar smell of musty lavender cologne. She avoided looking into her ­mother’s dressing table mirror as she passed. She knew already that she looked angry and tired, that her hair was frizzing and had premature strands of grey. She should take more care with her appearance, she supposed. But somehow everything else took over and she never quite found the time.

			She crossed to the window, pulled on the sash, desperate to let some fresh air into the room. It creaked and gave under her fingers, the paintwork cracked and splintering. Below, the farmyard rested, damp and silent, but for the rooting of the pigs, the rustle of the hens bobbing in and out of Little Barn, scratching at the dusty ground. There had only been five eggs in the nesting boxes when she looked before breakfast. What was wrong with the Rhode Island Reds? OK, so the light was getting low – it was September after all – but they should go on laying well for longer. Maybe they were stressed? Why not? Everyone else was. Maybe that damn fox was hanging around again. Whatever, five eggs a day wouldn’t keep them going – even with ‘organic, free range’ stamped on the box.

			She leant out. The mulberry tree was a shroud of jagged green below, the bank of grass wet, sparse, muddy; the pond water dimmed by plant life. ­Harriet breathed in deeply. Fresh farmyard air. Lovely. She turned back to the room. The wardrobe door had been left open to reveal Mother’s collection of dresses, a rack of elegant, old-fashioned shoes and a pair of pink fluffy mules. ­Harriet felt an unexpected lump in her throat. Mother never got rid of anything. She sighed as she closed the door. But if it made her happy . . .

			There were some stockings on the bed. She touched them. Filmy and full of static, the nylons clung and snagged on her rough skin. Working hands. But it had been her choice – hadn’t it?

			Next to the nylons was her mother’s cavernous black bag, which she seemed to have owned forever. ­Harriet remembered Mother taking it to Torquay when she and Joanna were children. Inside, it held everything they could ever need on a day out: hankies, eau de cologne, Germolene, even a flask of tea. She remembered Mother opening it with a snap, producing a precious bar of chocolate for them to share as they sat in deckchairs on the beach. Father, his newspaper on his lap; Mother’s contented smile; ­Harriet and Joanna with their skinny legs dangling, eager to run off to the sand, the sea.

			Poking out of the bag was a slip of paper, tucked between two glossy catalogues. ­Harriet plucked it out. It was an invoice for servicing the boiler. She clicked her tongue. But it wasn’t too bad, and after all, that old thing hadn’t been serviced for years – she always just vacuumed inside and crossed her fingers. She glanced at the brochures. One was advertising neat, wall-mounted boilers and the other, luxury bathroom suites. Inside this was an estimate for central heating that took her breath away. Ye Gods. In your dreams, Mother . . . ­Harriet had missed the plumber’s visit completely – she’d have to be more on the ball.

			In her bid for attention, Mother had taken to phoning tradesmen, asking them to come round to give her a quote for work that needed to be done. And yes, work did need to be done, but as ­Harriet kept reminding her, they couldn’t afford for work to be done. Mother liked to dress the part, make them tea, give them cake, have a little chat, as if she were the lady of the manor. She drew them into her web with promises, leaving ­Harriet to disentangle them with apologies. It might sound amusing to some. But it was becoming more of a problem with every day that went by.

			­Harriet shoved everything back in the bag. She’d told her mother before, You shouldn’t waste people’s time. I don’t like tradesmen coming to the house when I’m not around. We don’t have the money . . . But—

			‘What are you doing, ­Harriet?’

			­Harriet spun round. Her mother was standing in the doorway. Her fine grey hair was swept into a chignon and with her almond-shaped eyes and high cheekbones, she had an almost aristocratic air as if she were of some exotic heritage and had been dropped here on the farm accidentally. She looked as if she’d never done a day’s work in her life. But she had. ­Harriet remembered.

			‘Nothing.’ May as well try her mother’s tactics – they worked for her. ­Harriet felt about twelve.

			‘Are you going through my things?’ Sometimes, just sometimes, Audrey Shepherd at seventy-six could become the mother she had been before. The mother ­Harriet had respected, had tried to understand and longed to love. Now was one of those times.

			‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘I was only clearing up.’

			‘I would like to think,’ her mother said, ‘that I still have some privacy in this house.’

			Even though I’m old and useless, ­Harriet thought.

			‘Even though I’m old and useless,’ her mother said. ‘At least in your eyes.’

			Where had ­Harriet gone wrong with Mother? How could she tell? ­Harriet hadn’t gone to university – unlike Joanna. She had stayed here on the farm looking after things – not only Mother, but also the hens, the pigs, the small orchard, the organic veg she sold to Bloomers restaurant and the pub, making jam and chutney for the local post office and general store, running the café she’d set up in Big Barn doing cream teas and cakes in the summer.

			Why had she ever, in those far-off days, assumed it was temporary? Had she really imagined that Joanna – lucky Joanna – was going to come back to Warren Down and take over the responsibility of the place? Of course not. Her sister had always been shielded from responsibility. She had a different life to live – a working life in the city. Although it was the place in which she had grown up, Joanna knew very little about what needed to be done on a farm. Her sister hadn’t made any promises, as ­Harriet had. She was free to do as she liked.

			‘Come on now, Mother,’ she said. She must stay calm. What was the point in bitterness?

			‘Look after your mother,’ he had said. ‘Promise me you’ll do that.’

			‘Yes, Father,’ she had told him. ‘I will.’

			And she had tried. She worked hard to keep everything going, she hardly stopped.

			‘If you wanted to see anything in my room,’ her mother said sadly, ‘you only had to ask.’

			­Harriet crossed again to the window. Outside, the sky was pale grey, layered with silver. Were they in for more rain? She pulled the window shut and the room wrapped itself around her once more. How had it got to be this way?

			Her mother was sitting on the bed looking at one of the plumber’s brochures.

			‘Don’t get upset, Mother.’ ­Harriet sat down beside her. After Father died, so many things had changed – not just Mother. That’s when ­Harriet had started having the dream too – the dream that haunted so many of her nights. But she wouldn’t think about that now. ‘I’ve got a nice surprise for you. Joanna’s on her way.’

			Her mother’s eyes lit up. ‘Really? Joanna’s coming home?’

			­Harriet pushed away the demons. ‘Yes, she is. Now, let’s go downstairs and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea before I go and pick her up from the station.’

			And then ­Harriet would try to work out where the money for the boiler service was going to come from, she thought. How she could stop herself from feeling so trapped. How she could go on. And how much, exactly, she was going to tell Joanna.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			­Harriet

			Dorset

			When ­Harriet pulled up outside Axminster station, she spotted her sister immediately – a lonely-looking figure with a small suitcase at her feet. And as she watched, Joanna put her hand to her hair in that gesture ­Harriet remembered from childhood. Nervy. So, she’d been right – something had happened.

			­Harriet waved at her but she seemed lost in thought. Why didn’t she come over? She blasted the hooter. Joanna started.

			­Harriet swung open the door of the pick-up and jumped out.

			‘­Harriet.’ Joanna was smiling by the time she got near, but it didn’t touch her dark eyes. She reached for ­Harriet’s shoulders but didn’t pull her in close; her kiss was merely a brush on ­Harriet’s cheek. ‘Thanks for coming to pick me up.’

			‘No problem.’ ­Harriet walked round and cleared a space in the passenger side of the cab. A damp, hairy blanket, an empty bucket, a pair of black fingerless woollen gloves . . . ‘Sorry it’s a bit of a mess.’ She chucked the blanket and the bucket into the back.

			‘Doesn’t matter.’ Joanna put her case in the back to join them.

			‘So, what made you decide to come down so suddenly?’ ­Harriet leant on the driver’s side of the truck.

			Joanna threw her a bleak look. ‘I needed a break,’ she said. She opened the passenger door.

			‘From work?’ Didn’t they all need a break? ­Harriet certainly did.

			‘I just wanted a bit of peace and quiet,’ Joanna elaborated, without answering the question, ­Harriet noted. She climbed into the cab.

			Her sister was wearing pristine chocolate-coloured cords, suede ankle boots and a classy jacket ­Harriet hadn’t seen before. London chic, she thought, didn’t really go with the pick-up truck. She saw Joanna wrinkle her nose as she fastened her seat belt.

			‘It’s a bit smelly too,’ ­Harriet added as she got in beside her. ‘Farms . . . you know.’ City girls, she thought.

			‘I know.’

			­Harriet slammed the door to and Joanna shrank back in alarm. Well. You had to be forceful with pick-up trucks.

			She started up the engine, aware of her own muddy jeans and wellies. It was difficult to imagine sometimes that she’d grown up with Joanna, that her sister had ever lived on the farm. Sometimes Joanna seemed so distant that it was hard to accept she was her sister at all. They had played together, yes, sat around the kitchen table together, even compared notes on the relative merits of the boys working on the farm. Once. But it all seemed so long ago. Now they were miles apart – geographically and in every other way – and sometimes all ­Harriet could feel was resentment – that Joanna had escaped, that Joanna was free.

			‘Why didn’t you come by car?’ she asked.

			‘Oh . . .’ Joanna was staring out of the window. ‘Martin needed it. And I didn’t know how long I . . .’ Her voice tailed off.

			­Harriet shot her a look. Something was definitely up. Had her sister had a row with Martin? If so, it must have been a bad one. She put the pick-up into reverse, backed out of the parking space and headed away from the station. It had been raining and the tarmac was skiddy. No problem for the Toyota, though – at least with the four-wheel drive switched on. It drank petrol but it was a reliable beast, it clung to the road whatever.

			‘How’s Mother?’ Joanna asked.

			‘You’ll see,’ ­Harriet said grimly. She wondered how much they would have in common when Mother was gone.

			‘So, what’s she done this time?’

			­Harriet kept her attention on the road. ‘Well, the latest is that she arranged to have the boiler serviced without telling me and the plumber gave her estimates for a new one, a bathroom and some central heating.’

			‘Right.’

			‘I can’t watch her every minute, Jo.’

			‘Of course not.’

			‘And I spend half the day worrying about who she’ll call out next.’

			‘I know.’

			There was a silence in the cab as they both digested this. ‘But that wasn’t what made me phone you.’ ­Harriet sneaked a glance at her sister as they approached the main road.

			‘What was it then?’ Joanna turned to look at her and ­Harriet noticed for the first time that her eyes were red-rimmed as though she’d been crying.

			‘She asked me to give her a lift into Abbotsbury yesterday.’

			‘So?’

			Joanna was right. Abbotsbury was only half an hour down the road and obviously ­Harriet didn’t mind – even though she had plenty of things to keep her busy back at the cottage. But . . . ‘She was a bit secretive.’ Which had made ­Harriet suspicious.

			There was a gap in the traffic and she went for it. ‘But I assumed she wanted to look around the art galleries or the Swannery or something. You know Mother.’

			‘Hmm.’

			‘Then when I dropped her off in the high street . . .’ ­Harriet changed gear. She could hear her own voice rising alarmingly and cleared her throat to regain control.

			‘Yes?’ Joanna looked worried now.

			‘She went straight up to some tall guy with a weird beard who was standing outside the art studio. He was wearing a black leather coat and riding boots and carrying a clipboard.’ ­Harriet hadn’t known what to do – or say. He seemed to be expecting their mother. All ­Harriet could think was, what had Mother let herself in for this time?

			Beside her, she was aware of her sister’s tense frame. She slowed and tucked in behind a VW camper van on the inside lane.

			Joanna exhaled. ‘A clipboard?’ she echoed, as if that was the strangest part.

			‘And a weird beard,’ ­Harriet confirmed. Because, for her, that was the strangest part.

			Joanna was looking at her now in a most peculiar way. As if she was thinking that their lives in Dorset were far more eventful than her own.

			‘He ticked her name off a list when she arrived.’ ­Harriet glanced in her rear-view mirror and indicated right.

			Joanna’s eyes widened. ‘What did you do?’

			‘Obviously, I went to investigate.’ ­Harriet had parked on double yellow lines and marched right over.

			She took the turning. Now that they had left the dual carriageway they were immersed in rural Dorset in seconds.

			‘And?’

			‘He said he was an artist.’ ­Harriet didn’t add that he had looked her up and down and grinned in a way that made her feel flushed all over. ‘And a tutor.’

			‘I don’t get it.’ Joanna was shaking her head. ‘Is she taking painting classes, is that it? Because that’s not so bad. She needs an interest, doesn’t she?’

			­Harriet sighed. ‘No, she’s not and yes, she does,’ she said. She increased her speed. The road was narrow and had few passing places, but ­Harriet knew every twist and turn as well as she knew her own body – better probably. ‘She’d answered an ad, Jo. She thought she was going to be an artist’s model for the day. That she’d be painted from all angles by a bunch of students and made to look as glamorous as she’d like to be.’

			‘Oh.’ ­Harriet could sense her sister taking it in. They both knew that Mother had never really let go of her colonial background and that her dress sense was a touch forties film star to say the least. But that was just the way she was – even when Father was alive. As for the rest . . . ­Harriet slowed again to take the corner. It was a tight one.

			‘But why would he want Mother?’ Joanna still hadn’t got it.

			‘Mother hadn’t quite grasped what she was letting herself in for.’ ­Harriet knew her voice was crisp. ‘They like to tackle all ages and body shapes.’ She glanced across at her sister. ‘In a life-drawing class.’

			‘Oh, God.’ Their eyes met. Joanna’s expression was one of incredulity. Her mouth twitched.

			­Harriet frowned. Then something seemed to bubble up inside her and she let it out – a loud snort of laughter. She began to shake and tried to change gear again, forgetting she was already in fourth.

			‘Poor Mother.’ Joanna let out a shriek of laughter. ‘You did stop her going in?’

			­Harriet’s lips tightened once more. How long had it been since she’d laughed like that? ‘What do you take me for? Of course, I stopped her going in.’ Poor Mother indeed – a touch of glamour was very different from all-out nudity.

			‘It would be awful for her to be an object of ridicule.’ Joanna too seemed to have sobered as the implications sunk in. ‘She’s just lonely,’ she said. ‘Maybe a hobby would be a good idea?’

			‘I’ve thought of that,’ ­Harriet said. She braked and edged closer to the hedgerow as a car appeared from the opposite direction. ‘I’ve suggested everything from a book club to crochet and she’s not interested.’

			‘I’ll try and think of something while I’m here. I’ll talk to her.’

			Oh, yes, she’d sort the whole thing out in seconds, no problem. ­Harriet was about to make some sarcastic comment to this effect when something stopped her. She bit her lip.

			Joanna was staring out of the window. The hills to their left were green and shiny from the rain, the hedgerows damp and overgrown. But it was the expression in her sister’s eyes that had silenced her.

			‘How long will you stay?’ This emerged more abruptly than ­Harriet had intended. Most things she said to Joanna seemed to come out that way.

			‘I’m not sure yet.’ Joanna didn’t look at her. ‘You don’t mind, do you? It’s not putting you out?’

			‘No, it’s not putting me out. Don’t be daft.’ Although it was. Everything and everyone that created more work put her out. Why wouldn’t it? But still, there was something reassuring about the fact that Joanna was sitting here next to her. A trouble shared, perhaps?

			Once again, silence filtered through the cab of the pick-up, broken by the intermittent squeak of the windscreen wipers. It needed new rubbers, probably. Everything in ­Harriet’s life needed new something.

			She followed the lane round towards home. One way up, one way down. To the cliff or to the beach. There was a natural simplicity to the landscape; it wasn’t pretending to be anything it wasn’t. She glanced again at Joanna. She was looking awfully pale. ‘Have you left him?’ she asked.

			Joanna flinched. ‘No.’ She fidgeted. ‘Well, sort of. Yes. No. I don’t know yet.’

			Clear as a bell. Crikey, thought ­Harriet again, was she coming back to Mulberry Farm Cottage forever? ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ She hoped not. ­Harriet knew nothing about men. She was her sister and they should be able to discuss such things. But Joanna’s sad eyes were making her feel out of her depth.

			‘Not really.’ Joanna’s mouth wobbled.

			Oh, dear. ­Harriet took the bend too fast. The narrow lane was shady and lush, shrouded by ferns and nettles, the trees in autumnal leaf meeting in the middle to form a golden tunnel. They drove past the pub and the first of the stone cottages. She slowed.

			Ahead of them, their neighbour, Owen Matthews, was driving his tractor and there was no room to overtake. Typical. He flashed his hazard lights in greeting. ­Harriet tapped her fingers on the dashboard. There was a farm gateway just coming up. ‘Move over then, you great lummox,’ she muttered. What was it about this place she’d grown up in, this place whose hills and valleys were as familiar to her as her own skin . . . ?

			‘That’s Owen,’ Joanna said, waving. As if ­Harriet didn’t know.

			­Harriet waved too, nodded, smiled, absolutely the genial neighbour. And perhaps that was it. Perhaps it was that very familiarity that gnawed away at her sense of well-being. The knowledge that here everyone knew everyone else.

			They were crawling along now, inching up the lane between the high banks and stone walls bound with ivy. She was trapped. There was no getting away from Linda at the pub, from Mother, from Owen, from the whole lot of them. ­Harriet was clamped into their landscape. She belonged, whether she liked it or not – she really had been given no choice. She knew everything about them and they knew everything about her. Well . . . almost. In front of them the tractor trundled along. And there was no escape – at least not for now.

			‘Perhaps I could help?’ Had Joanna read her mind?

			She wanted to sound the hooter again; she wanted to get past Owen and his tractor. She wanted to scream. ­Harriet was suddenly worried that she was losing her mind. ‘Help?’

			Joanna waved vaguely at the road ahead. The wall was low now; on the other side ­Harriet could see the stream, lined with reeds and rushes. ‘With the cottage,’ she said. ‘With Mother.’

			­Harriet breathed deeply. ‘Maybe.’ She knew she sounded grudging. Was she never satisfied? And yet what would Joanna do exactly? She couldn’t see her baking bread, making jam, even feeding the hens – not in those boots. And as for Mother . . .

			‘While I’m around, you could go away – for a weekend or something,’ said Joanna.

			­Harriet braked – much too sharply – as Owen squeezed the tractor into a passing place. At last. She overtook, noticed out of the corner of her eye the way he grinned at Joanna. ‘Where?’ She blinked at the empty lane ahead. If they kept going, they would pass the country hotel and end up at the sea. In the sea, actually.

			‘Anywhere.’ Joanna laughed, but it was a flat sound. ‘The world is your oyster, ­Harriet.’

			­Harriet snorted. ‘Apart from the fact that we can’t afford it, who’d do the fruit and veg and look after the pigs?’ Not to mention Mother and the rest of it. She swung right onto the track that led to Mulberry Farm Cottage and Owen’s farm. Joanna had always been a dreamer. ­Harriet was the practical one. Only now, she was going much too fast down the rutted track and she and Joanna were bouncing around in the pick-up like a couple of punk rockers. Only the approaching cattle grid made her slow down.

			Joanna gave her a long look.

			­Harriet fidgeted uncomfortably, controlling the steering wheel with two fingers. ‘What?’

			‘You’re scared,’ Joanna said.

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ ­Harriet turned an abrupt left onto the muddy front driveway and slammed on the brakes with much more force than necessary. How dare she say that? How dare she turn up here and . . . say that.

			‘Sorry, ­Harriet.’ Joanna looked repentant. ‘I thought that you could do with a break, that’s all. I know you’re not scared. It’s just—’

			‘Come on.’ ­Harriet was out of the pick-up before she could elaborate. And suddenly she didn’t have the energy to argue. ‘She’s waiting to see you. All dressed up like a dog’s dinner.’

			They exchanged a rare complicit smile.

			‘OK.’ Joanna touched her arm as she came round to her side of the truck. ‘But think about it, ­Harriet, please? It would do you good. And we could manage without you for a few days, don’t you think?’

			‘Mother would love it.’ But would her sister be able to keep the tradesmen at bay?

			‘Then do it.’ Joanna’s eyes were bright now although the sadness still clung to her mouth. ‘Do something. Just for a few days. Get away. Go somewhere.’

			Somewhere . . . ‘Maybe.’ ­Harriet straightened up. It had stopped raining and the clouds were dispersing. In the distance the sun was low over the grey of the horizon, lighting up the honey-gold stone of Mulberry Farm Cottage, casting afternoon shadows on the green hills where Owen’s sheep were grazing. She thought of the world online that she escaped to every evening when the chores were done.

			Beyond the hills the sea stretched out, cool and inviting, like a promise. ‘Maybe I will,’ she said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Joanna

			Dorset

			‘It’s so wonderful to see you, darling.’ Their mother was beaming. But even after the two months since Joanna’s last visit, Mother looked older, her hair whiter, her skin paper-thin. ‘I suppose Martin was too busy to come with you?’

			Martin. Joanna avoided ­Harriet’s eye. She knew she’d been evasive. But right now, she didn’t want to talk about it, didn’t want to think about it either. Was Martin already taking advantage of her absence? Was he with Hilary? She doubted it, if Brian knew about the affair. She shook the thought away. It was so sordid. When she and Martin had first met in the college bar, when they’d become an item only days later, when they’d got married . . . She had never imagined a moment like this could come.

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He sends his love.’

			‘And what about your work?’ Their mother had hardly touched her food. All her attention was fixed on Joanna and she felt a sudden dart of sympathy for her sister. ‘What are you writing at the moment?’ Her mother settled back to listen.

			Joanna told her a bit about the latest article she was writing for a well-known women’s magazine. She’d have to get on with that, the deadline was in two days’ time. And then she must get in touch with Toby. Her mother seemed interested and asked lots of questions, nodding and smiling in all the right places. Joanna glanced at ­Harriet. Mother seemed so on the ball, but that was what was so confusing about it all.

			There was nothing actually wrong with their mother – or so Martin had always maintained. Apart, that was, from their father dying seven years ago and Mother not getting over it. Apart, that was, from Mother apparently not being able to cope with loneliness or old age, with losing her looks and her infamous ability to command male attention. And apart from a vague depression that seemed to hang over her, clouding every day. Joanna knew that ­Harriet had taken her to see their GP several times but Mother could be so rational – just as she was being this evening. Neither would she acknowledge the problem, nor accept any medication that might help. Joanna could understand her mother’s reluctance to take pills, but it was as if Mother was determined sometimes to wallow.

			‘And how are you, Mother?’ Joanna reached out to squeeze her hand, which seemed so fragile to the touch.

			‘Sometimes . . .’ she began. And there was a bleak expression in her mother’s blue eyes that frightened Joanna.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Sometimes, I’m scared of forgetting how to feel,’ she said.

			‘Oh, Mother.’ Joanna felt her eyes fill. Something lurched inside her – it was that shift, that sadness that was always now mixed in with the love. She glanced again at ­Harriet, who was biting her lip. Was it because of losing their father? Was that why Mother craved so much attention? Because it enabled her to go on feeling special? And how come exactly had she forgotten how to feel?

			‘Come on now, Mother.’ ­Harriet’s voice was brisk.

			Joanna had noticed recently that this was how her sister dealt with things. She supposed ­Harriet had to find a way – but was it the right way? Not to acknowledge their mother’s unhappiness? To treat her almost like a child?

			‘Joanna’s here now. You know how much you were looking forward to seeing her.’

			Nevertheless, Joanna found herself taking her sister’s lead. ‘And we’re going to spend some time together you and I.’ She patted her mother’s hand. It wasn’t easy, this false brightness, this lack of admission of her own life issues. But . . . She might not be the mother of Joanna’s childhood – the woman Joanna used to run to with every problem, the woman who could always make things better – but that was even more reason to give something back. Joanna missed that woman, especially at times like this, but she had been gone for years and since then, their relationship had gradually changed, inch by inch their roles had reversed.

			She saw a glint of gratitude in her sister’s eyes. It was the least she could do to give ­Harriet a break. Besides which, maybe she could really help make things better. But there were no easy answers. They managed on very little money as it was. ­Harriet would never leave their mother and Mother could never live alone. And how could they ever move out of Mulberry Farm Cottage? The family had lived there for generations. It was part of their history, their roots.

			‘How long can you stay?’ Her mother’s eyes were bright and hopeful now.

			Joanna caught ­Harriet’s glance. ‘I’m not sure yet, Mother,’ she said. She could work from here, of course. But clearly, she’d have to go back to Crouch End sometime and equally clearly, she had to talk to Martin, who had already sent her several texts that she hadn’t answered. But not yet.

			‘Stay as long as you like. Remember, this is still your home.’ Her mother leant forwards and Joanna caught the scent of her sweet gardenia perfume. She knew her mother wouldn’t judge her for leaving Martin, even without the facts, if that was what she decided to do. Her mother had let so many of her own boundaries slip away to nothing.

			‘Thanks, Mother.’

			‘You know you’re always welcome.’ She paused, a rare forkful of ­Harriet’s beef casserole halfway to her mouth. ‘Why, you could even have an office here. We’ve got the room.’

			­Harriet raised an eyebrow and Joanna couldn’t suppress a grin. Mother’s thought processes sometimes worked at lightning speed. ‘Well,’ she began. Much as she loved Mulberry Farm Cottage and whatever happened with Martin, she knew she wouldn’t come back to live here permanently – she’d been independent for too long. Besides, she’d never belonged here – not like ­Harriet did. ­Harriet had always been glued to their father’s side. And when he died, she’d taken over; it had seemed inevitable – at least at the time. Joanna, after all, had left home long before.

			‘Or we could convert the loft space.’ Their mother was on a roll. ‘I was speaking to such a nice man the other day—’

			‘Who?’ ­Harriet swallowed and coughed. ‘What man? When were you talking to him?’

			Joanna sneaked another look across at her sister. She couldn’t blame her for being uptight. This thing of Mother’s had obviously got out of control.

			‘Handy Andy?’ Their mother frowned. ‘Let me try to recall.’ She pressed her fingers to her temple.

			­Harriet got up abruptly and shoved her chair under the table. ‘Don’t even think about it, Mother,’ she growled. She started clearing away. No one else could make it sound so threatening.

			‘I’ll do it.’ Joanna rested her hand on ­Harriet’s arm. It felt stiff with tension. ‘You sit down.’

			‘In that case I’m going upstairs.’ ­Harriet looked uncomfortable. ‘There’s some, er, work I need to be getting on with.’

			‘Work?’ Joanna raised an eyebrow. She’d been hoping they might sit down together, perhaps have a chat after Mother had gone to bed. But clearly there was no sisterly bonding on the agenda – at least not tonight.

			*

			When Joanna went up to her room a few hours later, ­Harriet was still tap tap tapping on her keyboard, a sliver of light escaping from under the closed door of the study. Joanna almost went in. But ­Harriet would hate to be interrupted . . . So instead, she went to bed, stayed awake, listened to the grandfather clock chime the midnight hour – the Westminster chimes – and she wondered, had she been right to come here?

			When she heard ­Harriet going to her bedroom a few minutes later, she climbed out of bed, pulled on her bathrobe and went over to the window. There was something about night-time in the country; it was so much more complete somehow. She let her eyes adjust to the darkness, put her forehead against the cool glass for a moment. At this time of night nothing seemed certain anymore.

			Joanna slipped out of her room. She knocked gently on her sister’s bedroom door. She wanted to say goodnight. ‘­Harriet?’

			‘What is it, Jo?’ She felt ­Harriet’s sigh, though at least she opened the door.

			‘Sorry to disturb you.’ Now she was here, Joanna wasn’t sure what to say. Instinctively, she reached over to stroke her sister’s hair. ‘I always envied you your thick hair,’ she said.

			­Harriet seemed to flinch away from her touch. ‘Going grey,’ she muttered.

			‘You should get some highlights done. Maybe chestnut.’ She spoke without thinking. Because how could ­Harriet afford highlights? It was crass, insensitive of her.

			Sure enough, ‘And how exactly would I pay for it?’ ­Harriet demanded.

			Joanna had a sudden moment of inspiration. ‘Shepherds’ huts?’

			‘What?’ ­Harriet sighed.

			‘A lot of people are doing it,’ Joanna told her. ‘If they’ve got a big garden and want to earn some extra money.’ She’d read an article about it only the other week.

			‘We can’t—’

			Joanna knew what she was going to say. But she had an answer ready – gleaned from the same article. ‘There might even be someone who owns a shepherd’s hut but doesn’t have enough outside space for it. We could advertise.’ It was an idea at least.

			‘We’re fine as we are,’ ­Harriet snapped.

			Joanna didn’t understand her at all. ‘But you said—’

			‘Joanna, please don’t interfere.’

			She was getting nowhere. ‘Goodnight, then.’ Joanna returned to her room. It was hopeless. ­Harriet just seemed so angry. Was it her life that had made her this way? She didn’t know. She wasn’t even sure how she and ­Harriet had drifted so far apart in the first place. Perhaps it was because she had never been able to find the real ­Harriet – though hadn’t she looked and looked? – just as she’d never been able to find her sister when they’d played one, two, three, alive back in the days of their childhood. She was elusive then and she was elusive now.

			As she passed it, Joanna glanced at the picture as she almost always did. Venice. The bridge. Her first holiday with Martin had been to Venice. It had been full of romance, hopes and dreams. And now? What was left now? She shook her head in despair.

			She caught sight of her reflection in the tatty gilt mirror on the wall the moment before she put out the light. Losing their shine, both of them. Was her marriage over? And if so, what should she do now? Where should she go?

			She would think about it tomorrow, she decided. One step at a time. She could do it – whatever ‘it’ turned out to be – with or without Martin. It was a chance to help her family, perhaps to get close to them again. It was a chance to do something. Because the old Joanna must still be in there somewhere, mustn’t she? And all Joanna had to do now was find her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			Joanna

			Dorset

			The following morning, Joanna made breakfast, pouring tea from the same faded and tea-stained yellow pot that she remembered from countless other breakfasts and teatimes at Mulberry Farm Cottage. Coming back here, coming home, was like going back in time, she thought. But very, very different. She chatted to their mother, keeping the subjects light, and persuaded ­Harriet not to hurry back after she’d done her chores in town.

			‘What would you like to do this morning, Mother?’ she asked.

			‘We could sort through the things in the loft,’ her mother said. Nothing wrong with her memory, then. ‘Get it cleared out, just in case . . .’

			At this, ­Harriet hovered frowning in the doorway, one basket of vegetables in each hand. The dark-veined leaves of the cabbages crinkled invitingly and the cauliflowers’ creamy hearts were shrouded with pale tissue-green. Joanna hadn’t asked her what she would do after she’d made the deliveries. Let ­Harriet have no one to answer to for once in her life.

			‘Go, go.’ And despite everything, Joanna couldn’t help laughing. ‘No Handy Andy, I promise.’

			Joanna cleared up the kitchen, walked with her mother to the orchard, picked some fruit and made morning coffee at eleven just as her mother liked it. Mother chatted on, slipping easily into reminiscences of when Joanna’s father was still alive, of when both girls had been young, and as she spoke, there was a wistful expression on her mother’s face that tugged at Joanna’s heart. This, she thought, was ­Harriet’s life . . . And she was beginning to understand it better than she ever had before. For Joanna, there was something very special about this time with her mother, but if she had to do it every day, she couldn’t quite imagine how frustrating that might feel.

			‘And now the loft?’ her mother asked eagerly.

			‘And now the loft,’ Joanna agreed. ‘You stay down here and I’ll take a look around, see how much is up there and maybe bring a few bits and pieces down. OK?’ Photo albums maybe, she was thinking. Old school projects and exercise books. Come to think of it, she had no idea what was up there.

			She settled her mother on the sofa with one of her favourite magazines and made her way upstairs, lugging a paint-spattered stepladder she’d found in the porch along with her. The attic trapdoor was closed and bolted. Probably no one had been up here for years. She could remember her father one time, looking for something, scrabbling about under the dusty rafters and lagging. But mostly, things were kept in the sheds and the barns.

			Not that Joanna was looking for office space . . . She thought of her own office back in the house at Crouch End. Would she ever work there again? Would she have a new house, a new work space somewhere? It was difficult to imagine . . . So, don’t think about it.

			She unbolted the hatch, pushed the door open and, summoning all her strength, pulled her weight onto her arms and over the edge of the hatchway. Ouff. Like a bag of flour, and about as graceful. She pulled up her knees and manoeuvred into a squat.

			God, it was like another world up here. A dark world. And she hadn’t brought a torch – how stupid was that? She felt around with her hands, though, found the light switch, flicked it on and miraculously the attic was flooded with light.

			Joanna brushed the dust from her jeans. It was chilly too and smelt musty. She wrinkled her nose and shivered as she looked around her. She could see some rolls of old carpeting, a few cardboard boxes, and in the far corner an electric fire. Next to that was an ancient canvas bag, some old tools poking from the top, and a big trunk, though how anyone had got that up here she couldn’t imagine. She peered into the other corners. No precious works of art, unfortunately, no Ming vases or anything of that calibre to save the cottage from its own decay. Only cobwebs. And not too much to clear out either.

			She made her way over to the boxes; they were mostly full of books. She glanced at the spines – she remembered these astronomy and philosophy books of her father’s being in the study, recalled that she’d been quite young the first time she considered the incongruity of a farmer who was also an academic. How had that come about, she wondered now – or was she making a stereotypical assumption? Probably. She knew the farm had been in Father’s family for generations, that over the years various owners had sold off land from what had once been a bigger estate. But that was all she knew of the family history.

			She had, though, one specific memory of when her uncle and his family were staying with them one summer. She thought back. It was teatime. The adults were talking about the mulberry tree – at least that’s what she’d thought at the time. Someone (her father?) looked at the children, told his brother to hush, and that was about the sum of it. Joanna had no clue why she’d even remembered, apart from the fact that she’d sensed she wasn’t supposed to be listening and that was always a draw. Was it a secret? Maybe. A certain look had passed between Father and her uncle. There had been some hint of disapproval. And that was all. Something and nothing, she thought now. Would Mother want to look through these books? Maybe.

			In one of the moth-eaten boxes she found some carrier bags. The plastic had withered but they were full of that old school stuff of hers and ­Harriet’s she’d been thinking of: paintings done at infant school, collages and crafts, cards they’d sent to Mother and Father, gift tags for Christmas presents they’d made themselves using old Christmas cards and Mother’s zigzaggy scissors, as they used to call them – embroidery scissors, that was. Joanna smiled as she dusted her forefinger lightly over the glitter. Fancy their mother keeping all this old stuff. But she was glad. She’d definitely take these bags downstairs, she decided. They could look back over old times, enjoy it all together.

			How safe was the floor? Someone had placed an old door across the beams to act as a walkway but it seemed to sag under her weight as she moved gingerly over towards the trunk. She pulled it away from the eaves and dislodged some of the lagging. The insulation was so thin – it was no wonder the cottage was cold and draughty in winter. What was ­Harriet thinking? Hadn’t she considered applying for a grant to get some decent insulation? The heating bills must be enormous.

			Downstairs seemed so far away to Joanna right now. This was other; it didn’t seem to belong to their family, to the present, or even to Mulberry Farm Cottage, but to some other time, some other person. Joanna felt the goosebumps travel up her arms. Perhaps part of that other person – their spirit maybe – was here still, watching, waiting?

			The trunk was coated in thick dust. Joanna sneezed but the sound was muted, as if it was being absorbed into the beams, the rafters and the meagre insulation. She jiggled the catch of the trunk. It was an old-fashioned metal lock that had rusted and stuck fast. She pulled at it again. The trunk seemed almost empty. But not quite. When she moved it, there was a soft rustle from within. Maybe there was a key somewhere? She ran her fingers along the ledge of wood under the rafters. Nothing – only dirt, dust and splinters.

			But Joanna had got the bit between her teeth now. She groped around in the canvas bag of tools until she found a chisel with a flat head. Carefully, she slotted this into the latch. Pushed back for leverage. Twang. It burst open. Not locked then. Just old and stiff.

			She eased up the lid, which gave a satisfying moan of relief as if it hadn’t been opened for years. The trunk was empty, except for a small bundle of papers tied with a black ribbon. How odd. She pulled it out. Letters? Old letters? She felt a dart of excitement. Old family letters? She hesitated. Should she disturb their resting place? They didn’t belong to her. If they were letters, and someone had gone to the trouble of keeping them tied with ribbon and stored in the attic, then they must be personal.

			But she was a journalist after all and curiosity won over. This was her family and both writer and recipient were presumably long gone. She took a peek. The top page was covered with a faded but flowing delicate script; a woman’s hand, surely? She touched the paper it had been written on. It was so old and brittle, she worried it might crack and crumble into dust between her fingers. There was a date written at the top of the first sheet. 31st October 1912. Oh my God. Who . . . ? Venice. Venice? Her breath caught.

			‘Joanna?’ Her mother’s voice, sounding more tremulous than before, drifted through the house and up into the attic. ‘Are you still up there? It’s past lunchtime, you know, and—’

			Joanna pulled herself to her feet. ‘I’m coming down, Mother,’ she called. ‘Just a minute.’

			Picking up one of the flimsy carrier bags, she slipped the letters inside, cushioning them between ­Harriet’s pink tissue-paper pineapple and the long cotton-wool beard of a ­hand-crafted Father Christmas. She made her way over to the hatch, switched off the light, emerged backwards and climbed back down the stepladder.

			About to go downstairs, Joanna hesitated for a moment. She slipped into her bedroom, took the letters carefully out of the bag, gave them a longing look and tucked them under the faded coverlet. She would read them – she couldn’t resist – but not now. And for some reason that she didn’t understand, she didn’t want to share them with anyone – not yet.

			Her mother was waiting in the hall, looking anxious, her face a web of lines and memories. ‘Lunch first then,’ Joanna said. She waggled the carrier bag in her hand. ‘And then we’ll take a look at this little lot.’

			Her mother brightened. ‘How wonderful,’ she breathed.

			Joanna felt quite pleased with herself. ­Harriet had been gone all morning and she’d managed just fine. She might not have got any work done but at least there were no tradesmen in sight. And she had the feeling that she’d inadvertently unearthed something rather exciting – which would be a good distraction to stop her thinking about Martin. Another family secret perhaps? She couldn’t wait to find out.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			­Harriet

			Dorset

			­Harriet had got home earlier this afternoon to find her mother and Joanna sitting on the sofa surrounded by the paraphernalia of hers and Joanna’s schooldays, chatting away like old chums and laughing with hilarity.

			‘­Harriet!’ Joanna leapt up. ‘Let me make some tea. Did you have a nice time?’

			Nice time? ­Harriet didn’t want to be ungrateful. But what did her sister imagine she’d been doing exactly? In point of fact, it was all very well to have a few hours of freedom, but when it was unplanned and you found you had nothing specific to do with it (whilst lots of chores remained un-done at home) then free time wasn’t quite as wonderful as it might be in theory. ­Harriet had, in fact, looked around Bridport, treated herself to a coffee in Bucky Doo Square, decided to skip lunch due to lack of funds, driven down to Burton Bradstock to look at the sea and then come home again. Scintillating stuff, she thought now. But that was hardly her sister’s fault.

			‘I saw the plums in the kitchen,’ she remarked, rather than answering Joanna’s question. Did Joanna really imagine that one morning of looking after Mother could make up for all the months, all the years . . . ? ­Harriet took a deep breath and steadied herself. Of course she didn’t. ­Harriet was being unfair and she knew it.

			‘We picked them earlier.’ Joanna looked doubtful now. ‘Shouldn’t we have?’

			­Harriet relented. ‘No, it’s fine. I’ll make some jam.’

			‘Now?’ Joanna blinked at her. ‘We thought you might want to come and look at these—’

			‘Later,’ said ­Harriet. There was too much to do, and besides . . .

			Jam-making always made her feel more in control. Within thirty minutes, she had supper on the go and then she took a deep breath and started on the jam.

			­Harriet stirred the fragrant mixture. The truth was, reminiscing with her sister and her mother was not such a good idea. It was likely to be both dangerous and emotional, neither of which she could cope with at this moment in time.

			Three sharp taps on the back door made her jump – and drop the wooden spoon into the preserving pan.

			‘Anyone at home?’ Without waiting to be asked, their neighbour, Owen Matthews, stomped in through the porch.

			­Harriet retrieved the spoon. Why couldn’t people let her get on? And she had to get her nerves under control. She had to get everything under control, otherwise . . .

			‘Come in,’ she said. A little clipped perhaps and unnecessary since Owen was already in, already pulling off his muddy boots, which he left by the door, great clodhoppers.

			‘Afternoon, ­Harriet.’ Owen was a well-built man still, at forty-five or thereabouts, but rounded in the shoulders as if life had dealt him a hefty blow. And it had. He had always made a good living from his farm down the lane. But his wife had left him years ago and according to Mother the Oracle, Owen had never recovered from the loss.

			However, today he was – by his standards – dressed up, apart from the muddy boots, in clean, dark blue jeans and a thick navy zipped jacket. ­Harriet’s eyes narrowed. Hoping for a chat with Joanna, no doubt.

			‘What can I do for you, Owen?’ ­Harriet stirred the plums a touch more vigorously.

			They would, she acknowledged, have found it hard to manage without Owen. When ­Harriet had been looking for a way of making more money, he had helped her do up the sty. Now, he provided them with the weaners at three to four weeks of age and helped her take the pigs to market after they had been fattened up. And he was always available to mend a fuse or put up a shelf if ­Harriet couldn’t manage it – though since they’d lost Father, she had taught herself to be as independent as she could. He’d bought a lot of their land when they’d needed urgent repairs to the house – the far two fields to deal with the woodworm and some re-slating on Big Barn and the nearer small one to get the new wood-burning stove. Father had left some money, but not enough and it hadn’t lasted long.

			Perhaps that was why ­Harriet had mixed feelings about Owen. She didn’t want to resent him, but she couldn’t help herself.

			The plums had simmered for long enough. ­Harriet turned them up to boil, still stirring. Jam needed one hundred per cent attention. She appreciated everything that Owen did for them, but now wasn’t a good time.

			‘Have I come at a bad time?’ He began to pace the room. He always seemed too big for any room he was in. He belonged outdoors, she supposed.

			‘No, no.’ ­Harriet wiped her hands on her apron. It was an old wrap-around pinny of her mother’s, stained with plums and torn at the shoulder, but this was Owen, so it hardly mattered. ‘But I haven’t got any more eggs till tomorrow.’ She shoved her hair out of her eyes with the back of her free hand. She must wash it tonight. Mustn’t let herself go. Although sometimes that was exactly what she wanted to do.

			She thought of the way Joanna had stroked her hair last night. ­Harriet had always found it hard to accept a compliment. And why Joanna, who had so much, should be envious of her, she had no idea. More to the point, nobody touched her hair. They hadn’t since Father, who used to stroke her head before kissing her goodnight, lightly on the temple. She sniffed, thought of that recurring dream that sometimes haunted her waking hours too. Another dangerous and emotional pathway that needed to be avoided at all costs.

			Joanna seemed to live in another world. Shepherds’ huts? Where had that idea sprung from? The thought of doing more housekeeping, not to mention having to be polite to guests whom she neither knew nor particularly liked, filled ­Harriet with dread.

			Even so, she had lingered outside Hair Magic in Bridport this morning. Fingered the pig money in her pocket. Thought about chestnut highlights.

			‘I didn’t come for eggs.’

			‘Oh?’ She sensed Owen behind her, looking over her shoulder into the vat of jam. ‘Then, why . . . ?’ She swung round to face him, still half focused on the plums. Joanna – of course, Joanna.

			‘You seem a bit tense, ­Harriet,’ Owen observed. ‘I only came by to say hello.’

			‘To me?’ ­Harriet kept half an eye on the jam, half an eye on Owen.

			‘To all of you, yes.’ He glanced around. Disappointed not to find Joanna here, no doubt.

			The steam from the jam was hot on her skin. ­Harriet drew back.

			Owen sniffed appreciatively. ‘That smells good, ­Harriet,’ he said. ‘Very good.’

			‘Thanks. I’ll save you a jar.’ ­Harriet carefully scraped off the frothy scum as it rose to the surface of the preserving pan. The village shop would take most of the jam, but she’d keep some in store for the café next summer. The liquid was boiling rapidly now; she had to keep stirring to stop the bottom of the pan from burning. This was hot stuff. She thought of the email she wrote last night and suppressed a giggle. What would Mother say if she knew? And Owen? And Joanna?

			‘Is there anything I can do for you while I’m here?’ he asked. ‘I noticed a bit of your fencing was down.’

			The navy jacket needed darning at the elbows, ­Harriet noted out of the corner of her eye. She supposed she should offer to mend that for him. She should do something to reciprocate. And although he looked quite smart at the outset, he had brought, she realised, a faint smell of manure into the kitchen that was at odds with the pleasing tartness of her plum jam.

			‘I can manage, thanks,’ she said before she could stop herself. Fool. Why couldn’t she just be nice? He’d probably been up since dawn milking and what have you. Surely the least she could do . . . ‘Cup of tea?’

			‘Now you’re talking.’ He rubbed his hands together and sat down at the oak table, pitted and pockmarked and as old as the cottage itself probably.

			The kitchen had always been the hub of things when Mother had presided over it, the table the centrefold. Mother had kneaded dough on it, ­Harriet and Joanna had done their homework on it, Father had even dried out the onions on it. It was stained with ink, oil and red mulberry juice, it was battered by Mother’s meat pulveriser and scarred by kitchen knives. But it remained as solid as ever.

			‘But you’ll have to make it.’ She nodded towards the preserving pan where the jam was really steaming now. ‘I’ve got my hands full, as you can see.’

			‘Right you are.’ Owen immediately jumped up to fill the kettle and ­Harriet took the saucer from the freezer, spooned on some jam and peered closely.

			Come on, come on. The blob of jam went a bit crinkly and she gave it a poke with the spoon. It seemed about right. She glanced across at the work surface. Indulged in a brief fantasy about a contemporary granite counter not mended with brown tape, an in-your-dreams dishwasher that produced warm, dry and shiny plates, ready to stack away in some soft-close, high-rise cupboard. And a woman – a girl – who’d once had the time and the inclination to curl up with a book on the wooden bench under the mulberry tree, listening to the wind in the leaves. Hmph.

			She refocused on the jam. Sterilised jam jars, transparent covers, waxed circles, rubber bands, self-adhesive labels . . . God, but jam-making was a kerfuffle. Nevertheless . . . She wiped her hands on the pinny. She did like it.
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