




[image: image]






Also by Joanna Hines


The Cornish Girl


The Puritan’s Wife


The Lost Daughter


Dora’s Room


Autumn of Strangers


The Murder Bird


Angels of the Flood


Surface Tension


Improvising Carla


One Mistake




About the author


Joanna Hines was born in London. She read history at Somerville College, Oxford, then studied at the LSE. She spent many years living and working on the Lizard, Cornwall, with her husband, the Canadian Poet Derrek Hines, before returning to London. She has a step-daughter, a daughter and a son.




The Fifth Secret


Joanna Hines


[image: title]


www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 1995 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Joanna Hines 1995


The right of Joanna Hines to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 444 74116 2
Paperback ISBN 978 0 340 63989 4


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




Praise for Joanna Hines:


Dora’s Room


‘A compelling novel by a talented newcomer’


Annabel


‘A strange sinister Gothic tale with an original denouement. This is an exciting addition to the genre of psychological thrillers’


Publishing News


The Cornish Girl


‘A fine novel of Cornwall … a true sense of character, and characters – all convincing and well-individualised … beautifully written’


A. L. Rowse


‘Believable, with plenty of powerful characters’


Bella Magazine


‘Pastoral period romance pits free will against convention … A long, escapist wallow in the 17th century’


Daily Mail


‘A fantastic tale of trust, honour, courage and fate’


Company Magazine


‘A gripping and exceptionally well told story’


The Times




For


Diane, first reader, and Valerie, companion from the early days.




1


With my usual misplaced optimism, I was feeling almost cheerful at the start of the day on which we heard the news about Esme. There was no indication, to begin with, of the changes and upheavals ahead. Okay, so the prospects could have been better: as this was the first day of half term, Laura and Billy would have unlimited time in which to perfect the art of sibling rivalry; outside the house the rain was coming down in torrents and, best of all, we had eleven thousand lettuce seedlings that had to be planted out in the main glasshouse. But at breakfast time I still felt able to rise above such petty inconveniences.


Owen was sorting through the post. Even in his frayed sweater and faded jeans he was startlingly attractive. You’d think that after knowing him since childhood and nearly seven years of marriage I’d be used to it by now, but watching him perform mundane tasks never ceases to fascinate me, like a stolen glimpse of one of Botticelli’s angels carting out the rubbish.


As he glanced at each envelope and placed it on a pile in front of him, the now permanent squiggle of anxiety between his eyebrows grew a fraction deeper. Against my better judgment I peered across the table to watch. Today’s jolly bundle consisted of four reminders of bills that should have been paid weeks ago, two circulars inviting us to spend money we didn’t have and had no likelihood of ever getting and yet another petulant letter from the bank implying that our present financial doldrums were only the result of our own lack of consideration for them. I noticed that not one of the several firms who owed us money had seen fit to send us a cheque.


‘The bastards,’ I said.


To my surprise, Owen grinned, that sudden smile of his, like unexpected sunshine. ‘So that’s where he got it from,’ he said.


‘Who?’


‘Billy called the postman a bastard yesterday. A clear case of blaming the messenger.’ He turned to our son who, having finished his cereal, was gazing at his father with the slack-jawed stare of a four-year-old who has some trouble breathing through his nose. Owen explained, ‘The postman only carries the letters, Billy. It’s other people who send them. Besides, it’s not a good idea to call people bastards. It tends to be counterproductive.’


Billy sniffed loudly, climbed down from his chair and went round the table to scramble on his father’s knee.


I groaned. ‘Can’t you just tell him not to be so bloody rude?’


Owen’s smile had vanished. ‘Like smacking children to stop them hitting people, you mean?’


Whether he does it deliberately or not, Owen’s knack of remaining reasonable at all times can be intensely irritating. I said, ‘Don’t be so damn logical. You’re ruining my breakfast.’


‘Sorry.’


‘And for heaven’s sake don’t apologise. Can’t you see that just makes it all worse?’


I caught a glimpse of his anger before the shutters came down. Laura had been observing us both intently. Now she leaned forward slightly towards her father and said, ‘And bloody’s bloody rude too, isn’t it, Daddy?’


He patted her hand absent-mindedly before tipping Billy off his knee. Then he stood up without a word and began clearing away. His face had that rigid look which it got when he was being especially self-controlled – which recently had been a good deal of the time – at least in my company. I watched him as he ran water into the sink and washed out the mugs and bowls and set them upside down on the draining board. He worked with his customary calm deliberation. When he was a boy, he’d had the kind of appearance that makes old ladies grin and chatter like idiots. He still had the tow-coloured hair, the dark fringe of lashes around eyes that were somewhere between hazel and green, the delicately modelled features, but as he’d grown into adulthood the wide-eyed candour had given way to an expression that was reserved to the point of coldness. The combination of sensitivity and reserve was one which women of all ages seemed to find irresistible. Owen, of course, was always far too high-minded to notice the effect he produced, and probably considered his appearance to be quite ordinary.


Now, as I watched him, I no longer knew if I loved or hated him. I only knew that when I was with him I was always uneasy and often, as now, when he had failed to respond to my goading, there was a dull ache somewhere between my ribs. I was no longer entranced by his good looks; rather, I was exasperated by his immense stubbornness, his refusal to admit the error of his ways. Why else had he still not admitted that our marriage had been from the beginning a desperate mistake?


‘I’ll do that,’ I said, as he began spooning food into a saucer for Drongo the cat.


‘I’ve done it.’


My irritation cranked up another notch. I slouched a little lower in the chair and resisted the urge to flick a toast crust at Drongo’s tabby head. I said, ‘Why don’t we leave the lettuces until tomorrow?’


‘They’re late already.’


‘I know that.’ The day’s fate was sealed. ‘God, I hate lettuces. In fact I loathe and despise them. Why any sane person would want to buy one I cannot imagine. I bet they’re bad for you. I bet they’re riddled with salmonella.’


Owen said merely, ‘I’ll make a start.’


‘I think I’m developing an allergic reaction to lettuces.’


‘Oh?’


‘The skin on my hands keeps breaking into these terrible red blotches.’


‘Wear rubber gloves.’ Owen was already pulling on his overalls. ‘Come on, Billy, you can help me set out the trays.’


Billy rammed his feet into his red boots and clumped out after his father, past the cement mixer and the concrete blocks and out into the driving rain. My good spirits were ebbing fast, driven into full retreat by the prospect of yet another day spent trailing in the wake of Owen’s chronic perfection. I sighed. Fat Albert would still be snoring in bed at this hour of the morning. Fat Albert was a favourite creation of mine, an imaginary contrast to Owen the impossibly Good. I sketched him fondly on the back of the letter from the bank. Fat Albert was a selfish slob who lolled for hours in front of the television and who could never see anyone else’s point of view except his own. He scratched his paunch through a dirty vest and belched frequently. He shouted a lot and had a loud laugh and dropped lighted cigarettes in the dregs of coffee mugs. In my Fat Albert fantasy I coped heroically and gained the sympathy and admiration of all my friends.


I thought what fun it would be to spend the morning painting a picture of Fat Albert (or Sweet F.A. as I called him privately) on the wall above the washing machine. A sunny picture, Fat Albert on his holidays in the Costa del Sol, all sunburnt beer gut spilling out over gaudy trunks.


Fat Albert would not be seen dead eating lettuce.


Nor would Fat Albert have fathered a child like Laura, who stood before me now. At the age of six she was in many ways the living spit of Owen, same bleached hair, same delicate features – and the same exquisitely reproachful face. Her fragile beauty tugged at my heart, but the moment she opened her mouth, her words jarred on my conscience.


‘I’ve got nothing to wear,’ she grumbled, ‘again. All my clothes are dirty.’


‘What’s wrong with those?’


She glanced down scornfully at her hand-me-down trousers and a sweater that had become matted with overwashing. ‘But suppose we go out?’


‘It’s not very likely.’


‘But still, we might.’


My failure as a laundress had been a constant grievance with Laura ever since her teacher, as part of a Mother’s Day project, asked the class to say who made sure their drawers were always full of freshly washed clothes. Laura had been about to exclaim, ‘But they never are!’ when a chorus of voices shouting, ‘Mummy does!’ gave her the first hint that she might be missing out.


I was rummaging through a sea of dirty clothing on the bathroom floor when, above the drumming of the rain, I heard the unmistakable sound of glass breaking, followed, more ominously, by a child’s high-pitched wail.


By the time I reached the glasshouse, Laura was explaining to a tearful Billy that being nearly hit by flying glass was no reason to make a fuss because it didn’t actually hurt. Shards of broken glass were scattered over the freshly prepared soil.


I crouched down to comfort him.


‘There, Billy, it’s all right.’


‘That’s what I told him,’ said Laura primly, ‘but he wouldn’t listen.’


‘He’s had a shock.’


‘Well, I know that.’ Laura had begun to pick up the icicles of glass.


‘Don’t!’ I shouted. ‘You might cut yourself.’


Laura was contemptuous. ‘I’m not a baby.’


Owen was striding towards us down the length of the greenhouse and his face was white with anger.


‘Did you catch them?’ I asked.


He ignored the question. ‘Laura, don’t touch that glass, you could cut yourself. Christ, Jane, why didn’t you stop her?’


Laura snatched back her hand as if it had been stung and eyed me smugly.


I said, ‘You didn’t catch them, did you?’


‘Not this time.’ He picked Billy up and hugged him protectively, before adding, ‘But I will.’


When we had first seen the old walled kitchen garden with its neat paths and its old-fashioned sheds (and the former gardener’s cottage which was to be our home), we had not speculated as to why every pane of glass in the place had been broken. The purchase price had been adjusted accordingly and the local glaziers called in. Only then did we discover that the lane beyond our high wall was a short cut used by people walking from the village to the new estate and, during the years that the property lay empty, local children had fallen into the habit of lobbing stones over the wall for the satisfaction, I suppose, of hearing the crash of broken glass. We heard their giggles and occasional cheers, but by the time we had sprinted all the way down to the front entrance and round, the lane was invariably deserted. It was the first indication that running a commercial nursery entailed a whole range of problems that had nothing whatsoever to do with the growing of plants.


And now it was more than just a nuisance, it was scary. Beyond the closed space of the OJ Nursery lay a hostile world which chucked danger at us over the walls. I was beginning to feel like a helpless member of a wagon train encircled by marauding Indians. But since the local police had shown little interest in our problem so far, where was the cavalry to come from?


‘It’s not safe for Laura and Billy out here,’ I said.


‘They’ll be all right. The kids never come back twice on the same day.’


‘It doesn’t feel safe.’


Owen shrugged and began distributing polystyrene trays of lettuce seedlings down the length of the glasshouse. Rain was still drumming on the roof and sluicing against the windows. Nowhere is one so numbingly conscious of bad weather as in a commercial glasshouse. The rain streams over the roof, it gushes down the sides, water drops and leaks and splashes through every pane of cracked (and broken) glass, every ill-fitting joint. The cold makes the wet wetter and the wet makes it colder. Sometimes it’s like trying to work under the onslaught of Niagara Falls. On a bleak November morning like this one, the din of the rain is loud enough to muffle the chatter of our teeth.


People who observe us at our work on balmy summer days imagine that we inhabit some enviable rural idyll. ‘Oh, you are lucky,’ they gush. They observe the children skipping around in the walled garden with their little spades and barrows, they see the fresh air and the healthy exercise and the proximity of nature. ‘It’s not all sunshine and flowers,’ we protest, but they only smirk their disbelief. No one visits in winter – too snug in their ‘boring’ offices, I suppose – so they never see us with our numb fingers and chilblained feet, they never see the mountain of unpaid bills, our frantic and not always successful efforts to fend off damp and mildew and mould and rot.


I picked up the pieces of broken glass and noticed that the pain had come back in the joints of my left hand. Wonderful, I thought, not even thirty yet and already I’m arthritic. Just as I was convinced that no hidden shards remained to gash us as we worked, I heard the customer bell.


Against all reason, my spirits began to lift as I plunged out into the rain and ran down paths between rows of neatly ordered pots towards the lodge. A customer meant a potential sale, rare at this leanest of all times of year, a potential sale meant the prospect of money. Perhaps that gnomish-looking old man with the grey moustache and the tightly belted trenchcoat who was reading a leaflet from the Hardy Plant Society was about to request, cash with order of course, five thousand assorted primulas for the spring.


I greeted him warmly. He eyed me with suspicion.


‘I’m looking for a Christmas tree,’ he said.


My heart sank. ‘We don’t grow Christmas trees,’ I told him, ‘and anyway, it’s far too early.’


‘I especially wanted one now.’


‘Sony.’


‘What do you have then?’


‘Primulas,’ I said firmly. ‘This is a specialist primula nursery – primroses, polyanthus, cowslips, lots of interesting varieties for waterside plantings—’


He interrupted me. ‘I suppose I could make do with a poinsettia.’


‘Then I’m afraid we can’t help you. However, if it is an unusual gift you’re looking for, the obconicas will be ready in a month or so and they make wonderful house plants—’


‘I told you,’ he whined, ‘I want something now. You’re not being very helpful.’


‘Maybe you’d have more luck at the garden centre on the other side of—’


‘I imagined you’d be glad of the custom. I do live locally, you know.’


‘How nice for you.’ The words were out before I had a chance to censor them. And the tone of voice was all wrong.


His beady eyes swivelled furiously and he tugged at the belt of his trenchcoat. ‘There’s no call to be rude. I can see I’m wasting my time.’


I was overcome with remorse. ‘Oh, no, please, I’m sure I can find something that—’


‘And I shall definitely warn other people not to come here.’


I gave up. ‘You do that.’


He huffed his outrage – if he had been a bird all his feathers would have become puffed up. He was probably working himself up for a major confrontation when he caught sight of Owen approaching and, believing (quite wrongly as it happened) that Owen would take my side, he turned up his collar against the rain and set off towards his shiny German car.


My brother Lucien’s voice floated dreamily through my head:


‘Hold off, unhand me, grey-beard loon!’


Eftsoons his hand dropt he.


I must have said it out loud by mistake because I saw the man’s shoulders flex involuntarily before he thought better of it and got into his car.


Owen arrived in time to see him drive off. He has long doubted my ability to deal amicably with customers.


‘What was that about?’


‘Just a grey-beard loon looking for Christmas trees.’


‘What on earth for? We haven’t had Guy Fawkes yet.’


‘That’s what I was trying to explain. Still, maybe we should see it as an omen. There’s bound to be more like him. We ought to buy in some trees and sell them on. You never know, we might even make some money at it.’


Owen winced as if I’d suggested a devilish pact. ‘We’re trying to run a nursery, Jane. That means we grow what we sell. This isn’t a shop. And besides, we don’t have the space to grow Christmas trees.’


‘Only because you’ve filled every inch of room with bloody primulas.’


‘It’s called specialising.’


We were poised on the brink of a familiar argument, familiar especially at this time of year. Late autumn is always the hardest. The primulas are still small green rosettes of leaves in their thousands of pots. By December the first ones begin to flower, the obconicas and the midwinter primroses with their magical, gloom-defeating range of colours, tangerine and lilac and fluttering nail-polish pink. By March, when the main sections are coming into flower, I am seduced anew: from the stolid-looking circle of leaves an Eastern bazaar of colours erupts: black-eyed Cowichans and purest whites; russets and ochres, flame and earth and sunset reds; indigo and aquamarine and clearest summer azure, tiny jewel-bright primroses and old-fashioned cowslips with their scent of long-forgotten pastures and wine-making abundance. But at this moment, that miracle of renewal lay far away.


I was only prevented from making a detailed critique of Owen’s philosophy of market gardening by the jangle of the telephone, its reinforced bell clanging loudly throughout the garden. My relief at being able to retreat to the house with a clear conscience lasted only until I heard my mother’s voice. She was talking with the urgency that spoke of her full and interesting life, so could I please stick to the business in hand.


‘Jane, dear,’ she trumpeted, ‘if anyone started acting suspiciously around the nursery, you would tell me, wouldn’t you?’


‘Not necessarily. Why?’


‘Then you haven’t seen anyone peculiar? Or had any odd phone calls?’


Only this one, I thought. I said, ‘What sort of odd, Faith?’


‘Surely it’s perfectly obvious if someone is acting suspiciously. You’d know at once.’


‘What made you think of this today in particular?’


‘I was only speaking hypothetically. But as you’ve not had any trouble, there’s no need to worry.’


‘Another window was broken this morning.’


‘Honestly, Jane, you should have got that sorted out by now.’


‘How?’


‘I mean, Laura or Billy might be injured.’


‘Really? Do you know, I’d never thought of that.’


‘Sarcasm, Jane. I’m only trying to help. And you must promise to tell me the moment you see or hear anyone suspicious.’


‘Why? Why the sudden concern?’


‘There doesn’t always have to be a reason. Surely I can phone to see how my grandchildren are once in a while. How are Laura and Billy, by the way? You never bring them to visit.’


‘You’re welcome here whenever you like.’


‘It’s not easy, with Eric being so busy.’


‘Oh, God, how disgusting.’


‘What?’


Drongo, our exquisitely marked tabby cat, was sitting by the back door while, with a gourmet’s fastidiousness, he crunched the skull of what had until recently been a small furry animal.


‘It’s only Drongo being loathsome.’


‘Sometimes, Jane, it’s hard to follow your train of thought,’ said my mother as she hung up. Which was rich, I thought, coming from her.


Though I should have been hardened by now, I found my mother’s veiled warning, coming so soon after the stone-throwing, to be distinctly unsettling. Danger was stalking through suburbia. Talking to Faith often made me feel as if the wires in my brain had become crossed and were sizzling furiously, but today there was the added bonus of an unspecified menace so that, at the sound of the back door banging, I started nervously.


A woman’s voice called out, ‘Hello-o! It’s only me.’


No one was less threatening than Dinah. Her figure could have been described as stout, except for her air of compactness, like some neat and sturdy mountain pony. Her plump breasts and hips contrived to fit snugly inside her crisp Guernsey sweater and her pressed cord trousers. A decorative scarf was held in place at her throat with an amber brooch. She had well-behaved brown hair which grew back off her face and was held in place, as today, by a variety of bows and buckles in tortoiseshell and velvet. She had a face which signalled health and a good-natured personality, a much underestimated brand of attractiveness.


I saw in her arrival a temporary reprieve from ordeal by lettuce.


‘Hello, Dinah. Hello, Duncan.’


‘Hello, Jane.’ Duncan’s pale gaze roamed listlessly round our kitchen. There are few things quite so mortifying as a child’s critical scrutiny. Adults could surely be relied upon to observe that our kitchen was ‘full of potential’ and that the mural I had begun above the vegetable rack would one day be a witty caricature of a Dutch still life. Duncan, I could tell, saw only that our kitchen units were on the verge of collapse and that the floor needed sweeping. Duncan had none of his mother’s robust neatness. Rather, he resembled his father, Aidan, who was a solicitor with a City firm of accountants. One could almost imagine that those blue shadows under his eyes were the result of late hours spent wrestling over litigation files, rather than a preference for computer games over fresh air.


I said, ‘Do you want some coffee?’


‘Just a quick one or I’ll be late.’


‘Why the hurry?’


‘I’m having my hair done in an hour. You said you’d have Duncan for the day so I’ve arranged to have lunch with a friend.’


‘Oh, God, I forgot.’


‘I can’t change my plans now.’


Dinah looked piqued and I hastened to reassure her. Laura and Billy spent so much time enjoying the luxury of Duncan’s home that the least I could do was have him for the day every now and then. The only problem was that the child quite sensibly loathed having to spend time at the nursery, which explained his depressed expression now. His home was the ‘big house’, one wing of it at least, and he avoided having to slum it in the gardener’s quarters if he possibly could.


Dinah and Aidan had befriended us as soon as we moved in. At first Owen and I were so grateful for the occasional decent meal, bath and evening of comfort while we were struggling to start the nursery and renovate the cottage at the same time – even head gardeners, we soon discovered, were expected to endure spartan conditions that would have been the death of their tender plants – that we had not paused to consider what Dinah and Aidan were getting from the deal. Gradually it dawned on us that we were the token peasant friends who completed their picture of themselves as basically country dwellers. Aidan might commute to town every day, but his soul, or so he believed, was definitely rural. On fine weekends Aidan would don smart wellies with buckles on them and stride around the nursery with Owen, nodding thoughtfully while Owen talked of loams and acidity and late frosts. Once I even saw him surreptitiously snap off a blade of grass and chew on the stalk as an aid to meditation. It was probably a source of regret to him that we had failed to provide a five-barred gate to lean on. But although we might chafe at being cast in the role of honest rustics, we were endlessly in their debt for the amenities of life – and for babysitting, since our children were close enough in age for us conveniently to assume they were friends.


In my gloomier moments, and there was no shortage of those, I imagined that our friendship was based on Dinah’s need to gloat and some masochistic flaw in my personality that compelled me always to be the gloatee. She was someone whose life appeared to run like clockwork, largely, I suspected, thanks to a heavy reliance on the advice dished out by magazines. She had a box file for handy cleaning tips and another for useful phone numbers and addresses (where to find the ultimate curtain tassel). Her freezer was stocked with neatly parcelled blocks labelled ‘Chicken chasseur for one’ or ‘Spinach and goat’s cheese filo for twenty-four’. Dinah was prepared for any contingency. By contrast, I found that even daily routine often took me by surprise.


Sitting opposite Dinah at our kitchen table, I was suddenly aware of how scruffy I must look. Chances were, I hadn’t yet found time to brush my hair. Dinah occasionally claimed to envy my thinness, but beside her, it always felt like a scrawny, scarecrow kind of thinness, and I was under no illusions that I was someone who could look attractive in my shabby old trousers and sweatshirt. I have short dark hair and a narrow face which is quite without any particular merit. When I was about fifteen some kind soul told me I looked lovely when I smiled. I instantly interpreted this as meaning that I looked dreadful the rest of the time.


I said, ‘Dinah, you haven’t seen anyone acting suspiciously round here, have you?’


‘No. Why?’


‘I just had a weird phone call from my mother. All phone calls from Faith are pretty weird, but this one was worse than usual. She sounded worried, but wouldn’t say why. Something about people hanging round the nursery. I thought maybe there’d been a news item about this area.’


‘And has there been anyone hanging around?’ Dinah glanced towards Duncan who, with drooping gait, was setting off to look for Laura and Billy.


‘Only a grey-beard loon who was looking for Christmas trees.’


‘A what?’


‘You must know the lines:


“Hold off, unhand me, grey-beard loon.”


Eftsoons, his hand dropt he.’


She looked at me blankly, so I explained, ‘It’s from The Ancient Mariner. It was one of Lucien’s favourites – I suppose all children like it, that and the bit about the Lady of Shallot having the curse.’


Dinah had lost interest and was examining the envelope I had been sketching on. ‘Who on earth is this?’


‘It’s an identikit sketch of the kind of suspicious character my mother mentioned.’


‘I thought you said you hadn’t seen anyone.’


‘No, I haven’t. Fat Albert is purely a figment of my imagination.’


‘He’s disgusting.’


Dinah pushed the envelope away and I felt quite unreasonably offended on Fat Albert’s behalf. Nor was I mollified when she added, ‘But he’s very cleverly drawn, you know. I do think you’re artistic.’ I merely assumed she was trying to be kind.


She giggled. ‘I thought for a moment he was a friend of yours. Oh, that’s what I wanted to show you. There was a huge article about that friend of yours in a magazine I got yesterday.’


‘Oh?’


But I knew who she meant at once. I had only one friend, one former friend, that people wrote articles about.


She unfolded the neatly scissored page and spread it on the table.


Rob’s face, in artistically grainy black and white, smiled up at me. The image he projected was stylish but relaxed, as though he was far too absorbed in his work ever to spend time on his appearance but just happened to emerge looking terrific all the same. He was wearing a dark shirt, crisply ironed but open at the throat, and his brown hair (I knew it was brown though of course it looked black in the photograph) was expertly cut but ruffled and untidy. He appeared to be sharing an intimate joke with someone unseen; crow’s feet were beginning to fan from the corners of his eyes. He succeeded in looking wise and funny and sympathetic and hugely attractive all at the same time. Quite a feat.


Rob Hallam, reluctant and unexpected media star.


I scanned the article. All the usual details had been included. His story was a good one and worth repeating, a contrast to the usual rags-to-riches saga.


He had been born in Australia just over thirty years ago, but from the age of eight he was sent to school in England. One result of these early upheavals was that to this day he could never be sure where he fitted in; he had resigned himself, in fact, to being the perennial outsider. (As I read, I realised that this had been confided to the female interviewer in a spirit of apparent intimacy, which was as beguiling as it was phoney since he ‘confessed’ as much to everyone.) Yet despite a continuing inner disquiet, he was outwardly successful: success at school, a respectable Oxford degree, post-graduate work and the beginning of his interest in the media.


And then – disaster.


He had been researching an item on homelessness and, with his customary care for authenticity, was sharing the conditions of the destitute, when he was arrested and charged with armed robbery. Though steadfastly protesting his innocence, he was convicted and served nearly four years of an eight-year sentence before a combination of fresh alibi evidence and a confession from the actual culprit led to his conviction being overturned. The years in prison changed his life. What had begun as a passing professional interest in society’s rejects had turned into a personal crusade. He scripted and produced a highly influential ‘docudrama’ based on his experience and that of the people he had met in prison. He revealed such an aptitude for publicity that for several months no TV or radio panel was complete without him. One commentator said that he spoke for the outcast in a language the Establishment could understand.


Eighteen months ago, he had found a practical outlet for his beliefs by helping to set up Branden House, a new kind of hostel for homeless offenders. There had been rumours recently that he was being approached to enter politics. In the meantime he was to host his own television programme which would combine documentary, comment and topical interviews: ‘A lighter look at serious issues.’


Rob Hallam, the article said, the man who put glamour into reform.


(Rob Hallam, I thought, the man who put betrayal into friendship.)


But it was not the article about Rob, nor the photograph, that I found so unsettling. It was the smaller picture, inset at the bottom right of the page. This showed Rob standing on the gravel driveway of Branden House with some of the staff and ‘guests’ as the residents of Branden House were called. Again he was smiling wisely (did he ever stop?) and managing to look simultaneously attractive and deeply caring.


But that woman who stood beside him, the one with the straight brown hair and the deadpan expression, surely that was Esme?


What was she doing there? She was hardly likely to be a redeemed mugger and I couldn’t imagine her being much help at the hostel. She must therefore be in the picture because she and Rob were together again.


‘There’s more over the page,’ said Dinah.


And there it was, a photograph of the two of them walking hand in hand under some autumnal-looking trees and a caption beneath it which read, ‘In the past six months Rob Hallam claims to have discovered a new security and happiness with childhood sweetheart, Esme Drummond.’


I felt a stab of something I couldn’t quite explain. Not jealousy exactly. More like that sinking, left-out feeling you get when you’re a child and your two best friends run off together giggling and won’t let you join in. I imagined them holding hands across the table of an exclusive restaurant, imagined them going to the theatre, taking expensive holidays, laughing at shared jokes and remembering old times.


Though why should I care? After all, I hadn’t seen either of them for nearly ten years.


‘Ironic, isn’t it?’ commented Dinah.


‘Which bit?’


‘Well, that he should end up with the daughter of a QC after all that happened to him. It says so there.’ Dinah swivelled the article round for a closer look and read, ‘“Obviously Rob Hallam has no grudge against the legal profession, or maybe it is more a case of canny insurance, since the number one woman in his life these days is daughter of the former QC, John Drummond.”’


‘Former eminent QC,’ I corrected her. ‘All QCs are eminent, according to Lucien.’ I could hear my brother’s scornful voice, ‘Did you ever hear of a QC who wasn’t eminent? A second-rate QC, for instance? It’s like all survivors are automatically plucky and children in hospital are always little. Haven’t you ever noticed?’


But Dinah hadn’t. Not for the first time, it occurred to me that my brother Lucien would have been wasted on Dinah.


She asked, ‘How well did you know him?’


‘Rob? It’s hard to say.’


‘Wasn’t he a friend of your brother’s?’


‘Yes, his closest friend.’ Then I remembered how Lucien used to torment him. ‘Sort of closest, anyway.’


‘You told me you always spent the holidays together.’


‘Only some of them.’


‘And that Esme girl was there too?’


‘Yes. Her parents owned the cottage we stayed in.’


‘And that was by the sea.’


‘No.’ I was shocked. ‘It was by a river. By the river.’


Dinah did not notice the distinction. ‘And Owen was there too?’


‘Not in the beginning. He only came the last couple of times.’


Thoughtfully Dinah smoothed the pages of the magazine and her fingers slid over Rob’s cheek. She said, ‘I never realised Rob Hallam was so good-looking. Not like Owen is, but still …’


I made a noncommittal noise. The truth was that I hadn’t either. The boy with the stolid face, the boy with the heavy jaw and the blunt nose and the restless, anxious eyes had been transformed. Social crusading brought a magic all its own apparently.


‘Didn’t you say you used to be in love with him?’


I hadn’t, of course, but Dinah was adept at sleuthing and I guessed she was hot on the trail of Famous People gossip with which to entertain her friend over lunch.


‘We were children,’ I protested.


‘How old?’


‘Eight, nine, that sort of thing.’


‘But later on. You told me he was at university with your brother, so you must have seen him then.’


‘We bumped into each other a few times.’


Dinah’s brown eyes were searching my face. ‘And you were attracted then?’


I tried my best to look sincere. ‘It’s hard to explain,’ I said – and that much at least was true. ‘I’m not sure I understand it properly myself.’ True again – ‘Yes, you’re right, there was an attraction between us, but there was always some kind of barrier there too, almost as if it was taboo. Like being brother and sister.’


My sincere expression was in danger of collapse. Take it or leave it, Miss Delving Dinah, I thought, that’s the closest you get. I could tell from her slightly squinty expression that she was convinced I was hiding the fact that Rob and I had been lovers. It might have been easier, I thought ruefully, if we had been. I could remember all the men I’d had affairs with before Owen, names, dates and sexual preferences of each one. I could remember them clearly but without much emotion, even though I had believed myself in love with at least two of them. But Rob had been different.


Dinah said, ‘And the last time you saw him was at the funeral?’


‘He didn’t come to the funeral.’


‘But I thought he’d always been like one of the family.”


‘That’s what we thought, too.’


‘And that was when you and Owen got together?’


‘Sort of.’


I preferred not to remember those early days when Owen had seemed capable of picking up the pieces of my shattered life. It was too painful. He must have been regretting his misplaced generosity ever since. None of this was to be shared with Dinah.


‘Odd, isn’t it,’ she commented, ‘that you all four knew each other as children and now you’re all still together. Well, she’s with Rob Hallam and you’re with Owen.’


I nodded. She was looking at the smiling photograph of Rob with an expression that said quite clearly: what a pity you had to end up with the loser.


And I was annoyed because a version of the same poison thought had just flitted through my own mind.


When Dinah had driven off in her sporty little car, I returned to the main glasshouse. Duncan was squatting on an upturned flowerpot and shivering inside his anorak. Owen had already made a start on the lettuces. Billy was driving a small car in and out of the mouth of a discarded Hallowe’en pumpkin and Laura was pretending to help her father so she could bend his ear about precisely what she wanted for Christmas.


The last shreds of my early morning good humour vanished completely. I felt guilty that Owen had started work while I was sitting drinking coffee in the kitchen, guiltier still that I hadn’t remembered to bring him one. It struck me as grossly unfair that as usual everyone else was having a better time than I was: Dinah warm and pampered at the hairdresser; Rob and Esme revelling in their ‘new-found security and happiness’ as they strolled together under autumn trees. And now Duncan, his pale face staring out from under the hood of his anorak, a frail exile from central heating and fitted carpets, made me suddenly ashamed.


I walked down the path that ran through the centre of the glasshouse. On either side of me the soil had been carefully prepared, raked to a smoothness and then scored with hundreds of precise lines. An exquisite example of horticultural crosshatching. The lettuce seedlings had been grown in individual plugs of soil and it was these that Owen was dropping at regular intervals along the rows. They looked like a little army of sugar cubes with green bows on top. Not wanting to tread on the growing area, I was obliged to wait until Owen had worked his way into the centre.


Then I said, ‘This is bloody ridiculous.’


‘What’s the matter now?’


‘How can you waste all this time on stupid lettuces when you know perfectly well we’d make just as much money if we bought in a few dozen Christmas trees and sold those?’


‘We’ve already discussed that.’


‘So what? Why make everything harder than it is already? You’re just afraid we might actually make some money for a change. You have to suffer all the time, God alone knows why.’


‘I’m not suffering. I enjoy the work.’


‘Then you must be mad.’


He merely shrugged and set off back down the next row. Take the seedling, drop it in position, move on a step, take another … the thought of spending the whole day on such a mind-bendingly boring task made me feel as if steel bands of frustration were being tightened around my skull. After a few moments he was obliged to return to the centre, where I was still waiting.


‘Is that all?’ he asked, glancing at me with an expression that could have been one of pure loathing – it was always so hard to tell with Owen.


‘No, as a matter of fact it’s not. Look at Duncan, not only is he miserable as sin, he’s also in considerable danger of being injured by a stone or flying glass. Maybe you don’t mind putting our own children at risk, but I draw the line at other people’s. I’m taking them out for the day.’


‘Where?’


‘My mother’s.’ I hadn’t actually considered this before, but where else could I go that was dry and would cost nothing?


Infuriatingly, Owen just kept on working.


Fat Albert would be foaming at the mouth by now. Fat Albert and I would probably have screamed at each other for ten minutes and then we’d have been able to indulge in a thoroughly enjoyable reconciliation. Oh, Fat Albert, why did I have to end up with England’s leading marital pacifist?


Owen had completed the first section of planting and was busy fiddling with the overhead sprinkler system so the seedlings could be watered in. In order to continue our somewhat one-sided conversation I had to go round to the side and join him.


I said, ‘Aren’t you even going to protest? Don’t you mind having to do the whole damn lot on your own? Don’t you ever feel as if you’re going mad in here?’


‘Hold this a moment, can you? There, that’s done it.’


The sprinkler system whirred into life, the patter of water on grateful plantlets. Oh, God, I thought, now it’s raining inside as well as out.


‘Well?’ I prompted.


Owen turned to me briefly and said, ‘My only problem right now, Jane, is that I don’t know what the hell you want.’


‘I’d have thought that was obvious.’


‘Tell me then.’


When I didn’t answer straight away, he began to sort out the next batch of seedlings. I thought: you’ve got to photosynthesise to get any attention round here. But still, there was no getting round the fact that eleven thousand was a great number of lettuces to cope with alone. I began to waver, lacking even the courage of my own selfishness.


‘I suppose I could stay and help out for an hour or two.’


‘I can manage.’


I felt vaguely disappointed. Had I been hoping all along that Owen would say he needed me, that he couldn’t manage without my help? And was he now punishing me with his self-sufficiency? Even when I was doing what I thought I wanted to do, I had the uncomfortable feeling of being somehow outmanoeuvred.


I said, ‘No need to be a martyr about it. I’ll stay if you want.’


He paused in his work for a moment; he seemed to be staring intently at a patch of earth about six inches from the toe of his boot. Then he said, ‘You decide what to do. The children would enjoy an outing,’ and carried on with his work.


He had defeated me. Was he angry? I had no way of knowing. With other people there’s usually some clue, but with Owen you had to hunt for the faintest signal – a muscle flickering beneath his eye, a hand clenching and relaxing again. Often I felt like some hapless archaeologist trying to conjure up a vanished civilisation from a fragment of broken pottery.


I took refuge in hostility and scowled at his back. To me it appeared rigid with sanctimonious outrage. I tried to stem the approaching gloom by imagining a painting of ‘Owen The Blessed Martyr’. It would be done in the most gruesome style of the German medievalists. His face wore its most reproachful expression, hazel eyes rolling heavenward (‘How long, oh Lord, how long?’) and small wonder, since he was lashed to a stake while his wife, a skinny demon with spiky brown hair and a lethal expression, danced around him and showered him with tiny green plantlets.


It was not all that consoling. Imagining paintings I’d never have the time to complete was the nearest I’d got to any kind of creative endeavour in years.


The children, with typical perversity, were less than enthusiastic about this change in plans. Duncan had descended from his flowerpot and was constructing a multistorey car park for Billy’s cars out of the empty polystyrene trays. Laura’s eyes dilated with horror at the prospect of abandoning her father.


‘Poor Daddy. All alone,’ and she heaved a shuddering sigh, ‘all day long. Never mind, poor Daddy, here’s Wendy to keep you company.’


The doll had been kitted out for market gardening in a pale pink ballet dress; she had hair that sprang vertically from her pink plastic scalp and breasts that sprang horizontally from her pink plastic torso. Her vacant expression remained unaltered as she was rammed up to her knees in the soft earth between two tiny lettuces.


‘Thank you, sweetheart.’ To Laura’s delight, Owen picked her up and hugged her. ‘I hope Wendy doesn’t mind being watered,’ he added, and they both laughed together.


Not to be outdone, Billy clumped up in his too-big Wellingtons. Unlike his dainty older sister, Billy was a child who seemed to be always on the verge of disintegration, mouth agape, shirt hanging out, nose running. Now he plunged a small Cortina, bonnet down into the earth. Owen set Laura down and hugged Billy in his turn and the child’s face was radiant.


It wasn’t that I was jealous or anything like that, but whenever I saw Owen with the children, I always felt crosser than ever. With them he was spontaneous and natural. They enjoyed each other’s company and didn’t seem to need me at all. Seeing Owen laughing with them and hugging them, seeing how even the dismal Duncan became animated in his company, seeing the way Owen’s face became suddenly boyish with good humour and fun, only served to emphasise how stilted and awkward his manner was when he was with me. I should feel sorry for him, I thought morosely as I bundled the children out to the van, it must be wretched living with someone you can’t stand any more and being too stubborn to admit it.


‘Poor Daddy,’ Laura’s litany remained unaltered as she scrambled into the back of the OJ Nursery’s van. ‘All alone …’


‘Poor Daddy, my foot,’ I snapped. ‘I offered to help him but he said he was happy to do it on his own.’


Laura did not deign to comment on this less than truth, since she was busy commandeering the best sacks and the only cushion to sit on.


Duncan said gloomily, ‘We’ve got seat belts in the back of our cars.’


I said, ‘Not much use without seats.’


The van refused to start.


The children began to squabble in the back while I became increasingly outraged. It’s bad enough having to drive around in a rusting and geriatric van that smells permanently of potting compost and wet leaves, but not driving around in it is infinitely worse.


Briefly, I contemplated knocking myself senseless on the steering wheel, but then contented myself by snarling, ‘Oh hell,’ and thumping the dashboard. The children stopped arguing and fell silent – that anxious silence of children dependent on adults who are not coping very well with the outside world.


Now I’d have to ask Owen for help. Or worse, the van had died for ever and I was trapped within the four walls of the nursery with no possibility of escape. For a moment the claustrophobia was so intense I had to fight for breath.


Laura said severely, ‘You’d better get Daddy.’


‘He’s as useless as I am,’ I said, but went to get him all the same.


‘The battery’s flat,’ Owen said, and with those three words he encapsulated the sum total of our combined mechanical expertise. ‘I’ll give you a push. Make sure you park on a hill. The jumper cables are in the back.’


‘I know that.’


Since we still owed the garage an astronomical amount for the last make-do-and-mend job on the van, a new battery was not an option.


One day, I promised myself, as the car juddered to life on the road that led down from the nursery and the children cheered half-heartedly in the hope, I suppose, that from now on I’d be in a better mood, one day I’ll be able to visit people who don’t live on hills.


The rain had eased to a steady drizzle, the wipers grumbled and squeaked, the van rattled. Normally, as soon as I was driving away from the nursery with the children, I was able to relax and enjoy their company. Freed from whatever tangle of emotions Owen always seemed to inspire in me, there was usually nothing I liked more than to join in their games and their chatter. But today I was unable to shake off a deepening sense of gloom. That all-too-familiar feeling that I was only one step away from plunging headlong into a black hole.


I can remember the first time someone – it must have been Lucien – told me about black holes: those invisible spaces where all matter is swallowed up and the darkness is so intense that light disappears inside it. And I had thought: that describes it perfectly; I have spent my whole life on the brink of one of those. I have always felt myself to be surrounded by so much that was hidden, such unexplained darkness. It was the phone call from my mother that had triggered the feeling this time, that and the stone-throwing and the encounter with the grey-beard loon. I suppose the conversation with Faith had not been much on its own, but it resonated with the memory of a lifetime of incidents that didn’t quite add up: phone calls and conversations that switched abruptly the moment I came into the room; ceaselessly moving house; inexplicable remarks and unanswered questions and heavy silences and the sidelong glances of strangers. For as long as I can remember I have felt like a pawn in an elaborate game where no one, ever, would stop and tell me the rules.


Always on the outside, never quite understanding – no, not quite always. There had been an interlude, four brief summers to be exact, when I knew what it was like to exist in the green and sunshiny heart of the world.


With a little sigh of surrender I allowed myself the luxury of slipping back into the past. And I wondered to myself, does everyone do it?


Does everyone gaze back through the narrowing lens of memory to re-enter a world that was never so precious until it vanished? Does everyone have a route down which to escape the anxiety and tedium of the present – rain and bills and misread messages and arguments that no one will ever win?


I had learned to be stingy with my memories, rationing them carefully in case the images faded from overuse.


Glory Cottage, its windows open to allow in the sweet-smelling air from the orchard. The unending song of the river. The smell of damp ground, earth and moss and fallen leaves. The smooth turf between the boathouse and the willow which, for four summers, was the living centre of our existence.


Five children sprawled in a rough circle on the grass. Four are waiting for the fifth one to speak: Lucien, my brother. Lucien, the magician.


Today he says, ‘You must each think of a word. The most devastatingly tremendous and awe-inspiring word you’ve ever heard of in all of your whole life.’


Rob shifts anxiously. ‘What sort of a word?’


‘That’s for you to say, dimwit.’


The rush and gurgle of the river only emphasises the silence, since no one wants to risk being first – and wrong.


Lucien says, ‘You’re the youngest, Esme. You go first.’


She frowns. Her brown hair falls across her face and she brushes river sand from between her toes.


‘Go on then.’


‘Um …’


Owen, stretched out on the turf, his arms folded behind his tow-coloured hair, is staring up through the willow leaves at the sky beyond. Already his expression is inscrutable.


‘Harmonious,’ he says, almost to himself.


‘Wait. Esme first.’


‘Um …’ She screws up her face to show she is giving the task her full attention. Then she smiles. ‘Chocolate,’ she says.


Lucien groans. ‘Try again. It’s got to be a word with resonance, a powerful word, a word we can build the day on, a word to have adventures with.’


She gazes at him blankly.


‘A word like cornucopia or alchemy or catastrophe—’


‘Okay then, that one.’


‘Which?’


‘Cat – whatever it was.’


‘Catastrophe?’


‘That’s it, that’s the one. I’ll have catastrophe as my word.’ And Esme, satisfied, sits back on her heels and smiles.
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