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Walking a dog is like having a personal trainer, without the shouting or the fees. There’s no escaping your daily exercise session when your canine trainer is gazing up at you with baleful ‘walk me!’ eyes, but once you’re out, the fresh air is free, and the ever-changing view and conversations are so much better than you’d get on a sweaty treadmill.


If you don’t have your own dog, there are many local rescue shelters crying out for volunteers to treat their residents to a good long walk. For the dog, it’s more than just a quick lap of the park: it’s a chance to practise their manners, keeping them people-friendly and socialised - and much more likely to find a new home. Although rescue workers do their best to make kennel life bearable, it’s just not the same as the human companionship dogs thrive on, and even a short walk means the world to a lonely hound. Volunteering a few hours’ lead-time a week makes all the difference to the dogs - and could lead to some interesting encounters for you too!


On which note, thanks to the lovely dog-walkers in my village, and apologies for the barking.


I’m lucky to have an editor like Isobel Akenhead at Hodder – I’m grateful for her encouragement, perceptive suggestions, patience, and, most of all, the essay crisis survival kit she sent to get me through the Longhampton Christmas period. I also have a fantastic agent in Lizzy Kremer, who despite being a Cat Person, is a fount of wisdom and jokes; thanks too to Laura West, and the David Higham Translation Rights team. 










Chapter 1


Ben and Juliet’s Jack Russell terrier was called Minton because on the way to the rescue centre, Ben heard a terrible joke on the radio about a dog called Minton who’d swallowed a shuttlecock. He’d been a bad dog. Bad Minton.


‘Bad Minton!’ Ben had yelled gleefully. ‘That is the best name for a dog!’


They’d been driving out of Longhampton, just past the big cherry tree that flooded the crest of the hill with a champagne pop of pink blossom. It was three years ago, on the May bank holiday – the first day Ben had taken off in months. Juliet could remember exactly how he’d looked as he’d turned in his seat, brown eyes crinkling with the rubbishness of the joke. ‘Bad Minton! Do you get it, Jools? Badminton? Ha ha, ha ha ha!’


That moment stuck in Juliet’s mind because of two things that were so typically Ben. One was the giggle that bubbled unexpectedly out of his rugged, outdoorsy frame, an infectious delight that had always made her smile too, from the first time she’d heard it – over an equally terrible joke – at school.


The other was the cherry tree. Ben loved it. He was a landscape gardener and had a geeky passion for trees in general, but that one was his favourite in the whole town. They never drove past it in spring without him making her promise that if he died before her, she’d have a big cherry tree planted so at least she could look at the cascading, ballerina-skirt blossom and be happy, once a year. 


Juliet couldn’t bear to think about that now. She’d found a different way to drive out of Longhampton because even seeing the tree made her vision blur dangerously at the wheel.


The scruffy little terrier they’d been shown at the rescue centre had been called Dodger, but once he and Ben laid eyes on each other, he was Minton. With his eager eyes and wagging stump of a tail, he looked the type of dog who’d eat a shuttlecock just to make his master laugh. He’d run through sit, beg and down while they were still talking to the rescue manager.


Minton gazed sadly at Juliet from his basket. He was the colour of double cream, apart from one brown patch over his left eye. She’d suggested Patch. Or Captain Hook. It had fallen on deaf ears; Minton and Ben were already shaking hands. 


From that moment, Minton was Ben’s dog, despite the fact that Juliet fed him, cleaned up after him and prised the socks out of his mouth. Ben took him to work, sitting up front in his van’s passenger seat, and it was Ben’s long stride that Minton scampered happily to keep up with. Minton and Juliet were best friends now, though. Sometimes she wondered who was looking after whom.


‘Juliet, you look tired. Are you eating?’


She nodded at him.


‘Juliet!’


Juliet squinted. She could have sworn Minton had rolled his eyes at her. 


Reluctantly, she tore her gaze away from him and directed it towards her mother. Diane was sitting on the sheet-covered chair, her knees clamped together. Her kind face was taut with worry – and the effort of not showing it. Ben had always said she wasn’t so much a ‘glass half full’ sort, as a ‘glass half empty and made of glass’ natural worrier.


‘You’re not eating,’ she went on. ‘I’ve just had a look in your fridge. All that food I sent over last week is still in there. All out of date now. And it was nice stuff too,’ she added, with a touch of resentment. ‘M&S meals. So you wouldn’t have to cook.’ 


‘Mum, I’m fine. Do I look like I’m fading away?’


Diane squinted at her daughter. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Actually, you do.’


Juliet knew for a fact that she didn’t. Ten years as a professional caterer, specialising in cupcakes for weddings and gourmet biscuits, meant she’d laid down a fair store of emergency flab rations that she was nowhere near depleting yet. Granted, she didn’t feel much like ploughing through a steak and kidney pie, even a luxury one with organic pastry, but it was amazing how well KitKats still went down. She could eat a whole packet. Sometimes she did. There was no one there to tell her not to.


Juliet looked down at her hands, which were now looking older, and thinner. There were fine lines around her gold wedding band. Proper widow’s hands. It gave her a morbid sense of satisfaction, something she could thrust at all those people whose faces said, ‘But you’re too young to be a widow!’ – as if losing the one person who held her entire life in his heart was somehow less devastating, less real, because she was only thirty-one.


‘You need to get some fresh air.’ Diane left a cunning pause. ‘Minton needs more exercise. You’re letting him down, keeping him cooped up in here with you.’


Any hint of neglect towards Ben’s dog always nipped Juliet into a response. ‘I am walking him!’ she protested.


‘When?’


‘When I go to Tesc—’ She stopped, and looked up.


Diane met her eyes, and her expression was woebegone. Juliet knew she knew. There was no point denying it, and something in her mother’s face – confusion, not just pity – made her jut out her chin and finish.


‘When I go to Tesco,’ she said. ‘I walk him then.’


‘And when are you going to Tesco?’ persisted Diane.


Juliet didn’t answer. 


‘Kathy Gibbon saw you,’ Diane said. ‘She was coming back off her shift at the hospital. She saw you in the car park. Oh, Juliet! What sort of person does their shopping at four in the morning?’


‘The sort of person who likes to go to the supermarket when it’s nice and quiet. When it’s not full of people asking me how I’m coping.’ Juliet patted her knee and Minton leaped up to her side, leaning into her with his firm body. ‘Minton doesn’t mind. He’s got one of those balls with a light in it. It’s fun. Isn’t it?’ she added, to him.


Minton closed his eyes with pleasure as she scratched behind his ears. Making Minton happy was simple. 


‘But I worry about you, wandering around in the middle of the night on your own.’ Diane’s voice wavered, her head clearly thronging with the full range of horrors that could befall a woman and a small dog in Longhampton’s retail park in the wee small hours. ‘Anything could happen!’


It nearly made Juliet laugh, in an ironic sort of way. Being mugged would take her mind off everything else.


‘Mum,’ she said, very reasonably, ‘what’s the worst thing that could happen to me? My husband died eight months ago, I’m a cook who can’t work because I can’t taste anything, and our so-called forever house is going to have to be forever, with the property market like this. Being mugged doesn’t worry me. I could use the compensation to pay for the new bathroom.’


Diane’s pale eyes widened in cartoon shock behind her glasses and Juliet missed Ben for the fifth time that day, this time for his cheerfully black sense of humour. They’d been the only ones in the family with any sense of humour, come to that. 


It’s the little things I miss you for most, she thought, bracing herself against the melancholy that washed over her whole body, even now. I just can’t get used to moments like these, when I feel worse than on my own, because you’d have laughed, and it’d have become one of those in-jokes. 


She flinched at the thought of the long strands of in-jokes they’d stored up over fifteen years, gone in a blink.


‘Have there been attacks?’ Diane demanded. ‘In the retail park?’


‘No, it’s perfectly safe, Mum.’ Juliet could have kicked herself: that would be going on to Diane and Louise’s list of ‘Places That Were Too Dangerous to Take Toby’. The soft-play area where someone’s toddler had eaten a marble, the coffee shop on the High Street that allows dogs inside, now the retail park.


Minton hadn’t settled. He was still turning round and round on Juliet’s knee, unable to find a comfy spot. He’d always been sociable, but now he seemed to share Juliet’s resentment at having their solitude interrupted.


‘Poor little fella,’ sighed Diane. ‘Is he still sleeping by Ben’s—’ 


‘Yes,’ said Juliet shortly. ‘Shall I make us a cup of tea?’ She got up, glad of the chance to move.


Diane and Minton trailed after her into the kitchen, which still had no units or proper floor. Or tiles. She and Ben had been brainstorming ideas for their ideal kitchen the day before he died, blithely ripping out the tatty old MDF units, thinking they’d be replaced soon enough. Magazine pages were still sellotaped to the bare plaster, creased and tatty now.


Juliet could sense her mother looking around at the mess, assessing the exposed wires and sharp edges. Her sister, Louise, had been over a few times with Toby, her son, but she kept him firmly in the sitting room, or strapped in his buggy, if she could get away with it.


‘You know, I could ask your dad to come round and sort out the plastering,’ said Diane, as if it had just occurred to her. ‘He’s quite handy with the Polyfilla.’


‘That’s very kind, but it’s OK.’ Juliet unplugged the toaster from the adapter and plugged the kettle in. Her dad, Eric, was already ‘popping in’ to tidy up the garden for her once a week. That was fine; it was a family joke that Juliet had whatever the opposite of a green thumb was, and besides, Dad liked gardening. He said it was because he couldn’t bear to see Ben’s efforts go to seed, but Juliet suspected he didn’t trust her with sharp implements. She was so spacey these days that she’d probably take her own foot off if she had to mow the lawn.


The decorating was something else entirely, though, and she didn’t want any interference from her family, however well-meaning. She and Ben had had grand ideas for the kitchen, the heart of their first proper house. They were going to buy an Aga (cream, reconditioned), with a whistling kettle and clothes drying rack. Minton would curl up against it in winter, and she’d make jam and drop scones on it. If she closed her eyes, Juliet could still hear Ben telling her about renovating the original Victorian tiles, and custom-building shelves, how he was going to make her a baker’s paradise.


They were the plans. For the time being, Juliet was still using the toaster and the travel kettle she’d had at college.


‘It’s better that it’s all left as it is,’ she said stubbornly, feeling her mother’s despairing glances at the chaos.


‘But you’ve got to live here, darling,’ said Diane. ‘Life goes on.’ The word was swallowed up in a guilty gulp. Juliet knew without turning round that her mother had her hand to her mouth; she could see her stricken reflection in the mirror opposite. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean . . .’


Juliet got out a cloth and wiped the toast crumbs from her breakfast off the counter. ‘I’m going to get builders in. They’ll want to see it as it is. Give them a better sense of what needs doing.’


‘You’ve been saying that for weeks. I know it’s hard, but Ben wouldn’t want you to be living in a house with no proper shower.’ Diane was trying to be firm, but her voice cracked. ‘Let me call Keith. He did a lovely job on our conservatory. You’ll barely know he’s there. If it’s money, your dad and I can tide you over. Just a couple of rooms. Just so I know you’re not living in a building site.’


Something tightened inside Juliet, like cling film wrapping round her heart, suffocating her. I don’t want anything to be changed in here, she thought. She’d got over that initial paralysis, where even experiencing a birthday without Ben seemed like a betrayal, but she couldn’t bring herself to call the builders. This had been their project. Their forever house. She didn’t want to turn it into a forever house Ben would never share.


The kettle boiled and Juliet reached out for it, but Diane stopped her.


‘Juliet,’ she said, ‘I can’t sleep for worrying about you. Your dad can’t sleep for worrying about both of us. Please. Let us pay for you to get a decent shower put in.’


‘Please don’t worry about me.’ Juliet gently freed her hand and reached for the mugs. Wedding presents. Pink Emma Bridgewater hearts. ‘I’m actually . . .’


The banging set up again from next door, drowning out her words.


‘You’re what?’ Diane yelled over the racket.


‘I’m fine, honestly!’


Juliet guessed that the Kelly children were playing their human Mouse Trap game – or that was what she pictured going on from the clattering, yelling and general muffled noise of small feet jumping over stuff. They did it a couple of times an afternoon, starting from the top of the house, running along the landing, then down the stairs, along the hallway and into the garden, accompanied by whatever selection of animals they were currently looking after for their school.


It never took them long to reach the garden. It wasn’t a huge house, the semi-detached mirror image of Juliet’s. They were Laburnum Villa; she was Myrtle Villa. They were squat houses with elegant double fronts, two storeys plus attic, long gardens with raspberry canes, a compost heap and a shared apple tree, red front doors. They both had wooden floorboards,.


Juliet knew all about the wooden floorboards. One of the Kelly girls had got tap shoes for some birthday or other and practised a lot.


Diane flinched as feet bumped down the bare stairs. ‘What the hell is going on next door?’


‘Don’t worry, they’ll stop at half five. That’s when tea gets dished out.’


‘But I thought your next-door neighbour was that nice old body who ran the mobile library. Wendy, wasn’t it?’


‘She moved . . .’ Juliet had to raise her voice as a particularly loud bang ricocheted off the wall behind them. ‘Wendy moved a while back and the Kellys bought it. They’ve got four kids. He works away. Not sure what she does. I think they’ve a lodger.’


The cacophony moved into the back garden, drifting through the kitchen windows. A girl’s voice was shouting something about ‘clearing the VIP area’, and there was a frenzied shrieking. Minton slunk over to his basket and curled up, paws tucked beneath him. He hadn’t been formally introduced to next door. He wasn’t exactly clamouring to make the acquaintance of the cat Juliet had spotted lurking in her rose bushes.


There was another paint-cracking bang. Diane winced, and Juliet smiled wanly and passed her a mug of coffee.


‘How do you put up with that all day?’ she asked. ‘I’d have back-to-back migraines.’


‘Oh, I suppose I tune it out. At least they’re not playing on computer games.’ Juliet had no idea why she was defending the Kellys. She didn’t even know what all their names were. There were two girls, two boys, she knew that much, and they all had red hair, and one of the boys had asthma attacks. At regular intervals, someone would yell, ‘Quick, where’s Spike’s inhaler?’ and there would be more stampeding.


‘Is anyone in charge of them?’ Diane went over to the window and peered out over what was going to have been Juliet’s vegetable patch, trying to get a glimpse through the ragged box hedge that separated the two long gardens. ‘Dear God, they’ve got a trampoline. They’ve got a cat on the trampoline!’


‘Their mum’s around somewhere. KitKat?’ Juliet helped herself and dunked one finger in the hot coffee. 


‘Thank you but I won’t,’ said Diane. ‘Dr Dryden’s told me to watch my sugars. Juliet, love, don’t take this the wrong way, but if you’re not going to sort out builders, what about getting a cleaner in? Once a week, just to run a duster over the place.’


‘I’m fine, Mum.’


‘I’d pay for it. It would be a swap.’ Diane hesitated. ‘A favour for a favour, if you like.’ 


Juliet eyed her mother with some suspicion. ‘Favours’ were usually thinly veiled attempts to prise her out of her house in the name of social rehabilitation. Diane and Louise had let a decent amount of time pass after the funeral, but then they’d started to come up with these ‘favours’ – most recently, a plea to do Diane’s Saturday-morning dog-walking stint at the rescue centre on the hill. Three walks in five hours and as many bacon sandwiches as she could eat.


Juliet had declined. She had her own dog to walk, thank you.


Diane looked more guilty than anxious, though, and Juliet caved in.


‘You don’t need to bribe me to do you a favour,’ she said. ‘I don’t need a cleaner. What do you want me to do?’


‘Look after Coco for me. Just two or three days during the week.’


Juliet frowned. That wasn’t what she’d been expecting; if anything, her mum had been taking Minton for the odd walk, along with Coco, their elderly chocolate Lab. Coco was twelve, and apart from mild flatulence caused by Dad slipping her sausages against the vet’s strict instructions, had absolutely no faults whatsoever. 


‘Why?’


‘Because I’m going to be looking after Toby at mine.’


‘So? Coco’ll just take herself off to her bed and watch telly in the kitchen, won’t she? That’s what she does normally.’ Juliet looked down at her mug and realised she’d nearly finished her coffee. It was amazing how fast she could drink coffee these days. It barely touched the sides; somehow the heat didn’t register the way it used to. Another weird side effect of Ben’s death. All her senses felt dulled. Planed down smooth, like the floorboards they’d started to strip down in the sitting room. Sometimes she wondered if she’d ever feel sharp-edged emotions again, and if so, whether that was necessarily a bad thing.


Juliet got up to put the kettle back on. Moving stopped the thoughts.


‘Anyway, can’t Dad take her out for a walk?’ she added, over he shoulder.


‘Well, no. He’ll be out at his Welsh class.’


‘His what?’


‘It’s just a summer school, not a full course.’ Since taking early retirement Eric Summers had racked up nearly all the Foundation courses at the local college. As he liked to tell people, he could complain about the food in most European countries. ‘I’ll be on my own.’


‘So? What difference does that make?’


‘Louise is a bit bothered about Coco being around toddlers. She says – and she’s quite right to have her concerns, Juliet; you see it in the papers all the time – she says that dogs that aren’t used to children can never be trusted one hundred per cent. She thinks it’d be nicer for Coco to be somewhere else entirely, rather than shut out in the garden . . .’


‘That’s big of her.’


‘. . . and I thought, since you weren’t back at work yet, it wouldn’t be much of a hardship for Coco to come round here.’ Diane didn’t draw breath, which made Juliet wonder just how long she’d been rehearsing this on her way over. ‘You could take them both out for a walk. It’d do Minton good to get some daylight. Vitamin D.’


Juliet made fresh coffee without speaking and then put her mug down on an old copy of Ideal Home from August 2009. There’d been a time when she’d bought them all, every month. It seemed a bit ridiculous now. A Belfast sink was a Belfast sink, and anyway, she didn’t have the money. 


‘Say something, Juliet.’ Diane fidgeted with her scarf. ‘You know I hate it when you go silent on me.’


‘I’m not being silent. I’m just . . .’ Not used to talking to people in real time. Answering machines and emails had allowed Juliet to keep everything at a safe distance, giving her time to fashion a response that wouldn’t make her sound mad, as she so often did these days. 


She felt a twist of irritation at being put on the spot, especially on account of her sister’s ridiculous Precious First Born-itis. ‘Poor Coco. Booted out of her own house just because she has paws. What’s she going to do? Fart on him? You shouldn’t encourage Louise when she’s like this, you know, Mum. Since she had Toby she acts as if every room’s a death trap.’


Diane winced at the word ‘death’.


‘Don’t. If anyone’s allowed to say that, I am.’ Juliet’s pulse surged with recklessness. She really could say whatever she wanted for the first time in her life: no one seemed to hold anything against her. ‘Coco’s not going to savage Toby. Or has Louise decided that, since she can’t wet-wipe a Labrador, they’re banned?’


‘There’s no need for sarcasm,’ said Diane. ‘She’s entitled to her opinion. You see things differently when you’re a mum.’


Juliet’s fizzing mood flattened in an instant, and she pushed the tip of her tongue against her teeth. This was the single emotion that cut through the general ache: bitter regret for the future she’d lost too. It kept leaping on her when she looked at Toby and saw Peter, Louise’s husband, in his worried eyebrows, and realised she’d never see Ben’s cheeky grin in a chubby baby-face now. His genes were gone, and she only had herself to blame.


Diane was still talking. ‘It’s only fair that I support Louise, the way I’ve been there for you,’ she went on. ‘Not that I begrudge a single second, and I thank God that we’re practically on the doorstep, but Louise needs a hand now, and I think it’s about time you got yourself out and about.’


Juliet opened her mouth to say something about her sister’s need for any help from anyone, but something stopped her. Ben’s gentle hand on her back. He’d defused so many bickering family moments before they sparked into a row.


Juliet had one sister, Louise, who had been perfect from an early age, and one less perfect but equally ambitious brother, Ian, who had emigrated to Australia and married a personal trainer called Vanda, with whom he had two little girls. Louise had the legal career, the two cars and the designer house; Juliet had the happy marriage to her childhood sweetheart, just like Mum and Dad; Ian had the freedom to do whatever he wanted without fear of interference, and a deep tan.


Until Ben had died, and Juliet had gone back to being the baby of the family everyone had to help and talk to as if she was nine. Particularly Louise the control freak, who wasn’t nearly as grateful as she should be to have Peter, a man who . . . 


Deep breath, she thought. That’s what Ben had said whenever she’d paused to scream silently into the hall mirror during a phone call. Take one slow, deep breath and imagine you’re a tree with long roots in the cool ground.


‘What’s Louise doing that she needs you to babysit?’ she asked, instead.


‘Going back to work,’ said Diane. Her expression struggled between pride and concern, and finally settled on pride. ‘She’s finally negotiated flexible hours. Don’t look so surprised! She’s been trying for ages. They don’t get many Crown Prosecution solicitors of her calibre round here.’ She nodded towards the local paper she’d brought, still unopened on the counter. ‘And goodness knows we need them. Did you see what was on the front of the Longhampton Gazette this week? That business about the vandalism?’


‘I don’t think Louise personally stops crimes happening,’ said Juliet. 


‘I do,’ said Diane. ‘They don’t get off when she’s prosecuting. They know that.’


‘But didn’t she say she wanted to be a full-time mum when Toby was born?’ Juliet forced herself not to do a sarcastic impression of the smug lectures they’d suffered about the importance of a Play-Doh-wielding mother figure in a child’s formative years. ‘I thought Peter was fine about her staying at home while he went out and played computer games for a living?’


‘He doesn’t play computer games. He designs them. As well you know. Anyway, it’s not about that,’ said Diane. ‘She’s spent a lot of time working her way up. She shouldn’t throw it away.’ 


That was such a 180-degree swivel from her previous position that Diane blushed while Juliet’s jaw dropped open. Luckily for both of them, the yelling started up in the garden with new ferocity. 


As Diane made a cat’s bum face at the racket, it occurred to Juliet that the alternative to sitting Coco might be sitting Toby while her mother looked after Minton. That she definitely wasn’t up for, for any number of reasons.


‘Whatever,’ she said, raising her voice above the cacophony. ‘Bring Coco round.’


‘Thanks, love,’ said Diane. ‘Tuesday, Wednesday, alternate Thursdays. Now then,’ she added, the serious business dispensed with, ‘I might just spoil myself with a KitKat . . .’


As she dipped into the biscuit barrel, something clattered against the kitchen window and a shriek went up. Something about Spike’s inhaler. 










Chapter 2


Louise had made a list the night before of all the things she needed to do before leaving for her first day back at work, but it hadn’t calmed her down. If anything, it made her panic that she’d forgotten something really important, and wouldn’t realise until she was back in her office.


Eighteen months she’d been off, with Toby. It felt like a lot longer. It felt like starting again as a trainee, with the butterflies in her stomach. Worse, because she was meant to know what she was doing.


She slugged back a mouthful of lukewarm coffee and blinked at the neat column of tasks, bullet-pointed in order of importance.


Pack Toby’s day bag. She was doing that now.


Defrost Toby’s lunch/pack in cool bag.


Remind Peter re nursery direct debit. Even part-time, it was stretching them. Peter had kept his gym membership but hers had gone. Thank God for her mother.


Check Juliet up/awake.


She grimaced, then picked up the kitchen phone and pressed the speed-dial button for her sister. It was impossible to predict what mood you’d get with Juliet. Spacey and miserable was the best option. Openly hostile and/or crying was the worst. Louise hated hearing her cry, but she wasn’t good at vague comfort, like her mother was, and she’d run out of helpful, practical things to say. Juliet had never been the easiest person to help.


It rang several times, and then Juliet answered, with a sleepy yawn.


Louise glanced at the clock. Ten to eight. This didn’t bode well for her schedule.


‘Morning,’ she said brightly, tapping her nail against the marble counter. Pale pink speed dry varnish. Slapped on last night in an attempt to bolster her confidence. ‘Up and about?’


‘Yes,’ said Juliet.


‘All set to drive over to Mum’s? To get Coco?’ 


‘There’s no need to remind me, I am aware of the orders.’ Juliet’s voice sounded teenage on the phone. Cross and resentful – and deliberately pushing it. ‘Remind me again why we all have to go to Mum’s? You’re nearer.’


‘Mum doesn’t have the right kind of car seat for Toby.’


‘What? She’s got some sort of seat in the back of her car, hasn’t she?’


Louise removed the spoon from Toby’s fat little hands and wiped his face. He looked cross, about as cross as Juliet sounded, and Louise flinched. He knew she was planning to abandon him. He had Peter’s eyes: trusting, and blinky.


‘It’s not the right one. Don’t say anything – she went to a lot of bother. I’m going to swap it.’


Juliet made a noise. ‘How did she get the wrong one? I thought you had a nursery list. I mean, there was only one suitable baby sling, wasn’t there? And one bouncer?’


Louise ignored the tone in Juliet’s voice, the same way she tuned out the defence solicitor’s insinuating tones in court. Just the facts.


‘I’m dealing with it. But in the meantime, it’s easier if I drop Toby off and you go round to get Coco. Before eight fifteen, ideally.’ She wiped the side of the high chair as she spoke, then dropped the wipe into the bin.


‘And what if I don’t have the right sort of car for the dog?’


Oh, stop it, Juliet, thought Louise. We’re all tired. We’re all stressed.


‘You do,’ she said patiently. ‘Ben took Minton to work every day in the exact van that’s parked outside your house. Coco will be fine in the back.’


There was a pause. Louise didn’t like doing this to Juliet, forcing her out of her shell like a reluctant crab, but it was the only way. Sometimes it was better when there was only one way. That was her current mantra: forward, forward, forward, and don’t look back.


She turned to put Toby’s empty breakfast bowl in the dishwasher and her eye snagged on the long, framed photo of her wedding day, hanging in pride of place over the kitchen table. The brand new Mr and Mrs Davies, caught in the three different stages of their first dance: in a romantic ballroom hold, then Peter’s arm slung round her waist as she tipped trustingly backwards, then the Dirty Dancing lift they’d practised for weeks, way before it was fashionable to have big, show-stopping, choreographed numbers. 


All two hundred guests were gazing open-mouthed in their direction, clearly wowed by geeky Peter and cool Louise transformed into slick dancers, but she and Peter were locked in each other’s eyes, as if there was no one else there.


They looked familiar, but that wasn’t her. It certainly wasn’t Peter. Not just because they were thinner and polished; something else was different. They looked like a couple. And, Louise realised with a guilty start, that six years on, the first thing she noticed about the photo was how elegant the table settings were.


She pulled herself up. She was lucky to have her husband. Reliable, cheerful Peter, who’d turned his passion for computers into a profitable software company. Peter, who joked that he’d never leave her, because that would mean dismantling their wireless set-up. Even talking to Juliet made her feel grateful that it wasn’t her sitting in a half-decorated tip, smelling of dogs and only eating KitKats. 


Louise forced a cheerful note in her voice. Juliet responded very badly to pity.


‘I’m setting off now, so if you leave in the next five minutes, we’ll dovetail perfectly. You don’t even have to get dressed. Put a coat on over your pyjamas if you want – it’s what most of the school run mums do.’


‘I get dressed in the mornings,’ said Juliet huffily. ‘I’m a widow, not an invalid.’


‘Good. I’m glad to hear it!’


The bathroom door opened upstairs and then three seconds later, Peter’s feet trotted down the stairs, the same perky one-two-three, one-two-three gallop she heard every morning. He swept past her, smelling of mouthwash and aftershave, heading for the kitchen to pick up the apple for his lunchbox. She knew, from the detailed explanation over last night’s dinner, that his small company were doing some kind of communal health kick.


‘Morning,’ he called out as he passed. ‘Hell-o, my big boy!’ he went on, in much more enthusiastic tones, seeing Toby in his high chair. Toby clapped his hands with delight, and Louise suppressed a twinge of irritation. Fed, dressed, washed was Toby’s natural state as far as Peter was concerned, never mind the hour it had taken to get him to that stage while Peter was in the shower.


‘Was that Peter? He sounds cheerful,’ observed Juliet. ‘I thought Toby was teething?’


‘Peter has the luxury of earplugs.’ Louise followed him into the kitchen, trying not to catch her own haggard reflection in the hall mirror. ‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes, OK? Please don’t be late. It’s my first day back and I know they’ll all be waiting for me to turn up late covered in sick.’


‘Isn’t it normally your clients who turn up covered in sick?’


‘Very funny. Come on, we need to leave.’


‘What time can I bring Coco back to Mum’s?’


‘Five-ish? I should be back by five.’ Louise ignored the whine in Juliet’s voice, and began to gather the various colour-coded bags together: Toby’s toys, his food, change of clothes. All prepared the night before while Peter was upstairs ‘researching’ some online game. ‘I appreciate this.’


‘It’s not a problem. I’d never forgive myself if Toby got some dog hair in his yoghurt.’


‘No one’s—’


‘Dogs aren’t all slavering killers, you know.’ 


‘I’m not saying they are,’ said Louise. She didn’t have the time or the inclination to let Juliet get on her doggy soapbox, but she could feel herself being drawn into one of their routine squabbles. ‘But Mum can’t be everywhere at once. She’d never forgive herself if Toby shoved a pencil up Coco’s nose or something. Look, why are you taking this so personally? It’s not personal.’


‘I’m not.’


‘Is it because I didn’t ask you to babysit?’


‘No!’ Juliet sounded horrified. ‘I just . . .’ 


There was a pause at the end of the line that Louise might have listened to more carefully if she hadn’t been trying to juggle the phone and extract Toby from his chair, while indicating to Peter that the washing machine needed emptying before he left the house. ‘Fine,’ she said instead. ‘I’ll see you at Mum’s. Fifteen minutes.’


 


Juliet’s Victorian villa was in a suburb of Longhampton called Rosehill, a pub-and-church village that had been swallowed up as the town sprawled outwards in the prosperous years before the war when Longhampton had temporarily been the jam-and-preserve capital of the Midlands. 


Her parents lived on the other side of town in an executive new-build estate that had what her dad called ‘decent-sized garages’. Getting over there meant tackling Longhampton’s complicated one-way system, something Juliet only enjoyed doing at night. At night, she could sweep around the empty lanes, letting the signs dictate her route round the ornate red-brick town hall and the park with its stiff-necked tulips that Ben had always laughed at. At rush hour, however, it was clogged with angry, impatient traffic.


Juliet was only at the first of five roundabouts, and hadn’t moved for ten minutes. The tension headache that had started as she left the security of her house intensified as the radio kept reminding her that she was going to be late, then later, and her knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. 


The van was heating up, and it seemed to release traces of Ben’s familiar smell. Soap. Earth. Sweat. But there was nowhere to pull over and cry, like she could at night, so Juliet swallowed and turned up the radio, forcing herself to sing so she wouldn’t think.


It wasn’t great, but it was an improvement on the weeks when she couldn’t even open the van door, and her dad had had to run it round the block for her to keep the battery charged. 


She struggled through the traffic, keeping her cool for Minton’s safety’s sake, and finally parked outside her mum’s house, behind Louise’s Citroën Picasso. Coco was sitting on the doorstep, an anxious expression on her elderly face. If she’d had a label and a little suitcase, she couldn’t have looked more tragic, thought Juliet.


‘At last!’ Diane came rushing out. She had a pinny tied over her navy slacks, a J cloth in one hand and Dettol spray in the other. ‘Are you OK?’


‘I’m fine,’ said Juliet. She opened her door, leaving Minton sticking his nose out of the gap in the passenger window. 


‘We were starting to get worried.’ Diane was peering at her, checking for signs of widowly meltdown. ‘We thought you . . . Well, you’re here now. Come on in, Louise is just getting Toby settled.’


Juliet wanted to point out that Louise was only going back to work, not going into space. It was just another step in her perfect life plan. She was the one who no longer had a life plan. 


‘Oh, finally,’ said Louise when she entered the kitchen.


It was spotless. Diane’s standards had ramped right up with the arrival of Toby. She’d even bought a steam cleaner to meet Louise’s exacting criteria on hygiene, and the kitchen smelled pine-fresh. Juliet noted that she was the only person wearing shoes, including her dad, who was keeping well out of it in the sitting room, studying a Guide to Wales with his beige-socked feet up on a stool and his reading glasses perched on his bald head.


‘Hello, Dad!’ she called through.


‘Bore da, Juliet cariad! Shw mae?’ he said, then added, ‘Don’t ask me anything else, it’s as far as we’ve got.’


Louise rolled her eyes and unpacked some home-frozen food from the cool bag. ‘Any excuse to get out of the house,’ she muttered.


‘Just because I’m old doesn’t mean my brain’s gone,’ said Eric. ‘Or my hearing.’ 


‘Bore da, Toby,’ said Juliet.


Toby gazed solemnly back at her from the table with Peter’s round brown eyes, topped with Louise’s blonde hair. Though she’d never actually said it out loud, Juliet was always reminded of penguins when she saw Toby. Fluffy, serious penguin chicks, regarding the world from under Louise’s protective feet.


‘Well done, you, for driving over here in the traffic.’ Diane appeared from the hall, closed the door behind her to keep Coco at bay and grabbed Juliet’s hands. She squeezed them, as she would a small child. ‘That’s another hurdle you’re over, eh? The roundabouts in rush hour!’


Juliet smiled wanly. 


‘Now, I’ve made a list.’ Diane dug in her bag and handed her a piece of paper. ‘It’s very important that you take Coco out before eleven. She always needs to do a –’ she dropped her voice – ‘a solid toilet after breakfast but before her main walk. I usually take her out at lunchtime, once round the park, and up to the woods alternate days. Today’s a wood day. She likes to be on the lead going up, but not coming back – it makes her feel more grown-up. I haven’t fed her because going in the car makes her gassy, so here’s a bag with her kibble. Try her on half a cup before—’


Louise and Juliet both stared at their mother.


‘Mum, I do have a dog,’ said Juliet.


‘And dogs don’t need to feel grown-up,’ said Louise. ‘That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. I need to get a move on – I’m late already.’ She grabbed a purple file marked Toby: Routine from the breakfast bar. ‘There’s everything you need in here, plus all the phone numbers if there are any problems.’


As she handed the thick file to Diane, Juliet wondered if children came with operating instructions after all. It certainly looked as if Toby’s full warranty was in there.


‘There won’t be any problems,’ trilled her mother. ‘Toby’s going to have a lovely day with Granny, isn’t he?’


Toby said nothing. He just stared back at Mummy, Auntie Jools and Granny, and blinked.


 


Diane hadn’t been lying about one thing: Coco was a gassy traveller, breakfast or not. Juliet had only got halfway to the roundabout when the first wafts of nervous Labrador came drifting back from the depths of the van. She pressed on regardless: her one aim now was to get home, close the door and put the kettle on, so she could sink into another day of soothing, day-filling television, with Minton curled up on her knee. Coco too, if she felt like it..


Diane’s list lay accusingly on the dashboard, in the non-slip tray where Ben used to put his phone and job notes. Juliet glanced over at it while the lights by the town hall were on red; it was a timetable.


Her mother had actually written out a timetable for the dog. 


Well, she can forget that, thought Juliet. I’m doing her a favour here. It’s not like Coco’s fitted with a milometer. She’s not going to know if we’ve spent the day watching Homes Under the Hammer or scaling Longhampton Ridge. Maybe Coco would prefer a day’s relaxation.


‘How about it, Coco?’ she called back. ‘Feet up? Face pack?’


Coco didn’t respond, but a fruity waft of something drifted forward. Juliet opened Minton’s window and, safe in his harness, he stuck his nose out, letting his ears flap in the breeze. 










Chapter 3


Louise sucked in her stomach and inched the waistband of her work skirt down until the hem covered her knees. It was, she had to admit, a bit on the tight side.


She’d had plenty of time in the last three weeks to try on her old court suits before her first day back at work, and, if necessary, buy some new ones, but that was one item on her to-do list she’d ignored. Not just because she couldn’t face the unforgiving changing-room lights after two years of the same three pairs of stretchy Lycra yoga pants, but because she didn’t actually want new clothes. 


Louise just wanted everything to be back exactly where it was when she’d gone on maternity leave. Right down to her navy Margaret Howell suits and the takeaway coffee she’d picked up from the café that was still, thankfully, run by the same people she remembered.


She paused in front of the brass plaque outside the CPS office building next to the Magistrates’ Court and ruffled her newly-cut hair, trying to get the lift the hairstylist had got into it. There was a fine line between choppy and mumsy and she wasn’t sure which side she’d fallen on. 


She frowned and peered nearer; was it the brass, or had she overdone it on her blusher? Maybe I should nip back to the café and check, thought Louise, then got a firm grip on herself.


You’re being stupid, she told herself. 


Up until one minute ago, she couldn’t get inside the building fast enough. From the moment she had picked up the phone to her old boss, Douglas, and asked him, on the quiet, whether the flexible position they’d tried to tempt her back with last year was still on offer, Louise had been counting down the days until she was at her desk again.


Now, though, her heart was racing with nerves and she wasn’t sure her famous poker face was good enough to cover it up.


Was it all going to come back? Had things moved on? More importantly, was she still the same person she’d been when she left, clutching the office whip-round Mothercare vouchers like a trophy? Louise had spent days preparing her case notes, battling her mind back into fighting shape, shaking out the legal jargon from under the fuzzy heaps of pregnancy trivia. Her brain had never let her down. The one thing she wasn’t sure about was herself.


Bullet-proof. That was what a good CPS solicitor was. Totally bullet-proof. Predictable, with unquestionable integrity.


Can I still say that’s me, though? she asked her reflection, distorted by the engraved details of the building’s opening ceremony. With what I know now about myself? 


‘Louise? Louise!’


She felt a big hand clap down on her shoulder and turned to see Douglas Shelwick beaming all over his round, red face. Same tie, same glasses, slightly less hair, but otherwise, just as she’d left him.


‘Might have known you’d beat me into the office,’ he went on, dispensing a polite kiss in the direction of her right cheek. ‘Great to see you back. You’re looking very well!’


‘It’s just bronzer,’ said Louise, then added, with a flash of her old bantering confidence, ‘and a burning desire to get back to cleaning up the mean streets of Longhampton!’


If Douglas spotted the effort in that, he didn’t show it. Instead his grin broadened, and he opened the door for her, gesturing for her to go in. ‘How’s the lad? Sleeping through?’


‘Like clockwork,’ lied Louise. Not a good start, but if she said it often enough, it might come true. ‘Has done from the beginning.’ She took a surreptitious sniff of the foyer: same public-service building smell of cleaning fluids and the coffee machine. Comfortingly familiar too.


‘Takes after his mum, then. One hundred per cent reliable.’ Douglas laughed, and Louise’s growing relaxation cramped in her chest.


‘Now, as you might have heard, we’ve had a reshuffle since you left so I can’t give you your old office back,’ he went on, leading her through to the Senior Prosecutors’ department, where several new staff were already at their desks. Louise didn’t recognise them, but they were probably trainees. Young, and keen. Not important enough for Douglas to introduce her yet, anyway.


‘The window’s quite a bit smaller, and you’ll have to share an assistant for a few months, but I’ll have a quiet word and see if maybe there might be something better coming up.’


Louise recognised the door he was opening: it was Deidre Jackson’s, the office manager. Her office still reeked of Elnett hairspray, and had a view onto the pigeon-poo-spattered air-conditioning units. Two years ago she’d have roared at Douglas until she got a view of the side street at least, but now she just wanted to get on.


‘This is fine,’ she said, putting her briefcase down on the plastic chair opposite the desk, which was bare apart from a computer and an overflowing in-tray of case files. ‘Nice and quiet. So where’ve you put Deidre?’ she joked. ‘In the stationery cupboard? I hope I haven’t bumped her out into the main office.’


Douglas’s avuncular face froze. ‘No. Didn’t you hear? Deidre’s left.’


‘Really?’


He seemed surprised at her surprise. ‘Well, I say left . . . Turned out she’d been fiddling expenses for one of the senior prosecutors. It all came out when the council audit team came in and shook us down.’


Louise was mortified. She’d assured Douglas she’d kept a close eye on the news from the office. Which she had, sort of. She’d read the local paper when she got two minutes to herself. ‘I knew there’d been rationalisations, but I must have missed . . . ?’


‘Yup, it’s a tight ship now, with the budget cuts. No room for dead wood.’ Douglas pulled on a faintly fake-looking smile. Louise guessed his long lunches had gone in the budget cuts too. ‘Anyway! Tanya’s taken over, so watch out. We have a general team round-up at nine thirty, before court, so if you want to make your way over to the meeting room, I’ll ask one of the IT guys to get your computer set up. We can do all the meet and greets then.’


‘Great,’ said Louise. 


When he was gone – shouting, ‘Hey, hey, Jim! What time d’you call this?’ across the office – she took a framed photograph of Toby in his lion fancy dress out of her briefcase and put it on the desk in front of her. He looked like a sombre lamb in lion’s clothing: utterly adorable.


She hesitated, remembering how she’d mercilessly taken the mick out of colleagues who’d displayed family photos like mawkish trophies – ‘proof that they were human’, she’d laughed in the office kitchen. Was that what they’d be saying about her?


She made to move it onto the filing cabinet but stopped and put it back next to the computer, where she could see it. Toby was the reason she was there. His future happiness was the whole reason she was leaving him at home with her mum.


Briefly, Louise closed her eyes and said a small prayer to whoever was listening. Help me to be me again, she thought, so I can be the mum Toby deserves, and the wife Peter married.


There was silence, apart from the clatter of pigeons outside. Louise wasn’t surprised. After Ben’s shocking, unfair death, she didn’t really believe you got answers from anywhere other than your own subconscious any more. The trouble was, her own inner voice, usually so definite and reassuring, had gone very quiet of late.


I’ve made a start, she told herself. Here I am.


Then she took a deep breath and lifted the first case file off the pile – a long-running tale of neighbourly warfare, featuring names she remembered from the last time round – and set her well-trained legal brain into search-and-fillet mode.


 


By the time Louise was making her first official phone call of the day, on the other side of town, Juliet was finally picking up the phone, after it had rung four times in a row, interrupting Escape to the Country.


‘Sorry to bother you, love,’ said Diane, as if Juliet had picked up first time, ‘but I was just wondering – how was Coco’s poo?’


‘What?’ Juliet muted the couple thinking of buying a house in St Leonard’s or possibly Brighton. Or possibly Southampton.


‘Was it . . . like Play-Doh? Or more Mr Whippy?’


Juliet switched off the television reluctantly. She hadn’t really been rooting for the couple, if she was being honest; she operated a scale of deserving, based on somewhat shady criteria like how much they appreciated period fittings and whether they wore matching fleeces. These two were showing signs of ingratitude and didn’t, Juliet had decided, deserve a pantry.


‘I don’t know. I didn’t look.’


‘Well, can you? Only she’s had a bit of a funny tummy and I’m changing her food. I want to make sure it’s agreeing with her.’


Juliet looked over to the other sofa, where Coco was lying with her big brown head on a cushion. Her eyes were rolled back, and she was wearing the delirious expression of a dog who normally wasn’t allowed anywhere near a sofa.


‘She looks fine to me, Mum.’


‘Really?’ There was a wistful pause. ‘Not missing me?’


Coco huffed snoozily, her greying muzzle wrinkling in pursuit of a dream rabbit. One big paw twitched, but not enough to disturb Minton, who was using her haunch as a pillow.


‘Maybe a little,’ said Juliet. 


‘She’ll be lost without her mummy, poor Coco. I was thinking . . .’ Diane went on, in a bright tone. ‘Maybe we could meet up for our walk? I’ve got a buggy here for Toby – we could have a nice stroll through the park together. Say in half an hour or so? Give you chance to put your shoes on.’


Juliet felt the tightening around her chest that came whenever anyone suggested doing anything she hadn’t had time to think about.


‘What about Coco? Isn’t that the point – that she and Toby have to be kept apart?’


‘Oh, she’s on her lead. We could talk about Keith,’ Diane went on.


‘Keith?’


‘Keith the builder we’re going to get in to quote for your work. Like we were talking about the other day. It’s a good time to crack on, with the summer sales starting. You dad’s having a word with Keith this afternoon. We’ll pay half if you’re—’


‘Mum! Stop it!’ Juliet’s voice came out too loud and Minton jerked awake. Coco didn’t stir, but Minton slid off the sofa and sat by her feet, waiting.


She swallowed and rubbed her own neck. ‘Sorry. I just . . . don’t know if I’m ready.’ 


‘Don’t make it sound like I’m forcing you,’ said Diane, hurt. ‘Didn’t your counsellor suggest starting work on the house might help with coming to terms with losing Ben?’


‘Amongst other things. It sounds very quiet back there,’ said Juliet, changing the subject. ‘Is Toby asleep?’


‘No, he’s painting. He’s just lovely and quiet for his granny, aren’t you, Toby? Juliet, this is as good a moment as any to talk about how we can help you get your life back on—’


‘Well, I was just about to take Coco out to the woods for her walk,’ blurted Juliet.


Even as the word was leaving her mouth, she knew she’d made a schoolgirl error: Coco’s ears twitched and her eyes opened. Before Juliet had time to backtrack, Coco had joined Minton at her feet, both with ‘Walk me’ written all over their eager faces.


Juliet tried to convey silently that they weren’t really going for a walk, that it was just a human figure of speech. It didn’t seem to get through.


Meanwhile, Diane was making more noises about ‘hopping into the car’, and in desperation, Juliet headed her off at the pass. 


‘Mum, we’ll talk later,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to get behind on Coco’s schedule.’


 


It was a while since Juliet had taken Minton on a formal walk around the delights of Longhampton. Running around Ben’s clients’ gardens all day had worn him out so much that by the time he got home he was happy to snore between them on the sofa, chasing rabbits in his sleep. 


Diane had included a helpful sketch map of the route she normally took with Coco, and Juliet set off on it. It involved a short drive into town for her, then went along the canal path towards the middle of town and then round the formal gardens of the municipal park, now dazzling with splashy crimson geraniums and purple wallflowers circling the old bandstand. From there, it headed up into Coneygreen Woods, the Forestry Commission copse where Ben liked to test Juliet on her trees and Minton liked to chase squirrels.


Coco ambled along by Juliet’s side, and Minton scampered back and forwards on his extending lead, sniffing and cocking his leg every now and again like a teenager tagging a wall. There were more people around than Juliet had expected to see on a Tuesday mid-morning, some elderly, some mothers pushing buggies in twos and threes, most of them walking a dog, like her. And whereas the mothers and the shoppers were happy to leave her alone, all the people with dogs seemed determined to chat. Not about normal human things, though – just about the dogs. 


‘Oh, she’s a nice old girl. How old?’


‘Don’t tell me – Patch, is it?’


‘Ah, I bet you get through some food, don’t you?’


Each friendly attempt at conversation made Juliet more and more tense. The June sun was warm, and a peaceful English-morning calm hung over the park, but her heart was pounding. There was a reason she walked Minton at night: she didn’t want to talk to people. With everyone who approached her, she felt herself shrink back into her shell, fists clenched with the effort of not running away. 


The worst thing was, they all seemed to know Minton and Coco.


‘Minton!’ she protested as he barrelled up to one old dear with a fluffy white West Highland terrier sporting a tartan jacket despite the warm sunshine. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘he’s very—’


‘Oh, we’re old friends with Minton.’ The old lady bent down to ruffle his ears. ‘Clever boy, you never forget a face, do you?’ She straightened up, and beamed at Juliet. ‘It’s Mrs Hinchley. I’ve been meaning to get in touch with Ben – he did such a lovely job of my patio. I was wondering if he’s got time to take a look at my daughter’s garden?’


Juliet’s head pounded, and the self-defence explanation mechanism kicked in. 


‘I’m afraid he’s dead,’ she said. The story rattled out of her in one go, with no gaps for questions. ‘He had a heart attack, last October. They don’t know why – he was very fit. It’s not as uncommon as you’d think. Yes, it was a horrible shock. I miss him horribly. Minton was with him when it happened, so at least he wasn’t on his own at the end. That’s a small comfort, but I worry about Minton sometimes.’


The old lady’s smile froze as the pieces fell into place. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, my dear . . .’


‘No, it’s fine,’ said Juliet, automatically. For a second, she thought Mrs Hinchley was going to hug her and she moved a step back. She hated to seem rude, but the helpful things people said had the power to undo everything. She wasn’t ‘brave’, she wasn’t ‘still very young’, and she honestly didn’t think ‘time was a great healer’. After eight months without Ben she felt numb, which was an improvement on flayed alive, but still barely felt like living.


‘No, it isn’t,’ said Mrs Hinchley. ‘It’s not fine. But it will be one day.’


Juliet forced a smile through her watery eyes, and privately doubted it.


The self-help bereavement books that had arrived from people who didn’t send her flowers suggested that it took a year to start getting over the death of your loved one. Juliet had a wall calendar in the kitchen, and each night, after she’d filled up the day with television, she crossed off another box. There were still four pages until 13 October, but the date loomed ahead of her like a finishing tape, a day she simultaneously dreaded and looked forward to.


Hopefully, on 13 October, this heavy coat of sadness would lift off her shoulders and she’d start to feel like she could breathe again. It didn’t feel possible now, but Juliet wanted to believe the books.


Mrs Hinchley patted her arm. ‘He was a wonderful gardener, your Ben. If he looked after you as carefully as he looked after my roses, you must have felt like the most important girl in the world.’


Juliet bit her lip. That was exactly how Ben had made her feel: tended, and special, grown from a seedling of a girl into the woman she was now. And now she was nobody, and nobody’s. Spinning, like one of those satellites that gets blown off course in space.


Come on, she thought. You should be past this by now.


‘Sorry,’ she said, wiping her nose. ‘I’m walking my mother’s dog. We need to get home.’


‘Good for you, getting out and about,’ said the old lady. ‘Fresh air’s a great healer.’


That was a new one, thought Juliet. Made a change from time.


She tugged Coco’s lead and dragged a quick smile on her face. They set off walking faster than Coco was used to and she panted to keep up.


‘You’re more sociable than me, Minton,’ said Juliet, once they were out of earshot. ‘Did Daddy make a nice patio? Did Mrs Hinchley have anything she wanted to bury underneath it? Should we be asking questions about the bell-ringing group?’


Talking to Minton kept Juliet from going mad. He let her witter on endlessly about Ben without making the sad face everyone else pulled – the one that always seemed to turn the conversation to how wonderful he’d been, what a perfect marriage they’d had. But there were times when that made her feel even worse. Only Minton let her whimper about how selfish he’d been to die and leave her all on her own, with an unfinished house and a wrecked future.


Coco started to pull to one side with more enthusiasm and Juliet looked to see where she was going.


A round figure in a red fleece gilet and practical navy slacks was heading past the ornate bandstand towards them, pushing a buggy containing a small, fuzzy-headed boy in dungarees. She waved enthusiastically.


‘It’s Granny Di,’ said Juliet. ‘I don’t believe it. She’s checking up on us.’


Minton said nothing.


 


Louise had known a whole new world of weariness in the first year of Toby’s life, but the weariness she felt, now she’d been back at work for a while, when she collected him from her mother’s and finally collapsed on her huge squashy sofa at home was like nothing else.


Her brain hurt. Her eyes were ready to shut. Her feet were killing her in the new heels she’d bought online the previous week, thinking that at least her feet wouldn’t have put on weight. Wrong! In the old days, she’d have worn them in, or rubbed the heels with Vaseline, but there’d been no time. There never was.


Everything was done in a rush these days. Peter got back in from work at six and rushed to bath Toby, while she got some supper together and dealt with the laundry, the post, the hoovering. She didn’t stop rushing from the moment she got up to the moment she rushed to get into bed before Peter. There were no pauses in her day any more. 


Her favourite part of the day had always been that first crisp, cool sip of white wine as she eased off her shoes. Now it was the first delighted, baby-powdered cuddle from Toby when she picked him up from her mother’s house, or from the nursery. The feeling of his hot starfish hands on her face made her heart explode with love, as if the day had just gone into colour from black and white.


She sat hypnotised with love now, as Toby babbled away at her, pressing parts of her face with his hands. I wish I could just pause this moment, thought Louise, drunk on infatuation and exhaustion. 


Chores, said a voice in her head, and somehow she dragged herself off the sofa, put Toby on her hip and took them both upstairs to get changed.


‘Did you have a lovely time with Granny?’ she asked, as she changed out of her work suit and into her forgiving yoga trousers. He gazed into her eyes, tugging at the invisible thread that bound them together. ‘Did you? Did you miss Mummy? Mummy missed you.’


She picked him up again and padded downstairs in her bare feet, setting up a to-do list in her head for the next hour, before Peter got in. Food, play, bath, food for adults . . .


‘Shall we do our chores first?’ she asked Toby. ‘Good idea. Let’s start with the thing we mustn’t forget. Can you pick up your watering can? You can? Good boy!’


They went through the conservatory and down the garden path towards the greenhouse the previous owners had put in. Louise’s garden was huge, big enough for a proper lawn and a rose garden and a vegetable plot, and space for a trampoline and/or cricket square when the need arose.


Ben hadn’t been their gardener – they agreed it would have been a bit too awkward, paying your brother-in-law – but he’d advised them a lot on the apple trees and had had some good suggestions for easy vegetables Louise could grow while she’d been on maternity leave. He’d noticed how restless she’d been, her brain spinning without the daily challenge of cases, and without asking, had suggested just what she needed – a project, something she could see growing. Something that wasn’t Toby. 


Louise stopped, Toby on her hip, and surveyed the garden. She missed Ben and his straightforward attitude to life. She’d known him since she was a teenager, and it was hard to see the garden without imagining him in it, showing her something she’d never noticed before. She’d seen him kneeling to smell these flowers, or yank out a weed, so many times; she’d often imagined what Ben and Juliet would look like when they were celebrating their golden wedding. Much the same: Ben with thick grey hair, Juliet with three kids and their mother’s glasses. It still surprised her to think she’d never see him again.


Louise sighed, pushed open the door to the greenhouse and made her way over to the far end. It was empty – only Ben had used it, as an overflow for his own cuttings – apart from five big pots, containing a single sapling each.


About a month before Ben died, in September, he’d brought her the five cuttings, which he said he’d taken from the big cherry tree at the top of the hill heading out towards Rosehill.


‘They were trimming it back, so I grabbed some cuttings while I could,’ he said, beaming with delight at having snapped up something precious. ‘It’s our favourite tree – thought I’d see if I could grow a little one of our own, to put in the garden so Jools can see the blossom every year when she wakes up. Don’t tell her, though – I want it to be a surprise. An anniversary present, if they take.’


Louise had been touched that he’d wanted to include her in his secret, and even more touched by the characteristic sweetness of his gesture. That was Ben all over – Peter would take her out for dinner, or give her some money to treat herself to a spa day, but Juliet and Ben lavished their own time on their gifts. Juliet had perfected banana cake for Ben; Ben took seedlings and cuttings for her.


She hadn’t had the heart to tell Juliet about the saplings after Ben died. All five had taken – he’d planted them meticulously, and given her instructions about feeding and covering them up – and now they were growing into young trees. If things hadn’t been so strained between her and Juliet, Louise might have told her about them now; Juliet seemed on the road to recovery, even if she wasn’t very far down it.


Toby waved his watering can at the shoots like a conjuror trying to turn them into trees. ‘Tree!’ he said.


‘Yes, trees,’ said Louise, checking the notes for how much feed to give them. They looked strong, but she hated the thought of giving them to Juliet only for them to fail. It would seem so horribly symbolic. And Juliet could wipe out the most sturdy houseplant within hours.


I’ll know when the time’s right, thought Louise, pressing the soil with her fingertips. She liked to think of the moment her sister would discover the little legacy her husband had left, and cry happy tears for his thoughtfulness and love, in among the sad ones. Till then it was comforting to watch the cherry trees keep on growing, sprouting new shoots, driving their roots further and further into the soil. It made her feel better about her sister, about poor lost Ben, to think she was helping them without the words that seemed to get in the way more and more these days. 










Chapter 4


Juliet’s favourite place in the house was in her big armchair by the back sitting-room window, where she could look out over the long, narrow garden Ben had started to overhaul, and doze off.


They hadn’t been able to afford a lot of furniture, but this armchair was the first ‘investment’ piece: a squashy velvet antique that they’d bought at the local auction and dragged home in the back of their van. Juliet had bid way over the odds, but she’d fallen in love, not just with the chair, but the room she was going to build around its soft red depths. 


She’d already decided on deep-mulberry walls and a refurbished fireplace for a wood-burning stove that they could drink tea next to in the winter, with a space for Minton’s basket. The front room was light and airy, with a view onto the street and wisteria tickling the window edges, but the back room looked out over the garden, and she’d angled the chair now so it faced the bank of roses and fruit bushes Ben had put in for her. 


Juliet assembled her equipment on the broad arm: mug of tea, CD remote control, CD player loaded with the music that reminded her of him, photograph album of their honeymoon in New York, big white hankies. Her dad always had a proper hanky, and he always gave it to her when she cried, so now she had quite a collection. He never asked for them back. 


This was her designated Grief Hour, as recommended by the counsellor Diane had dragged her to see a few months ago. It was a ‘recovery-stage’ tactic, designed to focus all her flailing emotions into one exhausting torrent of tears, rather than let them spread through her day, tangling her up like a net. Jabbing herself with all the worst reminders of Ben and their lost life was supposed to lessen the impact of each photo and song, old shirt or scribbled postcard, until normal life became more ‘real’ than the dead life she was trying to wish back. Juliet wasn’t sure it really worked like that. 
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