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			It was the shame, you see. The shame I brought on my family. Sometimes it is easier not to believe than to accept something so awful could have happened. That is why people bury things far beneath the surface. Deep down, out of sight and out of mind. Though not out of my mind. I carry the shame with me always. The shame and the guilt. They do not go away. If anything, they weigh heavier on me now than they did back then. Dragging me down, clawing at my insides. And when people say that what’s buried in the past should stay there, they mean they don’t want to have to deal with it. They’re scared of the power of secrets to destroy lives. But keeping secrets can destroy you from the inside. Believe me, I know. And even the best-kept secrets have a habit of forcing their way to the surface.


		




		

			1


			The house appeared to know that its owner was about to die, shrouded, as it was, in early-morning mist, the downstairs curtains closed in respect, the gate squeaking mournfully as I opened it.


			If there was such a thing as a nice house in which to end your days, this certainly wasn’t it. It was cold, dark and draughty, perched high on the edge of the village, as if it didn’t really want to be part of it but was too polite to say so. Behind it, the fields – criss-crossed by dry-stone walls – stretched out into the distance. Beyond them, the unrelenting bleakness of the moors.


			I shivered as I hurried up the path and let myself in.


			‘Grandma, it’s me.’ The first thing I thought when I didn’t hear a response was that maybe I was too late. She’d been weak, drifting in and out of sleep when I’d left the previous night. Perhaps she hadn’t made it through till morning.


			But when I entered the front room – in which she’d lived, eaten and slept for the past year – she turned her face to give me the faintest of smiles.


			‘Morning,’ I said. ‘Did you manage to get some sleep?’


			She nodded.


			‘It’s not too late to change your mind, you know. We could get you to hospital, or the hospice said we could call them at any time.’


			She shook her head. She’d remained adamant she would leave the house only in a coffin. She’d also refused medication to relieve the pain. It was as if she thought she somehow had a duty to suffer.


			‘Well, at least let me stay over tonight. I hate the thought of you being on your own.’


			‘I won’t be here tonight.’ Her words were faint and difficult to understand. She’d taken her teeth out several weeks previously and refused to put them back in since.


			‘Come on. You’ve been saying that for weeks.’


			‘I’m tired. It’s time to go now.’


			There was something about the look in her eye as she said it that told me she meant it. I sat down on the end of her bed and took her hand. Her skin was paper-thin, revealing the bones and blue veins beneath it. She’d once said she liked me coming to visit because I was the only one who let her talk about death without getting upset or pretending it wasn’t going to happen.


			‘Is there anything I can get to make you more comfortable?’


			She shook her head again. We sat there for a while saying nothing, listening to the ticking of the clock and her shallow breaths. I tried to imagine what it must be like knowing you are about to die. I would want my family around me, I knew that.


			‘Do you want me to give Mum a call?’ I asked. She managed to raise her eyebrows at me. It was as near as I’d get to a telling off at this point. She had always been very accepting of their distant relationship. It was me who struggled with it.


			‘I could ask James to bring the girls over.’


			She shook her head again and whispered, ‘I don’t want to upset them. They’re good girls. Anyway, I’ve got them with me.’


			She gestured towards the mantelpiece. Every school photo they’d ever had – Ruby on her own at first, all toothy grin and straggly hair, then, a few years later, with Maisie’s elfin face of delicate features and porcelain skin, next to hers – until last year, when Ruby had started secondary school and they’d had separate photos. Ruby’s grin was now replaced with a self-conscious upturn of closed lips. It was as if someone had adjusted her brightness control. The contrast with Maisie’s confidence and burgeoning beauty was obvious to see and unspoken by all. Except Grandma, who had said it was a shame you couldn’t show the size of someone’s heart in a photo. And had remarked how much Ruby looked like me in her uniform.


			My own school photos were still up there on the cabinet. And Justin’s, poking out from behind them. I suspected I had arranged them like that myself years ago, without her ever realising it. Rows of little frames covered with dust. In a way, she was surrounded by her family, a cardboard cut-out version.


			‘Justin sends his love,’ I said. That was a lie. I’d texted yesterday to tell him she didn’t have much longer, and his response had been to ask me to give him as much notice as possible about the funeral so he could book a flight to come over.


			I wondered if it bothered Grandma and she was good at hiding it, or if she’d simply never had high expectations of her loved ones. Maybe coming of age in the war had something to do with it. Perhaps it taught you not to take anything for granted.


			I passed her the glass of water and she managed to take a tiny sip through the straw. I put it back on the bedside table, glancing at the wedding photo of her and Grandad, as I did so. ‘Does it help to think he’ll be there for you?’ I asked.


			‘He’ll have given up waiting and gone off down pub,’ she replied.


			I smiled. Grandad had never been big on patience. He’d never been big on shows of emotion, either. The wedding photo was the only time I’d ever seen them holding hands. I wondered if Grandma had minded, but concluded that now wasn’t the time to ask. She was quiet again, her breaths shallower still. I squeezed her hand. ‘I’ll be here with you until the end,’ I said. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’


			She looked up at me. ‘I’m leaving you the house.’


			I frowned at her. ‘But what about Mum?’


			‘She doesn’t want it.’


			‘Has she told you that?’


			‘She doesn’t have to.’


			I felt somewhat unworthy of such a huge bequest. ‘Well, Justin, then.’


			‘He doesn’t need it.’


			It was true, though it felt wrong to acknowledge it.


			‘Thank you,’ I said, barely able to speak. ‘It’ll make such a difference.’


			‘I know,’ she said. ‘The girls can have their own rooms. And you always wanted a garden.’


			It suddenly occurred to me that she thought we were going to live here. That this would be our home. I didn’t want that. It was such a bleak house. The obvious thing was to sell it, so we could afford somewhere bigger than our little two-bedroom terrace in town. Maybe even with a garden. But I didn’t want to tell her that. I didn’t want to say anything to worry or upset her at this late stage. I smiled and nodded, patting her hand.


			‘Leave it to Ruby when you go,’ she added. ‘It belongs in the family.’


			I opened my mouth to say something but nothing came out. I couldn’t start arguing with her. It wasn’t right to pick a fight with someone on their deathbed. If those were her final wishes, I owed it to her to listen graciously and go along with everything she said.


			She shut her eyes. I wondered if this was it. I’d never been with a person when they’d died. I didn’t know what to expect. I wasn’t even sure what to do or who to call afterwards. I swallowed, glad at least that I was with her. That she hadn’t died on her own. Ninety was a good age. That was what people would say. And she’d lived a good life, been free from any major health problems until the last couple of years. But it still seemed empty somehow, her slipping away in this house with only me for company.


			I looked down. Her eyes remained shut, but I could see her chest rising and falling ever so slightly. She was still with me, but surely not for much longer. I slid my hand away, tiptoed out of the room and shut the door behind me, then took out my mobile. I didn’t think she could hear me, but it still seemed wrong to speak within earshot. I went through to the kitchen. It was a strange collection of assorted relics from past decades. An old-fashioned kettle on the hob, which she’d refused to get rid of. A seventies breakfast-bar stool, which was now positively retro. None of it matched, none of it fitted but, as with the rest of the house, it was all unmistakably Grandma’s.


			I called Mum. She took her time to answer. When she did, it seemed from her tone that she was expecting the worst. She didn’t say anything more than hello, waiting instead for me to break the news.


			‘I don’t think she’s got long.’


			‘Right. Is she in pain?’


			‘She’s doing a good job of covering it up if she is. She said it was time to go.’


			There was a pause at the other end. I thought for a moment that Mum might change her mind and say she was on her way. She didn’t though.


			‘OK. Well, let me know any news.’


			‘That’s it?’


			‘Come on, Nicola, don’t make this any harder than it already is.’


			‘She’s about to die without her only child being there.’


			‘We’ve gone through all this. It’s not that simple.’


			‘Well, whatever it is between you two that needs saying, now’s your last chance to say it.’


			‘I’m not about to upset her on her deathbed.’


			‘Maybe she’s waiting for you to say something. Maybe that’s why she’s hung on so long. And you’ll regret it if you don’t. It’ll be like that bloody Mike and the Mechanics song.’


			‘I don’t think so. It’s best this way. I know you don’t believe me, but it is.’


			‘Best for who?’


			‘Look, I’m thinking of you, all right? And I’m grateful you’re there with her but I can’t come over.’ Her voice broke and she hung up. I put my phone back in my pocket and blew out slowly. At least Justin had the excuse of being in Ireland. Mum was only a few miles up the road in Halifax. All I could think was how I’d feel if Ruby and Maisie weren’t with me at the end. If they couldn’t be bothered to bury the hatchet with me and come to me on my deathbed.


			I went back into the front room. For a second, I thought she’d gone while I’d been on the phone, but her chest was still rising and falling. I sat down next to her and put my head in my hands. I had been sitting there for quite some time, maybe twenty minutes or so, before I heard her voice.


			‘There are babies.’


			I looked up. I hadn’t expected to hear another word out of her. I took her hand again. Her eyelids flickered open.


			‘Babies? Where?’ I asked.


			‘At bottom of garden.’


			I frowned at her. She’d been coherent all the way through. Maybe this was a sign that she was at the end now. Then something clicked, and I realised what she was talking about.


			‘No, Grandma. Fairies,’ I said. ‘You’ve got fairy statues at the bottom of the garden. The ones I used to dance around when I was little.’


			There wasn’t a pause on her part.


			‘Not fairies, babies,’ she said firmly. ‘Look after my babies for me.’


			‘What do you mean?’ I asked. ‘What babies?’ It was too late. Her eyes shut again and a second later she was gone. It was as if those words had taken the last breath out of her. I felt for her pulse, just to make sure, but there was nothing. I screwed up my eyes and let my head drop, feeling the tears coming but wanting to stave them off and gather myself. Aware that I was the responsible adult in the house now, no longer the little girl dancing around the fairy statues in the garden while Grandma cooked tea for me. I gulped as the tears arrived in a rush. A life snuffed out. The memories, experiences and stories gone with her. Our family reduced to three generations, not four. And all I could think of as I sat there and sobbed was the last thing she told me. I had no idea what she meant. Maybe she hadn’t been with it. Perhaps she’d even been dreaming. She might not have been talking to me at all. But she had sounded so certain of what she had said. what she had asked me to do.


			I realised I should call someone. Her GP to start with. Presumably they’d be able to tell me what I needed to do. I stood up, my legs a little shaky. I’d always thought that when someone died they’d look different in some way. But Grandma seemed pretty much the same. Though maybe there was something about her face. Maybe something had lifted. Because she finally did seem at peace.


			*


			A few hours later I stood on the front step of Mum’s house, waiting for her to come to the door. The freshly signed death certificate was in my bag, the image of Grandma’s body being taken away still fresh in my mind. I wanted to go home to James and the girls, but I also knew that, despite everything, it was right to tell Mum in person. Maybe I was hoping to see an emotional reaction, one I might have missed on the phone. But when she opened the door and saw me there, she just nodded, her face expressionless. I stepped inside and shut the door behind me.


			‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


			‘Did she go peacefully?’ Mum asked.


			‘Yeah. She was talking, on and off, and then she was gone.’


			‘Where is she now?’


			‘The undertaker’s. Dr Atkinson came over, signed the death certificate and got it all sorted.’


			‘She’s a nice doctor, I’ve always said that.’


			I shook my head.


			‘What?’ asked Mum.


			‘Are you not even in the slightest bit upset?’


			‘We all knew it were coming.’


			‘Yeah. I’ve still bawled my eyes out, though.’


			Mum shrugged. ‘It’ll probably hit me later. When I’m on my own.’


			‘Or maybe you’re not that bothered.’


			‘Nicola, please don’t start.’


			‘It’s not me who’s starting, though, is it? It’s you not behaving like a normal daughter.’


			‘Come on. That’s not fair. Everyone has their own way of dealing with these things.’


			‘These things? You mean the death of your mother?’


			Mum looked away. ‘It’s more complicated than you realise.’


			‘So you keep saying. What would be more helpful is if you actually explained what went on between you.’


			Mum started to walk away down the hall.


			‘I take it that’s a no.’


			‘You should get back to your girls,’ she said, stopping and turning to face me. ‘Give them a hug from me.’


			Mum’s eyes were glistening. Sometimes the wall she’d built came perilously close to falling down. If I pushed at a brick, it might topple.


			‘She said something just before she died. Something I didn’t understand.’


			‘What?’


			‘She said there were babies at the bottom of the garden. She asked me to look after her babies.’


			For the first time I saw Mum’s face crack. Her eyes widened, and her bottom lip trembled. ‘I wouldn’t take any notice of her. She were probably losing her mind by then.’


			‘She wasn’t, though. I asked her if she meant her fairy statues, but she was adamant they were babies.’


			‘She were probably thinking about angels. She used to believe in angels, you know. She told me once her angels would be waiting for her at the end.’


			I stepped outside. Maybe Mum was right. It made more sense than anything I could come up with. It was only after I’d shut the door behind me and heard the anguished sob from the other side that I wondered if she might not be able to tell me the truth, even if she wanted to.


		




		

			28 April 1944


			Dear Betty,


			I knew the first time I saw you that you were the girl for me. I didn’t say anything, but I watched you all the time. I couldn’t take my eyes off you. I could see you weren’t like the other girls. You were younger, obviously, and so fresh-faced and pure – a proper English rose.


			And, like all roses, you don’t have to shout about your beauty. There is nothing brash about you. In fact, you’re a little shy. But you are also so full of life, of joy. Sometimes I think you might actually burst, you seem so happy. I like that in a girl. Life is so short, we are all aware of that, and I don’t see the point of living it miserably.


			Your smile is pretty much the brightest damn thing I have ever seen. It lights up not only your face but all those around you. That’s why I smiled at you when you walked past me, your hair swishing back and forth, looking pretty as a picture. I couldn’t help it, you see. That’s the effect you have on me. And for the rest of the day I carried the light of your smile around with me. Secretly letting it warm me from the inside.


			You are the girl who makes everything worthwhile, the one I think about from the moment I wake up to the moment I go to sleep. Which is why I decided to write to you to let you know how I feel. Because maybe I’m a little shy too but I want you to know this. That, whatever the future holds for both of us, I will always be grateful for your smile. And I will carry it with me forever.


			Yours,


			William


		




		

			2


			When I got home, James greeted me at the door with a hug. There was nothing more guaranteed to get my tears started again.


			‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I know how special she was to you.’


			‘It hasn’t really sunk in yet. I can’t believe she’s actually gone. I kind of thought she’d hang on forever.’


			James hugged me harder and brushed the tears from my eyes.


			‘What have you said to the girls?’ I asked.


			‘Just that you’d be gone for a long time because Great-grandma was very poorly.’


			I nodded. I’d wanted to tell them myself. I still remembered Mum making such a pig’s ear of telling me that Grandad had died when I was thirteen that I’d thought it was Grandma who’d gone. Not that I imagined James would make a hash of it – he’d probably do a better job than me – but I suspected Ruby would take it badly and I wanted to be there for her.


			‘Where are they?’ I asked.


			‘In the front room. Maisie’s watching The Worst Witch again. Do you want me to come in with you?’


			‘Just give us a few minutes,’ I said. He nodded and kissed my forehead.


			I think Ruby guessed the second I walked into the room. She clocked my red-rimmed eyes, then started fiddling with the zip on her hoody. Maisie carried on staring at the screen, seemingly oblivious to my arrival and what it might mean. I had to reach over for the TV remote control and turn it off.


			‘Mummy, I was watching that,’ Maisie protested. I resisted the temptation to point out that she’d already watched the episode at least four times and it would still be there whenever she wanted to carry on.


			‘I know,’ I said, adopting my best breaking-news-of-a-death voice as I sat down on the sofa next to them, ‘but I need to talk to you. As you know, Great-grandma was very old and poorly and I’m afraid she died this morning, while I was with her.’


			Ruby burst into tears. I put my arm around her. ‘It was very peaceful,’ I went on. ‘One minute she was talking and the next she was gone.’


			‘What was she talking about?’ asked Maisie. I hesitated. Telling them the truth wasn’t such a good idea just now.


			‘One of the last things she said was how much she loved you two. She pointed to the photos of you, said it was like having you there with her.’


			‘Why didn’t you let us go with you?’ asked Ruby.


			‘I did ask but she didn’t want to upset you.’


			‘But I’m upset anyway,’ sobbed Ruby.


			‘I know, love. But it’s extra sad being with a person when they die.’


			‘Did she go blue?’ asked Maisie.


			‘No. People don’t go blue when they die.’


			‘Not even a little bit?’ I shook my head. Maisie seemed disappointed. ‘Where is she now?’


			‘The undertaker came to take her to a funeral parlour.’


			‘Is it like an ice-cream parlour but with dead people and no sprinkles?’


			‘Sort of,’ I said, managing a smile for the first time since Grandma had died.


			‘It’s not funny, Mum. Tell her it’s not funny,’ said Ruby.


			I sighed and stroked Ruby’s hair. It was at times like this that I wished I could split myself in half to be the two different mums my girls needed.


			‘It’s OK, love. Great-grandma would still want us to smile. It’s fine to cry but it’s OK to smile too.’


			‘What will happen to her body now?’ asked Maisie, unperturbed.


			‘Well, it will stay in a special cold-storage place until the funeral.’


			‘Will she be frozen like an ice pop?’


			‘No, just kept nice and cool.’


			‘When’s the funeral?’ asked Ruby.


			‘I don’t know yet. About a week or so, I expect.’


			‘Will I get a day off school?’ asked Maisie.


			Ruby shot her a look before I had the chance to say anything.


			‘We’ll talk about whether you want to go to the funeral when it’s all arranged. You don’t have to. It’s completely up to you. Sometimes children like to come and say goodbye and sometimes they’d rather not. We can take you to visit the grave afterwards, if you’d prefer.’


			‘I want to come,’ said Ruby.


			‘I do too,’ said Maisie.


			‘Well, like I said, let’s talk about it more in a couple of days.’


			James came in carrying a tray of mugs. ‘I thought it might be a hot-chocolate moment,’ he said, putting them down on the coffee-table.


			Maisie’s eyes lit up. ‘Do you always get hot chocolate when someone dies?’ she asked.


			‘Maisie,’ said Ruby, sharply. ‘Mum, tell her.’


			‘It’s OK,’ I replied, brushing a damp strand of Ruby’s hair from her face. ‘We’re still allowed hot chocolate, you know.’


			‘Yeah, but she’s being disrespectful.’


			‘She doesn’t mean to be,’ I said quietly. ‘It’s because she’s young.’


			‘Why does she always get away with stuff because of her age?’ asked Ruby.


			‘She doesn’t. You just forget what it’s like to be eight.’


			‘I was never like that when I was eight,’ said Ruby.


			That was true. Ruby had always seemed much more mature than other girls her age. She had recently turned thirteen but it felt as if we’d had a teenager in the house for some time. She didn’t look like one yet, though, for which I was grateful.


			James squeezed onto the sofa between Maisie and Ruby and kissed each in turn on the top of their heads. Ruby burst into a fresh round of tears.


			‘I know it’s sad she died,’ said James, stroking her hair. ‘But it might help if you try to remember all the happy times you had with her. You were her first great-grandchild, you know. That’s pretty special.’


			‘Yes, but she’s gone now, so I don’t have any great-grandparents left.’


			‘Do I have any great-grandparents left?’ asked Maisie.


			‘No, love,’ I said. ‘But you’ve both got Grandma, haven’t you? And, er, Grandad.’


			‘But he’s in pain,’ said Maisie.


			‘Who told you that?’ I asked, wondering if Mum had said something to the girls, not that she had anything to do with Dad, either, but she heard things second-hand via Facebook.


			‘No, Maisie,’ said Ruby, ‘I told you Grandad’s in Spain.’


			James started laughing before I did.


			‘Stop it,’ said Ruby, scowling at us, ‘stop laughing.’


			‘We can’t help it,’ I said. ‘She does say funny things sometimes.’


			‘Yeah, well, she shouldn’t. Not when someone’s just died.’


			I picked up Ruby’s mug and handed it to her, hoping the hot chocolate might have a more soothing effect on her than I did.


			‘And I’ve still got Nanna and Grandpa in Scotland too,’ piped up Maisie.


			I rolled my eyes. I was quite sure she didn’t intend to be so insensitive, but she really did pick her moments. ‘You both have,’ I said. We’d always told Ruby she could call them Nanna and Grandpa too, but she’d refused. She was a stickler for the truth, Ruby. Always had been.


			‘Maybe we could get up to see them soon,’ said James. ‘Or they might come down at Christmas to visit.’ We knew that was unlikely. They’d moved to Scotland to be near James’s sister and her three young children, presumably having given up on James ever providing them with a grandchild. They weren’t to know he was about to meet a woman with a ready-made one.


			‘Was Grandma there when Great-grandma died?’ asked Ruby, having taken a few sips of her hot chocolate.


			‘No,’ I said.


			‘Why not?’


			‘She didn’t want to be. Some people find these things difficult.’


			‘But she was her daughter. I’d be there if you were going to die.’


			‘Thank you,’ I said, ruffling her hair. ‘That’s good to know.’


			‘Will I get hot chocolate when you die too?’ asked Maisie, looking up at me.


			*


			After I’d turned out the light, I sat on Ruby’s bed for a long time. Maisie had fallen asleep within minutes. She had breezed through Grandma’s death the way she breezed through everything in life, a casual observer, giving a cursory glance and nod in that direction, then moving on to wherever she was heading next.


			Ruby clearly wasn’t finding it so easy. She lay there, her eyes still moist with tears, staring at the ceiling. I held her hand, not wanting her to cry herself to sleep without me.


			‘Why wasn’t Grandma there, really?’ she whispered.


			‘I told you, love. Some people don’t like the thought of being with someone when they die.’


			‘But she hardly ever went to Great-grandma’s house when she was alive.’


			Nothing got past Ruby. I leant over and stroked her head. ‘They just weren’t that close. Not all mothers and daughters are like us.’


			‘Had they had an argument?’


			‘Well, we all have arguments, don’t we?’


			‘I mean a big one.’


			‘I don’t know. They were like that for as long as I can remember.’


			‘But I loved Great-grandma and I love Grandma. I don’t understand why they didn’t love each other.’


			‘Oh, I’m sure they loved each other. But you can still find it difficult to get on with someone you love.’


			‘Will Grandma go to the funeral?’


			It was a fair question, one I’d been pondering myself, but, unfortunately, I didn’t know the answer.


			‘I don’t know. I hope so.’


			‘So do I,’ said Ruby.


			*


			‘How is she?’ asked James, when I finally made it downstairs to the kitchen.


			‘Troubled, as ever.’


			‘She’ll be fine,’ he said, putting his arms around me. ‘Although she’ll find the funeral tough. It’s a tricky one at her age.’


			‘I know, but I don’t think we’ve got much choice – you know what she’s like. She’s just been asking whether Mum will go.’


			‘What did you say?’


			‘That I hoped so.’


			‘Do you think she will?’


			‘I honestly don’t know. I rang her when it was clear Grandma didn’t have long left. She still wouldn’t come.’


			‘How was she when you told her?’


			‘Pretty detached. She didn’t cry or anything. Well, not until I’d shut the door.’


			‘What do you mean?’


			I sighed and sat down at the kitchen table. James sat opposite and pushed the mug of tea he’d made towards me. I picked it up and warmed my hands around it. ‘Just before Grandma died, she said a weird thing. She said there were babies at the bottom of her garden.’


			James frowned. ‘Sounds like she’d lost the plot.’


			‘She hadn’t, though, that’s the thing. I told her she was getting confused with the fairy statues, but she was adamant there were babies there. She asked me to look after her babies and that was the last thing she ever said.’


			‘Maybe she was talking about the girls.’


			‘When I told Mum she said Grandma believed in angels, that she was probably talking about angels, but after she shut the door, I heard her start crying.’


			‘She doesn’t like getting upset in front of people, you know that,’ said James.


			‘None of it makes sense. But it was obviously important to Grandma. She wouldn’t have said it otherwise.’ I wiped my nose on my sleeve. ‘Grandma said something else before she died too. She said she had left the house to us.’


			James looked at me. ‘Really? Wow, that’s incredible.’


			‘I know.’


			‘It must be worth a fair whack. I mean, we could get somewhere really decent in Hebden with the money it’ll make.’


			I pulled a face.


			‘Sorry,’ groaned James. ‘That probably sounded awful.’


			‘No, it’s not that. She didn’t want me to sell it. She said she wanted us to live there.’


			It was James’s turn to make a face. ‘Oh, God. You wouldn’t want to, would you? It’s so dark and grim and it blows a fucking gale up there.’


			I couldn’t help but smile. James had grown up in Leeds. There was only so much rural he was prepared to put up with. ‘I know. It wasn’t exactly what I had in mind either but the trouble is, now she’s said it, I’d feel awful going against her wishes.’


			‘Right.’ James slumped in his chair. I knew it bothered him that we couldn’t afford anywhere bigger. Somewhere with a garden and a room each for the girls. As much as I loved Maisie, I was damn sure I wouldn’t have wanted to share a room with her when I was a teenager.


			‘Look, let’s wait until I’ve seen the will and we know for sure what the situation is. I’ve got to go back to the house tomorrow to get all the paperwork I need to register her death.’


			‘Shouldn’t your mum be doing all of that?’


			‘Probably. But she won’t go to the house. I’ll let her know when I’ve made the appointment at the register office. It’s up to her if she turns up.’


			*


			I lay in bed later that night, James’s arm still draped over me, though he had long fallen asleep. I couldn’t see much prospect of that for myself. It wasn’t what we were going to do about the house that was keeping me awake, though. It was Grandma’s final words echoing back through the darkness.


			Look after my babies.


		




		

			For a long time, he didn’t seem to notice me. Not in that way. I was just a kid to him. An awkward teenager with wonky teeth and legs that were out of proportion to my body. There were plenty of older, more sophisticated women around. The sort of women who wore perfect cherry-red lipstick and laughed as they tossed their perfect hair. Why would he even look at me? But the day I had my hair cut, he did look. I saw him do a double-take as I walked past him. The shoulder-length cut made me look older, I knew that. The hairdresser had said so. Even my mum said so. My hair swished as I walked. It had never done that before. And because it swished I found myself swishing with it. He looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time and smiled. The sort of smile men give women, not little girls.


			My cheeks flushed. I wasn’t quite sure what to say or do, so I kept on walking, aware of his eyes still on me as I passed him. Trying to let my hair swish just that little bit more.


			You always remember it, the first time a man looks at you like that. I felt as if something had changed inside me, a switch had been flicked, and everything was different now. I was entering a whole new world. A world in which I didn’t know the rules, let alone understand them. It was scary but exciting too. Because when you’ve been a little girl for so long, the idea that you might have become a woman is overwhelming. I smiled to myself and somewhere inside me a tune was playing. A grown-up tune, not a little girl’s one.


		




		

			3


			‘Bye, love. Hope you have a good day.’


			I wasn’t allowed to kiss Ruby in public any longer so, as much as I wanted to, I didn’t attempt to. Ruby didn’t bother replying. She walked off up the street, looking forlorn, her rucksack drooping off her back in sympathy. I hadn’t wanted to suggest a day off school because I knew it would cause problems if I took a day off work. It would be bad enough having time out for the funeral. It was a small school and there was no cover for a teaching assistant, which meant even more work for Fiona.


			Besides, I was sure Ruby would feel better once she was at school and had something to take her mind off Grandma. Moping at home would do her no good. I sighed as I realised I sounded like a mother – my own mother.


			Maisie tugged at my hand. ‘Come on, Mummy. You mustn’t be late, or you’ll get in trouble with Mrs Stimpson.’


			I smiled down at her and started walking. At that moment I wanted to rewind eighteen months to the point where we were all at the same school. People had often asked me if it was weird, working at the school my children attended. And I’d always said, no, it wasn’t. It seemed entirely normal to me. I’d loved having Ruby in the classroom with me for her last year at primary school. But it had meant that her starting secondary school had hit me hard. Other parents had let go long ago. I never had.


			Maisie chatted away as we walked through the town. It was a bright day, the autumn sun already over the hills and inching down one side of the valley. I loved living there. Loved that you could look up and see exactly where you were in the calendar at any time of year. I’d have hated living somewhere so grey and out of touch with nature that I’d have had to check my phone to see what month I was in.


			Maisie was telling me about the new range of smelly stationery Emily had got. I said, ‘Oh,’ and ‘Right,’ and nodded intermittently but my mind was elsewhere. Tearing back and forth between whether Ruby would manage to keep herself together at school, whether Mum would turn up later at the registrar’s and what Grandma had meant about the babies.


			I wondered if she’d had a couple of miscarriages. Mum was an only child: perhaps there had been other babies who hadn’t made it. Grandma had never spoken about it, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. If she’d had a miscarriage at home, she could have buried the little she had been left with in the garden. Her way of remembering. Maybe Grandad hadn’t known about it. They’d never seen each other in their underwear before they’d got married, Grandma had told me that much. She might not have felt able to tell him about a miscarriage early in their marriage.


			‘Emily!’ Maisie let go of my hand as we reached the playground and ran towards her best friend. Fortunately Emily was always at breakfast club too, so Maisie didn’t mind having to come to school early. She ran back to give me a hug, then disappeared inside with Emily in a blur of ponytails and excited giggling.


			I arrived in the staffroom just as Fiona had put the kettle on.


			‘Morning. Good timing as ever.’ She said with a smile.


			I smiled back but I’d forgotten that Fiona had a built-in putting-a-brave-face-on-it detector.


			‘Your grandma?’


			‘She went yesterday. Peacefully. I was there.’


			‘Oh, Nic, I am sorry,’ she said, giving me a hug.


			Andrew, the year-five teacher, glanced at us but I didn’t feel like making a staffroom announcement. It was only Fiona who had known she was dying.


			‘I’ll need some time off for the funeral. I don’t know yet when it will be. I’ll try to make it the afternoon so I can be in for the morning if possible.’


			‘Don’t be daft. You need to take the whole day off. I’ll sort the kids out with something to keep them quiet. How have the girls taken it?’


			‘Maisie’s fine and Ruby’s being Ruby.’


			‘Oh dear,’ said Fiona, handing me a mug of coffee. ‘It’s always hard for the sensitive ones. Is she going to the funeral?’


			‘I don’t think I could stop her if I wanted to.’


			‘It’s probably a good thing. Give her a chance to say goodbye and all that. Was your mum there?’


			‘No,’ I replied.


			Fiona raised an eyebrow. ‘But she’ll be at the funeral?’


			‘We’ll have to wait and see.’


			Fiona nodded, knowing not to push it. ‘Did your grandma have any other family? Brothers or sisters?’


			‘Two older brothers and an older sister, apparently. She’d lost touch with them years ago, though. Some big family fall-out. I imagine they’re all dead by now, so it doesn’t really matter.’


			‘Is your brother helping?’


			‘What do you think?’


			‘Families, eh?’ said Fiona. ‘Lucky you’re bloody brilliant at holding everything together.’


			I smiled at her, not wanting to admit that most of the time I struggled to hold myself together, let alone anyone else.


			*


			It was weird, driving back to Grandma’s house knowing she wasn’t there. Ruby had wanted to come but I’d told her it would be boring for her and she was better off staying at home with James and Maisie. As I pulled up outside I felt tears prick and had to sit in the car for a few minutes to compose myself. The house would feel so empty without her, even though she’d only been a tiny shrivelled figure lying on the bed in the front room for the past few months.


			I got out of the car, walked up the path and let myself in, ‘Hi, Grandma, it’s me,’ stuck somewhere in my throat. I shut the door behind me and stood for a moment, the silence echoing back at me. There was an envelope on the mat with my name on it. I tore it open: a sympathy card from Andrea next door. She must have seen the body being taken away yesterday. She’d been good to Grandma, always checking on her to see if she needed anything from the shops. I should probably knock and thank her but I wasn’t sure I was up to it. I shut my eyes for a minute. Took a deep breath.


			The house still smelt of Grandma. Old and soapy with a hint of Yorkshire tea (two sugars, of course). I ran my fingers over the flock wallpaper in the hall – maybe her smell had impregnated it. I imagined Maisie doing a scratch and sniff test to find out.


			I walked into the front room. It was, of course, just as I had left it yesterday. I’d pulled the blankets up (Grandma had never taken to duvets) over the pillow as if I was hiding something underneath. I was. It was the indentation of her head that I didn’t want to see. I swallowed and looked around the room. The table was a mess of knick-knacks, assorted cups and saucers, and a half-eaten packet of Jacob’s crackers, which I knew I should throw away, but I couldn’t face it. I was trying to ignore the fact that the house was now unlived-in and unloved. No one except Grandma had ever liked it.


			I remembered Grandad complaining frequently about the room being too gloomy to read the sports pages without the light on. Not to mention the noise of the wind against the bedroom window at night. And Mum never visited if she could help it. Family Christmases had always been at her house, and on Grandma’s birthday Mum would ask Dad, and later me or Justin, to fetch her for tea at ours. When I’d asked her why we never went to Grandma’s, she’d always said it was too cold and damp. Even in the middle of summer.


			Grandma was probably right: no one else would have wanted the house. Not to keep, anyway. But I still felt uneasy at the idea of us selling it when I knew that wasn’t what she’d wanted.


			I glanced down at the floral carpet, worn in places and held together with tape at the edges to stop it fraying. It was, like the rest of the house, a relic from a bygone era. In many ways it should have died with her. Perhaps it would be kinder to put the whole house to sleep than to sell it. Whoever bought it would get rid of the carpet and probably strip the floorboards underneath, exposing them to the light for the first time in years.


			I sighed and steeled myself for the task at hand. Grandma had a briefcase for important papers. I presumed it used to belong to Grandad, as she’d never needed one for work. I couldn’t remember seeing it in the front room, but with all the clutter it was hard to know. I guessed it was still upstairs in Grandma’s old bedroom.


			Every creak on the stairs sounded louder than usual. When I got to Grandma’s room I hesitated outside the door. It felt wrong, entering when she wasn’t there, wasn’t even present in this world any more. The idea of people going through my stuff when I was gone filled me with horror. I made a mental note to get rid of anything I wouldn’t want people to see, long before my time was up.


			I pushed the door. Everything was as I remembered. The double bed was still there. James and I had carried the single from the spare bedroom downstairs when Grandma had moved into the front room. It was presumably Mum’s old bed. I couldn’t imagine that it had ever been replaced.


			There was still a nightie hanging up behind the door, an assortment of creams and half-empty tubes and bottles on the dressing-table. I ran my fingers over the candlewick bedspread. It would probably go to the charity shop, though I couldn’t imagine there was much demand for bedspreads, these days. I suspected it would stay there for months and I would see it when I went in some time next spring and bought it back because I couldn’t bear to think of a piece of her life being left there forever.


			I opened the wardrobe and rummaged around at the bottom. The briefcase was in the corner at the back. I took it out and put it on the bed. It was even more battered than I remembered: the leather was worn away at the corners and the handle was coming off at one side. The jumble of papers inside didn’t surprise me. Grandma had never had an efficient filing system. I tipped the contents out on the bed and started sorting through the various envelopes, putting all the documents I’d been told I needed to register the death in a separate pile.


			The white A4 envelope marked ‘Will’ in shaky capital letters was the last I came to. I opened it to find a piece of A4 paper with the letterhead of a solicitors’ firm in Halifax, informing her that her will would be securely stored with them, as per her instructions. I slipped the letter back into the envelope. I would ring them tomorrow. At least we wouldn’t have to wait long to find out the situation with the house. I picked up the papers I needed and popped them into my bag, then put the briefcase back into the wardrobe.


			I stopped to have a look through the things hanging from the rail. There were dresses I had never seen her wear. Things from the fifties and sixties. I had no idea what we’d do with them. A vintage shop, perhaps? I spotted a yellow polka-dot dress I remembered from an old photograph of her and Grandad on their honeymoon. They’d been standing on the front at Bridlington, Grandma every inch the English rose. She’d been such a beautiful young woman. Beautiful in a very natural, innocent sense. Grandad’s frown seemed out of place. She’d told me that the sun was in his eyes but, to be honest, Grandad had always seemed to be frowning. I put the dress at the end of the rail, knowing I couldn’t possibly get rid of it. Maybe Ruby would like it. It would be nice to give the girls something that had belonged to their great-grandma. She would have liked that too. She was always one for keeping things in the family.


			I went downstairs and looked around the kitchen. It was hard to know where to start, there was so much to get rid of. I opened the fridge. It was the weirdest thing, seeing half-finished packets of ham and cheese that had outlasted the person who was eating them. I wondered for a second about taking the contents of the fridge home, but it felt wrong somehow, even though Grandma had hated waste. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to stomach eating it, anyway. I began emptying everything into the bin, trying not to think of what Grandma would say.


			When I’d finished, I took the kitchen bin out of the back door and dumped the contents in the wheelie bin. It was starting to get dark and the wind was developing a chill, I glanced down the garden and my gaze fell on the two fairy statues in the far corner. Something twisted inside me as I recalled Grandma’s words. I walked down the path towards them. I couldn’t remember a time when they hadn’t been there, yet I’d never studied them in detail. They looked like they were made of cast iron, although they had been coated in something which was now a dirty alabaster colour and chipped in places, to reveal the iron underneath.


			The nearest figure to me was of a fairy sitting on a toadstool, her bare legs tucked underneath, her wings outstretched behind. The second statue, set back slightly from the first, was of a fairy kneeling, one hand on the ground, the other outstretched, a butterfly resting on her fingertips. Her eyes were closed. I’d once asked Grandma if she was making a wish for the butterfly to stay there always. She’d smiled and told me that was exactly what she was doing.


			I’d talked to them when I was little. I’d even given them names, although I couldn’t remember them now. I’d often asked Mum if we could visit the fairies at Grandma’s. Mostly, she had found a reason to say no: too busy, too late, too wet, too cold. But on the rare occasions we had gone, the first thing I’d done was to run down the garden to say hello to them.


			Grandma had been talking about them at the end, I was sure. All those memories she must have had of the times we’d gone down the garden together to see them. The way we had both lingered over our goodbyes. It was the statues she’d wanted me to look after. Maybe that was why she’d left me the house.


			Perhaps that was all that was needed. For me to take care of her fairies.


			*


			The next day, when I arrived at the registrar’s office in Halifax after school, Mum was sitting on a chair clutching the worn straps of her navy handbag. She looked up at me, the dark circles under her eyes more visible than usual.


			‘Hi,’ I said, managing a smile. ‘I wasn’t sure if you’d be able to make it.’


			‘Tricia swapped shifts so I could do an early.’ I sat down next to her. ‘Thanks for sorting everything out,’ she said. ‘I know it should be my job.’


			‘It’s OK,’ I replied, feeling bad for being angry with her now.


			‘How are the girls?’


			‘Ruby’s pretty upset. She’s desperate to come to the funeral.’


			‘Then let her.’ My eyebrows rose. I had expected Mum to be against the idea. ‘Give her the chance to say goodbye,’ she said.


			‘What about Maisie?’


			‘Maisie too. It’s important.’


			Before I had the chance to say anything more, a young man emerged from a door at the back of the room. He was dressed in a brown suit and his face sported an expression straight out of the compassionate-sympathy training manual.


			‘Mrs Hallstead and Miss Hallstead?’


			We nodded and stood up at the same time. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ he continued, shaking our hands in turn. ‘Please do come through.’


			I followed him into the office. It was decorated in neutral colours and was entirely functional, apart from a box of tissues on the desk. When I turned to check on Mum, she was biting her bottom lip, seemingly trying hard not to be the first to need one.


			*


			When we left the registrar, I didn’t tell Mum I was going to pick up a copy of the will. Maybe because I thought it would be too much for her. Maybe because I suspected she hadn’t been left anything and it would be too awkward.


			I sat in my car, waited for her to leave first, then turned right out of the car park, instead of left for home.


			When I got to the solicitors’, they had the sealed envelope ready for me.


			‘If you’d like to open it now, have a read-through and ask any questions, you’ve very welcome to do so,’ said the young woman, once I’d shown her my ID and the death certificate. ‘Otherwise, take it home, read it in your own time and feel free to contact us if there’s anything you don’t understand.’


			As desperate as I was to read it, it didn’t seem right to do so in public. Grandma had always been of the don’t-wash-your-dirty-linen-in-public persuasion so I’d read her final wishes in private. ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ll take it home.’


			She handed me a leaflet about understanding wills. Then I got straight back into the car and drove home. When I let myself in, James was cooking dinner.


			‘How did it go?’ he asked.


			‘OK. I haven’t read it yet. Where are the girls?’


			‘Maisie’s watching TV in the front room. Ruby’s in her bedroom.’


			‘Right. I’ll do it now, then.’


			I went upstairs, shut the door, peeled open the envelope and took out the will. It felt intrusive, like opening Grandma’s head and peering inside. The first thing I saw was my name, as executor of the will. I turned the page and saw straight away that I was the sole beneficiary of the estate. There was no stipulation in the will that the house should be passed to Ruby but Grandma had said so and I couldn’t delete it from my mind.


			*


			James looked up as I returned to the kitchen.


			‘Well?’ he asked.


			‘The house is mine.’


			‘Great. Does it say anything about you not being able to sell it?’


			‘No, but it doesn’t make any difference, does it? She made it very clear what she wanted. She asked me to leave it to Ruby. I can hardly go against her final wishes, can I?’


			‘No,’ said James, deflating in front of me. ‘I guess not.’
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