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AUTHOR’S NOTE


When I wrote this novel back in 2019, the world was a very different place.


33 Women is a story about families separated by circumstance, set, in part, in an isolated community. It is a secretive place; an unusual way of life. But, beyond the walls of the commune, the day-to-day goes on. Shops and cafés are open for trade. Rush-hour train carriages offer standing room only. Old friends embrace in public places. Lovers meet in secret rendezvous. The normal stuff of normal life – or, I reflect now, life as we once knew it.


The story takes place in May 2020, which (as I write this) is the present day, and it is clear that the backdrop I imagined a year ago bears little resemblance to society as we recognise it now. In 33 Women, there is no pandemic, no social distancing and no lockdown. My characters move about unrestricted, free of face coverings, absent of the caution we have all lately been forced to adopt.


And so, I ask you to suspend what you know about this strangest of times and read on as though this dreadful virus had never visited at all. I hope you enjoy reading 33 Women as much as I enjoyed writing it.


Isabel Ashdown
May 2020




‘I ask no favors for my sex. I surrender not our claim to equality. All I ask of our brethren is, that they will take their feet from off our necks, and permit us to stand upright on that ground which God designed us to occupy.’


— Sarah Moore Grimké, 1837




THE SISTERS OF TWO CROSS FARM:
CODE OF CONDUCT




	Come as yourself, sister, whoever that may be.


	No man shall enter through the gates of our community.


	In all things, sisters are equal.


	Trust is implicit, loyalty a given.


	33 will be the number at our table.


	6 will be the number of our Founding Sisters, the caretakers of our community.


	All who dwell here must first shed their limpets, who or whatever they may be.


	Come for a day or stay forever, but all must come in the spirit of sisterhood.


	Every sister will be afforded a week to weep and a lifetime to grow.


	Each sister will rise with the sun and rest with the moon.


	She will labour six days out of seven for her weekly shelter.


	Banishment is final.






1. VANESSA


March 2005


There is a moment in which pain and fear slips into acceptance.


I am there now, and all around me is still, a midnight hush of shock and awe. No more can I feel the weight of fists slamming into my jaw, or the snap of my ribs, or even the gasping pressure of fingers closing around my throat. In fact, I barely feel a thing, just the frost-damp grass beneath my palms and the cool white whisper of my breath as it slips through my broken lips. Above me, the stars are out, the indigo sky quite lit up by them, and, as white wings soar by, it occurs to me that they are silent witnesses to my passing. I wonder if I should feel afraid.


But then I am sixteen again; I see Celine and Pip shrouded in sunlight at the kitchen table, laying out bread for cheese on toast, and Celine is cutting the crusts off Pip’s because she won’t eat them, and drizzling Worcester sauce on mine because that’s how I like it. And I’m standing there in the doorway in my school uniform, biting down on my lip because I love these two so much – I’m feeling too much – and it’s chaos inside my head; and now we’re sitting on the back steps, arranged like pot plants, one-two-three, eating our toast and looking out across the courtyard, naïvely planning summer day trips and meal rotas, and Celine is saying ‘Delilah who?’ and the light is radiating through Pip’s scruffy blonde hair and she’s sticking two fingers in the air, blowing raspberries and we’re laughing, all three of us through tears, and we have each other and we’ll cling to that, and we’ll never walk away …


A sound, a thud like iron against hard earth, brings me back to this starry night, and even through my inertia fresh panic grips me. How will they know how to find me? How will my sisters know where to look?


The night sky is obscured as women gather over me, their faces lined with age, eyes moving closer, closer, closer still, testing me for life. Whether they see it or not, I wish them only love in this final breath, before their eyes, like the stars, fade to nothing.




2. CELINE


Present day, May 2020


From behind dark shades, Celine’s eyes skate over the shimmering harbour as she hurtles along the motorway, briefly glimpsing the jaunty sway of yachts and dinghies on the water. It’s a fleeting scene that appears entirely unreal to her, like a frame from a movie. She takes a deep, conscious breath and tries to anchor herself in the present, all the while sensing herself as though viewed from afar: glossy-curled, thirty-something, crisp white sleeves rolled back, her businesslike appearance strangely at odds with the 1970s camper van she drives.


As the harbour gives way to industrial units, Celine feels time both slowing and speeding up, but the sensation is not unpleasant and there is no real panic attached, just a sort of low-level sadness or regret. Derealisation, a therapist once described it to her, this feeling of detachment, but Celine’s not convinced. She doesn’t go in for labels, and her time with the therapist came to an end after just two or three sessions, the experience leaving her feeling worse than when she’d started. She prefers to think of herself as just very slightly fucked-up, a diagnosis which is far less complicated, being one which requires no particular treatment. It isn’t that she doesn’t feel things, more that she doesn’t always allow herself to react to them or let her feelings be seen. She’s found life to be easier that way, and it’s not a big deal.


Now, she squints against the sunlight and concentrates on the fast-moving traffic ahead. She’s on her way to her mother Delilah’s place in Arundel, and she swallows the reality of it like a stone, masochistically forcing herself to recall the last time they met, in a café in Tarrant Street ten years earlier, on a warm May day not unlike this one. On that day, despite a two-year gap since they’d last seen each other, Delilah had skirted around difficult topics like her abrupt departure from Celine’s life, or Vanessa’s death, instead making polite conversation across artfully mismatched teacups and a pretty tower of scones. At one point Celine had tried to broach the subject of the police investigation, to find out if her mother had heard anything more about her sister’s now cold case, but Delilah had waved the unpleasant subject away, her fixed poise never once giving any clue to the inner workings of her mind. If anyone looked through the window and saw us now, Celine had thought at the time, they would view us unmistakably as mother and daughter, so alike with our dark eyes and curls; and they would think, how lovely. Just as that thought had landed, there’d been a rap on the glass beside them and there really had been someone looking in at them – a man in a smart coat and hat – and it was as though Celine had conjured him up by her thoughts alone. ‘Oh, darling, time to go,’ her mother had sighed, breathlessly grazing Celine’s cheek with hers, the mere scent of her Shalimar perfume flattening any objection Celine might have made. ‘Let’s do this again, shall we?’ she’d said, and, just like that, she’d vanished. But for the twenty-pound note lying crumpled on the lace tablecloth, she might never have been there at all.


Desperate to get out of that café, Celine had left without waiting for her change and navigated her way down to the river, where she’d sat on a bench overlooking the pleasure boats and wept. These would be the last tears she ever shed for Delilah, she had sworn, the woman she’d once called Mum.


At some point along this interminable stretch of road, a sign welcomes Celine from Hampshire into West Sussex, and a glance at her phone’s satnav confirms she has just thirty-four minutes until she arrives – just half an hour to get her emotions in line and work out what she’s meant to feel. It’s at times like these that she wishes she were more like her younger sister, Pip. Pip, who will be waiting for her at the end of this journey, neither judging nor feeling judged, just being who she really is, feeling what she really feels. Right now, Celine feels close to nothing, and yet, physically, she is acutely aware of every sensation: the sharp, blinding glare of the sun’s rays; the stretch of her jeans over aching knees; the irritable prickle of rosacea across her cheekbones as her skin responds to the unseasonal heat of the van. More than anything, there’s the thud of her heart, which seems to grow in volume and momentum as the miles tick away.


She skirts past the market town of Chichester, rumbling along the A27 in her van, passing signs for Sussex hamlets and villages with mouthful names like Crockerhill and Walberton. Where the roads begin to narrow, the signposts become more local in theme – the arboretum, the trout farm, the castle and lido – and when the satnav directs her off the main road, down a secluded country lane, she knows she must be close. She knew the place was out of town, but she hadn’t anticipated this. The lane quickly becomes an unmade track, and she finds herself driving at a snail’s pace to protect the camper van’s suspension, her stomach clenching at every pothole, lurching at every bump. When she reaches a large gated property, she lets the engine idle a while, wondering if this is the place, as she takes in the impressive façade of the red brick building, its carved wooden bargeboards painted a deep forest green, the door to match. Spotting activity beyond the house and front gardens, she lifts her sunglasses as her gaze lands on a group of women tending the flower borders at the rear. One of them turns in her direction. Pale, scarf-headed and tall, the woman strikes an imposing figure as she plants her hands on her hips like a challenge, and Celine feels immediately caught out, a voyeur. She quickly turns away, and drives on, another mile down the lane, until she finally arrives at the tree-shrouded entrance to another grand property that can only be her mother’s. Yes, the name plate on the gatepost confirms it: ‘Belle France’. Only Delilah would name a house so ostentatiously, a reference to her French grandparents, the fragrance tycoons responsible for her comfortable lifestyle. Celine wonders how those hard-working pioneers would have viewed Delilah’s choices: the houses, the holidays, the jewellery, the endless stream of men. The desertion. And then, with shame, she wonders what those same ancestors would make of her, if they could hear her harsh thoughts now, at a time like this.


Turning in through lion-and-unicorn-topped pillars, Celine takes the long tree-lined drive towards the house, knowing her mother will hate the fact that she hasn’t upgraded her vehicle from this ‘abominable monstrosity’ in all these years. Would, she corrects herself with a shake of her head. She would have hated it. As she skirts the final tree, a large house comes into clear view, a red-brick statement standing tall against the riverside backdrop and manicured gardens. Celine doesn’t know what she was expecting, and the scene is so entirely unfamiliar to her that it seems impossible to imagine that Delilah, the woman who was never without a man on her arm, had been living here all alone.


That she died here all alone.




3. BRAMBLE


1976, Two Cross Farm


It was late, a still, muggy full-mooned night, and in my forty years on this planet I’d never felt more alive.


In the living room at the back of the house, all the ground-floor windows were flung wide, and in the absence of furniture Fern had covered the parquet floor with throws and scarves and cushions, on which we now sat in a circle so that all five of us might view each other and connect.


‘The eyes are everything,’ Fern explained, her soft American accent lingering over the last word. Drawing her dark hair into a long rope coil, she dropped it carelessly over one shoulder and opened up her hands. She was wearing a tiny crocheted bikini top and bell-bottomed flares that hugged her lean thighs and frayed around her bare, conker-brown feet. ‘I once took a series of photographs of a blind man I met in Calcutta. He had the most generous of hearts, the deepest wisdom, and yet I never got over the profound sadness I felt at not being able to look inside him, to see through his eyes.’ She studied us each in turn now, intensely, and I could swear I felt the shudder of my spirit as she did so, as though it knew it was being scrutinised and decoded. ‘The eyes are everything,’ she repeated. ‘Do you understand what I mean by this? Susan?’


Alert, young Susan sat a little more upright, leaned a fraction further forward over her crossed legs. ‘You mean like how, if you look into someone’s eyes, you can see what they’re feeling? What they really mean?’


‘Yes!’ Fern clapped her hands together. ‘Yes! You see, we live in a warped kinda society where we’re taught to not always say what we feel – but the eyes can’t lie, can they? They don’t know how to – not like our lying mouths and minds and hands and bodies! Because the eyes are connected to the soul.’


‘Like your photographs,’ Kathy said, earnestly pushing her glasses up her nose. At thirty-five she was only a few years older than Fern, but she had a frazzled quality about her, her hair a greying blonde frizz, her brow already deeply lined. ‘33 Women. That’s what I really felt your exhibition was about. Truth.’


She was talking about Fern’s show in London, where we’d met for the first time on that night when I’d been invited to join in this most marvellous of ventures. Where, for the first time in my life, with no one to direct me otherwise, I’d allowed myself to be reckless and abandoned, and simply said yes.


‘We were looking at thirty-three naked women,’ Kathy continued, ‘stripped back to their true form. But it wasn’t the bodies I was drawn to, it was the eyes. How do you do that? Whenever my husband takes a picture of me, my eyes aren’t my own.’ She frowned a little, gazing off beyond the group into the darkness outside. ‘It’s like I’m not even there.’


Fern placed a hand over her own heart, and was silent for a while. It had been this stillness and certainty that had drawn me to stay back and talk with her at the gallery that day, and, when she’d invited me to join her and the others for after-show drinks, I’d been captivated by their talk of equality and patriarchy and emancipation and release. I was the oldest in the group by a good few years, but somehow it didn’t matter. I had something to offer, and, like the rest of them, I had something to escape. My tormentor was now dead, but I couldn’t go on living the way I was, holed up in the prison of my family home, alone and decaying. I was certain this chance meeting had great significance; after all, I’d only stepped inside the gallery for a few minutes’ respite from the scorching afternoon sun, and there she had been to welcome me – Fern, offering up a glass of cool wine and a smile. It had to be fate at work.


‘I make a commitment to you all now,’ Fern said. ‘This place will be a shelter from oppression, a place women can enter, free of their chains of enslavement, where they may never fear the raised hand of violence again. I will photograph every sister who passes through our home, so that, wherever they go next, they’ll know a real image of them exists in the world – a true representation of themselves, one which cannot be altered by the will of others. Others – partners, children, parents, siblings, so-called friends – they reduce us, whether they mean to or not. Essentially, they are limpets, clinging to us, covering our truth, obscuring our eyes. This is what you’re seeing in those old photographs of yourself, Kathy: it’s the lesser-you, the half-you. But the other half is still there, you understand; it’s just drowning beneath the surface, crying to break free.’


All focus was on Fern, so it wasn’t until she stopped talking that we realised Kathy was silently weeping, nodding almost imperceptibly, her gaze firm on our new leader. Fern gestured to Regine and Susan on either side of Kathy, and they each took a hand; when I joined, the circle was complete, and there wasn’t a dry eye in the room.


After several long minutes of conscious contemplation, Fern broke away to fetch paper and a pen, and returned to her place with a rolled joint and a half-empty bottle of American whiskey. ‘We will never forget tonight,’ she told us, as she passed the joint one way, the bottle the other. ‘But we need to have our wits about us, so this will be our last night of indulgence, of intoxication. We have a job to do, and stimulants will only dull our resolve. Enjoy this last taste, sisters.’


We each took a swig, and a drag – my first and last ever experience of marijuana – and waited for Fern’s instruction.


Setting the empty bottle aside and extinguishing the stub on the floor between us, she spoke. ‘This will be a place of sanctuary, for thirty-three women. All in this room will be considered Founding Sisters, but it is my aim that we will be six in number. Do you know the significance of the number six?’ She waited for a response, but none came. ‘Six,’ she said, with great ceremony, ‘is a multiple of three. Three is the Holy Trinity, a divine perfection.’


I felt a pang of validation; perhaps all my years of half-hearted church attendance with Father had not been wasted, for was not the Bible itself littered with references to trinity and divinity?


‘I’ve been studying numerology for some time now,’ Fern continued. ‘And you would not believe the power of it, my friends. The more I’ve looked into it, the more enlightened I’ve become, and, sisters, it has blown my mind. Why d’you think my exhibition was called 33 Women? Thirty-three is the highest of the master numbers; whether you follow organised religion or not, it shows up in all of them throughout history – it was the age of Jesus at his death, the number of prayer beads commonly strung. It appears in Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, the Occult.’


‘Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not know,’ I said, the line coming to me without thought. ‘Jeremiah 33:3.’


Fern brought her hands together beneath her chin, and I felt the full force of her approval wash over me like heat.


‘Those women-deniers the Freemasons hold it in reverence,’ she continued. ‘Thirty-three is a dominant number of goodness and of chaos, of life-giving and destruction. I myself was born in Solano Beach, California, directly in the path of the circle of latitude known as the 33rd parallel. This is the same latitudinal path on which the Kennedy boys were assassinated in Texas and LA, the very same path where those UFOs landed in Roswell.’ Fern’s voice was rising, her hands dancing expressively as she grew ever more animated. ‘You women each have thirty-three vertebrae making up your spines. Thirty-three is the point at which water boils on the Newton Scale of measure. And 33rpm is the number of turns your record player makes each minute when you turn on and tune into your favourite album.’


There was laughter, a moment of lightness in our dawning understanding of this woman’s great vision.


‘Sisters, thirty-three is associated with love and harmony and creativity – everything we women have striven for since the dawning of time; and yet, somehow, this “master” number has been appropriated by the patriarchy of every society, every religion, every mythology, and so often used in the disservice of women.’


We were rapt.


‘Tonight, my beloveds, if you are with me, we five will write a Code of Conduct for a new community of women, a sanctuary for thirty-three sisters, a new way of life. And when that is written, in the name of balance, the search for our sixth Founding Sister will begin. Are you with me?’


I looked around, at these brave women, my past flashing before me like a great grey disappointment of oppression and abuse, and I knew I had found my place. ‘Yes,’ I said, with true conviction, my voice falling in with the chant of assent. ‘Yes!’


Eyes gleaming, Fern slapped her flat palms against her knees. ‘So! I will kick off with an important code: Every woman must first shed her limpets.’


None of us really knew what Fern meant by this, we just knew we wanted to be part of it. Never before had I smoked cannabis; never before had I taken liquor straight from the bottle. Never before had I mixed with women of different ages and colours and cultures and religions. Never before had I believed I truly possessed power.


‘Limpets?’ Susan asked, and it was natural that it should be she who raised it. Looking back, I realise how grateful I was for Susan and her youth. At sixteen she was forgiven for her endless questions – questions which, if we were honest, were on the tips of our own tongues. ‘How do we shed our “limpets”?’


‘A limpet is a passenger who weighs us down,’ Fern replied. ‘Some of us are free of limpets; others have one or two; some poor creatures carry many, many limpets, and they don’t even know it. Kathy, from what you tell me, your husband is a limpet. Does he weigh you down?’


‘He does,’ Kathy replied with strength.


‘And your patients? You’re a doctor. You must feel the burden of your patients?’


Kathy nodded, perhaps a little less firmly.


Fern leaned in, her expression intensifying. ‘And your children? You have three.’


At this, Kathy, still maintaining eye contact, merely blinked. From where I was sitting, I could see the slow rise and fall of her throat as she swallowed, the long, controlled exhalation of breath.


Fern reached out to lay a hand on her ankle. ‘Of course, every woman who comes here must not only shed those things, she must also bring something of value. In Kathy here we have a distinguished medic. You have plans for a medicine garden, am I right?’


Kathy’s face brightened again, and I think it was then that I knew exactly what Fern’s gift was: she understood people. She knew how to make them believe in their own worth.


‘I hope we can,’ Kathy said, falteringly, ‘as much as is humanly possible, be pharmaceutical-free. We can grow most of what we need right here in the gardens! Garlic, valerian, sage – there are so many real alternatives to conventional medicine. Our bodies don’t need all those chemicals. We can heal ourselves.’


Fern nodded, then turned to Regine, her fellow American. ‘Meditation is part of that process, isn’t it, Regine?’


Regine mirrored Fern’s earlier gesture, laying a hand over her heart. She idolised Fern, it was clear in the way she even aped her code of dress, albeit less elegantly, and despite their obvious differences in colour and background they were cut from a similar cloth. They had history, having travelled together via India, and from the outset Regine never missed an opportunity to bring attention to this special bond. I wondered if she was attempting to use their previous connection to position herself as a close aide. ‘As you know, Fern,’ she said, ‘from our experiences together in the East, my teachings in the arts of yoga and meditation are what I have to bring. The healing benefits of these practices can be transformational. And as for limpets,’ she continued, in an accent somewhat coarser than Fern’s, ‘I left them all behind in Long Island.’


Fern pressed her palms together again, a symbol of her approval. ‘Susan?’ she said, moving along. I felt my hands begin to sweat, knowing that soon the question would fall to me.


Susan’s expression was momentarily crestfallen, but then she spoke quickly and eloquently, as though she feared getting it wrong would see her ejected from the chosen few. ‘My limpets are my bourgeois parents and their expectations of me. My limpets are the husband they have imagined for me, and the grandchildren they would have me birth for them. But I don’t have any skills—’ she starts to say, her face crumpling.


Still cross-legged, Fern reached out to embrace her. ‘You are young,’ Fern said, ‘and for these first two years you’ll be our apprentice. You’ll shadow us in our work. And you’ll welcome new sisters and show them the way.’


Susan’s relief poured from her, and I thought she looked as charming as a woodland nymph, with her long unbrushed hair and hippy robe, free of make-up or artifice.


‘Brenda?’ Fern asked finally, and I flinched at the sound of my own name, the conventional consonants of it, its internal rhyme with tend and fend and end and penned. Had I been predestined to minister to the needs of others my entire life, by the poetics of my name alone?


‘I have no one,’ I replied, and for the first time since my father had died the year before I felt no pain in the truth of it. ‘I am limpet-free.’


Fern laughed with warmth, and rewarded me with her pressed-together palms. ‘Tell me,’ she said now, addressing us all, ‘what rules, or codes, would you have me write on this piece of paper?’


‘May we change our names?’ I asked, though I knew it wasn’t what she was asking.


She glanced around the group. ‘If a woman is prepared to shed her limpets, I don’t see why she shouldn’t shed her name too.’ Her pen hovered over the paper. ‘What would you call yourself, Brenda?’


Without conscious thought, my mind’s eye conjured up a moment of almost perfect contentedness, of skipping Sunday School to pick blackberries from the churchyard hedgerow with ‘that gypsy girl’ Annie Jessop. The late autumn sun was warm on the backs of our hands as we reached for the high fruit on tiptoes, pricking our fingers on brambles and rolling our eyes at the divine sweetness of the fruit. I had liked Annie, with her gaudy gold earrings and scuffed patent shoes, but I hadn’t been allowed to keep her as my friend.


‘Bramble,’ I replied. ‘I’d like to be called Bramble.’


Fern nodded sagely and bent over her legs to write on the sheet. ‘Bramble, you have inspired our first condition. Number one: Come as yourself, whoever that may be.’ She looked up from the list, and fixed her hard gaze on me. ‘And what do you bring, Bramble?’


The intense heat of the night weighed down on me, and for a moment I was light-headed, out of myself as I allowed my gaze to drift over my fellow sisters. They all had so much to offer, and I had … what? My parents had restricted and constricted me my entire life, and now they were both dead, and I was forty years old, all alone in the world, with no real talents, with nothing to offer …


‘I have money …’ I said, and in the pause which followed I feared this was the wrong thing to say.


‘How much?’ Fern asked, her expression unchanged.


I looked around the high-ceilinged room, with its grand French doors, rotten and peeling, its walls soft with damp, and my confidence soared. ‘Enough to do up this place,’ I replied. ‘Enough to make it fit for thirty-three women.’


Something flickered across Fern’s face, and she lowered her eyes, appearing to study the backs of her hands. When she looked up again, she was smiling, her straight white teeth gleaming in the candlelight. ‘That is a fine gift, Bramble,’ she said.


And, with that smile, my life, as I know it now, began.




4. CELINE


Present day


For a few moments Celine doesn’t move from the driver’s seat, unable to avert her gaze from the front door of this house she’s never visited – never been invited to.


That awful word plays at the back of her throat, and she realises she hasn’t yet managed to say it aloud. Dead. Delilah is dead. Still, despite all these years without seeing her mother, it seems barely possible to imagine that she is no longer alive, somewhere in the world.


Una appears in the ivy-draped doorway and on seeing Celine her face breaks wide and warm. Something in that wholehearted smile, in the abnormal scenario – the strange house, the early heat, the sweet scent of jasmine on the breeze – quite knocks the air out of Celine, and emotions rush in. She feels her face collapse as she steps out of the van, hating herself for it as Una sweeps her up in her tough little arms, just as she did when Celine was still that gawky kid who lived in the terraced house next door.


‘Hey, baby,’ Una says, pulling back to appraise her, running her hand down the contours of her cheek, her touch solid and affectionate. It’s not hard to see why Una had made such a successful police officer: she had an ease about her, a manner which suggested that all people were equal, that all would be treated even-handedly. ‘Nice to see the old rust-bucket’s still on the road,’ she says, her eyes wrinkling up as she nudges Celine towards the front steps. ‘Wanna see your sister? I’ll stick the kettle on.’


Following Una through the imposing front entrance, her eyes adjusting from the bright light of outdoors, Celine finds she’s lost for words, assaulted as she is by so much that is unfamiliar. Her mother has lived here for over seventeen years, and yet this is the first time Celine has set foot in the place. The sensation of being here is unreal.


‘Pip’s out back with the girls,’ Una says as they pause at the foot of a sweeping staircase.


It’s a small palace, Celine thinks, composing herself with a long, slow breath as she glances at the gallery of original artwork adorning the walls, at the aged Persian rugs and antique sideboard. A trio of silver-framed photographs sits beside the telephone, and, even before she reaches to pick one up, Celine knows that none of them will be of her or her sisters. Indeed, the three pictures are all of Delilah: Delilah as a pretty toddler on the beach in Cornwall, as a show-stopping bathing beauty at the edge of a pool in her twenties, and, in the last one, as a sophisticated forty-something in a cocktail dress on the deck of a Thames riverboat. ‘So, this is home,’ Celine murmurs to herself.


Una takes the photograph from her and returns it to the sideboard, tilting her head to appraise Celine’s expression. ‘I don’t think any of us knew what to expect, did we?’ She holds Celine’s gaze.


‘I’m fine,’ Celine says with a decisive nod which tells Una to lead the way.


As they reach the large, light kitchen at the side of the house, Celine lingers in the doorway, taking in the unmistakable smell of Una’s Caribbean rum cake.


‘You go on, see your sister,’ Una urges as she scans the room with a frown, before grabbing up a tea towel and heading for the oven. ‘I’m still finding my way around the place.’ She smiles warmly.


Celine hesitates, glancing down the hall towards an elegant living room with patio doors opening on to the garden, where the chatter of songbirds drifts along with the distant sound of children’s voices. She knows she’s stalling, scared perhaps of her younger sister’s reaction; scared perhaps of her own. If only Vanessa were here. Things wouldn’t feel so entirely broken if Vanessa were still here.


With a puff of heat, Una deftly flips the dark cake on to a cooling rack before filling the kettle. She’s so efficient, so warm and homely, and Celine realises she’s missed her more than she’s missed her own mother. She crosses the kitchen and reaches out a flat hand, hovering it over the cake, savouring the warmth that rises from it. ‘It’s my favourite.’


‘I know. Aunty Una special.’


Celine anchors herself against the worktop, fighting the feelings which threaten to overtake her again.


Frowning, Una’s face momentarily owns the years that have passed, before her expression eases back into a smile and she pats down her tight-cropped hair, now more grey than black. She moves closer, to hook an arm through Celine’s, lowering her voice confidentially. ‘We had the solicitor here this morning, Ceecee. Stuffy old suit, he was. White as a ghost and bald as a coot. He reminded me of one of Delilah’s old boyfriends – Johan, the banker. Yawnhan, I used to call him – remember?’ And now she laughs raucously, the unmistakable bellow of it thawing Celine, forcing her to join in.


‘You’re so wicked,’ Celine says, hating herself for the time she’s let slide by without Una. She feels a little pang of jealousy that Pip has remained close to her, still living as she does in their old family home in Kingston, with Una next door. ‘I’d forgotten just how bad you are.’


‘Ha!’ Una laughs again, releasing her arm to pick up the tray and head for the garden. ‘Bad cop, that’s me. Here, let me take you to your sister.’


The back garden is even more glorious than the front, with a well-tended lawn rolling downhill towards a riverbank carpeted with crocuses and bluebells. A gardener pushes his wheelbarrow along the far perimeter, stooping every now and again to gather small piles of cuttings; in another life, this might be an idyllic scene of British springtime. Celine scans the lawn slowly, trying to imagine Delilah here, before her gaze lands on Pip, who stands waiting for her on the decked veranda, one small hand clamped to her mouth. Una sets down the tray and leaves them alone.


The two sisters stare at each other for long moments, as though silently agreeing there are insufficient words.


It’s been months since Celine last saw Pip, but her sister’s appearance is almost unchanged; despite being a woman in her early thirties, she’s still as slight as she was at sixteen. Her children, on the other hand, have grown and changed again, and Celine watches in awe as they stop in their tracks at the foot of the garden, watchful as deer, before galloping across the lawn to the safety of Mother. Beebee is no longer a babe in arms but a sturdy blonde-haired angel standing on her own two feet, a mangled soft dog hanging by the ear between crossed fingers, a thumb resting loosely at the corner of her mouth. She wraps an arm around Pip’s leg, peeping out just enough to blink a single nut-brown eye in Celine’s direction. The older girl, Olive, must be, what, four? She has a mischievous twinkle about her and her curls have deepened from their honey shade into a darker brown. An early black and white image of Delilah comes to mind, and Celine finds herself staring at the poor child, almost believing that she’s her grandmother, back from the grave.


‘Celine?’ Pip says, rousing her.


Celine notices the little girl’s alarmed expression and she smiles widely to compensate, telling her she was simply mesmerised by how much she’s grown. ‘She looks like—’ Celine starts to say, but Pip interrupts.


‘Like you? I know. I can’t see a drop of me at all.’ Pip reaches out her hands and lets her tears fall, and Celine is glad she hadn’t finished her own sentence. ‘It’s a bloody mystery, sis,’ Pip says. ‘I stare at these two when they’re sleeping – I stare and I stare, and all I can see is you.’


Of course, Pip can’t see it, can she? She would hate to think of her children inheriting their looks from Delilah. After all, Pip, with her poker-straight hair and pale complexion, looks nothing like their mother, so why should her kids? Let her believe it is Celine they take after; let her believe their looks come from someone who loves her back.


Olive scowls self-consciously at the attention, before making crab hands at Beebee, opening her eyes wide in mock threat. The pair streak off across the garden, the youngest one screaming as though her life depends on it.


‘How’s work?’ Pip asks, pulling out two seats at the veranda table, and Celine feels some sadness at how quickly they’ve resorted to small talk.


‘It’s fine. You know I’m leaving at the end of the year, to set up my own practice? It’s a bit risky, giving up my salary like that, but I’ll work from home at first, until I get enough clients.’ She glances at her sister, and realises how dull she sounds.


Pip smiles. ‘Still specialising in “securing settlements for sad divorcees”?’ It’s an old joke; it was the way Celine always used to describe her work, poking fun at herself, back in the days when she still tried not to think of herself as one of the grown-ups.


‘Yup. Living the dream,’ she replies. She wants to ask Pip if she’s planning to return to her work any time soon, but she knows it won’t go down well, that she’ll only see it as a dig. She suspects straight-laced Stefan prefers Pip to stay at home, rather than returning to the physiotherapy work she spent so many years training for. Better she stays put, playing the pretty wife and mother to his manly provider. Is it enough for you, Pip?is what Celine wants to ask, but she won’t. ‘So, what’ve you been up to?’ is the question she opts for instead.


Pip merely gestures towards the girls on the far side of the lawn, and Celine finds herself chewing the inside of her cheek to stop herself from being mean. For a while, the sisters simply sit, and sigh, and avoid any talk of Delilah, until Una joins them again.


‘Shall we get the dirty money stuff out of the way first?’ Una suggests, pouring the tea.


Celine shrugs. ‘Sure.’ She’d been relieved to hear that Delilah had appointed Una as executor, freeing them of the responsibility of raking through their mum’s accounts, and she knew Pip would feel the same.


Una cuts two slabs of cake and hands them to Beebee and Olive, who have returned like heat-seeking missiles at the arrival of food. Pip points towards the far end of the garden. ‘Picnic,’ she says simply, and they’re off again, steering clear of the gardener, who Celine senses is actively avoiding looking in their direction.


‘Time to find out if Delilah left us anything useful,’ Celine says, reaching for the milk.


‘What, apart from a bunch of mental health issues?’ Pip replies through a mouthful of cake, and they both laugh, rendered teenagers again by the grave nature of their meeting.


‘Oh, she’s left you something, all right,’ Una says. She opens up her reporter’s notebook and rests her boots on the chair opposite, sliding her spectacles down and scanning the page. ‘The big things first: Pip – the family home in Kingston, River Terrace – that’s yours, as you’re currently living there. Celine, you’re bequeathed an equivalent market-value sum, as you’ve already got your own place in Bournemouth.’


‘So we’re not out on the street,’ Pip says, wincing as she realises how spoilt she sounds.


‘This place,’ Una continues, ‘is to be cleared and sold, along with all Delilah’s stocks and shares. She’s left me something too – she wanted to pay off my mortgage …’ Una glances at the girls, obviously embarrassed.


‘Too bloody right!’ Pip says, slapping Una’s leg. ‘You’ve been more of a support to us than she ever was – it’s the least she could do.’


Celine nods her approval, and flaps her hand to make Una continue.


‘She’s asked that, once those bequests and any outstanding charges and taxes are settled, the remaining funds are to be shared between her daughters – you two.’


A gentle breeze dances over the table, lifting the paper napkins and scattering them across the lawn. At the far end of the garden the children have finished their cake and are now chasing each other with piles of grass cuttings, pilfered from the gardener, who pretends not to notice. Celine recalls her and Vanessa playing that way as tots in Canbury Gardens, and Pip too, later on, when she was big enough. She looks at Pip now, and she knows she’s remembering some of the same things, she too feeling the loss of their sister fifteen years ago more keenly today than the recent loss of their mother. Vanessa had been their tether, the middle sister who bridged the gap of their years, and the absence of her name in Mum’s final will is heartbreaking.


‘I wish Vanessa were here,’ Pip says quietly, and all Celine can do is anchor her gaze on those carefree girls at the bottom of the garden.


After an early supper, Pip runs a bath for the kids, and Una takes advantage of the time alone with Celine to persuade her to stay the night and help make a start on the contents of the attic.


‘They’re not going to release your mum to the undertakers for at least a week or two,’ she says, easing down the attic steps on the first-floor landing and heading up, large torch in hand. ‘You must be able to take some time off, Celine. It’s a bereavement.’


Celine’s in no rush to get back to work – in fact her boss has told her to take all the time she needs – but the idea of trawling through the detritus of her mother’s recent years fills her with dread. She’s got no real idea what Delilah’s been doing with herself during these past couple of decades, and this snooping feels like rummaging through the belongings of a dead stranger.


‘You said you never had anything of Vanessa’s to remember her by,’ Una calls down. ‘Maybe you’ll find something up here – Delilah’s bound to have kept something.’


As Celine climbs the aluminium steps, breathing in the musty heat of the confined space, she feels certain she won’t find any evidence of Vanessa up there in Mum’s things. Her sister had given up on their mother years before her untimely death, so the chances of Delilah’s having something of hers is slim.


‘You know it’s been fifteen years,’ Celine says as she fumbles along the attic wall. ‘Since Vanessa’s death.’


‘Fifteen years this March,’ Una replies through the gloom, and for Celine there is some comfort in knowing that others are tracking the time too, that Vanessa has not been forgotten by them, even if the same cannot be said for the police.


Celine locates the overhead light switch, and the attic is lit up to reveal a wide, low-beamed space filled to the eaves with boxes and crates of clothes and paintings and pictures and papers. It’s suddenly clear that they’ve got an enormous job ahead of them, and Celine hopes Una and Pip won’t expect her to stay on for more than a day or two. She just wants to get this job and the cremation out of the way as quickly as possible so that she can return to her quiet life in Dorset with its far-reaching horizons and wide open sky.


‘Urgh, look at these,’ Una yelps, bringing Celine back to the present as she holds up a lank old mink coat. ‘There’s a whole box of them here.’


‘Charity shop,’ Celine says without hesitation. She remembers the nasty furs – an heirloom – and her mother complaining that the ‘right-on brigade’ had rendered them virtually unwearable. There was a day in Celine’s early teens when Delilah wore one of the minks to the local supermarket, just to be perverse. As she left the shop carrying pink roses and Sancerre, she was roundly egged by a group of dungaree-wearing students, and Celine had thanked God that she hadn’t been with her at the time, simultaneously wishing she’d been able to witness it. Twelve-year-old Vanessa had been so taken with the drama at the time that she’d turned vegetarian the very next day, just to add passive-aggressive insult to her mother’s injury. Celine smiles at the memory, at the way Vanessa would take everything they couldn’t stand about their mother and turn it on its head.


‘Definitely charity shop,’ Celine says now, ‘or incinerator.’


Dedicating one side of the attic to donations, Una and Celine continue to work through boxes of old clothes and handbags, culling Delilah’s belongings ruthlessly, the ‘keep’ pile remaining conspicuously small. When Pip eventually appears at the top step, precariously balancing a bottle of red wine and three glasses, the women gather on upturned crates for a brief pause.


‘Hmm, this is good wine,’ Celine says, holding hers up to the light.


‘You know Mum,’ Pip says, chinking glasses with Una. ‘Only the best for our Delilah.’


‘That bottle probably cost more than my shoes,’ Una replies with a nod.


‘And the rest,’ Pip says, topping up their glasses before they’re even halfway empty. ‘She really was a bloody nightmare, wasn’t she?’


Celine gives a small laugh. ‘The worst.’


With her free hand, Una drags a nearby box of papers into the centre, plucking a photograph from the top. ‘She was a diva for sure,’ she says. ‘She was unpredictable, and vain – and she never stuck with anything. But she was also a good friend to me for a time.’ She passes the photograph to Celine, in which Delilah appears to be helping out at some local fundraiser. ‘People do change, you know?’


Celine raises an eyebrow. ‘Delilah?’ she says. ‘The only thing she ever changed was her hair – or her shoes – or her nail colour.’


Pip laughs. ‘Or her home!’


‘Or her husband,’ Celine adds, Pip’s hilarity having a contagious effect.


Una bellows with laughter. ‘Or her nose!’


‘Oh, my God,’ Pip wheezes. ‘Yes! She went away for a week with Johnnie and came back with her face in bandages, after a “skiing accident”. I don’t think they’d even left the country.’


Una is still chuckling as she rummages through the box, casting photographs into one pile, papers and letters into another.


‘When the bandage came off it was a completely different nose!’ Celine sighs, wiping her eyes on the back of her sleeve. ‘Remember she got us a cat that same week, trying to deflect attention from her tiny new nose?’


‘She ditched the poor cat too, once it became too much bother,’ Pip recalls.


Celine snorts. ‘Just like everything else.’


As she puts her glass down, she spots a postcard Una has just dropped on top of the pile. The image is of London Bridge and the Thames, a typical tourist postcard.


‘What’s that, Una?’


Una turns it over and studies the handwriting on the reverse. She looks up, a deep furrow forming between her brows. ‘It’s from Vanessa.’ She hesitates before speaking again. ‘Girls – I thought your mum hadn’t seen Vanessa in the year before she died?’


Celine feels her stomach tighten.


‘The year she was murdered, you mean?’ Pip’s already drunk, clearly. Her filter’s off.


Celine quietens her with a gentle slap to the wrist. ‘No, none of us had. After that last phone message she left me the March before, there was no more contact. It was exactly a year.’


Una nods. ‘And you’re sure she hadn’t been here, to visit Delilah?’


‘Certain!’ Celine replies, making a grab for the postcard, but Una doesn’t release it. ‘Mum gave a statement to the police, just as all of us did, and she said she hadn’t seen her either.’


‘Una ?’ Pip says, sounding afraid now. ‘What’s on the postcard?’


Una hands the card to Celine. It’s from Vanessa to Delilah, addressed here at Belle France, and dated April of 2004, soon after she was known to have left her boyfriend and the flat they shared in London.


Dear Mum


I’ll be with you on Wednesday afternoon, about teatime – hope that’s still OK? It will only be for a couple of days, but I’m really looking forward to catching up with you.


Love,


Vx


Nobody speaks for a moment or two, as each in turn they inspect the brief message and try to make sense of what they’re reading.


‘I don’t understand,’ Pip says. ‘This was, what, a couple of weeks after she’d left him?’


Him. Jem Falmer. The bastard she’d been running away from; the man who’d isolated her, cut her off from friends and family, and fractured her collarbone when she’d tried to walk away.


‘The police thought she’d been staying in a women’s refuge for at least some of that year, didn’t they?’ Una says.


‘Yes, that’s what she said in the voice message. That a place had come up and she was on her way there. I tried to call her back as soon as I picked the message up, but it was too late, she’d changed her number.’


Una pulls at her earlobe, her detective instincts clearly at work. ‘Maybe she stopped in to see your mother on her way to the refuge. Maybe she needed to borrow some money or something?’


‘Why would she have gone to Mum, though?’ Pip asks, hurt radiating from her. ‘Why? When she had us? Celine was still living at home in River Terrace back then – she could have come to us. We would have helped her. If she’d just told us about Jem, we could’ve done something to stop him!’


‘No, Pip,’ Una says firmly. ‘Don’t do this to yourself again.’


Celine reaches an arm around her sister and pulls her to her chest, allowing her tears to soak into the fabric of her shirt. ‘We couldn’t have stopped him,’ she says. ‘Jem Falmer was a monster, and he would have found Vanessa wherever she hid. And he did find her, didn’t he? He found her, when even we couldn’t.’


A sob escapes Pip. ‘I can’t stand to think of her alone like that – just dumped on the boardwalk. Like she was nothing – like she was rubbish!’


Celine holds Pip tight, wishing she could somehow take the nightmare away from her. But she can’t; she lives with it too, and she knows it can’t be escaped. And it never gets easier to live with. The media’s unflinching descriptions of her twenty-year-old sister’s corpse, laid out on the boards of Brighton pier, will be etched in her imagination forever. Beaten and strangled; those were the words they printed. Beaten and strangled to death. Celine swallows hard, trying to keep it together.


‘But why would Mum say she hadn’t seen Vanessa, if she had?’ Pip demands, pulling away. ‘I really don’t think she would have lied to the police.’


Una shakes her head. ‘God only knows. But this postcard tells us Vanessa was heading here just before she went off the radar altogether. If she was stopping off to see Delilah on her way to some refuge, maybe the refuge was somewhere nearby?’


Pip takes a long slow sip of her wine. ‘But she was found in Brighton.’


‘That’s only twenty miles away,’ Una says. ‘You know, one of the biggest problems the investigation team had was in the fact that no one knew where she’d been in that year before her death. And of course, Jem Falmer had disappeared from their London home without a trace—’


Pip slams her glass down. ‘I’d kill him,’ she says, her face shifting from tears to steel. ‘If I could get hold of him, honestly, I’d happily do time in prison, just to wipe him off the face of the earth. I mean it. I’d do life if I had to.’


‘I know,’ Celine murmurs. ‘I know you would, Pip. Me too.’


Una nods sadly. ‘Anyway, Falmer wasn’t around to be questioned, and none of Vanessa’s friends had heard from her at all.’


‘Only because he’d scared them all off,’ Celine murmurs.


‘I know they made enquiries at all the refuges in the Greater London area, and Brighton where she was found, with no joy, but this—’ Una waves the postcard between them, growing quietly animated ‘—this small detail could change everything. If we could work out exactly where Vanessa was between April 2004 when she visited your mum here and March 2005 when she was found in Brighton, maybe—’


‘You think we can track down Jem Falmer, Una?’ Pip clutches at her sister’s shirt sleeve. ‘You think we can finally put him away?’


Celine feels woozy with wine and allows her eyelids to close, conjuring up the memory of Vanessa’s face, now somewhat faded with the passing of time. They’d tried to put all this behind them long ago, and the thought of opening up these wounds again fills her with dread. Would she go there, back to those dark places, if it meant bringing that man, that lowlife, to justice?

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Nelol=)

ASHDOWN






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for Isabel Ashdown’s Writing



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		Author’s Note



		Epigraph



		The Sisters of Two Cross Farm:
Code of Conduct





		1. VANESSA



		2. CELINE



		3. BRAMBLE



		4. CELINE



		5. BRAMBLE



		6. CELINE



		7. BRAMBLE



		8. CELINE



		9. BRAMBLE



		10. CELINE



		11. BRAMBLE



		12. CELINE



		13. BRAMBLE



		14. CELINE



		15. BRAMBLE



		16. CELINE



		17. BRAMBLE



		18. CELINE



		19. BRAMBLE



		20. CELINE



		21. BRAMBLE



		22. CELINE



		23. BRAMBLE



		24. CELINE



		25. BRAMBLE



		26. CELINE



		27. BRAMBLE



		28. CELINE



		29. BRAMBLE



		30. CELINE



		31. BRAMBLE



		32. CELINE



		33. BRAMBLE



		34. CELINE



		35. BRAMBLE



		36. CELINE



		37. BRAMBLE



		38. CELINE



		39. BRAMBLE



		40. BRAMBLE



		41. CELINE



		42. CELINE



		43. CELINE



		44. BRAMBLE





		Acknowledgements



		Read on for a sample from Beautiful Liars by Isabel Ashdown…



		Credits



		About the Author



		By Isabel Ashdown



		Copyright



















Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
33 Women

ISABEL ASHDOWN





