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CHAPTER ONE


It was all coming back to her, Harriet Turner realised. The key to being a successful tour guide was to think of herself as a duck. A mother duck, to be precise. A thirty-two-year-old mother duck in charge of twelve elderly excited ducklings.


She glanced back over her shoulder, doing a quick headcount of her tour group. Good, all twelve were still in sight, obviously tired but upright, at least. They’d followed her obediently as she led the way off the plane, through passport control and here into the baggage collection area of Bristol Airport. Ten grey-haired women, two balding men, none of them under sixty-five years of age, all in comfortable clothes and sensible shoes. Each sported a large ‘Turner Travel: Tours Tailored Just for You’ nametag on one shoulder and a homemade ‘I’m on the Willoughby Tour!’ badge on the other. Some looked bedraggled from the long journey, but more than half were still smiling. The excitement of arriving in England had obviously lifted their spirits. Harriet was glad to see it.


Her protective feelings towards them had grown with each step of the journey. She’d arrived at Melbourne Airport two hours early so she could greet each of them personally. On the plane she’d regularly checked whether they were too warm or too cool and if they needed anything to eat or drink. During their overnight stopover in Malaysia, she’d kept a close eye when they crossed roads, walked across bridges or ate anything that might have bones in it. All the simple rules of being in charge of a group had come flooding back. Of course she could do this, she told herself for the hundredth time since her brother’s surprise phone call. The tour would be a success. She’d do everything she could to make it a success.


They were among the first passengers from their flight to arrive at the baggage carousel. Harriet found a prime position, near the start of the conveyor belt and close to the exit. She was taken aback when the group clustered in a circle around her, looking up with big smiles and expectant expressions. It took her a moment to realise what they were waiting for. The customary Turner Travel welcome speech. James, her eldest brother, had begun the tradition, marking the start of each group tour with a little poem or funny speech beside the baggage carousel. He was usually so organised he had copies printed to hand out to the group members as souvenirs. Harriet’s mind went blank. She had been brought on to this tour at such short notice she’d hardly had time to learn the itinerary let alone write a funny ditty.


She looked around at them again. Twelve faces looked back. Pushing embarrassment to one side, she smoothed down her official Turner Travel uniform, gave a big smile and threw open her arms.


‘Welcome to England!’ she cried.


It wasn’t enough. They needed much more than that. She could see it in their eager expressions. She tried to ignore the curious looks from the other passengers coming into the baggage area and racked her brains. A rhyming game she used to play as a child with James and her other brother Austin sprang to mind. She’d have to give that a try. She threw out her arms again, hoping she looked confident and theatrical rather than weird and scarecrow-ish, and said the first lines she could think of:


‘Here we all are on the Willoughby tour


Through Devon and Cornwall, across several moors


I hope you’ll all have a wonderful time


And quickly forget this very bad rhyme!’


She cringed inside even as they rewarded her with a burst of laughter and applause. ‘She’s definitely James’s sister,’ she heard one of them whisper. She was saved from attempting an even worse second verse by the sound of the conveyor belt starting up with a metallic groan. Everyone sprang to attention, their eyes fixed on the emerging luggage.


As the first bags trundled past, Harriet felt a tug at her sleeve. She looked down. It was Miss Talbot. At seventy-three, she was the oldest member of the tour party. At four foot eleven, she was also the tiniest.


Her soft wrinkled face was all smiles. ‘That was a lovely poem, Harriet. You hit the nail right on the head.’


‘Oh, thank you, Miss Talbot,’ Harriet said, smiling back. She had known Miss Talbot for as long as she could remember and was very fond of her. The little white-haired woman not only ran the Country Women’s Association craft shop in Harriet’s home town of Merryn Bay but also knitted most of the contents. She specialised in yellow matinee jackets and small knitted penguins with crocheted orange beaks. She was also well-known in the town for buying her clothes from children’s wear shops. Harriet glanced again at Miss Talbot’s travelling outfit of pink tracksuit and matching shoes, trying not to look too obviously at the Groovy Chick logo embroidered on the front. ‘How are you feeling? Not too tired, I hope?’


‘Oh no, Harriet. I snoozed like a bug in a rug the whole flight. And those little meals on trays were just delicious, thank you so much.’


‘You’re very welcome, I’m glad you liked them.’ No matter how many times she’d tried to explain, Miss Talbot remained convinced that Harriet was responsible for every single thing that happened on the trip, the meals included.


Miss Talbot gave another happy sigh. ‘I just can’t believe we’re here at last. All these years of seeing Willoughby on TV and tomorrow we’re actually going to meet him. I know I’m old enough to be his grandmother, but it really is so exciting. He’s such a dreamboat.’


Harriet grinned at the old-fashioned term, fighting an urge to pick up Miss Talbot and give her a cuddle. She wasn’t actually sure whether Willoughby was a dreamboat or not. She could never admit it to Miss Talbot – or any of the others in the group – but she only had a dim recollection of the Willoughby TV series on which their entire trip-of-a-lifetime was based. All she knew was it featured a dark-haired detective disguised as a postman solving crimes in beautiful seaside villages in Cornwall.


Her brother James, lying in his hospital bed, had tried to assure her it wouldn’t matter.


‘You’ll never know the series as well as the tour group, anyway. You know where the word fan comes from, don’t you? Short for fanatics. And that’s what the Willoughby fan club members are.’ He’d lowered his voice. ‘More Willoughby weirdos than fans, some of them, if you ask me.’


A bright blue suitcase decorated with a gaudy yellow ribbon came trundling past. ‘That’s mine, that’s mine,’ one of the tour group called. Harriet leaned across and retrieved it. In the pre-travel information pack, each member of the group had been advised to attach a distinctive ribbon as well as the Turner Travel label to their suitcases so they would be easy to spot on the carousel. They had certainly taken up the challenge, Harriet saw, as more of their bags appeared. They were decorated with everything from tartan bows to shiny red ribbons and chiffon scarves. It looked like they’d been on holiday in a haberdashery.


Another suitcase came towards them, decorated with the Turner Travel label and a bright pink pompom. It belonged to Mrs Dorothy Lamerton, the official president of the Willoughby fan club. English-born, wealthy, polished, a widow, she thought of herself as the social Queen Bee of Merryn Bay. Harriet thought of her as the High Queen of the Willoughby weirdos. She had a matching pompom around her wrist. Harriet leaned forward and lifted her suitcase off the carousel too.


Mrs Lamerton gave an imperious wave. ‘Thank you, Harriet. Those conveyor belts go by far too quickly, if you ask me.’


A simple thing like collecting their clients’ luggage off the carousel was just part of the Turner Travel personalised service, but Harriet still got a little glow inside at the thanks. Harriet’s late parents, Neil and Penny Turner, had prided themselves on delivering personal touches. They had started the business thirty years previously in the small coastal town of Merryn Bay, two hours from Melbourne, after emigrating from England as part of the ‘Ten Pound Pom’ assisted passage scheme. The business had started slowly but grown successfully, with its emphasis on tailored tours and, latterly, themed tours like this one for the Willoughby fan club members. Harriet didn’t have to try hard to be able to picture the handwritten list of Turner Travel official rules her father had pinned to the wall of the staffroom:


[image: image] Always be punctual.


[image: image] Help our clients in any way you can.


[image: image] Check passports and tickets twice.


[image: image] Confirm everything and then confirm it again.


[image: image] Be sure to memorise everyone’s names.


Neil Turner had once drawn up an unofficial list, too, only half in jest, one Friday night when they were all sharing a bottle of wine after work.


[image: image] Remember the quietest ones are often the most trouble.


[image: image] Beware the domino effect – repair all problems as quickly as possible before they cause more.


[image: image] All bus drivers are peculiar, the only difference will be in what way.


[image: image] Drink and jetlag never mix – for guides or clients.


The most important rule, her father had always insisted, was the simplest one to remember.


[image: image] Expect the unexpected.


Even as it came to mind, the conveyor belt gave a jerk and came to a halt. A voice over the PA announced a slight delay with the rest of the luggage. Harriet took the opportunity to check the itinerary one more time. She flicked over the cover page showing the new brightly coloured logo of a suitcase with wings and their slogan – Turner Travel: Tours Tailored Just for You. She turned past page two: Welcome Aboard the Willoughby Tour. Follow in the footsteps of one of TV’s best-loved detectives in this special Turner Travel tailored tour of Devon and Cornwall! She stopped at page three, where the real business of the tour began. Day 1. Arrive at Bristol Airport. We’ll be greeted by Lara Robinson, our on-site guide, and then travel by bus to our hotel for the night!


There it was in black and white. We’ll be greeted by Lara Robinson. James had hastily had it added to the revised itinerary. That’s what was supposed to happen. They were supposed to walk out into the arrivals area any minute now and be greeted by Lara, who would then lead them to a waiting bus and get them to their hotel, so they could all be tucked up asleep in their beds before eleven o’clock.


So if Lara was waiting for them just metres away on the other side of the baggage area wall, why wasn’t she answering her mobile? Why hadn’t she been answering it for the past four hours, in fact?


Harriet had rung her first from the airport in Paris, when she’d heard there’d been a delay with their connecting flight to Bristol. She’d got her voicemail and left a brief message. ‘Lara, it’s Harriet. Just to say if you’re not already at the airport, there’s no rush. Fog in Paris, so we’ll be a bit late.’ Businesslike. To the point. The only way they spoke to each other these days.


She had overheard several members of the group talking about Lara during the flight from Paris. Some of them were Merryn Bay locals and had taken Turner Travel theme tours before. They were cheerfully filling in the details for the others. Harriet heard every word. It was one of the advantages of travelling with people with hearing problems. What they thought were whispers were often almost shouts.


Mrs Lamerton in particular was holding court. As well as being the head of the Willoughby fan club, she had also appointed herself the Turner Travel and Lara expert. Harriet tried not to listen as her family’s private business was shouted across the cabin. ‘. . . Yes, it’s one of the last family-owned travel companies in the state. Started by the children’s parents, Penny and Neil Turner, may their souls rest in peace. Marvellous people, emigrated to Australia to start a new life and just took the bull by the horns and started their own business . . . Actually, the Willoughby tour was my idea, well, mine and Lara Robinson’s . . . Yes, she’s meeting us at Bristol, she’s at the end of a three-month study program at a tourism college in Bath . . . Yes, part of an international travel industry exchange program, she told me all about it . . .’


One of the other women managed to interrupt her. ‘Is Lara married?’


‘No, and nor is Harriet, for that matter.’ Mrs Lamerton lowered her voice, but only slightly. ‘They’re both in their early thirties, too. One of the drawbacks of living and working in a small town like Merryn Bay, I suppose. Not a big catchment area for eligible males. They’d want to start getting a move on.’


Harriet had to force herself not to lean over the seat and explain that in fact she had been living with a man until quite recently and that Lara had also had several serious relationships over the years.


The other woman hadn’t pursued that subject anyway. ‘So why is Lara’s surname Robinson not Turner? I thought you said all the Turner Travel tour guides were family members?’


Mrs Lamerton sounded almost triumphant with her knowledge. ‘Lara grew up with them, and she’s always worked with them, but she’s not a real Turner. The Turners took her in when her own parents were killed in a car crash. She was only eight years old.’


‘Oh, how tragic. So she’s not related to them at all?’


‘No, I understand both families emigrated from England to Australia at the same time. They all met on the ship, I believe.’


‘So what do we call her? Harriet’s foster-sister or stepsister or —?’


A PA announcement from the captain had drowned out their voices after that. Harriet wondered what Mrs Lamerton’s answer would have been. Lara’s title had always been a bit confusing, for all of them. Not a stepsister, or foster-sister, or even half-sister. An almost-sister, perhaps? Harriet remembered her brother Austin asking Lara once what she wanted them to call her. The four of them had been down on the Merryn Bay beach together, trying to sail a homemade raft Austin and James had built. It was about five months after Lara had come to live with them permanently. James was seventeen, Austin was fifteen, Harriet and Lara had recently turned nine. It had been a hot day. They were all dressed in shorts and T-shirts, sweating under their sunhats.


Austin had brought the subject out into the open. ‘It’s up to you, Lara. If you want me to call you my sister, I will.’


‘I don’t mind.’ She’d said the same thing to Harriet when she asked.


‘In that case, I’ll choose a name for you myself.’ Austin thought about it. ‘Got it. I’m going to call you my blister, rather than my sister.’


‘Blister?’


‘Blister. Because you arrived suddenly but you’ve grown on me.’


Lara had given her sudden sweet smile. ‘In that case, I’ll call you my bother, instead of brother. Because you’re almost my brother but you drive me a bit mad, so you’re a bother.’


Harriet had always wished she’d thought of that. She’d often felt a few steps behind Austin and Lara, especially once the two of them started firing off each other.


She thought about phoning her brothers now, just in case Lara had been in touch with them to say she’d been delayed. No, the timing was bad. It was too early in the morning for James in Australia. Austin was at least in the same hemisphere, but he was probably on stage right at this moment. A percussionist with an opera company, he was currently in Germany midway through a European tour. She wondered if he had been told she’d taken over the Willoughby tour. It had all happened so quickly, so possibly not. She was still finding it difficult to believe herself.


It had started with a panicked phone call just four days before from James. He’d been calling on his mobile phone from an ambulance on the way to hospital, with a suspected broken leg. He’d fallen off a ladder while cleaning gutters at home. He got straight to the point. ‘Harriet, I’m in trouble. I need you to take over my Willoughby tour.’


‘The fan club tour? The one to England? The one that’s leaving tomorrow?’ Her voice rose in pitch with each question.


‘I know it’s short notice. And I know you haven’t toured for ages. But please, Harriet, you know how important it is. And how much they’ve been looking forward to it. I’m begging you.’


Her heart started beating faster. Was she up to it? After nearly a year of saying no to even the smallest of the company tours? After everything that had happened the last time she led a group? She opened her mouth to automatically say no, of course she couldn’t do it, when something stopped her. A split screen image appeared in her mind – one side showing the old her, out on the road, getting to know all the group members, loving the excitement of travelling; the other side showing herself recently: deskbound, suffocated by paperwork and unspoken pity, feeling more trapped each day. It was like being at a crossroads. The longing to be her old self again was overwhelming. There was a moment’s pause and then she heard herself answer decisively, strongly.


‘Of course I can do it, James. No problem.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


He’d given a loud whoop. The painkillers had obviously just kicked in. ‘Harriet, you’re a bloody saviour.’


She’d driven up to the Geelong hospital from Merryn Bay that night, feeling the excitement rise throughout the hour-long trip, almost cancelling out the doubts and fear. She was going back on the road. And not next month, or next year, but the next day!


James had been pale, but pain free, tucked up in a bed, his red hair and freckled skin vivid against the white of the sheets and the pillows. He was nearly forty years old, eight years older than her, but he still looked boyish. Harriet had heard her other brother, Austin, once describe James as looking like a ventriloquist’s dummy, and the awful thing was she had been able to see the likeness for herself. She loved both her brothers but was the first to admit that James had missed out in the looks department. Austin had got the good looks in the family. His height, fine features and glossy black hair gave him a dashing appearance, like a pirate, Harriet had always thought.


She was neither pirate queen nor ventriloquist’s dummy, but something in between the two. Her short black hair was a less dramatic version of Austin’s dark locks – her hairdresser had breathlessly called his latest cut ‘my own twist on the Audrey Hepburn elfin look’. Her skin was pale but without James’s freckles. She was taller than average for a woman, nearly five foot seven, but still small beside her brothers. Their taste in clothes was different too. When he wasn’t wearing his Turner Travel corporate suit, James unfortunately favoured check shirts and baggy jeans, adding to the ventriloquist-dummy look. Harriet preferred simple, unfussy clothes – jeans or cotton skirts; coloured T-shirts, usually in bright shades of reds, blues and greens, worn with one or two pieces of jewellery: the opal bracelet she always wore and perhaps a striking necklace or eye-catching earrings. Austin was the real follower of fashion, his lean frame the perfect clotheshorse for linen shirts and designer suits. He liked handmade leather shoes, too, when he could afford them. The only thing all three really had in common was their large dark brown eyes. Their mother’s eyes.


Harriet kissed James on the forehead. She gave him a large supply of cricket magazines, grapes, crossword puzzles and chocolates, adding them to the pile his wife Melissa and daughter Molly had delivered earlier that day. At his invitation, she lifted up the cotton sheet and peeked in at the large wire cage protecting his plaster-covered leg.


‘Wow, look at all that room. You could keep a few rabbits in there.’


‘If they give me any more morphine I’ll be seeing rabbits.’ He got down to business, wincing as he leaned across the bed to pass her the itinerary and information folder. She could see extra handwritten notes on some of the pages. He’d been busy since he rang her. ‘Harriet, you’re a lifesaver, you know that? These international theme tours are going to be the future of the company. It would have been a disaster if we’d had to call this one off.’


She knew how deeply James cared about the family business. Since their parents had died and he and Melissa had taken over, he had thrown himself completely into making it as big a success as possible, working long hours, extending their range of tours into themed trips like this Willoughby one. The work was paying off. Turner Travel had nearly doubled its profits in the past year. Melissa hadn’t let any of them forget it.


The Willoughby tour would be very straightforward, he assured her. Melbourne to Malaysia to Paris then on to Bristol. They’d have one night in a hotel and then drive the next day to their base in St Ives, where they’d meet up with their special guest, the English actor who had played Willoughby in the program. They’d spend the next five days visiting locations from the TV program. After that she was to escort the group to Bath for a handover to another company for two of their themed tours, an All Creatures Great and Small-flavoured visit to Yorkshire, followed by a Monarch of the Glen tour of Scotland.


‘No need to completely reinvent the wheel,’ James explained. ‘We’ve set up a good working relationship with some of the UK companies. We link in with some of their tours, and they’ll send people over for our Neighbours and Thorn Birds tours down the track. And that’s it. You collect the group in Bath on their return and then bring them home safely. You’ll be away two weeks all up.’


She’d been scribbling page after page of notes as he spoke. She looked up to find him studying her with a look of concern and affection.


‘I’m throwing you in the deep end, Harriet, but you’ll be okay, I know it. You were a great guide before all that stuff happened and you will be again.’


She was surprised at how much his words meant. James rarely spoke about personal things like that. She was about to thank him, when he leaned back against the pillow.


‘And you won’t be on your own with them once you get to England,’ he said. ‘I’ve asked Lara to meet you at Bristol Airport and travel with you for the first couple of days. Just until you really find your feet again.’


‘Lara?’


James didn’t notice her tone of voice change. ‘Don’t you think it’s a brainwave? The tourism college she’s doing that course at is in Bath, practically down the road from Bristol. And the Willoughby tour’s her baby really. She knows it all inside out. Better than me, even. She said it was no problem, she could take a few days off from her course to give you a hand. I rang her as soon as you said yes.’


‘But you just said you knew I could handle it.’


‘I do, but Lara’s so close, it makes sense for her to help you out. It’s all organised. She’ll meet you at the airport, stay with you in the hotel nearby the first night, and then travel down in the tour bus to St Ives with you the next day.’ He gave her a smile. ‘The two of you will just have to toss a coin to see who gets the guide seat and the microphone.’


Harriet gave a half-smile back, trying hard not to let her feelings show. The excitement at the thought of going back on the road had abruptly faded. She twisted the bracelet she wore on her left wrist. It was a new habit. She’d only started doing it in the past few months. It hadn’t occurred to her that she would be meeting up with Lara, let alone travelling with her. What could she have said to James, though? ‘I’m sorry, James, but I’m not sure I can do the tour for you after all. I don’t think Lara and I can work together any more.’


What would he have said in return? ‘But why not? I always thought you were the greatest of friends. What’s happened? Something you did? Something she did?’


Something Lara had done. But James hadn’t noticed her reaction or given her time to explain to him how she felt. He’d finished his briefing, she’d driven back to her flat in Merryn Bay, hurriedly packed and now here she was, less than seventy-two hours later, in England, in charge of a group, just minutes away from meeting Lara again.


Mrs Lamerton came up beside her at the baggage carousel. ‘The hotel’s not far from the airport, I hope, Harriet, is it? We’re all very tired.’


Harriet glanced at her watch. It was getting late. ‘It’s just down the motorway, Mrs Lamerton. I’ll have you there as soon as I can, I promise.’


She stepped back out of Mrs Lamerton’s earshot and surreptitiously tried Lara’s mobile again. Still no answer. Where was she? Had she had an accident on the way to the airport? Or was it something as simple as losing her mobile? And if she wasn’t there, should Harriet wait? Or get her poor tired group to their hotel as quickly as possible and then worry about Lara?


She felt a slow rising of anxiety and tried to ignore it. Another of her father’s travel rules came to mind, also a duck metaphor, she realised. A good tour guide is like a duck on a pond – serene on the surface and paddling like mad underneath. He was right. Her job was to keep calm and show leadership, to stay serene in the face of all difficulties. She tried to imagine herself gliding across a pond but the only creature that came to mind was an agitated cat, eyes dilated, back arched, fur bristling. She imagined the group’s reactions if they were to turn and see their tour guide down on all fours, hair standing on end, hissing and spitting beside their suitcases. She tried some deep breathing instead.


The conveyor belt started again and the last pieces of their luggage came past. She added them to the trolley and did a quick count. It was all there. Another step of the tour successfully completed. She decided it was a sign. Of course Lara was waiting for them outside. She would be friendly and Harriet would be just as friendly back. And yes, the next few days together would be difficult – very difficult – but they would work through it. They had to work through it. It was what her parents would have wanted . . .


Gathering her twelve ducklings around her, pushing a laden trolley in front of her, Harriet took another deep breath and stepped through the door into the arrivals area.


 


In Berlin at that moment, Austin Turner stood poised, watchful. He was dressed in a formal black suit and immaculate white shirt, with his dark hair slicked back. The music swirled around him, building to a crescendo. On the stage to his right the heavily made-up woman was kneeling, face wretched, voice pure, as she mourned the loss of her husband, only seconds from seizing a knife and plunging it into her own body.


Austin felt the wood of the hammers in his hands, running his thumbs along the smooth surface as the music surged. He watched the conductor, waiting. The sound of the violins and cellos was building, quickening, as the drama reached its height on the stage. The soprano’s voice and the orchestra’s music intertwined, rising and falling. Austin didn’t need to look out into the audience to know that every person was sitting still, their eyes wide, caught in the story, seduced by the sounds. He focused on the conductor, waiting. The nod came, at last. Austin hit the hammer against the cymbal, the noise like a thunderclap, sharp, sudden. Again. Again. He kept one eye on the conductor, almost sensing the movement of the knife in the soprano’s hand in the corner of his vision, matching his sounds to her actions. Again. Then his two hands a blur, rolling and hitting against the sides of the drum, the echoes of sound layered with the other instruments, a cacophony of swirling and building up and then —


Silence.


A faint panting from the soprano.


And then like a wave of sound, the applause, rushing at them. Austin bowed his head. Ten years of study, no money, constant travel, waiting for what seemed like hours every night for his short time in the limelight, when the only sounds filling the hall were the ones he was making. It was worth it, every time.


There was one curtain call. Then a second. As he was turning to the audience for the third bow the mobile phone in his pocket vibrated. Just as well he’d put it on mute before he’d come into the pit. The bassoon player had been bawled out in front of the whole orchestra at rehearsals last week when his mobile went off midway through the tower scene. It hadn’t helped that he’d answered it, of course. Strictly speaking they were all banned from keeping their mobiles on them. But they all disobeyed. The violinists couldn’t get away with it, under the nose of the conductor, but it was easy enough for Austin, tucked away to the side, surrounded by kettle drums and percussion instruments. Sometimes entire scenes went by and he didn’t have a thing to do. He’d taught himself to text without looking, which filled some of the time. The messages were often even more misspelt than usual, but that was the whole fun of texting anyway. And he needed something to occupy his time. He’d become bored enough of the opera storyline by the fiftieth time he’d seen it.


He waited until the conductor had left the stage and the other musicians had filed past him before he checked the new message. It was from Harriet. One word.


HELP!






CHAPTER TWO


Harriet’s bedside digital clock clicked over to midnight. Outside her door, the hotel corridor was quiet. Fifteen minutes had passed since she’d last heard the nearby lift being used. She knew the tour group members were safely in their hotel bedrooms, probably fast asleep already. Most had been so tired they’d started to fall asleep in the bus on the way from the airport. They’d only needed to be guided gently up to their rooms, although Mr Fidock, one of the two men, had insisted on being guided gently into the bar.


‘Watch him, Harriet, won’t you?’ James had warned her. ‘Mr Fidock treats these tours like lonely hearts club outings. He had poor old Mrs Kowalski in tears at the end of the Man from Snowy River tour two years ago. She fell for him, hook, line and sinker.’


‘Mr Fidock? The short bald man? But he’s more than seventy years old.’


‘And so is Sean Connery, as Mr Fidock will tell you over and over again.’


Harriet was still wide awake. She’d changed out of her Turner Travel uniform into soft brushed-cotton pyjamas and her favourite red socks. She was now sitting cross-legged on top of the bed, facing the TV in the corner of the bedroom. Before she got started she took off her glasses, polished the lenses and put them back on again. She’d taken her contact lenses out after she’d spoken to Austin, finding the routine task oddly soothing.


He’d replied to her text message within ten minutes, phoning as soon as he got off the stage, but it had taken a while to get him to take her seriously. It was often hard to get Austin to take anything seriously.


‘Lara’s gone missing?’ he’d said. ‘That’s taking the Willoughby plot theme a bit far, isn’t it? She’s run off with some Cornish smugglers, has she? She’s hiding in sea caves as we speak, drinking rum with pirates?’


‘Austin, please, listen to me.’


Harriet ran through all that had happened: the unanswered mobile phone calls; Lara’s non-appearance at the arrivals gate; the waiting for another half-hour before she decided to get the group to the hotel, trying Lara’s numbers all the while. Once in her own hotel room she had tried Lara’s flat in Bath yet again, and finally got an answer. Not from Lara, but from her flatmate, Nina. Harriet had texted Austin as soon as she’d hung up from her.


Austin’s light-hearted mood changed as Harriet filled him in on the conversation.


‘According to Nina, Lara’s gone away for a while and it’s nothing to do with the Willoughby tour. She seemed surprised I didn’t know anything about it. She said Lara packed a suitcase and left this afternoon.’


‘But left for where? She’s supposed to be with you.’


‘That’s what I said. But Nina was positive that’s what Lara told her. Lara handed her a month’s rent in advance, asked her not to let out her room and then left.’


‘Nina didn’t misunderstand? She’s sure Lara wasn’t on her way to meet you?’


‘Absolutely sure. Nina said she actually asked Lara what had happened with the Willoughby tour. She’d obviously been talking about it. Lara told her there’d been a change of plan and she wouldn’t be doing it after all. That she had some other family business to take care of.’


‘What family business? We’re her family business.’ Austin started firing more questions at her. Yes, Harriet had also checked with the local police and hospitals and no, there hadn’t been any reports of accidents. No, Lara hadn’t left any messages for her, either. She’d checked at the airport information desk, at the hotel, under her name, James’s name, Turner Travel, everyone. Nothing.


‘Did Nina say Lara seemed upset? Different in any way?’


‘She said she was as calm as she always is. Focused was the word she used.’


Austin was quiet for a moment. ‘It’s weird. Really weird,’ he finally said. ‘This isn’t about a man, is it? She hasn’t mentioned meeting anyone to you?’


‘No, she hasn’t.’ That wasn’t surprising. In the few times they had spoken on the phone since Lara had left for England they had barely talked about the weather, let alone their social lives. ‘What do you think I should do, Aust? Do I call the police? Go and look for her?’


‘What could you say to the police? That she’s left voluntarily? People do that all the time. The police will just laugh. And you can’t go looking for her, can you? Not with a tour group trailing behind you. You can still go ahead with the tour, can’t you, even if she’s not there?’


‘I think so. I mean, of course I can. I have to. They’re so excited, there’s no way I’d call it off.’


‘Where did you tell them Lara was tonight?’


She knew he was thinking of another of their father’s rules. Never tell clients anything they don’t need to know. ‘I said she’d been unavoidably delayed. I’ll think of something for tomorrow. Sudden study commitments perhaps. They’ve already had one change of tour guide, I don’t want to unsettle them any more.’ Her mind was racing now. ‘And I’ll just have to try and answer their questions about Willoughby as best I can. Change the subject as quickly as I can.’


‘Change the subject? When the whole subject of the tour is Willoughby?’


‘It’ll be fine,’ she said, hoping he couldn’t hear the uncertainty in her voice. ‘I’ll just have to bluff it.’


‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’


‘What?’


‘Willoughby himself? Isn’t the actor joining the tour too? He’s the one they’ll be asking questions of, not you, surely?’


‘Oh my God, the actor!’ Harriet laughed with relief. ‘Austin, I love you. I’d completely forgotten about him. Let me check he’s where he should be. Can I call you right back?’


She quickly dialled their hotel in St Ives, two hundred miles down the north Cornwall coast. If all had gone to plan the actor was in his hotel room at this moment, waiting for their arrival tomorrow afternoon. Yes, the young receptionist reported, Mr Patrick Shawcross had arrived safely that evening. Yes, the welcome basket of fruit had been delivered to his room. He had asked not to be disturbed but if it was urgent . . .


‘No, no, that’s fine, I just wanted to check he was there. Thanks very much.’ She called Austin back and reported the good news.


‘There you are. That’ll take some of the pressure off you at least,’ Austin said. ‘Did you ever see any of the Willoughby programs? I’m not much help, I remember the theme tune after the news every Sunday night, but those slow motion shots of the actor always put me off.’


‘I’ve got the videos with me. I didn’t get the chance to watch them before I left.’


‘Can you have a quick look at them tonight? Fast-forward through a couple of them if you have to. If nothing else they might put you to sleep. And in the meantime, leave Lara to me. I’ll start making some phone calls. See if I can find out what’s going on.’


‘Are you sure? Have you got time?’


‘I did have a date with one of my adoring fans tonight, but she’ll just have to wait. Treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen, as the saying goes.’


‘Austin, stop it,’ she said, automatically. It worried her how cavalier Austin was about women sometimes. He always said he was too young to settle down or that he travelled too much to be a good catch.


‘Relax, Harold,’ he said, slipping into his childhood nickname for her. ‘I respect my female fans. They adore me. It’s a win-win situation. Have you told James what’s happened, by the way?’


‘Not yet, I didn’t want to wake him. You’re the first person I’ve rung.’


‘I do have you well trained. No problem, I’ll call him in a little while. It’ll do him good to wake up early.’


‘You know he’s in hospital?’


‘I do. My basket of grapes must have gone missing in the post.’


‘He’s a nice man, Austin.’


‘He is. It’s not his fault he’s married to a she-devil. I’ll ring him and then we’ll get onto Lara, too, keep trying her mobile until we find out what’s happened. We’ll worry about her, you just worry about the tour group. Promise me.’


‘I promise. And thanks, Aust.’


‘Any time. And Harriet, I mean it, relax. It’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. You know and I know James wouldn’t have let you within a hundred yards of one of his precious tours if he didn’t think you were up to it. He’s been trying to get you back on the road for months, hasn’t he?’


‘How did you know that?’ The last she knew, Austin had told Melissa he didn’t want to receive any updates or monthly reports about Turner Travel. He’d been extremely forceful about it. Something about Melissa sticking her overbearing, patronising, self-aggrandising reports somewhere the sun doesn’t shine, if Harriet’s memory was accurate.


‘I pay Glorious to spy for me.’ Glorious was his nickname for Gloria Hillman, Turner Travel’s long-time office manager and a close family friend. ‘Someone has to keep an eye on my inheritance. Now seriously, relax, little sister. Repeat after me: “I will be fine. I can handle this if I just take it step by step.” Better than handle it. You’ll do it really well.’


Behind his joking tone, she knew he really was serious. Austin knew better than anyone how important this tour was to her. He was the one who’d come to her rescue nine months earlier after that last disastrous trip. She smiled into the phone. ‘You’re actually very nice underneath everything, aren’t you?’


‘Talented and handsome too. It’s a devastating combination.’


He’d cheered her up, as always. Calmed her down too. And despite the light-hearted tone, his advice had been good. Just the matter-of-factness of going down to the reception desk to ask about the use of a video player had helped. The receptionist, hair tied back so tightly she nearly looked plastic, had hardly blinked at the request. A video viewing at this time of night? ‘No problem at all, madam. I’ll have the equipment delivered to your room. Would you like tea and sandwiches delivered while you work?’


Harriet thanked her stars they were staying in a business-oriented airport hotel for their first night in England, and not a homely B&B. Within half an hour she had been set up, the stack of Willoughby tapes on the bed beside her. She also had a cup of tea in one hand, a remote control in the other, a round of sandwiches on a plate by her elbow and the tour itinerary on her lap. She forced herself to put the troubling thoughts about Lara to one side and pressed play, willing her brain to take in every detail of the program.


The screen flickered into life to a soundtrack of faint music and the barking of a dog. A man appeared on screen, walking across a very green field. He looked to be in his early thirties, tall, his dark curly hair ruffled in the wind. He wore a duffle jacket over black jeans. His face was craggily good-looking, interesting rather than handsome, his eyes dark, shadowed. As he kept walking, the blue of the sea became visible behind him. The music grew louder, a cross between folk music and something orchestral. The shot widened to include a farmhouse, beyond it a jutting cliff, further still a lighthouse. Lettering appeared.
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More bar1king filtered in through the music. The man stopped, turned. A black and white dog came running towards him. The two kept walking along a cliff path, a spectacular bay in the background, all soaring cliffs and blue water. The shot changed to an aerial view of a red post-office van making its way down narrow tree-lined roads. A montage of shots followed, as other cast members appeared on screen against a backdrop of harbours, old churches, farms and moorland. Harriet pointed the remote control at the television, pressing the fast-forward button. There wasn’t time to watch the opening credits. What she really needed was Willoughby in pill form.


She watched most of the first episode, pressing fast-forward again whenever the action slowed. The plot involved the arrival of Willoughby in the town of St Ives under mysterious circumstances, shots of several curious villagers watching him unpack his few belongings from a battered old Rover, and then a dramatic shot of him standing looking out over a cliff, talking to himself. It quickly moved on to the theft of some valuable paintings from a country-house hotel clinging to the hillside of a picturesque village nearby. The setting was magnificent, with spectacular views across the sea. Harriet remembered it was one of the first stops on their tour.


She flicked through the itinerary on her lap and read the activity description James had written. ‘Let’s go walking in Willoughby’s footsteps in beautiful Lynton on the north Devon coast, better known to the true fan as Ecclesea! We’ll also visit the very hotel that played host to the action in several episodes, including “The Case of the Stolen Sketchbooks” and “The Case of the Mournful Model”. ’


She leafed through the other notes James had given her, feeling like she was cramming for a ‘Trends in TV Light Entertainment’ exam. Willoughby was like a cross between the Agatha Christie Miss Marple series and All Creatures Great and Small, she decided. She’d already gathered that Willoughby – it was never explained if that was his first or last name – was a postman with a mysterious past, possibly involving a career with Scotland Yard and a nervous breakdown, now living on the north Cornwall coast, delivering mail to farms and villages and managing to solve crimes along the way.


Among the press clippings James had given her she found a serious magazine article from several years previously, trying to explain the show’s continuing popularity in Australia. It had lasted for only two runs on the BBC, but in Australia it was repeated year after year, tucked cosily in its Sunday evening slot, after the news, alternating between reruns of Fawlty Towers and To the Manor Born. English migrants loved it, the magazine noted, and so did plenty of Australians not of English descent or origin, happy to be reassured by its safe, comforting messages.




‘Emigrants look back at their homeland through increasingly rose-coloured glasses. For some, the sentimental outlook is supplied by music. For others, TV programs. Willoughby has managed to combine the two with its snapshot or capsule form of English life.


All the elements are there – the mysterious man with a past and a handy penchant for sleuthing, the job as postman a convenient cover, allowing him to travel the length and breadth of south-west England. His co-stars, a simple but wise farmer, a member of the upper class and the ordinary postmasters and mistresses at surrounding rural post offices, supply additional colour.


The glorious Cornish countryside plays a role too, with scenes of fishing villages, wild coastline and chocolate-box farms featuring prominently. Even a dog – so beloved in English society – has a part to play.


The plots might be predictable, the crimes old-fashioned, the acting uneven, but it somehow feeds right into the heart of a nostalgic viewing population.’





The whole tour had actually been sparked by another magazine article, Harriet remembered. They had all been at their desks late one morning when Mrs Lamerton swept in. Mrs Lamerton did a lot of sweeping in to shops in Merryn Bay. Settling herself in the waiting area until Melissa was free to take her to lunch, she had started leafing through the pile of magazines. On the top was a collection of old English magazines that Lara had found in a junk shop. She’d added them to the pile for novelty value.


Harriet had been working at her computer, updating the monthly newsletter they sent out to each of their clients. The job had been given to her when it became clear she wouldn’t be able to go back on the road again for a while. Perhaps Melissa had been trying to put it to her nicely, but it had come out all wrong. ‘We’re hoping it’s a nice simple job for you, Harriet. But if it gets too stressful at any stage, if you feel that little problem of yours coming on, you just let me know and we’ll put you onto something else in a whisker.’


‘Oh good heavens!’


They’d all turned at the gasp from Mrs Lamerton in the waiting area.


She was waving one of the English magazines at them. ‘Where did you get this from? I used to get this magazine every single week. In fact, I remember this very issue. I read everything about Willoughby I could get my hands on.’


Mrs Lamerton sighed as Lara and James came over to her. ‘We were still living in England when they showed the first episode. I’ll never forget it. It was the night we decided to emigrate. We were so thrilled when we arrived here to see it on Australian TV too. It’s still my favourite program, you know.’


Lara had looked at the magazine article while Mrs Lamerton gave James a detailed commentary, explaining that the series was set in fictional villages along the north Cornwall coast but in reality had used different aspects of a number of real towns and locations in Devon and Cornwall: the cobbled streets and long beaches of St Ives; the wild Bodmin Moor scenery; the village green of Widecombe-in-the-Moor; the harbour at Port Isaac; cliffside country hotels in Lynton. The magazine had full-colour photos and poetic descriptions of each setting.


‘And would all these places still be there?’ Lara asked, glancing up from the magazine.


Mrs Lamerton made a tchy sound. ‘They’ve stood the test of time for hundreds of years, Lara. Of course they’d still be there. You have to remember, Australia hadn’t even been discovered when these places were celebrating their sesquicentenaries.’


Harriet tried not to smile. Mrs Lamerton always had the unfortunate habit of talking about Australia as if it were a misbehaving toddler.


‘I’m ashamed to say I’ve never been to Cornwall,’ Mrs Lamerton continued. ‘It’s one of the few parts of England Timothy and I didn’t visit.’ Timothy was her late husband. He had died ten years previously, three months after he and Mrs Lamerton had retired to Merryn Bay. He had been something in the army, or the navy, no one had ever found out exactly what. It was often hard to get a word in around Mrs Lamerton. ‘Though of course I feel I know it like the back of my hand from watching Willoughby. Such a beautiful place. And of course having a handsome young man like Willoughby stride through it gave it extra appeal too.’ She gave a surprisingly girlish giggle.


Nothing was said at the time, but over the next few days Harriet noticed Lara looking up English websites. A guide to Devon and Cornwall appeared on her desk. So did photocopies of the Willoughby magazine article. She revealed it all at the next planning meeting, standing up to make her presentation. Her uniform was so crisp it could have been freshly ironed, her shoulder-length blonde hair shining, her make-up flawless. Across the table Harriet wished she’d thought to redo her lipstick before the meeting, too. She bit her lips so much while she was working her lipstick was usually eaten off before morning tea.


It was a very impressive presentation. Lara had put together a full itinerary for a Willoughby tour of Devon and Cornwall, taking in all the locations from the TV series. She’d discovered that there were dozens of Willoughby fans in the Merryn Bay area. She’d put the word around and already had firm interest from eight people. She knew there would be no problem getting that up to twelve. She’d done costings, timetables and market research. It was extremely viable.


‘Lara, you are a gem,’ Melissa said, beaming. ‘I couldn’t have done it better myself. Absolutely full steam ahead with it, I say. Well done. Now Harriet, what about you? Any ideas for new tours?’


Harriet stammered an answer. ‘No, I’m sorry, nothing concrete yet.’ She’d felt unable to think about a shopping trip to Melbourne at that time, let alone plan an international tour.


‘No? Never mind.’ Melissa looked like she did mind. ‘But you’re happy enough with your workload? Not too much for you?’


‘It’s fine, thanks,’ Harriet said as brightly as she could. It wasn’t fine. It was hard and scary and suffocating, all at once. She sometimes felt that she had no right to still have a job there, that all the others were carrying her. Lara especially. It was like they were on a seesaw, she realised. Lara flying high, Harriet falling lower and lower.


Over the next few months, Lara methodically set about organising the Willoughby tour. The clincher had been the discovery that Patrick Shawcross, the English actor who had played Willoughby, was alive and well and living in Boston. It had taken Lara some time to discover the fact, sending emails and faxes to the ABC in Sydney, the BBC in London and to actors’ agencies in the UK before she was given a contact number for a large American agency in New York. She’d sent two emails without reply and finally decided to phone them, coming in early one morning to make the call.


Lara had told the story over morning tea, twisting her blonde hair as she spoke, her habit when she was amused about something. ‘I said I was hoping to speak to someone about one of their clients, a Mr Patrick Shawcross. And the receptionist said, “I’m sorry, his name again? Parma Shorkle, did you say?” ’ Lara was laughing now. ‘I ended up spelling it three times. I had to tell her that he’d starred in a program on English TV called Willoughby. I heard a click of keys again and then she said, “I’m sorry, ma’am, we don’t represent anyone called Willoughby, either.” ’


She had been passed from person to person until she had found someone who thought she knew who he was.


‘I think she was on work experience from their French office. “You want him to do what? Why?” ’ Lara had explained they had seen the article about Willoughby in the magazine and wanted to base a tour around it. ‘ “When? And you would pay his expenses? And a fee?” ’ Lara did an excellent impersonation of a French accent. ‘It was surprisingly reasonable. It sounds like he doesn’t do much work with them any more so she was probably quoting from the last job he did. But I think we have him. I faxed over the magazine article to her and the dates we’d need him in Cornwall, and she said she’d come back to me as soon as she’d been in touch with him. If he says yes, I send all the flight details and a fee to her, they take their commission and we have our tour.’


Less than a week later, a fax had arrived from the agency. It was good news. They’d all gathered to hear Lara make the call.


‘Mrs Lamerton, I’m calling about the Willoughby trip. What would you say if I was to tell you that not only is a tour to all the locations from the series possible, but our special guest would be Patrick Shawcross, the actor who played Willoughby himself?’


They had all heard the squawk of delight.


Harriet remembered James’s words the night of the handover in the hospital. He was right. The tour really had been Lara’s baby. Which made it even stranger that she would abandon it like this. Simply announce to her flatmate there had been a change of plan. Just up and leave . . .


Another episode ended and the closing credits played. Harriet sped through the opening credits of the next episode, then paused while she checked James’s itinerary notes again. He had become very fond of exclamation marks in the past year, she noticed. ‘Here in Marazion near Penzance is the dramatically stunning island castle of St Michael’s Mount, used as the setting for those calamitous wedding scenes in “The Case of the Titled Temptress”! En route to Marazion keep a look out for the police station, scene of the hilarious confrontation between Willoughby and Sergeant Carling in episode eight, “The Case of the Hunted Hounds”. The sergeant certainly met his match in our Willoughby, didn’t he?!!’


Harriet pressed fast forward again and Willoughby sped around the town in his red mail van, hopping in and out with amazing dexterity, before driving down a tree-lined lane and through some tall gates. She released the button and let it play normally again, as he pulled into the driveway of a large mansion, the gravel sounding under the wheels of the car. He climbed out and stood, broodily good-looking, against the van. The front door opened and a well-groomed blonde woman came down the steps and slowly made her way towards him. She was wearing a trim, pale-blue suit, high heels and a lot of jewellery for that time of the day.


‘Willoughby,’ she drawled.


‘Lady Garvan,’ he said. The shots were now full close-up. ‘You know why I’m here?’


She moved forward and stroked his cheek. ‘I know why I hope you are here.’


He didn’t react. The camera pulled even closer and Harriet pressed pause. The actor certainly looked the part of a man with a mysterious past, with his dark hair and dark eyes. Would he have aged well? Fifteen years had passed. She leafed through the information pack but there were no photos of what Patrick Shawcross looked like these days. According to the brief biography, he had been living in America since the series ended, ‘pursuing his acting career and other interests’, whatever they might be.


She fast-forwarded again. As always the crime was solved and analysed in a scene between Willoughby and his best friend, George the farmer, sitting in their favourite pub in St Ives, enjoying a pint of bitter and shaking their heads.


‘That’s people for you, George.’


‘Aye, Willoughby, so it is.’


Mr Douglas and Mr Fidock, the only two men in the tour party, had acted out that same scene at the airport. And on the plane. And in the hotel lobby. They were surprisingly good mimics, Harriet saw now. They had the Cornish accent with its rolling r’s just right. She sped through the opening credits of the next episode as well, nearly laughing out loud as the black and white collie went tearing across the fields. Had Lara and James thought about tracking down Patch the dog as well, Harriet wondered. She pictured a sort of old pets’ home, full of ageing animals from different TV series, sitting around in their luxury, pastel-painted kennels and hutches, reminiscing about their favourite scenes. The rabbits from Watership Down. The cat from the opening credits of Coronation Street. The pigs from Babe . . . She blinked hard, forcing herself to concentrate.


An hour later she had fast-forwarded through all of the episodes and felt slightly more familiar with the show. As long as everyone in Cornwall did everything at twenty times the normal pace she would be perfectly fine. She stood up and stretched, first one arm, then the other, her bracelet sliding down her arm as she lifted her left hand into the air. She had worn it every day for the past year. It had belonged to her mother, a present from Harriet’s father the year they arrived in Australia. It was made of ten opals, each gem a swirl of blue and red fiery colour embedded in gold rectangles, simple but striking. As a child, Harriet had loved to sit on the Merryn Bay beach beside her mother and move her wrist up and down so the blue of the opal was lined up against the blue of the sky. ‘That’s it, Mum. Leave your hand there. It’s exactly the same colour as the sky, isn’t it?’


Harriet had a flash of wanting to be on that Merryn Bay beach right now. A longing to be taking an early morning swim, with the sea to herself. She and her niece Molly used to laugh about the fact that Molly did all her swimming in the chlorinated swimming pool, while Harriet stuck to the sea.


She decided on fresh air in the absence of water and went over to her hotel window. It opened only a little way, looking out over the car park, to darkness beyond. Her face was reflected back at her, her skin pale, her hair a black cap, spiky in places from where she had been running her fingers through it. She didn’t have to look closely to know there would be an anxious expression on her face.


The five days stretched out ahead of her. She thought of the daily trips to the different Willoughby locations, the problems that might crop up with traffic delays, bad weather. There were bound to be personality problems, too. There always were on these group tours. The only variable was how quickly they happened and how she reacted. Expect the unexpected.


As the list of possible black spots grew longer in her mind, she felt a shimmer of the frightening feeling inside her. No, she nearly said aloud. Not here. Not now. Think positive. Look on the bright side. She shut her eyes and did the breathing exercises she’d been taught. Talk to yourself, Harriet, she said as she breathed. It won’t happen again. You will be fine. You are fine. Breathe in, breathe out. Centre yourself.


Slowly, gradually, the panic subsided. Don’t be afraid of the feeling, her doctor had said. Understand it and where it comes from. The more you know, the less you’ll fear it.


That was the trouble. She knew more about it than she wanted to. She could pinpoint exactly when her panic attacks had started and she also knew exactly what had caused them. She was reminded of it every day. Their empty chairs in the office, their voices missing from conversations, the daily task of explaining to people ringing Turner Travel asking to speak to Penny or Neil Turner. The knowledge that her parents no longer lived just metres away in the house that adjoined the Turner Travel office, her childhood home. Reminder after reminder. Even after the tour went wrong, after she had got out of hospital and come back to work, the deep sadness, the desperation had stayed with her.


She remembered her first week back at work, when it had all seemed so hopeless and overwhelming. Lara had come in early and left a little vase of jonquils on her desk, Harriet’s favourite flower.


‘Harriet, if I can help, will you just ask?’


She’d been very moved, as she had easily been at that time. She’d looked up and smiled gratefully. ‘Thanks, Lara.’


‘I mean it. With the tours, or any itineraries.’


‘Thank you.’ Even through her sadness, Harriet had noticed Lara’s self-assurance, her elegance. Her clothes were immaculate, her hair tied back in a stylish ponytail. Even her nails were manicured. How did she manage it, Harriet had wondered. She felt like she was falling apart, inside and outside.


In the background, Melissa answered the phone. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, you can’t have heard the news,’ she said as loudly as ever. ‘Mr and Mrs Turner passed away earlier this year. Yes, both of them. No, not together, one after the other. Yes, it was tragic. Very hard on the children. They were with them, thank God. Well, all except Harriet.’


She and Lara were looking at each other as Melissa spoke. Harriet had replayed that moment many times in the past three months. She had seen the grief and the hurt in Lara’s eyes, as she knew Lara would have been able to see it in hers. But what else had she seen in Lara’s eyes? A flicker of guilt? Or had she imagined that afterwards? Wanted to see it?


‘Yes, it’s very tragic,’ Melissa had said again. ‘We miss them every day.’


Every day, every hour. Harriet hadn’t needed Melissa’s words to remind her how she felt. Every detail was only ever moments away from being recalled. It was like having something on loop tape, always on her mind, there for her to review, replay, time and again, wishing for a different ending, wanting to make it different, wishing with all her heart that it could be. Even standing here, in a motorway hotel in England, it was the same. All the memories, as clear as if it had happened the day before, not the year before.






CHAPTER THREE


Harriet called into the travel agency just before closing time the day her father would die. Her parents always worked the half-day on Saturday, insisting the children had the weekends off. She and her boyfriend Simon were on their way to Melbourne for the day on a shopping trip. He’d lost his mobile phone and was going to buy a new one, while Harriet wanted to browse in the bookshops. She had a cup of tea with her mother and collected measurements for some curtain material she wanted Harriet to buy from a department store in the shopping centre they were visiting.


She didn’t see her father. He’d finished up early in the office to get ready for golf. She poked her head through the door that joined the travel agency to the house and called out loudly. ‘See you later, Dad.’


His voice came down the hallway. ‘See you, love. Drive safely.’


Three hours later she had a bag of new books and was walking around the department store, carrying the curtain material, hoping she’d chosen the right pattern. She didn’t know where Simon was. They had arranged to meet at five o’clock, in two hours time. If they still felt like it, they were going to see a film. ‘Don’t be late, Harriet,’ he’d said. ‘If I don’t find the mobile phone I want, I won’t be able to ring you to remind you, remember.’


‘I won’t be late, I promise.’


‘Harriet, you’re nearly always late. You’ll come dashing up, saying you couldn’t help it, you got talking to someone who told you the most amazing story about being stopped in the street by a man in a giraffe suit —’


She didn’t like it when he talked to her like that. ‘I’ve never met anyone who said that.’


‘I bet you will one day. So I’ll see you at five o’clock. Will I write it on your hand?’


She softened and smiled. ‘I’ll shock you one day by turning up on time.’


‘Yes, you will.’


She decided she’d shock him today. She was determined to be waiting there when he arrived. She’d be twenty minutes early, to make doubly sure. She checked her watch. Not even three o’clock. She had plenty of time yet.


When her mobile phone rang she thought it would be him on his new phone. She checked the display screen as she kept walking. No, it was Austin.


‘Hi, Austie,’ she said brightly.


‘Harriet, it’s Dad. He’s had a heart attack on the golf course.’


She stopped in the middle of the shopping centre. Two people nearly ran into her.


‘He’s in hospital. You’d better get back as quick as you can.’


‘He’s alive? He’s all right?’


‘Get back as quick as you can.’


She couldn’t get back. Simon had the keys to the car. There was only one bus a day to Merryn Bay and the bus station was miles away. ‘Aust, I can’t get there.’


He misunderstood. ‘Harriet, I think you’d better. It’s serious. Hurry. I have to go, I’m trying to get James and Lara as well. I’ll call you back as soon as I can. Hurry up and get here.’


She ran from one side of the shopping centre to the other looking for Simon, trying to spot his sandy blond hair, the striped shirt he’d been wearing. Was it a striped shirt? Or had he been wearing a T-shirt? She suddenly couldn’t remember. There was no sign of him in the mobile phone shop. What else had he said he was looking for? Sports shoes? There seemed to be twenty sports shops. She ran up escalators. She called his name into shops. She went back to the car park, in the vain hope he had got bored and was sitting in the car. He wasn’t anywhere. She tried all the coffee shops and cafes. Where could he be? Where else could she look? She was getting desperate. She stumbled on the information desk. It hadn’t occurred to her, but of course, she could get them to make an announcement.


The woman behind the counter made the call in a smooth, clear voice. ‘Would Mr Simon Baxter, Mr Simon Baxter please come to the information desk as soon as possible. Mr Simon Baxter.’


Harriet waited. Nothing. There was no sign of him. She looked at every man his size and his age in the centre, but none was Simon. None of them was headed towards her. The woman was keeping an eye on her. She guessed before Harriet had a chance to ask. ‘Shall I try again? The music is loud in some of the shops. Perhaps he didn’t hear the first time.’


One more time. Again. Harriet couldn’t stand still. ‘If he does come, can you ask him to wait. Or to ring me?’


‘Of course.’


‘Where else would a man in his thirties shop in here?’


The woman answered as smoothly as if Harriet had asked for directions to the ladies toilets. ‘Menswear on levels two and three; sportswear, videos, DVDs and CDs on levels five and six.’


‘Thank you.’


As she ran down the side of the escalator, dodging people, her mobile phone rang. Austin. ‘Harriet, where are you?’


‘I can’t find Simon. I don’t know how to get there.’ Her panic was rising. She was trying not to cry. ‘Aust, how is he?’


‘We’re all here, at the hospital. Mum’s in the room with him. He’s had another heart attack, Harriet. Since they brought him in.’


She was more than two hours drive away. ‘I’m getting a taxi.’


It would be several hundred dollars but Austin wouldn’t have told her to hurry if he didn’t mean it.


The first driver turned her down. He was nearly at the end of his shift. So did the second. ‘You’re only paying me one way. Who’s going to want a fare back to Melbourne?’ She hadn’t been able to find the words to convince him. The third one hardly reacted, just nodded. She got into the back seat. He slowly put on his seatbelt, slowly put the car into gear, slowly indicated.


She leaned forward. ‘You’ve got to hurry. Please. You have to do everything faster.’


‘What?’


‘My father is dying.’ Her voice was shaky. ‘He’s in hospital. Please, can you hurry.’


He did his best. He shot her glances now and then as they made their way out of the city into the countryside. She stared at her mobile phone. If it didn’t ring, it meant her father was all right.


‘Black spot here, love. No signal for the next twenty miles or so.’


She didn’t take her eyes off the phone, willing Austin to call with good news. Of course her dad was all right. He was in intensive care but he was all right. She’d arrive and he’d be sitting up, looking weak, a few tubes coming out of him and he’d be wearing one of those white gowns, of course, but he’d be all right. ‘I hope you didn’t rush,’ he’d say. ‘Didn’t I tell you this morning to drive safely?’


The phone rang. It was Austin. ‘Harriet?’


‘Don’t tell me.’


‘Harriet.’


She knew before he said it. ‘Don’t tell me.’


‘He’s gone.’


‘No, Austin.’ They were still more than an hour away.


‘They tried everything. We were all with him. Lara, James, Mum.’


But they hadn’t all been with him. She hadn’t been with him. She couldn’t talk any more. She said goodbye. She said she’d be there as soon as she could. She cried, stopped crying, started crying again. The taxi driver kept driving.


They had just arrived at the hospital when the phone rang again. She stared at it. She didn’t recognise the number. It kept ringing.


‘You’d better get that, love.’


She pressed the connection.


‘Hello.’


‘It’s half past five, Harriet. A joke is a bloody joke. Where are you?’


It was Simon. She couldn’t answer him. She passed the phone to the taxi driver as she climbed out.


Simon arrived at the hospital at nine o’clock that night, coming in to the room, pale faced, where they were all gathered. Harriet’s mother was inconsolable. She kept saying the same things, over and over. ‘But he was healthy.’ ‘He exercised every day.’ ‘He was only sixty-three.’


He had been dead for one hour and thirty-three minutes by the time Harriet saw him. She’d walked into the hospital and been met by Austin.


‘Harriet, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’


She moved into his arms, tears flowing down her cheeks. ‘Where is he, Austie? I need to see him.’


It hadn’t been her dad. It had been his face, his body. She had been right about the hospital gown. But there had been no sign of the smile, the soft accent, the teasing look in his eyes. She spoke to him. She touched his hand. She was overwhelmed by emotion, barely able to stand. Her dad was dead and she hadn’t been able to say goodbye to him.


Austin was beside her. His hand was on her back. She turned to him. ‘Austie, did he know I wasn’t here? Did he know I was trying to get here as quickly as I could? Did he know?’


‘Harriet —’


There was a noise at the door behind them. They turned. It was their mother. Lara was on one side of her, James on the other. They were both holding her tightly.


‘Mum . . .’


‘Oh, Harriet. Harriet.’


She needed her mother to come over and hold her, to make it all right, to make it better, but she stayed with Lara and James. Austin had moved over to them too. The four of them were holding on to each other.


Harriet looked at them. ‘Were you all here? Was I the only one who wasn’t?’


‘Harriet, it was so quick,’ Austin said. ‘You couldn’t have known.’


She didn’t answer him. She needed to know exactly what had happened. ‘Where were you when you heard, Lara?’


‘I was in the office.’


‘On a Saturday? Only Mum and Dad work on a Saturday.’


‘I was working on that new tour.’


‘Where were you, James?’


‘At home. With Melissa and Molly.’


Austin came over and touched her arm. ‘Harriet, stop it. It doesn’t matter.’


‘Yes, it does. It does matter.’


‘Harriet? Come here, love.’


She turned. Her mother opened her arms. Harriet moved into them and cried until it hurt.


 


They closed the travel agency for two days. Gloria volunteered to keep it going, but they wanted her with them. Having her in their midst made it easier, held them together, stopped the shock from completely overwhelming them. She and Melissa quietly and methodically organised what needed to be done. Their mother was too distraught. The rest of them were too shocked.


Simon kept apologising, over and over again. It was his fault she had been in Melbourne. His fault for losing his mobile phone so she hadn’t been able to ring him. She was calm with him. ‘I wanted to go. It’s not your fault.’


Gloria noticed something was wrong. She seemed to guess it was to do with Harriet not being there when her father died. ‘I know it’s hard, Harriet. But would it have been better if none of you were with him? If he had died on his own on the golf course? Would that have made you feel better?’


‘No, of course it wouldn’t.’ But why did it have to be me who was missing? She didn’t say that out loud. She felt so guilty, so terrible even thinking it, but it came from somewhere deep inside her. She should have been there.


Gloria moved closer, taking Harriet’s hands in hers, squeezing them. ‘Harriet, you can’t change it. That’s the way it was. That’s what happened. It would hurt no matter how and when your dad died, or who was with him. It’s awful, but it’s the truth.’


They all wanted to speak at his funeral service. Austin and James went first. They spoke simply, briefly. They had loved their father very much. Harriet was supposed to be next, but she wasn’t ready. Austin touched Lara on the arm. She glanced at Harriet, as if seeking permission. Harriet watched through her tears as Lara walked from the pew to the altar, adjusted the microphone, so calm, so collected. Her speech was brief. ‘Neil welcomed me into his home as if I was his own daughter. I loved him for that, and I loved him for his kindness and his humour, and for all the parts of him that were special. I loved him dearly and I will miss him so much.’ She cried then, but she managed to finish her sentence.


Harriet wasn’t able to get past her first line. She had been up until two a.m. trying to write her tribute. Trying to put into words what her dad had meant to her. Trying to reduce thirty-one years of being loved and cared for and encouraged into three minutes. ‘I loved my dad.’ It was the past tense that got her. When he was alive she had been able to say to him ‘I love you, Dad.’ Now he was dead. Now he was in that coffin, in the middle of that aisle, and all she could say was that she had loved him. Because she hadn’t been able to say ‘I love you, Dad, please, Dad, get better. Please, Dad, don’t die,’ like the others had in the hospital room. If she had been there, would it have made the tiniest bit of difference that his spirit might have needed?


She started crying and she couldn’t stop. Her mother didn’t speak either. She broke down on her way to the altar.


 


Two months later, unbelievably, horribly, it happened again. They had all gone back to work, still numb with the hurt and grief, their father’s empty desk a reminder every day of their loss, yet none of them wanting to sit there or move it out.


It had been a normal day: the phones ringing, customers calling in to book holidays or to show photos from a previous tour. A new set of company brochures arrived from the printers on the outskirts of Melbourne, two hours away. Harriet was the first to notice there was a problem with the photographs on the front page. The colours were out of alignment. Normally, that was something her father would have sorted out, quickly and easily. He’d have jumped in his car and driven there, and been back within the afternoon.


It was as if all their reactions had slowed when he died. Harriet knew her mother was still dazed. Time after time she had looked up and seen her staring out the window, not hearing phones ring, not realising someone had asked her a question. She had aged in just a few weeks, as if the spirit had gone out of her. Harriet noticed it again that day. Her mother was staring at the brochures as if she didn’t know what they were.


Harriet needed to help. She desperately needed to try and make things better. ‘Mum, do you want me to take them back to the printers?’


Her mother’s smile was childlike in its relief. ‘Oh, Harriet, would you?’


‘Of course. Do you want to come with me? For a drive?’


Gloria looked up. ‘Penny, you’ve got that lunch today, do you remember? Out at the golf club? And then Austin’s arriving after lunch?’


‘Oh yes, I’d forgotten. I’d better be here when he arrives too. Harriet, thank you anyway. I would have liked that. We’ll do it another time.’


Harriet was about to ask if there was anything else she wanted her to do while she was there, when the memory returned of asking about the curtains the day their father died. Instead, she picked up the brochures and her car keys. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’


She planted a quick kiss on her mother’s head. Her mother briefly touched her arm. ‘Thank you, Harriet. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’


Afterwards, the words had swum round and round Harriet’s head. Is that what she’d said? Without you or without you all?


She had driven the two hours to the printing plant and spent nearly an hour with the production manager, trying to sort out the problem. She’d stayed calm, not even getting annoyed when he took a personal phone call on his mobile midway through, laughing for five minutes while he set up a football outing with a friend. How could that bother her? Her father had died. What could be worse than that? She was walking out of the printworks when her mobile phone rang. James.


Afterwards she couldn’t remember whether she had said hello or whether James had started speaking first. She vaguely remembered getting into the car, turning it around, ignoring the angry blast of someone’s horn and then driving back to Merryn Bay. She needed to stop for petrol halfway. She got out of the car, filled the petrol tank, went in and paid, like a robot. The whole time James’s voice replayed in her mind.


‘Harriet, thank God I got you. Mum’s in hospital. Quick, get back as soon as you can.’


She drove straight to the hospital. She was too late. At the bedside she listened, staring at her mother’s lifeless face, as James, Austin and Lara told her what had happened, over and over, needing to give her the details, as if they could make sense of it that way themselves. Lara had been driving back from dropping train tickets to an elderly client outside the town when she found their mother slumped at the wheel of her car beside the road to the golf course, the car engine still running. The ambulance had been called. She’d had a second stroke soon after she was admitted to hospital. A fatal one.


Her funeral was held in the same church. She was buried next to their father. His grave was still a mound of earth. They hadn’t been able to face organising his headstone yet. The wake was held in the same hall.


The whole family was devastated. The aftermath was as traumatic: the changes in the company, James and Melissa and their daughter Molly moving into the family home, the shifting and changing as the family came to terms with what it all meant, personally, professionally.


Everyone had felt the hurt and the grief. Harriet knew that. But underlying everything for her was one desperate, unassuageable fact. She was the only one who hadn’t been able to say goodbye to her parents. The only one who hadn’t been there with them when they died. Not just once, but twice.


The grief, the hurt and the shock at their deaths twisted into anxious feelings deep inside her, a constant watchfulness that something like that could happen again with someone else, without warning, without the chance to prepare or say farewell.


It began as a constant nagging unease. Over the following days and weeks it grew into something as pervasive as a migraine or a toothache, an anxiety, dark and encompassing, deep inside her mind, seeping into every part of her life.


She began to worry from the time she woke up until she went to bed. About small things at first. Checking and then having to double-check if she had enough petrol or if the brakes in her car were working. Having to go back home in case she’d left the iron on, left a tap running or the front door ajar. She started worrying about other people, especially people travelling anywhere by car. She kept imagining burst tyres, rogue truck drivers changing lanes without warning, faulty railway crossings. She started insisting her family, Simon and her friends phone her when they arrived at their destination so she would know they had got there safely.


The anxiety spilled into her working life. When she was typing up tour itineraries, she couldn’t stop imagining catastrophic events. Bus drivers having heart attacks and crashing off the road. Viewing platforms on the edges of canyons or cliffs collapsing, taking groups down with them. Planes crashing. Trains derailing. Food poisoning outbreaks. She decided it was an omen of some sort, that she had to make doubly sure to check all the tours were properly organised, and that every possible safety measure was in place.


Everyone started to notice. James insisted she take some time off. She protested. Gloria was drafted in to take her home and put her to bed. She couldn’t sleep. The worry turned from work to her personal life. She sat up, three nights in a row, thinking about Simon. He was away on a week-long conference. They had been together for four years, and had lived together in his rented flat for the past twelve months. They had started to talk about getting married, buying a house together. She inspected their relationship from every angle, made lists, went over every moment of their time together, paced the house. She didn’t answer the door, or any phone calls. She was clear in her head when she rang him at the conference at six o’clock in the morning to tell him she was very sorry, but she had realised there was no future between them and she had decided it was best if they split up. She was as kind as she could be to him. She felt genuinely sad but she knew she couldn’t give him any hope for a future reconciliation. He was extremely upset. Her family were shocked. Despite the anxiety, she knew it was the right thing. She moved out of the flat they shared, found a small house for sale four streets back from the beach on the opposite side of Merryn Bay, put down a deposit, all in the space of a few weeks. She ignored any advice that she was moving too quickly, acting irrationally. There was an urgency, she realised. She had to move quickly before anything else bad happened. She had to try and keep one step ahead of it.


She worked longer hours so she didn’t need to go home to her empty house. She volunteered to do any extra tours going. She worked weekends. She did anything she could to try to block the anxious thoughts crowding into her brain.


Two weeks before she was due to take a group on a five-day tour of the Flinders Ranges in outback South Australia James took her aside.


‘Harriet, are you sure you’re up to this? I can take over, or Lara can, if you’re not.’


‘I’ll be fine. Why? Who said I wouldn’t be?’


‘No one said anything. It’s just you’ve checked all the arrangements at least six times already. The hotel in the Flinders Ranges rang me. They’re worried we don’t think they’re up to scratch.’


‘I was making sure of everything, the way we’re supposed to, the way Mum and Dad taught us to.’


‘Harriet, we’ve been staying in that hotel for more than ten years. You know they’re good.’ He paused. ‘The helicopter company rang too. They said you’ve been querying their safety record.’
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