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A SONG AT SUNSET
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Part One




ONE

CARRIE

October 1998 – Timberley, Gloucestershire

 




This afternoon I had the strangest experience. I saw Dev again. He was here, right beside me in my living room, his hair as thick and dark as it had ever been, his face unlined by the years. He was wearing a white medical coat, just as he had been the first time I ever saw him, in the early years of the war, when he was a doctor and I was a humble orderly, and he was smiling at me, that crooked smile that used to make my heart tip and the blood sing in my veins.

I could feel his presence in every nerve ending, and I spoke his name, held out my hands to him, wondering, yet eager. But I couldn’t reach him. Close as he was, no matter how I moved towards him, the distance between us remained unbridgeable. A sob of frustration rose in my throat, the wonder beginning to take on the dark edge of hopelessness.


It cannot be. The words were a voice inside me, yet ringingly  clear, and the despair ratcheted up a notch or two, dragging me closer to the darkness that was waiting for me.

Though every instinct was warning me not to, I looked down at my hands, hands as yet unveined and blemished with the spots that come with age, hands still reaching out imploringly to my beloved Dev, though I knew there was nothing he could do to help me.

They were covered with blood.

 



I’d dozed off, of course; I must have done. I sometimes do after lunch, and, I confess, a glass of sherry, and very enjoyable it is too. There’s a certain luxury in being able to treat oneself to a drink and a nap in the certain knowledge that no one expects anything of you, that there is nothing to be done that can’t wait. And sometimes, yes, I do dream, muddled, fuzzy dreams that might or might not contain echoes of the past. But not vivid, as this one was. Not so real that I feel it actually happened in that hinterland between full wakefulness and sleep. Not so clear that the aura remains with me for the rest of the day, taking me back not just to the events of half a century ago, but to the girl I was then, her emotions as well as her physicality, preserved like a rose frozen within a block of ice.

They do say, of course, that as you grow older the past becomes more real than the present. That whilst you may forget what it is you’ve gone into a certain room to fetch, though the purpose was clear in your mind a moment before, or where you’ve left your keys or your spectacles, you can remember with perfect clarity things that happened years ago.

I haven’t reached that stage yet, I hope. It smacks of senility, if not of the dreaded Alzheimer’s, of opting out of living because everything worthwhile has been left behind, that the here and now is a pale echo of glories past, and the future a barren wasteland from which the only escape is death. I may be seventy-eight, with stiff joints and aches and pains in places I never knew I had, and I certainly get tired a great deal more easily than I used to. But I don’t feel old inside. Inside still lives the madcap girl I used to be, so it comes as quite a shock when I look in the mirror and see a face I barely recognise looking back at me, or when a stranger treats me with the sort of respect reserved for venerable age.

Seventy-eight is nothing these days, I tell myself when my knees feel a bit creaky or my fingers fumble with the lid of the jam jar. Central heating and labour-saving devices and the wonders of modern medicine have rolled back the clock, and there are plenty of people older than I am who are still active, taking holidays on cruise liners, trotting along to the WI each week, even playing a gentle game of bowls on the indoor green at the country club. Things have changed over the last fifty years.

When I was a girl it would have been considered a great age. My grandmother, for instance, was ten years younger than I am now when she died, and I remember people saying she’d had a good innings. ‘A good innings’, as if she’d scored a century in the village cricket match before being stumped or run out.

She was always old to me, a grand old lady in a black straw hat trimmed with fabric flowers, a black silk coat with another  spray of flowers pinned to the lapel, black button shoes and thick grey stockings wrinkling around swollen ankles. Until she took to her bed, that is, warned by Dr Fosset against exertion following what he termed a heart condition and my mother called ‘a funny turn’. She remained there for almost ten years, propped in state against the pillows as if she were Queen Victoria, rapping with her cane on the wall whenever she needed anything – which was often – whether it was a drink, or a snack of bread and cheese, or to be hoisted out onto the night commode that sat beside the bed. That entailed the efforts of two people; if my grandfather was pottering in the garden out of earshot, my mother would enlist my help, a duty I dreaded. But there was nothing for it. Granny must do nothing to exert herself. So I would have to climb onto the bed, brace myself against the cast-iron headboard with its bars and swirls and funny little screw-on knobs that had always fascinated me when I was a child, grasp her beneath her arms and heave whilst Mother manoeuvred Granny’s lower half to the edge of the feather mattress. She was no lightweight, Granny. Years of inactivity, added to her love of food and a half-pint of bitter every morning at eleven on the dot, had bloated her so that to me she resembled nothing so much as a beached whale in a nightgown and pink hand-crocheted bed jacket.

You see? There I go again, wandering into the past. Perhaps I am heading for senility – heaven forbid! I hope that if that ever happens Andrea will take me to Bristol Suspension Bridge and heave me over the railing; I certainly don’t want to end up in one of those care homes, sitting in front of a television set all day surrounded by a lot of old people who can’t even  remember what day it is, let alone have a sensible conversation. I’ve told her so often enough. ‘If I get to that stage, just help me put an end to it,’ I tell her. And: ‘For heaven’s sake, Mother, don’t talk like that!’ she says. And I smile wryly; I rather enjoy shocking her. I get that from my grandmother. She enjoyed saying things to shock people too, for all her grandeur.

I know what’s triggered this revisiting of things that happened years in the past though. It was the letter that Andrea received a couple of days ago.

I was in the garden, trimming the untidy streamers that were hanging off the honeysuckle when she came out to find me. ‘Mum, I’ve had a letter,’ she said, and I knew at once that it was something important, both from the expression on her face – excited, yet nervous – and from the mere fact that it was a letter. I mean, nobody writes letters any more, do they? Even I have a computer; went to special classes for the elderly run by the College of Further Education, and learned how to use e-mail.

She got it out of her bag; I saw it was an airmail envelope.

‘Gillian,’ I said. ‘It’s from Gillian.’ And my heart was racing and pounding so hard Dr Flowers would have had a fit if she’d been listening to it. I’d long since given up hope of ever hearing from Gillian again; now, resurrected, it pulsed in my veins.

‘Not Gillian,’ Andrea said.

‘Ah.’

‘It’s from her daughter, Kathryn.’

My heart leaped again. Gillian has a daughter. I have a granddaughter and I never knew it.

‘But how . . . ? How does she know about us?’

‘Long story.’ Andrea smiled, held the letter out to me. ‘You’d better read it. She wants to come over to England and meet us.’

 



I haven’t been able to think of anything else, of course, these last few days. There’s a constant bubble of excitement, not unlike a bad case of indigestion, and I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I’ve been singing to myself, the wartime songs of Vera Lynn, as I go about my everyday chores. And every so often I say her name, ‘Kathryn’, rolling it on my tongue and loving the sound of it. The emotion I’m feeling is not dissimilar to the emotions I experienced more than fifty years ago – trembling anticipation tempered with apprehension. And I find myself wondering, what will she think of me, the grandmother she has never met? If she’s expecting a comfortable, motherly figure she’s going to be disappointed.

Even more importantly – how much does she know? How much has Gillian told her? The letter gives nothing away.

Andrea and I talked it over and Andrea phoned to tell Kathryn we’d be delighted for her to come to England to visit, and that we would very much like to see Gillian again, too. But I don’t think there’s much hope of that. The rift between us is too deep and has gone on for too long.

I remember the dream, and the blood on my hands. Like Pontius Pilate, I’ve learned that no amount of washing will take that away.

I just hope and pray that Kathryn will accept that it all happened a very long time ago and not question me too much. I shall stand firm, of course, just as I always have, and refuse  to discuss it. If it matters to her, it won’t be easy; I don’t want to destroy the chance of forming a relationship with my only granddaughter. But there are some things that have to be. I decided that long ago and I’m not about to change my mind now. She’ll have to take me as I am, or leave me, just as her mother did before her.

But however prosaic that may sound it doesn’t keep me from hoping that her choice will be different from Gillian’s; that somehow Kathryn will find it in her heart to forgive me.




TWO

A month earlier, Ontario, Canada

 




If Gillian Dupont hadn’t taken a bad fall and fractured her pelvis the letter from England might well have been left unanswered as others, in the past, had been. It had arrived during that horrendous week she’d spent in agony, believing what the doctors had told her: that the X-rays had not shown up any broken bones, and the awful pain she was suffering was as a result of severe bruising. She should try to keep mobile, to keep the joint from stiffening up, they’d said. So, after the first couple of days when she could barely move without having to stifle a scream, she’d dragged herself around the ground floor of her home, using the swivel chair from the study as a walking frame and trying, when she could find the courage, to take a step on her left leg, the one on the side that had taken the full force of the fall. With no success whatsoever. The moment she put the slightest weight on the leg, the pain was excruciating.

‘You have to try. That’s what they told you,’ Don, her husband, said.

‘I can’t, Don. I just can’t!’ she said, tears gathering behind her eyes, tears that came partly from the constant agony that was wearing her down and partly from frustration. It wasn’t in Gillian’s nature to accept defeat. But putting weight on her left leg was absolutely beyond her.

The stairs were another problem. She could manage them only by sitting and hoisting herself up or down one step at a time. She made it to her bedroom each night by sheer effort of will and, having scaled the mountain that the staircase had become, she had to shuffle to the en suite on her bottom and lever herself up on the toilet seat, taking the full weight on her arms. If Don was at home he’d follow her, step by slow step, and haul her to her feet, but he wasn’t always there, and in any case she hated being reliant on anyone, even her husband of forty years.

She had still been upstairs on the morning the letter arrived, brought with her breakfast tray by Angelica Savorini, who came to clean through twice a week, and she felt her stomach clench the moment she saw the handwriting on the airmail envelope.

Andrea, her sister. Andrea had written once or twice before, and though she could have passed Andrea in the street and not known her, given that she had never met her, she recognised the bold black scrawl instantly.

She delayed opening the letter until she’d fortified herself with a cup of tea – not as strong as she made it herself; Angelica never had the patience to let it brew long enough – but a life-saver none the less. She wondered if perhaps Andrea was writing  to inform her that their mother had died – she was, after all, heading towards eighty now – and was almost surprised by the lurch of her heart, the momentary edge of fear that any opportunity to set things right between them would have gone for ever. But when she tore the envelope open and began to read, it quickly became clear that this was just another attempt by Andrea to elicit some contact before such an eventuality.
It would mean so much to Mum. She’d love to see you, I know, but if that is impossible, couldn’t you at least write to her, and perhaps send some photographs of yourself and any family you might have? She keeps pretty well, on the whole, but there’s no denying she’s getting older, and one of these days it’s going to be too late. Besides, it was all so long ago, and I honestly don’t believe she ever meant to hurt anybody. It’s just not in her nature. Couldn’t you find it in yourself to make some contact with her? She is your mother, after all’s said and done. Nothing can change that.





‘Oh!’ Gillian tossed the letter aside, angry, now, that Andrea should once again be putting her into this impossible position, and guilty too, though after what had happened she didn’t know why she should be the one to feel guilt. For a moment she almost wished that the letter had been to inform her that Carrie had passed on; at least when that happened there would be no more letters like this one, no more unwelcome strings jerking her back to a past she had spent her life trying to escape. Then once again the guilt kicked in. Perhaps  she should at least write to her mother; if she didn’t, when it was too late she might regret it. But she couldn’t deal with it right now. The physical pain she was enduring had brought her low. She couldn’t cope with emotional turmoil on top of it. It was all just too much.

She struggled out of bed, retrieved the letter, and put it out of sight in one of the drawers in her fitted wardrobe. She’d think about it when she felt better, but to be perfectly honest, she didn’t think it was going to change anything. Not now. Her position was too entrenched.

The two or three steps back to the edge of the bed seemed like a marathon; by the time she’d settled herself again and the screaming pain had receded to a dull, insistent ache she’d almost forgotten about Andrea. All she could think of was her stupid hip, and how ill she felt.

 



It really had been such an idiotic accident, and she had no one to blame but herself. Well, maybe Connie, her three-year-old Labrador retriever. But Connie had simply been doing what young dogs do – being boisterous and excitable. If Gillian hadn’t thought that she heard the telephone ringing inside the house and set off along the drive like a sprinter in the Olympics – sprinting? At her age? When was she going to begin to behave in the dignified manner that should come naturally to a woman in her middle fifties? – Connie wouldn’t have joined in the fun and run right in front of her. Somehow Gillian had managed to catapult over her and land on the hard surface of the drive, hip first. When she tried to get up a sharp cold pain had knifed through her pelvis, fierce and fiery, yet oddly ice-cold at the same time, and she  collapsed onto her back. Tried again with the same result. She called for help and luckily her neighbour, Paula Matthews, heard her. She came to see what was wrong, enlisted the help of her husband, Ed, who fetched one of the pine dining chairs from the kitchen, and together they got her indoors. Ed drove her to the hospital, she was X-rayed, told nothing was broken, and sent home.

But when, a week later, she was still in dreadful pain, Don took her back to the hospital, a second X-ray was taken, and this time a ‘significant fracture of the pelvis’ was revealed.

‘It’s very easy to miss when it’s only just happened,’ she was told by an earnest – and rather red-faced – doctor, to whom she had replied tartly that if it was so easy to miss, why hadn’t she been told to come back for a follow-up examination, not sent home to walk on it. Don was furious; he hadn’t finished with the hospital, he’d told Gillian, but she was inclined to let it go. Confrontation always upset her.

She was admitted to hospital then, forbidden so much as to set a foot to the ground, and plastered into skin traction, with a weight hanging over the end of the bed to pull the ball joint of the hip from the socket to allow it – with luck! – to heal. Gillian thought she now knew what it must have felt like to be put on the rack by a medieval torturer.

It was hot in the hospital room. Gillian, sticky with perspiration, was desperate for a cotton nightdress. She’d brought pretty, silky ones with her; she’d wanted to look good. Now she realised comfort was more important. She phoned Kathryn, her daughter, and asked if she could call in to Gillian’s house on her way to visit and collect some.

‘I’d ask your father, but he’s bound to bring the wrong ones. They must be cotton, and he never seems to be able to tell one fabric from another.’

Kathryn chuckled wryly. ‘That’s men for you! Yes, of course I’ll do that for you, Mom.’

‘You’re an angel, Kathryn. They’re in the drawer of the fitted wardrobe in my room.’

‘OK, Mom. I’ll find them.’

‘Bless you,’ Gillian said.

And gave not a thought to the letter that she had hastily concealed there.

 



It was, of course, virtually the first thing that Kathryn saw when she opened the drawer.

Kathryn was not the sort of person to pry; she would have been outraged at any suggestion that she was. But as she pulled out one of her mother’s Victorian-style nightgowns a thin sheet of lined paper, caught in its folds, fluttered to the floor. As she bent to pick it up she could hardly fail to notice the signature; with only a few lines of writing above it, it stood out boldly in the centre of the page.

‘Your sister, Andrea.’

Kathryn frowned, puzzled. ‘Your sister, Andrea.’ Gillian didn’t have a sister. She’d been orphaned as a child, and brought up by an aunt and uncle, Lizzie and Walter, in a small mining town in Somerset, England. This letter couldn’t possibly belong to her. But what was it doing in a drawer in her bedroom?

She read the couple of lines above the signature.

‘Couldn’t you find it in yourself to make some contact with  her? She is your mother, after all’s said and done. Nothing can change that.’

Kathryn stared at the page. She had begun to tremble, a nervous flutter in the pit of her stomach. Though she had not yet even begun to comprehend, she had the feeling that she was standing on the brink of some dark, fathomless chasm, and her instinct was flight. Once, not so long ago, Kathryn had embraced the unknown as an adventure to be savoured. No more. The tragedy of a year ago had left her vulnerable and raw. She’d improved enormously since the time when simply getting through each day was a major achievement, but still, it took very little to set her nerves jangling in a way that felt alien to her, but which was totally beyond her control. As long as everything ran on normal lines she could cope – just about. Anything out of the ordinary upset her out of all proportion. And this was certainly out of the ordinary.

The instinctive apprehension was attacking her now, stirring the familiar threads of panic, but even stronger was an overwhelming need to know what on earth it was she’d stumbled upon. There was something here that was odd beyond comprehension; she absolutely had to know what it was.

The first page of the letter was still in the drawer, along with an airmail envelope. She picked it up, scented with the lavender bag on which it had lain, glanced at the address at the top: Timberley, Gloucestershire, England. It meant nothing whatever to her. Then she began to read, the trembling growing ever stronger as she took in the meaning, though now she was completely unaware of it. She could think of nothing but that Gillian had a sister, Andrea, in England, and a mother too. Or had. Perhaps the letter had lain in this drawer for years . . . Kathryn  fished the envelope out of the drawer, checked the date of the postmark and felt her stomach clench again. It had been posted just a couple of weeks ago. This wasn’t past history, it was the here and now. The enormity of it hit her with almost physical force, and Kathryn sank down onto the edge of the bed, staring into space, staring at the letter, staring into space again.

It was beyond belief that there were family in England – close family – that she had no idea existed. Why on earth had Gillian kept it secret all these years? Why had she cut herself off from them? Pretended her mother was dead? Did the estrangement have something to do with the fact that she’d emigrated to Canada, or was it the other way round – she’d emigrated because there had been a terrible falling out? But that couldn’t be right; something must have happened long before that if she’d been brought up by Lizzie and Walter. Or had she? Was that a lie too? Kathryn felt the foundations of her world rocking beneath her. She simply didn’t know what to think, what to believe.

For a long while she simply sat, her thoughts racing. Then she replaced the letter in the drawer on top of the lavender bag. The scent rose, cloying, a scent that she had always, in the past, associated with her mother. Kathryn thought she would never again smell dried lavender without remembering the moment she discovered that, contrary to everything she had been led to believe, she had a grandmother and an aunt alive and living in England.

 



Gillian was asleep.

Kathryn stood in the doorway of the private hospital room juggling the plastic store bag containing the two nightgowns  and another concealing a miniature bottle of Scotch whisky she’d brought because she knew her mother enjoyed a nightcap, and felt her stomach churn all over again.

With the covers concealing the contraption attached to her leg, Gillian looked exactly as she always did. A little paler, perhaps, the lines between nose and mouth etched more deeply by two weeks of constant pain. But she had persuaded a nurse to find the time to wash her hair – a complicated operation involving a bowl of water propped behind her head – and it had settled back into its natural waves, framing and softening her face, with only a quarter-inch regrowth of dark roots and a small silvery patch at one temple to betray the fact that she was overdue for her regular six-weekly touch-up. She’d put on some make-up, too, a slick of rosy lipstick and eyeliner in the soft brown she favoured. Gillian never fell into the trap of wearing too much make-up, but she didn’t like to be without it either. Her hands lay splayed on the bed cover, the brown age spots that had appeared over the last few years picked out by the harsh overhead lighting, the diamond cluster of her engagement ring slipped to one side of her finger above her wedding ring as it always did because it was a little too large for her and she’d never got round to having it made smaller.

‘If I put on weight it’ll be a perfect fit,’ she’d always said. Except that she never had. She might be fifty-six years old now, but she was still trim and fit, and even lying in a hospital bed she looked a good ten years younger.

Physically, she was still unmistakably Kathryn’s mother. And yet, as she hesitated in the doorway, Kathryn felt she was in the  presence of a stranger. Gillian might look the same; Kathryn was aware now that she really didn’t know her at all.

Why, Mom, why? Whatever happened to make you lie all these years?

The clatter of a trolley in the corridor behind her. Guilty as a naughty child, Kathryn pushed the bag containing the whisky deep into the folds of her skirt as a nurse powered in.

‘Wake up, Mrs Dupont! Time for your medication! And your daughter’s here to see you.’

Gillian’s eyes flew wide open. ‘I’m not asleep!’ Her tone was indignant.

‘Well, I don’t know what else you’d call it.’ The nurse winked at Kathryn and counted tablets into tiny plastic beakers. ‘Now, let me see you take them.’

Gillian looked at Kathryn, raised her eyes heavenward. This is like being a child again, that look said. But she swallowed the tablets anyway with a glug of water from the carafe on the bedside locker.

‘Right. You take care now, Mrs Dupont.’ And she was gone, clattering away down the corridor in search of her next victim.

‘As if I could do anything else, chained to this bed,’ Gillian said drily.

Another glimpse of normality – Gillian’s familiar dry humour – briefly lighting a pathway through the thicket of confusion, yet somehow making Kathryn’s newly acquired knowledge seem all the more bizarre.

‘I brought you . . .’ Glancing furtively over her shoulder to make sure the nurse wasn’t hovering, Kathryn opened the plastic bag containing the whisky just enough to allow her mother to see what was inside. ‘But for goodness’ sake don’t start tippling  until after the nurses have done their night rounds. They’ll smell it on your breath and that’ll be the end of that.’

‘Oh, Kathryn, you’re a life-saver!’ More normality – absolutely Mom, ever the rebel. ‘And did you find my nightdresses?’

The nerve was back, jumping in her throat. ‘Yes . . .’

‘Oh, thank goodness. I’m going to put one on right now.’

Gillian was wriggling herself upright, pulling off the man-made silk shift she was wearing with not so much as a hint of false modesty. Kathryn helped her into one of the cotton nightgowns, marvelling that a woman who was always so naturally uninhibited could have kept such an enormous secret for the whole of her life. But then, perhaps the fact that she was capable of hiding things so successfully that you never for one moment guessed that there was anything hidden was the biggest secret of all.

‘I’ll take this home and wash it.’ Kathryn bundled the silky shift into the bag she’d brought the cotton nightgowns in.

Gillian’s hand reached out, covered hers.

‘Are you all right, darling?’

Kathryn snatched her hand away.

‘Fine.’

‘You seem a bit . . . edgy.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘How are you and Rob?’

‘We’re OK.’ It wasn’t the truth, and Gillian knew it.

‘Honey, you really should try to sort things out. Don’t push him away . . .’

‘Mom, I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Oh, Kathryn, you never do. You really should open up. Bottling things up only makes them worse.’


You’re a fine one to talk! Kathryn only just stopped herself from saying it aloud. But she was glad she’d snatched the words back. Anxious as she was to ask her mother some pertinent questions, this was neither the time nor the place.

‘You know what I think?’ Gillian was saying. ‘I think you should take a holiday. Get right away, somewhere you’ve never been before. You and Rob together. You could start over . . .’

‘Mom, I do not want to talk about it.’

‘Oh, Kathryn.’ Gillian sighed, shook her head. ‘So what do you want to talk about?’


You. You and my grandmother and my aunt, Andrea. But she couldn’t. Not with her mother chained to her hospital bed with a weight dangling from her ankle and a nurse who might come bustling in at any moment.

‘Connie seems fine,’ she said instead. ‘She was bounding about all over the place when I called in for your things.’

‘I hope your father is exercising her properly. She has so much energy, and I don’t want her chewing the furniture out of boredom . . . Oh, one good thing. They did a bone-density test, and I definitely do not have osteoporosis. The fracture was entirely due to the force I landed with. They’re hopeful that means it’ll heal pretty well and I won’t have to have a hip replacement.’

‘Good.’

But it was mostly going over Kathryn’s head. Reminded by her mother of the tragedy that had torn her world apart, all Kathryn could think was: Oh Ben, you had a great-grandmother in England, and a great-aunt too. And none of you knew.




THREE


The dark hours of the night.

In the past year and a bit Kathryn had witnessed too many of them. In the beginning, the sleeping tablets prescribed by the doctor had taken care of them, but she had hated the way they made her feel next day, as if she were drowning in thick pea soup, uncoordinated in both body and mind. They hadn’t stopped the pain, either. It lay waiting to ambush her the moment the drugs began to wear off, and the dull misery was, in its own way, every bit as unbearable. Sometime, somehow, she had to come to terms with reality. Putting off the moment was both cowardly and foolish. So she’d stopped taking the pills. And established an intimate relationship with the wee small hours, when every creak of a settling timber sounded loud as a gunshot in the enveloping silence, and the rain against the window whispered Ben’s name.

She could feel his presence then, as real as if he were still there. She could smell the baby scent of him, sweet from his  bath, with the faintest overtones of milk. She could feel the tug of his mouth on her breast; the peachy softness of his skin and the firm grasp of his tiny fingers around hers. But already it was hard to conjure up an image of his face, though she could still see the individual features: wide blue eyes framed with impossibly thick dark lashes, button nose, perfectly defined pink mouth.

Her baby. Benjamin James. Who had died from meningitis aged fifteen months one week. And whose loss had left her adrift in a meaningless world. To all intents and purposes she had begun functioning normally again. But inside she was hollow, and the hollow was filled with grief.

Tonight, however, when Kathryn woke at 3 a.m. it was not Ben who was there, picking at the corners of her consciousness, but her enigmatic mother and her long-hidden secrets. The questions were all there, racing around her mind like a string of galloping horses, and the shock of her discovery hit her all over again, swamping her with its enormity.

Kathryn slid out from under the duvet and went downstairs to make herself a cup of warm milk, as she invariably did when sleep was evading her. Soft snuffling snores were emanating from the spare room where Rob now slept. Generally when she heard them they fired slow-burning resentment that he could sleep easily, undisturbed as she was by the little ghost who never left her, waking or sleeping. Tonight, however, she found herself longing to return to the days when they had shared everything.

Rob had been her first love. They’d begun dating in high school, and the closeness between them had grown from that  first, almost magical, time, and had roots that had seemed rock solid as the old oak tree where Rob had once carved their initials and surrounded them with a slightly lopsided heart. He was more than a lover and a husband, he was her rock, her confidant, her best friend. When anything was troubling her, he had always been the one to whom she turned. He wasn’t always overly sympathetic: if he thought she was making much of very little he’d tell her so, and his down-to-earth common-sense attitude somehow put things into perspective. Such as the time when she’d scraped her new car. ‘For heaven’s sake, it’s only a chunk of metal,’ Rob had said. ‘You’re in one piece, that’s all that matters.’ But when something was really wrong he was always there for her. She’d used to share everything with him, the good and the bad, and there had been no need to hide her secret self, her vulnerability. Rob had been her other half, the mirror to her soul.

No more. The barriers between them felt insurmountable and their communication was reduced to the barest exchanges necessary to underpin the minutiae of daily life. Useless to wish she could talk to Rob, a real heart-to-heart, sharing all her shock and confusion at what she’d learned. Her fault, probably. Certainly Gillian seemed to think so. She didn’t know about the separate rooms, of course – no one did. But she did know things were very wrong between her daughter and son-in-law; though they put up a public front, you’d have had to be blind not to see it, and Gillian was, by nature, very perceptive, especially where Kathryn was concerned. She knew too that often people expressed their grief in different ways so that it tore them apart.That they looked for a reason for what had happened  and for someone to blame, and took out their suffering on those closest to them.

‘You shouldn’t be so hard on Rob,’ she said. ‘Ben was his son too. He’s hurting just as you are.’

And Kathryn wanted to retort that he wasn’t, he wasn’t! Or at least, he didn’t seem to be. He was getting on with his life as if nothing had happened. Which was unbelievable, given that he was the one who was supposed to have been looking after Ben that night. The one who’d given him his bottle – which he’d promptly thrown up – and changed his diaper and not noticed how unnaturally white and unblemished the skin on his little bottom was, and put him to bed where he’d fallen asleep without a whimper although he should have been hungry, assuming he’d be better in the morning after a good night’s sleep.

‘I honestly didn’t think there was much wrong with him,’ Rob had said afterwards. ‘He didn’t seem really ill, just a bit off colour. I’ve seen him much worse – when he had that chest infection, coughing and crying. There didn’t seem any need to bother a doctor . . .’

‘Rob, he had meningitis!’ she’d screamed at him.

‘I didn’t know that,’ he’d protested, aggressive as he always became when he felt he was in the wrong. ‘He didn’t seem that ill. And there were none of the signs you hear about, no rash or anything . . . You’d have said the same if you’d been here.’

But Kathryn hadn’t been there. She’d been at a friend’s shower party, and the weather had turned bad – a late blizzard – and she’d stayed over, something she never normally did. And for  which she would never forgive herself. Because by next morning, when Rob couldn’t wake Ben, it was too late. The disease had taken hold overnight; he was beyond saving.

The trouble was, she didn’t only blame herself, she blamed Rob too.

She hadn’t, in the beginning. She’d been too numb, too needy for a comfort it was impossible to find. In her black despair she’d clung to him, the only one who might possibly understand the utter desolation that had left her hollow, a chasm filled only with pain. But, as the weeks turned to months, instead of bringing them closer their grief, manifesting itself in different ways, had driven them apart. Kathryn wanted to talk constantly about the little son she had lost; Rob said that going over and over it was helping no one and they had to move on. Kathryn mooched about the house, weeping; Rob went back to work, strove to carry on as normal. He said she needed to start trying to pick up the pieces; she thought he was displaying a total lack of feeling, for her, as well as an indifference to their loss. An indifference that was a betrayal of Ben.

That was when she had begun to blame him, though she had sworn she never would. And the seed took root and sprouted and flourished in the dark empty places inside her, and sent out tendrils that invaded every part of her being. She didn’t want him near her any more; she who had once curled in his arms recoiled from his touch. When he was not there she castigated herself for it, for what she was doing to him, to them, but the moment they were together again he would say or do something that fired her up once more and  the pain and the resentment of his acceptance of the situation made her say things she didn’t mean, things she was ashamed of. Which drove him ever further into his protective shell of defensive indignation and pretended indifference. They were like angry strangers now, had been for the past six months. Miraculously they were still living together, but with a divide between them that could not be crossed.

‘There’s no point going on like this,’ Rob had said after one horrible row.

‘No, there’s not,’ she’d shot back.

‘You want to split up, then? You want me to move out?’

The truth was she didn’t know what she wanted, beyond wanting Ben back, whole and well, and growing up. In her arms. In her life. But she only said: ‘Oh, do what you like.’

‘All right, I will.’

The enormity of it hit her then, that she had lost not only her child but her husband too, and all her anger dissolved in a great wash of desolation. But still she couldn’t bring herself to turn to him. She ran from the room, the tears coursing hot rivers down her cheeks, and wept, bent double from the pain, arms wrapped around her cringing, empty body, wept until her eyes were swollen and her throat sore, wept until the sobs were dry husks that racked her still. Rob had not come looking for her, proof, she thought, that he really didn’t care about her. But he hadn’t moved out, either – well, only as far as the spare room – and she was glad about that. She really didn’t think she could have coped with the emotional upheaval and upsetting practicalities of a separation and divorce on top of everything else.

Gillian seemed to think getting away was the answer. Today wasn’t the first time she’d suggested it.

‘You need a holiday,’ she would say. ‘Go somewhere where you’ve never been before. Somewhere that isn’t full of memories.’

‘They come with me, Mom. I can’t leave them behind.’

‘Kathryn, I think you have to try. You don’t want to lose Rob too, and that is what is going to happen unless—’

‘You think I don’t know that, Mom?’

‘At least you’re back at work now,’ Gillian said, still striving to reach her daughter. ‘That should help take your mind off things.’

‘Well, it doesn’t,’ Kathryn said. But that wasn’t quite true.

She’d gone back to work as a realtor for the same company she’d been with before she’d given it up to become a full-time mother; they’d been great, taking her back though she was fairly sure they’d created the vacancy especially for her when she’d enquired about the possibility. She was good at her job, she knew, and when she was looking round houses, valuing them, preparing brochures, talking them up to prospective buyers, she did actually manage to forget for a little while. For a little while she could become again the businesswoman she had once been, thinking of nothing but the job in hand.

But it had its drawbacks too. The houses where one of the rooms had a cot with fluffy blankets and a mobile twirling over it. The paddling pool or climbing frame in the back yard – not that Ben had been old enough for either when he’d died, but he would have been by now. Kathryn had to block them out, remain objective. But it wasn’t easy. And always, when she  got home, the purposeless darkness was waiting. Just her and Rob, who seemed to be moving on without her, and the photographs and the soft toys she couldn’t bring herself to dispose of, and the empty room that used to be a nursery.

She went there sometimes in the dark hours when she couldn’t sleep, curled down into the elephant beanbag with her mug of warm milk, imagining she could hear his even breathing in the stillness, see the mound under the cot blankets in the shadows. Not tonight, however. Tonight she sat at the pine table in the kitchen and thought about the secrets her mother had kept, and the family in England who desperately wanted her to get in touch with them.

 



By the time Gillian was discharged from hospital a week later, Kathryn had done plenty more thinking.

She’d wondered whether she should talk to her father, ask him some of the questions that were running circles in her brain, but decided against it. It could be that he was as much in the dark as she was, and raising the subject of what she’d discovered could be a catastrophe. She really had to talk to Gillian first.

She was frustrated, too, that she hadn’t taken note of the address at the top of the letter. All she remembered of it was that it was in Gloucestershire; if only she had more she could go on line and look the place up. But she’d been too startled to take in any details, and now, burning with curiosity though she was, she couldn’t bring herself to sneak into her mother’s house and go back for another look.That really would be prying.

Now that the first shock had worn off, Kathryn was beginning  to feel oddly excited. Roots she hadn’t known she had were pulling at her; she acknowledged she not only wanted to find out about her unknown family, she wanted to meet them. Their very existence was somehow creeping into the gaping hole left by the loss of Ben and her estrangement from Rob. But for the moment there was nothing she could do but contain her impatience and wait for an opportunity to talk to Gillian.




FOUR


‘Mom, there is something I have to talk to you about.’

There was no mistaking the seriousness of Kathryn’s tone, nor the nervousness underlying it. Gillian’s heart sank.

‘Oh, no, Kathryn. You’re not going to tell me that you and Rob—’

‘No, no. Nothing like that.’

They were in the kitchen of Gillian’s home, high in the hills overlooking the lake on which the town of Edmondsville had grown up. Why is it that the kitchen is invariably the venue for important family discussions, Kathryn wondered. But in this case there was a good reason for that. The chairs there were high and firm, and Gillian, home now from the hospital and getting about on crutches, found them a good deal easier on her hip than the soft leather sofas in the living room, less of an effort to get into and out of. It was handy for the coffee-maker, too; both of them had a steaming fragrant brew within easy reach. And Don had absented himself to watch a television  programme; the low purr of the presenter’s voice crept through the dividing door, otherwise there was nothing to impinge on their privacy.

‘What, then?’

Kathryn pulled her coffee towards her, but merely curled her fingers round the mug, twisting it back and forth on the coaster.

‘Mom, you remember you asked me to collect some cotton nightdresses for you when you were in hospital? Well, there was something else in the drawer. Something I couldn’t help seeing. A letter.’ She paused, waiting.

‘Oh.’ Just that. But Gillian’s face was speaking volumes. Guilt. Shock at being found out. A confusion that was totally uncharacteristic.

‘Well?’ Kathryn paused again.‘I was hoping you might explain it to me.’

‘You shouldn’t have looked at it,’ Gillian accused.

‘I know, and I’m sorry. But I did. And I really want to know what it means.’

‘Well, if you read it I should have thought that was obvious,’ Gillian snapped. She was becoming aggressive, as she often did when caught on the wrong foot. This wasn’t going to be easy. Time to go on the offensive herself, Kathryn decided.

‘I’ve always been given to understand you were brought up in Somerset by Lizzie and Walter,’ she said.

‘From the age of eight, I was.’

‘But you always said it was because you were orphaned. That your mother was dead. Why would you say that, Mom, if it wasn’t true?’

‘To me she was. Kathryn, I really don’t want to discuss this.’ 

‘And you have a sister too,’ Kathryn persisted.

‘Whom I don’t know. She’s eight years younger than me, and we had totally separate upbringings. Kathryn, please, drop the subject. They are nothing to me, and nothing to you.’

‘How can you say that?’ Kathryn exploded, exasperated. ‘They’re your family – mine! You can’t just sweep this under the carpet.’

‘It’s the way I want it,’ Gillian returned stubbornly. ‘Lizzie and Walter are my family. They’re the ones who were there for me. That woman . . .’ her lips tightened ‘... that woman means nothing to me at all. I barely know her. And I really don’t want to.’

Kathryn shook her head, totally bemused. ‘But . . . what happened, Mom? Why were you with Lizzie and Walter?’

She was doing sums in her head. Gillian had been eight when she had been taken in by her aunt and uncle; Andrea was eight years younger than Gillian. There was a link, but for the moment she was struggling to see what it was. The words of Andrea’s letter came back to her. I honestly don’t believe she ever meant to hurt anybody . . .


‘Couldn’t your mother cope?’ she asked. ‘With a new baby and you too? Is that why she sent you to live with Lizzie?’

Gillian laughed bitterly. ‘You could put it like that, I suppose.’

‘She abandoned you. In favour of Andrea. Is that what’s behind all this?’

Gillian was becoming visibly agitated.

‘Kathryn, will you drop this, please!’

‘No, Mom. If you’ve been feeling hurt all these years because your mother kept her new baby and farmed you out . . . I can  understand how you must feel. But it doesn’t mean she loved you any less, just that—’

Gillian snorted. ‘Love had nothing to do with it.’

Kathryn’s eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘OK. If you really want to know.’ Her voice was hard now, and so was her face; she steepled her fingers in front of her mouth momentarily as if even now she wasn’t sure she should let the words escape. ‘OK. My mother did not actually abandon me, as you put it. When I was eight years old she was sent to prison. That is the reason I went to Somerset, to Lizzie and Walter. My sister, Andrea, was born while she was in custody. Are you satisfied now?’

‘She was in prison?’ Kathryn repeated, stunned. ‘But what for? What did she do?’

Gillian was silent, her lips pressed tightly together, the muscles of her cheeks taut.

‘But didn’t she take you back when she was released?’ Kathryn asked. ‘Surely—’

Gillian snorted again. ‘She wanted me to go home, yes. But I was thirteen years old by then. I didn’t want to go back there . . . where it happened. And my mother and sister . . . they were strangers to me.’

‘Lizzie didn’t take your sister in too, then?’

‘No. They couldn’t have coped with a baby as well as me, and besides—’ She broke off, her eyes cutting away as if to blot out whatever it was she was seeing.

‘Andrea was fostered out to a family in Timberley,’ she went on after a moment.

‘Timberley is in Gloucestershire.’

‘That’s right. It’s the village where I was born. It’s quite a long way from where I was in Somerset – or at least, it was in those days. And in any case, there were . . . issues. I never saw Andrea.’

‘But your mother – didn’t you want to be with her?’ Kathryn pressed, trying to understand. ‘If you were eight years old when she went to prison, then she wouldn’t have been a stranger to you, surely?’

Gillian stared down at her hands, twisting her loose engagement ring around and around.

‘I didn’t remember my mother at all,’ she said quietly.

‘What do you mean, you didn’t remember her?’ Kathryn asked, puzzled.

‘Just that. I suffered what I think they termed “traumatic amnesia”. I didn’t remember anything from . . . before, and I still don’t. My life began when I went to Hillsbridge, to Lizzie and Walter. They became my parents. And now, I really don’t want to talk about this any more.’ She struggled to her feet, reaching for her elbow crutches. ‘Do you want more coffee?’

‘Mom, for goodness’ sake, sit down! You’ve only told me half a story.’

‘More than I wanted to.’

‘Mom, please. I can see this is difficult for you. When I raised the subject I had no idea, honestly, but . . . don’t you think it might help, talking about it? Not having to keep it from me any more?’

‘Not really, no . . .’ Gillian was trying to pour more coffee into her mug, but her hand was shaking, and some splashed  onto the stripped pine worktop. ‘Oh, now look what you’ve made me do! This will stain . . .’

Kathryn leaped up. ‘It’s OK, I’ll see to it.’

She grabbed a cloth, mopped up the spill. When they were seated again, their coffee mugs refilled, there was an awkward silence. Then, to her surprise, Gillian said: ‘I suppose you want to know what my mother did to end up in prison?’

‘Well . . . yes.’ Of course she wanted to know, but for some reason she had been avoiding asking the direct question again.

‘And why I don’t want anything to do with her.’

‘Yes.’

‘Very well. I suppose you might as well know the truth.’ Her eyes, defiant now, met Kathryn’s directly. ‘What did my mother do? She murdered my father.’

 



Kathryn pulled her VW into the side of the road. Her head was all over the place – not the best state to be driving in; she’d only just avoided jumping a red light, and traffic seemed to be leaping at her from unexpected directions. From here, the town of Edmondsville spread out beneath her, but the familiar collage of parks and tower blocks, street grids and waterfront might have been the landscape of the moon, so alien did it appear to her tonight. And the constant shifting of the lights reflected on the dark surface of the lake seemed to mirror the turbulence of her thoughts.

Kathryn had thought she’d been prepared for anything. But the revelation of her grandmother’s crime had absolutely taken the ground from under her feet.

When she’d got her breath back she’d wanted to know more,  of course. But Gillian had volunteered very little and, given that Kathryn could now understand just why the subject was so distressing to her, she didn’t like to press her. In any case, Gillian maintained that she knew only what she’d been told by Lizzie and Walter. Her own memory of what had happened had been wiped clean.

The bare facts: they were all Kathryn had so far.

She turned off the engine of her car and twisted her hair, shoulder length and dark, away from her face and into a knot at the nape of her neck. Then she tilted her head back into the collar of her hands and ran over the information she’d gleaned.

One evening in the summer of 1950, Caroletta Louise Chapman – her grandmother – had shot dead Frank Chapman – her grandfather – in the home they shared with Caroletta’s parents in the village of Timberley, Gloucestershire. Caroletta, or Carrie, as she was known, claimed it had been in self-defence. She had been found not guilty of murder, but guilty of manslaughter and she had been sentenced to eight years’ imprisonment. When she had been released, with time off for good behaviour, she had, incredibly, gone back to live in Timberley. Andrea had been returned to her mother, but Gillian had refused to have anything to do with her.

At eighteen, she had married Don Dupont, and they had emigrated to Canada, where Don had got a job with a pharmaceutical company. That, as far as she was concerned, was the end of it.

‘Does Dad know?’ Kathryn had asked.

‘Of course he does!’ Gillian had retorted. ‘You don’t think  I could have been married to him for nearly forty years and not told him?’

‘You didn’t tell me.’

‘That was quite different. There was no need for you to know. And you wouldn’t, if you hadn’t . . .’

Gone prying.

Or, to take it a stage further, if Andrea hadn’t written. Kathryn hadn’t asked Gillian if she intended to reply. Given her extreme reaction it was fairly obvious that she did not.

Kathryn stared down on the panorama that was Edmondsville and drowned in the tumultuous swell of Gillian’s secret. How had she lived with it all these years? Learning that her grandmother had been convicted of killing her grandfather had shocked Kathryn to the core, and she was at one remove. Gillian had had to deal with it at first-hand. The trauma of losing both her parents in such terrible circumstances must have been devastating for a little girl; small wonder that she had tried to erase it from her life. But even so, Caroletta was her mother, and she was still alive. Was she really a monster, as Gillian implied? Or had she been driven to the limits of extremity by unimaginable circumstances?

Gillian’s only take on what had happened came, it seemed, from what Lizzie had told her. But it was perfectly understandable that Lizzie had been biased. Frank had been her brother, after all. And it was easy to see how her opinions had been imposed on the blank canvas of a confused young mind. The tragedy of it was that Gillian had cut herself off so completely from her mother, never given her the chance to put her side of the story. And it was eating her up inside, however she might try to deny it.

A great wash of sadness engulfed Kathryn, not only for Gillian but also for Caroletta. Kathryn knew from bitter experience what it was to lose a child. But at least she had closure. How much worse it must be to have a daughter who was still alive but had disowned you. Whatever Caroletta had done, it was the cruellest punishment Kathryn could imagine. She found herself wishing desperately that she could do something to put things right between the two of them before it was too late. There was no way now, of course, to undo the past and reclaim the lost years. But if she could engineer some sort of reconciliation it could only be a good thing for both mother and daughter. Gillian shouldn’t be carrying all this bitterness inside; one day, when it was too late, it would come back to haunt her, Kathryn felt. And Caroletta . . .

The urge to contact her English family and find out the truth of what had happened was suddenly strong. And, bizarrely, Gillian’s suggestion that she should ‘get away, somewhere you’ve never been before’ in order to get her own life back on the rails was there too, an insistent little voice in her head.

Kathryn sat quite still for a moment, scarcely breathing as the idea grew and took shape. And as it did, she felt herself infused with a sense of purpose.

She’d get Andrea’s address from her mother – surely she wouldn’t refuse to give it to her? – and she would reply to the letter herself. Then, if they wanted her to, she would go to England, meet the family she had never known she had. If she could get to the bottom of what had happened all those years ago and find some explanation, perhaps she could banish the demons that Gillian refused to confront for herself.

Buoyed up with barely suppressed excitement she started the engine and set out for home.

 



Kathryn had expected opposition from her mother when she told her what she intended to do, and asked her for Andrea’s address, but Gillian was oddly resigned.

‘It’s no more than I expected,’ she said. And: ‘You know where I stand. I think I’ve made my feelings perfectly clear. But you’re a grown woman, Kathryn. What you decide to do is up to you.’

It occurred to Kathryn to wonder if perhaps, after the initial shock of discovery, Gillian was actually relieved that the truth had finally come out, and if perhaps she was even glad to be able to relinquish responsibility for deciding whether or not to reply to her sister’s letter. Maybe she even harboured some secret regrets with regard to the estrangement, but was too entrenched in the position she had taken to backtrack now. But she knew better than to say so.

With the letter in her possession, Kathryn now had an address. Bush Villa, Timberley was, Gillian told her, the family home, where she had been born and lived for the first eight years of her life. Presumably Andrea lived there with her mother. But the signature gave no indication as to whether or not she was married, and Kathryn had no option but to address her reply to ‘Andrea Chapman’. She wrote a carefully worded letter, saying she would very much like to come to England to meet them, and included her telephone number. Three days later Andrea called.

Understandably, the conversation was a little stilted and  awkward, but the message was clear. Both she and her mother were delighted to hear from Kathryn; of course they would love to meet her. When was she thinking of coming?

‘Well, as soon as possible really . . .’ Kathryn had already floated the possibility that she might like to take some vacation to her boss at Select Properties and he had raised no objection.

‘You’ll stay with us, of course,’ Andrea said.

‘Oh . . . I don’t want to impose . . .’

‘You wouldn’t be.’

Kathryn hesitated. She wasn’t sure that was a good idea. Andrea and Carrie might be family, but they were also strangers. Kathryn thought she would really rather have her own space, a bolt hole she could retreat to if things were awkward, rather than be in Andrea and her grandmother’s pockets the entire time.

‘I’d really prefer to be in a hotel,’ she said, hoping Andrea would not take offence.

She didn’t. In fact, Kathryn rather gathered that Andrea was relieved. She probably felt the same way about too much proximity too soon, but had been obliged to offer accommodation.

‘OK, if you let me know when to expect you, I’ll make a booking.’ There was something in her matter-of-fact assumption of responsibility that reminded Kathryn of her mother. But there the similarity ended. ‘Thanks so much for getting in touch, Kathryn. I can’t tell you how much it means to Mum. She’s writing to you, I know, but I wanted to call you straight away; let you know how pleased we were to hear from you.’

That had been it, more or less. No questions, no answers.  They would keep for another day. And no mention of Gillian, either. Presumably, Andrea was taking it as read that the situation there was as it always had been.

Next day, Kathryn firmed up her request for a few weeks’ vacation, went on line and booked flights. All that was left to do now was to tell Rob.

‘I’m going to England to visit my mother’s family,’ she said.

She was microwaving a frozen chicken pasta dish for her tea; Rob – a self-employed accountant – had had a long lunch with a client and he’d said he’d grab a takeaway later if he felt like it. Right now he was sitting at the dining table, a load of paperwork spread out in front of him. There was more space here, he claimed, than in the recess under the stairs that had become his office when the spare room had been turned into a nursery, but his invasion meant that Kathryn had to eat on the counter.

‘Lizzie and . . . what’s his name?’ Rob said, without looking up. ‘I didn’t think you liked them much.’

‘Walter.’ She didn’t contradict him; it was true, she wasn’t overly fond of Lizzie and Walter. Not that she knew them very well; they’d come to Canada once or twice for a holiday, and she had visited them in England with Gillian and Don before, or after, going on to spend time with Don’s family. But she’d never really taken to them. Walter was OK, she supposed – a quiet man who had barely registered on her radar – but Lizzie she found daunting, rather sour and opinionated, too quick to complain and criticise. ‘No, not Lizzie and Walter,’ she said. ‘Mom’s real family.’

He frowned.‘I didn’t know your mother had any other family.’

‘Well, she has. A mother and a sister. No, don’t look at me  like that, Rob. I didn’t know either until recently. She’s had nothing to do with them since she was a girl.’

She had his full attention now – quite a novelty these days – but she really didn’t want to go into it all just now. As always, the resentment was niggling beneath the surface, not exactly articulated, but intrinsic. You didn’t want to talk to me about your own son.Why would you care about my mother’s family?


‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I’m going to England to meet them.’

‘You’ve just gone ahead and fixed all this up?’ He sounded put out.

‘Yes. It doesn’t make any difference to you, does it?’

‘I could have come with you.’

‘I didn’t think you’d want to.’

‘Why not?’

‘Oh – Rob!’ The microwave pinged off; Kathryn removed the plastic carton, gave the contents a stir, put it back in for another three minutes.

‘What about your job?’ he asked. ‘Surely they aren’t happy for you to take off at a moment’s notice?’

‘They’re perfectly fine with me taking a break. Anyway, you know as well as I do they can manage very well without me. They only took me back because they felt sorry for me. Were concerned about me. It was nice that someone was,’ she couldn’t resist adding, though the minute she’d said it, she regretted it.

The barb went home.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Kathryn, give it a rest,’ Rob snarled. ‘You really do know how to stick the knife in, don’t you?’

‘I would have thought,’ she retorted acidly, ‘that you’d be glad to be rid of me and my miseries for a couple of weeks.’ 

They were back to battle stations.

‘Oh, do as you like, Kathryn,’ Rob snapped. And returned to his work.

‘Don’t worry, I will.’

And she had. Two weeks later, with all the arrangements finalised, Kathryn was on the plane, bound for London Heathrow.




FIVE

Late October 1998, Heathrow to Timberley, Gloucestershire


The placard, looking as if it had once been one side of a packaging carton, is inscribed in black felt-tip pen, the letters at least four inches high: ‘KATHRYN SAWYER’.

Though she was bemused at first by the sea of faces in the Heathrow arrivals hall, searching in vain for one that bears some resemblance to her mother, Kathryn can scarcely avoid seeing it. The woman holding it aloft is tall, short dark hair streaked with grey, wearing a dark green quilted jacket. She wears no make-up, or at least, none that is visible, and her face looks a little leathery, as though she spends a lot of time outdoors.

Andrea. It must be, but rather than the similarity she was looking out for, Kathryn is surprised by the difference between her and the always immaculate Gillian. Kathryn weaves her way through the crowd, towing her suitcase behind her. She feels terribly shy suddenly.

‘Hi. I’m Kathryn.’

‘Kathryn! Thank goodness!’

‘Sorry you’ve had such a long wait. My flight was delayed.’

‘Aren’t they always? Never mind, you’re here now. Let’s go and find my car. Can I carry something for you?’

‘It’s all right.’

‘Let me take your bag. It’s quite a trek to the car park.’

‘If you’re sure...’ Kathryn relinquishes the squashy holdall that is hitched, along with her purse, on her shoulder. ‘Thanks.’

They set out in the direction of the lifts, Andrea striding out purposefully in thick-soled flat shoes, Kathryn, in heeled boots and with her case to manoeuvre, struggling to keep up.

‘I hope I can find the car again,’ Andrea says. ‘These places are a nightmare. I hope I can find my way out of the airport, come to that! I don’t often have to come here, thank the Lord.’

‘You shouldn’t have come today,’ Kathryn says. ‘I could have taken a taxi.’

‘All the way to Gloucestershire? It would have cost you a fortune! And you wouldn’t want to be bothered with the train after a long flight like you’ve had. Ah . . . here we are. That looks like my jalopy. Still there. Well, I don’t suppose anybody would want to steal that, but you never know.’

The ‘jalopy’, as she calls it, is an ancient Saab, the dark blue chassis streaked with splashes of mud. Andrea unlocks the boot and clears a space amongst an assortment of paraphernalia.

‘There we go, there’s room for your suitcase. We’ll put your bag on the back seat.’

The interior of the car is almost as cluttered as the boot. There’s what looks like a riding hat and crop, and Kathryn has  to shuffle a water bottle, apple core and empty crisp packet in the well of the front passenger seat in order to settle her feet comfortably.

‘Sorry about the mess,’ Andrea says cheerfully. ‘I meant to give it a good clean before I picked you up, but I didn’t have time. I had to get the vet out to one of my horses, and by the time we’d sorted her out, the morning was gone. I reckoned a dirty car waiting for you was better than a clean one arriving late.’

‘Absolutely,’ Kathryn agrees. ‘You’ve got horses, then?’

‘Yes.’ Andrea pauses for a moment, concentrating on manoeuvring the large, heavy car out of its bay and Kathryn holds her breath as she comes perilously close to hitting a smart new BMW parked alongside. Then, completely unfazed, she continues: ‘I run a riding stables in the village.’

‘Oh, I didn’t know.’

‘Why should you? There’s a lot we don’t know about one another, isn’t there?’

‘A stable, though. I never imagined . . .’

‘You don’t ride?’

‘No.’

‘Your mother used to, when she was a little girl.’

Kathryn is startled. ‘She’s never said.’ And then she remembers: Gillian has no recollection of her life in Timberley. Strange, though. You’d think a love of horses would have surfaced, even if people and events were a blank page. But to her knowledge, Gillian has never been on a horse, or expressed a desire to ride.

‘Your stable is in the village, you say . . . ?’

She winces again as Andrea blockbusts her way over a roundabout adorned with a mock-up Concorde.

‘Yes. At Timberley Hall. Where you’re staying, actually.’

This is unreal.

‘I’m staying at a riding stable!’

Andrea laughs.

‘Not exactly. Timberley Hall was a grand country residence. Then, during the war, it was used as a hospital and convalescent home by the US Air Force. By modern standards it’s much too big for a family home, though. Nowadays it’s a hotel. Nice rooms for visitors, banqueting suites where people who can afford it can have their wedding reception, or even get married – you know the sort of thing. Registrar in a room filled with flowers instead of the traditional church service. They applied for a licence to hold weddings as soon as the law permitting it went through.’

‘And the stables . . . ?’

‘Were once part of the estate. I rent them from the owners of the hotel.’

‘It sounds nice.’

‘I’m very much at home there. But then, I would be. I lived for the first six years of my life on the farm next door.’

‘Right.’ Kathryn is impressed by Andrea’s openness, the casual way she talks about her past – so totally different from Gillian’s secrecy.

‘And what about you?’ Andrea asks.

Miraculously, she has manoeuvred her way onto the M4 without incident; they are now trundling along in the centre lane, Andrea totally oblivious to the drivers tailgating her and giving her angry glances as they are forced into the outside lane in order to overtake her.

‘What do I do for a living, you mean?’

‘Yes. Tell me all about yourself. That’s probably better than me trying to talk and drive at the same time.’

Yes, Kathryn thinks, it probably is! So she embarks on a résumé of her job and her life.

She doesn’t mention Ben, though. And she certainly does not say that her marriage is all but on the rocks. There are some things that will keep until she knows Andrea better.

But from what she’s seen of her so far, she likes her. There’s no pretence about Andrea, none whatsoever. It makes a welcome change.
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A wartime love-affair

tears a family apart. ‘

Can old wounds ever

be healed? ~ =~





