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THE SNOW ANGEL


THE WINTER CHILDREN


THE SNOW ROSE




Prologue


June 1940


Tommy was coming back across the fields when she saw Bertie Potter cycling up the lane. It had been a beautiful afternoon, the colours of early summer almost too much to bear. She was dazzled by the intense cornflower blue of the sky flooded with golden light, the deep lush greens of the woods and fields, the blues, whites and vibrant magentas of the meadow flowers. The birds had been going crazy all day, thrilled by the onset of warmth and burgeoning growth; they’d zipped about the hedgerows and sung wildly from the trees. One robin had accompanied her in fluttering dashes as she’d walked the dogs up to the cottages and back. Spotty had met her there – no, not Spotty, Mr Spottiswoode, I must remember to call him that – and they had inspected the living conditions, to see if they were suitable for the girls coming that summer to help bring in the harvest. Greaves, the tenant farmer, had joined them, grumbling about having women working on the farm, even though he could remember the same thing happening in the last war.


‘Modern girls won’t be like the other ones,’ Greaves had declared. He was grizzled with age and decades of labouring outdoors. ‘They don’t know what hard work is. Only bothered about dancing and hairstyles and lipstick.’


‘Let’s give them a chance, Greaves, shall we?’ Tommy had said lightly. ‘They might not be as bad as you think. We’re all trying to do our bit with things going so badly abroad.’


That had shut Greaves up. Everyone had been pulling together so much in recent days, since the disaster at Dunkirk – not disaster, she reminded herself, miracle. But the news was pretty awful and people were nervous about the future. If things went on this way, they didn’t stand a hope.


We have to keep on. It’s all we can do.


Tommy had thought of Alec, far away in France. He hadn’t been evacuated with the others. He was still there, fighting, or on the move; no one knew. She imagined him for a moment in the French countryside, the enemy nearby; then swiftly banished the image. These days she tried to think of him as little as possible. It helped.


It’s here and now that matters. The children. The family. The house. Looking after them is how I can help.


Spotty – oh crumbs, Mr Spottiswoode, I mean – had said that if the cottages were spruced up, the land girls could be paid less in consideration of their better boarding conditions, and Greaves had clearly liked the idea, but Tommy had said she didn’t agree, they’d get their money and a decent lodging too, and then she left the men to it. No doubt they were cursing her name and wondering why they were having to obey her, and not her brother, but she didn’t care. Let them.


Striding back across the fields, she breathed in the sweet air and the calm of the afternoon. There was barely a sound, except for the birds chirruping and tweeting away. A blur of wings darted past her, and her robin eyed her from the nearby hedge, before swooping away again. The sun shone brightly and a line of sweat prickled at her hairline. Her jersey was uncomfortably hot so she took it off and slung it over her shoulders, letting the sunshine warm her skin through the light cotton of her blouse. The long grass waved against the bare skin of her legs below her skirt line.


I feel . . . I almost feel alive again.


Of course, she never would be, not in the way she once was. And why should she, when miles away frightful battles were raging, men were dying, ordinary people’s lives and homes were being destroyed? A great black cloud was rolling towards them, engulfing everything in its path, bringing death and chaos.


Coming over the brow of the hill, she saw the house, ancient and beautiful, sitting just below her. The sight comforted her. It was home, an enduring shelter, a place of safety. It would surely continue to exist as it had for centuries. In the garden there was a flash of movement and the children appeared briefly, two small dots with bright red jumpers and bare legs, before vanishing behind the house. Where were they going? To the paddock? Into the woods? How wonderful to be so carefree.


Then she saw him. Bertie Potter, his cap pushed back on his head, cycling along the lane towards the house.


Tommy stopped with a gasp and her skin turned cold. For a moment, she stood staring, watching the little figure getting closer and closer to the old manor. She started walking, quickly now, oblivious to her robin, marching out through the long grass. Her heart was pounding and her face pale, but she strode on, calling to the dogs when they lingered, watching Bertie reach the house, drop his bicycle on the lawn in front before running around the side to the kitchen door. She couldn’t see him now but she could imagine him rapping on the old door, opening it to shout across the scullery to the kitchen. Out would come Ada, wiping her hands on her apron, to take his little envelope in her hand.


Tommy knew what it was, and who it was for. She’d been waiting for this moment for weeks, though she hadn’t realised it.


He’s dead. They’re going to tell me that he’s dead.


It seemed to take hours to reach the lane, but it was only about ten minutes. In that time, Bertie had gone. Ada had summoned the others. Tommy walked into the kitchen, the dogs at her heels, to see them waiting for her. Her mother was there, her expression grave, and behind her Gerry, her face white, her eyes wide and frightened, biting her lip. Ada hovered about the sink, sighing and muttering, moving things for no reason, while Thornton stood against the larder door as if hoping to disappear through it.


‘It might be all right,’ Tommy said in a flat voice, but she already knew what the envelope her mother held out to her would contain. As she turned it over, she saw the cross stamped on it that meant the worst news of all.


Not a prisoner. Not injured.


She stared at it for a long time, her heart racing, hundreds of images of Alec tearing through her mind. The last time she had seen him: calling goodbye at the station as Alec leaned out of the train window, tiny Antonia waving a white handkerchief in farewell. Tommy had held Harry up high so he could get one last look at the baby. Alec, in his scratchy great coat and cap, kit bag still over his shoulder, had waved back, his dark eyes unreadable, a cigarette dangling from his lips, before he’d ducked back into the carriage and disappeared.


Suddenly she looked up and handed the envelope back to her mother.


‘Aren’t you going to open it?’ Gerry asked in a small, scared voice.


‘You open it. I know what it says.’ She turned to the scullery doorway, a square of sunshine beyond the gloom of the kitchen. ‘I’m going to find the children. I must tell them first of all.’


‘Oh Tommy.’ Gerry’s voice broke on a sob. ‘How terrible this is!’


‘We’re sorry, Thomasina,’ her mother said in a quavering voice. ‘You must be suffering very much.’


‘Yes,’ Tommy said, in the same blank tone. At any other time, her mother’s sympathy might have touched her, but not now. ‘Thank you. But I must go.’


She went out into the warm afternoon.


Alec is dead.


Her life would never be the same.




Chapter One


Present Day


‘Come on, Max,’ Caitlyn pleaded, almost falling under the force of her son’s embrace. She dreaded this. Every time she hoped it would be different, but it never, never was. ‘Let go, darling. Let’s go inside.’


They were standing on the gravelled drive in front of the school’s grand entrance. Caitlyn’s hopes had been raised when she had managed to get Max and all his kit out of the car and right to the door, but it hadn’t lasted. At the sight of the open front door, he’d lost it, dropping his hockey stick and backpack on the ground and grabbing her. Now he was holding her tight, his arms clamped around her, his sobbing harsh and unceasing. With what breath he had left, he was stammering, ‘Don’t go, Mum, don’t go, d-d-d-d-don’t leave me!’


Other parents went past, herding their own small boys, shooting her sympathetic looks or politely ignoring the weeping Max and Caitlyn’s efforts to prise him off her. None of the other boys seemed to be having anything like Max’s reaction to going back to school.


Max’s abject grief was almost more than she could stand. She hated leaving him here, especially when she hadn’t really wanted him to come in the first place, but Patrick had convinced her that it was in Max’s best interests. He’d been in love with the whole idea of prep school and what he thought it entailed: cricket, dorms, tuck, midnight feasts, high jinks, life-long friendships.


‘It’s what I want for Maxie,’ he’d said firmly, but Caitlyn had suspected it was what he wished he’d had himself.


The only concession she’d managed to win was that Max wouldn’t go till he was ten years old. Patrick wanted him to go at seven, but Caitlyn couldn’t bear it while Max was still holding her hand and skipping as they walked to school, and still needed to hug his teddy and snuggle up to her while she read a bedtime story. Even then, when Max turned ten, he still seemed too young to go away from her.


‘Please let go, Maxie!’ Tears were pricking her own eyes as she attempted to peel back his arms. He was immoveable, his grip rock solid around her as if he really believed that by hanging on long enough, he could make her give up and take him home.


‘We have to go in!’ she said, almost sobbing now herself. He was practically pushing her over with the force of his embrace and she stumbled on the gravel. ‘I’m sorry, Max, I hate it too, but you have to stay.’


‘Here – can I help you?’ It was Max’s housemaster, a young man with a beard and glasses and a friendly smile. Someone had obviously sent him downstairs to them. ‘Hey, Max! Great to see you, pal.’


Max ignored him, his torrent of tears unceasing.


‘I’m sorry, Mr Reynolds,’ Caitlyn said, raising her voice over the sound of Max’s crying, anxious in case the housemaster should be offended by Max’s evident disinclination to see him. ‘He’s still finding it hard . . . you know . . .’


‘Of course I do.’ Mr Reynolds smiled at her. ‘He’s not the first, don’t worry. He’ll be fine once he’s upstairs. Honestly. C’mon, buddy.’ He put his hand on Max’s arm and patted it.


He means so well, she thought. He’s a nice man.


Mr Reynolds was one of the reasons she could bear leaving Max behind. He was young, empathetic, and relentlessly positive. He radiated good humour and tolerance, and when Max was being at all upbeat about school, it was clear he rated Mr Reynolds very highly, from the way he was always up for an after-supper game of football, to the eagle eye he kept on them all, alert to signs of any trouble among his charges.


But none of that had made any difference to Max’s despair at parting.


Mr Reynolds put his hands on Max’s heaving shoulders and began to pull him away from Caitlyn. With his mother tugging at his arms and Mr Reynolds pulling from the back, Max began to release his grip. It was time to give in. He had made his protest, but he knew how it had to go.


‘I’ll be back soon, darling, you know I will. Daddy and I will come and see you at the first opportunity. His bags are here, Mr Reynolds.’ She gestured to Max’s pile of kit on the gravel: sports bag, trunk, tuck box, shoe bag, school bag, and a small pile of outdoor things plus a blazer.


‘Thank you, we’ll sort it out.’ He grinned at her and nodded at the car. ‘I think you’d better head off while you can.’


Caitlyn cast one last forlorn glance at Max, who seemed to have given up the fight and was leaning against Mr Reynolds as his sobs calmed a little. ‘Goodbye, darling. I’ll see you soon. I promise.’


Is it worth it? she asked herself on the way back to London. There are almost three more years of this. Surely he can’t go on being so upset whenever I go? He’s got to settle sometime. Perhaps the summer term will make it easier – longer days, games in the evening.


But she wondered for the umpteenth time if she ought to put her foot down and tell Patrick enough was enough, and they must take Max out of Spring Hall.


It wouldn’t happen. When had she ever made Patrick do something he hadn’t wanted to?


He was back tonight and she was looking forward to seeing him. Life lost its velocity when Patrick wasn’t around. Sometimes she felt as if she was on an exciting ride, and Patrick was the pilot while she had to cling on for dear life as he took corners too fast or made madcap turns. It was mostly thrilling but it was Patrick who was in charge.


Was that how it was from the start? Or did it gradually become that way? I really can’t remember. I don’t suppose it matters anyway.


As she finally pulled up at the house, she wondered if she let herself be too much of a doormat. Ought she to protest more, make more of a stand about things?


But Patrick knows his own mind. I don’t think I ever know what I really want.


Patrick was so good at persuading her round to his point of view. She would set out with a firm idea but within moments Patrick would make her see everything in quite another way and her own opinion would wobble, turn puny and collapse.


Caitlyn sat at the kitchen table with her cup of coffee and flicked through the Sunday papers on her tablet, Chopin nocturnes wafting down gently from the concealed sound system. There had been an email waiting from Mr Reynolds to say that Max was calm and happy, watching television with the other boys, and there was no need to worry. Comforted, Caitlyn settled into the calm and quiet. This was where she was happiest. She wished that Patrick was reading on the downstairs sofa, stretched out in that way of his, the book held up high over his face like a shield, and Max was sitting on the floor, playing with his Lego as he had been this morning, and all she had to do was have a bath and go to bed. As it was, Patrick was due home in an hour or so, and she would cook dinner: one of his homecoming favourites. The porchetta, perhaps, or the soy salmon; there were the ingredients for both in the fridge. It didn’t matter to her, she wouldn’t eat either of them. They would open a fresh bottle and talk about his trip, catch up on all the news. Then he would unpack his travel case, no doubt with a bottle of expensive scent for her from whatever airport duty free he’d lingered in that afternoon.


She remembered that last time he had brought her a bottle of Fracas.


‘How lovely, thank you!’ she’d said, and then laughed.


‘What?’ Patrick had said at once.


‘Nothing. Only . . . it’s Sara’s favourite. She always wears it. Didn’t you know?’


He’d looked cross and said, ‘Is it? Don’t open it then. Give to her as a gift. From you. I’ll get you something else.’


Her eye was caught by a flash of colour on the expanse of blonde-wood floor by the window, and she noticed that a small tubful of Lego pieces had not been cleared away when Max had finished playing. She got up quickly and hurried across the room towards them, looking for the tub which must have slipped somewhere out of sight, and just as she was about to reach them, the telephone rang with a sudden violence that shattered the silence.


Caitlyn stumbled with surprise and stood hard on several small pieces which cut through her fine socks and dug into the sole of her foot. ‘Ouch! Bloody hell, that hurts!’ She reached the side table where the phone was still bright, flashing up the caller ID and singing out for her attention. She scooped it up. ‘Hello, Patrick?’


‘Are you all right? You sound like you’ve been running.’


‘No, I’m fine, just stood on some Lego. Where are you?’


‘On the M4 in a cab. The traffic’s not too bad considering.’


‘How was the flight?’


‘Fine. Nothing to report. I’m looking forward to getting home, though.’ Patrick sighed. ‘It’s been a long weekend.’


‘Max was sorry to miss you.’


‘I know. Rotten timing.’


‘What time do you think you’ll be home?’


‘It’ll be an hour at least. I’ll keep you updated.’


‘I’ll get supper going. Do you want porchetta or salmon?’


‘Oh. Oh God, I don’t know. You decide.’


‘All right.’ She felt a tiny droop that he didn’t seem excited by either option when she’d gone to the trouble of stocking up on both. ‘See you later then, darling.’


‘Wait, Caitlyn . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘How’s Sara? Have you heard from her?’


‘Sara?’ She blinked, surprised. An image of Sara flashed across her mind: long russet hair, upturned grey eyes, khol’d into Cleopatra almond shapes. ‘How funny, I was just thinking about her. She’s fine, as far as I know.’ She paused and then said slowly, ‘Why?’


‘Caitlyn, there’s something I have to tell you. About Sara.’


A sudden wariness filled her. ‘What? What about her?’ A silence. Now he had her attention, he didn’t seem to know what to do with it. A nasty sensation of fearful suspicion began to swirl in her stomach. ‘Patrick . . . what do you want to tell me?’


The connection between them crackled with static.


‘Are you there, Patrick?’ She heard his voice. He was speaking but it was broken up by interference. ‘I can’t hear you. You’re breaking up . . . Patrick!’


His words came in chopped and random. ‘Sara . . . she said . . . explained . . . you . . . threatened . . . important . . .’


‘I can’t hear you! Stop talking, it’s no good!’ She began to turn about the room, hoping somehow that she could retune him into clarity by moving around. Now his voice was almost entirely lost to the hiss of static. ‘This is hopeless.’ She was about to end the useless call, when his voice suddenly bounced back into vivid clarity.


‘Did you hear me?’


‘No, no, I haven’t heard anything you’ve said! There’s too much noise on the line.’


She caught something in his voice. Was it desperation?


‘I need to tell you before she does. Listen—’


Then it came. A noise like no other she’d ever heard: a fierce, vastly loud mechanical roar and crunch, with a great screech underneath. Then, abruptly, silence.


‘Patrick? Patrick! Speak to me!’


But there was nothing. The phone was unconnected to anything or anyone. ‘Patrick?’ she whispered. There was no reply. She was talking only to herself and the empty room.




Chapter Two


January 1947


‘Don’t be silly, Harry, take it all down. All of it!’


Tommy stood in the hall in her fur coat. She hardly took it off at all these days, and certainly put it on to go from room to room in the house. Standing here on the cold stone flags, shouting up the stairs, she wished she had her hat and muff on too.


‘All right. If you say so.’ Her son Harry was on the first-floor landing taking the swags of ivy from the carved oak stair spindles. It had dried a little in the chill air and bits of stalk and crisp green leaves floated downwards as he tugged at the long ropes of greenery.


‘No, don’t just pull! You’ll need to untwist it – look how it’s caught in the spirals. Show him, Antonia.’


Her daughter, two years older, and finding her dignity at almost eleven, was descending the stairs ahead of Harry and pulling out the pine cones they had stuck into the ivy at intervals. Tommy had been particularly proud of the pine cones: they’d dunked them in a glue paste and then into salt to frost them, and used twisted wire to give them stiff tails that could be pressed into wreathes and garlands. Some, left untailed, were scattered on chimney pieces or arranged in a bowl to decorate the table. But that had all been before Christmas, when the excitement lay ahead, and the decorations had seemed glittering and magical. Now it was long over, and well past the time the decorations should have been taken down, and the sparkling baubles were just dried-up old cones that shook showers of salt everywhere when they were moved.


‘I can’t show him,’ Antonia said, a touch primly. ‘I’m full. Where shall I put these?’ She pulled out her jumper to show that she had a load of pine cones in the front.


‘By the fireplace in the drawing room. We’ll burn them tonight. It’ll be fun – the salt will make the flames change colour.’ She glanced up at Harry who was tugging hard on a rope of ivy. ‘Stop that, you chump, you’ll cause an injury to the staircase! Just think how awful it would be if you snapped something. Come on, I’ll help untwist.’


She ran lightly up the stairs as Antonia stomped off towards the drawing room, stopping to pull down some bits of holly from the top of picture frames and toss it over the banister to the floor below. It was already so littered with bits of foliage, the holly wouldn’t matter. ‘Here, I’ll start and you follow me down.’


‘Antonia had better get back in a moment,’ Harry grumbled. ‘I’m not doing all this by myself.’


‘She will,’ promised Tommy, though she had a feeling Antonia might have taken advantage of the situation and hopped it. Nobody was quite as keen on taking down as they had been on putting up. ‘Come on, we’ll be done in no time.’


As they untwisted the ivy, sending down showers of dry stalk and leaves, Harry said idly, ‘Did Daddy like Christmas?’


Tommy stopped still for a moment; the children occasionally talked of Alec, but it was always a shock when they did. She’d get the same inner thud at the mention of him, and need a second to recover from it. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘He loved it.’


‘I wish I could remember him,’ Harry said mournfully.


‘I know, darling.’


‘Mummy, can we look at the photographs later, please?’


‘Of course we can.’


It was a little ritual they went through every now and then. She’d pull out the pile of snaps from the old biscuit tin and they’d go through them, the children asking hundreds of questions about their father, while she looked into that face again: Alec’s dark eyes, his black hair and moustache. There he was on their wedding day, tall and handsome in uniform, while she stood – so very young – beside him, pale and wide-eyed, in a froth of falling veil and white silk. There was his studio portrait, making him look like a film star, with his chiselled features and smooth skin and straight dark brows; and all the records of the babies’ arrivals, holidays, parties and celebrations.


‘Tell us, Mummy,’ they would beg, and she would have to tell them the stories again – about meeting Daddy and marrying Daddy, and having Antonia and Harry, and how happy they’d been in their little house. The only story they didn’t want to hear was the one about Daddy dying. He had to live for them, just for a moment, their wonderful hero father, whom they’d never known.


And they never will.


‘We’ll get the photographs out after tea,’ she promised him. That would give her a few hours to steel herself for the ordeal.


Ada Thornton came in, drying her hands on the large striped apron she always wore over her dark brown dress.


‘Oh my, this mess! It looks like a forest floor in here.’ She tutted. ‘I’ll tell Thornton to come and sort it out. You should have said, he’d have taken all this down.’


‘I’m sure Thornton has plenty to do without taking down the Christmas decorations,’ Tommy said with a laugh. ‘We’re fine, Ada. We can do it. I’ll send Antonia to get the broom. If we ever see her again.’ She was tempted to shout for her daughter, but she knew it would be useless. Even if Antonia were in earshot, she could simply pretend she wasn’t. ‘We’re almost finished anyway. What is it you need me for?’


‘I said I’d need to be off early today, miss.’ Tommy would always be miss to Ada, no matter how long she’d been married. ‘And it’s Clara’s day off so the dinner is in the range. You’ll need to put the potatoes in at seven o’clock, and the greens should boil at a quarter to eight.’


‘Thank you, Ada, I’m sure I can manage,’ she said, tugging out a last bit of ivy, but Ada still looked worried. She knew only too well from Tommy’s previous efforts that she would struggle with eight of them to feed, now that Roger’s friend was coming.


‘I could stay behind if you’d prefer . . .’ Ada said.


‘Don’t be silly, Ada. I’ll cope, I promise.’


‘Very well, miss. The bedroom’s all made up for the visitor.’


‘Did Clara set the fire? The radiator never gets warm in there. Too far from the boiler, perhaps.’ Tommy had no idea what might cause a radiator to be colder than it was supposed to be, but this sounded plausible.


‘She did. And don’t you forget to ask the gentleman for his ration book.’


‘Of course I won’t. Now off you go.’


‘Very well, miss.’ Ada, stout and walking with her toes turned out, went to take off her apron and put on her huge green wool coat and the small brown hat she always wore with it. Tommy tried to remember if Ada had said where she was going that day – perhaps it was the doctor; there was something of the sufferer in her general demeanour. Maybe her rheumatism was playing up in the cold. That reminds me, I must get Thornton to chop more wood. Something else to be done. Always a million and one things to remember, and never a pen and paper to write them down. I must be more organised.


Now Tommy regarded their handiwork; all the great skeins of ivy were on the hall floor. ‘We just need the broom, and we can sweep all this up. It’ll make very good kindling now it’s so dry. Where is that wretch Antonia? And look at me, I’m covered in bits.’ She brushed ineffectively at the holly leaves embedded in the rich brown fur of her coat, and then yelled as loudly as she could, ‘Antonia! We’ve done all the blessed work. Antonia! Where are you, you lazy good-for-nothing?’


At that moment, the front door swung open and her brother Roger came in, exclaiming, ‘What a racket! What on earth’s going on?’


Someone else was just behind him. The two men looked similar in their dark overcoats and hats, but Roger was shorter, his face paler and pudgier than his friend’s.


‘Well, what are you doing coming in at the front?’ demanded Tommy crossly, embarrassed to have been caught yelling. ‘Close that door, can’t you, there’s a horrible draught coming in and it’s cold enough already in here.’


‘I thought it might be nice to show our visitor in the formal way,’ Roger said. He glanced down at the strewn floor. ‘But I see you’ve decided to create some kind of woodland effect in here.’ He turned to his friend. ‘Sorry about this, Fred.’


‘I don’t mind at all,’ said his friend, his mouth curving upwards into a half-smile. ‘I don’t need a grand entrance, you know that.’


‘No, but . . . well, dash it, I did want to give a good impression of the Gainsborough.’ Roger gestured up at the painting in pride of place on the wall opposite the front door, and the two men looked up at it. Tommy couldn’t help turning to look too, even though she’d seen it thousands of times: the full-length portrait of a sad-faced woman with soulful dark eyes, standing beneath an oak tree, wearing gauzy white muslin, her white-grey powdered hair dressed high with soft curls falling over her shoulder.


‘It’s very fine. I’ll have a good long gaze later,’ the visitor said, taking off his hat as he stepped out into the hall from behind Roger. ‘You must be Roger’s sister. How do you do, Mrs Eliott.’


He put out his hand, and Tommy took it. ‘Yes, that’s right. But please call me Tommy. And you’re Mr Burton Brown, aren’t you?’


‘Yes. Fred.’ He smiled at her. He was gaunt, she noticed, his cheeks sunken under high bones, his nose beaky and his eyes – green or blue, she couldn’t quite make out – seemed deep in his skull. But that’s not surprising, I suppose. After all, he’s been ill. He turned to Harry who was standing quietly, his arms full of ivy, watching everything. ‘And who is this young fellow, looking like a pageboy at a Bacchanalia?’


‘My son, Harry,’ Tommy said. ‘Say hello to Mr Burton Brown, Harry.’


‘Hello,’ Harry said obediently.


‘I suppose you’re back at school now?’ Fred asked him in a friendly tone.


Harry nodded. ‘We have been for ages.’


‘Where are you?’


‘Spring Hall prep.’


‘Do you like it?’


‘I s’pose so. But it’s jolly cold at the moment and we all scramble to sit on the radiators at lunchtime. I’ve been on one all week,’ Harry said proudly.


‘Survival of the fittest,’ remarked Fred.


‘You like school perfectly well, don’t you, Harry?’ Tommy said. ‘And you’ll find my daughter Antonia is floating about somewhere.’


‘The lazy good-for-nothing,’ Fred said solemnly.


‘What? Oh yes. I was shouting for her.’ Tommy laughed lightly. ‘Please excuse our informality.’


‘It’s just what I want.’


‘Enough chattering.’ Roger grabbed his friend’s arm impatiently. ‘Come on, Fred. I’ll show you around.’


‘This really is a beautiful house,’ Fred said, looking about. ‘Seventeenth century?’


‘Bits of it are,’ Roger said importantly. ‘This bit is sixteenth. Good Queen Bess. It was built as two separate houses, but connected. My mother lives in the smaller one these days. There are some later additions, though we think the barn is a medieval tithe barn, you must see it. But first, I’ll show you the panelling. It’s Jacobean and quite stunning.’


‘I was hoping to look at the painting a little longer,’ Fred said, gesturing over at it.


‘Yes, but really it’s too dark now for a proper examination. You can hardly see it hanging in the shadows at this time of day. We’ll have a closer look in the morning. But you must see the panelling.’


‘Where are your bags?’ Tommy asked as Roger pulled his friend across the hall and towards the drawing room.


‘We left them in the motor. Get them brought in, will you? Come on, Fred.’


Mr Burton Brown allowed himself to be led away, sending a look of mild amusement at Roger’s enthusiasm over his shoulder to Tommy. She watched them go, feeling suddenly like a fool, standing there in her leaf-littered coat, her hair a mess and looking a fright. It hadn’t always been like this. Once she’d cared about how she looked and had taken pains over her clothes. She’d lived a life of carefree gaiety, when she’d worn long dresses and waltzed in the arms of young men in candlelit ballrooms. Then, after she’d married, there were dinners and parties and dances. She remembered being in Alec’s arms, his breath rich with tobacco, smelling the pomade he used to dress his moustache, her slender hand in his large one, his other palm heavy on her waist. He’d held her tight and controlled the way she moved about the dance floor, pressing against her from chest to ankle, turning her as he murmured in her ear promises for later, when they were alone . . .


Tommy shivered now just thinking about wearing a silk gown and very little else, and pulled her fur more closely about her.


That’s all over now. It died with Alec. It’s finished with. For good.




Chapter Three


From the first day, Caitlyn knew everyone was waiting for something: a breakdown of some sort. A huge emotional reaction. A response to the earthquake that had shattered her life. It hadn’t come. Instead it felt as though someone had scooped out everything from inside her and left her functioning quite normally on the outside, but hollow and empty within. It was useful in some ways: it meant that she could cope, and get everything done that needed to be done.


She had already been thinking about that when she’d answered the door to two officers, the fluorescent flashes on their clothes and hats shining in the light from the hall.


‘We’ve got some news about your husband, Mrs Balfour. Could we please go inside and sit down?’


She’d nodded. They’re going to tell me he’s dead now. Poor things. I bet they dread this.


A police sergeant and a woman constable, both solemn-faced, sympathetic through their well-cloaked discomfort. They made her a cup of tea, though she didn’t really want one.


The words came like something she’d heard in a play or a film. She already knew them; they were familiar and completely expected. First one spoke and then the other – ‘unfortunate road traffic accident’ . . . ‘ambulance’ . . . ‘hospital’ . . . ‘extensive injuries’ . . . ‘most likely instantaneous . . . no suffering’ . . . ‘our deep condolences.’


‘I see. Thank you for telling me. What exactly happened?’ she said, icy calm.


‘We don’t know yet. There’ll be a full investigation. But preliminary reports are that a lorry went into the back of your husband’s taxi, which went into the car in front, and caused several other collisions of varying severity.’


‘How many died?’


‘Your husband and the taxi driver are the only fatalities at present. But there are casualties in a serious condition.’


‘Oh. That’s awful.’ She thought of the way the phone had cut off with a snap, from live to dead air, just like that. ‘You think he was killed at once?’


‘I’m afraid we can’t confirm those facts at the present time. A full investigation will endeavour to answer all your questions.’


Police-speak. A whole different language. She imagined Patrick over her shoulder laughing at it. Christ, where do they learn it? she could almost hear him say. Does someone actually teach them to talk that way?


The officers refused to go until she had telephoned someone to come and keep her company. She said she would call Maura but as she went to the phone she pictured her sister and brother-in-law Callum asleep in their bed, great bulky lumps under a duvet, prodded awake by the ring of the phone. She saw Maura’s dark hair askew, her blinking eyes, mouth agape as she reached for the handset and the horror and anxiety on her face as she heard the news. She’d drop the receiver and start to get dressed, panting and panicked. ‘Holy shit, Callum, Patrick’s been killed. I’ve got to go to Caitlyn right away. You stay with the kids . . . make sure they get to school in the morning.’


Why make that happen, when they could go on, blissful and untroubled till morning?


So instead she dialled Sara’s number and waited for her to pick up the telephone.


Sara was not asleep. Of course she wasn’t. She lived the adult hours of the childless, able to suit herself.


‘Caitlyn? This is very late for you. Is everything okay?’


‘Yes, fine,’ Caitlyn said automatically, then saw the two police officers watching her solemnly and remembered. ‘I mean . . . No. Sara, can you come round?’


‘Now? Oh God. Is it Patrick?’


Caitlyn was too surprised to speak at once. How does she know?


In the silence, Sara spoke again. ‘What’s he said? Caitlyn? Are you okay?’


The policewoman came up, put her hand on Caitlyn’s shoulder and nodded encouragingly.


Her voice returned. Sara didn’t know. How could she? ‘He’s dead.’


‘What? Dead? What? I don’t understand . . .’ Her voice faded. Sara – always so composed, unflappable, confident. Suddenly speechless.


‘His taxi crashed. On the motorway. On the way back from the airport.’


Sara was still silent, then words came in a rush. ‘Oh my God. I’ll come now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ And the phone went down.


‘She’s coming,’ Caitlyn said to the policewoman. ‘You can go now.’


‘We’ll wait.’


Then Caitlyn seemed to crumple down inside herself and her knees buckled. The policewoman reached out and caught her before she could fall, then helped her to the sofa by the window.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, breathless. ‘It’s just . . . my son. I’ll have to tell my son.’ And, suddenly, with Max’s face in her mind, it felt as though her heart were bleeding.


Sara arrived thirty minutes later. She must have driven fast, Caitlyn thought, to get here so quickly. Once she was there, the police went, leaving grief-counselling leaflets and the case number for whatever would happen next.


Sara was pale, her face bare but for some smudges of the day’s khol and mascara under her eyes, and her red hair was pulled back into a rough ponytail.


Yet she still looks like a Pre-Raphaelite beauty about to sit for her portrait. Caitlyn wondered how she could think such things with Patrick only just . . . Say it. He’s dead. Now that she stared into Sara’s oval face, something came into her mind. It was her conversation with Patrick in the minutes before the crash, but his words, all that she could hear of them, were swirling around her head, refusing to make sense.


What did he say?


As the front door closed behind the departing police officers, Sara turned to her, hugged her and burst into tears. She was speaking, but her voice was a distant sound as Caitlyn strove to remember the words that Patrick had said just before the impact.


He said . . . he said . . . she threatened something. But what? What was it? Did I hear it? Or not? Patrick’s words were sliding out of her mind even as she reached for them.


‘Oh God, Caitlyn, I’m so sorry! This is such an awful, awful thing. I can’t believe it! I can’t take it in!’ And then another tight hug, a cheek on her shoulder, the faint damp of tears on her shirt.


She put her arm around her friend’s shaking shoulders. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I can’t take it in either.’


‘You’re in shock!’ Sara pulled back to examine her anxiously, wiping her tears and sniffing. ‘Of course you are. You need a drink. Do you have brandy?’


And she was gone, heading upstairs in search of Patrick’s drinks cabinet. Of course they had brandy. They had the finest Napoleon cognac. She heard Patrick’s voice in her head: Doesn’t she know me by now? But ask her for the Glenmorangie, you know you prefer it.


‘Patrick,’ she said out loud, and felt the first bitter burst of pain at her loss. Not Max’s but hers. So much was gone. Just like that. ‘Oh Patrick.’


Sara was coming down the stairs and towards her, two glasses of rich brown brandy in her hands.


‘We need this,’ she said, and smiled wanly. Her large grey eyes were reddened and her lower lip shook. Then she began to weep again. ‘It’s so fucking unfair! What are we going to do?’


Caitlyn stared at her, feeling for a moment as though she were looking at a stranger.


Patrick, what were you trying to tell me? And why can she cry when I can’t?


Sara pressed the glass of brandy into her hand and wiped her eyes. ‘Come on, drink it.’ She drained her own in a gulp and then regarded the empty glass. ‘I should have brought the bottle. I’ll go and get it. And I’m not leaving you tonight. Understand? I’m with you every step of the way.’


Whatever it was, Caitlyn realised, it didn’t matter now.


The enormity of Patrick’s death blotted out everything else.


The next morning, as Caitlyn lay awake in bed, staring unseeing into space, gripped by an evil sense of sick dread and trying to grasp that Patrick was not coming back, she heard the front door slam. An hour or so later, Sara returned, then brought her a cup of coffee, knocking timidly at the bedroom door.


‘Did you manage to sleep?’ she asked, setting down the coffee and sitting on the bed.


‘Not really. A bit.’ Caitlyn remembered a blur of intense dreams. In them she’d experienced storms of passion, screaming, crying, maddened emotions, but she’d woken to the same dank and bitter coldness within. It was a kind of icy horror that froze her in a state of fearful emotional paralysis.


‘I’ve been home to get some things. I’m going to stay with you. You shouldn’t be alone.’ Sara smiled down at her, and put her hand on Caitlyn’s. ‘You need me.’


Caitlyn looked up at her, surprised. She had never known Sara like this. Their relationship usually involved Caitlyn providing the emotional support, the stability through times of crisis, the caring and nurturing. It was very odd to see Sara taking that role.


Sara stood up. ‘I’ve put my suitcase in the spare room. I’m going to unpack. Come down when you’re ready.’


‘Yes. Thank you.’


Sara smiled again. Her grey eyes filled with tears. ‘It’s the least I can do, darling. The absolute least.’


Sara was as good as her word. She stayed by Caitlyn’s side at almost every waking moment, through the horrible phone calls Caitlyn had to make: to Patrick’s family and colleagues, to her own family, to Max’s housemaster.


‘Please don’t tell him, Mr Reynolds. I’ll do that. But just so you know what’s happened.’


‘Of course.’ Mr Reynolds’ voice was redolent with sympathy. ‘How terrible. I’m so sorry, Mrs Balfour. Please accept my deepest condolences. Poor, poor little Max.’


The mere mention of Max’s name could send a sudden shimmer of grief through her, and trigger a desperate need to weep, though she could manage to control that within a few moments. The sadness she felt for herself had burrowed itself down somewhere inaccessible, leaving her able to function but on a kind of autopilot. Instead she felt the burden of everyone else’s shock and despair at what had happened.


‘Oh God, Caity, we’re so sorry,’ Maura said, hugging her tight, her eyes pink around the rims and her skin blotchy. She had come over as soon as she could. ‘I can’t believe Patrick’s gone. It’s a bloody tragedy. You poor, poor darlin’.’


‘Thank you,’ Caitlyn said, thinking how Maura adopted Callum’s Irish accent at moments of intensity.


Maura gave her a worried look. Then, over coffee at the kitchen table, she said, ‘What are you going to do about Max?’


‘I’m going down tomorrow first thing to tell him. I would have gone today but I can’t quite face it yet.’


‘Shall I take you? I can get compassionate leave from work. Callum can look after the kids.’


Caitlyn had a sudden flash of her sister’s home: disordered, chaotic, but warm and loving, full to the brim with four children, an Irish wolfhound and two cats. Maura was their lynchpin, the creator and organiser and sorter-outer, ferrying kids to sport and music, conjuring up meals and clean washing. They needed her.


‘No thanks. It’s okay. Sara’s going to drive me.’


Maura looked over to where Sara sat on the sofa at the other end of the room, talking intently into her mobile phone. Her expression was wary. She had never liked Sara, guessing, rightly, that despite being scrupulously polite, Sara looked down on her. ‘How long has she been here?’


‘Since I found out. I called her. She insisted on staying.’


‘You didn’t call me?’ A wounded expression crossed Maura’s face.


‘I didn’t want to bother you.’


‘Bloody hell, Caitlyn, I’m your sister! What kind of bother did you think it would be?’


Caitlyn felt guilty, instantly seeing why Maura was hurt. ‘I . . . sorry. I just thought Sara didn’t have family commitments.’


‘No.’ Maura looked repentant. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have snapped. You should do what you think is right. It’s what you want, darlin’. But if you need me to drive you to Oxford, just say.’


‘It’s okay, honestly. Sara will do it.’


But when they were flying down the motorway towards the school, Caitlyn wished she were with Maura after all. She’d forgotten how Sara liked to drive with her wrist balanced on the top of the steering wheel, the other hand gesturing as she talked, the speed dial climbing. She couldn’t help thinking of Patrick, similarly oblivious to the danger as he talked to her on the phone, and then suddenly – boom. Gone. Dead.


The thought made her shake with fear. I can’t leave Max. I’m all he’s got now. Her voice came out in a kind of roar. ‘For God’s sake, slow down, Sara! Please! Please!’


Sara braked, surprised, and slipped the car into the middle lane. ‘Sorry,’ she said.


Caitlyn was shaken, panting and trembling. ‘Don’t you understand? Max needs me!’ she said, and burst into tears. Sara pulled off into the nearest layby while Caitlyn wept, then, when the car was stopped, turned to her, stricken.


‘I’m really sorry! I didn’t mean to upset you.’ She struggled to lean over and embrace Caitlyn but it was too awkward so she patted her shoulder instead, while Caitlyn cried. Sara started to cry as well, fat tears welling up and spilling down her cheeks – picturesque even in sorrow.


‘Oh Caitlyn,’ she said, wiping tears away. ‘We loved him. We’re going to miss him so much, aren’t we? What are we going to do without him?’




Chapter Four


Roger took Fred Burton Brown away for the entire afternoon of his arrival, enthusiastically showing him everything. Tommy was glad to see Roger full of energy again. She’d been worried about her brother ever since his return from the army: he’d been so low, and getting lower, sunk in private misery. When Fred’s letter arrived, Roger had smiled for the first time in an age.


‘It’s Burton Brown,’ he’d said over the breakfast table, the letter clutched tightly in one hand. ‘You remember Fred, don’t you? From Cambridge?’


‘I don’t think so,’ Tommy said, trying to recall. The days when she’d visited Roger at his college were so long ago now. Before the war. Before she and Alec were married. A different life, peopled by madcap, happy strangers, now just a blur in her mind’s eye. ‘Did I meet him?’


‘How should I know? Perhaps. Anyway, it makes no odds. He wonders if he can come and stay. He’s not long back from convalescing and he says his flat has been bombed out of existence. Poor chap.’ Roger frowned, lost in a memory for a moment. ‘What a shame.’


‘How long?’ Tommy asked, scooping out the last of her boiled egg.


‘He doesn’t say. A few weeks, I’d guess. He says he’s still recovering, but not from what.’


‘Of course he can come.’


‘Yes.’ Roger glanced again at his letter, frowning, then slapped it down on the table. ‘Well, I’ll just say he can come for as long as he likes. It’ll be good to have him here.’


‘Yes. It will,’ Tommy said warmly, happy to see a light of enthusiasm on Roger’s face. She’d grown so used to seeing him dull-eyed, his complexion pale and pasty, his hair carefully combed to hide the fact that it was already thinning although he was barely thirty. ‘It will make us all a good deal chirpier, I should think.’


‘What will?’ asked her sister, coming into the dining room slowly and sightlessly, her nose buried in a book. Her spectacles suddenly popped up over the top of the cover, wide blue eyes behind them, blinking and curious.


‘You’ll get hurt doing that,’ Tommy observed. ‘You’ll walk into a pillar and brain yourself.’


‘No I won’t,’ Gerry said. ‘I can see and read at the same time.’ She put her book on the table, tossed her long dark plait of hair back over her shoulder and looked over at the chaffing dishes on the side. ‘It’s very tantalising to put those things out when there’s nothing in them. It makes me think of bacon and kippers and kedgeree, and all the things we used to have.’


‘There’s porridge. Or an egg.’


Gerry went over and lifted a lid to peer at the grey, pasty sludge underneath. ‘It’s not the kind of porridge I like. What’s in it? Dust? The sweepings from the stable?’


‘Don’t be disgusting. You know Ada does her best with what there is.’ Tommy pushed her silver egg cup away. ‘Have some porridge, Gerry, there’s a dear. I don’t want her to throw it away.’


‘It feeds the hens, doesn’t it?’ Gerry said, lifting a solid scoop of it up with her spoon. ‘I’m not entirely sure this is fit for human consumption in any case.’


‘Please don’t say that when Ada can hear you,’ Tommy said quickly. ‘Now, here’s some good news. Roger has a friend coming to stay with us. A friend from Cambridge.’


Gerry looked interested. ‘Fresh blood? Oh goody.’


Roger said proudly, ‘He’s rather a brilliant scholar. He gained a double first in Classics.’


‘Really? Perhaps he can advise me on universities then.’


‘I could do that,’ Roger said, looking hurt.


‘But you don’t want me to go to one,’ Gerry remarked.


Tommy said hastily, ‘You’d better write to warn him about the cold, Roger, he might not be used to it. Tell him to bring the warmest things he can. He’ll need all of them.’


Now, while Fred Burton Brown was getting the full tour, Tommy went in search of a broom so that she could sweep up the fallen greenery. She found one outside in one of the old stone sheds attached to the house. It was icy outside, the world chilled to its depths, and her feet were numbed almost at once from the iron cold of the ground that made even the stone-flagged hall seem cosy by comparison. At least sweeping would keep her warm. The fires would not be lit till later and the central heating was only switched on for an hour in the morning in the hope it would warm the house enough for the entire day. But even so, the boiler simply ate up coal, and there was the range to keep going, or there would be no hot food. Thank goodness there was plenty of wood for the house fires, or the coal would never last at all.


And now there’s someone else here, another room to heat, more food to find. I must remember to ask Mr Burton Brown for his ration book or Ada will be cross.


As she swept the rubbish into a bucket, she wished she’d asked him to bring a hot water bottle. In fact, as many as he could get his hands on. The old rubber ones were perishing and there were no more to be had, so they were having to dig out clay ones. The other night Tommy had even filled a warming pan with hot coals and swept the children’s beds to get some warmth into their clammy cold sheets. She was pretty sure the pan hadn’t been used since last century.


I expect he’s used to city life, she thought now, hauling up the bucket and heading out for the back door. Hot radiators and endless steaming water. I hope we don’t kill him. After all, he is convalescing.


She left the bucket in the passage by the drawing room and took the broom back outside.


‘Thomasina! What on earth are you doing?’


Tommy turned to see her mother, enveloped in a large tweed coat, a headscarf wrapped around her hair, with rubber boots on, come marching up, her two slender black labradors trotting at her heels. She looked disapprovingly at the broom Tommy was holding.


‘Just sweeping up, Mother. I’m putting the broom back. We’ve taken the decorations down.’


‘At last! It should have been done weeks ago.’


‘The children didn’t want to see them go so I thought it would do no harm to leave them. But with the visitor coming, it was a little too eccentric to have them up. They made a frightful mess to clear up though.’


‘I can see that.’ Mrs Whitfield looked peeved. ‘But why are you sweeping? Where is Clara?’


‘Day off. And Ada’s gone too.’ Tommy spoke lightly, brushing off the disapproval as she always did. She’d grown used to the idea that nothing she did would ever please her mother. The harder she worked, the more her mother disliked it. ‘Roger bowled up with Mr Burton Brown about half an hour ago, and is now taking him on a guided tour of the house. He seems very nice. I’m sure you’ll like him.’


‘As long as he makes Roger happy. That’s the most important thing. And you must tell the children to keep quiet – he won’t want to be bothered with them and their racket. Please, Thomasina, tidy yourself up before dinner. You look a perfect savage. Come, Hebe, come, Hermione.’


Mrs Whitfield turned and headed for her front door, the black dogs following her obediently. Tommy watched her go, half relieved and half irritated.


Never a word of thanks. Never an acknowledgement of the work I do. Roger was sent to Winchester and Cambridge to prepare him for running this place, and he does nothing. I got piano lessons and French conversation, and I’ve run the whole show for years. Not that Mother has ever appeared to notice.


Tommy sighed. There was no point in dwelling on it. The truth was, she’d loved taking it all on, even if she never felt quite up to the task. It had given her a purpose and a refuge, and a place to raise the children.


Besides, there’s no time. I shall have to start on the dinner soon, if we’re going to eat anything at all tonight.


There was quite an air of excitement in the house with the new arrival. The children, who had been in a state of crotchety lassitude since Christmas, were noticeably more fizzy and excited. They were allowed to stay up late for dinner in honour of the new arrival.


‘My goodness, what a treat, pheasant!’ Mr Burton Brown said as they sat down to casserole with boiled potatoes and boiled winter greens. ‘I haven’t had it since before the war.’


‘Pheasant again!’ groaned Antonia. ‘I hate it. When I grow up, I’m never going to eat pheasant again as long as I live.’


‘What spoiled rotters you are,’ Tommy observed. ‘Just think of all the poor children in London not able to have delicious fresh pheasant whenever they want.’


‘I wouldn’t mind,’ said Antonia mulishly.


‘Nor would I,’ declared Harry. ‘I’m sick of it.’


‘Careful,’ said Tommy with a warning look, and both of them settled down at their places, suppressing their irritation. ‘Excuse my horrible children, please, Mr Burton Brown.’


‘Everyone must call me Fred, I insist.’


‘All right, Fred,’ Antonia said at once.


‘Fred, Fred, Fred,’ chimed in Harry.


‘Children!’ Mrs Whitfield looked scandalised and Tommy sent them another stern look.


‘Mr Burton Brown to you, children. For now.’ She smiled at Fred. ‘Until we know you a little better.’


Fred looked even thinner and more angular now that he had discarded his great coat and was wearing a dark suit that had no doubt once fitted. She noticed his extremely long and slender hands, and the way a lock of dark hair fell over his broad, high forehead. He looked intelligent, she thought. But restrained. He had nothing about him of Alec’s rich sensuality, that dark desire for life that had possessed him. Fred was outwardly serene and appeared to have a calm nature.


‘Then I’d better get to know you all quickly,’ he said, ‘or I’ll be Mr Burton Brown for far too long.’ He began to tell them a few things about himself: how before the war he had worked at the BBC in London, which fascinated the children, then how he had joined the army and gone to fight in Africa. ‘But just before the end of it all, I managed to get badly burned in an accident. Not even fighting, I’m afraid. And I got sent back to recover, to a place by the sea. But when I was well enough to go home, I found I had no home to go to. I’d heard my place had been hit in the bombing but I didn’t know it had been obliterated. Octavia kept that from me.’


‘Octavia?’ Tommy asked. She’d been listening intently, although the story had been told for the sake of the children. They had all finished eating while listening to Fred and even Gerry had come out of her own little world to attend to him.


‘My sister,’ said Fred. ‘She stayed in London right through, working as an air-raid warden. She knew my place was gone but didn’t let on. She said it would only depress me and there was nothing to be done. She scratched about in the rubble for anything that might be saved and picked up a few odds and ends. But most of it was turned to dust.’


The children stared, trying to picture a world where things could be transformed from solid to dust in an instant.


Thank God we had this place to come to, and I could spare them that. Tommy looked down at her plate to hide her expression in case she looked too sombre.


Harry asked, ‘Have you seen it now? Your old house?’


‘Yes, I have. It was quite a sight. When something’s been bombed, you imagine it to be wrecked, but somehow the same. But to see the real damage . . . well, it’s just a heap of rubble and timber, and you can see the insides you’d never usually know about – the ends of pipes hanging out, and wires, and the plaster ripped from the battens. Not that there’s even that much of my old place. The whole building and the ones either side have gone, leaving a horrible, ugly gash in the street. It’s a ruin. That’s what London feels like now. It looks like a mouth where half the teeth have been punched out.’


‘How awful,’ Tommy exclaimed. ‘To lose everything like that!’


‘Luckily I’d sent quite a lot of things down to my parents in Kent beforehand to be on the safe side. That’s why I still have some clothes to stand up in.’


Tommy thought of everything precious, of all the treasures in their house, vanished in one sudden flash of destruction. Not just the furniture and china and all that – the blessed Gainsborough. Imagine – but the mementoes of the children’s babyhoods, the sentimental jewellery – not expensive but dear to her. It was a horrible thought. But she knew that as long as the children were all right, she wouldn’t mind about the rest.


‘Mother, may we go to London and see the bomb holes?’ asked Antonia eagerly.


‘Maybe one day we’ll go. When it’s warmer. But I don’t know about inspecting bomb sites. It sounds rather depressing to me. Perhaps they’ll all be gone by the time we get there.’


‘I doubt it.’ Roger shook his head. ‘It’ll be years. Decades probably. If ever.’


‘Then,’ Tommy said, ‘perhaps I’m better off not seeing London again. It can live on in my mind as it used to be.’


‘Never go to London again?’ Gerry said. ‘I’ll believe that when I see it. You love London, Tommy.’


‘Do I?’


‘Well, you used to. You longed and longed to go. You said you’d never live anywhere else.’


‘That was then,’ Tommy said, with a shrug. ‘Before everything. The war. And everything else.’


‘Gerry, please clear the plates,’ said their mother. ‘Children, you can help her. If you’re careful.’


Tommy noticed Fred was regarding her with an expression that she couldn’t quite decipher. Was it sympathy? Why should he feel sorry for me? I suppose Roger told him about Alec being killed.


‘Is there any pudding?’ asked Harry. ‘That isn’t bottled plums?’


‘No, sorry,’ Tommy said, standing up to shake off the feeling of being observed. ‘It’s bottled plums all round. But Ada’s made some sort of custard, so cheer up, Harry. It’ll be delicious, I promise.’


She was glad to be able to escape to the kitchen, away from Fred’s gaze and the sense that he could see the things that she was trying to hide.


I don’t want that. That must never happen.




Chapter Five


Breaking the news of Patrick’s death to Max had been the hardest thing in Caitlyn’s life. She’d held him as he absorbed it, and began to cry bitterly, hiding his head in her shoulder. Then he had come home with her and Sara, until he felt ready to go back to school.


The following day, Sara had gone out to see clients and Max had wrapped himself in his duvet and watched hours of cartoons on the downstairs television, as though trying to shut out the fact of Patrick’s death with bright colours and raucous sound.


Restless, Caitlyn wandered through the house, up the stairs, into rooms, inspecting them. Everywhere was immaculate as usual, just as Patrick liked it. ‘Your perfect world,’ her sister Maura had called it with a laugh. It was true this was a well-feathered nest, quiet and orderly and kept under strict control. Caitlyn had grown so used to the neatness and calm that she now found it difficult to be in her sister’s home for more than a few hours, before she began to feel breathless and anxious to escape.


The effect of living with Patrick all these years.


She was in the drawing room now, standing there gazing at the beautiful, calm decor. It had all been Patrick’s design. The colour scheme of the house – deeply serene, cool shades of chalky blue, calm greys and white – was his, and he had even designed the conversion of the basement into a gym, laundry and cinema space, complete with a double-height glass window that stretched from the ground floor kitchen down into the basement, providing a light well. Caitlyn remembered the havoc the delivery of that mammoth window had caused. There had been a vast crane truck to lift it over the roof of their terraced house and drop it into place, with dozens of workmen to guide it. The whole street had been closed off for the day and there had been many deliveries of flowers to the neighbours afterwards. But it had been worth it. The house was beautiful; interior-magazine perfect. From the giant modern chandeliers in milky glass and copper that hung like angular stars from the drawing room ceiling to the perfectly filled bookcases and the designer glass coffee tables next to the antique marble fireplaces, the house was a joy to look at. There were rules to keep it like this: no shoes in the house. No animals or pets. No dirt of any kind allowed to linger. No disorder or toys left out. The house’s calm serenity was the result of constant vigilance, the permanent low-level hum of activity – picking up, putting away, folding out of sight, wiping down, clearing up.


When Caitlyn’s family visited, Patrick took measures, hiding anything breakable, putting down mats and locking doors. The dog was forbidden or, if absolutely unavoidable, was confined to the garden. Patrick would wear an expression of determined forbearance, a smile glued to his lips no matter what, and even though the family were usually well behaved, the simple fact of so much anarchic presence in the house sent stress levels high.


Despite the tension they brought with them, Patrick liked Maura and Callum, and would often sit around with his brother-in-law listening to whatever was on Callum’s mind that day. Caitlyn suspected that Callum thought Patrick was the easy-going one, and she was uptight. Last time he’d been here, he’d plonked himself on the sofa and bellowed at her, ‘Come on, Caity! Come and have a bloody large drink. Let it all hang out. Relax a little.’


She’d grinned and said, ‘In a bit. When I’ve got the potatoes in.’


But it had deflated her somewhat, making her wonder if he thought she was a controlling perfectionist with all the joylessness that seemed to imply.


After lunch, Maura had helped her clear up. The children had been sent off to the park with the dog, a football and ice-cream money, Max thrilled to be at home for the weekend with his cousins; the men were watching the England–Ireland rugby match on the big screen, Callum yelling for Ireland over cans of Guinness, Patrick with a glass of Puligny-Montrachet.


‘Is everything okay?’ Maura had asked, bringing over a pile of gravy-smeared plates and starting to stack them in the dishwasher. ‘I mean, with life.’


‘Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t it be?’ Caitlyn smiled stiffly, watching as Maura loaded the plates. She found it very stressful, having got so used to Patrick’s ways. She was afraid that Maura would do something stupid, like slinging in wooden bowls or razor-sharp Japanese chopping knives or silver cutlery, and Patrick would be furious.


Maura frowned as her gaze swept over Caitlyn’s form, dressed as usual in slim blue jeans, white shirt and an artfully sloppy grey cashmere jumper. ‘Have you lost weight?’


‘No! I don’t think so. I haven’t weighed myself.’ Caitlyn shrugged. ‘I’m pretty much the same, I think. I don’t pay much attention.’


Which is, of course, a terrible lie.


She thought about her appearance all the time. She wished she could be more like Maura, who seemed to go through life untouched by the same anxiety. She was well upholstered, almost always bare-faced, her brown hair filled with silver-spun threads that glittered under the kitchen spotlights.


As though she doesn’t care. What must that be like?


Maura said, ‘Well, you seem a bit downbeat, that’s all. What’s up?’ She put the plates down and leaned against the counter, watching her sister carefully.


‘Nothing. Max is still finding it hard to settle at school . . . Patrick’s so busy, travelling a lot . . .’ She trailed off vaguely, hoping this would satisfy Maura.


‘What about your plan to go back to work? Have you gone any further with it?’


‘Oh. Well. Yes . . . I’m throwing out some lines of enquiry . . . Something might come of it.’


‘You shouldn’t waste that mind of yours. I wish I had your education. You can’t waste an Oxford degree, you know.’


‘I do know. You’ve said so before. Often.’ Caitlyn smiled in mock reproof. ‘I just want to be sure Max is happy before I go back.’


‘He’s eleven years old and he doesn’t live here during the week,’ Maura observed, heading back to the table.


Caitlyn flushed and her skin prickled. ‘Actually he’s home for over half the year, and he has an exeat every few weeks. His terms are much shorter than yours, you know that.’


‘Hmm.’ Maura had her back to her as she picked up glasses. There was a pregnant pause, full of the remembered discussions about what Maura had thought of the decision to send Max away to prep school. ‘Well, I think going back to work might be good for you. Keep at it, I say.’


‘Yes. I will.’


‘And Patrick – everything’s all right with him?’


‘Of course.’


Maura made a face as if to imply that it was a miracle. ‘You’re good at keeping in line, Caity. Just don’t give in to him all the time, will you? You need a bit of yourself too. I’m worried that he keeps you on a short leash.’


‘I don’t know what you mean. We’re perfectly happy.’


‘Well, something’s making you miserable. I wish you could tell me about it.’ Maura shot her another sideways look. ‘It’s not your friend Sara, is it?’


‘Sara? No.’ Caitlyn laughed but it sounded forced. ‘I know you don’t approve of her but—’


‘That’s an understatement,’ muttered Maura. ‘I certainly don’t think she’s any good for you.’


Caitlyn hesitated, remembering the last time Sara had been here, drifting about the house, examining it, and asking her if Patrick minded that she’d gone up a dress size. Caitlyn had barely touched a carb – or any food at all, come to that – since then. ‘I like her,’ Caitlyn said firmly. ‘We share a lot of history. She doesn’t do me any harm.’


‘If you say so,’ Maura replied. ‘But you know my thoughts on that piece of work.’


‘Mmm.’ She knew that Sara always had been rather standoffish when she met Maura. ‘She’s all right when you get to her know her, honestly.’


‘I’m not so sure,’ Maura had said. ‘I don’t like the way she’s so hungry for everything you’ve got.’


Now Caitlyn thought over Maura’s words while she took a bath, hoping that might help some of the cold tension at her core unfreeze. Why would Maura think that Sara was no good for her?


And hungry for what I’ve got? What does that mean?


The memory of her last conversation with Patrick swirled mistily through her brain. What did he say? She wished she’d written it down. Words formed in her mind – threatened . . . important . . . tell you . . . – but she couldn’t pull it all together.


She swirled the warm water around herself, letting the bubbles melt on her skin. Already it felt as though Patrick were far away, out of her reach. How could he vanish so quickly?


I loved him. I miss him. What am I going to do without him? Then she heard an echo in her mind, and realised that Sara had said almost those exact words the previous afternoon in the layby. We loved him. We’ll miss him, she’d said. What are we going to do without him?


We?


She heard Maura’s words again: she’s so hungry for everything you’ve got.


The water seemed suddenly chilly, and she got out.


That evening, when Max was asleep and supper was over, Sara opened a bottle of wine and poured them both a glass. They went up to the sitting room and sat down on opposite sofas, facing one another over the large glass coffee table stacked with glossy art books.


‘I’m glad Max is home,’ Sara said. She had curled up, her legs tucked underneath her. Her red hair glowed against the muted colours of the drawing room. They complemented her perfectly. ‘You shouldn’t be alone right now.’


On the opposite sofa, Caitlyn caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror over the fireplace. Next to Sara’s vibrancy, she looked washed out: pallid and stringy haired, the highlights in her light-brown hair dull. Her eyes had a deadness in their hazel and blue depths, and her skin was puffy and grey. It must be what grief does.


She glanced away quickly so she wouldn’t have to see herself. ‘I’m used to being by myself. I was often alone with Patrick travelling so much.’


‘Yes. He was away a lot, wasn’t he?’ Sara sipped her wine. ‘How were things between you . . . at the end?’
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