



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







  Also by Sandra Howard




  Glass Houses




  Ursula’s Story




  A Matter of Loyalty




  







  [image: ]




  







  First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2012


  A CBS COMPANY




  Copyright © Sandra Howard, 2012




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  ® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster, Inc. All rights reserved.




  The publishers have made every effort to contact those holding rights in the material reproduced in this book. Where this has not been possible, the publishers will be glad to

  hear from those who recognise their material.




  The right of Sandra Howard to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,

  1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB


  

  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia


  Sydney




  Simon & Schuster India


  New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  Hardback ISBN: 978-1-84737-236-9


  Trade paperback ISBN: 978-1-84737-237-6


  E-book ISBN: 978-1-84983-521-3




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  Typeset in Bembo by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinburgh




  Printed and bound in Great Britain by


  CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  







  In memory of my sister, Carma.




  







  Acknowledgements




  Huge thanks to James Davenport and João-Paulo Ferreira for their colourful and extremely knowledgeable help with all matters South American; to Clare Woolfenden for her

  generous guidance and insights into the finer points of the advertising profession, and thank you, as well, to Maurice Saatchi for suggesting my reading on the subject.




  I am enormously indebted to Richard Quest and Jimmy Mulville for giving of their precious time, inviting me ‘back screen’ and initiating me into the world of television – it

  was a treat – and to John Sullivan for his help in this and many other ways. My heartfelt thanks, too, to William Weston for his immensely expert suggestions over twentieth-century paintings;

  his gallery in Albemarle Street W1 is a delight to visit. Thanks equally to Geoffrey Boot for his highly qualified thoughts on flying hazards and single-engine planes, to Judge Nigel Van der Bijl

  for his wise guidance on the difficult and sensitive business of detecting illegal substances in transit; to Steve Delabecque for his specialist help in the areas of surveillance and policing, and

  John Wolfe for his invaluable medical expertise. Any mistakes are entirely my own.




  I borrowed from a crack-cocaine trial in Sir Ivan Lawrence’s excellent book, My Life of Crime, and I lifted the flavour of one or two passages in Mark Johnson’s vibrant

  account of his recovery from the blackest depths of drug addiction. His book, Wasted, is a punchy, moving read.




  Finally, I can never say enough thanks to the team at Simon & Schuster, above all my inspirational editor, Suzanne Baboneau, who steers me gently from the wilder shores; to my indomitable

  agent, Michael Sissons, always such a steadying hand, and to Michael, Sholto, Nick and Larissa, my loving, long-suffering family, who put up with constant questions and come up with all the

  answers.




  







   




  

    

      	

        

          

            Quatrain




            What is this day with two suns in the sky?




            Day unlike other days,
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            ‘Here it is, enamoured beings, your day!’
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  Part I




  







  Chapter 1




  Kate Nichols had no religious conviction. She wished she did. To have the comfort of a profound binding faith, belief in the afterlife, the soul and God’s will would lift

  away some of the weight. Doubts were dark and unsettling, a walk on life’s shadier side of the street.




  She remembered a sunlit walk in Hyde Park, sitting on a bench for a moment and feeling the deliciously sensual heat of a strong spring sun. A young mother and small boy had stopped in front of

  her; the boy seemed to have something wrong with his shoe.




  The girl had squatted down beside him and told him to put his sole on her knee.




  ‘Do trainers have souls as well then, Mummy?’ He looked at her quizzically while she fiddled with the Velcro strap.




  ‘God is in everything,’ she answered, stifling a small yawn. His faith was being formed very early, Kate had decided. She wondered if he’d ever come to feel doubt.




  Would certainty give strength? Would it be healing to imagine Harry’s soul, the very essence and heart of him, free of his drowned body, clear of that shattered, submerged plane and

  soaring? Didn’t there have to be something more?




  ‘God rest his soul,’ people said, which, when you thought about it, suggested the spirit buried with the body, marrow for the bleached dry bones. Kate let out a thin, tight sigh in

  her seat beside the freshly lit sitting-room fire. Harry had drowned and that was that. He was dead and gone.




  ‘Katie, love, you must buck up a bit. It really is time.’




  She swung round to face her mother, Rachel, who was spread out on the sofa, writing Christmas thank you letters on her lap. She rested her pen and had that inevitable look on her face, a sort of

  caring, exasperated warmth, patience-wearing-thin anxiety that Kate could do without.




  ‘Can’t you ease up on me, Mum, and stop acting like a nervous nurse on a psychiatric ward? And who says I’m not “bucking up”?’




  It was a morning lull on Boxing Day, perfect thinking time – and a blessed moment of peace since they were staying with her sister, Sadie, who had three children under five. Sadie was

  feeding the baby, her other two were being remarkably quiet. Rupert, her husband, was outside in the crisp Hampshire air, clearing any leaves that had dared to stray onto his groomed front gravel.

  Sadie’s family was absorbed.




  The sweet soothing loneliness of her London flat suddenly seemed very beguiling and Kate fought an impulse to cut and run, go home a day early. She sighed again, more pointedly, imagining the

  fuss they’d make, the heavy pressure to stay, and had to meet her mother’s eyes.




  They were stunning, piercingly blue, those eyes, they would have stopped a lion in its tracks, turned back the seas; no one could escape their gaze. Rachel always knew what was going on in her

  daughter’s head, she was uncannily clued-in.




  Her look was sympathetic, though, must-stick-it-out support. ‘I know it’s hard, darling, not to think and brood, Christmas is that sort of time. The anguish of last year was

  inexpressible, but it is almost fourteen months now and you can’t go on like this, barricading the world out like a recluse.’




  Kate refrained from saying she didn’t particularly see why not and contented herself with an unresponsive stare.




  ‘It’s one thing being sweet with the children – and with Ru,’ her mother added, with a twitch round the lips. They both thought Sadie’s husband was a bit of a prat.

  ‘But all this clinging to grief is indulgent and it’s not fair to Sadie. She has such a full load, us staying, all the non-stop meals, Ru’s parents yesterday as well . .

  .’




  ‘Don’t be boring, Mum. You do most of the cooking anyway.’




  ‘It’s not only the meals. Rupert is a demanding man as you well know, and just think of not being able to hand back those three little darlings – she’s up to her eyes . .

  .’




  Rachel tailed off with a pale, apologetic smile. It was a sensitive area. ‘Well, I’ve said my piece. Better finish these wretched letters. But, Katie darling,’ she eyed her

  daughter. ‘You’re thirty-three and beautiful, which no mother should say; couldn’t you just make a bit more of an effort and start going out now? See a few films and have friends

  round?’ It was rhetorical, no answer needed, and Rachel had already picked up her pen.




  Kate stared at her mother’s bent head and mentally took a step backwards. There could have been a baby. She and Harry had just begun trying for one after two years with no ties. Two years

  of paradise, travelling, picture viewing, free as the air they’d flown in – Harry had been an art dealer and had his own plane. An experienced pilot, knowledgeable, passionate about

  art, his enthusiasms had been irrepressible and irresistible. He’d been on the trail of a painting that fateful day last November, an unrecorded gem and a rare find. The owner lived on the

  island of Alderney and Harry had taken off in high excitement in his little Piper single-engine plane.




  No one could understand. Even her mother who couldn’t be closer, like a second skin, whose awareness was as acute as a bat’s hearing, even she hadn’t truly absorbed it. Kate

  didn’t need compassion, her grief was natural and normal. It was guilt she clung to with the tenacity of a guard dog and she had no intention of letting go. She needed it, intense, harrowing,

  gut-crushing, suffocating. People tried to reason with her, her sister, mother, father, pleading and begging her to think sanely, but Kate felt sane enough, quite rational. And if she chose to feed

  and nurture her guilt, plump it up like a fatted goose, then that was her decision.




  Harry had begged her to come with him on the trip to Alderney. Did an advertising pitch come before that? Where was her spontaneity? Others could have stood in. She should have been beside him

  in that plane and she hadn’t gone, it was as starkly simple as that. And now she had to live out her life in that knowledge, the overpowering ever-present feeling that she had no right to be

  alive.




  Harry had piled on the pressure. ‘It’s an undiscovered Lowry, Katie, closeted away in Alderney! A private owner, an elderly woman who says her father met Lowry at a Manchester

  Academy meeting just after the war and bought the painting then. I feel really sorry for her. She was widowed almost as soon as they’d retired there, apparently, and then the recession did

  for her savings so she’s had a struggle. She needs to sell.




  ‘You must come, darling!’ Harry’s eyes behind his glasses had shone with persuasive enthusiasm. ‘Don’t be dutiful, we’ll be knee-deep in Pampers before long.

  Your agency lot will understand. They’ll manage without you – but I won’t!’




  The hand through the thick, unruly hair, the endearing frown lines . . . Oh, shit, shit, she couldn’t squeeze out another tear. ‘Cry Me a River ’ – she had cried an ocean

  and still failed to drown.




  Her mother sealed an envelope carefully and looked up. ‘Ben will be here any minute and I know he’s going to ask you to come to a party with us. Don’t put up a wall. I really

  would like you to go along with it, this once. Mark Simpson’s giving it, the television presenter, but it’s a private party at his house, nothing too threatening or tedious . .

  .’




  Rachel was distracted by a kerfuffle on the other side of the door, a small body pushing against it with a steady chorus of staccato wails. The door yielded all of a sudden to reveal

  two-year-old Amelia, in thick pink tights and a duckling-strewn smock, hugging a doll, struggling to keep her balance and so taken aback she quite forgot to cry.




  Only for a moment. Making an ascending wail like an aeroplane taking off and bumping the doll along behind her by its arm, she stumbled over Sadie’s chic rugs and stripped boards to fling

  herself at her grandmother.




  ‘Joseph’s pulled out all her hair, Nana. I hate him,’ Amelia wailed, holding the doll aloft for inspection. It did have some sizable patches of baldness, Kate could see.




  ‘I’m sure we can stick it back, love, don’t fret. We just need to find the tufts and some glue.’ Rachel set aside her writing kit and gathered up Amelia’s pudgy

  little hand. She gave Kate a wry, weary glance as if to say, ‘Who’s the lucky one then?’ and went with her granddaughter to the door.




  Kate hugged her moment of privacy, although Amelia had looked so edible and huggable that she longed to be scrunching her up instead, drinking in the Comfort-washed, Marmite-toast smell of her

  and kissing that hot, teary little face.




  She could well imagine the kind of party her mother had been pressing about. It would be splashy and brash, whether in a private house or not, full of people in love with their own images,

  especially Mark Simpson, the host. And Ben must have asked if he could bring her, which, in her present belligerent mood, made Kate squirm.




  Ben was well liked, well connected, he and Rachel had a huge bunch of friends and were asked to every first night, party and charity do going. They went to very few of them. Their relationship

  was unusually strong, even intense, and Kate knew how much they loved to be on their own. They were going to this party, though, and she felt the weight of persuasion bearing down. Nothing for it,

  she would have to go too.




  Kate’s parents had been divorced for six years. Rachel was in her fifties, still turning heads with her slender good looks and arresting eyes; she had a fierce intelligence. Men had been

  chasing ever since the break-up, but she’d looked at no one until Ben. He had been newly a widower. Only a few months previously his wife had died of a lingering brain tumour.




  From the first moment Kate was aware of him, the very dawn of the involvement, the relationship had seemed to gallop away like a racehorse loose on the Downs. A year on, Rachel still had a

  lightness of step and gave private, whimsical little smiles; she was in love with Ben not in any skittish, kittenish way, she cared deeply.




  He was coming for lunch, expected in minutes, and Kate couldn’t miss her mother’s high, the blaze of energy and compressed anticipation – after only a few days apart over

  Christmas. Her wool dress was carefully chosen too, the hazy deep-mauve colour of distant hills that emphasized her slim figure and fairness. She and Sadie were the blondes of the family, Kate had

  her father’s dark hair.




  Rachel glowed in Ben’s company, but she was hiding tension. No one else would have noticed, but Kate understood her so well and couldn’t help connecting it with Ben. She hadn’t

  got his measure. He was impressive. She liked him, a lot; liked his thickset frame that had a natural grace, his warm eyes and the dark, greying hair like her father’s. And it said something

  too that, even with the whisper of disquiet she felt, a disconcerting sense of something out of kilter, she could still relax in his company and enjoy his quick wit. Ben was everything her

  brother-in-law, Rupert, was not.




  It was so hard to make out. Kate felt a slow burn of concern that she knew wasn’t just out of loyalty to her father. At times her mother seemed almost scared. Asking a mild question about

  Ben’s import business once, her reply had been obliquely guarded, more like a government minister than someone brimming over with a new love.




  Ben had been a brigadier in the army and resigned over issues with Iraq. It had caused quite a media stir. Kate had asked about the financial leg-up he’d had, starting afresh in a new

  business career. She’d been curious about his backer, Spencer Morgan, an influential, larger-than-life billionaire, and had simply queried whether Morgan interfered or gave Ben free rein. Why

  had her mother needed to be evasive about that?




  It had made Kate more watchful. She’d seen Rachel give nervous starts when the phone went, glances to see Ben’s reaction; sometimes when they were out in the street together, her

  mother gave backward looks. She often clicked off hurriedly from calls, and coming into the room just before Christmas, Kate had heard her mutter, ‘Katie’s here.’ Rachel had

  quickly supplanted the strained, troubled look on her face with a smile and gone on to talk smoothly about the presents she’d chosen for Rupert’s parents. She’d wanted to make

  clear that she had no intention of saying more. But why not? They’d always shared confidences. Kate had felt free to talk about anything that came up, silly fears, secret prejudices, deviant

  sex, nothing had ever felt taboo. As a teenager she’d told her mother all about losing her virginity.




  She sighed. It was easy to be warm about Ben, yet Rachel must sense her thimble-full of reserve; it was like being slightly dishonest over a new dress, impossible to hide what she really felt

  from someone quite so close.




  She ought to be helping with lunch. Kate rose slowly and saw through the window that Rupert was still outside, well wrapped up in a waxy Barbour jacket and Burberry-check scarf and rather

  aimlessly inspecting a pair of shiny new pruning loppers. She happened to catch Ben’s car turning in at the gate and watched as Rupert carefully balanced the loppers on a stone ball statue to

  be ready to help unload. His pink face shone with pleasure and pride, standing in front of the glossy-white front door of his fine commuter-belt house.




  It was on the edge of a manicured village near Basingstoke: early Victorian, stuccoed, and painted buttermilk yellow. The redbrick garden wall was rather stern and tall, although it had a softer

  face in summer when a scampering Albertine rose was in riotous flower. Sadie had a horse that she stabled with a neighbouring farmer. She loved riding. Perhaps the horse was her release and chance

  to fly.




  Kate didn’t dislike Rupert. He was puffed-up and pedantic, yet a hard-working banker nevertheless – in mergers and acquisitions, working for a solid Canadian bank. He was just

  yawningly boring, a conformist, an assiduous socializer, a man to make your eyelids droop. Sadie, to her sister’s surprise, seemed contentedly slotted into the mould.




  Everyone came into the hall to say hello to Ben, he was fresh blood, an excitement. He wore a broad encompassing smile as he and Rupert came in with a rush of cold air. Setting down a couple of

  clinking carriers, Ben gave Sadie’s cheek a kiss. ‘Hi, all, this is quite a welcome party! And Katie’s here, too! It’s great to see you.’




  Rachel had come up beside him and he put his arm round her. ‘Hello, darling, such stunning daughters,’ he said, giving her a kiss and a squeeze. ‘What a trio you

  are.’




  His arm was possessive and protective and Rachel was leaning into the hug. His mature masculine good looks and a tangible sense of their love caused Kate to feel snagging splinters of jealousy

  as well as concern. She felt hollow, overcome with a gouging ache of need and yearning – for lost intimacies, closeness and physicality.




  ‘Come along, all, let’s go on through,’ Rupert said bossily, making a move. ‘I’m sure Ben’s ready for a drink – time for some Boxing Day

  fizz.’




  ‘You must have these,’ Ben said, reaching into a carrier. ‘They’re still cold.’




  He pressed two handsome bottles of champagne into Rupert’s uncomplaining hands, glancing towards the kitchen as he did to where a tray of glasses was ready on the table. Ben went in to

  collect it, carrying it into the sitting room, more host than guest. He had an air of firm authority, a patriarch, an officer with his troops. There was nothing in his manner to give the slightest

  clue to Kate’s mystifying little qualms.




  Sadie set down an enormous Le Creuset dish on a laminated table mat, one of a set whose racehorses seemed improbably proportioned. She looked frazzled, her pretty, bobbed fair

  hair clinging damply. ‘It’s only beef casserole, not turkey at least,’ she confessed, with a coyly confident smile. It was out of the freezer, but one of Sadie’s specials;

  Rachel was off the cooking hook.




  There was nothing coy about Rupert as he poured red wine with a wine-waiter’s flourish. ‘I think you’ll find this quite soft and pleasant,’ he remarked in his bufferish

  way. ‘It’s an Australian Cabernet Franc.’ His boyish face had a pink sheen after its morning outdoors and was looking just a little bit plumper, post Christmas.




  Kate sipped the wine and thought it on the sharp side, although Ben made all the right good-guest noises. ‘Mmmm. Interesting, excellent – may I look at the bottle?’




  She caught his eye. She wanted to bring things round to his business, but was keen to pitch it just right. ‘Can you shut up shop over Christmas, Ben,’ she asked lightly, ‘or is

  it difficult with an import company? I mean with things like bananas, say, that can’t be frozen. It must be easier if it’s coffee or Brazil nuts.’ Kate knew he imported food

  products from South America. ‘I’m very clueless about it all,’ she added with a little covering laugh, anxious not to seem over-inquisitive.




  ‘I can certainly take a proper break,’ he said with a smile. ‘Actually our most hectic time is in the run-up to Christmas, and the December demand for our big seller, acai,

  went satisfyingly through the roof this year.’




  ‘Gosh, I’ve never heard of acai,’ Rupert chipped in. ‘What is it?’




  ‘It’s the berries of the acai palm, which is unique to the Amazonian basin. They’re a gorgeous deep-magenta colour and easily transported; we ship it in as a frozen pulp.

  You’ll find it in health drinks like smoothies and even in hair products now,’ Ben said. ‘Acai is one of these so-called superfoods, high-fibre, a powerful antioxidant, packed

  with vitamins, immensely good for you.’




  ‘Unlike certain other exports from that part of the world then,’ Sadie said, with a laugh.




  Watching Ben, very tuned in, Kate thought she saw a shadow come into his face. It was only a butterfly flutter and not really a furtive or guilty look. Still worrying, though, and she suspected

  he’d seen her noticing it.




  ‘Sadie was into all that scene, back in our youth,’ she said, ‘doing stuff in the clubs of Rye. She was the wilful one, this wonderful earth mother who’s so happily

  settled – Ru’s done a good taming job!’




  ‘Should I be hearing all this?’ Rachel said tritely and uncharacteristically. Her eyes had flitted to Ben with a quick, troubled, quizzical look as well. It was also a look of

  connection that had the comfort of intimacy, and Kate felt confused, mistrustful of her own judgement. She had an unhappy sense of being deliberately excluded.




  The rest of lunch was rather hurried along. The baby, Rose, started yelling and Amelia had a fit of loud attention-demanding tears.




  Aside from Sadie who had the baby to feed, everyone opted for a walk. Rupert bundled up four-year-old Joseph and Amelia as if for Siberia and they set off at a slow pace, their breath steaming

  in the frosty air.




  Kate turned back early to give Sadie a hand. She stood beside her sister at the sink, drying pans and bowls emerging out of murky soapy water, gazing out of the kitchen window and feeling no

  need to talk. The sun was low, the pale light fading, a crisp stillness settling on the garden. It would be a wintry scene in the morning, everything covered in Christmas-card glitter, she

  thought.




  She had Ben on her mind, his business, the imports from the Amazon, and a newspaper article suddenly came to her, a piece about cocaine trafficking in Colombia; it just popped in like a clever

  idea in the night. Her hands felt clammy. Sadie’s druggie quip must have prompted it; Kate probably wouldn’t have read or remembered the piece, but for the photograph of a remarkably

  handsome man, and the caption, ‘Colombian Defence Minister, charged.’ He’d had responsibility for cracking down on corruption and had collaborated with the criminal barons.




  It was just an association of ideas. Ben had been out in Colombia in his military career. Rachel had only recently become guarded about Ben, she’d talked proudly about his time in the

  army, early on. He’d been in the Intelligence Corps and sent to Colombia to train local units about human rights, she’d said, some government assistance scheme. She’d wryly

  described how the unit being trained hadn’t quite seen the point of it all . . .




  ‘Katie, you’re miles away! Give me the towel, we’re pretty much done here.’




  ‘Sadie, can we talk? I’m a bit worried about Mum. She seems tense. She’s keeping it well hidden, but I’ve sensed it quite strongly in the last few weeks. She zipped right

  up when I asked the simplest thing about Ben’s business the other day, which seemed odd, really unlike her. I mean, just suppose he’s into some dodgy deal or other, something not quite

  a hundred per cent on the level? It’s not impossible . . .’




  It sounded far-fetched even as she said it. Kate longed to retract her words.




  ‘Are you out of your tiny mind?’ Sadie snorted, not mincing hers. ‘He was a brigadier, for God’s sake, he resigned over Iraq for all sorts of principled reasons; he was a

  real hero in most circles with that rave press. And the idea of Mum as adoring as a puppy, swept off her feet by a criminal con man! I mean she’d win University Challenge single-handed

  on a bad night, she knows what’s what. Let’s get real round here.’




  Sadie stabbed at a rubber towel-holder with a corner of Kate’s tea towel. ‘Ben found a bigwig backer, upright as billionaires come, and they started a business. Mum’s happy and

  in love, end of story. Come on, hon, ease up a bit. Isn’t it great something’s actually going right for a change?’




  That wasn’t, Kate thought, her sister’s most sensitive remark.




  Sadie knew it and looked abashed. ‘Sorry! Put it down to tiredness. I’m just feeling so swamped! My help has only gone and broken her ankle; she’s not back till next

  week and she’s hardly going to be much use even then. Think it’s okay if I leave the children with her of a night? We’ve got dinners and things coming up . . .’




  She gave an uncertain, cautious smile, suddenly on the defensive, and had such a worn-out set to her shoulders that Kate gave her a spontaneous hug.




  ‘Now who’s being neurotic! The girl can hop about and change a nappy, can’t she? She’s not ill. It’ll be fine. Why don’t you go and grab a quick kip now,

  while you have a chance? I’ll do them some tea when they’re back.’




  ‘Thanks, I am rather dead on my feet.’ Sadie smiled. ‘Quite a role reversal,’ she said, her weary smile widening into a grin, ‘you, worrying about Mum’s

  boyfriend – a real sign of the times!’




  Kate stared at the fading embers in the grate. The fireplace was set a foot or so up the chimney breast, a smart, square opening that she could see would appeal to

  Rupert’s obsessive sense of orderliness. He meticulously cleared out the ash every morning and filled up a chic basket with small neat logs.




  The fire needed reviving, but her mind was on Ben. Earlier that evening he’d helped take out the tea-things and stayed in the kitchen, leaning companionably against a worktop while she saw

  to the tray and decanted the Christmas cake into a tin. They’d chatted, but it had been a one-way conversation, Ben in the driving seat.




  That was a couple of hours ago. Kate was alone in the sitting room and still going over everything he’d said, word for word.




  He’d talked about Harry in a way that hadn’t, at first, jarred. ‘It isn’t easy, is it, Katie, being around people all day? There’s a rather beautiful line in a book

  I’m reading that just made me think of you. “When wretchedness falls upon us one summer’s day like snow, all we wish for is to be forgotten.” ‘It was describing the

  views of Thomas Browne who must have known a thing or two about mortality. Doctors in the seventeenth century saw so much death and raging disease. He wrote about the best of men gone without

  trace, the iniquity of oblivion.’




  That had been sensitively put and if only Ben had stopped there. ‘After the war,’ he continued, watching her steadily, ‘servicemen often spoke of feeling shame at having

  survived. Why them and not me kind of thing, although they obviously knew they had no option but to, well, soldier on!’




  That had been more annoying and touched a raw nerve. Why couldn’t people leave her alone? Why couldn’t she feel whatever she wanted? ‘Which is really by way of saying,’

  Ben had carried on disarmingly, ‘that your mother and I do want you to come to this party with us . . . I hope you will.’




  She had stared at him in a non-committal way and said nothing. ‘Think of it as a stoic test,’ he said, smiling. ‘Or perhaps more to the point, how much Harry would have wanted

  you to lead a full, happy life without him and not simply be “soldiering on”. And I know this will sound particularly fanciful, but imagine Harry’s own crippling guilt, had he

  known about yours! He would have felt unbearably upset, twice as badly as you do, don’t you see?’




  ‘No,’ Kate scowled. ‘I don’t, you’re talking in riddles. I haven’t a clue what you mean.’




  ‘Well, Harry pushed very hard for you to go with him that day, as I understand. It was selfish and demanding, typical male behaviour. But think of his wretchedness now, if he knew how much

  you were suffering and bearing all the blame.’ She had kept up her stare, icy and tense, her stomach clenched. ‘You were just doing your job, Katie, trying not to let people

  down.’




  Rachel had called to him then, as if on cue, and, with a sheepish shrug of his shoulders, a light look of contrition, Ben had hurried out of the room.




  Kate stared at the dying embers in the grate. It hadn’t been selfishness, just typical spontaneous enthusiasm, Harry’s need for her to share in the excitement. Why hadn’t she

  been irresponsible for once in her life, dropped everything and gone?




  She tried to shake off her mood, energetically stoking and blowing at the near-dead fire as if purposeful industry might be a useful distraction, and had just about coaxed out a feeble flicker

  when Rupert came in.




  ‘I’ve been dispatched to see how you’re doing, Katie,’ he said cheerily, despite giving the weak flame his baleful eye. ‘How about a nice little G and T? I’m

  having one.’




  Squatting back on her heels she beamed her warmest smile. ‘Thanks, Ru, but I promised Joseph a story when he’s all tucked up. Love a drink later.’




  Joseph was scrubbed and in striped pyjamas, but far from tucked-up. He was roaring round his room with its navy-elephant frieze being a vroom-vrooming aeroplane with his arms outstretched. Kate

  caught him and tickled him until he begged her to stop. Sadie wasn’t there to complain it was getting him over-excited.




  Kate read him a Doctor Seuss story, one of her own old childhood books. She’d kept them all, shelves of them in the house near Rye where her father, Aidan, still lived – where he was

  wretchedly battling it out with cancer.




  She was leaving for Rye next morning to be with him, although not staying over New Year’s Eve. He hadn’t wanted her there, seeing the new year in with him, when it was certain to be

  his last. Kate felt desperate about it, but grateful too. He had Hannah, who was his nurse and more, and the emotional strain would have been hard to bear.




  The party her mother and Ben were pushing for was on New Year’s Eve. It left her no out, Kate knew she had to go. Mark Simpson, giving the party, was a television newscaster and she

  imagined it full of self-important celebrities who certainly had no interest in her. Nor she in them. Her father would understand that and privately sympathise, but he’d also press her to go;

  he would talk about climbing aboard life’s zippy old merry-go-round again and having another ride.




  Joseph was fidgeting. Kate held the book so he could see the pages. He knew the story and its speedy, catchy rhythm always drew him in.




  ‘“Then NEW troubles came! From above! And below! A Skritz at my neck! And a Skrink at my toe—”’




  ‘What’s a Skritz, what’s a Skrink, Auntie Kate?’




  ‘Well . . . fuzzy little troubles—’




  ‘They’re not fuzzy. This one’s got wings like flies and this one’s like a blue lizard.’




  He was young to be into lizards, surely. It must be the holidays in the Algarve. He was fixing her with eager, inquisitive blue eyes, a shade lighter, but definitely his grandmother’s.

  Kate hoped he would have some of Aidan’s genes as well. Her father had always looked beyond accepted horizons and led an untrammelled life. As a small child, waving him off to distant trouble

  spots, Kate had pictured him as the good cowboy, riding out under a fiery sun to do down evil men.




  He’d been an explorer in his youth, a television war reporter with all the horrors and dangers of that job, continued to work overseas and more recently turned to writing. Tears were

  close, but she switched back to Joseph with a smile. ‘You’re quite right, they’re not fuzzy at all; I was the fuzzy one. Now we’d better be quick and finish the story or

  Mummy will be in for goodnight kisses and telling us off.’




  His eyes were heavy by the last page. Rupert came in and stood looking down fondly, Sadie too. Kate left them and went on down. Ben was in the hall near the front door, half turned away, head

  lowered, talking into his mobile. It was obviously a very private call. He seemed alert to the possibility of interruptions, lifting his head, looking round at times, and saw her on the stairs. He

  gave a smile, acknowledging her, then faced away again, muttering and concentrating on the phone. He’d snapped it off by the time Kate reached the bottom of the stairs.




  Rachel was cooking supper. A tempting smell of baking cheese was coming from the kitchen, ham and leeks au gratin. ‘Hardly up to the minute,’ she said, as Kate came in. ‘I

  should throw away all my old cookbooks and start again.’




  ‘You’re an ace cook, Mum,’ Kate replied vaguely, wondering about Ben’s call.




  It had probably been business, something tricky that had cropped up. On Boxing Day evening? When he’d said at lunch he could take a proper break? God, she thought angrily, it could be a

  relative with emotional problems, a chat with one of his adult sons. She should loosen up, listen to Sadie and just be glad that their mother loved him and something was going right for a

  change.




  







  Chapter 2




  Kate left for Rye the next morning. She was impatient to be off but tried not to show it, hugging everyone goodbye. It was over two hours’ drive and she was having lunch

  on the way with a friend, Donna Blane, who lived on Romney Marsh, just up the coast from Rye. It was a good chance to see her.




  Donna lived alone, buried in the remote patchwork of windswept fields that made up the Marsh, but she had her animals: Labradors, Jacob sheep, a donkey, two tabby feral Marsh cats, peacocks,

  hens and a parrot. They would see off any marauders. She was a singular woman; original, difficult, loyal and, above all, a uniquely talented artist. Kate seldom saw her, but knew she could always

  turn to her in any crisis.




  Donna painted the low-lying marshlands with such evocative genius you could almost smell the salt-spray gusting in from the shingled coastline, feel whipped by the wind flailing the tall reeds.

  Flat fields dotted with sheep, silent dark dykes, eight-hundred-year-old churches, her pictures lived and breathed the lonely beauty of that rich earth wilderness. They uniquely captured the sense

  of an enchanted isolated place, free from the hub and rub of everyday life, solitary and compelling.




  It was windy on the motorways and on Romney Marsh; as Kate negotiated the maze of lanes winding across the desolate landscape, the wind had the force of a battering ram. It practically whirled

  the Fiat off into the fields. Kate felt emotionally exhilarated by its winter rage, although the bitter cold was reaching into her bones. She had the heater on max, was wearing a fleece, thick

  tights under her jeans, yet her fingers were still white and numb. They often were – something Harry had never understood.




  Donna had been Harry’s friend. He’d met her through a local art-world contact and immediately seen her quality. They’d had a great rapport, but she wouldn’t be talked

  into having an exhibition, nor would she part with any paintings.




  ‘I will have a show one day, Harry,’ she said. ‘And I do want to give you a painting, too – you know the one – just as long as you keep coming to see me. You lift

  my spirits up higher than the Marsh skies.’




  Kate stopped the car abruptly. Fourteen months and it could still crumple her like a blast of machine-gun fire. The memories were branded, still lividly in focus. She could see the ashen-faced

  policeman at the door of her flat, clear as the fields outside the car. See him stepping into her small hall with his eyes full of compassion.




  ‘I’m afraid I have very bad news. There’s been an accident . . .’




  He sat stiffly on a ladder-back chair in the sitting room, delivering his fatal message. ‘The weather closing in with such speed . . . Exceptionally strong turbulence, gale-force

  crosswinds . . . Always a difficult approach . . .’ She had begun to shiver uncontrollably and a blanket was found. She remembered him holding out a mug of sweet tea while she sat in a

  traumatised state.




  Her mother had arrived and fired torturing questions in a voice of steel. What about Air Traffic Control? Why hadn’t they turned Harry back to Biggin Hill? Was the weather really to blame

  or was it engine failure? The Piper PA 28 was a single-engine plane. He had 400 hours’ flying experience, private aircraft flew into Alderney regularly. Kate could still see every pained line

  on that poor policeman’s face as Rachel demanded answers with an unsparing, determined look in her eyes.




  The Air Accident Investigation Branch would produce a comprehensive report, he assured her wretchedly. He had talked of legalities, the need for Kate to identify the body. Harry’s

  fished-out bloated remains, she had thought with cold clarity, cocooned in her silent trance. She was beyond emotion.




  The tears came three days later, a savage shattering attack that had sent her hurtling like a tiny craft displaced by a great whale. People had been with her constantly, and feeling desperate to

  be alone she’d slipped the collar of their minding, crept out of her flat like an adulterer and into the car. It was a capsule of privacy, the wheels going wherever they chose, and it was

  where her internal sea wall had finally crumbled and all the pent-up agony was released. Kate had howled like a starving wolf in the snow, cries of raw grief that became steadily more hysterical.

  The tears were blinding; she couldn’t see to drive and the car had been swerving dangerously, weaving about like a stumbling drunk in the road.




  A police car had flagged her down and steered it into the kerb. How had they got her home? Those hours were a complete blank. Waking up in a drugged state and in her nightclothes she could

  remember nothing of them.




  Donna was outside opening the gate to a large gravel yard, the animals alerting her to Kate’s arrival. The house, beyond another gate, set back in a softly structured

  garden, was substantial, part seventeenth century with an imposing Dutch-looking coving that curved up handsomely clear of the roof. It would have been a wool-trader’s house, Donna said.

  Romney Marsh was sheep country and much of the trade in those days had been with Holland.




  ‘I thought we’d have lunch outside,’ she said, as they went indoors.




  ‘It’s December, for Christ’s sake! You’re not serious?’




  ‘Yes, I am, you wait and see. It’ll be fine.’




  Kate followed her to the kitchen, chilled to the marrow from the drive, and discovered Donna meant it. Glass doors led out to an exotically planted patio that was far from a brochure

  conservatory. One side was entirely open to the garden and she could see the table was already laid.




  The patio had a glass roof, a heater and proved to be a wind-free haven, an oasis of pale trapped sun. They had home-baked bread, hot soup and local sausages, and life soon returned to

  Kate’s bloodless fingers. The peacocks were totally tame, coming up close for company then lying at full stretch out on the lawn with their majestic tails spread behind.




  ‘What a privilege,’ Kate sighed, gazing out, stroking the fat tabby cat on her knee. She felt released, nothing was expected of her, she could speak or stay silent as she chose.

  Donna was the sort of woman who would never take away the pills or the pistol. No one dictated to her and she lived by her own rules.




  ‘So what’s up?’ Donna asked. ‘Just Harry and worry about your father?’




  ‘That, yes, but it’s actually more Ben, if I’m honest. He’s so much on my mind.’




  ‘You don’t like him? He’s not right for your mother?’




  ‘No, it’s not that. The opposite really, I’m almost too impressed with him, worrying he’s too good to be true. Like that scene in the Woody Allen film when the woman

  turns back at the altar, just because the guy is too perfect by half! But I do have a weird sense of some kind of undercurrent swirling around, Donna. Mum seems secretly on edge and I hate not

  knowing what’s going on.’




  ‘You can’t be in on everything. She might have good reason not to involve you.’




  ‘If she’s not too bloody love-struck to see straight,’ Kate snapped, taking out her frustration on a friend.




  Donna let it drop and talked about her brother, who lived in Madrid with his Spanish wife, and who’d just been over for Christmas without her. ‘She couldn’t miss the

  parties,’ Donna laughed. ‘Talk about opposites. John’s a dry, brainy old stick, yet he’s happy as Larry in the tailspin of her social whirl.’




  The sun had gone down, the chill air stealthily invading and staking a claim. ‘Any new paintings?’ Kate asked, nervous of seeing them. She was passionate about Donna’s art, but

  it brought Harry too close. The screw never stopped turning, there were no potions or plasters to stem a bleeding heart.




  Donna’s studio was cold, north-facing and chaotic. Encrusted easels, paint tubes spewing through table slats, jars choked with brushes, canvases crazily stacked.




  An unfinished painting on the easel was of thunderclouds, dark as a nun’s habit, hanging low over a churning sea. It was a powerful depiction of doom, Kate decided, ignoring the hinted-at

  sunlight, the needle-thin arrows of brilliant light, and seeing her own lonely agony in the blackness with a juddering shock of recognition.




  ‘Time I was off to Rye,’ she said.




  Donna handed over a bubble-wrapped painting she had ready by the door. ‘This is yours now,’ she said, with a shrug.




  Kate could see what it was through the wrapping and couldn’t summon up any proper thanks or enthusiasm. The painting had been for Harry. It was unwanted baggage, painful to have at home,

  and they stared at each other, both well aware of the problem.




  Walking with her to the car, Donna gave another shrug. ‘Give it away, stamp on it, do what you like – I just don’t want it here any more reminding me I never gave it in

  time.’ She grinned suddenly, which lightened her weathered, high-boned face like flooding sun; she looked instantly more beautiful. ‘Come and see me again,’ she said,

  ‘whenever you need.’




  Her honey-coloured hair was fading, drawn back with tortoiseshell combs. Was she in her fifties, sixties? Kate felt a sense of connection and she wondered about Donna’s past. She never

  spoke about emotional upheavals or partings, but she must have suffered some great sadness. She seemed to understand intimately the parameters of loss.




  Kate drove away with the painting on the back seat, there in the driving-mirror and challenging her, as if daring her to reject it like a hurt, angry lover. It was one Harry

  had particularly loved, hauntingly seductive with a vastness of sky and a boy running wild in the wilderness, shirt tails flying. It had a feeling of delirious abandon; Harry had called it

  ‘the release of a soul’.




  The road to Rye wound through more flat, deserted stretches of marshland where the dark shapes of smugglers must have once loomed in the mists. Night was falling and in the gloomy isolation Kate

  had an eerie sense of history brought near.




  Reaching Rye’s lit streets she saw the cafes and dives where she and Sadie had danced – Sadie trying ecstasy and coke, she sticking to tame puffs on a spliff. She carried on down the

  well-known lanes with a crescent of silvery moon directing her eye like a pen-torch to the familiar old haunts and hideouts of a country childhood; the frogspawn brook for tadpole-collecting, the

  copse where they had signed their names in pricked-finger blood and formed secret societies.




  Rachel had her work cut out, looking after the two of them single-handed while their father was away for long stretches. She’d fitted in a job, though, translating German and French books,

  novels mainly, into English. She was trilingual; her parents had left her in a Swiss boarding school while they managed two hotels in the mountains. Skiers in winter, walkers in summer, it was

  non-stop. They’d had no time for their lonely only daughter.




  Kate remembered seeing her father on the news, the relief of his returns, haggard, travel-worn, shaking with exhaustion, but his face with a big wide grin on it. His hair had been thick and dark

  in those days, he’d had a strong jaw, a fast-growing beard; she could still remember its stubbly feel, rough as a cheese grater, at times, when he gave her a goodnight kiss.




  When he was home and he and Rachel stayed in London overnight, Mrs Brooks would move in. She was a substantial woman; floorboards groaned, sofas sank low, but her meringues floated off the plate

  and she had a similarly soft-centred heart.




  Mrs Brooks was widowed now, living in a terraced pebble-dash cottage by the sea, whiskery, stained, old and childless. Kate went to call on her as often as she could and thought she seemed a

  happier woman, lighter-spirited since Mr Brooks’s demise, lighter in every way.




  Her husband, Sidney, had been an evil little man. Kate’s hatred of him was cemented in, it could never be erased. He had cupped her thirteen-year-old’s breasts one murky, dark

  evening, pushing her into the shadows of a deserted alley and pinning her to a cold, rough wall with the weight of his body while he fumbled with his flies.




  His greedy, fat, pale fingers working her hand, mouth hanging slackly, his wheezing through his nobbly, hairy nose, and the smell of him; it had been like stale pee and mouse droppings. His

  swollen pink cock, his pressing weight, the muttered threats, ‘Go on, go on, or yer fucking head gets bashed to the wall . . .’




  Kate had squirmed, struggled, tried to resist, but only with the spurt of stickiness had she managed to wriggle free. She’d raced to street-lit safety, gasping, too scared to scream and

  finally reached the sanctuary of the library where she was supposed to have been waiting for her mother to come and collect her.




  The librarian was preoccupied, helping a woman on crutches. Kate had studied a row of toddlers’ pop-up books, keeping her back turned; she’d felt shivery and bruised all over, her

  skin crawling with a sense of recoil. The feeling of uncleanness and urge to scrub her hands raw had been acute. She’d told no one about it, thinking of Mrs Brooks; it had just seemed better

  that way.




  Twenty years on nothing had faded. At the time however Kate had overcome it well, simply shut it out and slotted Sidney Brooks into a box labelled disgust and derision.




  Mrs Brooks had deserved more than that vile little runt making disgusting demands – insensible to her needs, she felt sure. He was pint-sized and the thought of him balanced on top of his

  wife like the upper round of a cottage loaf . . . Had Mrs Brooks gritted her teeth and thought of tea and chips, sunny days on Camber Sands? Poor woman.




  Kate parked in front of her father’s garage and lifted out her bag. Her anticipation was high, yet her chest was tight. Aidan was frailer every time she came, wasting

  away; she dreaded seeing fresh decline, his life painfully accelerating to its untimely end. The doctors gave him three or four months. He was only sixty, but calm and brave. Kate fought the lump

  in her throat.




  Returning home always brought back a whole package of childhood memories and emotions. She looked up at the old house feeling fierce affection. It was a converted pair of nineteenth-century

  cottages, weatherboard and brick, settled and at ease with itself. The garden, as far as she could tell in the dark, was still in good shape, looked after by Aidan’s kind-hearted neighbours.

  They cut the grass for him and planted vegetables that Hannah, who lived in, cooked to healthy perfection.




  Kate turned her key and went in. Hannah was in the hall, waiting. ‘He’s been impatient to see you,’ she said in a low voice, ‘but I think he might be having a little

  sleep . . .’




  Kate nodded. The words wouldn’t come, her heart was thudding, straining to get out. She turned the handle cautiously and opened the sitting-room door.




  He was in his favourite old armchair – looking lost in it, like a skinny-necked boy in the wrong collar-size. A mahogany standard lamp beside him was pooling light onto his bald patch.

  He’d always been so strong and active with his fine dark hair, thick eyebrows and striding gait; Kate remembered her childhood awe at the way people used to stare after him, recognizing him

  from television, she realized later. Now he was a shadow, a whisper of his former self.




  The mahogany lamp with its parchment shade was an old friend. Years ago, before the divorce and after a run of teenage parties, the sitting room had had a makeover with gutsy, new, tweedy loose

  covers fitted and a smart ottoman introduced. Now the fabrics were frayed with age and the room looked more its old self again.




  Aidan’s Jack Russell terrier, Millie, was in her basket at his feet, rumbling with ascending speed like an approaching tube train. She shot across the room, a bullet on short little legs,

  yapping hysterically before grudgingly, quivering with suspicion, accepting that Kate was family and to be spared.




  ‘Hi, Dad.’ He was blinking, coming round from the rude awakening.




  ‘Katie, darling, you’re here! Come and give me a kiss.’ He stood up and held out his arms, but there was so little of him to hug. She had to turn away to hide a prickle of

  tears.




  ‘Pull up that chair,’ he said, ‘and let’s hear all. Hannah will bring us some tea – or do you want a drink? It is six . . .’




  ‘Tea’s what I need. You are coping, Dad, you and Hannah? I do wish you’d try this new Sutent. Can’t you even do it for us?’ It was a kidney cancer drug that might

  buy him a few more weeks, but he was being typically stubborn, suspicious of side effects, sticking out his firm jaw and digging in. He decided, he called the shots.




  Hannah brought in a tray with tea and home-baked scones, setting it down on the sofa table and leaving without a word. She was soft-footed about the house, a slight, pale auburn-haired woman in

  her forties, always unobtrusive, almost subservient in a way; Kate wondered if she’d ever been harshly treated or had lived in fear.




  Hannah was in love with Aidan, that was obvious, but she gave no other clues; it was impossible to know what went on inside. She could deflect questions with skill. She was Yorkshire-born and

  had trained as a nurse in London, but Kate had discovered little else. She’d tried quizzing her father about Hannah many times, but he resolutely pulled down a blackout blind. He

  hadn’t, for whatever reason, wanted her going there.




  Aidan’s own emotional feelings were opaque. Kate remembered his original upbeat call about Hannah’s arrival; he’d described her as a pleasant, competent woman who would be

  living in as a sort of housekeeper. ‘She’s fine about being here alone when I’m away, Katie. And Millie’s come round to her, can you believe? Hallelujah to that!’




  Passing the Millie test would have been the clincher, Kate thought. She was a monstrous little dog; the postmen had insisted on the letterbox being moved to the garden gate.




  The teapot was under a crocheted tea cosy that she could remember Aidan bringing back from the Balkans. She went to the sofa table and poured two cups. Hannah had arrived before his cancer was

  diagnosed and the fact that she was a nurse had later seemed almost divinely ordained. If only her skills had not been needed, but they were invaluable now.




  ‘Have a scone, Dad,’ she said. ‘It’s a while yet till supper.’ However much he ate, though, never seemed to make any difference.




  ‘No thanks.’ He rested a hand on Kate’s arm as she brought over his tea. ‘You managed Christmas okay, with everyone constantly around? I can vividly recall being in

  Bosnia with a camera crew always with me when all I wanted was to be alone. God, it was a wretched hell; picking our way through the burned, ransacked remains of villages, bodies everywhere . .

  .’ He seemed to relive it all for a moment, but then snapped back with an abrupt change of mood. ‘Rupert was on his best witty form, I take it? Sharp as a chef’s blade as

  usual?’




  ‘He’s not that bad, Dad, don’t be too hard on him. But he was rather into his new Christmas gardening tools . . .’




  ‘And how was Mum?’ Kate detected a small tremor in his voice. It was a routine question, but her father needed to ask it, to talk about her; his tension was palpable and she felt

  taken aback, concerned to have picked it up.




  ‘Fine, Dad, she was nagging about going to parties – which I could do without!’




  Kate suspected he wanted to ask more, even about Ben, but couldn’t trust himself. Her parents’ break-up had come as a wretched surprise. Their relationship had seemed close and

  positive, no hint of boredom or sourness, no heavy atmosphere. She and Sadie had been in their twenties at the time and the sadness and shock of the divorce had left them reeling; as nonplussed and

  shaken as a wife discovering an affair. How could they not have known?




  Seeing her father’s newly laid-bare emotion, Kate felt bemused all over again. The break-up had happened just as she was starting a new job in advertising, and, preoccupied and busy,

  she’d simply accepted her parents’ platitudes, the veil they’d cast over what had gone wrong. Now, though, with her mother seeming almost fearful at times, and closing other doors

  as well, Kate felt actively worried. She wanted at least to try and make sense of the split.




  It was unfair to press Aidan and intrude, but when she thought of the finite time left she needed to know what lay behind it all. ‘Dad,’ she said, ‘I feel guilty as sin,

  springing this on you, but what really happened with you and Mum? I don’t believe you just ran out of steam, which is all she ever says; you’re not those sorts of people.’




  He stared at her so long and unseeingly that Kate felt ashamed. She had no business stirring up still waters like a child poking around with a stick. The past was the past, old sores and better

  not re-infected. ‘Sorry, Dad, forget I spoke. It’s none of my business.’




  ‘No, it’s okay. And you’re right, it wasn’t exactly like that . . . but I take all the blame.’




  ‘Isn’t any break-up always a bit of a two-way thing?’




  ‘Maybe so . . .’ Aidan took a sip of tea then raised himself in his chair, more parentally authoritative. ‘Look, love, if Mum hasn’t talked about it, then that’s as

  it should be.’ He hesitated. ‘Isn’t it?’ His eyes were heavy with strain and illness; he wanted Kate’s support.




  ‘You have a say, too,’ she urged. ‘It’s only up to Mum as far as her side goes.’ She felt out of her depth all the same, and could see that her probing was causing

  him pain. However frustrating, she had to cool it. ‘Okay, Dad, I’ve got the message, I’ll shut up for now.’




  Rachel had never given a hint of any emotional side to the break-up. They’d gossiped about other failed marriages, friends of her parents, people who’d fought it out in the press,

  written diatribes. Someone had slashed all her husband’s suits, another woman had hurled orange paint at a Porsche. At times Kate had tried to find out more of what had happened closer to

  home, but with singular lack of success.




  ‘Why were you the one to leave, Mum?’ she’d once asked. ‘Why did Dad stay home?’




  ‘It just seemed best. I could work in the British Library, see London friends . . .’




  That had sounded reasonable enough at the time, but thinking about it now, Kate could see how neatly her mother had sidestepped all personal questions. Disingenuousness was unlike her, yet

  she’d explained away the sad demise of a long marriage with meaningless equivocations. It caused a small surge of pique. She and Sadie had hardly still been in white socks . . .




  Feelings of disillusion, even of shipwreck were creeping in. Closeness to her mother meant everything and Kate needed it to be an impregnable structure, not something as flimsy as a Japanese

  screen. She hated to feel any uncertainty, ambiguity versus truth. Her father was dying . . . So little of life felt on sure ground.




  He was looking distant and his keenness to take the blame for the rift was bemusing. Had there been another woman? Was she being very harsh on her mother, jumping to conclusions? Had Rachel

  simply been covering up for him?




  ‘More questions, Dad!’ Kate ventured. ‘I know I shouldn’t ask, but are you and Hannah very close?’




  Not a flicker of readable expression crossed his face. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without her. She’s wonderful, such a good, patient nurse . . . Now, love, why don’t

  you go and see what’s happening about supper? Hannah might like us to come quite soon.’




  Kate rose stiffly, feeling deeply thwarted. She didn’t want elliptical answers and circumventions, just a few facts. She went to the door fighting a sense of derailment.




  She looked back with a forced smile and Aidan held her eyes. ‘Um, before you go, darling, I do want a quick private talk. Just between us and kept secret.’




  ‘Of course, you know you can trust me.’ She went back to the chair beside him.




  ‘I haven’t got long now, as we know, and Hannah’s going to need somewhere to live. I’m not talking money, I’ll take care of that. It’s more . . . about her

  safekeeping. Will you find her a quiet private place, Katie? Better not involve Sadie or Mum.’




  ‘That’s the least I can do, Dad; I’ll see she’s safe and settled. I do understand.’ But she didn’t. Kate felt no further on. Hannah remained a great enigma,

  her past life shrouded in obscurity.




  On her last evening Kate and her father were alone, having supper. Across the table Aidan was in his own little reverie and she tried to imagine what it must be like for

  him.




  ‘Dad,’ she said, making him jump, ‘I’m only half committed to this New Year’s Eve party tomorrow night and I’d so much rather be here with you. I really

  don’t want to go.’ Her thoughts had been for her father, but silly selfish dread of the party came into it too, all the determined celebrating, everyone kissing on the stroke of twelve

  . . .




  Aidan pushed away his plate of chicken casserole. ‘I don’t want that, Katie, as you know very well. A New Year’s Eve bash may seem like an anathema to you, but you do need to

  make more of an effort now. Don’t bolt the door on the future and deny me my dreams. Let me enjoy imagining the grandchildren I’d love to have known.’




  ‘Well, that’s very sensitive, I must say, that really sorts me out . . .’ Sarcasm didn’t come easy and she felt wretched. How could she give in to such juvenile

  touchiness? Her own little irks were less than dust motes, pathetic puffs of nothingness beside the crushing finality of his cancer.




  Aidan promised he’d be fine. He’d be working on the memoir he was writing, part poetry, mostly about his war experiences, but in no shape yet, he said, for her to read.




  Kate clenched her fists under the table. She talked about being back at work and the agency’s pitch for an important new account. ‘I’m involved in it, Dad, and may have to be

  in the office this weekend with all the last-minute panics, but I could come on Sunday.’




  ‘I’d love that, but just if it works out. And about the party Mark Simpson’s giving tomorrow night, do go with an open mind. The television crowd really aren’t that

  bad.’




  Kate tried not to feel irritated. ‘Time for bed,’ she said with a smile, ‘I have my instructions. But I have a small favour to ask first, Dad. There’s something I need to

  show you.’




  She went out to the car for Donna’s painting and returned, tearing off the chilled bubble wrap before propping the picture up against one of the kitchen chairs.




  He studied it, leaning back for more perspective, and she could see him surrendering to its insistent joy. ‘What a rare talent Donna has,’ he said. ‘It has such force.

  It’s a glorious shout for freedom and it makes me feel there really is a God up there after all.’




  ‘Can you give it houseroom, Dad? It was meant for Harry and I don’t want it at home.’




  He looked at her impatiently. ‘Katie, that picture is a New Master. Put it on your wall, sell something if you’re out of space. You’re clinging to all those pictures from the

  gallery, why is this one any different?’




  ‘It’s just very poignant. Donna loved Harry too. She understands; she didn’t want it either.’




  ‘That’s all the more reason to accept it with pride.’




  ‘I don’t want it at home, Dad.’




  ‘I’ll have it here if you insist, while I’m still around, but I hope you change your mind. And don’t go giving it to Sadie and Rupert; he’s only into horse prints

  and it would be a crime.’ Kate smiled, aware that he’d avoided bringing Rachel into it.




  She felt less tetchy and tense now, despite being lectured, calmer all round. She locked up, turned out the lights and they went upstairs to bed.




  Even emotionally spent and her mind suffering from overload, she slept deeply and without dreams. The love she felt for her father sustained and carried her far.




  Next morning he came outside with her to say goodbye. They had a stroll in the garden and he pointed up to a high branch in the large oak tree. ‘See the tawny owl?’ Kate could just

  make out its small distinctive form, hunched and still. ‘I’ve spotted another one, too. Fingers crossed for a little tawny owl family in the spring.’




  Kate drove back to London crossing more than her fingers and praying that her father would live to see that day.




  







  Chapter 3




  ‘We’ll come and pick you up, love – be silly to take two cars. Say, around nine?’




  ‘Fine, Mum, any time,’ Kate muttered, resenting being denied the independence of her own car. She paced the sitting room with the phone, feeling thwarted and peeved.




  ‘We won’t stay long, just to see in the New Year,’ Rachel said apologetically, hardly failing to pick up the tensions vibrating the line. ‘I can’t think what to

  wear.’ She laughed. ‘Ben says that off the box Mark Simpson is into shirt tails and stubble, but he hasn’t met Mark’s wife and I’ve never seen any pictures of her in

  the press.’




  ‘Surely you know all these television people from Dad’s day,’ Kate remarked. ‘You were in that world.’




  ‘It was a while ago now,’ Rachel replied patiently. ‘People move on.’




  It had been an unfair dig, Kate thought, since her mother had asked after Aidan before anything else, sounding strained, talking about the new drugs that might give him extra months. Her concern

  had been deep and genuine, uncluttered with bitterness, whatever the truth of the past.




  Kate felt newly obsessed about the past. It seemed completely inaccessible, roped up, tidied away under a tarpaulin. She’d thought of nothing else on the way back from Rye. Closeness to

  her mother had carried her through a terrible year; it had been a bridge over the chasm. Now, as well, clutch-ing her phone in the darkening room, Kate felt a deep sense of loneliness begin to

  envelop her, reflective and silver-grey, as pervasive as the gathering dusk outside.




  She tried to shake off her mood and make more of an effort. ‘How does Ben know Mark Simpson?’ she asked in a brighter voice.




  ‘They met at a charity dinner and hit it off,’ Rachel said with emphasis, implying that if television newscasters could see Ben’s point on a single meeting, then why did Kate

  seem to be holding back? ‘They play tennis too, now,’ she added, over-egging it.




  But Kate did see Ben’s point, which was the odd and frustrating thing about it.




  ‘I’ll wear my L. K. Bennett black dress,’ she said, feeling more humble, ‘and I’ve had my hair cut for tonight. They squeezed me in even on New Year’s Eve!

  Not much off – when I think of the fuss Harry used to make!’ Fatuous remark, she bit her lip.




  ‘It’s a good length, just below your shoulders, darling, it suits your face. See you later, then. And . . . try to enjoy the party and have a little fun.’




  Some hope of that. Kate wondered about the dress. Was it too short and bare-shouldered – falsely flaunting her wares? But signs of availability didn’t come entirely from clothes.




  She stayed in the sitting room holding the silent phone, gazing out at the wintry early dark. Her flat in West London was on the first floor and overlooked a communal garden; it was large and

  light with high ceilings and splendid sash windows. The paintings in the room were magnificent. Kate took strength from them, she felt them in her veins. She loved the Hockney, the William Scott

  with its crystal clarity, the soothing Ivon Hitchens, the Miró, which she could hardly believe she owned. It had an awesome, arresting precision, a power almost like a religious revelation

  with the shivers it brought to her spine.




  She had an unrecorded oil sketch by Toulouse-Lautrec as well, that Harry had tracked down on the Isle of Man. It was of an English cabaret artiste of the time called Lucy, who he believed had

  retired there. Harry thought Lautrec might have given her the sketch after seeing her perform.




  The gallery, the flat, Harry’s plane, everything had been mortgaged up to the hilt. Insurance policies had helped and Kate had her job. She’d sold the plane, the gallery and much of

  the stock, yet managed to hang on to her favourite paintings. They were vivid and robust, illuminating, sensual, friends and therapists – all she needed to keep her sane. All she had now,

  without Harry.




  Rachel and Ben arrived late, nearer ten than nine. Kate went down as soon as the bell rang to find them waiting on the outside steps. An Arctic wind was funnelling down the

  street and it had been raining for days; a dank smell of leaf-mould lifting off nearby gardens clung to the very masonry. Rachel gave her a kiss and was so effusively apologetic about their

  lateness it was hard not to wonder what they’d just been doing.




  ‘Hope I can find this place,’ Ben said cheerfully, as they set off in his gun-grey Prius. ‘It’s near Primrose Hill. I dropped Mark home once and it’s such a muddle

  of streets round there.’ He glanced in the mirror. ‘You’re looking stunning, Katie. Not too cross with us for being late?’




  ‘No, of course not, it’ll have hardly got going. We’ve a long night ahead.’ She sensibly kept her thoughts – the less time spent at a garish, loud, pointless party

  the better – to herself.




  They found the Simpsons’ house easily. A heavy music beat was thumping out into the street and the house was lit up like a Halloween pumpkin, hard to miss. It looked just pre-war with a

  white front porch like an American deck and a typically crabby London front garden, overhung and slippery with moss.




  The garden was floodlit and Kate felt exposed, walking up the path with a mean wind-driven drizzle spiking her face. The front door was open, she could see the crush in the hall, people at the

  windows where no curtains were drawn or blinds pulled down. A few smokers were out on the porch, men in black sweaters and girls with goosebump cleavage who leaned on the rail, staring

  disinterestedly, as she came up the couple of steps with Rachel and Ben. But then they weren’t television celebrities.




  Mark Simpson was just inside the door, welcoming late arrivals. He was in shirt tails, but there was no sign of any designer stubble. Kate found him curiously sexless, but he did it for millions

  of viewers, she knew.




  ‘Hey, Ben,’ he called out, ‘good to see you! And these two beautiful girls, lucky man! Grab some champagne, the bar’s just through to the left. The food will be coming up

  soon, too. Oh, and you haven’t met Maureen, my wife,’ he said, suddenly remembering the silent woman at his side; he made introducing her seem like an optional afterthought.




  Maureen had short greying hair, was wearing no make-up and was in a drab figure-disguising olive dress. She managed a wan smile and Kate wondered if she minded such casual treatment. She was

  definitely the hen to Mark’s peacock, uncompromisingly plain. A little mascara, colour in her bloodless cheeks and a few highlights might have helped. Instead she looked a picture of misery

  at her own party and Kate felt a bond of sympathy.




  She moved on with Rachel and Ben into the body of the crush, suppressing a small self-pitying sigh. A pleasant-faced man holding two glasses of champagne greeted Ben, who responded warmly.

  ‘This is Roger Grieve,’ he said, bringing in Rachel and Kate. ‘He’s given me some excellent financial advice with the business!’




  ‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Rachel smiled.




  ‘Very routine stuff, just over his employees’ pensions,’ Roger answered, being jogged, trying to avoid spillage from the glasses. ‘I’m a bit out of my depth

  here,’ he said, with an engaging self-deprecating grin, ‘it’s more my wife, Maggie’s scene. She’s a producer, for radio. I’d better get back to her with these

  drinks. Hope to see you later, perhaps.’




  Rachel turned to smile at Ben. ‘I remember you saying how well you got on with Roger Grieve,’ she said, when he was out of earshot. ‘Nice man.’ Kate thought so too.

  He’d seemed genuinely modest and with a look of integrity – if such a look was possible. And with a rather endearing sort of clean-cut formality about him too, slight self-consciousness

  in his jeans, as though he’d be more at home in a suit than the ‘glamour-casual’ dress code of the evening. Ben, by contrast, despite his upright bearing and presence, had an easy

  adaptability that didn’t fit Kate’s preconceptions of the army top brass. He melded naturally into any group, however disparate their worlds.




  She was pleased to have met someone that she and Ben both warmed to; it made her feel more positive about him, even hopeful of a few other likeable people around. Not for long, though. Rachel

  elbowed her. ‘Oh Lord, groan, groan . . . we could do without him!’




  A bulky television newsman was pushing towards them, obviously remembering Ben as a resigning brigadier. The man was revoltingly drunk and the film of moisture on his lardy face gave a look of

  sweating butter. Kate felt he needed to watch it with his health. He started quizzing Ben in a desultory way before his eyes moved lazily onto Rachel.




  ‘And here’s my favourite lady, the beautiful Rachel!’ he drawled. He leaned towards her to plant a slobbery drunken kiss, stumbled, and splashed whisky all over her silvery

  silk dress. Kate didn’t fancy being next in line and decided it was time to cut loose.
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