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‘Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will endure as long as life lasts. There is symbolic as well as actual beauty in the migration of the birds, the ebb and flow of the tides, the folded bud ready for the spring.’

RACHEL CARSON

‘The sedge is withered from the lake

And no birds sing.’

JOHN KEATS







For a third night Nancy lay sleepless for hours, anxious thoughts chasing around in her head. Heavy rain battered the window and rattled through the downpipes, while the wind tossed the branches of the trees, made the landing light flicker and the curtains shiver. The storm was like a stage set for the nightmare her life had become.

She must have dozed, for a noise downstairs snatched her to sudden wakefulness. The rain had dwindled to a gentle patter, but this had been a different sound, something strange and wrong. She lay quiet, listening, her skin clammy, the room alive with shadows. There it was again, a clink of metal, outside but close, very close. Then a scraping noise, as of a spade along stone, followed by silence. Someone was in the garden, she was certain. They’d come for her.

She dared not move, but move she must. To reach the telephone. She’d prowled her home the evening before, tightening every window, turning the keys in the doors, shooting the bolts, but if someone wanted to break in they’d do it somehow. By twisting a crowbar or thrusting a brick with a gloved hand through glass.

She sat up, then stilled. Should she call the police? They’d come out on the first night. She remembered the weariness in the sergeant’s voice as he’d tried to reassure her: ‘There’s nobody here, Miss.’

‘But there was, I know there was.’ Her voice trembled.

His rookie constable had entered from the garden, wiping his boots on the doormat. ‘No sign of a break-in.’ She’d read contempt on his pale, spotty face.

‘I did hear something,’ she insisted, her nails digging into her palms.

‘Don’t mind me saying, Miss, but things can seem frightening at night, a young lady alone.’ The older man was kind but firm.

She’d stared at him, disbelieving. ‘I know what I heard. What I saw.’

Not the police, she thought now, she wouldn’t trouble them again.

She flinched at a tapping sound downstairs. ‘A twig,’ she muttered aloud, ‘it’s only a twig against the window. Get up. Go and see.’ She swung her bare feet down to the rough warmth of the rug, but fear sapped the strength in her legs and she covered her face with her hands.

Go! As she stood up, something pattered against her window, heavier than raindrops, and she froze. Then she took a step towards the window, and another. Grasped the curtain, breathed in and snatched it aside. She stared out at the wild night. The storm was passing now. Clouds like black cobwebs veiled the moon. She blinked at its brightness, then looked down, saw a figure and her eyes widened… ‘Oh,’ she breathed, ‘it’s you.’
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London

June 2010

What a difference a year can make.

Late one Thursday afternoon, Stef Lansdown was taking a shower and didn’t see a sparrow alight on the sill of the open window of her studio flat and peck at some breadcrumbs she’d scattered there. It glanced about, its beady eyes alert. After a moment, it spread its wings and darted inside.

The empty room lay bathed in sunshine, the roar of traffic from the street almost drowned out by a loping hiphop beat shaking the floor. The bird didn’t seem frightened. It circled, perched briefly on a bedside lamp, then flitted back to the sill where it continued its meal.

Stef’s flat was situated on the first floor of a modern block in Balham, South London. Its single room, with galley kitchen and bathroom cubicle, was light and airy but marred by clutter. An unmade double bed dominated the space. Washing was drying on a rack. Newspapers and spiral-bound notebooks lay tumbled across a tiny sofa pushed up against a wall of bookshelves. On a coffee table under the window, a modest clutch of birthday cards shivered in the breeze.

Among the books were piled a dozen copies of Secrets of an Author’s Wife by Stephanie Lansdown. An anglepoise lamp stood sentry on a narrow pine desk over an open laptop next to a mobile phone and a mug of cooling tea. A light blue jacket hung on the back of the chair.

Suddenly, the room leapt into life. The rush of water cut out, loudening the throb of the music downstairs.

The startled sparrow flew away.

The shower room door swung open and Stef stepped out through a billowing cloud of vapour like a modern Venus, wrapped in a white towel. A birthday card caught in the draught and sailed to the floor. She picked it up and frowned at its message: ‘Life is short. Smile while you still have teeth. Happy Birthday!’ Ha ha. As she returned it to the table, her phone began to ring. She sighed, then answered it.

Stef had embraced turning thirty. On her birthday, her lawyer boyfriend Sam had thrown a party for her at a trendy wine bar near their luxurious flat in Clapham. She had a promising career as a journalist on a national broadsheet newspaper and was about to publish her first book. Personal happiness and success seemed secure and a bright future beckoned.

By the time she was thirty-one, that future had darkened. She and Sam had split up acrimoniously and since it was his flat she’d had to find somewhere else to live. Soon afterwards, her job went in a round of redundancies, and despite a small severance payment and the slightly larger advance she’d been given for her book it was becoming a struggle to pay the bills. She’d picked herself up and was making a new life for herself but she still felt battered and bruised.

‘Mum. Hi.’ Stef tucked the phone between shoulder and ear, gathered the towel more tightly in one hand and continued drying herself with the other while her mother rambled on about Stef’s failure to call and the lack of rain for the garden. She listened with increasing impatience. Her mum had a habit of ringing on a whim and launching into a monologue without asking if it was convenient.

She took advantage of a pause for breath to ask, ‘Was there anything urgent, Mum? Only I’m about to go out.’

‘You should have said. With anyone nice?’ Her mum’s falsely casual tone could not disguise her real meaning: Is there a young man involved? Stef plucked a pair of socks from the airer and decided they were dry. She hated this constant interest in her love life. Her mother seemed more concerned by it than by Stef’s professional difficulties, and last year’s break-up with Sam, engendered by his stubborn refusal to discuss the possibility of ever having children, seemed to have upset her as much as it had Stef.

‘I’m meeting Sarah for a drink. You know, agent Sarah. At six,’ she emphasized, noticing with alarm that her bedside clock said five-thirty.

‘Well, you’d better go.’ Her mother sounded hurt. ‘You know, I was hoping you’d come and stay sometime. It’s months since I’ve seen you.’

‘Oh, Mum, not months. I helped you move in. How many weeks ago was that?’

‘Six weeks. That’s an awfully long time. I’d come up to see you, but the hotels are so expensive.’

Stef looked round the cramped room and felt guilty. It wasn’t easy to ask her mum to stay here. She was considering what to suggest, when her mother rushed on. ‘There was a reason I rang, actually. I’ve found a woman who might interest you.’

‘A woman?’ Stef smiled. ‘I thought it was men you wanted me to meet.’

‘No, silly, a woman for that book you’re going to write. I met her at an art exhibition in the village. Her name’s – oh, Nancy something. Foster, that’s it. Dr Nancy Foster. She’s a naturist.’

Stef giggled. ‘A nudist? Really? In respectable Hickston?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, darling. She lives in a cottage on the wildlife reserve, she told me. Very remote, but she doesn’t mind that because of the wonderful birds.’

‘You mean she’s a naturalist.’ Stef’s eyes twinkled as she tapped the speaker icon, then laid down her phone while she fastened her bra.

‘Yes, I told you!’ Her mother’s voice sounded squawky in the room. ‘We were both puzzling over a drawing of a badger. Nancy said something about its spine being wrong. Anyway, we got talking. A very interesting person, Stef. She studied Zoology back in the late 1940s, then worked in a lab doing research.’

‘Really?’ Stef stilled briefly before opening a drawer. ‘That must make her, what, in her eighties?’ She straightened, a pair of knickers in her hand, trying to think. Nancy Foster might indeed be worth meeting. The next book Stef was planning to write was about women scientists. A zoologist from that period could be useful.

‘Eighty-something, yes, but you wouldn’t think so to look at her. Very active and such an original dress sense. But listen, this is the important bit. She’s giving a talk about swallowtail butterflies on Saturday evening at the reserve. I wish you’d come, darling. We could go to it together and you could talk to her afterwards.’

‘Mum, I’d love to, honestly, but Saturday’s the day after tomorrow!’ Stef tried to remember what she was doing at the weekend. Nothing exciting. Working on an article for an ecology magazine. She had a deadline early next week.

‘You need a rest, love.’ Her mother’s tone was wheedling. ‘Given all you’ve gone through. You shouldn’t work all the time.’

‘I have to, Mum. That’s the freelance life.’ She paused. ‘Look, I’ll think about it, I promise, but I really have to go now. Love you.’

After they’d said goodbye, Stef pulled on some cleanish jeans, grabbed her jacket from the chair, then rummaged in the cupboard for shoes. All the time she was thinking about her mother with the usual mixture of fondness, guilt and irritation. It was true that she’d not been to visit her since helping her move into her country cottage, but it was typical of her mum to imagine that Stef could drop everything and race over at a moment’s notice. Or was it Stef who was being selfish? Mum was living on her own in an unfamiliar village, and although Stef’s sister Pippa lived nearby she ought to go and see for herself how Mum was getting on. Back and forth her mind darted.

She went to the bathroom mirror to put on the silver pendant and matching earrings that Pippa had given her for her thirtieth, and her attention moved to the evening ahead. Her literary agent wanted an update on Stef’s next book.

Sarah was always so glamorous, Stef thought, as she frowned at the reflection of her round face in the mirror, still pink from the shower. She wished she’d washed her thick, shoulder-length blonde hair after her run, for it had developed a life of its own. Too late now. A few strokes of the hairbrush, a touch of concealer, a slick of lip gloss and she’d have to do.

She searched for her bag, eventually locating it under the duvet, then scooped up her phone from the desk and her door keys from beneath a scrumpled tax demand. There were few advantages to a studio flat, but one was that things in it couldn’t get lost for long. The flat was rented from Jasmin, an ex-colleague who’d moved in with her new partner at the same time that Stef had moved out of Sam’s place. Jasmin sensibly hadn’t wanted to sell the flat in case her relationship didn’t work out. Stef hadn’t had that luxury. Now that she was single again and freelance, buying her own place looked impossible. She kept a car, despite the expense, as it gave her a sense of freedom, however illusory.

As she waited on the busy platform for a train to take her into Central London, her mother’s suggestion preyed on her mind. She could, she supposed, do the four-hour drive to North Norfolk on Saturday and stay for a couple of nights. As long as her mother understood she had to work. On Stef’s last visit, everything had been a mess. Stef’s parents were long divorced and her father had finally forced the sale of the family home. Despite a huge clear-out, Stef’s mum still had too much stuff. Since then, however, she had told Stef at least twice that she’d got rid of a lot more and the spare bedrooms were now ready for guests.

She hardly registered the train arriving and the carriage doors opening, for she was remembering the chaos of her mother’s move. A particular memory, unbidden, made her shudder with embarrassment. She sank onto a free seat, replaying it in her mind.

It had been a stressful morning. The vendors had been late dropping off the keys at the estate agents, and Pippa rang to say she was unable to help after all because her kids had temperatures. Stef and their mother had reached Springfield Cottage to find to their dismay that several cars were parked outside and there would be no space for the furniture van to unload. Her mother knocked on the door of the house opposite and learned that the vehicles belonged to a visiting film unit who were using a characterful Georgian house nearby as a set. Stef was dispatched to seek them out and found only a grumpy girl sitting on the wall outside the house. She was the unit’s runner, she said, and had been left to guard the equipment. Aaron, who was in charge, had taken everyone else to the Ilex Tree for a sandwich.

Seeing the furniture van roar past on its way to Springfield Cottage, Stef shouted her thanks and rushed off to the village’s only pub. She arrived out of breath and thoroughly out of temper.

Still, the ensuing confrontation needn’t have happened in the way that it did, she reflected as the tube train stopped briefly between stations, and she wasn’t proud of herself. She squeezed her eyes shut in embarrassment.

She’d found four young men seated at a wooden table in the pub’s window, with glasses of beer and plates of sandwiches before them.

‘Are you lot blocking my mum’s cottage?’ Self-conscious under their gaze, Stef’s voice came out more sharply than she’d intended.

‘Possibly.’ The dark-haired man, presumably Aaron, for he appeared to be in charge, regarded her with a wary expression. ‘We’re sorry if it is us. Where is your mum’s cottage?’

‘Down there.’ She waved in the general direction. ‘Past the village shop, then it’s one of the red-brick ones on the right with the “Sold” sign outside. There’s a bloody great furniture lorry waiting to park, so can you move your cars, like, now?’

She and Aaron locked eyes and his flashed with annoyance. ‘If you ask nicely,’ he said, ‘then I’m sure we will.’

‘Just get on and move them,’ she said; then, her courage running out, ‘Please.’

‘All right.’ He pulled a key from his pocket. ‘George? Sajit? We’d better do as the lady says right away.’

Stef followed their striding figures up the street and stood wanly aside as they manoeuvred their cars past the waiting furniture van. George and Sajit smiled at her as they left, but Aaron’s expression was furious and he drove so close she had to jump back. She swore and raised a finger as his car passed.

She recalled his angry face now as the tube train roared through the tunnels. The clean lines of his profile, his narrow face with its cropped beard, the springiness of his dark hair. And felt her face grow hot with shame at her behaviour.

When the signs for Embankment came into view, she was glad to disembark and shake off the memory.
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Delizioso, where Stef was meeting her agent, turned out to be a stylish Italian bistro with a scarlet, green and white striped canopy. Sarah, striking in an emerald shirt-dress that set off her cropped auburn hair, green eyes and pale skin, was already seated at a table outside. She was frowning as she tapped at her phone with quick fingers, but when she spotted Stef she laid it aside and rose with a welcoming smile. Of a similar age to Stef, agenting was a recent change for Sarah after years as an editor in a publishing house. They were both establishing new careers and, although Stef was in awe of Sarah, who could be fierce when roused, it felt like a close partnership.

A waiter brought them misted flutes of fizzing prosecco. Sipping the chilled bubbles gave Stef a thrill of pleasure and she felt herself finally relax.

Stef’s first book was a biography of the wife of a mid-twentieth-century English novelist, whom she had studied at university. From a newly discovered collection of letters, she revealed that the woman had been more than a helpmeet to her famous husband; indeed she was more a collaborator on some of his best-known work. Rumours of this had been circulating for years since their deaths, but Stef had been surprised by the storm of controversy that her book stirred up, relatives and friends of the couple lining up on one side or the other. That had mostly quietened down now, the paperback was shortly to be published and Stef’s editor Catherine was pressing for something new.

It hadn’t taken Stef long to find a subject that interested her. A London university conference in January, shortly before she was made redundant from the Globe, had given her the idea. Stef had been sent to report on the conference instead of the newspaper’s science correspondent. A middle-aged male, set in his ways, he had joked that he would surely be ‘eaten alive’ if he went.

Stef had been surprised by what she’d heard in the sessions and chatting to delegates in between. She hadn’t appreciated the myriad small ways in which the lives of female scientists continued, even now, to be harder than men’s. Overt discrimination wasn’t always the greatest problem – progress had been made. It was the sheer number of persistent microaggressions that wore down female geneticists, engineers, zoologists and astrophysicists across the world. Stef’s article impressed the Globe’s editor so much that he published it as news in the paper’s opening pages and commissioned a noted female scientist to write an editorial piece about it, underlining its importance. ‘The days might be over when Lise Meitner was passed over for a Nobel Prize in favour of her male co-physicist,’ this woman thundered, ‘and biochemist Rosalind Franklin’s discoveries about the structure of DNA were sidelined by caballing male colleagues, but humanity is losing out on cutting-edge discoveries because scientific research is still a man’s world.’ Women who originated groundbreaking projects were still being hampered by matters such as smaller research budgets, less laboratory space and the continuing power of male networks.

Stef’s report and the related editorial attracted a great deal of interest. Letters on the subject appeared in the paper for several days. She was interviewed on a BBC news programme and a shadow higher education spokeswoman asked a question about it in Parliament. And then it all died down. The issue continued to haunt Stef. She’d been interested in science herself at school in the 1990s, but remembered picking up on a subconscious message that ‘hard’ sciences like physics or chemistry ‘weren’t for girls’. Where this had come from she wasn’t sure, but it was certainly linked to another circulating assumption, that ‘girls weren’t good at maths’. Both of these, Stef knew, were myths, yet they persisted. And when disaster struck several months ago and she became one of the casualties in the round of editorial redundancies, Sarah encouraged her to research a serious book about the topic.

‘I’m still proposing to structure the book as a series of linked biographies,’ Stef said as they sipped their prosecco. ‘There’ll be plenty of reflective commentary, but the idea is that the powerful individual experiences will create a strong overall pattern.’

‘I agree. Especially if you have a good range of specialisms. Your editor is expecting to see one or two big names – it’ll help sales.’

‘Yeah. It’s difficult not to include Rosalind Franklin, she’s such a towering example, but I’m also interested in those who didn’t make it to the big league. It’s important, Sarah. Those are the ones who will prove my point. I’ve found a really sparky American chemist from the 1970s. She complained about her papers not being accepted by journals. Then, after she married a colleague, hey presto, adding his name to her work got her published! There’s an obvious trend here – I’ve come across it a lot.’

‘She sounds a great example.’ Sarah was writing in a little notebook. ‘Anyone else?’

Stef listed a couple more names, then paused. ‘Something interesting happened today.’ She told Sarah about her mother’s phone call. ‘She’s met a zoologist from the 1950s called Nancy Foster. I haven’t heard of her, but I’ll investigate.’

‘Nancy Foster. Let’s see what Uncle Google says.’ Sarah typed the name into her phone. ‘I’ve added “zoologist” and “1950s”,’ she said. She scrolled through the results. There was a vet practising in Australia with the name, who’d recently won a bravery award for saving the life of an ageing film star’s sick dog and been feted in the media there. ‘Clearly not she,’ Sarah said with an ironic smile. She clicked onto the next page and swiped past numerous social media profiles of irrelevant Nancy Fosters. ‘No good,’ Sarah said, frowning. ‘You’ll have to do some digging.’

‘Of course, she might have worked under a different surname,’ Stef mused. ‘If she married, I’m thinking.’

‘Maybe. Let’s look into it. What about a title for the book?’

‘I was thinking of Curious Women. That’s what all scientists have in common, a curiosity about the world.’

‘Excellent, but you’ll need a subtitle.’

‘The Struggles of Women in Science?’

‘That’ll do for the moment. And I know you’re aware that Catherine wants an outline for the book soon. Now, are you eating? The food’s good here. There’s a burrata starter that melts in the mouth and I can recommend the sea bream.’



Later, when Stef arrived home, bright-eyed from the evening, all was thankfully quiet. She made some herbal tea and sat cross-legged on the bed in her pyjamas, her laptop open before her. Again, the search for Nancy Foster’s name was fruitless. Perhaps she was looking for the wrong surname. But when she tried adding the word ‘doctorate’, the list of results included the entry ‘Dr Nancy Foster, Prince’s College, London’.

Quickly she opened the link. It led to a search engine for alumni who had studied at the prestigious institution. Stef entered Nancy’s name and read the very brief resumé that came up: ‘BSc (Hons) Zoology 1950, PhD 1954.’ There was a link to a doctoral thesis, but when she tried to open it a screen came up that read ‘Access denied’. She stared at it in surprise, then tried to find it on other websites, using the dates and Prince’s College, but without success. There was no mention of Nancy’s subsequent career anywhere, either.

Stef’s interest was properly piqued. She closed down her laptop and sat thinking, feeling the familiar prickling sensation at the back of her neck that told her she was on to a story. She must meet this woman and find out more.

Downstairs, a door banged shut and a moment later the familiar sound of her neighbour’s music started up. She knew it wouldn’t go on all night – Gary kept regular hours during the week – and it wasn’t at its loudest. She’d learned to ignore it, but it was still a nuisance.

She lowered the window blind slowly so no draught would blow over the birthday cards. Last year, she mused, she’d had five times as many, mostly with some variation of ‘Congratulations’ on the front. Now they mocked her for getting old.

She sighed. She badly needed a decent advance for a new book. Most of the time she pegged on, trying to be optimistic, but looking at the cards now, for a brief moment she felt unmoored.

Her mother was right, she thought as she climbed into bed. She did need a break. It was too late to ring her, she’d do so tomorrow. If she set off first thing on Saturday morning, she should reach deepest Norfolk by lunchtime. They would go to Nancy Foster’s talk and Stef would speak to her afterwards.

The decision made, as if it was a sign, Gary’s music ceased. Stef switched off the bedside light and lay listening drowsily to the distant sound of traffic. London was never silent. A peaceful weekend in the country should be the restorative break she so desperately needed.
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Norfolk

‘Hi, Baxter, old thing.’ Stef bent to caress the overweight spaniel who had ambled to the door to greet her, his feathered tail swaying with pleasure. ‘Where’s Mum, eh?’ Mellow red-brick Springfield Cottage lay quiet. Was her mother out or in the garden?

After the four-hour drive, she’d hoped for more of a welcome. Instead, the doorbell was hanging broken behind a curtain of rampant ivy and there was no answer to her knock. Thankfully, when she’d twisted the doorknob and shoved, the door had creaked open.

‘Baxter, find Mum!’ The dog wheeled round and lumbered off. Stef followed him down a hallway that was bright with her mother’s paintings, through a cluttered kitchen and out into a sunny, flower-filled garden.

Her mum had been busy. An ancient claw-footed bath spilled over with purple petunias, and sky-blue lobelia fronted a newly built artist’s studio with a wooden frame and sloped glass roof. Baxter trotted past it on the flagstone path and out through an open gate onto the strip of mown grass that ran behind the row of cottages.

Here Stef stopped, shielding her eyes against the sun, to look at the view. A field of ripening corn gave way to lush pasture dotted with cows and crisscrossed by hedgerows and green canopies of trees. When she’d helped her mother move in, thick cloud had hung over the landscape. Now, she could appreciate its full summer beauty. A lark sang in ecstasy somewhere above. She scanned the sky, but the bird was too high and the sun too dazzling for her to spot it.

‘Stef, darling, I thought you wouldn’t be here till later.’ Stef turned at her mother’s breathy voice and saw her rise from her stool by an easel under a gnarled old oak tree. She looked as slight as always, as though the wind would blow her away, and despite her paint-spattered smock very pretty with her blue eyes and swept-up fair hair. Stef managed to kiss her cheek without getting paint on herself.

‘I did say lunchtime, but don’t worry. How’s it going?’ Stef glanced at the broad canvas her mother was working on and felt a mixture of wonder and wistfulness at how clever she was at capturing and transforming the landscape with her vibrant palette. It was not a talent Stef had inherited. Pippa could draw well, but Stef was more like her father, a retired academic historian who was currently writing a book about the Spanish Civil War.

‘Oh, you know,’ her mother said cryptically. ‘I just need time.’

‘Is there anything to eat in the house or should I nip to the shop?’ Stef was used to her mother forgetting about normal life when she was working.

‘Darling!’ Cara Lansdown smiled and patted her daughter’s arm, her bracelets jangling. ‘Don’t fuss. I did know you were coming.’ She wiped her brush with a cloth. ‘Go and put the kettle on while I tidy up here. Oh dear, I haven’t made your bed up yet. Would you mind doing it?’

‘I take it the sheets are in the airing cupboard.’

‘Where else would they be?’

‘Could be anywhere with you.’ They smiled at one another.

On the way back towards the kitchen, Stef checked her phone and remembered with annoyance that there was no signal around the cottage.

She stopped to look into the studio. It was filled with light and smelled of fresh wood and paint. Stacks of paintings leaned against the walls and a roll of new canvas lay on a table next to a jam jar containing brushes and paint tubes jumbled in a box. A small canvas stood on an easel, shrouded by a dust cloth. Stef stepped closer, lifted the cloth and tucked it aside. The picture underneath was unusual, she thought with surprise, a portrait. Her mother didn’t often paint people. She stepped back to see it in focus. It was a man’s head and shoulders at a three-quarters angle, the background detail as yet unfinished. The way the light fell on his broad, open face and the intent nature of his twinkling gaze suggested that he was looking out through a window. Who he was she had no idea. She replaced the cloth thoughtfully.

In the kitchen, she was relieved to find the fridge full of food. Some interesting paper packages smelled faintly of fresh fish and thankfully there was milk. She glanced round the cheerful, blue-painted room, finding it strange to see Mum’s familiar possessions in their new places. She had to open several wall cupboards before she found the old tea caddy, and then there was another hunt for mugs.

The move from the rambling family home just outside Cambridge had been an upheaval for the whole family. Stef’s parents had been divorced for many years, her father moving to a tiny flat in the city near his college. Theoretically, Stef and Pippa could see him often, but in actuality they didn’t, for he’d long grown away from the family.

Last year he’d announced his retirement and finally insisted on the sale of the marital home. That was his due. The surprise was that he intended to use his half of the proceeds to pay for his wedding to a Spanish woman he’d recently met who was only a few years older than Stef; and to buy a villa in northern Spain, while keeping on the Cambridge flat.

Stef’s mum took the news of the marriage and the loss of the house badly. It was traumatic for her to uproot and sad for her daughters to help empty their childhood home. Stef went to the wedding out of a vague sense of duty, but Pippa refused to point blank.

Initially the idea had been cooked up that their mum would move close to Pippa in Norwich to help with Pippa’s four-year-old twins, but once she had seen this pretty eighteenth-century cottage down a back lane in Hickston village, she’d brushed aside her daughters’ objections and insisted that she’d live nowhere else. It was near one of the Broads – the network of man-made medieval lakes in North Norfolk – which had been turned into a nature reserve run by a wildlife charity.

‘It’s such a long way from Norwich,’ Pippa had sighed. She’d clearly been hoping Mum would be just round the corner and available at all hours for babysitting.

‘Only a dozen miles, dear, and I do have a car.’

‘And replacing the broken roof tiles might be expensive.’

‘Nevertheless, I like it and I’m the one who’ll live in it.’

The sisters had exchanged meaningful looks. They were used to their mother’s stubborn moods. There was nothing for it but to shrug and give in. After all, she should have enough money for repairs and to build the studio. Her paintings still had a market, so she’d have an income stream. Pippa had told Stef she thought their mother was settling in well, though she still had her concerns. She’d hinted darkly about some man their mum kept mentioning. His name was Ted.

Stef poured two cups of tea, then, wanting her jumper, for it was cool in the house, went out to fetch her case from the car. As she dragged it up the steep, narrow staircase to her bedroom, she struggled to keep her balance. This was another worry. If the stairs were challenging for her, they could be dangerous for Mum in her sixties. Perhaps someone could come and put up a handrail.

Upstairs had a comfortable feel: rush matting underfoot, more of Mum’s paintings on show around the landing, a scent of lavender polish. Stef liked the uneven doorways of the four bedrooms and the single bathroom, though the door to her own room, she remembered as she pushed it wide, would never quite shut. She eyed the bedroom with pleasure, noting the changes since her last visit. The double bed might not be made up, but a colourful painting of the River Cam at Grantchester adorned the wall above it and a pair of flowery blue curtains from the guest bedroom of the old house hung at the mullioned window that looked out onto the lane. She regarded the white stuccoed cottage opposite. An empty pram had been left in its front garden and there were toys strewn over the grass. Of the inhabitants there was no sign, but it must be nice for Mum, who loved children, to have a family nearby.

‘Stef, are you there?’ her mother called up the stairs. ‘The tea’s getting cold.’

‘Just coming.’ She pulled on her jumper and hurried out, glancing into the other bedrooms on her way to the stairs. A set of bunks had been installed in one for Pippa’s twins. Her mother had mentioned them on the phone. The mysterious Ted had put them up for her.

‘Nice bunks,’ she told her mum in the kitchen.

‘The kids will love them, though there’ll be arguments.’

‘About who’s on top?’

‘Little tykes,’ said her mother fondly. ‘They’ll have to take turns.’

Lunch was dressed crab from one of the fishy parcels. ‘We have this marvellous fish man who comes on Saturdays.’ Cara heaped green salad on Stef’s plate, her fingers still flecked with paint. As usual she hardly ate anything herself, playing with her food as she chattered away about an excellent farm shop she’d found a few miles away, the kindness of the family across the lane who’d invited her to a barbecue the following Saturday if the weather held. She was sure she could wangle an invitation for Stef. ‘You are staying for a while, aren’t you?’ she said, anxiety crossing her face. Stef sighed and said she thought she might only manage a couple of nights.

‘I told you. I do have work to do, Mum.’

Her mother looked forlorn. ‘Of course, but now you’re freelance you can organize your own time, can’t you?’ She rose, asking, ‘Would you like sorbet? There was an offer at the supermarket.’ She rummaged about in a freezer drawer and brought out two plastic tubs. ‘There’s strawberry, but this mango one’s delicious.’ She peeled off the lid. ‘I mean, you can settle yourself at the desk upstairs and get on with things. The internet’s a bit slow, but it does work. No one will disturb you. Can you reach me two bowls from that cupboard?’

Stef obliged. ‘I can’t do all my research online, Mum. I have to speak to people and visit places.’ In fact, she was at the writing-up stage for the most urgent feature on her list and she could easily do that here. ‘And the phone signal’s not great. I can hardly conduct a sensitive conversation in the middle of the village.’

‘Use my landline, I don’t mind.’ Her mum spooned sorbet into the dishes. ‘Oh,’ she said, pausing, ‘Pippa rang earlier. She’s popping by with the kids tomorrow morning. I’d told her you were coming. I expect we’ll have to feed them. Oh dear, that’ll mean another shopping trip.’

‘I’ll help, don’t worry,’ Stef said. ‘It’ll be great to see them.’ She hadn’t seen Pippa or the twins for ages. She took a spoonful of sorbet. The cold, sweet taste of the mango soothed her annoyance at her mother’s assumptions, the way she was being swept up into her life here. ‘Rob’s not about, then?’ she added lightly. Pippa’s husband worked as an accountant in London, staying up there during the week, but around for his family at weekends – at least, that had been the original plan.

‘I think he’ll be playing golf.’

‘Golf, eh? Good old Rob.’

‘He’s under a lot of pressure, Stef. He needs to relax sometimes.’

Stef concentrated on the sorbet but sensed her mother’s eyes on her. Rob got away with murder. Quite how she and her younger sister had grown up to be such different people she didn’t know. Stef had been biddable and hardworking as a teenager. Pippa, at fifteen, once she’d made herself up to look old enough, had started going to clubs in Cambridge with fake ID and coming home at all hours. She’d managed to scrape a Business HND at a further education college, and afterwards had done a series of administrative jobs locally until she’d met Rob, who regularly visited Cambridge on business. They’d moved to Norwich because property was cheaper. And that had been that. Pippa seemed perfectly happy being a stay-at-home wife, supporting her wage-earner husband – at least on the surface. And the twins, Jack and Jess, were undeniably sweet when they weren’t fighting. Stef thought Rob affable but dull, and privately thought he did the minimum when it came to fatherhood. He certainly wasn’t her idea of a desirable partner.

‘At least he works hard,’ her mum said. ‘Bringing home the bacon.’

‘That is true,’ Stef remarked, scooping up the last traces of sorbet. She piled the bowls, rising from the table. ‘I’ll wash up.’

‘Oh, leave it. I’d like another cup of tea.’

‘What about the shopping for tomorrow?’

‘All in good time.’

Stef took her tea out to the front and walked a few yards up the lane until she reached the sweet spot where her phone began to ping as a couple of text messages landed. One was from Pippa telling her about coming in the morning, the other from her phone company advising her that her bill was ready. When she looked at her emails, one in particular stood out. It was from Sarah, replying to Stef’s own message. ‘Fascinated to hear what you’ve found about Nancy’s missing thesis. I think you’re seriously on to something here.’ Stef smiled to herself. She thought so, too.
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Just before six that evening, although the June heat was fading, Stef and her mum set out for Nancy’s talk at the nature reserve in bright sunshine, Stef guiding her car carefully between potholes in the narrow lane. At one point, a boat on a trailer turned out of a track signposted ‘To the Staithe’ and she had to reverse into a layby to let it pass.

The visitors’ centre at the reserve, half a mile further on, was a low, modern building that had been designed to blend in with the landscape. Stef could hardly pick it out at first. When they drew close, she saw that its roof was studded with succulents, moss and gently waving grasses. ‘Like a Hobbit house,’ she commented, laughing.

She turned into a gritted car park area that was already full of cars. The people climbing out of them were mostly of retirement age or families, though there were a couple of youngish hikers laden with rucksacks and binoculars.

‘Quite a crowd,’ Cara remarked as Stef locked the car. ‘Nancy should be pleased.’

Inside, Stef bought tickets at the shop counter from an unsmiling man with ‘Josh, Wildlife Officer’ printed on his name badge, then they walked through into a large room with picture windows looking out onto the reserve. Chairs had been laid out in rows before a portable white projector screen.

‘There she is!’ Cara pointed. Stef glanced across eagerly.

At a small table next to the screen, a stylish elderly lady sat close to a young man wearing a navy linen jacket over a pale blue polo shirt. Their heads were bent over an open laptop. Stef only had the opportunity to note Nancy’s swept-up silver hair and floaty pink neck scarf before her mother drew her to a pair of empty seats halfway down the rows, next to the aisle, and her view of Nancy was blocked by a large gentleman in a birdwatcher’s cloth hat.

Cara proceeded to point out various people in the room. Stef was impressed by how many she’d already got to know since moving to the village. The woman she waved to behind them had two boys with her of nine or ten. ‘They go to the primary school near the church,’ she whispered, before indicating an older man further along their row with a soldierly bearing who she said delivered the parish magazine, worked with boats at the staithe and kept bees. Stef, in the meantime, was beguiled by a girl of six or seven dressed in trackpants and a T-shirt with a rainbow decoration who was skipping up and down the aisle. She clutched a pack of picture cards and was singing to herself. When Stef smiled at her, she smiled back briefly before resuming her game. She had long, almost black straight hair and striking dark features.

‘Who’s she?’ she asked her mother, who shook her head.

The answer presented itself when the man named Josh, who’d sold them their tickets, arrived at the front and tested the microphone on the lectern. The child darted over to the pair at the laptop and whispered something to the man in the polo shirt before taking a seat in the first row. A strange feeling came over Stef as she watched, but there was no time to identify the cause, for Nancy Foster was walking across to stand beside Josh. Although she looked frail, she held herself upright and her movements were graceful. She conveyed quite a presence, Stef thought.

‘We are delighted to welcome Dr Nancy Foster,’ Josh began in a confident voice. ‘She’s here to tell us about the life cycle of the swallowtail butterfly. As you know, this Broad is one of the very few places in the country where this rare insect can be seen. Some of us here had a wonderful time with Nancy this afternoon, didn’t we, trying to spot some around the reserve? And it being fantastic weather, they were out and about and we were lucky to see one or two. Nancy, over to you.’

‘Thank you, Josh.’ Nancy’s eyes brightened as she took her place behind the lectern and began to speak. ‘Good evening, everybody, and thank you for coming.’ She had a low, musical voice and Stef agreed with her mother about the distinctive way she dressed. The soft pinks and greys of her scarf went with her pale skin tones and brought out the grey-blue of her irises, a colour so light her eyes were mesmerizing. Her dress, too, was grey, but below the waist the grey gave way to patches of colourful pastels that ran up from the hem, reds and pale blues, like watercolours running in the rain. For a moment, Stef was too intent on the woman’s appearance to listen to what she was saying, but now the first slide clicked up on the screen – a close-up photograph of the rare butterfly – and she began to concentrate on the lecture.

‘Butterflies are my favourite insect and British swallowtails are my favourite type of butterfly. I love their unusual shape, with these tiny horns at the base of their wings like a swallow’s tail – hence their name – and the intricate patterns on their wings. And their rarity does give them an extra-special glamour. We must take care of our swallowtails. Here on the Broad…’

With the help of drawings and photographs which the man on the laptop clicked onto the screen at her behest, Nancy explained how the creature lived and reproduced, and why the Broad was one of the few places providing the exact conditions for it to thrive. In particular, swallowtails laid their eggs on milk parsley, which is what the caterpillars ate when they hatched. Its flower head, like the more common cow parsley that filled the hedgerows in May, was shaped like an umbrella and consisted of a mass of tiny umbrellas, each one made up of minute flowers.

Stef found the talk fascinating. She didn’t remember ever going into such detail at school about the complex relationship of insects to their environment and was alarmed by the fragility of it. Take away one of the balance of elements that these tiny, delicate creatures needed to live – something as simple as milk parsley – and the butterfly could not survive. Other types of parsley simply would not do.

Throughout the talk, focused as she was on Nancy and her slides, Stef was also aware of the little girl at the front. The child sat quietly, swinging her legs, but once she dropped several of her playing cards on the floor of the aisle and slipped down from her seat to collect them up.

After the talk, Nancy answered several questions from the audience and then, in her closing words, came the surprise.

‘I would like to thank my grandson Aaron for managing the technical side’.

Aaron. Stef straightened then and, with a returning sense of disquiet, rose briefly to look over people’s heads at the man operating the laptop. He raised his head and was instantly recognizable. It was Aaron the film-maker whose crew had parked in front of her mother’s house on moving day. He was Nancy’s grandson? She sank back down, recalling how unfriendly she’d been to him, and blushed with embarrassment.

‘Stef, are you all right?’ Her mother’s nudging elbow startled her. She managed to nod.

Around her the room was erupting into applause. Stef’s mind was whirling. Nancy’s grandson. If he saw Stef and remembered her, it wouldn’t be easy to charm Nancy. She glanced about, wondering what to do.

‘We should go and speak to Nancy, don’t you think, darling?’

‘You go,’ Stef mumbled. ‘I’ll wait for you in the car.’

‘I thought you wanted to meet her.’

‘Um, I do, but maybe not this minute.’ She stood up, swinging her bag onto her shoulder. ‘She’s busy, anyway, look.’ Over by the screen, people had clustered around Nancy. Others were gathering their possessions, murmuring to one another how much they had enjoyed the talk. Stef started blindly to follow them out, but collided with someone and stopped. The little girl had appeared from nowhere, still clutching her pack of cards.

‘I’m sorry,’ Stef gasped. ‘Are you okay?’

The girl nodded, then turned and darted back to the front where Aaron was busy collapsing the projector screen. She watched the child reach Aaron and point to her calf. He bent to examine it. Guilt washed through her. The girl must be Aaron’s daughter. Should she go and apologize? Oh heck, did she have to?

Beside her, her mother grasped her arm. ‘Come on, darling, you do need to speak to Nancy. It’s the reason you came.’ And before she knew it, she was being propelled towards the throng around the lecturer.

But now Aaron’s eyes met hers and she saw his surprise as he recognized her. A guarded expression crossed his face. She approached hesitantly and he straightened, his arm still round the child. ‘We meet again.’ His voice sounded tight.

‘I’m visiting my mother.’ She addressed the girl. ‘I’m so sorry, did I hurt you just now?’ The girl hid her face. ‘I bumped into her,’ she said to Aaron. ‘Or she bumped into me. It was an accident.’

‘Livy, you shouldn’t tear about like that,’ Aaron said to the girl, then to Stef, ‘She’s okay.’

Stef nodded, then rushed on. ‘The lecture was amazing. I came with Mum, that’s her in the denim jacket. Mum talks to absolutely everyone. She met Nancy at an art exhibition.’

‘I see.’ Aaron gave Stef a stiff smile.

She could feel her cheeks flush. ‘I should also apologize for the last time we met. Let’s say it was… pretty stressful helping my mother move in.’

He gave a short laugh. ‘I got that impression.’

‘I’m not usually like that,’ she said in a low voice. He gave the slightest of smiles.

‘Did you enjoy the talk?’ she said to the little girl, who glanced up from her playing cards and nodded.

‘I need to finish up here,’ Aaron murmured.

‘Sure.’ She turned, feeling miserable, to look for her mother.

The crowd around Nancy Foster had melted away now, leaving only Cara deep in conversation with her. She beckoned and Stef went across with some trepidation, wondering what was being said.

‘This is Stephanie, my daughter. I told you she’s a journalist. Well, she’s dying to talk to you. This book she’s writing, it’s about women scientists and how badly they’re treated by the men. She’s dug up some really sensational things, haven’t you, Stef?’

‘Mum!’ Stef stiffened at her mother’s direct approach, which must surely be guaranteed to make Nancy close up like a clam.

‘How… interesting.’ Nancy contemplated Stef, her grey-blue eyes steely in her lined face. She’d applied just a touch of powder and pinkish lipstick, Stef saw.

Stef drew breath and tried a light approach. ‘I so enjoyed your talk, Dr Foster. I wish we’d had a teacher at school like you for Biology. I might have learned much more.’

‘You’re very kind,’ Nancy said crisply as though she distrusted compliments. ‘I was a schoolteacher myself for many years, but one had to follow the curriculum and the children didn’t always find that interesting.’

‘Nancy was a proper scientist before that,’ Cara interrupted. ‘I mean, in a university. Doing research. What were you researching? Did you discover anything important?’

Mum, stop, you’re spoiling things! Stef wanted to shout.

‘I don’t know about that. I was an entomologist, studying insects. My main research was with locusts.’

Again, Stef met the woman’s eyes, definitely flinty now. ‘Mum, it’s okay,’ she said gently.

Thankfully, her mum got the hint. ‘Oh, don’t mind little me. I’ll see you in the shop, shall I? Thank you so much, Nancy.’

Stef watched her drift away, her narrow shoulders hunched, and felt bad. Brushing this off, she turned to Nancy. ‘Mum is right,’ she said. ‘I am a journalist and I am writing a book, but it’s not sensationalist, it’s a serious exploration.’ She mentioned the article she had written about women in science. ‘The conference I reported on was concerned with what is still happening, but I want to take the longer view in my book.’

‘A great many things have changed for the better,’ Nancy remarked. A bitter tone had crept into her voice. ‘These women you met at your conference…’ She stopped and, though Stef waited, didn’t go on. Instead, she fiddled with her scarf and glanced over at Aaron, who had fitted the rolled-up screen into its case and was putting the laptop away.

‘These women…’ Stef prompted, but Nancy merely smiled and shook her head.

‘It was very difficult back in the forties and fifties. There’s much more equality now than in the past.’ Her tone was mild, but the working of her fingers on the scarf suggested she was mastering strong emotion. Stef felt that sensation again, a prickling of the hairs at the back of her neck.

‘I’d love to hear more about your experiences,’ she said, trying to keep her tone casual. ‘Would you be available sometime for a chat? I’m staying with my mother for a few days.’

Nancy was briefly silent, then said, ‘Possibly. Aaron and Livy are here until tomorrow.’ The woman’s reluctance was obvious. Stef wondered how to pin her down, but feared she had lost her.

‘I think it’s time we went,’ Nancy said with a tight smile. ‘We’ve a table booked for dinner. Livy?’ Aaron was ready now. The child skipped across and put her hand in Nancy’s. ‘So nice to meet you. Stephanie, isn’t it?’

‘Stef, yes. So I’ll come to find you on Monday, perhaps,’ she persisted. ‘We could have a coffee in the café here? Around eleven, if you’re free.’

‘Oh, I suppose that should be all right,’ the woman said. Stef felt Aaron’s gaze on her and it wasn’t friendly. She followed the three of them at a distance through to the shop, where they said goodbye to Josh, who was serving customers at the till, then watched them walk out to the car park. Nancy lived in a cottage somewhere on the reserve, Stef remembered her mother saying.

‘Over here, darling.’ The shop was nearly empty, but her mother was waving a greetings card from her place in the short queue at the counter. ‘I’ll just pay for this. It’s for Auntie Sandra’s birthday.’

Stef nodded, then turned back to stare after Nancy, Aaron and Livy. They had reached Aaron’s sleek black saloon car. She saw its lights flash at the press of his key. Aaron stowed the technical equipment in the boot, then they climbed into the car and he drove away with a rattle of gravel.

Stef sighed with sudden despondence. She was still processing the awkwardness of running into the man she’d been so offhand to. If his grandmother knew about it, it would likely ruin her chances to talk to her. It was annoying, too, that Stef’s mother had made the book project sound so intrusive and sensationalist. That had obviously set Nancy on edge before Stef had had a chance to explain the facts.

Just then she heard her name mentioned and glanced up to see that her mother was now at the till and chatting away to Josh. Was she telling yet another stranger about her?

Stef barely heard her mother’s chatter on the drive home. She was thinking about Nancy. There was something she’d said, bitter hints about her past, that piqued her professional instincts. And she remembered that prickle of excitement she’d felt. There was a story there, she thought. Maybe it wouldn’t be much of one, but maybe it would. Nancy Foster had secrets, Stef sensed, and she badly wanted to discover what they were.
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Later that evening, Nancy Foster walked alone by the Broad in the fading light. She loved these calm summer twilights when the sweet-scented air was full of birdsong, the chirp of crickets and the soft lapping of water in the reeds. She paused at a viewpoint by the duckboards and rested one hand on the wooden rail as she stared out across the Broad. In the distance, the last rays of the dying sun shimmered on the rippling water. High above, a lone gull sailed across a sky that was streaked with wisps of amber cloud.

Nancy sighed. It was so peaceful here once the visitors had gone and there was no rumble of distant traffic or murmur of human voices. Despite her age, her hearing was still sharp, something she was deeply grateful for, but quietness soothed her. Especially at times like tonight, when the old anxiety surfaced.

She’d enjoyed their supper at a gastropub near Blakeney on the coast. Aaron was always interesting, talking about his busy life. It was funny to think that she’d once loved living in the heart of a city, as her grandson did now.

It was good of Aaron to make time to help her with the talk, and of course she loved any opportunity to see Livy. The child was tucked up in bed asleep now at the cottage and Nancy had left Aaron hunched over his laptop at the old mahogany desk in her sitting room – constructing a pitch for a film project, he’d murmured when she looked in to say where she was going. He hardly seemed to stop working, that boy, even when it was his turn to have his daughter. He was a good father, gentle and attuned to Livy’s needs. He lived on his nerves, though, which wasn’t good for anybody.

It had been a shame about the break-up, traumatic for Aaron, but he and Crystal, whom he’d met at university in London, had become parents too young and their paths had quickly diverged. How different it was when Nancy had been their age and women were expected to stay at home to raise children. Not always better, but relationships had been given more of a chance. Three years now, he’d been single – at least, she’d been unaware of anyone special. She worried about him greatly – making up for all the years when she hadn’t seen much of him because his mother, Nancy’s daughter, had left home very young and eventually moved to America. She felt that familiar pang when she thought of Andrea. She’d been such a delightful little girl, but had struggled as a teenager.

It wasn’t Aaron or Andrea who were troubling her tonight, though. It was the young woman she’d met after the talk, what was her name, Stephanie something. Lansdown, same as her mother. Nancy liked Cara, she was amusing; a bit scatterbrained, but amusing. She’d found Stephanie more serious, a little earnest, nothing wrong with that, but it was all too obvious that she was a journalist with a nose for a story. Wanting to interview Nancy for a book.

She tensed. Well, she certainly didn’t want her past, her secret pain, the injustice done to her, to become fodder for some sensationalist account. She simply wanted to be left alone to enjoy her last years. Aaron had seemed to agree. When Nancy had mentioned Stef, he’d frowned and said he’d met her once before briefly, though he didn’t say where or how. Nancy asked what he’d thought of her, but he’d merely shrugged. Livy had piped up then, said Stephanie had bumped into her. ‘Only because you were fooling about,’ Aaron had told her. Nancy didn’t think he’d needed to say it so sharply.

‘I’m serious, Gran, you don’t have to meet her if it’ll upset you. You know what journalists are like – they dig around in your life. It’s their job. I’d keep away from her if I were you.’

‘I’ll manage,’ Nancy had told him, a little snappish. ‘I’m used to looking after myself.’

A mournful quacking dragged her from her thoughts. She watched as a pair of ducks flew down to the Broad, carving a furrow in the water and sending up golden spray. After the ripples had ceased and peace had returned, she left the viewpoint and walked on. Before long, she entered an area of scrubby woodland and the wooden boards gave way to a loamy path. Darkness was gathering here under the willows and the holm oaks, and moths had started to flutter about. She hardly noticed where she was going until she walked into a spider’s silk thread spun across the path, flinched and stopped to brush it from her face.

She considered whether to meet this Stephanie on Monday. The request had caught her on the hop. It would be rude not to, she supposed, and anyway it would be sensible to find out what she’d turned up in her research so far – you never knew what was on the internet. She’d be firm, though, and explain that no, she didn’t want to be in this book. Having made this decision and because the midges were biting, she took an early turning back to the main path.

The light was still on in the sitting room and the door firmly shut, so she made herself some tea with a splash of whisky in it and climbed the stairs to bed. As she lay waiting for sleep to overtake her, she remembered something that Stef had said earlier, something she’d forgotten. It was about the talk, how Stef had found it inspiring and how she wished she’d had a teacher like Nancy at school. She’d looked particularly sincere as she’d said this, and Nancy warmed to her thinking of it. She herself had had an inspiring schoolteacher, but her love of the natural world had started way back before that. As she sank into the dreamy state between wakefulness and sleep, it all came back in a series of images, like an old film, that wonderful childhood memory.

She’d been seven or eight. A family outing to Richmond Park. The rough feel of a tartan picnic blanket against her legs. The sweet chill in her mouth of homemade ice cream served from a wide-necked vacuum flask. Deer grazing beneath the oak trees. A dog barking and the sight of the startled herd flowing away across the grass. So beautiful, she’d stood up to watch them, wondering at the lightness and grace of their movements. She was curious. How did they come to be like that?

If anyone ever asked, ‘What first inspired you to become a scientist?’, that had been the moment.






Six [image: ]


On Sunday, Stef accompanied her mother to morning church. She’d been reluctant, expecting to stick out among a handful of elderly people, but instead was pleasantly surprised. The vicar, a cheerful, motherly woman named Daphne, led the worship for several dozen people of all ages, including young children who sat at a low table in a patch of sunshine at the back, crayoning template drawings or doing jigsaws, the birdlike sounds of their voices a musical accompaniment to the poetry of the traditional liturgy. Afterwards, there was good coffee and fresh croissants – no doubt a part of the draw.

Nancy was there in front, Stef saw. Livy, next to her in the pew, spent the service dressing and undressing a doll. They didn’t stay afterwards, Nancy staring straight ahead as she led Livy up the aisle to the door. Stef wondered if Nancy had spotted her and that was the reason for her quick exit, but there was no way to tell. Instead, she nibbled her croissant, trying not to drop crumbs on the flagstones, and allowed her mother to introduce her to various people she’d got to know in her six weeks in the village, amused that she had no reason, after all, to worry about her mother making friends. The soldierly man with wispy silver hair who kept bees was Geoffrey Stuart. He ran boat trips on the Broad and proved very knowledgeable about the area. He knew Nancy, of course. She’d lived in her cottage on the reserve for two decades, he told her, but last year the new landlord had tried to get her out. He’d failed so far.

‘Isn’t the cottage owned by the trust who run the wildlife reserve?’

‘Oh no, they only have part of the area. The rest is a permissive access arrangement. It’s very complicated.’

‘Why does he want her to leave?’

‘Accounts vary,’ said Geoffrey. ‘It’s mad of him, really. The place is run-down and damp. I can’t imagine he’d find another tenant who’d put up with that.’

‘Perhaps he wants to renovate.’

‘Possibly, though it would cost him.’

As the numbers thinned out and she waited for her mother, Stef wandered round the building, examining memorials to the long-dead and the biblical scenes in the stained-glass windows. A noticeboard at the back of the church advertised the activities of local societies and businesses. Reading the flyers, she realized that her mother had chosen to move into a thriving village and was reassured once again. She glanced at her watch. Pippa and the twins would arrive soon. She hurried over to remind her mother.

They’d only been home a few minutes when Pippa’s bright blue SUV pulled up outside, blocking the light to the little sitting room where Stef was reading the Sunday paper. Their mother hurried down the front path to greet her younger daughter, but Stef hung back at the door, arms folded, watchful.

‘It’s good to see you, Pip,’ her mum said, opening the driver’s door. ‘Hello, darlings!’ She waved to the kids in the back.

‘They’ve been awful,’ Pippa sighed, clambering out and hugging her mother. ‘Fighting all the way over a silly computer game.’ She looked as lovely as ever, her slim, languorous figure set off by faded jeans, a navy T-shirt and white sandals. Her tanned, heart-shaped face was partly hidden by huge sunglasses and by the brim of a blue and red baseball cap, from which a short, dark ponytail poked out at the back.

Stef banished the usual stab of envy at her sister’s effortless attractiveness and stepped forward with an affectionate grin. ‘Hi, Pip!’

‘Hi.’ A half-hearted hug and Stef, sensing Pip looking her up and down, tensed her tummy muscles, aware of the excess half-stone she had always carried. ‘You’re fat’ had been Pippa’s favourite insult when they were children and Stef had taken it to heart.

The twins were struggling to escape their child seats.

‘Leave your Gameboys in the car!’ Pippa cried. ‘Or I’ll take them away altogether.’

The twins tumbled out, a matching pair of sturdy four-year-olds with smooth, butter-coloured hair, creamy skin and brown eyes like Rob’s. Jack was in jeans and a Spiderman T-shirt. Jess wore trackpants, her hair was long and her T-shirt featured a Disney mermaid. They grinned briefly at their aunt, muttered, ‘Hi, Gran-gran,’ to their grandmother and raced past into the house, shouting for Baxter in high voices. Stef guessed that Baxter, if he had any sense, had retreated to his favourite hiding place behind the heavy Knole sofa. Her mother rolled her eyes and followed them inside, leaving her daughters alone together.

Stef picked up a tiny computer game that one of the twins had dropped on the road, then helped Pippa with the bags of toys and spare clothes she was hauling out of the boot.

‘At least they no longer need buggies and high chairs and travel cots,’ she said, remembering. ‘It used to be like a military campaign.’

Pippa lifted her sunglasses onto her head. ‘Thank God that stage is over,’ she sighed. ‘Never again!’

She was chewing gum like a teenager, Stef noticed, and her oval nails were beautifully painted. Stef glanced down at her own stubby ones.

‘How are things going, Stef?’ Pippa said casually as she lowered the boot lid. ‘Haven’t seen you in ages.’

‘Not bad. The work’s coming in okay. You?’

‘All right. Those two are running rings round me.’ Pippa locked the car. ‘They don’t sleep and nor do I.’ Between them, they carried the bags inside.

Stef felt on edge. There was always this stiffness between them. It wasn’t that affection was lacking, it was simply that the sisters had little in common apart from family ties. They hadn’t properly quarrelled since their teens, just gone their own ways. Sometimes Stef wished that they did fight. At least it would be communication of a sort. Instead, they danced round subjects of dissent without actually saying anything that might cause the other deep offence.

Their mother had gone to put the kettle on and, in the sitting room, the children had burrowed behind the sofa – Stef smiled to see the soles of Jack’s trainers waving about – and were chatting to Baxter as though he was human. ‘How are you today, Baxter? Have you been good? If you have, I’ll give you a sweet.’ Poor dog. He wouldn’t hurt a fly and the twins knew it. It was rather touching, really, how they brought him into their games like an honorary triplet. They weren’t unkind. The worst he’d had to endure was hair-ribbons tied round his floppy ears, though he regularly did duty as a pudgy pillow. Then he’d assume a droopy-eyed expression of endurance – even a dog had his dignity.

‘Stop torturing the poor animal!’ Pippa sighed. She and Stef laid out puzzles and toys on the carpet. Then they followed a smell of frying onions to the kitchen. The kettle had boiled, Stef saw, but their mother had forgotten to make the coffee and instead started on the spaghetti bolognaise – the twins’ favourite – for lunch. Pippa binned the chewing gum, made coffee and settled herself with hers at the kitchen table, where she sat in doleful silence. Stef located a tin of tomatoes and fetched a garlic baguette out of the freezer.

‘Is Rob really playing golf?’ she asked her sister conversationally. She sat down opposite Pippa with the fruit bowl and a knife, intending to make fruit salad for dessert.

‘He really is. It’s so annoying, but what can I do?’ Pippa took a sip of her coffee, examined her pearly nails and looked glum. ‘It’s a way of letting off steam after a hard week, I get that, but it’s hard on the kids – they never see him. And I’d really love some time off myself. Just to flop, you know?’ She looked appealingly at her sister.

‘Your father was much the same,’ their mother told her daughters as she stirred bubbling mince in the pan, ‘but it was antique book fairs in his case, not golf. I wasn’t able to do any painting when you two were young. You’re very fortunate, Pip, that Rob earns such a good salary and you don’t need to go out to work.’

Pippa shot her mother a furious look and Stef winced. ‘I expect I will work when they’re older. It’s just nice being with them when they’re young.’

‘You’re lucky to have the choice,’ Stef couldn’t stop herself saying. ‘Most of my friends with kids have to go on working to pay the bills and keep up with their careers.’

‘Well, at least I never had a career to keep up,’ Pippa said crossly.

Stef nearly said, ‘You could have done if you’d tried,’ but happily at that moment Baxter barrelled into the kitchen and straight out through the open door into the garden with the twins running after him, shouting, in hot pursuit.

‘Stay inside the garden, you two. Don’t go out to the field without a grown-up!’ Pippa called after them, but there was no indication that they’d heard. ‘Honestly, they don’t take any notice of me.’
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