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  For all the mothers

  


  

  The Flight of Cornelia Blackwood is set on the outskirts of Sheffield, on the borders of the Peak District. The geography is, I hope, reasonably accurate. The exception to this is the village of Castledene, which, while it has similarities to a number of Peak District villages, is a made-up place.

  


  CHAPTER ONE

  NOW

  I only open the back door for a moment to let the smoke out, but it is enough time for the creature to walk in, its black, claw-like feet clicking on the tiles. I grab a wooden spoon from the earthenware jar next to the hob and throw it at the crow, jolting my back and missing the crow by a mile. The bird flutters its feathers and caws twice at me before flying back outside. I slam the door shut, hands shaking as I turn the key in the lock, and as I toss the burnt toast in the bin, I realise my legs are trembling violently. I steady myself against the worktop and concentrate on my breathing until I feel calmer. It’s not unusual for crows to be out there on the grass, or even for them to come up close to the house to peck around the plant pots looking for snails, but they’ve never tried to come inside before. Does this mean I can’t ever leave the back door open again? My fingers twitch for a cigarette, but I promised myself I wouldn’t smoke in the house when Adrian was home, and if I’m going to give up properly I need to stick to it. I can’t resort to a cigarette every time something upsets me, or I’ll be chain-smoking again in no time.

  I start to get to my feet, but the pain makes me stop sharply mid-movement. When it’s this bad I have to go back to using my stick, and I hate doing that – it makes me feel more like eighty than forty. Most of the time now I can manage without the bloody thing, but my back is really stiff today, probably because of all the sitting I did yesterday. Throwing that wooden spoon wasn’t too clever – I’ll probably be in pain for the rest of the day now. Leaning on the stick, I walk to the other side of the kitchen and switch on the coffee machine, but even that movement, reaching out and pressing the switch, sends a twinge down my spine, through my hip and into my leg. I should have been more careful yesterday – done my exercises at lunchtime, or at least taken a walk. The first tutorial was early so I’d hit the rush hour, which meant the drive into town took longer than usual, then three tutorials back-to-back before lunch and another two in the afternoon. But it’s not often I have a day like that, and I’m grateful to the university for being so flexible. For having me back at all, really, after all that’s happened.

  I listen to the floorboards creaking overhead as Adrian moves around in the bedroom, packing for another conference. I hate waiting for him to leave the house. There’s something about the sound of him preparing to go that makes me hyper-aware of his going, as if he’s even more absent as he’s getting ready than he’ll be when he’s gone.

  The coffee machine whirs and clunks as I walk slowly to the kitchen door. ‘Adrian?’ I call up the stairs. ‘You got time for coffee?’ He can’t hear me. I could go upstairs to ask him, but my back’s killing me, and he’ll probably want to get going anyway. I take my coffee into the sitting room and lower myself carefully into a chair by the window facing the garden. At least in here I can’t hear him moving around so much. I light a cigarette and draw the toxins into my lungs, despising myself. Usually I open the door to the garden while I’m smoking, but that crow walking into the house completely freaked me out, so I leave it closed.

  There’s a breeze blowing up outside, and the trees in the woods beyond the fence are moving, the odd leaf floating to the ground. The leaves are beginning to change colour, and in a few weeks they’ll fall from the trees, covering the grass in a carpet of russet, copper and gold. Start of the Autumn term. After two years of working solely on a one-to-one basis with final year students, returning to my old role is a bit scary. It’s only a couple of days a week, and I can cope with the work-setting, marking, departmental meetings and awaydays, but the thought of standing up in front of a full lecture theatre  . . . Even the thought of being back in the department is daunting, but if my life is ever going to return to anywhere near normal I need to start interacting with people again. Mike, my line manager, has been great – really supportive. He tells me several times that colleagues will be pleased to see me back, but I’m not convinced.

  I hear Adrian hurrying down the stairs, and then immediately bounding back up again. He’s so heavy-footed when getting ready to go anywhere that my senses are on high alert, every nerve ending waiting for the next sound or movement. I squash out my cigarette. I must stop soon. He’s been great about it, but he shouldn’t have to put up with this. It was a stupid thing to start doing. I look at the pack on the coffee table, a plain white box with the words SMOKING KILLS in stark black letters. I wonder what my undergrads would think if they knew, given how I used to have a go at them when I came across little groups on campus, puffing away outside the library or the lecture theatres. You’ve got away with it so far, I’d say, but what if you knew for sure that the next cigarette was the one that would trigger lung cancer? You’d stop, wouldn’t you? It was so straightforward. Who knew I’d end up relying on the bloody things to help get me from one hour to the next?

  Adrian is coming down the stairs again. It sounds like he’s lugging his suitcase this time. I take a swig of coffee. It’s cold, but it’ll tone down the taste of smoke on my lips when I kiss him goodbye. He appears in the doorway just as I reach it, laptop bag over his shoulder. He opens his arms and pulls me gently into them, his lips resting against my hair. We hold each other for a few seconds before he releases me. ‘Bad timing, really, isn’t it? If it was next week, you’d be back at work and too busy to notice being on your own.’ He sweeps back my fringe. ‘Will you be okay?’

  ‘Yep – course I will.’

  ‘How’s your back?’

  ‘Not too bad. I can take more painkillers soon, and when they’ve kicked in, I’ll do my exercises.’

  ‘Good. What will you do while I’m away?’

  ‘Get ready for next week, I suppose. I’ve done all the reading, I just need to get my thoughts together. And I might start making some notes for the Hardy lecture.’

  ‘Lecture? I thought you said you wouldn’t be lecturing straight away?’

  ‘No, I’ve got a few weeks, but it’s such a long time since I’ve done it, I really, really need to be prepared. You know what they say.’ We say it together. ‘“Fail to prepare, prepare to fail”.’

  ‘You’ll be great. I know you’re nervous, but at least you’ve been in and out for tutorials, so it’s not like you’ll be facing everyone for the first time.’

  I haven’t told him that I arranged the majority of my tutorials off-campus to avoid bumping into colleagues.

  He kisses me on the lips and picks up his suitcase. ‘And if it turns out to be too much, you can always go back to supervision only.’

  I nod. ‘Yes, true.’

  ‘You just need to get that first seminar out of the way and you’ll feel better.’ He pauses, touches my face again. ‘I know it’s hard to move on, but somehow—’

  ‘I know. Now go on, or you’ll be late.’

  ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to  . . . you know.’ He picks up his car keys. ‘I’ll phone you later.’

  ‘Aren’t you getting the train?’

  ‘Yes, but I’ve left it too late to call a taxi. I’ll leave the car near the station.’

  ‘Why don’t I drive you?’

  No, he assures me, he’s ready to go now so there’s no point in me coming out. I won’t argue. Driving can be difficult when my back’s this bad.

  ‘If you’re sure. Go on, then,’ I stand on tiptoe to kiss him. ‘Get going. I’ll talk to you tonight. Drive carefully.’

  He closes the door and the empty house settles around me. I hate it when we’re apart – always have. It’s how I knew I loved him, right from the start.

  


  CHAPTER TWO

  THEN

  My stomach did a somersault as Adrian opened the door, grinning widely and smelling of shower gel. ‘Leah.’ His gaze flickered over me. ‘You look fantastic.’

  ‘So do you.’ Oh God, did that sound too keen? He was more tanned than when I’d run into him a couple of weeks ago at a friend’s wedding. Although I vaguely remembered him from uni, it was only at the wedding that we really got chatting, and I’d been amazed when he invited me over for dinner. He really did look great tonight. His dark, almost black hair was still damp from the shower, and it was sort of tousled. He was wearing light blue jeans and a plain white t-shirt, not too tight, but not thin and baggy either. It looked as if it might have been new, and I wondered if he’d gone out and bought it specially for tonight.

  ‘I brought these.’ I handed him the chilled wine and the freesias I’d bought on some mad impulse on my way here.

  He put his nose to the flowers. ‘These smell nice. I think this is the first time anyone’s ever bought me flowers.’

  I could feel myself going red. I’d never given a man flowers before. What was I thinking of? Why couldn’t I have just brought wine and chocolates, like any normal person? ‘I just  . . .’ I shrugged. ‘I thought they were pretty.’

  ‘They are. They match your dress.’ His eyes lingered on me for a second. ‘Come on up – I haven’t finished unpacking yet, so it looks a bit sparse.’

  I’d forgotten he’d only just moved here. He was about to take up a research post at the university, he’d told me. Educational studies. After several years of teaching in secondary schools, he’d become interested in educational theory. I’d wondered if we might be working in the same place, but it turns out he’ll be based at the other campus.

  There was a wonderful garlicky smell that got stronger as I followed him up the stairs and into the flat.

  ‘Come and talk to me while I’m cooking.’ He led me into a galley-style kitchen that opened out on to a balcony overlooking the park.

  ‘Ooh, what a lovely view.’

  ‘Yeah, probably the main reason I went for this place. When the traffic dies down you can hear the little river that runs through the park.’

  ‘What are we having? It smells gorgeous.’

  ‘Coq au vin.’ He lifted the lid of a heavy-looking orange pan and there was a lovely warm waft of wine and garlic. ‘I know it’s old-fashioned, but it’s hard to beat that chicken/red wine/garlic combo, and everybody likes it.’ He turned to me, still holding the saucepan lid, and I saw a slight flicker of anxiety in his eyes. ‘I hope?’

  ‘Sounds lovely.’

  I was touched by how relieved he appeared to be. He poured us both some wine, and we clinked glasses. I’d forgotten how amazing his eyes were, especially when he looked right at you – they twinkled. He held my gaze and I suddenly felt like a schoolgirl. I wondered if I was blushing.

  ‘I’m so glad we ran into each other again,’ he said, more serious now.

  ‘Me too.’ I wanted to say more, but I had a sneaking suspicion I might stutter or muddle my words up or something. So I sipped my wine and gave what I hoped was an attractive smile. The evening sunshine was pouring through the open door and adding to the warmth of the kitchen, and during a lull in the traffic, I could hear the gentle movement of the river below. I leaned against the worktop and watched as he chopped parsley on a little wooden board. It felt natural, being here; comfortable.

  ‘So: coq au vin, rice and green beans, then chocolate tart – I cheated and bought that from Waitrose. But I made the starter myself. Sorrel soup.’

  ‘Sorrel soup?’ I was on a date with a man who had made me sorrel soup. ‘I’m deeply impressed. Where did you learn to make sorrel soup? Honestly, the last time a man made a meal for me it was spag bol with sauce from a jar.’

  He laughed.

  ‘Actually,’ I confessed, ‘I can’t do much better myself. I do cook, but it’s all jars and packets. I admire people who do it all from scratch.’

  ‘Really? It isn’t that difficult, you know. Do your parents cook?’

  ‘Not really. My dad can do basic stuff, but my mum died when I was seven, and from what my dad says, she didn’t like cooking much. I don’t really remember her, although I do remember my friends being jealous because we used to have fish fingers and chips a lot.’

  ‘I still like fish fingers and chips.’ He smiled. ‘Sorry to hear about your mum, though. Growing up without a mum is shit – mine died when I was fourteen.’

  ‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ I could tell we were both thinking about the coincidence.

  ‘My dad was brilliant. Well, after the first few months, anyway.’ A faint lemony scent wafted up as he lifted the lid of another pan and I could see the vibrant green of the sorrel soup. ‘He’d never made more than a slice of toast before then, but he threw himself into looking after us – my brother and me – trying to make up for us losing our mum. He taught himself to cook by reading books and trying stuff out. He was really good at it in the end – still is.’

  ‘So he taught you to cook?’

  ‘A bit, but mainly he drummed into us that anyone can do it if they’re not afraid to try. “If you can read, you can cook”, he always says. He had a few disasters – one Christmas he roasted the turkey with the plastic bag of giblets still inside. We ended up having sausages instead but with all the trimmings – me and Chris thought it was the best Christmas dinner we’d ever had.’

  I laughed. ‘Your dad sounds great.’

  We talked a bit about our families, which, it turned out, were both quite small.

  We ate outside on the balcony, watching the sun sinking down behind the trees in the park. It led on to woodland, he told me, which you could follow right out into the Peak District. ‘Do you like walking? Maybe we could do a walk one day, have a picnic.’

  He did want another date, then. A thrill ran through me. ‘That sounds nice. And I love walking.’ The evening was still warm enough, but the faintest of breezes began to move through the trees, lifting my hair now and again. ‘This is really, honestly the nicest meal I’ve had in ages,’ I told him as I put my cutlery together. ‘The coq au vin is the best I’ve ever tasted and that sorrel soup – it was amazing.’ I lifted my glass and clinked it against his a second time. ‘It’s all so lovely. Thank you.’

  His eyelashes flickered and he looked as if he might blush. I knew it was a weird thing to think when this was only our first date, but I was suddenly aware of a powerful desire to stay close to him. Even the thought of leaving him to go home tonight caused a huge swell of sadness in my chest. What on earth was wrong with me?

  ‘I nearly asked you out when we were at uni, you know.’

  ‘Seriously?’ I was genuinely amazed. We hadn’t even been on the same course. We took a couple of the same modules and we had some friends in common, but we barely spoke. ‘I didn’t think you even noticed me.’

  ‘Of course I noticed you.’ The corners of his mouth twitched. ‘Everybody did – you had very short, stripy hair, for Christ’s sake. Pink and blue, if I remember.’

  ‘Oh my God, don’t remind me – what was I thinking of?’

  ‘Were you making some feminist point about gender stereo-typing? Or sexual ambiguity, perhaps?’

  For a moment I was tempted to try and sound clever and cool and pretend that was it, but then I covered my face with my hands and mumbled through my fingers. ‘No, I just wanted to be different, and I liked the colours.’

  He laughed.

  I took my hands away. ‘Is that why you didn’t ask me out?’

  ‘No, I didn’t ask you out because I thought you and that Danny bloke were an item.’

  ‘Danny? You’re joking!’

  ‘I saw you jogging along by the canal with him a few times, and the two of you always arrived places together and left at the same time, so—’

  ‘No, Danny and me? Never in a million years. He was one of my housemates, that’s all. Nice guy, but—’

  ‘I know that now, but by the time I got round to asking anyone what the deal with you and Danny was, you were going out with that guy with the ponytail.’

  I could hardly believe this – he’d actually bothered to ask someone about me. I thought back to the few times our eyes had met in a seminar or across a crowded pub. How I’d looked away quickly, certain he wouldn’t be interested.

  ‘What was his name?’ He frowned. ‘Mike?’

  ‘Mark.’

  ‘Mark. That’s right. So I take it that didn’t work out in the end?’

  ‘No, not once we left uni. He went back to Bristol, and I moved here to do my master’s.’ I shrugged. ‘It wasn’t serious. How about you? Weren’t you seeing that girl on your course? Really tall girl with long red hair?’

  ‘Ginny. Yeah, for a while. Same thing, really – it wasn’t serious.’

  I wanted to say good, but I stopped myself. I sipped my wine and gazed out across the park, over the rooftops and out to the hills and moorland in the distance. ‘It’s lovely here,’ I said eventually. ‘Gorgeous view. And peaceful now the traffic’s stopped – all I can hear is birdsong and the river.’ He nodded, took a languid swallow of his wine and looked around.

  ‘I love the—’ I said, at the same time as he said, ‘It’s great to—’

  We laughed.

  ‘You first,’ he said.

  ‘Okay. I was just going to say how much I love hearing the birds in the evening. They sound slower and sleepier than in the morning. Even the crows sound as if they’re just cawing goodnight to each other.’ I lowered my eyes. God, that sounded so childish. He’ll think I’m a total moron. ‘What were you going to say?’

  ‘Funnily enough, I was just going to say how much I like waking up to the sound of the river. And the birds, of course. The first thing I hear after the alarm is the dawn chorus and the water running along down there beneath the window. It’s even better at the weekends when there are hardly any cars.’

  ‘That must be so nice – my flat’s opposite an auto repair centre, so the noises I wake up to aren’t quite so charming, even on Saturdays – in fact, I think that’s their busiest day.’

  He didn’t say anything, but the silence felt like it was about to burst – a definite pregnant pause. Was I imagining the sexual tension?

  ‘Saturdays,’ he said slowly. ‘That’s what you’re likely to wake up to tomorrow morning, is it?’

  I nodded, unable to speak. Were we each thinking about the other lying in bed, naked? I took another sip of my wine. Could he hear my heart thudding? I wanted to look at him, but if I did, he’d see exactly what was going through my mind. I never usually slept with anyone on the first date, but this was different, wasn’t it? I could feel him looking at me. What should I do? What should I—

  ‘So,’ he said, and there was something so sexy about the way he uttered that tiny word, I felt absolutely certain he was going to ask me to stay the night. I turned my face towards him. He fixed my gaze and looked right into my eyes. ‘Can I tempt you to some shop-bought chocolate tart?’

  ‘Oh  . . . oh yes, yes please,’ I spoke quickly, too loudly and far too brightly. Then, in my hurry to take another sip of wine to cover my embarrassment, I knocked the glass and it rocked sideways before I managed to grab it, but not before I’d slopped Sauvignon Blanc all over the table. ‘Oh God, sorry  . . .’ I rummaged in my bag for tissues and to hide the shame that was burning my face.

  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘It’s only a drop. Here, let me top you up.’ As he filled my glass, I noticed that his hand trembled slightly.

  He went into the kitchen for the tart and brought it to the table with a pot of double cream. Neither of us said much as we ate, and the sexual tension that I’d been so certain was there had evaporated – if it was ever there in the first place. The silence was not so much charged as empty. Gaping, in fact. And I couldn’t think of a single bloody thing to say.

  ‘Coffee?’ He didn’t meet my eye this time. He was bored. Shit. I was boring him. Or maybe I’d scared him off; maybe it was written all over my face.

  ‘I’d love some. Thanks.’ I cringed at how formal I sounded, how polite.

  He went back inside to make the coffee while I stacked the dessert plates, then carried them and the remainder of the chocolate tart in through the French doors. ‘Shall I put this in the fridge?’

  ‘Oh, yes please, thanks. The box is on the side there.’

  I glanced at him as I slid the tart back in its box. He seemed anxious and he kept running his hand through his hair, making it stick up at the crown. For an awful moment I thought he was going to say something to end the date, or at least to make it clear there wouldn’t be another. This was crazy; I’d only really got to know him over the last few hours, and now I couldn’t bear the thought of life without him.

  ‘Leah,’ he said, and as I braced myself for the brush-off, I realised he was reaching for me, and the next thing I knew we had our arms around each other – me still holding the chocolate tart behind his back – and we were kissing and kissing and kissing. ‘Stay,’ he murmured when we eventually pulled apart. ‘Don’t go home tonight.’

  


  CHAPTER THREE

  NOW

  Shit. I forgot to turn Adrian’s alarm off last night. I stretch across the cold expanse of empty bed and hit the button. When he’s away, I’d rather sleep late so I’m less aware of him not being here. I miss the sounds of him getting ready for work in the mornings – I like hearing him shave in the bathroom, whistling in the shower, Radio Sheffield on in the kitchen while he makes his scrambled eggs. I ease myself out of bed, but my back feels a bit better today. I shower and dress, grab my stick just in case and make my way down to the kitchen. I switch on the coffee machine and throw the last two slices of bread into the toaster. We’re low on butter, too, and milk, so as soon as I’ve eaten I grab my coat and my keys. It’s chilly today, and though it’s not actually raining, there’s the sort of drizzle that you barely notice until you realise you’re actually quite wet.

  Our local convenience store is pretty good for the bits you need between online shops, and I grab milk, butter, feta cheese, cherry tomatoes, a loaf of wholemeal and a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon. There’s only one checkout open today, and my heart sinks when I see who’s operating it. Surely the woman should have retired by now? But maybe she isn’t as old as she looks. Her hair, which this time is an improbable blue-black, is fiercely permed and rigid as a helmet. She smiles at each customer and her puffy chin wobbles as she comments on the weather, or on what the customer is buying, or about the rumoured introduction of self-service checkouts which, apparently, will put everyone out of work and is the thin end of the wedge and a slippery slope. Personally, I can’t wait. I watch her numerous gold rings flashing on her pudgy fingers as she scans the barcodes and helps to pack items into carrier bags. When I get to the front of the queue, she says, ‘Morning, duck,’ automatically before looking up and meeting my eye. I see the recognition and distaste fluttering across her features simultaneously.

  ‘And forty Marlboro Lights, please.’

  Her blatant scorn sharpens my embarrassment at the public acknowledgement of my addiction. She slides open the door to the tobacco cupboard, takes two packs of cigarettes from the shelf and tosses them onto the counter.

  ‘Thank you,’ I murmur as she scans the contents of my basket, banging each item down on the counter with unnecessary speed, including the wine bottle, which she sets down hard enough for it to make an alarming sound but not quite hard enough to break. Then she sweeps the basket off the counter and throws it clumsily but with infuriating accuracy onto the stack next to her. ‘Thirty-three twenty-eight.’ She holds her hand out while looking over my left shoulder at the next person in the queue.

  I’m struggling to pack everything into the canvas bag I’ve brought with me, but when I ask if I can buy another for five pence, she tuts pointedly before tearing one of the flimsy bags off the roll and dropping it in front of me.

  ‘Thanks.’ I delve into my bag for my purse, realising I didn’t check that I had it with me. Please let it be here. I can feel sweat starting to prickle my underarms as she sighs and drums her fingers on the edge of the till. I hook my stick on the counter so I can search with both hands, but it immediately slips and clatters to the floor. Shit! An elderly man stoops to pick it up for me. ‘Thank you so much.’ I return his smile but, aware of the assistant’s stony expression and intimidating outstretched hand, I carry on searching in my bag. I still need to finish packing, too. Ah! My hand closes around my purse – thank God. When I hold out my debit card, she sighs theatrically and nods towards the chip and pin reader. ‘Put your card into the machine, please.’ Her voice is cold and hard.

  ‘Oh, okay. Sorry.’ I decided ages ago that the best way to deal with hostility is to ignore it, stay polite and remember it could be worse. A memory flashes into my head: waiting in the chemist’s for my prescription soon after I came out of hospital, the pharmacist calling my name, and then as I reached for the bag of medication, someone grabbing my wrist. Startled, I turned round to see a blonde woman of about my age with a tattoo on her neck, pursing her lips. I honestly had no idea what was happening until the woman’s spit landed on my chin. Then she turned and wheeled her pram away while I stood there, wiping my chin with the sleeve of my jacket. A shudder of revulsion passes through me.

  As I lean over to slide my card into the slot, the half-filled carrier bag that’s hanging open over my arm catches the wine bottle and knocks it to the ground. It smashes spectacularly, splashing red wine over my boots and sending a puddle spreading across the shop floor. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say to the checkout woman, who is now shaking her head as she rings the bell. The customer behind me is bending down, wiping red wine off her very new-looking Hunter wellies with a wad of tissues. ‘Oh no, did I get you, too? I’m really sorry.’

  ‘It’s okay,’ the woman mutters, ‘no harm done.’ But she can’t hide her irritation.

  I stoop to start picking up the jagged bits of glass that are sticking up like sharks in the sea of wine. ‘Just leave it,’ the assistant snaps. She rings the bell again, calls loudly for everyone to move down to the next till and then, still without making eye contact, says, ‘Enter your pin number, please.’

  I shouldn’t let her get to me, but my hands are visibly shaking as I tap in the numbers.

  


  CHAPTER FOUR

  NOW

  Maybe even just a bit further into Sheffield, I think as I type Rightmove into the search bar, nearer the city centre where people are busy, where they have other things to get on with and are less interested in the lives of their neighbours. Or maybe it should be somewhere completely different, like London. That’s about as anonymous as you can get, isn’t it? I’m not sure what we’d be able to afford down there, but it wouldn’t be much. Maybe the coast would be an option – we both love the seaside. I click ‘Property for Sale’ and type in Brighton. There are some lovely houses there, places we could definitely afford. But after twenty minutes or so of looking at dream houses by the sea, I sigh, close all the windows on my screen and shut down the computer. The truth is, I don’t really want to move. In spite of everything, I still love this house. Yes, it holds memories I’d rather escape, and the idea of living somewhere where no one knows what happened is appealing, but there are good memories here, too, memories I don’t want to leave behind. Adrian hasn’t mentioned it for a bit, but I know he’d be happy to move away. Maybe I’ll want to go somewhere else eventually – I’d love to do something to make him happy after everything I’ve put him through, but it doesn’t feel right, not yet, anyway.

  While Adrian’s away, I focus on making sure I’m as prepared as I can be for the lectures and seminars that are coming up in the next few weeks. I’m so absorbed in what I’m doing that time passes quickly, but although it’s been okay here on my own, I’m glad when Thursday comes around. I’ll make something nice for dinner, stick a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc in the fridge. He’ll want to tell me all about the conference when he gets back. I love the way he stores up little things to share with me, bits of the conference he knows I’ll be interested in, or funny stuff people have said.

  I spend the morning straightening pictures and plumping cushions, then I go outside and cut the last of the sweet peas, some lavender and a few Michaelmas daisies. I like to make the house look nice for when he gets back. Upstairs, I vacuum the bedroom, make the bed and straighten the rug, then I vacuum the landing and the study. We don’t use the other rooms any more, so there’s nothing else to do up here, but instead of going straight back downstairs, I hesitate by the door that leads to the attic. I like to go up there sometimes to look through the boxes. Adrian thinks I’m torturing myself, but it isn’t like that.

  I’m just making a cheese sandwich when Adrian calls. I’m surprised, because he’ll be home tonight.

  ‘Leah, sorry, I forgot to tell you last night – I won’t be late, but I won’t be home in time for dinner. I’m going for a quick drink with Richard and some of the other delegates.’

  ‘Oh, okay.’ I try not to sound disappointed; after all, he hardly ever goes out without me. ‘So what time do you think you’ll be back? Shall I pick you up from the station? If you’re going to the pub  . . .’

  ‘No, no need for you to come out. I’ll probably only have one. It’ll be nine-ish, I should think. No later than nine thirty, anyway. In time for a glass of wine with you.’

  There’s a softness in his voice, and I’m suddenly aware of how much I’ve been looking forward to this evening, to us having a nice dinner together, sharing a bottle of wine and chatting about the last few days. But why shouldn’t he go out for a drink with his colleagues for once? ‘Look, don’t rush back. I honestly don’t mind picking you up. Have a few drinks and—’

  ‘No, don’t worry. It’s horrible out – damp and foggy, and it’s getting worse by the hour. You stay inside. If I have any more than one or two, I’ll get a taxi and pick the car up tomorrow. Okay?’

  ‘Okay.’

  There’s a pause. ‘Sure you don’t mind?’

  I do mind, but I don’t want to mind. I hate that my life has shrunk to something so small and insignificant that I’m in real danger of becoming one of those women who depend on their partners for everything, even their own identities. It’s one of the reasons I’m determined to start proper teaching again. It would be easy just to stay home and rely on Adrian, but I can’t let myself do that any longer; I’d be letting him down, apart from anything else. I take a breath. ‘No, of course not.’ I force a smile, hoping it’ll seep through into my voice. ‘Have a nice time, and I’ll see you when you get back.’

  ‘Great,’ he says. ‘See you later.’ There’s a pause. ‘Leah?’

  ‘Yes?’

  ‘Love you.’

  We don’t automatically end every phone call with those words like some couples, so it feels like it really means something. ‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘I love you, too.’

  I need to pop out for a few bits before Adrian gets home but I can’t face the convenience store, so I decide to drive a bit further to the Tesco Express. The dashboard clock says it’s a quarter past two when I get in the car, so I won’t have to worry about the school traffic. Adrian was right about the weather – it’s horrible. It’s cold and drizzly, and what was just a mist this morning is thickening into proper fog now. I put the headlights on full and follow the golden beams that cut through the whiteness, driving carefully at little more than twenty miles an hour. When I see the Tesco sign, I swing into the car park. The staff here are mainly students. I recognise the boy with the dyed black hair and eyebrow rings who does his usual flirtatious thing of asking me for ID before he scans my bottle of wine, then grins and blushes. If only this was in walking distance, I’d never have to go to the local shop again. I drive back slowly through the fog. The sky has clouded over and it’s starting to feel quite gloomy. It’s only a couple of weeks before the clocks go back, I realise. I don’t mind the lead up to Christmas as the nights draw in, but I can’t bear the prolonged darkness that makes winter feel endless. As I turn into the drive, I spot a police car parked on the road outside. That’s unusual around here. I wonder what’s going on?

  


  CHAPTER FIVE

  THEN

  I wasn’t sure I’d heard him properly. ‘Sorry?’

  We were lying in bed at his flat having spent a whole wonderful week together, lazing around in the sunshine, going for walks along the river, drinking pints in pub gardens and having sex in the afternoons. He didn’t start his new job until September, but I was due back to work today, although my first seminar wasn’t until eleven. I didn’t want to go; he didn’t want me to go. I’d never pulled a sickie before, but I was sorely tempted to call in and pretend I had a stomach bug or something. I just didn’t want to be away from him. We’d barely been apart this week, even going to the corner shop together every time we needed a pint of milk or a loaf of bread.

  ‘I said, part of me wants to marry you.’ His tone was deadly serious.

  ‘Which part?’ I half-laughed. It wasn’t an appropriate moment for a joke, but I was so gobsmacked by what he’d just said that I didn’t know how else to respond.

  ‘Well,’ he turned his head towards me on the pillow, smiling, ‘definitely the bottom half. But  . . .’ He tapped his head. ‘Up here, too. And here, obviously.’ He put his hand on his heart. We’d done the I love yous that first night we spent together, both laughing and saying how crazy it was, and how surprising, but how completely and utterly truthful. We both felt it, and we couldn’t stop saying how lucky we were. How lucky that somehow, in a world full of billions of people, we’d found each other.

  ‘Hmm.’ I pretended to think about it. ‘I don’t think I’m doing anything on Saturday  . . .’

  ‘Shall we do it, then?’ He took my hand and pulled it across so it rested on his stomach. His skin was warm and still slightly damp with sweat.

  I laughed as I turned onto my side to face him. He was still grinning, but I could see in his eyes that he was serious. ‘I don’t think you can get a licence in five days,’ I said, ‘unless you’re about to drop dead.’

  ‘How long does it take?’ He lifted my hand to his lips and kissed my palm. ‘Shall we go down to the town hall and find out?’

  I tried to think of another funny comment, but Adrian sat up, then turned and looked at me again. ‘Can you think of a single reason why we shouldn’t get married? Apart from the horrible truth of my real name, of course.’

  He’d been named Clive after his granddad, he told me last night, but no one really liked it and he’d always been known as Adrian. I laughed. ‘If that’s your only dark secret, I think I can live with it.’

  ‘Well then? I’m serious, Leah. I can hardly believe I’m saying this, but when you think about it, is there actually any reason why not?’

  I sat up, too. ‘I  . . . no, I don’t think so. But we’ve only known each other two weeks. Shouldn’t we—’

  ‘We’ve known each other for years.’

  ‘Technically, yeah. But  . . .’ Why was I saying ‘but’? I loved this man; we were really, truly in love. We were the other half of each other and we knew it. ‘No, you’re right. But shouldn’t we, I don’t know, maybe find out a bit more about each other first?’

  ‘Like what? We’ve talked about films, music, sport, our families. We know about each other’s previous relationships – Christ, we even know how many other people we’ve shagged.’ He ran his hand through his hair and pulled a face. ‘Though I sort of wish we hadn’t talked about that now.’

  ‘Yeah, me too. Tell you what, let’s not talk about our past sex lives from now on.’

  ‘Done.’ We shook hands. Then his expression became all serious again. ‘Leah, maybe we should wait until we know more about each other.’

  I started to feel my heart sink until I saw that little flash in his eyes that told me he was joking.

  ‘I mean, I have absolutely no idea what your favourite colour is.’

  ‘Blue. And I don’t know your favourite food.’

  ‘Toast.’ He threw back the duvet and jumped out of bed. ‘Sorted. Come on then, let’s get down there now and see what the deal is. Wonder if we can arrange our wedding and still have you at work for half eleven?’

  Half an hour later, we were striding hand in hand across the Peace Gardens towards the town hall. We were both smiling; we couldn’t stop smiling. I’d had two serious relationships before. One was my first love, David. We were together for three years, then I went to uni in Manchester and he went to Exeter and that was that, really. No big rows, no drama, just a gradual fizzling out. Then there was Leo, the guy I lived with for two years before I got the post here in Sheffield. We had a good time and we rarely argued, but I don’t think I ever really loved him, and when I saw him in a wine bar one night with his arm round another girl, it was almost a relief. The break-up was hard, though – we’d built a home together, and dismantling it made me sadder than I’d expected, even though I’d known all along that my life with him was temporary.

  But now I was going to marry this man I’d known for two weeks, and I had no doubts. I loved him and he loved me. The sun was hot and bright and the Peace Gardens were busy. Students were lying stretched out on the grass, some reading, some just dozing. Office workers sat on walls drinking coffee, and children in swimming costumes ran in and out of the water fountains, squealing with delight as frothy jets of water shot up out of the ground.

  I stopped walking and put my hand on Adrian’s arm. There was one thing we hadn’t discussed, and as I thought about it, my insides felt cold and the euphoria began to evaporate. ‘Adrian,’ I looked over to where the mums with prams and buggies were clustered around the fountains. ‘We’ve not talked about  . . . about children.’

  ‘What about them?’ he said. But then his face changed as he realised what I meant. He looked serious, worried. ‘Do you want kids?’

  I nodded. It was a deal-breaker. I loved him, I knew that absolutely, and I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him. But I also wanted to be a mother, and if he—

  ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I always assumed I’d have kids. We’ll start with four or five and then see how we feel about more.’ He glanced at me and laughed. ‘Your face! Maybe just one or two, then? How does that sound?’

  ‘Perfect,’ I said. ‘Maybe even three.’

  


  CHAPTER SIX

  NOW

  I’m putting the wine in the fridge, still in my coat, when the doorbell rings. The image of that police car flashes across my mind. I grab my stick from the kitchen because even though I don’t really need it today, I like the feeling of securit y it gives me. I feel vulnerable without it, like when you forget your phone. As I go to open the door, I think back over the journey I’ve just done to the Tesco Express and back. I couldn’t have hit something without realising it, could I? I’m sure I didn’t, but it is quite foggy, and this did happen once before. I’d pulled over too sharply to let a van pass and I’d hit a parked car. I genuinely couldn’t see any damage and I thought I must have just bumped the mirror. Then later that evening, the police came round saying I’d ‘failed to report an accident’. Fortunately they believed me when I explained, so I paid for the repair and it was all fine. But I’m sure nothing like that happened today.

  There are two police officers on the doorstep, a man and a woman, both a bit younger than me, late twenties, early thirties perhaps. The woman is slim, not very tall, but the male officer is big and bulky, and his uniform looks too tight, as if he’s struggled to button it over his bulging middle.

  ‘Mrs Blackwood?’

  Some dark fear blows through me at the sound of his voice. I try to nod, but find myself unable to move.

  The woman speaks now. ‘I’m PC Lindsay Jacobs,’ she says, ‘and this is PC Andy Davies. May we come in?’

  Why are they telling me their names? Why do they want to come in? What’s happened? I stand back and hold the door open. They both remove their hats and wipe their feet on the mat. My stomach feels as if it’s filling up with iced water as I show them in and invite them to sit down. PC Davies puts his hat on the arm of the sofa, whereas the woman is turning hers round and round in her fingers. I sit in the armchair opposite. ‘Nasty weather, isn’t it?’ I can hear the oddness in my voice. ‘Can I get you some tea? Or a coffee?’ Some distant part of me reasons that the more I talk now, the longer I can delay hearing what they have to say. The male officer clears his throat. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you there’s been a road traffic accident involving a Mr Clive Adrian Blackwood. Is that your husband?’

  ‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘Sorry, I mean, yes, Adrian is my husband. He doesn’t use Clive – he’s always hated it. But, no, it can’t be my husband – Adrian left his car at the station. He’s at a conference in Leeds.’

  The officers glance at each other.

  ‘I only spoke to him an hour ago. He’s there all day, then he’s going for a drink with some of the others.’ Aware that I’m talking to the police, I add, ‘He’ll probably only have one, then he’ll get the train back. And if he has any more than that, he’ll leave his car at the station and get a taxi home, or I’ll go down and pick him up. He—’

  ‘Mrs Blackwood,’ the woman interrupts. ‘Mrs Blackwood, your husband was carrying his driving licence. The accident was on the A621, just outside Castledene.’

  ‘No, Adrian wouldn’t have been anywhere near Castledene, even if he was in the car, which, as I say, he isn’t, because he left it at the station – or near the station. So that’s where he’d be coming from. It can’t be him.’

  PC Davies sighs as he flips open his notebook, reads out the registration number, then glances up at me. ‘Black BMW. Do you recognise the registration, Mrs Blackwood?’

  I have a powerful sensation of something shifting away from me, of any semblance of normality moving out of my grasp as I realise that it is Adrian they’re talking about, that somehow he’s been involved in an accident. Please don’t let it be too bad, I think, although it must be quite serious or the police wouldn’t be here. I stand up, ready to look for my car keys. ‘Where is he? I need to get there.’ Or maybe they’ll take me to the hospital in a police car. ‘Is he badly hurt? Was anyone else injured  . . . ?’

  ‘Your husband was alone in the car, Mrs Blackwood. Or can we call you  . . . ?’

  ‘Leah, yes, please call me Leah.’

  ‘Thank you, Leah. There was no other vehicle involved, and it looks as if your husband’s car skidded in the fog, left the road and crashed into a tree. visibility was poor, and driving conditions—’

  I nod. ‘Yes, he said it was getting thicker when we spoke on the phone. Where is he now? I know he must be hurt, but can you just tell me how badly? I need to know.’

  ‘Maybe you should sit down again, Leah,’ PC Jacobs says, standing up and crossing the room. She takes my arm and gently steers me back towards the chair. ‘And if you can point Andy to the kitchen, he can make us all a cup of tea.’

  Somehow, the evening passes and it’s almost two in the morning. I keep thinking they must be wrong, it must be a mistake. But if it wasn’t him in that car, who was it, and where is Adrian? I indulge myself with possible explanations – he changed his mind and took the car after all; was taken ill and decided to stay in Leeds; sent me a text that wasn’t delivered; lent the car to a colleague  . . .

  But deep down, I know.

  I get into bed without undressing, and I just lie there, staring at the ceiling. After about an hour, I go back downstairs and sit in the kitchen, smoking. They’re sending a car for me at eight thirty. As soon as it’s light, I go up to shower and brush my teeth. I shouldn’t have sat still for so long – my back is killing me. But even after I’ve showered and dressed in clean clothes, it’s still only just gone eight.

  I smoke three more cigarettes as I wait for the car. It makes me feel a bit sick, but smoking is about all I’m capable of at the moment. The doorbell rings on the dot of eight thirty, and for a few seconds I can’t make myself move. If I don’t formally identify him, he can’t be dead. But then the bell goes again, longer this time, louder, so I drag myself upright and walk slowly across the hall to open the door.

  As the soft-voiced policewoman leads me into the room, I realise that there’s still a small part of me that is convinced it won’t be Adrian’s face under that sheet, but some other poor man whose car skidded off the road in the fog. Then they turn the sheet back. It’s a cliché, I know, but he doesn’t look dead. Slightly paler than usual, maybe, but his features are undamaged and there’s no blood on his face, no horrible mangling of his limbs. It’s only when I lean down to kiss him that I see the dark mass of blood-matted hair at the side of his head. I hear myself gasp and my fist flies to my mouth. The policewoman makes soothing noises and gently rubs my back.

  A few minutes later I’m sitting in a small, carpeted room with a cup of tea on the coffee table in front of me. The policewoman is sitting opposite, her face settled in a sympathetic expression. This one is older than me, I think. There are wrinkles around her eyes and she looks tired, and I wonder how many times she’s had to do this in her career. She’s put a box of tissues within easy reach, I notice, but I can’t seem to cry, even though I want to. ‘Is there anyone who can come and be with you, Leah? Anyone you’d like me to call?’

  ‘No, there isn’t anyone, really.’

  ‘Not your mum or dad?’

  I shake my head. ‘My mum died when I was a kid and I lost my dad a couple of years ago.’

  ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘Do you not have—’

  ‘Paul! Oh God,’ I say aloud. ‘Adrian’s dad. I’ll have to call him.’

  ‘We can do that for you, if you like.’

  I hesitate. ‘No, it’s okay, but thanks.’ And there’s his brother, Chris, and Richard, his oldest friend, and I’ll need to call his colleagues  . . . a wave of sadness engulfs me and I almost reach for a tissue, but I still can’t let go of the tears.

  


  CHAPTER SEVEN

  THEN

  The day after we booked the wedding, we went to meet his dad. My dad was away on a painting holiday, so we couldn’t tell him until the weekend anyway. I was so nervous, I hadn’t been able to eat a thing all day and my stomach had rumbled throughout two seminars and four tutorials, to the amusement of my students.

  The house was lovely. It was in a little crescent in Nether Edge, set back from the road with a long, sweeping drive and surrounded by a pretty walled garden. Adrian had already told me his dad was sixty-five and had taken early retirement a few years ago. He’d taught history and politics, but now spent his time painting, playing guitar and walking in the Peaks. He was also learning jazz dance, apparently. He sounded fun.

  ‘Is that your dad’s car?’ I asked as we pulled up next to a low, sporty-looking red car parked right outside the house.

  He turned off the engine. ‘Yes. It’s new – I think he’s trying to pull some woman at his dance class and he thought that would impress her.’

  I checked my appearance in the rear-view mirror, tugging at a few wayward strands of hair.

  ‘You look great,’ he said, opening the car door. ‘Come on. Let’s go and give him the shock of his life.’

  ‘Adrian,’ I said as we walked up to the front door. ‘He is expecting us, isn’t he?’

  He shook his head. ‘Nope. It’s a surprise.’

  ‘Oh no, really? Is that a good idea? Don’t you think you should call him first?’

  ‘No, it’ll be fine.’ He rang the bell. ‘He likes me just turning up. I never use my key without asking him, though – I don’t want to walk in and find him in flagrante delicto.’

  The door opened to reveal a tall, good-looking man with a shock of white hair, wearing a loose flowery shirt over faded green cords. Unmistakably Adrian’s father – the features were identical. He looked from Adrian to me and back again. ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘This is a nice surprise, I must say.’ He shook my hand warmly. ‘And whom do we have here?’

  ‘This is Leah, Dad. Leah, my dad – Paul.’

  ‘Lovely to meet you, Mr—’

  ‘Paul, please.’ He smiled. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Leah.’ He turned to Adrian and did that half-hug, half-handshake thing that men do.

  ‘Leah Moore, soon to be Leah Blackwood.’

  His dad’s eyes widened and his grin spread across his face. ‘You’re engaged?’ He looked from one to the other of us again. ‘Now, you’re not teasing, are you?’

  ‘Nope. As of yesterday morning, Leah is officially my fiancée.’

  Fiancée. I hadn’t thought of us as engaged, but I supposed we were. I tried it out in my head: This is Adrian, my fiancé.

  ‘In that case, congratulations!’ He patted Adrian’s back. ‘This is wonderful news. Come in, Leah, come in.’ He guided me into the house. ‘Adrian – see if there’s a bottle of something nice we can crack open, would you?’

  I could feel myself smile, becoming more relaxed. His dad was lovely – why had I been nervous?

  ‘So, how did you two meet?’ He gestured to a chair.

  I sat opposite him and explained how Adrian and I had been at Manchester at the same time, and how we’d met up again at Lucy’s wedding and had become close since then. Adrian came back with champagne in an ice bucket, but no one minded that it wasn’t properly chilled, so his dad opened it and poured us all a glass. We stood in the middle of the room as Paul cleared his throat and raised his glass. ‘Here’s to the two of you,’ he said. ‘And to a long and happy life together.’ We all took a sip and then sat down.
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