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  Praise for A Gathering Storm

   

  ‘With a serious eye for exquisite detail, Hore’s latest, brilliantly crafted novel aptly follows a photographer, Lucy. She takes a journey to capture past,
  life-changing family secrets, embracing three generations along the way, across Cornwall, London, East Anglia and Occupied France’ Mirror

   

   

  Praise for A Place of Secrets

   

  ‘Sumptuous prose, deft plotting, lush settings, troubling personal histories, tragedy, heady romance and even a smattering of eighteenth-century scientific wonderment mark
  Hore’s fourth novel as her most accomplished and enthralling yet’ Daily Mirror

   

   

  Praise for The Glass Painter’s Daughter

   

  ‘Another of this year’s top offerings [is] Rachel Hore’s The Glass Painter’s Daughter. The main character, Fran has returned home to look after her
  dying father’s glass-cutting business. Overshadowing the central love affair with colleague Zac and an unfolding mystery involving a stained-glass window is the pall of imminent death’
  Daily Mail

   

   

  Praise for The Memory Garden

   

  ‘With her second novel, Rachel Hore proves she does place and setting as well as romance and relationships. Tiny, hidden Lamorna Cove in Cornwall is the backdrop to two huge
  tales of illicit passion and thwarted ambition . . . Clever stuff’ Daily Mirror

   

  ‘Pitched perfectly for a holiday read’ Guardian

   

   

  Praise for The Dream House

   

  ‘A beautifully written and magical novel about life, love and family . . . tender and funny, warm and wise, the story of one woman’s search for the perfect life which
  isn’t quite where she thought she would find it. I loved it!’ Cathy Kelly

   

  ‘The Dream House is a book that so many of us will identify with. Moving from frenzied city to peaceful countryside is something so many of us dream of. Rachel Hore
  has explored the dream and exposed it in the bright light of reality, with repercussions both tragic and uplifting, adding her own dose of magic. It’s engrossing, pleasantly surprising and
  thoroughly readable’ Santa Montefiore
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  Chapter 1

  London, November 2002

  ‘Come on, come on, please answer,’ Kate mouthed into the receiver. Her eyes focused on the photo of her husband, Simon, with Daisy and little Sam on the wall of her
  grey, windowless office as she listened to the distant ringing. Finally she dropped the phone back onto its cradle. Where could Tasha be? Surely Sam wasn’t worse or the nanny would have rung
  her.

  Kate reached down, riffled in her bag for her mobile and hit Tasha’s mobile number. Straight to voicemail. Damn.

  ‘Tasha – it’s me, Kate. Hope you’re OK. I need to know how Sam is. Can you ring me at the office when you’ve got a moment?’

  She shoved the phone into the pocket of her jacket, trying to ignore her butterflies of panic. Sam probably just had a bad tummy bug but it had been so horrible seeing him hot and limp this
  morning, and he’d even thrown up the water Kate had given him. Of course, Tasha was more than competent, but . . . I should have stayed at home with him, she told herself fiercely, rung in
  sick myself.

  No, you shouldn’t, said an irritating voice in her head. Tasha can manage perfectly well by herself. What would have happened if you hadn’t been at the television studios
  this morning holding Susie Zee’s hand? Susie would probably have refused to appear on the chat show at all and there would have been an awful stink then, I can tell you.

  Kate had to agree that the uncomfortable voice of reason had a point. Susie, a sweet but very needy person, was a singer-songwriter and Kate’s employers, Jansen & Hicks, had just
  published her no-holds-barred autobiography. As publicist for the book, Kate had been shepherding Susie around London media-land for the last week, attempting to protect her from the fallout of her
  confessed affairs with various famous figures in the music business. Even now Kate had taken a huge risk by leaving Susie in the care of the London sales representative for a book-signing and,
  crossing her fingers that all would be well, hailing a cab back to Jansen & Hicks’s offices on Warren Street. Her plan now was to deal with the worst of the urgent tasks waiting for her
  and to sneak off home early.

  Kate glanced at her watch – twelve fifteen already – and surveyed the horror of her desk. She’d only been out of the office for a morning, and look at it! Towers of new books,
  tottering piles of papers and magazines, even a heap of plastic toy trolls with Day-Glo hair to promote a children’s fantasy title. Why do people just dump things on me any old how? she
  thought, grumpily, brushing a strand of dark hair off her face and stabbing at the ‘on’ button of her computer. She wished, not for the last time, that she had an assistant but, alas,
  she was not high enough up the ladder for that.

  The telephone rang now and she snatched it up, hoping it was Tasha.

  ‘Kate? Adam here. Sorry to bother you with another problem, but . . .’

  Kate’s heart dived. Adam Jacobs was a first-time novelist in need of large dollops of TLC. Normally she would be happy to provide reassurance, but today she just wanted to get him off the
  line. As she listened to his latest complaint – his local bookshop not stocking his novel – she jammed the receiver between jaw and shoulder and started sorting through the mess. She
  balanced books in piles by the desk, swept the trolls into a box, stashed papers and circulars into various trays.

  ‘Adam, don’t worry, really, I’m sure there’s a simple explanation. Whoops!’ A pile of books fell crashing to the floor. ‘Look, I’ll e-mail the sales rep
  straight away. Yes, yes, yes, I know. Must go, I’m afraid. Bye, now.’

  She threw down the receiver, shuffled the fallen books into a pile then started plucking the Post-it notes off her computer screen.

  The phone rang again. ‘Kate, it’s Patrick. Where the hell were you?’

  Oh my God. How could she have forgotten? She was supposed to have been at that meeting with him and his best-selling crime author! Patrick, the publishing director, was pitching for a new
  contract and the author had badly wanted reassurance about the publicity side of things.

  ‘I’m so sorry,’ she gulped, ‘it just slipped my mind. I’ve been out of the office . . . I know, it’s too late, isn’t it. I’m sorry. It’s
  Susie . . . No, I know, Patrick – yes, I know it’s my fault. Yes. Sorry.’

  He slammed down the receiver and she buried her face in her hands, his angry voice still ringing in her ears. If they didn’t win a new deal with the author, he had hissed, it was all down
  to her.

  Well, it is your fault really, said the headmistressy voice of conscience once more. You shouldn’t try to fit quarts into pint pots.

  But I’ve got too much to do and no one to help me. How can I be everywhere at once? Kate countered.

  You could organize yourself a bit better. Say ‘no’ more often.

  Kate sighed. Yeah, and then they’ll say I can’t cope. ‘These working mothers, their brains go, you know.’ She’d heard Patrick say something along these lines only
  last week, the bastard. His assistant had left two months after returning from maternity leave because she ‘clearly couldn’t take the pace any more’. He meant being in the office
  until seven every night and taking work home, Kate presumed.

  At moments like that she wished she had a Harry Potter wand. Then she’d magically marry Patrick to a high-flying career girl followed swiftly by a high-flying mortgage and the arrival of
  triplets who only needed three hours’ sleep a night – different lots of three hours. That would fix him.

  ‘Hi, Kate. It looks like you’re off again,’ declared Annabelle, her boss Karina’s secretary, materializing at her office door in a cloud of Anna Sui perfume.
  ‘Karina’s just rung. She’s stuck on the train back from Leeds, so you’ll have to go to the James Clyde lunch instead of her.’

  Fussy, elderly James Clyde. The last person Kate could handle today.

  ‘Oh that’s great – just what I need,’ Kate groaned, running both hands back through her dark bob. She simply could not face the celebration lunch for his eighteenth
  political thriller, due to be held today in the company’s private dining suite upstairs. There must be someone else who could go instead . . .

  Annabelle understood immediately what was in Kate’s mind, for she said hastily, ‘There’s only me and you left – and I’m busy. Someone’s like gotta
  answer the phones round here.’

  Something snapped inside Kate. She rose out of her chair and leaned across the desk. Two spots of red suffused her normally pale Celtic complexion and her green eyes blazed with dislike. At five
  feet five, she just had the edge on little mini-skirted Annabelle. ‘Well, you’ll just have to answer mine for a change, then,’ she snarled. ‘And make sure you bring me up
  any urgent messages. Some of us have real work to do.’
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  The main course had been cleared away and dessert served: a pretty strawberry mousse patterned with blackcurrant coulis and spun sugar. The select gathering in the small but
  elegant dining room of Jansen & Hicks included the company chairman, Robert Goss, James Clyde, a portly balding man in his mid-sixties, Clyde’s longsuffering editor, Felicity, two sales
  managers and Kate. So far, Kate had been invited to express her opinions on the following subjects: last Saturday’s Chelsea game, about which she knew nothing and cared less; the new
  décor in the reception area downstairs; Jeffrey Archer’s latest venture . . . She surreptitiously looked at her watch – one thirty – and felt for the mobile in her jacket
  pocket. Could she get away with excusing herself to go and try Tasha again?

  But James Clyde chose that moment to ask Kate archly, ‘And what other exciting projects are you working on at the moment, my dear?’

  Kate thought quickly. ‘I’m really pleased with the way our book The Lost Generation is going,’ she told him. ‘It’s about the highlife of the nineteen
  twenties. There have been some great reviews already. The launch-party is at the Oxo Tower. And then there’ll be the TV series—’

  But Clyde’s concentration had snapped back to its usual focus – himself.

  ‘That’s just what I wanted to talk to you about, Robert,’ he addressed the chairman in his reedy voice, jabbing his spoon in the air for emphasis. ‘I don’t seem to
  be getting the review coverage I used to. How about leaning on that fellow at the Sunday Times book pages a bit, eh?’ he chuntered.

  Kate remembered last week’s conversation with the journalist in question, who was, incidentally, not a ‘fellow’ at all. ‘James Clyde? God, is he still alive?’
  she’d said.

  At this, Robert Goss calmly did what he always did in awkward circumstances. He delegated.

  ‘Well, Katherine? It’s true we’re not getting notices for James’s books. What are you doing about it?’

  Kate’s hand froze on her water glass. She replayed in her mind another conversation a couple of weeks ago in which she had actually pleaded with the editor of Motoring Monthly to
  photograph the portly Clyde in his silver Lamborghini holding his book aloft. It was the only piece of publicity anyone had managed to get for him.

  As her mind spun, searching for the right way to wriggle out of this one, the cavalry arrived in the unlikely form of Annabelle, who sashayed into the room without even a tap on the door.

  ‘Messages for Kate,’ she breathed, batting her long eyelashes and brushing against the chairman, she handed Kate a sheaf of yellow Post-it notes before dematerializing again.

  The male contingent took a moment to recover from this visitation and Felicity tactfully moved the conversation away from reviews.

  Kate sat and looked over Annabelle’s childish handwriting, her relief at the interruption quickly evaporating. The top one ran: Susie, Borders bookshop. Upset. Pl. ring. Oh well,
  that was predictable. The next message went, Yr husband rang. Crisis mtg work. Won’t get back for dinner party sorry. Oh no, something else she’d forgotten! She’d invited
  Liz and Sarah round with their husbands. Oh hell, not with Sam sick. She’d just have to cancel yet again! The third was a message from Tasha – at last. At doctor’s. But Sam
  much better. Thank heavens for that, Kate thought, feeling the tension finally leave her body. But then she stared at the last note and felt her stomach go into freefall. Urgent.
  Daisy’s school rang. Daisy has rash – meningitis??? Go to Chelsea & Westminster Hospital.

  Later, Kate wouldn’t be able to remember exactly what happened next, though Felicity told her she’d committed the cardinal sin of interrupting one of Robert Goss’s shaggy dog
  jokes. She just remembered arriving down in the lobby, her heart thumping, her body shaking, gazing round wildly. She shoved at the revolving doors – why were they so slow? – and found
  herself on the pavement. Tube or taxi? Like a madwoman she waved frantically at every passing black cab until finally an empty one stopped. She snatched open the door and threw herself onto the
  back seat, then explained the crisis to the driver, who nodded sympathetically and swung the cab immediately across three lanes to make it through the right-turn filter light just in time. Kate
  clutched the strap for dear life as the driver dodged his way south-west through the traffic. There arose in her mind a picture of little Daisy, six years old, blonde and blue-eyed, with that funny
  lopsided grin that lit up her face. The idea of her ill in a hospital bed with tubes sticking out in all directions was too much after the tension of the day.

  After a moment, she searched with her free hand for her handbag to find a tissue to blow her nose. It was then she realized she’d left the bag in her desk drawer. This was just the final
  straw. How was she going to pay for the cab? She reached in her jacket pocket, pulled out her phone and brought up Simon’s office number.
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  ‘Why are we putting ourselves through all this?’ Kate said wretchedly to Simon later – ten fifteen that evening, in fact. Her husband had walked in through
  the door of their terraced house in Fulham, exhausted and starving, twenty minutes ago and was now sitting opposite Kate at the kitchen/breakfast-room table shovelling down the Chicken Basque
  she’d cobbled together last night for tonight’s cancelled dinner party. ‘Life is like one long obstacle race at the moment.’

  Simon put down his fork and looked at Kate from under his blond cowlick. He rubbed his eyes, then reached across to squeeze her hand.

  ‘Poor you,’ he said. ‘What an awful day. At least the children are all right. They look so peaceful asleep now, don’t they? Sam seems to have every soft toy he possesses
  tucked into bed with him.’

  ‘Let’s hope he’s not sick in the night, then. Half of them you can’t put through the washing machine.’ Kate got up to fetch dessert from the fridge – a large
  bowl of trifle that they’d plainly be eating for the rest of the week. She sat down and spooned out a large helping for him and picked out half a dozen bits of fruit from the jelly for
  herself. Cream always brought her out in spots, never mind what it did to her hips – she had never lost that last extra half-stone after Sam’s birth, and she knew she looked enough of a
  mess as it was. She pulled her fingers back through lank, tangled hair. Her blouse and skirt were crumpled and she picked at the pink Calpol stains on the skirt, souvenirs of the last seven hours
  with two sick children.

  ‘When I finally got to the hospital, you can imagine what a state I was in,’ she said. As they’d waited in traffic, she had confessed to the cab driver that she had no means of
  paying him. Amazingly, he had not thrown her out onto the street there and then. ‘My kid was ill once like that,’ he had said grimly. ‘Scared the life out of us, I can tell you.
  Come on, let’s beat this traffic.’ And with the determination of a tank driver going into battle, he’d manoeuvred his way through the jams, zipped up and down tiny side streets
  until they turned neatly into a miraculous space just outside the hospital. ‘Here you are, love. Hope she’s all right, your little girl. Nah, don’t worry about the money. I was on
  me way home anyway. Just you run along now.’ And jabbering her thanks, Kate had torn into the Accident and Emergency reception and through to the bright, toy-strewn children’s
  section.

  ‘I just blubbered something at the receptionist and she had to make me calm down and explain. And then they took me through to a side room and there was Daisy, sitting with her teacher,
  and oh, Simon, she gave me this huge Daisy smile. I just hugged her and hugged her. The doctor said it was only a rash, but she was being sick with the bug so it was confusing. You can’t
  imagine the relief . . .’

  ‘I know, I know. I’m really sorry you couldn’t find me. I don’t know why Zara didn’t just buzz me on Gillingham’s mobile. She knew I was out with him, silly
  girl.’ By the time Simon had got Kate’s frenzied call for help the crisis was over. He had accidentally left his own mobile on his desk.

  ‘Poor Tash will have two sick kids to look after tomorrow. It’s not really fair on her. Simon, the ends are just not meeting at the moment, are they?’ Kate covered her face
  with her hands.

  Simon pushed back his chair and came round the table. ‘Poor darling.’ She felt his warm breath in her hair as he kissed her. Then he released her abruptly and turned away, his hands
  diving into his trouser pockets to rattle his loose change.

  ‘Is something the matter?’ she asked. Fidgeting was always a sign of anxiety with Simon.

  ‘Perhaps this isn’t the best time to tell you, Kate, but it’s the reason why I was so late. Staff meeting. Riot Act read. There are no bonuses this year and some people are
  being let go. No, not me, I don’t think – this time,’ he responded to Kate’s sharp intake of breath. He pressed his lips together in what passed as a reassuring
  smile.

  They were silent for a moment, both remembering the past. Simon and Kate’s thirtieth year had been a testing time. Daisy was on the way and Simon ended up being without a proper job for
  nearly a year, which had put a lot of pressure on the marriage, more pressure than Kate liked to think about. It was worst after Daisy’s birth. Kate developed severe post-natal depression,
  from which she took many months to recover because, the doctor said, of her psychological history. When Kate was seventeen, her elder sister, Nicola, had been killed in a car accident. Now, the
  trauma of a difficult birth and the shock of finding herself responsible for a small baby had ripped open emotional wounds that had never properly healed.

  Then, just when it seemed things couldn’t get any worse, Simon’s father, newly retired from his country GP’s surgery, had dropped down dead of a coronary on Boxing Day.
  Simon’s mother had been distraught. Simon was their only child and he and Kate found themselves going back and forth from Suffolk for months to be with her.

  Things had gradually improved. Simon finally got permanent work, if not with the prospects of his previous job, Kate’s treatment started to take effect and the corner was turned.

  Kate had been nervous when she’d found herself pregnant again eighteen months later, but her doctor was encouraging and, in the end, her baby blues with Sam were more manageable. She still
  had patches of depression and went to counselling occasionally. One of the things the doctor had warned her against was too much stress, but ‘too much stress’ exactly described her
  current lifestyle. Simon not getting the hoped-for bonus was yet another blow.

  ‘I suppose we should have seen that one coming,’ she said.

  ‘Yup. Last month’s figures.’

  ‘So we’re stuck here.’ Kate’s voice was wobbly. She looked round the small room, festooned with the children’s paintings. Despite the bright lighting she imagined
  for a moment that the walls were moving in on her.

  ‘Well, we won’t be able to get somewhere bigger in this area, will we?’ said Simon, his voice sharp with disappointment.

  A lot had hung on the hope of a bonus. Three bedrooms weren’t enough now, with Tasha living in. And the single reception room – the knocked-through living room – seemed so
  small, especially with two children and increasing numbers of large plastic toys.

  Kate stared out of the window at the scrubby bit of garden, the bare terracotta pots huddled together in the November chill. She didn’t exactly dislike their house, which was in one of the
  residential roads leading off the Fulham Palace Road, but somehow it had never entirely felt like home. At first it had seemed huge after the tiny flat in Shepherd’s Bush she had rented with
  her friend Claire, but now it had magically shrunk with three adults and two children jostling for space.

  Simon had always said they would look for somewhere as soon as capital was available. It never was.

  Sometimes Kate felt frustrated at her husband’s carefulness with money, but in her heart of hearts she was relieved that he was sensible. Some of his other City friends had got into
  serious trouble by taking out huge mortgages, then being made redundant and unable to keep up the payments.

  Simon started to go through that morning’s post in his methodical way. The first envelope contained a bank statement. He cast his eyes over the figures, folded it back into the envelope
  and tucked it into a letter rack on the dresser. The second envelope contained an estate agent’s brochure. He laid it on the table between them and they pored over the prices of local
  four-bedroomed homes as they had many times during recent months. The difference now, of course, was that they were having to lower their expectations even further.

  ‘We just can’t do it, can we?’ Kate slumped in her seat.

  ‘Not if we stay round here, darling, no. It’s a bit better south of the river, look.’ Simon pointed out a couple of properties in Wandsworth. ‘Lower council tax, too.
  Still tiny gardens, though.’

  ‘They’re both right on the main road,’ said Kate, ‘and my journey to work would be even longer.’ With one change on the tube from Putney Bridge it took her nearly
  an hour each way now; Simon, with his direct route, only a little less. ‘I can’t ask Tasha to work a longer day, and I hardly see Sam and Daisy as it is.’

  ‘Well, we’ll only get something significantly bigger if we move even further out. Into Surrey, for instance, near your parents.’ Kate looked at him and shook her head firmly.
  They visited her mother and father, Major and Mrs Carter, once a month for Sunday lunch, and it was always a stiff, claustrophobic affair.

  ‘OK, somewhere else, then. Look, we’ve had this discussion before and it seems to go round and round.’

  ‘I suppose I could change jobs. Or give up work altogether. But I can’t imagine not working. And we’ve always needed the money, though most of my salary goes on
  Tasha.’

  ‘You could get something part-time, maybe,’ he suggested. ‘Did you ask at work?’

  ‘Yes, but Karina hasn’t got back to me. I think by her face the answer’s no. She wouldn’t be allowed any more staff to make up. Anyway, Simon, then Tasha would have to
  go, and that would be a shame. The children love her.’

  As they sat thinking, Kate picked up a pencil and started doodling on a piece of scrap paper. She drew a box house, like children draw, with curtains at the windows, smoke coming from the
  chimneys, jolly flowers in the garden. She added a little stick woman with a smiley face and two little stick children dancing on the grass with a tiny stick dog

  She was suddenly aware of Simon studying her. He cleared his throat.

  ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about that idea I mentioned a couple of weeks ago. I know it’s crazy, but wouldn’t it be great to move right
  out – to the country . . .’

  Kate said nothing. She drew the figure of a daddy with a briefcase marching up to the garden gate, a big smile on his face.

  ‘Yes, like that.’ Simon laughed. ‘’Cept you’ve got the hair wrong. Look, you dope, you can’t draw faces, can you? Here, gimme.’ Giggling, they both
  snatched at the pencil, which rolled onto the floor and away under the dresser.

  They both gazed at Kate’s picture. Kate spoke first.

  ‘Suffolk, I suppose you mean.’

  ‘Well, yes, in that Mother’s there and we both know the area.’ Simon’s parents had moved nearer the Suffolk coast from Bury St Edmunds after Dennis Hutchinson’s
  retirement. ‘It’s a beautiful part of the world and it would be great for the kids to have a country childhood.’

  ‘It’s so far away from London and everyone we know, though. What about our work?’

  ‘Well, I could keep going at Pennifold’s. It’s an hour and a half from Diss to the City on the train. Not much more than now really. If it got bad, well, I could look around
  locally, I suppose, though the money wouldn’t be great.’

  ‘What would I do there?’

  ‘You’d find something – freelance publicity, or you could train as a teacher. You’re good at lots of things. And our friends could all come and stay. We’d be able
  to get this great big house.’

  ‘Like this one, you mean?’ Kate yawned as she waved the picture.

  ‘Yes, but with straighter walls. Now, I’ll make us some tea and then we’d better get to bed.’

  While Simon stacked the plates in the sink and made the tea Kate sat deep in thought. It had been such a horrible day, even with the relief that her two children were asleep happy and nearly
  healthy upstairs. But she dreaded work tomorrow. It was the tiredness, she supposed, and the pressure everyone was under all the time. Never seeing the kids, that had to be the worst thing.

  ‘You’d have more energy and time for the family. Think about it,’ Simon broke in as he put the milk back in the fridge. ‘I get worried about you sometimes, darling. You
  don’t want another patch of the blues.’ He put two mugs of tea on the table and ruffled her hair. Then, tidy as ever, he bent to fish out the pencil from under the dresser.

  ‘I’m not saying no to the whole idea of moving out,’ said Kate carefully. ‘It’s just there is so much to weigh up.’

  ‘We need to draw up a chart of pros and cons,’ Simon said crisply, reaching for the estate agent’s envelope.

  ‘Not tonight we don’t,’ Kate said in a weary voice, taking the pencil and envelope out of his hand. ‘You’re not in the office now, and anyway, you’re getting
  way ahead of me.’

  ‘Well, at least we can look at some house prices when we’re down at Mother’s at the weekend,’ Simon said. ‘Do some sums.’

  ‘If the children are well enough to go,’ Kate said. ‘Hope so.’

  Then she scribbled something under her picture, laughed at her efforts, and went to pin it up on the noticeboard. She had written The Dream House.

  


  Chapter 2

  Suffolk, November 2002

  By Friday both the children were their usual perky selves and the Hutchinsons left Fulham for Suffolk at nine o’clock on the Saturday morning. A steady drizzle of rain
  followed them all the way, but by midday, when they turned off the Lowestoft road, away from the coast towards Halesworth, a pale torchbeam of sun had begun to penetrate the misty cloud.

  Kate slowed right down at the speed signs by the new development of detached redbrick homes. Soon the road widened out into the centre of the village. There, two dozen cottages, some thatched,
  were built around a small green. In the summer, they overflowed with flowers, but now the houses looked shut up, the gardens glum and dripping with rain. Out on the far side, the fourteenth-century
  church within its walled graveyard rose out of the mist, then they passed the Victorian redbrick primary school, a post-office-cum-stores and two pubs. Each pub vied with the other over offers of
  real beer, one advertising live music on Fridays, the other home-cooked food every day except Mondays. Kate remembered her mother-in-law, Joyce, telling her the pubs were owned by two brothers.
  Quite an opportunity to play out old sibling rivalries, she smiled to herself, feeling the cares of the week begin to fade.

  ‘Muuuum, are we there yet?’ Daisy asked, as she had asked every mile for the last twenty.

  ‘Yes,’ said Kate joyfully, as they turned left down an unmarked lane, her spirits rising. ‘We’re there.’ She parked at the dead end, by the only building in the
  lane, a large thatched flint cottage with a white picket fence, a coil of smoke rising from the chimney. It was picture-postcard perfect and Kate loved it.

  As she jumped out to open their doors, Kate was nearly knocked over by a barking hairy bundle of black and white, Joyce’s springer spaniel, Bobby, ecstatic to see his favourite pet
  humans.

  Over bouncing dog and dancing children she saw Joyce walking stiffly up the garden path towards them; Simon’s mother was a tallish woman in her late sixties wearing an elegant white
  polo-neck and a navy skirt, a silver Charles Rennie MacIntosh pendant over the jumper and matching dangling earrings showing beneath her neat short silvered hair.

  Joyce put her arm round Simon, who had gone to open the car boot, and kissed him.

  He looks like a little boy, putting up with being kissed, thought Kate, not for the first time. As she hugged Joyce, she felt a pang that she could never hug her own mother like this, for
  Barbara Carter shied away from demonstrations of affection. Even when she had held Daisy and Sam as babies, it had been as though she was worried about dropping them.

  ‘A good journey? All well?’ asked Joyce anxiously. Kate nodded, and Joyce turned to open her arms to Daisy and Sam, who were shoving at each other and Bobby to get to Granny first.
  ‘Darlings, I’ve got you both,’ she cried, encircling one with each arm and hugging them to her.

  ‘Granny! We’ve brang you some chocolates. Can I have one now?’ gabbled Sam.

  ‘How lovely. Come on in. Lunch is on the table and after that you can have a chocolate, darling. No, Simon, leave unpacking till later, won’t you, dear? I’m sure you’re
  tired and the soup is ready.’

  ‘It won’t take a moment, Mother, don’t fuss.’

  ‘But it’s raining again and you’re not wearing a coat.’ Indeed, it was starting to pour as Kate hurried the children inside while Simon set about bringing in the bags, a
  familiar stubborn set to his face. It was strange how Joyce and Simon slipped back into what must be the old childhood pattern – Joyce mollycoddling Simon and Simon sullenly going his own
  way.

  ‘I’ll get you an umbrella, then,’ she heard Joyce say from the path. ‘Do mind that puddle.’

  Kate let them get on with it and, while the children rushed upstairs to inspect every corner, she wandered across the hall into the large living room.

  Paradise Cottage was just the place for a cosy winter weekend away. The living room was crowded with big comfortable chintz armchairs around a roaring log fire. The air smelled of applewood
  smoke and lavender polish, and Kate sat for a moment looking at the old beams, the china dogs on the mantelpiece and the prints and photographs on the walls. She could hear the children’s
  footsteps overhead and the slow tocking of the grandmother clock against the wall. Home, she thought, and Bobby, throwing himself onto the hearthrug in a mock show of exhaustion, clearly thought
  so, too.

  Already, their dark house in Fulham, too near the main road, the long squealing grind of lorries braking, the grim lines of smoke-coughing cars, the dirty rain that tasted of iron and soot, her
  grey office with the flickering fluorescent light, all seemed to be rushing away into oblivion . . . A log shifted, sighing in the fireplace, sending up a spray of sparks.

  ‘I could live somewhere like this and be myself,’ Kate whispered to Bobby, who wagged his tail, but as soon as she’d made this statement the doubts started to rush in. How
  could you possibly know what it felt like, actually to live where you went on holiday? What would she truly miss most about city life? Her work had to come top of the list. It was what she
  did – it helped define her. Just how much would she miss it, if she didn’t have it any more? The thoughts whirled round and round in her head.

  Simon is right: we need a list of pros and cons, Kate thought as Joyce put her head round the door to call her in for lunch.
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  ‘We’ve never done Norwich, have we?’ said Simon, cheerful over post-lunch coffee. ‘It’s a bit wet for the beach or walks today, kids. Look,
  it’s only half-past one. Why don’t we zip up in the car for a couple of hours? What do you think, Mother?’

  ‘There’s a castle,’ Joyce said to the reluctant children as she passed round the chocolates. ‘And a big market.’

  ‘I’ll come if you buy me a treat,’ said Sam, then seeing Granny put on her ‘cross face’ and withdraw the chocolate box from his outstretched hand, he said,
  ‘OK, I’ll come.’

  Parking was a nightmare in Norwich on a Saturday so close to Christmas, but they eventually found somewhere near the cathedral, which they decided to visit. Joyce led them round the simple
  Gothic edifice of mellow Normandy stone. Whilst Daisy and Sam ran round the huge cloisters, ignoring Kate’s attempts to interest them in the coloured bosses on the vaulted ceiling, Simon went
  off to inspect the treasury. When Joyce took the children to the shop, Kate strolled around by herself, reading the inscriptions on the tombs of long-dead bishops, trailing her hands over the
  carved choir stalls, hearing the heartbreaking swell of organ practice stopping and starting above. She found a little chapel tucked away by the great south entrance. The modern glass door bore a
  whorl of lettering – some words of T. S. Eliot: Reach out to the silence/At the still point of the turning world.

  That’s just where I’m at today, she thought. The still point. Where you can think. And maybe learn the answers to things that you’re searching for. Or not yet, in her case.

  Following the others into the cathedral shop she found a bookmark with the famous words of the medieval mystic Mother Julian of Norwich: All will be well and all manner of thing will be
  well. Kate bought it on the off-chance the saint was right.

  After half an hour, Simon was anxious to move on. ‘You’ll love the castle,’ Joyce told the children. ‘There are mummies and a dragon costume.’

  ‘Would it be all right if I met you all in a little while?’ asked Kate, feeling guilty about wriggling out of the childcare. On the other hand, it would be nice for Joyce to have the
  children. They always went to their mother if Kate was there. ‘I feel like exploring round here.’

  They arranged to meet by the market and Kate watched them go off together, Sam holding Joyce’s hand and Daisy her father’s.

  Kate ambled through the cathedral close and across a main road into a maze of narrow streets as the old cracked bells of the cathedral dropped their dissonant litany into the cool late-afternoon
  air. For nearly an hour she wandered, utterly enchanted by the misshapen houses, the stone churches, the myriad antique shops and quaintly named pubs. She crossed and recrossed the river, looking
  at the boats and the old wharves rearing up on either side. In the event, she almost missed the little shop on the corner of two streets. What caught her eye was a striking, Egyptian-patterned
  plate in orange and black. Next to it in the window, a naked nymph held a lamp aloft.

  Kate peered through the hatched glass to see what else was there, remembering pictures from the book about the Bright Young Things she had been working on. She saw Clarice Cliff-style tea
  services and, ranged along the back wall, Art Deco wardrobes and dressing-tables. The whole shop specialized in art from the 1920s and 1930s.

  What drew her through the door was a small glass display case of jewellery. It contained a beautiful link bracelet, each black enamelled square bearing a delicate Russian pattern in red and
  gold, large plastic red earrings with geometric designs and chunky rings. And crammed into one corner like an afterthought was a large silver pendant, its chain balled up. The oval bore a moulded
  relief of a young girl with flowing hair. A dove had alighted on her raised palm. Studying it, Kate was struck by a teasing feeling that it was familiar. But she just couldn’t put her finger
  on why.

  When she pushed open the door a little bell rang, but for a moment nobody came. Then a door banged at the back of the shop and a tall young man eating an apple slipped in behind the counter. He
  smiled shyly. Kate moved over to the jewellery.

  ‘May I?’ she asked, and when the young man nodded, she reached into the back of the display case and picked up the pendant. It was a locket, the size of a fifty-pence piece, she saw,
  turning it over. No, half a locket. The remaining half displayed a washed-out photograph of a woman’s face. Such a shame the piece was broken – the hinge looked as though it had been
  ripped apart. Kate studied the front again and ran her thumb over the design. The girl was a little rough-hewn but something about her – her serenity, her affinity with the bird she had tamed
  – touched Kate. The thin chain was still perfect and the clasp good.

  Kate looked at the price tag – £25. It was broken, but very pretty. Suddenly she wanted it. It would be a present to herself. She always wore silver, it suited her Celtic colouring.
  Even her wedding ring was platinum rather than gold.

  ‘Do you know anything about this piece – its history, I mean?’ Kate asked the young man, who dropped the apple core in a bin and shook his head.

  ‘You’d have to ask my mum. I’m just minding the shop while she’s out,’ he said. ‘I can’t do bargaining, I’m not allowed. You have to pay the price
  it says.’

  Kate was ten minutes late already to meet the others near the market. She had to decide.

  ‘I’ll take it then,’ she said, and waited while he wrapped it up, inexpertly, in tissue.

  Kate couldn’t resist unwrapping the package as she went on her way. She slipped the locket quickly around her neck and tucked it under her shirt, where it felt cold and heavy against her
  skin. Trying to remember the young man’s directions, she crossed a main road and hurried on through a striking Art Nouveau shopping mall, its entrance framed by leaves and flowers in stained
  glass – and out to the bustling market square.
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  That night, in Paradise Cottage, under the sloped ceiling of Joyce’s second bedroom, Kate lay spooned with Simon in the mahogany boat bed and dreamed. In her dream it was
  a perfect summer’s day. She was walking down a path through an Italianate walled garden, a gentle breeze caressing her face. Before her was a gracious redbrick house with tall chimneys and
  wisteria blossoming rampantly round the walls. There must be three storeys – she could see the skylights in the attics. To the right was a conservatory. Inside, a grapevine in full leaf wound
  its way up one wall and across the ceiling. The French windows in the centre of the house were ajar, and as she walked up the four steps to the terrace she could see through them into the drawing
  room beyond, with its faded blue chairs, a polished grand piano, a great carved wooden mantel. She turned back to the garden and stood quietly, taking in the scents of the flowers, the statues, a
  little tinkling fountain. A distant skirling rose above the gentler notes of the garden birds – the cry of peacocks. As she waited – for what? – the light changed and the lovely
  sunny day folded into a deep evening gold. The sounds of the birds converged into one low, ringing note. The house was fading, everything was rushing past her . . . She felt a terrible pang of
  loss.

  Suddenly Kate was awake, the velvet darkness pressing on her face. It took her a moment or two to remember where she was. She lay there, listening to the creaks of the wooden beams and the
  pattering of rain on the roof, thinking about the dream. The beautiful house had seemed so familiar and dear as to feel like home. And yet, she was quite sure she had never been anywhere like it.
  Perhaps she had seen it in a picture or a film. Had some deeply embedded memory come to the fore because they’d been talking about houses? Perhaps her mind had put together some lovely
  peaceful ideal of home. Wishful dreaming.

  Kate tried to get to sleep again, but she was too wide awake now. After ten minutes of tossing and turning, she thought she’d visit the bathroom and eased herself out of bed so as not to
  disturb Simon. Her foot connected with a particularly boring manuscript she’d been reading the night before – something she was supposed to finish before Monday – and the pages
  sighed their way across the rug. A thin line under the door from the dimmed landing light guided her out.

  On the way back she slipped into the children’s room. They were sleeping peacefully, their faces golden in the soft light. Sam was as still and cherubic as a warm baby statue. Kate picked
  up Daisy’s toy dog, which had fallen on the floor, and tucked it back in the crook of the little girl’s arm. Daisy’s eyes opened for a moment, gazing unfocused as though seeing
  something in another world, then closed again. Kate stood watching them sleep. I love my children most when they’re asleep, she thought suddenly. Perhaps it’s because they look so
  innocent and vulnerable. They and Simon are my world, the most precious things in my life. How is it I can leave them every day? Kate sank down on the end of Sam’s bed. I don’t know if
  it’s the dream or something else that’s making me so tender, she thought, wiping her eyes. I cry so easily at nothing at the moment.

  She sat there for a while, wondering at the lovely house in her dream, turning over in her mind all the strands of her life, trying to untangle them, to imagine them woven into a new pattern.
  Finally, shivering with cold but strangely elated, she trailed back to the bedroom. As she felt her way back to the bed, her hand met the bedside cabinet and closed on something cold and hard. It
  was the locket. The oval fitted comfortably into her palm and she lay down with it under the duvet in the dark, running her fingers over its bumps and edges. Images of her children, the house and
  the locket went round and round in her head. What should they all do?

  ‘Simon?’ she whispered finally, hearing him sigh and wondering if he, like her, was lying awake.

  ‘Mmm?’

  ‘You know we’ve been talking about moving? I was wondering. I suppose we could get quite a big place here after London, couldn’t we?’

  ‘Mmmghhh,’ he muttered and began to snore lightly.

  Tomorrow, Kate decided, they’d go and look at some estate agents’ windows in Halesworth. After all, just looking couldn’t hurt.
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  When she came to pack up to go home late the next afternoon, Kate thrust the manuscript, unfinished, into Joyce’s recycling box, finding satisfaction in this pitiful
  gesture of rebellion. The locket she slipped into a small zip-up compartment of her holdall for safety. Then, as the waters of everyday life closed over her again, she forgot where she had put
  it.

  


  Chapter 3

  London, April 2003

  The first Sunday in April, five months later, the Hutchinson family were part of a crowd of spectators lining the banks of the Thames near Hammersmith Bridge. It was late
  afternoon, the day of the annual Oxford and Cambridge boat race, and the Longmans, friends of theirs whose house backed onto the towpath, had been hosting one of their famous parties.

  ‘Blimey, Kate! Sam’ll be in the river in a minute! Here, take Charlie.’ Laurence Longman thrust his own son at Kate, who spun on her heel in confusion to see four-year-old Sam,
  in full Spiderman regalia, wobbling his way along a willow branch out over the murky current. She dashed towards him, heart in mouth, but Laurence got there first. Stretching his lanky body across
  the length of the tree trunk, he dragged Sam back to safety.

  Kate crushed Sam to her, simultaneously gulping with the horror of what might have happened and dizzy with relief that it hadn’t.

  ‘I wanted to see! I can’t see the boats.’ Sam wriggled against his confinement.

  ‘Come on, I’ll lift you up – hold on tight!’ Kate gasped, hefting him onto her narrow shoulders with Laurence’s help. ‘Oof, I’ll have to stop feeding
  you.’

  ‘They’re coming,’ someone shouted, and Kate edged forward to look. There in the distance, through sparkling rainbows of spray, she could make out the shapes of the two boats,
  almost prow by prow, oars lifting and falling in regular rhythm. A gust of wind blew her hair in her eyes and made them water. Sam bounced up and down on her aching shoulders, pointing and
  squealing.

  ‘Cambridge are moving into the lead,’ remarked a middle-aged man with a radio to no one in particular. Kate watched them toil closer, the nearer boat definitely gaining the
  advantage.

  Sam was wriggling, so Kate helped him down and gripped the back of his costume as he strained towards the river.

  The bridge and the towpath were crowded with people of all descriptions, young City types in thick overcoats swilling champagne straight from the bottle, students making do with Fanta, families
  wrapped up against the fresh spring breeze. Kate caught Simon’s eye where he waited further down the bank. Daisy on his shoulders waved a dark blue flag – Kate couldn’t remember
  why they supported Oxford, but they always did. Had Laurence’s brother Ted been there? She smiled at Simon and he smiled back – a look of such complicity a rush of warmth spread through
  her. They had a secret and today they were going public.

  Every year, for the last five, they had come to Laurence and Liz’s Boat Race Special at their Edwardian house in Barnes, a good vantage point for the famous Surrey bend of the river. Race
  Day coincided more or less with Laurence’s birthday, and Liz, who loved big parties, invited a crazy mix of friends and acquaintances. Today there had been a slap-up buffet and sticky
  chocolate cake washed down with plenty of fizz before they had all filed through the little garden gate onto the wide muddy path to watch the race. Kate was struck by a sudden sad thought –
  this might be the last Boat Race party for her and Simon.

  ‘Cambridge will do it!’ said Radioman smugly as the boats toiled past, the wind carrying to them the angry barks of the coxes and the grunts of the rowers above the slap and splash
  of the oars. On, under the bridge. This bend was crucial to the result. ‘Rubbish, they are, Oxford.’

  ‘Can we go, can we go?’ Sam had lost interest now. Kate waved to Simon and followed her son back through the gate into the chattering throng of guests, where she shortly learned that
  Oxford had, in fact, won.
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  Half an hour later, Sam and Daisy safely ensconced in the playroom with Charlie and the Longmans’ twin daughters, Lily and Lottie, Kate went out into the garden to look
  for Liz.

  The numbers were thinning out now. Simon was talking to a woman in her late thirties Kate had been introduced to earlier, Meredith something or other, a tall, well-groomed blonde in a charcoal
  sheath dress – some American colleague Ted had in tow from his bank. Kate noticed with a mild flash of envy that she carried one of those embroidered Miu Miu bags recently featured in
  Desira, the fashion and lifestyle magazine which Liz edited and where Laurence was creative director.

  Seeing neither of her hosts, Kate went to the gate to check it was locked; after her scare with Sam earlier she wasn’t taking any chances. The key was safely turned so she wandered slowly
  back towards the house, unrolling the sleeves of her jacket against the sudden cold breeze.

  Deep in some anecdote, Simon didn’t notice her, and Kate played the old game of pretending she was seeing him as a stranger might, as she’d seen him that night ten years ago when
  they had first met.

  He really did look like Jude Law, she thought, not for the first time, admiring the animal grace of his gestures as he talked, an unlit French cigarette (who had he cadged that from, then?)
  caught between two fingers. OK, so his nose had a bump in it and his black cashmere sweater and elderly leather jacket were dotted with mud from Daisy’s shoes – there was nothing like
  the rosy filter of love. Though he hadn’t narrowed his blue eyes at his wife in quite such a seductive way for a long time. Meredith seemed utterly absorbed in what he was saying. Simon liked
  the company of women – he got on well with them. Indeed, it was one of the things that had first appealed to Kate about him, his ease and friendliness. She had always been quite shy with men,
  had never ‘set her cap’ at anyone in the way, so the story went, that Liz had with Laurence.

  That evening at her old schoolfriend Sarah’s engagement party, Kate had been standing on her own, wondering why she was the only one of their class whom Sarah seemed to have invited, when
  a passing stranger had jogged her arm, spilling champagne over her dress. The culprit had moved on, unnoticing. Instead it was Simon who, disengaging himself from a noisy group nearby, offered her
  a handkerchief, holding her glass whilst she mopped the damp patches, then fetched her a refill, all the while chatting in his shy manner, which turned out not to be true shyness at all, about
  schooldays and playing football with Sarah’s fiancé. As he talked, those half-narrowed blue eyes focused on Kate’s, moving to her mouth, and back again to her eyes. Then his
  fingers had accidentally brushed against hers as he’d lit her cigarette – they had all smoked occasionally then, before marriage and children – and a shock of desire had rushed
  through her.

  During the weeks that followed she realized that while he drew her out of herself and reassured her, in turn, she was a haven for him. Kate accepted him for himself, made no demands that he be
  anyone except himself. She remembered one conversation driving back from Suffolk after meeting his parents for the first time. She’d tentatively commented that he had not seemed entirely
  relaxed with them.

  ‘It’s Dad.’ Simon shrugged. ‘He’s always after me about something.’

  ‘He did seem anxious that you’re happy.’

  ‘Yes, but he wants me to be happy in his kind of way. He’s never got over me not doing medicine like him. My grades were never good enough. So then he was on about me having a
  profession – you know, law, accountancy or something, and I just went along with him, I suppose. Scraped into doing maths at university, had fun, got a reasonable degree. Then the City seemed
  the obvious thing. Dad was pleased, so that was good.’ Simon sighed. ‘But now he won’t let up till I get a partnership.’

  ‘I thought you liked your job, Simon.’

  ‘I like being part of a team, all that stuff, but I hate the pressure. And auditing is hardly exciting. I can’t stand the thought that I’ll be going through figures for the
  rest of my working life.’

  ‘But you don’t have to, do you?’

  ‘I don’t really have anything else I want to do, Kate. I’m not bad at it. I rub along all right with the people. And it keeps the old man off my back. Maybe I’ll make a
  million and retire at forty. Then see what else turns up.’ He smiled at her briefly with that lopsided smile that made her heart flip and squeezed her hand.

  As she looked at him now, Kate experienced the same tenderness she had felt in those faraway early days. Recently, there had been less of the passion, but was that surprising after eight years
  of marriage and the exhaustion of running fulltime jobs and two children? Well, now they had made their decision, perhaps they were embarking on a life where they would have more time for one
  another again . . .

  ‘You’re kidding!’ Ms Miu Miu’s husky laugh broke through Kate’s reverie. Simon half-turned, smiling at his own joke, the smile faltering when he saw Kate. He
  slipped the illicit cigarette into his pocket – does he think I’m going to tell him off, like his mother? thought Kate – and held out his hand, drawing her over.

  ‘You’ve met Kate, haven’t you, Meredith?’

  ‘Yeah, hiiii,’ the woman drawled, looking Kate up and down. Suddenly the chinos and jacket she thought she’d looked perfectly nice in that morning felt depressingly high street
  next to Meredith’s designer outfit. Kate fought desperately for something to say. She tried, ‘How long is it you’ve known Ted?’ but this only caused a frown of impatience to
  pass over Meredith’s perfect features.

  Just at that moment Liz appeared in the kitchen doorway, her shock of red curls escaping from their slide, her bracelets jangling, a tray of coffee in her hands. ‘Will one of you guys take
  this?’ she yelled. Ted, as lanky as his brother Laurence but more smartly dressed, broke away from a group of earnest fellow bankers, hurried over and relieved her of her burden. As he
  brought the tray round to offer Meredith coffee, he was nearly knocked flying by Sam.

  ‘Mummy, Daddy, Charlie did throw my mask and Daisy pushed me.’ Sam’s chubby face was streaked with tears. Simon knelt down and cuddled him. ‘Come up, Daddy. Tell them be
  good,’ Sam ordered, so Simon lifted him up, smiled apologetically at Meredith and Kate and went, Spiderman’s grubby arms tight round his neck. Meredith smiled politely at Kate, nodded
  and moved away to join the bankers.

  I’ve been dismissed, Kate thought, feeling put out. She turned away, only to meet Liz emerging again from the back door with another tray – just two mugs on it this time.

  ‘Now, darling, that’s everyone fed and watered and frankly I’m done in. Let’s take this and find a seat, shall we? I’m sorry, I haven’t talked to you all day
  – well, you know how it is with parties.’

  They sat down at a little garden table. Liz reached over a bejewelled hand and rubbed Kate’s arm. ‘What are you up to then, pussycat? You’ve been looking sort of faraway today.
  What mouse are you after?’

  They laughed at the old joke. Liz and Kate had known one another at York University, but Kate had always imagined she wasn’t extrovert enough for Liz, never appreciating that her tendency
  to daydream gave her a mysterious allure. It wasn’t until they met up again at the same antenatal classes in Hammersmith that their friendship had grown, over strenuous breathing exercises
  and bouts of helpless laughter at their ridiculous whale-like state.

  ‘If I’m a cat then you’re – I don’t know – a lioness or a bird of paradise,’ laughed Kate now, for Liz was exotic, larger than life with a voice that
  was made for hailing taxis. Some people were terrified of her. She often spoke out loud the thoughts they only dared think. But Kate had learned that this alarming characteristic was tempered by
  large doses of tactful good humour.

  As they drank their coffee Liz had constantly to disappear to say goodbye to people or sort out problems, and it was a while before they got back together again.

  As the last of the other guests filtered out, Simon joined the two of them and they sat round the table, jackets pulled tight against the early evening air. It was starting to get dark but the
  children didn’t mind. They shrieked and sang as they played on the little climbing frame, Kate getting up and down every now and then to rescue Sam or Charlie. Laurence emerged from the
  kitchen with a pot of tea and pulled up another chair. ‘Bit chilly out here now. Shall we get the kids in, in a moment?’

  Kate took a deep breath before there could be another interruption. ‘Wait. We’ve got something to tell you,’ she said, studying Liz and Laurence. She reached for Simon’s
  hand next to her. He clasped it hard.

  ‘You’re not in pig again, are you?’ gasped Liz. ‘I warn you, having three is no joke. You just can’t get round ‘em all. Look at my grey hair.’ She shook
  her perfectly red mane at an unsympathetic audience.

  ‘Liz, “in pig” is a revolting phrase.’ Kate laughed, though Sam and Daisy were a bit like roly-poly piglets sometimes. ‘And no, I’m not having another baby.
  It’s just, you know we were thinking about moving house? Well, we’ve decided—’

  ‘We’re moving out of London,’ Simon broke in. ‘We had the estate agents round yesterday. The house goes on the market at the end of the week.’

  There was silence, then a wail from Liz. ‘What do you mean, out of London? Where out of London?’

  Kate looked at Simon for encouragement. ‘Suffolk,’ she said, wincing at another wail from Liz.

  ‘Phew!’ Laurence stretched out his long body in the chair and clasped his hands behind his head. ‘That’s sudden. We thought you’d just come south of the river.
  Where in Suffolk?’

  Kate managed to get out, ‘Fernley. Halesworth. Where Simon’s mum lives.’

  ‘But that’s miles away,’ shrieked Liz. ‘Practically in the North Sea. You can’t do that!’

  ‘Didn’t we meet up with you there once?’ said Laurence. ‘Southwold, with the lighthouse in the town?’

  ‘That’s right,’ said Simon. ‘You borrowed that cottage, I remember. Yes, It’s near Southwold but not so touristy where Mother is – and the tourists only come
  in the summer anyway. The rest of the year it’s very wild. Halesworth’s a nice little place, and Norwich and Ipswich aren’t far.’

  ‘Kate, that’s awful. I mean why, for goodness sake?’

  Kate had braced herself for this reaction, but still the force of her friend’s distress cut through her. Liz was one of people she’d miss most.

  ‘We’re just tired of it all, Liz,’ she said quietly. ‘Of working all the time. Not seeing the children. Not seeing each other. Hearing the planes and the Fulham Palace
  Road practically going past our bedroom window all night.’

  ‘And it would be great to have a proper garden for the kids,’ Simon added.

  ‘But all your friends are here,’ Liz objected. ‘And what about the theatres, the exhibitions – everything, really? The country’s for holidays. Come on, you’re
  city people, like us.’

  ‘We’re not, actually, Liz. Simon was brought up in the country and I’ve lived all over the place. But the point is, we’re stretched to breaking point here. So we’ve
  decided, we don’t want to be part of the ratrace any more. We want to spend more time as a family. Surely you can see that.’

  ‘But why so far away? It’s so drastic.’

  ‘Liz, it’s Suffolk, not Mars,’ Simon joked.

  ‘What’ll you do about your work, Simon? You can still commute, can’t you?’ Laurence, as ever, was more phlegmatic.

  ‘I’ll take the train up from Diss,’ Simon said. ‘It’s very quick now – an hour and a half – and I can walk to the office from Liverpool Street.
  I’ve talked to Nigel, remember him?’ Nigel was a burly corporate financier who had come to supper once when Liz and Laurence were there, and he’d talked about share issues and the
  German Eurobond market all evening. Kate had practically slid under the table with boredom. ‘His wife Janice has left him, poor sod,’ (fed up with the German Eurobonds, Kate imagined)
  ‘so he’s rattling about in that big Docklands flat on his own. Says I can crash with him a night or two a week if the journey gets a bit much. And I can work on the train, of course.
  Take my laptop.’

  ‘But you’re going to look for something local, aren’t you?’ Kate prompted him. This was one of the areas she had worried about most in their plans. Simon seemed reluctant
  to commit himself to changing his working life in any way. She couldn’t blame him. Downsizing to finance-manager level in Suffolk would mean a big pay cut, to say nothing of the loss of his
  place on the ladder.

  ‘Once we’re settled, I can look around,’ was all he said now, drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair. ‘Kate’s got plans, haven’t you?’

  ‘Yes, when the children are used to it and we’ve got somewhere proper to live.’

  ‘Where are you going to live?’ asked Liz.

  ‘We don’t know yet,’ Kate admitted and Liz’s eyes widened. ‘We’ll look when we get there, but we’re going to stay with Simon’s mother for a
  bit.’ When they had broached their moving plans with Joyce she had insisted upon this. And she had adamantly refused the offer of rent, agreeing only to a regular contribution to the
  housekeeping.

  ‘Rather you than me,’ muttered Liz, darting little glances at Laurence, who pretended not to hear. Laurence’s mother was also a strong personality. Kate couldn’t imagine
  those two spending one night in the same house without fighting like a couple of tigresses. She was glad it wasn’t like that with her and Joyce.

  ‘We’ll be fine,’ she said now. ‘Joyce is happy to have us. There are only three bedrooms, but it’ll do us until we find somewhere of our own.’

  ‘We’ll miss you.’

  ‘We need a change, Liz, we really do.’ Kate fiddled with her half-empty cup and it tottered, spilling over the table. They watched it spread and drip through the slats. Laurence
  dropped a tea-towel on it. ‘Sorry. Typical. I’m getting so stressed with everything. It’s all right for you, you seem to feed off it, Liz – the pressure, I mean. But
  I’m different from you. I need a more peaceful life, time to think, watch the grass grow. I don’t know why I came to London in the first place really – just that everybody did,
  you know, and I followed the herd. Because I studied English then everyone said, “Yes, BBC, publishing, teaching, for you.” And the publicity secretary job was the one I happened to
  get. I just got on the treadmill and I’ve never got off. It’s been fun – I’ve loved it, don’t get me wrong. But I’ve got other skills, I know I have, and this
  will be a chance to find out what they are.’

  Kate gazed round at her audience. Liz was nodding her head, slowly. ‘Maybe I can train to be a teacher,’ she went on, ‘or I might turn out to be good at gardening or running a
  business. And I’ll make it fit in with the kids, this time.’ Explaining it all to them suddenly made it all seem real. Anything was possible. ‘And I can always do some freelance
  work for Jansen and Hicks to start off with, just to keep my hand in. Don’t want my little brain to rot, do I?’

  Liz smiled. ‘Maybe you can write something for the magazine,’ she suggested. ‘How about a column – Life Amongst the Turnips, with a shot of you in dungarees like
  Felicity Kendal in The Good Life?’

  ‘Oh shut up, you!’

  ‘I always wondered how they paid for everything, Tom and Barbara.’ Laurence said. ‘Didn’t have children to think of, I suppose. What are you doing about schools, by the
  way?’

  ‘We went round a couple when we stayed with my mother at half-term,’ Simon answered. ‘The village school at Fernley and the bigger one one at Halesworth can both shoehorn Daisy
  in for September, but Sam wouldn’t be able to start until Easter at Halesworth. Fernley primary school’s a bit small, but we loved it.’

  ‘It’s very sweet,’ Kate agreed. ‘Just eighty children, and it’s near Joyce and the teachers seem so committed. After that, the kids go to Halesworth for secondary
  school.’

  ‘The buildings are a bit crumbly, that’s the only thing I worry about,’ said Simon.

  ‘But Halesworth is further away and the other children there won’t be so local, Simon . . .’

  Kate caught Liz’s eye. Her friend looked as though she was about to say something, but stopped. ‘Yes, well,’ Kate went on, a little defensively, ‘we haven’t quite
  sorted out some of the details yet, but we’re getting there. I feel so much better about everything now we’ve decided to go. It’ll be a fresh start for us all. And it’ll
  help Joyce, too. She’s still so lonely without Simon’s dad.’

  ‘Funny reason to move, to make your mother-in-law happy.’

  ‘Oh, don’t twist things, Liz. Come on. It’ll be a new direction. And I can be with the children all the time. They’ll be brought up in the country. It’ll be
  fantastic. And we can get a lovely house, an old house with a big garden – think about it! And we could have animals. Joyce has got a dog – we could get one, too.’

  Daisy had wandered over and was leaning against her father’s knee. ‘And ponies. Dad, you said we could go riding or get a pony,’ she said excitedly.

  ‘Two ponies,’ Simon said wickedly, tweaking her hair. ‘And a Shetland for Granny.’ Daisy giggled at the thought of the dignified Joyce on a little fat Thelwell pony.

  ‘And you can all come and stay with us, can’t you?’ Kate squeezed Liz’s arm. ‘In our dream house.’

  But Liz wasn’t yet to be bought. ‘Have you told your parents yet?’

  Kate’s face went blank. ‘No,’ she said shortly. ‘They’re away in Spain. We’re seeing them next weekend. I’m simply dreading it.’

  


  Chapter 4

  ‘I don’t know which I fear more,’ Kate confessed to Simon, as they sat in a traffic jam the following Sunday, on their way to lunch with Kate’s parents
  in Surrey. ‘Them being really really upset that we’re moving so far away, depriving them of their grandchildren, or them being too wrapped up in themselves to care at all.’

  ‘Whatever, I just want to get this over with,’ grumbled Simon, who felt perpetually on edge in the company of his in-laws. ‘Sam, give Daisy back her toy, for goodness sake, and
  stop squabbling, you two,’ he shouted into the child-view mirror. Kate reached round to help restore property and peace. ‘Damn these roadworks.’ Simon smacked the steering wheel
  and, as if at a signal, the vehicles in front began slowly to move again.

  ‘At least when we get a place of our own it should be big enough for them to visit,’ said Kate, as the car gathered speed and made it through the workmen’s green light, just in
  time. ‘Maybe they’ll be more relaxed then. They could come for Christmas. Just think, real old-fashioned country Christmases in our country home!’

  ‘Yes, it’ll be their turn to sit in the motorway traffic,’ muttered Simon, but Kate pretended not to hear. Her mind was drifting back.

  ‘There’s no place like home.‘ Even nowadays, when she watched The Wizard of Oz with Sam and Daisy, snuggled up on the sofa, Kate always mouthed the words with Judy
  Garland, tears in her eyes, just as there had been when she first saw the film as a lonely twelve year old at boarding school.

  I’ve never really had a proper home, she thought to herself now. In truth, her family had always moved around. Her father had been in the army, stationed first in Hong Kong then, briefly,
  West Germany, before several stints in the Middle East sandwiched with short periods in the South of England. Sometimes they had lived in officers’ family accommodation, at other times, as in
  West Germany, the Carters had rented a furnished house near the barracks. In the Middle East, they had to live in a compound with the rest of the ex-pat families. Kate remembered always living with
  other people’s furniture, other people’s choice of décor. Often, her mother did not bother to unpack all their toys, ornaments and books – all the personal things that made
  a house into a home. What was the point? It would all have to be packed up again before too long so they could move on to the next place.

  At one stage, during a visit back to England, her parents had bought a house in Kent as an investment and to make sure they had somewhere to call home when Major Carter’s career in the
  forces was over. They rarely lived in this Sevenoaks house during subsequent visits, because it was leased out to tenants most of the time.

  At the age of eleven, Kate and her thirteen-year-old sister Nicola were dispatched to boarding school in Sussex, usually flying out to join their parents in the holidays, wherever they were, and
  spending many half-terms or the occasional free weekend with their paternal grandmother in her small terraced house in Hastings. The girls had loved those brief holidays by the seaside. Old Mrs
  Carter, their only surviving grandparent, had been ailing even then, but she was warm and caring, especially towards Kate, and she wrote regularly to the girls at school and sent them little
  presents. She had died just before Kate met Simon and Kate still missed her.

  Major Carter retired from active service in 1984, when the girls were eighteen and sixteen and he still had a good ten years’ working life in him. Nicola went off to Cambridge. The
  girls’ holidays were now spent in the Sevenoaks house, which badly needed renovation after years of tenants had made their mark, and Desmond Carter got on the train to London every weekday
  morning to go to a desk job in the Ministry of Defence. His particular experience in the Middle East made him a valuable consultant and he quickly became absorbed in his job, often working long
  hours. But then came the tragedy of Nicola’s death and everybody’s life was turned upside down. It wasn’t long afterwards that the Carters sold the Sevenoaks house they had waited
  so many years to call home but which was now tainted with tragedy. It was while they were packing up to move that Kate’s father drove her up to York where, still dazed with grief, she was due
  to read English at university. Never again did she call her parents’ house ‘home’.
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  Simon had turned off the main road now and they were following a winding back route that took them to Epsom High Street, then up a long hill lined with large detached houses to
  the Downs.

  Barbara and Desmond Carter now lived in a Charles Church mock-Tudor development by Epsom Downs station. One of the three spare bedrooms stood cold and empty, the second, the guest room, briefly
  Kate’s bedroom during holidays from university, was hardly used. The boxroom held Des’s golf clubs, his regimental memorabilia and his car magazines, none of which Barbara liked
  cluttering up downstairs.

  The car slowed down as they passed the golf course where Desmond played regularly. Barbara kept herself to herself, walking the couple’s two miniature long-haired daschunds on the Downs,
  playing the occasional hand of bridge with some other forces wives locally and driving into Epsom when she fancied a wander round the shopping centre or a visit to the hairdresser. To Kate it
  seemed an immensely depressing life, but she recognized it was all her parents, still bound up with grief, seemed able to manage.

  Simon swung the car into the Carters’ housing estate. They were twenty minutes late and Kate felt the usual miasma of misery descend. They passed a dozen ideal homes with immaculate front
  gardens, the dads washing their cars or tending the lawns and, as the Hutchinsons’ Audi rolled onto the drive beside the Carters’ polished black Rover, Kate saw Barbara’s pale
  face waiting anxiously at the window, saw her turn to call Desmond, and the front door open. The family marched up the path with red tulips standing to attention on either side.

  ‘You were late. We were starting to worry,’ said Desmond as he unlocked the drinks cabinet. In the sparsely furnished living room, where Desmond waged perpetual battle against dog
  hair, the grown-ups perched on the stiff-backed suite and sipped at little glasses of sherry. Major Carter watched his wife anxiously as, having drunk her sherry in two mouthfuls, she wandered over
  for a replenishment.

  Sam and Daisy had retreated to one corner, by the upright piano that Kate and Nicola used to play, but which was never opened now, the dogs to another. The children were nervous of the snapping
  tendencies of Ringo and Benjy, who in turn, disliked the sudden, unpredictable movements of young children. There was nothing to play with at the Carters’ house, so Kate had brought a couple
  of boxes of toys and games to keep the children amused.

  ‘I’d better see to the chicken,’ said Barbara, gulping down her second sherry. Her husband eased the glass out of her hand as she got up. Kate followed her into the
  kitchen.

  ‘I just got one of those ready-stuffed ones from Sainsbury’s,’ said Barbara, a touch too brightly. ‘They seem to be all right. There are some roast potatoes in the top
  drawer of the freezer. Oh, and some peas somewhere. I can’t . . .’ She stopped, looking confused.

  ‘I’m sure it will all be fine, Mum,’ Kate said, tying a plastic apron over her skirt and blouse and setting about the task of Sunday lunch. Her mother leaned against the
  cabinets, playing with her necklace and looking lost and faraway. Kate noticed a cut-glass tumbler over by the sink and wondered whether, if she picked it up, it would smell of gin.

  I’ll wait till lunch is over before I say anything about our plans, she decided. Instead, in between shoving a tray of frozen potatoes in the oven, whisking up a packet of bread sauce and
  unwrapping the supermarket apple crumble waiting on the side, she asked her mother whether she was sleeping any better, about Desmond’s back trouble and how his sister Maggie seemed when she
  came last week.

  Barbara, small, thin, but still elegant, her chin-length hair expertly tinted and coiffed in the 1960s ends-turned-out style that she’d always worn, politely answered each question in a
  toneless voice, only showing some animation when telling Kate about the problem of Travellers camping on the Downs. It was a relief when they could all move into the dining room and watch Desmond
  carefully carve the chicken.

  ‘How’s the house then?’ Desmond asked Simon as he lowered himself into his chair, unfurled his cloth napkin, and gave the signal to eat. ‘All shipshape?’ Desmond
  always asked his son-in-law this question but today, instead of the usual, ‘Fine, actually, Desmond. We had the gutters cleaned last week but the porch needs retiling,’ Simon looked
  over at Kate, who was cutting up Sam’s meat, and nodded, raising his eyebrows.

  Kate put down her knife and fork and took a deep breath. ‘We’re planning to move, actually, Dad.’ She looked anxiously at her mother, who had been picking at a potato with her
  fork and glancing at Daisy, as if trying to think of something to ask the little girl. Barbara looked up at Kate, her face suddenly full of alarm.

  Kate went on to explain that they were moving to Suffolk. Her father looked puzzled for a moment, then nodded. ‘Nice part of the world, if I remember. But what d’you want to go there
  for?’

  Kate stabbed at a piece of chicken and summoned the courage to continue. ‘Simon’s mother lives there. She’s got a cottage large enough for us to stay in while we look for
  somewhere of our own. Simon will still work in the City but look for something nearby. It would be a new start for us, and it would help Joyce now she’s on her own. You remember we thought
  she might have had a small stroke last year? She’s recovered completely, but Simon would like to be nearby in case anything happens.’

  In fact, Simon had never said anything about being anxious for Joyce’s health, but Kate instinctively felt that her parents would be reassured by being given a practical reason rather than
  any heavy emotional language about needing somewhere to call home or having more precious time with the children. Kate’s parents didn’t do emotion. They didn’t really do children
  either, and Kate had always been determined to bring up her children completely differently from the way she and Nicola had been raised.

  ‘I don’t know why you protect them so much,’ said Simon once when her mother had forgotten Daisy’s birthday for the second year running, despite Kate having reminded her
  twice. ‘They were terrible parents. They should never have had children. And now they’re hopeless grandparents.’

  ‘But they’re so vulnerable, Simon. They’ve been hurt by everything – losing Nicola, Mum’s problems. It would be like kicking them in the teeth to criticize
  them.’

  ‘Yeah, I know, but I hate seeing you tie yourself up in nervous knots trying to defend them. Oh, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t complain. After all, Dad could be pretty annoying
  sometimes with his lecturing.’

  The time her parents’ remoteness had come home to Kate hardest of all had been when Daisy was born. Joyce had immediately got the next train from Diss, her bags full of newly knitted
  cardigans, bootees and little hats, and had bedded down in the Hutchinsons’ house for a fortnight, directing operations with Simon fetching and carrying while Kate struggled to tend to the
  needs of a tiny baby who wouldn’t suck. Desmond and Barbara visited twice during this period, staying precisely one hour each time. The second time, towards the end of the visit, Barbara had
  inexplicably burst into tears. Desmond, his own eyes rheumy, whispered stiffly to Kate that ‘the old girl’ found the baby brought back difficult memories and gently steered Barbara out
  of the front door. That time, Kate had cried herself into such a state that Simon, alarmed, called the doctor.

  After the metallic-tasting apple crumble, the adults cleared the table and Desmond banged about in the kitchen, inexpertly loading the dishwasher and making a pot of tea. Her mother had vanished
  somewhere and Kate went into the living room where Simon was on the floor preventing violence breaking out over Snakes and Ladders. She sat down next to the mahogany bookcase, with its ranks of
  photographs. There was a single picture of Daisy and Sam taken by her friend Claire the summer before, and a small wedding portrait of Kate and Simon. But the other dozen photographs, not to
  mention the three framed enlargements on the wall above the piano, were all of the same girl, a pretty, laughing, blue-eyed brunette – a little like Kate but not Kate. There she was, full of
  life, her sister Nicola – as a jolly sun-hatted baby sitting in her pram, playing in a sandpit at three, in school uniform with a thick navy Alice band at twelve, in a white confirmation
  dress at fourteen, gorgeous in midnight-blue taffeta at nineteen . . . when the photographs stopped.

  As familiar as the pain from an old war wound came that double stab of jealousy and guilt. Jealousy that her parents’ attention was still, after all these years, focused on Nicola. Guilt
  that it was Nicola who had died, not Kate. Nicola, whom Kate still firmly believed, everyone had loved best.

  When she and her sister were very young, they had had a series of nannies, mostly local women with little English, in whichever country the Carters were living in at the time. The girls only saw
  their parents for a small part of every day. Barbara, nervous when handling small children, usually found some secretarial or voluntary work deliberately, to take her out of the house, and then
  there was a range of mess events and bridge parties in the evenings.
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