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For my mum, in her ninetieth year.

For the home cooking, for the warmth

and love she gave me, for the fun times

we’ve shared and for the memories of a

lovely, safe, happy childhood.






‘There is nothing stronger than a broken woman who has rebuilt herself’

HANNAH GADSBY








Eleanor

If you are reading this, then I am gone and you will probably be wondering why I have done what I have.

I need to explain everything, I owe you that.

I will entrust the delivery of this letter to Sally. I will stress that it is for your eyes only and I hope that curiosity will not overcome her. That would be a great shame because I have to write the truth, all of it and I can only guess at her reaction.

I have had a lot of time on my hands in widowhood to reflect and I have learned so much about myself from doing that. I never realised I had a conscience, but I suppose I must have to feel compelled to write this. Whether that is a blessing or a curse, I have no idea. It feels like neither.

Why now, you might ask, after all these years? Because I am frightened. Not of death – it will visit us all. But of meeting my maker with a heart burdened with so many unsaid words. I have had a warning that our meeting is closer than I anticipated and so it is imperative I act before it is too late. I must be at peace.

Daughter, you must believe me when I tell you that I have tried over the years to feel like ‘normal’ people but it will come as no surprise to hear that outside your father, I am incapable of love…






Chapter 1

The girl they all knew as Mai walked down the stairs with her rucksack, carrier bag and pet transporter. There was a crescent of women waiting there, in various stages of upset ranging from silence to crying.

‘Aw, no,’ she said. ‘I wanted to slip away quietly.’

‘Not from us lot you’re not,’ said Denise, her boss of seven years, but also so much more.

‘We’ll miss you, Mai,’ said Velvet, one of her colleagues, tall, stunning, black with long blue hair, handing her a card in an envelope. ‘We’ve all written on it.’

She opened it. There was a daiquiri cocktail on the front with a dodgy-looking half a banana stuck on the rim of the glass, two cherries at its base. It looked very genitalia-esque; deliberately, she thought.

‘Will you come back and visit?’ said Shirley. ‘Or at least Zoom us?’

‘I wish I could do my bloody job by Zoom,’ said the redhead, Ginger, at the side of her which set off a ripple of laughter.

‘You remember us with smiles,’ said Velvet. ‘That’s all we ask. Come here, you.’

She was passed from one to another, squashed, hugged, kissed, an assault of perfumes, every one as sweet as the next. Then she picked up her pet basket and Denise poked her fingers through the front grid to touch the large brindle rabbit sitting inside it. ‘Goodbye John Abruzzi. Don’t you forget your Auntie Denise, you know, the one that gave you all her best carrots.’ She made a face. ‘He’s got his back to me, I’m talking to his arse. Which is typical working in this place because all I do is talk to people’s arses.’

She and Mai walked outside slowly, as if delaying the goodbye, then sat on the wall waiting for the taxi which was on its way, according to the phone app.

‘I’m glad to get rid of you. I thought you’d never go,’ said Denise.

‘You should have said before,’ came the reply.

‘You know what I mean. I’ve been waiting since you landed for you to tell me you were moving on.’

Mai smiled. ‘I’ve been thinking for a long time what I should do with my life and now I have plans.’

‘Finally,’ said Denise, raising her hands to heaven in grateful thanks. ‘But promise me that you’ll go and make it up with your mum.’ Her tone was soft, because she wasn’t one to give lectures.

Mai made no comment on that; there was no point. Denise had a planetsworth of life experience packed inside her, but it was beyond her comprehension to accept that any relationship between a mother and her child could not be salvaged. Plus it was too late for that now, but she hadn’t said as much.

Denise took the tall, reed-thin woman’s face in her soft, fat hands.

‘Think of us occasionally, like Velvet said, my little Mai Tai.’

She smiled, looking far younger than her seventy years, partly helped by a recent facelift, a top-up of Botox and foundation applied as thickly as cement.

‘Of course I will.’

‘But don’t look back too much. The past is the past for a reason.’ Denise shoved a small roll of money fastened with an elastic band into her hand, and overrode the protest. ‘It’s for the train.’

‘I could buy a blinking train with this wad.’

‘Don’t be cheeky.’

‘Thank you, Denise. For everything.’

A car with ‘Steel Taxis’ emblazoned on its side rounded the corner.

Denise batted away the emotion that was filling the air between them. ‘I’m not sure if I should be thanking you though. Giving that lot ideas. Go on, get your taxi and good luck. I hope you make it happen; if you can’t, no one can.’ Her voice was gruff but there was a telling break in it, not that she’d ever admit to being upset. The line between her work and personal life was bold and definite and yet this beautiful young woman had managed to bridge it. She hated that she’d miss her, but she really had better not come back.

‘Mai’ had never belonged here; but she’d belonged here more than she’d ever belonged anywhere, which said it all. Denise hoped this was her finally finding the place that fitted her. She waved once, turned, and went back inside.






Chapter 2

Jolene hadn’t smoked for years but the yearning came on her as soon as she’d walked into her mother’s house. She’d last been here only the previous week and yet the house seemed to have aged abruptly since then. She’d noticed the faint smell of old damp before, but now it whacked into her olfactory nerve as soon as she’d closed the front door behind her. It seemed to smell of abandonment as well as age, tempered with a little sadness. It might sound bonkers had she told anyone this of course, but she’d always felt that this house had the architectural equivalent of a soul, and as such she’d wished better for it than to have the Vamplews as its inhabitants.

It was a good job she didn’t have a packet of twenty in her bag because she would have chain-smoked the lot. And done it in her mother’s parlour just because she could, in a blatant act of defiance. Funny how those closest to you could stir up such polarised emotions. Past and present.

The house was eerily silent, apart from the slow tock tock of the grandmother clock on the wall marking the time. She hadn’t appreciated how much the atmosphere of a house absorbed the essence of people who lived in it until she’d moved into Warren’s new-build home on the outskirts of Leeds, ten years ago, just before they married. There were no layers of lives lived within its walls, no depth or dimension to the flat, bland air. Warren was the first person to press himself into it, like a weak watermark, to be added to by her and those who came afterwards. It had two hundred years to catch up on all that Fox House had slyly stolen from its residents.

The Vamplew family home had three floors, six bedrooms, a magnificent dining room and four reception rooms – one of which had been utilised as a study, another as a lady’s parlour. The ceilings were high, the period features intact; previous owners had not sought to rip off the dado and picture rails, chip off the cornices and ceiling roses, tear out the elegant fireplaces. She knew that her mother had decided to buy this house as soon as she saw the staircase, an elegant curl and sweep of wood. She had to own it. But that was her mother all over, coveting things for the sake of it. Once she had them, her job was done, her passion for them sated then withered to nothing, which explained much. Probably why the lovely staircase was the most neglected part of the house now.

The most cherished was the study where the ever-present cigar smoke had lingered for months after Julian Vamplew’s death, as if the aroma had become every bit a physical characteristic of the room as his burr walnut partner’s desk, the massive antique glass cabinets and his bookshelves crammed with textbooks. It had eventually faded away, although her mother had reported that sometimes, when she went in there, it seemed to her as strong as it ever was. She said she found that manifestation of her husband’s presence comforting. Jolene suspected it was more imagination or hope on her mother’s part but if it brought her comfort, who was she to argue against her fancies?

Jolene had been crying for hours now and was amazed she had sufficient moisture in her system to produce as many tears as she had. Her only explanation was that maybe she’d been storing it up, like a squirrel storing nuts for hibernation, because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried real tears; she tended to cry inside, implode rather than expode. But now, her cheeks were raw from salt burn and sore from tissue wipes and the worst of it was she didn’t know if she was crying for the mother she had, or for the one she wished she’d had but never did.

Glenda, the cleaner, had been very recently because the kitchen of Fox House was immaculate enough to be photographed for a glossy magazine; even the silver kettle shone like a mirror. Jolene filled it up and switched it on. She took from the cupboard the mug with the poppies on it, the one she always used when she came here. It was part of a set of four that Sally next door had bought as a present. Only this last one remained: her mother thought they were tacky and said she’d been glad when they’d been broken.

Jolene had slammed that same mug down on the table last Tuesday and stomped out, intending not to come back for a long time. Her mother had a gift for saying words that acted like a needle pushed under the skin, bang-centre into the heart of a nerve.

‘Things that don’t bend tend to break, Jolene. Maybe you need to give Warren a little… space.’

There was only one interpretation of ‘space’ from the way she’d said it. That was so rich coming from someone who would have clawed out her husband’s eyes if he’d asked for some space. She shouldn’t have asked for her mother’s opinion; that just revealed her desperation and really – what else did she expect? She’d been more angry at herself for being so stupid and opening up to her than for the useless advice she received. She’d overreacted in her response, boiled over for the first time ever, asking her what on earth she could possibly know about this sort of problem, then stormed off and had not been in touch since – and now that could never be repaired. Jolene had held her mother’s chilled, dead hand in the hospital and sobbed a rain of apologies, but it didn’t count when they were neither heard nor accepted. She might as well have been railing at the moon, which she’d done enough times by now to know how ineffective that was.

She was an orphan: the realisation hit her hard, like a slap. There had been a girl at school who was an orphan; her parents had both died in a car crash when she was seven and the word ‘orphan’ was rightly applied to her because she was a child, not a peri-menopausal woman with the first showings of permanent frown lines between her brows. She was in a void at present, even more so than usual because emotions were never good go-to places for her these days. She had the sudden urge to run through the rooms until she found her mum and could bury her face into her dress, feel herself pulled into a warm, Calèche-perfumed embrace. Not this mother who had just passed, but the warm and pliant one that Eleanor Vamplew had once been, before her sisters had come along, when Jolene had her all to herself. She had changed along the road, hardened, like the objects which hung in the petrifying well near Mother Shipton’s cave. Once soft teddy bears, now stone. A double knock-on effect of drip-drip deposition and evaporation, although Jolene had never been able to pinpoint what process her mother had undergone to calcify her.

Jolene’s text alert went off: Marsha, her younger sister.


I’ve finally got a flight. I’ll keep you posted. ETA Thursday early morning.



None of that kiss nonsense at the end.

They were strangers more than sisters – all three of them, the seven-year gaps between each birth gaping like a grand canyon, although she and Marsha were positively conjoined twins compared to how they both were in relation to Annis, the baby of the family. The spoilt and beautiful one, the renegade. There would be no text from her saying she was on her way. If she hadn’t been there when their father had been desperately ill and died, she certainly wouldn’t turn up for her mother. She hadn’t been at their father’s funeral, not even as a shadowy anonymous figure at the back, hiding under a black veil. Odd, that, because up to the point she had buggered off, aged sixteen, on the coldest night of the year, she’d been the daddy’s girl of all daddies’ girls. He didn’t have favourites, he’d say, but nevertheless he had bestowed the crown on Annis’s head without her even trying that hard for it.

Jolene sat at the table cradling the poppy mug. She was bone-deep frozen, but then this house never seemed to retain any warmth at all, though they’d got used to that when they were kids. Even if some had built up from the central heating chugging out its best, open a door for a second and it ran out as if chased by a serial killer.

Her ear flagged a noise, metal grating against metal and her nerves twanged. When she’d lived here as a child she never thought twice about all the noises this old house made, they just were: the cracks during the night as wood expanded or contracted; the bathroom door shifting in its frame as a rogue draught toyed with it. Marsha was convinced she’d seen a ghost once, an old lady sitting on the chair in the corner of her room and smiling at her. The fact that she, the most sensitive of them all, hadn’t run out screaming onto the landing would intimate that it was a lie, although Marsha had argued it was because she wasn’t scared at all, even though the temperature of the room had dipped so much she said she could see plumes of her own breath in the dark.

The noise again: someone was trying to get in using a key, but Jolene’s own key in the hole was stopping them. Jolene headed quickly down the hallway and snatched open the front door to find their neighbour Sally Lunn there, key in hand ready to attempt entry again. Sally made a squeaky noise of shock and patted her chest as if steadying her heart rhythm.

‘Oh, Jolene, I didn’t know anyone was in. I’m sorry, I should have knocked. I didn’t see a car.’

Jolene hadn’t seen her close up for a few years. She’d aged a lot. Her hair, once a Lego helmet of brown, was now an unbrushed frizz of white and her slight frame was even smaller. She looked not unlike a fresh chick that had fallen out of its nest.

‘I parked at the side,’ replied Jolene. Force of habit. Her mother didn’t like to look out of the window and see cars in the front.

Jolene knew Sally had a key in case of an emergency, but she did wonder why she was trying to get into the house now.

‘Is there something you want, Sally?’ she asked.

‘No, no… I, er… just wanted to pop in and see that all the plugs were out and… everything was okay.’

It was what Sally would do, Jolene knew.

‘Do you want to come in?’ she asked.

‘Yes, yes I will, please but I can’t stay long because of Norman,’ Sally twittered, stepping over the threshold as if it was an honour to be asked. If she’d been wearing a cap, she would have doffed it.

Jolene’s one abiding memory of Norman Lunn was of him trying to stem the blood from his nose, of it dripping off his chin onto his pale green Bri-Nylon shirt, a froth of grey hair visible on his chest where the top two buttons were undone. Crazy what unimportant details the brain remembered when it could have retained things of much more value. He had dementia now, so her mother had told her. He was a shadow of a shadow of his former self, which was quite an achievement seeing as he had only ever been a shadow of a self in the first place.

‘I’m so sorry about your mum, Jolene. I haven’t stopped crying. We were friends for a long time. Since she moved here, in fact. Forty-one years ago. We hit it off from the start.’ Sally smiled fondly; her small eyes were like grey glass, full of tears like clouds full of rain. Even after such a long association, Sally hadn’t worked out that they were never friends. She was useful, convenient. Eleanor Vamplew would have considered Sally Lunn as a sort of confidante lady’s maid at best, one who might have been under the illusion she was more but division of class would have always made that impossible.

‘You were just a little tot then,’ Sally went on, now having to bend her head right back to look at Eleanor’s oldest daughter’s face.

Jolene vaguely remembered living at another house before this one, a much smaller building and less grand. Her mother had inherited her namesake’s fortune which had enabled her to buy Fox House, but she had alienated her family in the process. Not a great loss by all accounts.

‘Thank you for all you did for her, Sally. We’re very grateful to you.’

‘Did they say what it was that… took her away?’

‘No,’ said Jolene. She couldn’t remember what they’d said at the hospital, there had been too much to take in.

‘I told the ambulancemen everything. I’m sure her face had dropped a bit on one side, as if she’d had a stroke.’

‘Like I said, Sally, I don’t know.’

There were questions crowded behind a door in Jolene’s head but if she opened it too soon, they’d drown her. They’d wait, the answers couldn’t alter anything now.

‘You’ll have a lot to do. So much paperwork. If you wanted any help, you just have to ask. I had to do it all for Norman’s parents so I’m a dab hand at the formalities.’

‘Thank you, Sally, but we’ll manage between us.’

‘I’m not sure if you know where your mother kept her documents and… things,’ said Sally, smoothing down the front of her checked nylon tabard. It was hard to think of Sally Lunn without one of her tabards. Jolene had a stray thought about the pink one she’d had on the day when her husband’s nose had splattered blood over everything within a half a mile radius; she wondered if she’d ever managed to get the stains out of it.

‘She has a file in the parlour in a cupboard, I know,’ said Jolene.

‘Her new will isn’t in there though. You’ll need to contact Wragg and Cripwell. The Regent Street branch. They came out to the house to do it for her just after Easter.’

‘Oh.’ Jolene hadn’t even thought about wills yet. It didn’t seem decent to. But still, the fact that her mother had revised her will was a small shock. And at Easter, when she’d had that small health niggle but refused to go to the doctor.

‘The will has all her requirements for her funeral listed.’ Sally sounded quite anxious now, like someone who had no place to insist on something, insisting all the same. ‘She told me to stress, when the time came, that her instructions should be followed to the letter.’

‘They will be, don’t you worry,’ Jolene nodded. She expected nothing less of her mother, who made control freaks seem anarchic.

‘I don’t know what… what’s in her will. Just that she told me to make sure I said all this to you,’ Sally twittered on.

Jolene didn’t really need this now. Her mother had died only hours before and her head was cabbaged. She needed some sleep before even thinking about what came next.

Sally’s pocket made a buzzing noise. She reached into it and pulled out a phone.

‘Sorry, I have to go, Norman’s stirring. I have a camera on my phone that alerts me when it detects movement.’

‘How is he?’ asked Jolene, a polite ask.

‘Oh, you know, good and bad bits, like the curate’s egg,’ said Sally with a small flash of smile. ‘Not great at the moment if I’m being honest, but I couldn’t put him in a home so’ – she threw her hands up in the air – ‘what can you do but carry on carrying on?’

‘I’ll take the key back now,’ said Jolene at the door, smilingly insistent. ‘I don’t suppose you’ll have need of it any more.’

‘Oh,’ said Sally. ‘I, er…’ She failed to finish the sentence and sighed as if forced to give up something precious. She wrestled it off her keyring and dropped it into Jolene’s waiting hand from a height that suggested pique.

‘Eleanor promised me her locket. I’m sorry to have to mention it now, but I would like it. Something of hers. If not that, just something else that I could wear. I don’t mean to be pushy, but she did say—’

‘I’ll look it out for you,’ said Jolene, a wave of weariness washing over her. She would have promised Sally the sitting-room carpet if it meant she left. A little of Mrs Lunn was always enough, especially today.

‘Thank you,’ said Sally and hurried off in that strange skittering way of hers.

Her father used to call Sally Lunn ‘the mouse next door’. He would laugh and say no one with the same name as a bun could be taken seriously and they’d all laugh with him at that. There was a steely determination disguised in all that timidity, though, thought Jolene. In fact, Sally Lunn with her meek, mousy ways had to be built of rock to survive what she had.

Jolene closed the door, locked and bolted it and made straight for the staircase. She needed to sleep, she was exhausted. She never slept well when her husband Warren was away, and only marginally better when he wasn’t. It was just after seven a.m., 9 August, which would be forever ingrained now in her memory as the day when her mother died, sitting there beside 30 November, the day when her father breathed his last. Coincidentally the exact date when Annis Vamplew had walked out of the house eight years before and never returned.






Chapter 3

Marsha took a sharp right and pulled into the large drive in front of Fox House. She’d last been here three weeks ago. A duty visit; they always were, she didn’t get any pleasure from them and she was pretty sure the same was true for her mother, who seemed to endure her presence as she would endure a persistent ache. She couldn’t even remember what they talked about, not much probably – banalities as per usual, long silences punctuated with comments about the garden, bridge club, neighbours, world news. This family wouldn’t have won any prizes for its common ground.

She parked her red Mercedes next to her sister’s sleek blue Jaguar in the front drive. Hadn’t they done well for themselves, the Vamplew girls, driving such cars, Marsha imagined Sally Lunn next door saying aloud to Norman, because there was nothing surer than that she’d be glued to the window, spying on any comings and goings from behind that net – the neighbourhood witch, one of their father’s nicknames for her; he had quite a few. It had always been her hobby, being a nosy cow. Shame she hadn’t been so observant about what was happening under her nose though until it was so rudely pointed out to her. Marsha’s shoulders gave an involuntary shudder. Of all the memories she had of her childhood, that one was as sharp and bright and multicoloured as it was possible to get. The pink tutu-like swimsuit with the flounce which someone had bought for teeny Annis; the fierce, bright sunshine, the smell of newly mown grass; the buns with the icing and Jelly Tots topping, the paddling pool with the sun-warmed water.

She got out of the car and the heat of the day hit her after the coolness of the air conditioning. She zapped the lock and walked towards the house. It was by far the grandest structure in the area. Move it from its midway position between Penistone and Barnsley and transplant it in the Home Counties and it would be worth at least a few million pounds more.

There were fourteen houses on the avenue, each one different from the next, a hotch potch of architecture but it was the solid, stone Fox House that was its oldest inhabitant – and king, looking as if it had been there forever and would stay there for even longer. Behind the high brick walls and black iron gates which were almost always open, was a large gravel parking space, enough for ten cars easily, flanked by lawn and rose beds. The house itself had a wide frontage with a huge central stone porch and two massive west-facing bay windows at either side of it which served to let light pour into their father’s office and the dining room in the afternoons. There were five large sash windows on the first floor, three of them serving the master suite alone.

Once upon a time there had only been four houses on the street, all with a mass of land that had been carved up and sold off over the last hundred years. The other three were long gone; the Lunns’ detached house next door was now the second oldest, designed in the 1930s by an architect with an apparent aversion to windows. The result was that the rooms, even the south-facing ones, were dark. The gardens belonging to the houses on this side of the avenue were enormous, stretching right down to Maltstone Beck and the railway line; they were much smaller and more manageable on the other side.

Fox House looked different in every season. Prettiest in spring, Marsha thought, with the crowded borders of snowdrops, daffodils, hyacinths and crocuses, artfully planted not to look too arranged. They’d employed gardeners to do the lawn and the bulk of the weeding, but it had been her mother, until the arthritis in her hands had prevented her from doing so, who dead-headed the roses, grew the seedlings, nurtured the exotics in the greenhouse. She’d given her moonflowers and sapphire orchids the sort of intense attention she’d never given to people.

Now in high summer, the house looked stunning, like a jewel set in a verdant mount, the lawns so lush and green they’d acquired an almost artificial colour. There wasn’t a dandelion allowed to push out of the ground without an immediate death sentence being imposed on it. The gardener was good, she had to say.

She saw a figure in the window and waved; it waved back. She hadn’t seen her sister since Christmas and that was more or less in passing. She envied people who said they were going out shopping with their sister or taking a family trip with their sister and mother – all girls together. It was part of the reason why her maternal button had never been pressed, in case she had a family that ended up like the Vamplews: dried crumbs that would not bind, however much they were pressed together.

She twisted the octagonal iron doorknob that she could barely grip in her small hand and pushed open the heavy front door that was so much bigger than normal doors. Everything about Fox House was bigger, though – the widths and lengths and heights, as if it had been built on a larger scale for a giant. It was the sort of house that occupants moved on from but looked back on with fondness. Well, maybe previous occupants because Marsha had very few happy memories of the years she’d lived here. She’d been eleven when Jolene left home and she hadn’t really known her enough to miss her. If anything, she was excited because it meant she might eventually have her older sister’s bedroom with its two large windows framing the view of the back garden like a matching pair of pictures. She herself had left eight years later, gone off to London to lose herself in people and noise and anything that distracted her. She’d felt the pull to return here only to see her father. When he died, that pull died with him.

She called Jolene’s name.

‘In the kitchen,’ came the reply.

The hallway was long, a worn carpet runner lying over the dark wooden floorboards that were smooth and ridiculously slippy without it. She remembered them rolling it up once and she and Jolene sliding and skidding, having a ball, until she went thudding into the wall and gave herself an egg-bump on the head. She remembered Jolene pressing a cold cloth to it, trying to push it down as if it were a big button before their mother got home. She remembered running to her mother crying, hoping for a cuddle and being told off instead. They were both sent to their rooms and Marsha couldn’t remember them playing together any more after that.

Jolene appeared in the doorway. Both sisters embraced, unable to recall when they’d last done so but each felt the other’s reluctance to extend it beyond the protocol of politeness.

Jolene put a coffee down on the table for her: milk, no sugar. She had no idea if that was how her sister took it, which spoke volumes, she thought.

Marsha scraped back one of the chairs from the table, hearing her mother’s voice in her head, tutting at that, never missing a chance to disapprove. She flopped down on it, her bones weary.

‘Have you just come from the airport?’ asked Jolene, sitting down next to her.

‘Yes. The plane was delayed for four hours. It felt like a very long drive here.’ She rubbed her eyes and yawned.

‘You look dreadful.’

‘Thanks.’ Marsha smiled, batting back her sister’s apology before it was even offered. She knew she did. She’d been crying quietly in Jakarta airport and on the plane, tears seeping out of her for hours, washing away her make-up and turning her eyes into two pink snooker balls.

‘I wish I hadn’t gone away. It’s not as if I personally have to be touring Indonesian factories to look at their bloody promo merch, I’ve got buyers to do that for me.’

‘Why did you, then?’

She was too tired to go into the whole truth of it: that someone was sniffing around her business wanting to buy it, so it was in her best interests to make sure everything was running tickety boo. But she had no life outside of work and she was frightened of the emptiness that might await her if she let it go.

‘Occasionally it’s good to see things at first hand again. Plus I had no reason to suspect that my perfectly healthy mother, give or take a bit of arthritis, was going to… you know. When did you last see her?’

‘Last Tuesday.’ Jolene would forever beat herself up that she didn’t bob over the day after, make amends. She hated that they’d parted on sour terms. She’d been tempted to scream and run out of the house so many times over the years but had always kept a lid on it, until this once, when it counted.

‘She wasn’t ill?’ asked Marsha.

‘No. She complained about a tightness in her chest a few months ago but she refused point blank to let me make an appointment at the doctor’s for her. I noticed she’d bought some indigestion tablets but she told me to stop fussing when I asked about them, said it was just a bit of acid reflux, that was all.’

Marsha recognised that look on her sister’s face: self-recrimination. She could pick out the expression in a pitch-black room.

‘You know what she was like, Jolene. If she believed it was indigestion, it was.’ Until it was no longer possible to believe it because the facts were battering her around the head, Marsha added to herself. There came a point when not even her mother’s force of will could overcome cold hard reality.

‘It might have just been that though,’ said Jolene, hopefully. ‘I hope they don’t do a post-mortem.’ She half-whispered it as if she was afraid her mother might be listening, because she would not approve of that at all.

Marsha nodded; for a few moments, there was a silence between them that bulged with words unsaid. Then Marsha sniffed and reached into a bag for a tissue.

‘It doesn’t feel real, does it?’ she said, her throat clogged with tears. ‘When Dad died we were sort of prepared for it, and even then it was a shock, but this… suddenness…’

Her face crumpled and for a moment Jolene thought that she looked very much like Annis, which was odd because they were all so different. Jolene was clearly her father’s daughter: tall, brown-eyed, big-boned, a darker skin tone to Marsha who took after their pale, blonde, grey-eyed, petite mother. Annis had been skinny and stringy, impossibly long legs, her face a perfect oval. Stunning blue eyes, an alien shade of reddish-blonde hair, full lips to envy; tall like their father, fair-skinned like their mother, but that was all she’d taken from them. Obviously a throwback to some beautiful ancestor who had saved her precious genes to bestow upon the family fuck-up. What a waste. Jolene could have done with those genes and put them to good use. Beauty might have been skin deep, but you needed honey to attract the bees in the hope that one of them might stay, one of the nice bees who realised what a gift he’d been given, not one of the bees for whom his hive queen wasn’t enough.

Jolene didn’t know which was worse, seeing someone you loved wither away to nothing or be cut off without warning. As contests go, they were both up there on the first place misery podium.

‘Has there been a lot to do so far?’ asked Marsha. ‘I’m sorry it’s fallen to you to have to do it all. You’ve been lumbered with the lion’s share as usual.’

Jolene had long accepted the position of primary ‘carer’, not that their mother needed caring for; she was perfectly capable still, plus she had Glenda the cleaner here for five hours every week and she could always call on Sally in a crisis. But still she worried more than anyone else did about her mother, especially as she was ageing, prematurely Jolene thought, and slowing down, even if Eleanor Vamplew was determined to resist the passage of time.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Jolene. She knew how hard her sister worked, she rarely gave herself a day off. Jolene was more flexible, plus she could handle her mother better than Marsha. She’d had longer to learn how to brush off her infuriating idiosyncrasies, she took things less to heart. ‘It’s all pretty straightforward. They give you a checklist at the hospital. Idiot-proof, apparently.’

When their father died seven years ago, their mother insisted on doing everything herself. She didn’t want any help, wouldn’t delegate a single thing and the sisters knew better than to try and persuade her.

‘I haven’t done much so far, I’ll be honest. I haven’t had the headspace,’ Jolene added. She certainly hadn’t after getting hold of the copy of her mother’s revised will.

‘Any news from Annis or is that a stupid question?’ asked Marsha.

‘It’s a stupid question.’

‘Thought as much.’

‘She read my texts, even if she doesn’t pick up the phone.’

‘That’s something, I suppose,’ said Marsha.

‘Will you go and see Mum?’ asked Jolene then.

Marsha gave a definite ‘no’ shake of the head. ‘I can’t. I regretted going to see Dad. I thought he’d look peaceful and asleep but he looked like a waxwork dummy in a suit.’ She’d had dreams afterwards that he’d sat up stiffly, that his head had swivelled to the side and he’d started talking like a ventriloquist’s doll.

Jolene nodded in agreement. Their father hadn’t looked like himself. The undertaker had done his best to pinken his yellow skin but he’d been hollowed out by his illness and the suit their mother had picked was too big for him in his shrunken state. Marsha had held his hand and been repelled by the coldness; she could not equate her larger-than-life father with his handsome maleness and energy that hung around him like the brightest aura with this person lying still in a hideously shaped box. It screwed with her head for many months and still would if she let it.

‘Tell me again what happened to Mum. I didn’t take it all in.’ Marsha took another sip from the mug and grimaced. Her mother was a curious mix of extravagance and economy. She would waste hundreds on items she neither needed nor used, but coveted; yet she’d penny-pinch on things like coffee that she mainlined. And she wouldn’t pay extra for free-range eggs because she said those from battery chickens tasted exactly the same.

‘Sally next door found her. She was out in her garden in the very early hours and noticed all the lights still on in the house,’ Jolene told her, ‘so she came over and let herself in and found Mum not well in bed.’

‘What the hell was she doing in her garden at that time of the morning?’

‘Something to do with her hedgehog village,’ replied Jolene. ‘When she rang me up she was rabbiting on about that more than about Mum.’

The words sounded mean once they were out of her mouth. Jolene shook her head at herself and tempered her next statement. ‘She must have been in shock. She’d tried to give Mum CPR.’

Marsha tried to think of how Sally might act in a crisis and couldn’t. She didn’t imagine she managed too well.

‘So, what… she found Mum having a seizure or something?’

‘I think that was the gist of it, I couldn’t take it in properly. She was all over the shop, very upset. By the time I got to the hospital, Mum was gone. They let me sit with her for a while so I could say goodbye. Then I came straight here.’

‘Don’t you want to be at home with Warren?’ asked Marsha.

‘He’s away on business. I told him not to come back, there’s no point. He’s busy.’

‘I’m here now to help. You go home for a couple of days.’

‘No, it’s fine. I’m okay.’ Jolene was insistent.

Marsha rubbed her eyes. They felt gritty and sore with exhaustion. Adrenaline had propped her up on the drive here, but now it was no longer needed to perform a task and was whooshing out of her system, letting tiredness rush into the vacated space.

‘I think I’ll have an hour, Jolene, I can’t see straight.’

‘Of course, but—’ she broke off abruptly.

‘But what?’

‘Nothing. Go and have a sleep. All the beds are made up. I parked myself in my old bedroom but you can have it back if you like.’

‘I don’t care where I sleep,’ said Marsha with a yawn. ‘I’ll take the blue room.’

Jolene let her go without saying anything else. It would wait another couple of hours, this news she had to give her sister about what their mother had done: an enigma to the last.






Chapter 4

Sally moved away from the window. So both sisters were now in the house. And very well they’d done for themselves with their big posh cars. Eleanor used to brag about their achievements: Marsha liking the promotional products she sold so much that she bought the company, making her out to be the Victor Kiam of her age. And Jolene, a novelist with her books in the Sunday Times Bestseller charts, although she never actually bragged about her daughters themselves; there was a subtle difference. She never mentioned Annis, the one Sally didn’t want to think about. What happened wasn’t her fault, she was only a child, Sally knew that deep down, but if she hadn’t been there, none of it would have happened at all. That which had led to all this. What a blithering mess.

Sally loved this room, it was her favourite in the whole house and the one she frequented most of all. That’s why she’d had a bed put in it for Norman. It was a heavy one so she could fasten him to it if she had to pop out to the post box or the corner shop. She never left him for long; she was practical, not cruel.

It should have been her own child’s nursery, but it wasn’t to be. She used to dream of bathing a child, watching it gurgle as she scooped warm water onto its plump little body, threading its arms and legs into brushed cotton pyjamas, answering its call in the middle of the night to comfort it with a cuddle. Now she had to do all that for Norman. He wouldn’t have anyone else do it. They’d tried with carers, but he kicked up such a fuss and she didn’t want him being taken away, so she did everything. There wasn’t much weight to him these days so that made it easier. He didn’t eat much, dribbled most of it. He wore a bib. She’d bought one from the internet with his name embroidered on it, soft white towelling with blue stitching.

She’d envied Eleanor Vamplew so much over the years, envied her as much as liked her, as if her emotions were perfectly balanced on a see-saw. The differences between them had become polished away by a mutual respect and a true meaningful friendship. Except that wasn’t the case at all; Eleanor Vamplew had been feeding her a diet of lies.

The truth was in the fat letter she’d entrusted to her. Sally had been beyond curious to know what it contained but it had sat sealed on her dressing table since Easter. But there had been a weakness in her in the early hours of last Tuesday, full moon madness, and she’d taken the letter and steamed the flap open with the kettle. She hadn’t expected to find what she did and she had never been as angry in her life. The worm turned at last – and how.

Had things been different and she hadn’t read it, she wouldn’t be panicking now because lying didn’t sit well with her, she got flustered and forgot things. She’d said that she was out tending to her hedgehogs at three in the morning because she couldn’t sleep: lie. She said that she’d noticed all the lights on in Eleanor’s house: lie. She said that she’d found Eleanor poorly: lie. Eleanor had been sleeping peacefully in a darkened house when Sally stormed round there. She’d flicked on the light and screamed in her face, hot angry tears rolling down her cheeks. Eleanor hadn’t said a word, just sank back in her pillow and closed her eyes and Sally thought she’d gone back to sleep. But she hadn’t. And that’s when Sally swung into action to try and reverse what she’d done, because she had caused the shockwave that had killed her one and only friend.






Chapter 5

Fifteen years ago, it had taken Eleanor Vamplew over two weeks to tell her elder daughters that her youngest had left home.

‘We thought she’d be back, so there was no point in saying anything,’ she said.

‘Have you rung the police?’ asked a horrified Jolene.

‘Of course we have,’ snapped Eleanor. ‘But there’s not a lot they can do when someone is determined not to be found.’

‘She’s sixteen,’ Jolene had returned.

‘My great-grandfather had been working down a mine for several years at the same age,’ was Eleanor’s reply.

‘Dad, we have to do something,’ said Marsha. ‘What the hell made her run away?’

But it was their mother who answered.

‘What makes Annis do anything?’

It was the only time Jolene had ever seen her father cry.

Annis had left a note, apparently, to say she was leaving home of her own volition and did not want anyone to look for her. Her mother said she had thrown it away, putting it down to dramatics and insisting that Annis would be back soon enough with her tail between her legs. She’d been in trouble at school, but then she usually was: nothing major; just playing up, not doing her homework, cheeking teachers. She didn’t have any friends: girls either envied her to bitch-level or felt she was out of their league.

Jolene and Marsha, independently of each other, had been to the police but were disappointed at their response. Most runaways came back, they said. She wasn’t vulnerable and they filled out a missing person report. Then, six months later, Eleanor told them she’d had a call from Annis to say she was alive and well, but confirming that she would not be back under any circumstances, so they really should stop looking for her, if they still were. And as they had no other choice, that’s what they had to do.

But Jolene had been consumed with regret that she hadn’t had much to do with her youngest sister growing up, and Marsha with shame that she’d treated her as an annoyance. Their mother point-blank dismissed her as a rotten apple, a bad seed. Jolene, more than once, wondered if this was her attempt to offset her hurt but she refused to talk about the matter. Eleanor Vamplew was a puzzle that defied solving, even by those supposedly closest to her.

Annis’s leaving changed their father; he was… reduced, was the only way Jolene could put it. His natural ebullience had gone but he finally gave the share of himself that had been reserved for Annis to them. They felt, after so many years, they were getting to know him as a dad rather than a distant patriarchal figure. By the time he fell ill, he was the dad they had both wanted him to be when they were children, and it was going to be cruelly snatched away from them just as they had secured it.

Seven years ago, the sisters had revived their efforts to find Annis, to give her the chance of reconciling with him before it was too late, and Jolene stupidly mentioned this to their mother who had flown into a disproportionate rage, even by her standards. She didn’t want Annis coming back and upsetting their peace, she said. The bed she had made for herself was the one she wanted to sleep in and there was an end to it.

Marsha defied her by putting succinct notices in regional and national newspapers and Private Eye. ‘Annis Vamplew – please phone this number urgently – J and M.’ Weeks passed, then Marsha happened to be in her parents’ house when a number she didn’t recognise rang her mobile and she picked up.

‘Dolly?’

‘It’s Marsha,’ she said quickly, before her brain registered the name.

‘Ah, Mashed Potato.’ That unmistakeable naturally husky voice, though slightly age-deepened. She’d called her that as a child, and Jolene ‘Dolly’ after Dolly Parton.

‘Annis?’

‘Yep.’

‘Thank goodness.’ The relief weighed heavy in Marsha’s tone. ‘We’ve been trying to trace you for god knows how long.’

‘So I hear.’

‘Can we see you?’

Annis answered the question with one of her own.

‘Why did you want to speak to me urgently?’

Marsha didn’t want to tell her this way. There was a long silence as she thought how best to phrase it, though Annis jumped in and did it for her.

‘Father’s dead, isn’t he?’

Marsha swallowed; she wasn’t used to the juxtaposition of ‘father’ and ‘dead’ in the same sentence and it knocked her. ‘Yes. Two days ago. He’s been very poorly. We hoped we’d—’

Annis interrupted her. ‘Right. I guessed it was about either him or her. I had a feeling it was him.’

Her tone was frozen, unemotional; not even mum or dad, but him and her.

‘Mum’s fine,’ said Marsha.

‘Someone I know saw your message in an old Private Eye. I always wondered how many people were actually traced that way,’ Annis said, ignoring the condition of her mother.

‘It’s so good to hear you.’ There were a million questions cued in Marsha’s throat.

‘Okay.’ She did not return the sentiment.

‘Are you calling from a number I can contact you on in future?’ Marsha expected a no, but was flabbergasted to hear ‘Sure.’

‘I’ll text you Jolene’s so you have both,’ said Marsha. ‘I’ll let you know the funeral arrangements.’

‘I won’t be coming.’

‘Mum would love to hear from you,’ Marsha tried.

A small hard laugh. No accompanying words were necessary.

‘I’d like to see you again,’ said Marsha.

‘Who are you talking to?’ asked her mother, appearing in the doorway.

‘You’d better go,’ said Annis. ‘Tell her I’m a wrong number. That’s what she’s always thought of me anyway.’ And with that the line went dead.

They’d rung the number back, left voicemails but Annis never picked up or returned the calls, nor answered the texts. Not even the Happy Birthday and Merry Christmas texts, but they were read. The door was ajar, wedged open, even if only a little, by hope.






Chapter 6

Four hours later, Marsha walked into a kitchen full of the aroma of omelettes. Jolene was standing by the hob and at the sight of her sister, she slid the omelette out of the pan and onto a plate.

‘I thought you might be hungry,’ she said. ‘I heard you stirring upstairs.’

‘Thank you,’ said Marsha, then she noticed the omelette was stuffed with cheese.

‘If you want this one, I’ll take the next one without cheese,’ she said.

Jolene gave her head a shake, a gesture of self-annoyance. ‘Sorry, of course, you can’t eat it, can you.’ A picture loomed in her mind of her mother and Marsha having a stand-off in the dining room. Marsha refusing to eat the sandwich, her mother saying she couldn’t have suddenly stopped liking cheese, Marsha replying that it made her feel sick so she wasn’t eating it any more. Her mother telling her not to be so stupid. Her father ending the argument: Don’t make her eat something she doesn’t want to, Eleanor. Marsha’s beaming face that her father had come down on her side, her hero. A tidbit of his attention, his support was the equivalent of a banquet to them.

Jolene poured the rest of the whisked eggs into the pan.

‘I’ve got a cheese intolerance. That’s why I kept having cramps and feeling ill whenever Mum tried to force me to eat it,’ explained Marsha. ‘When I lived in London, an allergy testing company was looking for paid volunteers so I jumped in. I can’t tolerate cheese but I’m fine with milk; that’s why Mum never believed me, I suppose.’

‘Oh, that’s tough,’ said Jolene, who loved it. She flipped the plain omelette over in the pan.

‘Not really. I never liked it much anyway. One of the girls who works for me loves strawberries but they make her tongue swell up, so you just wouldn’t, would you?’

Jolene shuddered at that thought. She brought her plate over and sat at the table.

‘I can’t believe I slept this long,’ said Marsha, before pushing a forkful of the eggs into her mouth. She hadn’t eaten for over twelve hours and, for a simple dish, this was on feast level. ‘You like cooking?’

Jolene gave a small laugh. ‘I’ve only fried up a few beaten eggs, Marsha. Any idiot can do that.’

‘I like to cook,’ replied Marsha. ‘I’d do a lot more of it if I had anyone to cook for.’

‘There’s no one… special in your life, then?’ asked her sister.

Marsha gave a humourless laugh which answered the question without the need for words. She loaded her mouth again and chewed.

‘How’s Warren?’ she asked eventually.

‘Fine,’ nodded Jolene, quickly amending that to, ‘Well, he lost his own mother in April and we’ve had that to deal with.’

‘Were you close to her?’

‘Not really.’ But not for the want of trying. Initially Pamela Cattrell had come across as warm and welcoming, but Jolene learned over the years that she was tolerated merely as an extension to her beloved son. She had wanted to find in Warren’s mother what she hadn’t in her own; but Pamela’s sun only really shone for him, despite what he’d done to her. Then again, she would have forgiven her perfect boy anything. Jolene had been on the brink of telling her who she’d raised too many times to count, to puncture her balloon of condescension, but it would have been cruel and there was already too much of that quality in Jolene’s life. It was lucky Pamela had died without learning a quarter of it.

Warren had insisted on doing all the paperwork himself. Jolene wondered what he was trying to hide and so she poked around when he was out one day. Pamela had taken loans out all over the place; the pittance she’d left barely covered the repayments. She’d been comfortably off when Jolene first met her; she’d had no need to borrow unless it was to bail out her son after he’d bled her savings. It was an easy conclusion to draw, because bailing him out was what the women in Warren Cattrell’s life did. He’d given the mother he supposedly thought so much of a basic frill-free funeral, with not so much as a cuppa afterwards for attendees. His mother wouldn’t want him to waste money on sausage rolls, he’d said, but Jolene knew she would have expected a fancy send-off.

He’d then taken full advantage of his loss to ‘take some time out’, as Jolene knew he would. Not that he needed to ask for permission. He did what he wanted and she put up with it because she was a weak fool trapped in the aspic of her own stupidity.

‘I don’t suppose you’ve heard from the hospital about Mum?’ asked Marsha, breaking Jolene’s thoughts away from Pamela Cattrell and her son.

‘No,’ replied Jolene. ‘I expect they’re checking things with her doctor. I’ll be on it in the morning. I have to make a start.’

‘We have to. I’m here to pull my weight for once.’

‘Don’t beat yourself up,’ said Jolene, who saw the irony. The woman who won gold medals for beating herself up advising others not to.

‘I’m going to set up base from here until the funeral at least,’ said Marsha, then she scooped up the last of the omelette while wishing there was more. ‘I’ve got a good set of people I can rely on at work.’

‘Mum looked very peaceful when I saw her. I sat with her for ages in the dark.’ And I spoke more openly and easily to her than I ever had before.

‘I never thought she’d die,’ said Marsha. ‘I thought she’d last forever. Seventy isn’t old at all. And to have nothing wrong with her but to suddenly go like that, it’s scary.’ Her voice began to waver. She was having real difficulty absorbing the facts. ‘And for Sally to be out in her garden at stupid o’clock and see all the lights on. And then go into the house at the exact time when Mum is having a stroke or whatever it was, don’t you think that’s odd, Jolene?’

‘Of course I do,’ said Jolene, ‘but then again, that sort of weird stuff happens all the time, doesn’t it? The night Warren’s mother died, my bedside light turned itself on. It hadn’t done that before or since.’

‘Have you seen her? Sally Lunn, Sally Lunn…’ asked Marsha, slipping into the rhyme their father used to recite.

‘Face of mouse, name of bun,’ said Jolene, picking it up. They’d thought it was hilarious at the time, but really it was unkind of him to be so merciless behind her back when he was so charming to her face.

‘Yes, she came round on Tuesday, not long after I got here. She was trying to let herself in with her key, obviously not realising I was here.’

‘Was she now?’ said Marsha, less than impressed.

‘She said she was just making sure things were secure. Then again, Mum had promised her the gold locket and she may have wanted to come and take it in case we forgot.’

‘Cheeky sod.’

‘As it happens, it’s mentioned in Mum’s will as a disbursement and we would have honoured it of course, though maybe she didn’t want to risk that we wouldn’t.’

‘I hope you took the key off her,’ said Marsha, picking up the plates and taking them over to the sink. ‘I wouldn’t like to wake up and find Sally hovering over me and checking to see if I was still breathing because she’s had psychic messages from her hedgehogs to suggest otherwise.’

‘I did, but I have to say, it was a good job she had a key when it came to it,’ Jolene answered.

‘Unless they discover Mum was murdered and Sally is prime suspect.’

Jolene shuddered. ‘Don’t joke like that. There’s not a harmful bone in Sally.’

Marsha started to clean the work surface with a cloth. ‘People get greedy though at will time,’ she said. ‘Remember what happened when Mum’s mum died.’

Jolene was all too aware how deaths and ensuing inheritances had a tendency to drive an axe into a split and cause irreversible damage. Their maternal grandmother had died before she had cut her daughter out of her will, so her sons had tried to do it posthumously. There was a court case and they lost and had to pay nearly as much in costs as they inherited.

‘I do. It didn’t do well to cross Mum, did it? Marsha, just come and sit back down will you.’

If ever there was a perfect time to tell her sister what she must, it was now.

‘What’s up?’

‘It’s about Mum’s will.’

‘She left everything to the local donkey sanctuary?’ It was only half a joke but Jolene’s expression was telling her that she might be more right than wrong.

Jolene reached into the bag looped over the back of the chair and pulled out a tri-fold clutch of papers. ‘Best you read it for yourself.’

Marsha took the will from her, unfolded it, eyes scanning the archaic legal language, the executors named as herself and Jolene but if either of them did not want to take up the role, the sole duty would fall to the other. If both declined, then the duty would fall to Sally Lunn. A gold locket was to be given to Sally, five hundred pounds to the cleaner Glenda Price, an equal amount to the bridge club and the Holy Mother and Child church fund, plus two hundred pounds to the gardener Eric Granger. Her husband’s books were to be bequeathed to Leeds University library.

Then Marsha got to it. Jolene could tell she had by the look on her face, by the way Marsha flipped the page back to see if she’d missed anything. Finally she spoke, more breath than words.
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