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Chapter One

Nothing ever happened in Holly Wood. Buried like a plum in a pudding, in the heart of the Somerset countryside, it was no more than a sleepy backwater, looped on three sides by a meandering river, and connected to its neighbouring villages by sweeping grassy glades, and a tangle of country lanes that flowed through the hedgerows like a loose ramble of veins. It could boast no more than a few hundred dwellings, some dating back to the sixteenth century, several to Victorian times, and others, such as the avenue of bungalows that curved like a jaunty tail around the southern outskirts of the village, to the sixties. Lately a uniformed arrangement of new builds had sprouted up in what used to be the Bluebell Field, next to the Bruton Road. This estate stood huddled like a batch of new boys at the gates of an old school, still too gauche to be accepted into the fold, but eagerly and shyly waiting its turn.

Holly Wood’s high street was both quaint and banal, starting on one side with a terrace of four picture-book cottages, followed by Tom Sebastian’s car-repair shop and taxi service, then came the Friary with its mock-Tudor frontage and swinging neon sign that lit up the letters O P and N when the fish and chip bar was serving. Next to it was the old Midland Bank which had long since closed its doors, then came Neeve’s, the village shop, that used to double as a post office until recent cuts. Now the locals had to drive four miles into Bruton for their stamps, pensions and parcels, while those who didn’t have cars either gladly accepted lifts or rode the number eighty-five bus along a circuitous, scenic route into the medieval city of Wells. After the shop was the turning into Holly Way where the village’s most exclusive residences backed on to the river, then came St Gregory’s, the crumbling old Norman church that sat snugly amongst its clutter of tilted and faded gravestones, like a crusty grandfather watching over his sleeping brood. The main street was sliced down the middle by a narrow stretch of green where Holly Wood’s obelisk of a war memorial and a couple of benches with shiny brass plaques were like sentries at each end of a lovingly tended bed of impatiens, or marigolds, or cyclamen, depending on the time of year – and what Mimi the florist had in stock.

Opposite the church was a long swathe of garden that belonged to the Traveller’s Rest, while the pub itself, whose cosy interior was dominated by a large stone fireplace and an abundance of crooked black timber beams, was on the corner of The Close – a narrow, leafy street that ran down to the riverbank, then curved round to offer an alternative road out of the village. On the opposite corner was a high brick wall surrounding a piece of wasteland, next to which was a boarded-up charity shop with the soaring steeple of an old clock tower rising above it like an oversized magician’s hat, then came Mimi’s flower emporium with its colourful hanging baskets and highly prized Interflora franchise. After that there were a few more flat-fronted cottages and a small rank of empty shops that used to belong to Stan the butcher, Goldie the greengrocer and Felicity the seamstress. Now, Felicity ran up curtains and designed the odd wedding dress at home, while Stan presided over the meat counter at the local Tesco and Goldie laboured for a landscape gardener.

While Holly Wood was definitely a pleasant village with its enticing cobbled enclaves and a claim to having once given refuge to a fleeing King Charles – the hiding place itself was so secret that even the locals didn’t seem to know where it actually was – it wasn’t appealing enough to tempt many tourists from the county’s more exotic offerings, such as those at Glastonbury, Wells and Cheddar. However, the village sign, about a mile outside the village itself, was often photographed by venturesome ramblers and holiday-makers, who seemed to enjoy the idea of stumbling upon such a quaint little signpost with lofty and glamorous pretensions in the heart of the English countryside.

Though the Holly Wood residents were, on the whole, a friendly bunch, they generally preferred tourists to take their snapshots and be on their way, because they didn’t much welcome being stared at, or asked which films they’d starred in, or where George Clooney lived, followed by snorts of laughter, as if the joke had never been made before. In fact, they didn’t much care for being fussed about by outsiders at all, especially those who tried to change things, or tell them how to run their lives. Some interference they couldn’t avoid, such as bossy county councillors with their befuddling recycling rules and even more bizarre pots of yellow paint to prevent parking in the high street – an imposition that was universally and rigorously ignored. The residents of Holly Wood prided themselves on being a successful self-regulating community with a vigilant Neighbourhood Watch scheme; a highly efficient chauffeur service for the elderly and infirm – paid for by weekly door-to-door collections carried out by the Guides and Brownies – and an environmental awareness (once the confusion about bins was resolved) that had earned them some very high praise in Fosse Way Magazine and The Buzz, two oracles of great local standing.

On the day Alicia Carlyle drove towards the village, a lone car weaving through the lush green flow of the countryside, with a small suitcase and laptop computer on the back seat of her second-hand Renault, and a rawness in her heart too tender to touch, there were no indications of what was to come. The summery stillness was as smooth and unshakable as a painting, and she was only focused on trying to empty her mind of what she’d left behind. What awaited her, after a prolonged absence – not of her choosing – could be worse, but she wasn’t going to think about that either. She was simply going to continue her journey, keeping her eyes on the road and her thoughts skimming over easy issues such as the need to pick up some milk when she reached the village, and how wonderfully familiar and welcoming everything looked in the generous sparkle of the sunlight.

Alicia was tall, very slim, with long, crinkly fair hair that flowed down her back in a tangle of bouncy coils. Her eyes were pale blue – as clear and inviting, Craig used to say, as a tropical sea before it reached the shore. ‘They make me want to wade in so I can get even closer to you and maybe find out what’s hidden in the darkest depths.’ She smiled as she recalled the words, then her lips shook and tightened as grief threw its black cloak over the memory. She hadn’t had any secrets back then, and as far as she knew nor had he.

Alicia’s large, ruby red mouth formed a vital part of her beautiful smile, as infectious as the ring of her girlish laugh. Though she’d turned thirty-nine a week ago, thanks to the events of the past two years – the last six months in particular – she felt closer to fifty. She’d acquired several lines in recent weeks, and plenty of shadows, both inside and out. Today she was dressed in her usual get-up of skinny jeans with rips in the knees, a long white shirt girdled by a low-slung belt, and a hand-embroidered waistcoat, plus her trademark man’s cap, to top it off – a look highly approved of by Darcie, her fashionista of a twelve-year-old daughter.

Alicia had grown up in Holly Wood. After leaving to take up her place at Oxford Brookes to study the history of art, she’d always visited regularly, spending long weekends with her mother, as well as summer holidays and every Christmas. This hadn’t changed when she’d met Craig and they’d married. The only Christmas they’d missed was the year Darcie was born, when Monica had come to London, to help take care of five-year-old Nathan.

Alicia would never have got through the first eighteen months of Darcie’s life without her mother’s support, and nor would Craig. The terror that they might lose their precious baby girl at any moment had made it impossible for them to carry on functioning as a normal family until the mysterious virus attacking her tiny heart was diagnosed and treated, or gave up of its own accord. Monica had been there throughout, calm and steady, throwing reins around rampant fears, and always keeping their hopes alive even in the darkest hours. And, just as importantly, Monica had been wonderful with Nat, making him feel special and the centre of her world while his mummy and daddy were at the hospital, willing his little sister to stay with them.

The mystery virus never had been identified, but these days no one would ever guess at Darcie’s difficult start in life. She was the picture of health, as lively and gregarious as any girl her age could be, with a properly pounding heart and an overly developed sense of her own importance. Merely thinking of her was enough to warm Alicia all the way through and when she added her handsome young son, now seventeen, to the mix she was reminded of how very much she had to be grateful for.

Now, as she turned from the main A37 road, away from the distant view of Glastonbury Tor, to start winding towards Holly Wood, Alicia’s insides were unbearably tense. She wondered how much the village might have changed since the last time she’d seen it, while knowing it almost certainly wouldn’t have, because it never did. It was one of the things she loved most about it, and also what she was dreading.

She’d never have stopped coming if her mother hadn’t insisted. She’d have found the courage to brave out the mess they were all in, but Monica couldn’t bear the rift that had developed between Alicia and her older brother, Robert, who still lived in the village with his wife, Sabrina, and her flighty, exquisitely lovely young daughter, Annabelle. Though neither Robert nor Alicia was to blame for what had caused the rift in their family, whenever Alicia was around Monica felt forced to choose sides, without ever doing so. When she became ill with cancer Alicia had given up arguing. The stress would only worsen her mother’s condition, and loving her as much as she did she wanted her around for many more years to come, even if she wasn’t allowed to visit her.

Monica had died a year ago. By then she was in a hospice about ten miles from Holly Wood, so Alicia had been able to visit without upsetting her. She’d stayed with her right to the end, holding her hands, smoothing her face and swearing on her children’s lives that she forgave her for pushing her away.

‘I didn’t mean to exclude you,’ Monica croaked, tears rolling from her jaundiced eyes. ‘You know I love you with all my heart, don’t you?’

‘Of course I do,’ Alicia assured her. ‘It was an impossible situation. You were right in the middle…’

‘But it wasn’t your fault. I should have been there for you.’

‘It doesn’t matter, Mum. I survived and it was important for you to be able to go on living in the house.’

Monica didn’t argue with that. She couldn’t, when Holly Wood was the only home she’d known for the past forty-two years – the nineteen before that had been spent growing up in a neighbouring village.

During the final days, at her mother’s request, Alicia had brought Nat and Darcie to say their goodbyes. It had been heart-rending to watch Darcie, barely eleven at the time, sobbing as she clung to her grandmother’s bony hand begging her not to go, but harder still was the way fifteen-year-old Nat, who’d always adored his grandmother, had refused to come any closer than the end of the bed. His pale, handsome face had shown his grief, but the fact that Monica hadn’t wanted to include his father in her final goodbyes was a slight he couldn’t forgive.

Craig hadn’t come to the funeral, either. He and Alicia had agreed it would be for the best if he stayed away. Alicia knew that Nat was still baffled by the decisions his parents had taken, but to explain them would have hurt and confused him even further, and no one, least of all Alicia, wanted to do that.

So this was the first time since her mother’s funeral that she was going to set foot in the village where she and Robert had grown up, her mother had organised all the charity events and her father, and grandfather before him, had been the local GP. As children they’d been devoted to their father, who’d had the magical knack of making everything all right when the end of the world was closing in fast, and turning small achievements into the greatest triumphs with his booming laughter and ready praise. Losing him when they were still in their teens had opened Robert’s and Alicia’s eyes to how randomly cruel life could be. Robert’s realisation of this was particularly acute, as their father had drowned trying to save his son from a freak riptide on holiday in Spain. Though more than twenty years had passed since that terrible time, still hardly a day went by when Alicia didn’t think about her father, and she knew Robert did too. During the past couple of years she’d often found herself wondering how he might have reacted to the events that had torn his family apart. How different their world might be now if he were still with them.

The strangeness inside her began sharpening and softening as the lazy sprawl of the village came into view. It was painful to see, yet wonderful too. Beside it the new estate sat basking in the sunshine, seeming too gaudy and polished next to the crumbling old cluster of buildings, like a hopeful tart on the doorstep of a stately pile, as Craig had once described it.

The high street was deserted as she drove in, no sign of anyone even in the pub garden, as far as she could make out. News of her return would spread soon enough though, since her decision to call into the shop to pick up the milk she’d forgotten to get at Sainsbury’s on her way out of London would be bound to speed things along.

The quaint little store hadn’t changed much – the same tinkling bell over the door, the familiar smell of liquorice and tobacco, and shelves crammed full of jars, boxes and cans dating back to the 1970s. The cold counter was in its usual place, stuffed with Wiltshire hams, sides of country-cured bacon, pressed loaves of locally made corned beef, and succulent rounds of cheese from Cheddar. The till had clearly been updated, but the newspapers were still displayed on a rack in front of the ice-cream freezer, and an oval island in the middle of the shop remained home to everything from Tetley’s tea bags, to tubes of Germolene, to disposable barbecues in silver-foil trays. What used to be the post office was now a large cold store offering freshly made baps, Cornish pasties, quiches, Scotch eggs and an impressive selection of soft drinks. There was even, Alicia noticed, a separate fridge for wine, and two bistro tables sporting tea menus chalked on little blackboards propped up between the sugar bowl and the condiments: Holly Wood’s answer to café society.

As Mrs Neeve came bustling through from the back, Alicia helped herself to a half-litre carton of milk and took out her purse to pay.

‘That’ll be sixty p,’ Mrs Neeve announced, clearly not recognising her right away.

Alicia handed over the money and smiled as Mrs Neeve’s expression turned from bland to curious to outright astonishment and pleasure. ‘Alicia?’ she said, tilting her head to one side. ‘Yes, it is. Well, I’ll be damned. There’s a surprise. Never knew you was coming. How are you, my dear?’

‘I’m fine,’ Alicia assured her. ‘How are you?’

‘Oh, you know, mustn’t grumble, but it’s been that hot these last few days…On a visit, are you? How long are you staying?’ Her voice darkened. ‘I’m really sorry about your loss. I know how close you were, so it must have been hard for you these past…’

‘Thank you,’ Alicia said softly. ‘I see the post office is gone. I expect you miss running it.’

‘Oh, I do, that’s true, but there was nothing we could do. Not that we didn’t fight to hang on to it, mind you. You might even have seen us on the news. You know what Sabrina’s like when she starts up one of her campaigns. She nearly always wins, God bless her, whether she’s sorting out something for the old folk, or protecting the wildlife, or trying to save our little-biddy old post office. She kept us going a lot longer than some, though, because this was the second battle we fought. You might remember how we won the first one a few years ago. There was no winning this one, though. Their minds was made up, they had to make cuts and we was for the chop no matter what. I think Sabrina took it hard. She doesn’t like losing, and what with her not really being herself at the time… She seems a lot better now, I’m glad to say. Or she did the last time I saw her, but you know what it’s like, one day up, the next down. I don’t think they ever found out what was wrong with her, did they? I was only saying to Mimi the other day, she takes on too much in one go, that’s her trouble. She should pace herself a bit more. Mind you, I don’t know where half of us would be without her. We got in a right pickle when we was left to organise the summer fete ourselves thanks to her problem, and the harvest festival, and she still wasn’t up to much come Christmas.’

Alicia was smiling politely, knowing she’d have to get used to hearing Sabrina’s name, but wanting only to think of a suitable exit line without seeming rude.

‘Listen to me rambling on,’ Mrs Neeve clucked, ‘and I haven’t even asked about the children. They here too, are they? Be lovely to see them. I expect they’ve really grown up since the last time I saw them.’

‘Probably too much,’ Alicia told her wryly. ‘I’ll be sure to send them in when they arrive. I’d better go now, thanks for the milk,’ and before the gossipy old soul could draw breath to lavish any more praise on the redoubtable Sabrina, or ask again how long she, Alicia, was staying, she beat a hasty retreat. She knew that by the time she reached her mother’s house news of the surprise visit would be buzzing through the Holly Wood phone lines like currents of electricity, perking up everyone’s interest. They’d probably all have an idea as to why she’d turned up now, some would even speak with the kind of authority that suggested they had inside info, but they didn’t, because she hadn’t contacted anyone before coming. For a while she’d toyed with the idea of getting in touch with her oldest and dearest friend, Rachel Herrington, but had decided in the end to wait until she was installed before letting Rachel know she was back. Rachel would feel obliged to take time off to greet her, and as the only vet for miles around, it was time her friend could ill afford.

Alicia steered the car around the village green, as the locals called it, in spite of its narrowness and lack of grass, and felt a lump starting to form in her throat. Would she be able to face driving into The Close, then going into her mother’s house without her mother being there? She had done this once, after the funeral, but the place had been so crowded with mourners that the emptiness had had no real chance to register.

Now, after avoiding it for a year, she was dreading what she might find; broken windows, mice, mould, a hopelessly overgrown garden? She wondered how she could have allowed her mother’s pride and joy to go to rack and ruin. She felt so much shame that she almost braked to stop herself going any further.

A few minutes later she was still sitting in the car outside the Old Coach House, staring at the recently mown lawn and baskets of fresh flowers hanging either side of the black front door. In days gone by this was where the carriages of travellers used to be stored while their gentrified owners rested at the local hostelry. Her great-grandparents had turned it into a home which had undergone several internal changes down the years, but the outside, being listed, had never been altered, only restored. Now, its honey-coloured Hamstone walls, arched leaded windows and black slate roof were glistening wetly after a summer downpour a few minutes ago. It made the place look slick and new. The ornamental carriage wheel beside the door appeared as polished as the brass knocker, and the yellow flowering clematis roaming its way over the climbing trellis was as healthily abundant as it had ever been in her mother’s day.

It was as though someone was living there, or expecting her, but that couldn’t be. The only explanation she could think of was that Robert had decided to take care of the place, or perhaps paid someone else to do it.

Feeling more tension building inside her, she reached for her bag and got out of the car. In the warmth of the July day the scent of damp earth mingling with roses immediately assailed her. Some of it was coming from the hybrid teas that lined the garden path, the rest was wafting over from next door, where Jerry Bright’s prize blooms were as exquisite as any rose could be. He’d installed a new pergola over his front gate, Alicia noticed, which was covered in a vivid pink climber, and next to it was a fancy little free-standing mailbox that his sister, Emily, who lived in one of the waterfront bungalows, had no doubt chosen for him, and probably came to buff up every day.

Alicia walked around the car and went to push open her own gate. Though its hinges creaked, it wasn’t in need of a lick of paint, nor did the paving stones of the path seem particularly troubled by weeds. She gazed up at the old cedar tree that dominated one side of the garden and immediately caught flashes of long-ago picnics in its mighty shade, and daredevil climbs into its lofty limbs. She could hear echoes of her and Robert laughing as she approached the front door, and her father calling out for them to take care.

She rummaged in her bag for the key. She didn’t really think her mother was inside, but her heart was thumping so hard that her hands were shaking, and in spite of coming this far she still wasn’t entirely sure she had the courage to go in.

‘Alicia! Is that you?’

Starting, she turned round. Across the road, where the stables used to be, was a gaily painted terrace of Victorian cottages, rose pink, sea-foam green, sky blue, primrose yellow, with a row of garages further along towards the river, each one coloured to match the house it belonged to. Coming out of the rose-pink cottage was a plump, curly-haired woman of Alicia’s age, with a cheery smile and noticeable limp.

‘It is you,’ she cried happily. ‘How lovely to see you.’

Alicia started back down the path to greet her. ‘Cathy,’ she said affectionately. ‘It’s lovely to see you too.’

‘I wondered if you might come,’ Cathy said, taking Alicia’s hands and gazing directly into her eyes. ‘When I heard about Craig… I’m so sorry.’

‘Thank you,’ Alicia whispered. Six months on and it still felt like yesterday. She swallowed and tried to sound bright as she said, ‘How are you?’

Cathy’s dark eyes remained mournful pools of compassion. ‘More to the point, how are you?’ she insisted. ‘It must have been a terrible shock. In your shoes, I don’t know what I’d have done.’

Alicia shook her head.

‘How have the children taken it?’

‘Hard, but we’re getting there.’

‘Are they with you? How long are you staying? You know, if there’s anything I can do… Dad’s always at home these days, and I’m only a couple of miles away.’

‘Thank you,’ Alicia said again.

‘Alicia!’ This time the voice was coming from up the street. It was Maggie Cox, landlady of the Traveller’s Rest, and one of her mother’s oldest friends. ‘As soon as I heard you were here,’ Maggie said, enveloping Alicia in an affectionate hug, ‘I said to Andy, I have to go and see how she is. You know we’re all here for you, don’t you, sweetie? It’s how your mum would want it, so it’s how it’ll be.’

Alicia’s defences were starting to fold. They didn’t know the real truth, they couldn’t, and because they were so kind and loyal she wished she didn’t have to deceive them. ‘How is Andy?’ she asked. ‘The last I heard you two were going to open up a bar in Spain.’

‘Oh, it’ll happen one of these days,’ Maggie assured her, ‘when we have time to get round to it. Cathy, is that your Matthew I can hear crying?’

Cathy cocked an ear. ‘Blimey, it is and all,’ she replied, ‘I’m getting as deaf as our dad,’ and with a hasty squeeze of Alicia’s hands and a reminder of where to find her, she took off back to her father’s rose-pink cottage.

Chuckling, Maggie said, ‘She’s a good girl, that one. Too many kids by half, but her heart’s in the right place.’

‘How many does she have now?’ Alicia asked.

‘Little Matthew’s her fourth. But what about your two? How are they? Bet your Nathan’s turning into a handsome young fellow. How old is he now?’

‘Seventeen.’ The mention of her son softened her, seeming to remove the barbs from her tension.

Putting a hand to Alicia’s cheek, Maggie said, ‘It must have been terrible for you, coming out of the blue like that. When I heard, I said to Andy right then, I wonder if Alicia might come back here. I’m glad you did, my love. We can take care of you, the way your mother would want. I pop over to her grave, you know, every second Sunday, with flowers. Robert does too, when he’s here, but I expect you know that. I said to Andy, they’re probably from all of you, but Robert’s here more, so it makes sense for him to take them on your behalf.’

Realising Maggie was making excuses for her failure to visit her mother’s grave, Alicia felt her cheeks start to burn. ‘I’ll go myself in the next couple of days,’ she assured her.

‘Of course you will. I’ll come with you if you like.’

‘Thank you,’ Alicia said, wondering how many times she had said this since she’d arrived.

At the sound of a car turning into the street they both looked round, and realising who it was, Alicia’s heart gave a beat of pure joy.

Maggie’s eyes were playful. ‘Should have known she’d be here any second,’ she commented. ‘Always were inseparable, you two. Where one was, the other was sure to be found.’

Alicia’s emotions were close to spilling over as a racy-looking Honda pulled up behind her battered Renault. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ she chided, as Rachel came round the car to embrace her, all flushed cheeks, dark shiny bob and crystalline green eyes. ‘How did you know …?’

‘I know everything,’ Rachel informed her, ‘no thanks to you. I’d have been here sooner, but I’m afraid I had to resuscitate a hamster.’

‘Sooner?’ Alicia laughed. ‘Your practice is at least twenty minutes away, and I haven’t been here more than ten. Even the Holly Wood grapevine’s not that good.’

‘Don’t you believe it. I had no fewer than five calls on my way here letting me know you’d hit town, but they weren’t even close to stealing a lead on the one I got an hour ago telling me you were on your way.’

Alicia’s expression turned knowing. ‘Unless Holly Wood has installed its own watchtower,’ she said, ‘I’m guessing you were tipped off by one of my offspring.’

‘Correct,’ Rachel grinned. ‘Hi Mags, sorry to ignore you…’

‘Oh, don’t mind me,’ Maggie interrupted. ‘I’m on my way now. Pop in later, the two of you. Drinks on me.’

‘So why didn’t you tell me yourself you were coming?’ Rachel demanded, treating Alicia to a frank once-over as Maggie trotted back to the pub. ‘You’ve lost weight,’ she told her, ‘and you’re looking a bit peaky, but I guess that’s hardly surprising. I’m sorry I haven’t made it up to London since…’

‘It’s OK. I know how busy you are and I’ve coped.’

Rachel’s eyes were showing her concern. ‘You always do,’ she said, ‘but this time…’

‘This time has been harder, it’s true. There’s more that I haven’t told you about yet. The house …’ As her voice faltered she pressed a hand to her mouth, and Rachel slipped an arm around her.

‘Come on, let’s go inside,’ Rachel said softly. ‘I guess you still have a key.’

Taking a breath, Alicia forced a smile and held it up. ‘I think Robert must have been coming in,’ she said, as they started along the path. ‘The garden’s in such good shape that someone must have been tending it. I feel terrible now that I haven’t been for so long.’

Taking the key from her, Rachel inserted it in the lock and pushed the door wide. ‘Welcome home,’ she said gently.

Swallowing hard on more rising emotion, Alicia braced herself and stepped over the threshold into the spacious, flagstoned hall, where a wide wooden staircase with an intricately carved banister and rails mounted one exposed stone wall, and a large gilt-framed mirror covered the other. The coat rail, telephone table and shoe rack were exactly where they’d always been, as was the burgundy velveteen armchair, the hand-painted oriental vase with long stems of fake bamboo, and the small Victorian chest where the family had always deposited their keys when they came in. What hit her most forcefully, however, was the scent of sandalwood mingled with polish and something citrusy that was indefinably her mother. As the sense of loss welled up in her she closed her eyes and bit down hard on her lip. She knew very well that her mother wasn’t going to rush out of the sitting room to greet her, but she longed for it so much she could almost believe it might happen.

‘Someone’s obviously been coming to clean the place,’ she finally commented.

‘And air it,’ Rachel added.

Alicia continued to look around the hall, hearing echoes of voices, feet thundering on the stairs, music blaring from a bedroom, her mother banging about in the kitchen. All three doors opening off the hall were closed, and she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to go through any of them. The one at the foot of the stairs led into the small waiting room that used to serve her father’s surgery beyond. After his death it had remained that way for several years until her mother had finally found the heart to turn the wing into a small study for herself, and a large playroom for the grandchildren.

The door at the end of the hall led into the kitchen, but it was the one to the right that Rachel was already opening. Alicia followed her into the sitting room where the low oak beams, inglenook fireplace with wood-burner, window seats, capacious dusky pink sofas and mismatched armchairs were like ghosts from the past simply biding their time, awaiting her return. It felt like a dream, a bizarrely timeless illusion. If she shut her eyes and opened them again she might see her mother kneeling at the hearth polishing her brasses, or plumping up a cushion, or standing at the window tidying the fold of a curtain. The unexpectedness of finding it like this was almost too much to bear. It was as though no time had passed since the awful day she and Robert had taken their mother to the hospice, but it had, and so much else had changed that it was hard to make sense of anything right now.

Rachel moved to stand in front of her, peering curiously into her eyes. Her comical concern brought a smile to Alicia’s pale lips. This was something else that hadn’t changed over the years, thank God, their friendship, and the understanding of one another that often required no words.

Alicia looked around again, taking in the amateurish watercolours she’d painted years ago of the village high street and war memorial; of Glastonbury Tor; the Somerset Levels; Bath Abbey; there was even one of the station at Castle Cary. What on earth had induced her to paint that, she wondered now. And why had her mother kept it? All the paintings she’d produced before leaving home, though, were here somewhere. Monica used to change them around from time to time, but pride of place, over the mantel, had always gone to her favourite, the humpback bridge that crossed the river into Holly Copse. As Alicia looked at it a faraway smile curved her lips. She was drifting back to a time when she’d hardly ever put her paints away. She didn’t even own any now, unless there were some hidden in the attic. Her artistic efforts were focused on sculpture these days, witty or poignant pieces made of bronze and steel.

Coming to stand beside her, Rachel gazed at the painting too. It was twenty years or more since Alicia had last gone into the Copse, which was actually large enough to qualify as a wood. As young children it was where their father used to take them blackberrying in spring, or picnicking in summer, hunting for conkers in autumn, or collecting pine cones to decorate for Christmas. By night, in their vivid imaginations, it came alive with witches, fairies, hobgoblins, all kinds of terrifying monsters. It was the venue for school nature trails, and later, for teenage rites of passage. Many were the parties they’d attended there, while in the sixth form. Too much booze was regularly consumed, pot was smoked and both she and Rachel had experienced their first grown-up kisses in the nook below the tump known as Lovers’ Dip. A couple of their friends had even lost their virginities there, or so they claimed.

‘Do your children ever go there?’ Alicia asked as Rachel gave a dreamy sigh.

‘Less now than they used to,’ Rachel answered. ‘They’re too old to see it as an adventure any more, and too young for the raves.’

Alicia smiled. Since Rachel and David had waited to start a family their eldest, Una, was the same age as Darcie, and Todd had only recently turned nine. ‘So there are still parties?’ she said, moving on across the room.

‘From what I hear they’ve become one of the must-do events of the region. Apparently kids come from miles around these days. They’ve all got cars or motorbikes or some kind of transport; they even hightail it down from London by train, I’m told.’

With so many public and private schools within a twenty-mile radius of Holly Wood, there would never be a shortage of young people, Alicia was thinking, as she wandered into the dining area and pushed open the door to the kitchen. ‘Shall we have some tea?’ she suggested. ‘Or wine, if you don’t have to go back to work.’

Rachel grimaced. ‘Great idea, but I’m afraid I didn’t bring anything with me.’

‘No problem. I’ve come prepared. It’s all in the car.’

Rachel was suitably impressed. ‘Then what are we waiting for?’ she smiled. ‘Let’s go get the vino. I’ve taken the rest of the day …’ She broke off as the telephone in the hall started to ring. Her eyes met Alicia’s.

‘You answer,’ Alicia said. ‘If it’s Robert tell him…’ Tell him I’ll never speak to him again as long as he’s got that bitch living under his roof. ‘Tell him I’m not here.’

As Rachel started along the hall Alicia turned away. Her eyes were large and glassy and no longer focusing on her surroundings. They were eyes that wanted to forget what they’d seen, to erase the images that haunted them, but never could.

‘Craig! Have you seen the time?’ Alicia shouted. ‘Come on, or we’re all going to be late.’

‘On my way,’ he shouted back.

Alicia quickly returned to their smart, newly installed black granite and bleached-oak kitchen, where Darcie was perched on a stool at the centre island scoffing down Coco Pops while watching GMTV on the flatscreen, and the kettle was whistling on the Aga, desperate to be taken off. Obliging, Alicia scalded some fresh mint leaves in a cup for herself, then doused a breakfast tea bag for Craig, while whisking freshly crisped slices of granary from the toaster, and swinging round to take some jam from the fridge.

It wasn’t often they overslept, but this morning they had and now it was touch and go whether they’d get the children to school on time.

‘What time’s Daddy due in court, do you know?’ Alicia asked Darcie.

Slurping on a generous spoonful of her favourite cereal, Darcie shook her head. Her wide, chocolate-brown eyes remained glued to the screen. Apparently whatever Andrew Castle had to say this morning was even more fascinating than the latest copy of heat that lay open, but discarded, next to her bowl. Knowing Craig wouldn’t be impressed by the magazine, Alicia grabbed it and stuffed it into her capacious handbag. Rows were something they didn’t need this morning.

‘Hey!’ Darcie protested. ‘That’s mine.’

‘I’ll give it back to you this evening,’ Alicia told her, ‘but you know what Dad thinks of it.’

‘He’s sooo old-fashioned,’ Darcie grumbled.

‘Go and put your hair up,’ Alicia said.

‘Can you do it? I brought the brush down.’

‘There should be a please in there somewhere,’ Alicia informed her, starting to shake out Darcie’s silky blonde spirals, so like her own.

‘A French plait, please,’ Darcie said, passing her the brush. ‘Do you have drama class after school today?’

‘No, it’s been cancelled, but Mrs Jay is going to give us a dance lesson in its place, so I’ll still be finishing at five. Are you coming to pick me up?’

‘No, Verity’s mother is doing the afternoon runs this week. Which reminds me, you’d better call Verity and tell her we’re running late.’

As Darcie went to unplug her mobile, Alicia stayed with her, still braiding her hair. At last Craig and Nathan were on their way down, their footsteps thundering on the stairs, their voices overlapping one another’s as they kept up some kind of banter. By the time they reached the kitchen Craig was saying, ‘… so it was a no go because she didn’t have enough currants in her cake.’

Nat was grinning. ‘What does that mean?’ he asked.

‘That she wasn’t fruity enough,’ Craig answered, and Nat burst out laughing.

‘Oliver said that?’ he cried, referring to Craig’s partner in chambers, who was better known for his stuffiness than any kind of risqué humour.

‘I promise you, it’s what he said,’ Craig answered, laughing too, as he scooped the tea bag out of his cup. With his thick, jet-black hair, intense dark eyes and finely chiselled features, he was a strikingly handsome man whose height, at six feet two, could, at times, make him appear even more intimidating than the air of the highly successful QC that he was. This morning, in his dark Armani suit, with a crisp white shirt and a slate grey tie hanging loosely round the collar, he looked as rakish as a playboy who’d been on the tiles all night, since he’d clearly not yet had time to shave.

‘That is such a brilliant line,’ Nat, a virtual carbon copy of his father, apart from the eyes, was saying, as he began spooning down the Weetabix his mother had already prepared. ‘I’ve got to remember that. Not enough currants in her cake.’

‘You’re so sexist, you two,’ Darcie informed them, as Alicia finished securing the plait. ‘Is it still raining? If it is, we won’t have games.’

‘You’ll need to take the bag anyway,’ Alicia told her.

‘Where is it?’

‘In the hall, ready to go.’

‘Great. Dad, you haven’t forgotten that you’re giving a talk to Upper Sixth tomorrow, have you?’ she wanted to know.

‘Of course not,’ he assured her, taking his mobile from the charger. ‘It’s in my diary.’

‘Only I don’t want you embarrassing me by forgetting, or suddenly cancelling because some big case has come up.’

‘I won’t let you down,’ he told her, pressing a kiss to her forehead. ‘Will you be there?’

‘Duh, I’m twelve, still in year eight,’ she reminded him, ‘but everyone will know you’re my dad, so don’t make life difficult for me by turning into a no-show. And don’t tell too many jokes either, OK, because, I’m sorry, Dad, but you’re soooo not funny.’

Alicia gave a splutter of laughter at Craig’s comically hurt expression and after removing the cup from his hand, she replaced it with his briefcase, saying, ‘You have to go, or Nat will be late. Shave in the car. What time are you due in court?’

Craig glanced at his watch. ‘Just over an hour,’ he grimaced. ‘Come on son, let’s move it.’

‘Take your coats,’ Alicia called after them, ‘it’s freezing out there this morning. And watch out for ice on the roads.’

‘Hang on, Dad,’ Nat said, starting up the stairs, ‘I have to get my laptop.’

Coming back to press a kiss to Alicia’s lips, Craig said, ‘I’ll probably be late again tonight, so don’t wait up.’

‘Again?’ she groaned. ‘It was gone one when you came to bed.’

‘It should be earlier than that tonight,’ he assured her. ‘I’ll call and let you know.’

As he made to turn away she pulled him back and looked directly up into his eyes. She didn’t have to tell him what was bothering her, he’d know without her having to voice her suspicions.

‘I swear it’s not what you think,’ he said softly, ‘and you have to stop doing this. It’s over, and I don’t want to have to keep telling you.’

‘Do I look like a fool?’ she murmured.

‘Alicia, stop,’ he growled. ‘We don’t have time for this now, and you know what a difficult case I’m on …’

‘Fine, I’m sorry. It’s just … I can’t make myself …’

‘I know, but you’re wrong,’ and sensing Darcie’s eyes on them he pressed another kiss to Alicia’s lips, gave his daughter a wink and disappeared along the hall.

‘Nat,’ he shouted, as he grabbed his overcoat. ‘I’m parked right outside, so get a move on.’

‘Right there,’ Nat shouted back. ‘Can I drive?’

‘In your dreams.’

‘You let me last week.’

Craig had already gone, closing the front door behind him to keep in the warmth, the sound of his footsteps on the short tiled front path coming to an abrupt halt as he reached the S class Mercedes.

He was right, Alicia was thinking, as she started packing Darcie’s school bag. She had to make herself get over it. He wasn’t the only married man in the world who’d ever had an affair – so many did and marriages survived. Theirs could too – no, it already was – but if she carried on like this, never trusting him, always questioning where he was and who he was with, she was going to make herself impossible to live with, and then she really would lose him.

The mere thought of that dug such a deep well of dread into her heart that she could feel herself starting to fall, down and down to a place where she could see no light and might never be found. She’d change, she told herself firmly. Starting today. She wasn’t going to check his mobile phone any more, or his emails, and she’d never mention the other woman again. It was their nineteenth wedding anniversary on Saturday, so she’d make sure the children were elsewhere and prepare a candlelit supper, just the two of them, the way she used to before … She’d put candles around the bathroom too, and in the bedroom. He loved romance, they both did, and they’d shared so little of it lately.

‘Are you going to the studio today?’ Darcie asked, putting her bowl in the sink.

‘If I get time,’ Alicia answered, scooping her purse and mobile phone into her bag. ‘I might get a new commission, did I tell you? Blast, I forgot to tell Dad. Nat, are these your keys?’ she shouted, as Nat came bounding down the stairs.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ he answered, and dashing along the hall, his laptop and school bag both crushed under one arm, he gave her a loud kiss on the cheek, grabbed the keys, and after dropping another kiss on Darcie’s forehead he said, ‘See you later. Don’t forget Summer’s coming back with me tonight.’

‘I wish he meant the season and not his girlfriend,’ Darcie muttered. ‘I hate it when it’s so cold out.’

‘Come on,’ Alicia said, ‘we have to get a move on. Did you call Verity?’

‘I sent a text.’

‘Mum, did you put those empty CDs in my bag?’ Nat shouted from the door.

‘Yes.’

‘OK. Thanks. I’m gone.’ He tugged open the door and Alicia had just picked up the remote to turn off the TV when she heard him shout. The tone in the single word ‘Dad!’ turned her blood cold. Then suddenly she was running, Darcie hard on her heels. By the time she tore open the door Nat was at the car, stooping over his father who was slumped half in and half out of the driver’s seat.

‘Craig,’ Alicia gasped, and dashing along the path she threw herself down with them. ‘What is it? What’s happened?’ she cried, shaking so hard it was unhinging her mind.

‘I don’t know,’ Nat answered. ‘Dad,’ he said urgently, shaking Craig by the arm. Craig’s body was lifeless, his face was grey, his mouth had turned a purplish blue. ‘What’s happened to him?’ Nat said hoarsely as Alicia, barely knowing what she was doing, laid a cheek on his chest.

‘Call an ambulance,’ she croaked.

Ashen-faced, Nat fumbled for his mobile.

‘Mum!’ Darcie wailed, her hands bunched to her mouth.

‘Craig. Oh God, please Craig,’ Alicia cried, starting to bang her hands on his chest.

‘No, Mum, no!’ Darcie shrieked.

‘Ambulance please,’ Nat said into his phone.

‘Go and see if Dr Cramer’s at home,’ Alicia shouted at Darcie.

Darcie took off along the street and swung in through the gate four doors down.

Nat was staring in horror at his father as he told an operator their address. At the end of the square traffic roared and swished along the King’s Road. A siren, too soon to be coming for them, wailed and hooted like a fairground horn. Alicia grabbed Craig’s lapels and shook him, as though her anger and panic might inject some life back into him. His head lolled to one side, his eyes were half open, as though peering at her in a tired, playful sort of way.

‘You’re going to be late,’ she raged through a sob.

‘He’s coming,’ Darcie said, racing back to them.

Minutes later Dr Cramer dropped down next to Alicia, his knees in the same puddle. She cleared the way, allowing him to get to Craig, but she knew, even before he turned to shake his head, that it was already too late.

She clasped a hand to her mouth as an hysterical sob tore from her heart. ‘Craig!’ she cried desperately. ‘Craig, no!’ and throwing herself on to him she clung to him tightly, and she was still lying with him, sobbing his name, when the ambulance crew came and gently pulled her away.


Chapter Two

Rachel was searching for a corkscrew and glasses as Alicia unloaded the shopping she’d brought in from the car. The fridge was switched on now, as were the other appliances, though she hadn’t yet checked to see if they were all working.

The kitchen was large and wonderfully homey, with a nearly new range in an arched niche in one wall where copper pots and pans hung from steel hooks, and a collection of miniature teapots adorned a thick wooden mantel. Shiny beechwood surfaces over white lattice-front cupboards was a countrified style that was so typical of her mother, with a big square butler’s sink in front of a deep bay window where Monica used to grow an assortment of herbs. There was an old-fashioned dresser too, where the best Royal Doulton was displayed, and double French doors led on to the back patio and garden. The table at the centre of the room was made from old pine, while the six spindleback chairs were an odd mix of beech and oak.

‘Shall we go outside?’ Rachel said, filling two glasses with a very pale Pinot Grigio.

‘Why not?’ Alicia responded. ‘I’ll find some nibbles to take out, and there might be a parasol in the shed.’ She’d taken her cap off now and shaken out her hair. The fluffiness of it made her seem younger, more vulnerable somehow.

The phone call, fifteen minutes ago, had been from Mimi, the florist, who was also Rachel’s aunt. She’d wanted to pass on her condolences and let Alicia know that if there was anything she needed she only had to pick up the phone.

‘Pete’s happy to come and help in any way he can,’ Mimi had reminded Rachel, referring to her wry-humoured and long-suffering husband, whose services were regularly and randomly offered for anything Mimi could find for him to do. She’d even once put his name forward to deliver the sermon when Canon Jeffries had been laid low with flu, blithely ignoring the fact that Pete was neither ordained, nor a good public speaker, nor even a particularly devout Christian.

So the first breathless moment of dread was over. It hadn’t been Robert on the phone, for which Alicia could only feel thankful, since she really didn’t feel up to tackling that particular hurdle just yet. In her worst moments she wondered if she had the energy to face anything at all, for losing her husband and her mother in such a short space of time had torn her apart at the seams. Nothing ever felt right now, she didn’t seem to fit inside her own skin, or even to be the person thinking her thoughts. Sometimes it was as though the entire world was slipping beyond her reach and she was only hanging on by the merest thread. One enormous gasp and she might find her footing again, or maybe the weight of the air would be too much and she’d plunge helplessly into the void.

Leaving Rachel to carry out the drinks and a dish of pretzels, she went to prise open the shed door, and immediately found herself whirling back to her own and her children’s childhoods. The pungent mix of creosote, earth and turps was evoking so many scenes from the past that she almost put up her hands to stop them crowding in. She couldn’t allow her memories to hijack the present as though to make it their own. She must keep them buried, carefully tucked away in a place where they were safe and treasured, only to be taken out one at a time, not en masse when they swept her away in a tide of longing and despair.

Quickly she began rummaging through all the old gardening tools, wheelie toys, deckchairs and paint pots in search of the parasol she felt sure must be there somewhere. Eventually finding it propped behind an old treadle sewing machine that had belonged to her gran, she yanked it free, brushed off the cobwebs and carried it over to the table, where Rachel was already absorbing the wonderful summery day.

The back garden, like the front, had a lush green lawn with a stone bird bath in the middle, and a heavily laden apple tree drooping over the colourful shrubbery in one corner. Many moons ago there had been a swing and slide on the grass, and on hot summer days Monica used to fill a paddling pool for the children to cool off and splash about in. Most of Alicia’s contemporaries would have fond memories of this garden, either playing dress-up in the clothes from Monica’s charity shop, or doctors and nurses with a well-stocked first-aid box and an old stethoscope of her father’s, or staging plays directed by Mimi and Monica. Some of the best games, though, had been devised by Robert, who’d had a knack, even then, for inventing outlandish and fascinating devices that might fly, or speak, or walk, or anything they weren’t supposed to do. It was no surprise to anyone that he’d gone on to become a scientist, and he now ran the Ministry of Defence research labs in Wiltshire with a team of two hundred other scientists working under him. Though all his projects were top secret, even if he’d been free to discuss them the details would have been sure to go straight over most of their heads.

After slotting the parasol into a cast-iron base and opening it out to provide some shade, Alicia let the feel of the garden settle around her as she pulled out a chair and sat down with a sigh. The sky was a perfect deep blue, the air was hot and humid with only the occasional twitter of a chaffinch and a few skimming butterflies to break its stillness. It felt right to be here, comforting and safe, and yet, at the same time, completely wrong.

Catching Rachel watching her, Alicia picked up her drink to toast her. ‘Here’s to you,’ she said. ‘Thanks for being here. I’d probably have gone to pieces if I’d come into the house on my own.’

Not doubting it for a minute, Rachel said, ‘I’m glad Darcie had the good sense to ring me.’

‘Ah, so that’s who grassed me up. I thought it might have been Nat. Did she tell you she was in France when she called?’

Rachel looked surprised. ‘No, what’s she doing there?’

‘One of her friends’ parents have a house in Brittany, so she’s staying with them until the second week of August. She needed a holiday – and a break from me, if the truth be told.’

Rachel regarded her steadily. ‘She’s worried about you,’ she said softly.

Alicia nodded. ‘We’re all worried about one another.’

‘Of course.’

They sat quietly for a moment, sipping their drinks and absorbing the easy and familiar pleasure of simply being together.

‘I should have come back here after Mum died,’ Alicia said eventually. ‘I wanted to. I always hated to think of the place empty and uncared for, all her things… But I just couldn’t make myself face it. Actually, face her.’ She gave a harsh, humourless laugh. ‘My husband and my sister-inlaw. What a joke. What a sad, sordid little cliché.’

Having no fondness for Sabrina herself, Rachel wasn’t going to disagree.

‘Craig offered, more than once, to come with me,’ Alicia went on, ‘but I didn’t want him anywhere near her. I kept imagining him standing here, in this garden, or inside the house, thinking of her and wondering what she was doing, if she might be able to sense he was close. Maybe he’d find a way of letting her know he was coming, so they could try to sneak off together. I conjured up all sorts of telepathic communication between them that would bring them together in the high street, or the pub, making it look like a coincidence when all the time it was a bond they shared that transmitted messages like a phone, or email, or text.’ Her smile was becoming heavy with a bitter sadness. ‘So when Robert rang to ask if he should start clearing the place, I let him carry on without me. He said it was only Mum’s clothes and some books that he’d give away, he’d wait until I felt ready to deal with things myself before making decisions about furniture and the house itself. I just hope to God his wife didn’t lay a finger on my mother’s belongings. I don’t think he’d have let her, knowing how I’d feel about it. If he did, I’d rather not know.’ She turned to look at Rachel, and her expression softened as she pictured her brother’s kind and serious face. ‘These past two years must have been really hard for him,’ she said, ‘his wife having an affair, losing Mum, having no real relationship with me when we used to be so close. I’d like to try to make that up to him, but it’s hard to see how I can while he’s still married to her.’

Always having considered it remarkable that both marriages had managed to survive the affair, Rachel said, ‘Do you know how they’re getting along these days?’

Alicia shook her head. ‘On the few occasions Robert and I have spoken he never mentions her, and I never ask.’

‘What have you told the children? He was always such a fantastic uncle, and they were pretty close with young Annabelle, before everything blew up.’

‘I’ve always kept it quite vague, just saying that Sabrina and I don’t get along and we’ve decided it’s best we don’t see much of one another. They missed coming here though, but at least Mum used to get up to London quite often, before the dreaded cancer really took hold.’ She sighed and swallowed a knot of tears. ‘Quite a catalogue really, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘First my husband has an affair that creates a rift between me and my brother, a year later my mother dies, six months after that my husband drops dead of a pulmonary embolism; I can only begin to imagine what might be next.’

‘Whatever it is, it can’t get any worse,’ Rachel assured her meaningfully.

Alicia’s eyes shot her a warning. ‘Please don’t tempt fate,’ she urged soberly. ‘I used to think that way, and I was always wrong, so now my reserves of optimism have run dry. It’s best just to take things one day at a time, and thank God for how wonderful and supportive the children are being. Especially Nat.’ She attempted a smile. ‘He’s so stoic, and capable and grown-up, and everything I can feel proud of, but he still won’t talk about his father. I don’t think he’s even cried yet.’ Her eyes came up, and in spite of the courage she was trying to summon there was a hint of her inner desolation as she whispered shakily, ‘Craig was his hero. You know how he idolised him. Nothing Craig did could ever be wrong.’

Rachel’s expression showed her sympathy. ‘You’ve obviously never told him about the affair.’

‘Of course not, and now Craig’s dead there’s no need for him to know. There wasn’t anyway.’ She took a deep, faltering breath. ‘He’s always believed his father was totally loyal to us, the absolute mainstay of our family, which he was, so there’s no reason for Nat to think otherwise.’ Her smile was weak as she glanced at Rachel. ‘Who’d ever have thought he’d die so young?’ she said bleakly. ‘It never seemed possible, did it? It still doesn’t.’

Already knowing the details of how the dynamic and dashingly charismatic Craig Carlyle had been seized from his family in the prime of his life, Rachel put a hand on Alicia’s arm in a hopeless gesture of comfort. Craig and Alicia had certainly had their difficulties in recent years, but Rachel had never been in any doubt of how much Alicia had loved him. So to lose him like that, and so soon after Monica’s death, with no warning at all, and when things were just starting to come good again, had been totally devastating for Alicia, and the children. Six months down the line it was no wonder all three of them were still reeling from the shock.

‘Where’s Nat now?’ Rachel asked.

Alicia swallowed some wine. ‘Still in London. He’s on work experience this week with Henry Taverston.’

Recognising the name, Rachel looked surprised. ‘Why not with someone at Craig’s chambers?’ she asked.

‘He and Nat decided between them that Nat should spread his wings a little, and not become too protected by his father, so Craig set it up for him to spend this week with Henry, and another with Jolyon Crane in Bristol at the end of Aug—’ Her eyes went down as her voice was swallowed into a gulf of grief.

Holding her hand as she struggled with her emotions, Rachel waited patiently, wishing there was something she could say or do to ease the loss. They’d spent many hours on the phone these past months, going over and over the happy times, as well as the betrayal, the final moments of Craig’s life, and then the nightmare that had followed. Coming to terms with the sudden death of a partner, and a father, was probably one of the most difficult tests life delivered.

‘How long are you planning to stay?’ Rachel asked, as Alicia reached for her wine.

Alicia’s eyes stayed down as she said, ‘This is my home now. The house in London has been sold.’

Rachel only just stopped her mouth dropping open. ‘I didn’t even know you’d put it on the market,’ she said cautiously.

‘The cars have gone too,’ Alicia continued. ‘Actually, the garage took both the Mercedes as settlement of the outstanding payments.’

Rachel’s shock was mounting. ‘But those cars were worth a fortune…’

‘So was the house. Almost two million, would you believe? I sold it with the contents and after paying off the mortgage I was left with the princely sum of two thousand five hundred and forty pounds, plus the little bit of money I still have in my personal account.’

Rachel was looking more alarmed and perplexed than ever. ‘I don’t understand,’ she protested.

‘There was no insurance on the mortgage,’ Alicia explained, ‘and with prices going down the way they have…I had to sell it for virtually what we paid for it.’

‘But how could someone like Craig have overlooked… I’m sorry, that’s not helpful. I’m just surprised…’

‘Of course you are. So was I. We remortgaged about a year ago to release some of the capital, and apparently Craig was still negotiating the insurance part of the deal when he died.’

‘So the insurance wasn’t in place?’ Rachel didn’t want to believe what she was saying.

Alicia shook her head.

Rachel searched for words, but none would come. In the end she said, ‘So what happened to the capital you released?’

Alicia’s eyes came to hers, then went down again. ‘He gave it away,’ she answered.

Rachel was sure she hadn’t heard right.

‘It’s a long story,’ Alicia began, ‘but there’s a family… They lost both their children in a fire and Craig felt if he hadn’t got the arsonist off a previous charge he’d have been behind bars, and the children would still be alive. He wanted to try to help the parents, to do something to make the future more bearable, so he gave them enough to buy another house. It was a lot better than the one they’d lost, which – and how’s this for an irony – hadn’t been insured, so they’d lost their home and their children. Craig did what he could to fill one of the gaps, and then, as though to go on making amends, he took on a lot more pro bono cases than he used to, which was some comfort to his conscience, even though our income started to fall. He kept telling me it would be OK, we’d get through it, and I’m sure we would have, given the chance, but alas we weren’t.’

Thinking that her friend had already been through too much, Rachel could only look at her in stark pity and frustration. She wanted to help, she needed desperately to make this added burden go away, but it was already too late. The house was sold, and Alicia was here. ‘I can’t believe you haven’t told me this before,’ she said finally.

Alicia shook her head, seeming not to understand it either. ‘I suppose I didn’t want it to be real, losing our home, having to change our lives…I kept thinking it would all go away, or something would crop up to sort it all out…’

Rachel sat back in her chair, still too stunned by the news to fully take it in. She turned to look across the garden, as though out there somewhere she might find a rational explanation for this additional blow Alicia had received. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ she murmured, turning back again.

Alicia’s smile was weak. She was watching a couple of warblers splashing about in the bird bath, and thinking of how much pleasure her mother used to get from watching the birds. She wouldn’t allow herself to long for her mother to come and sit down with them now; instead she would tell herself that Monica was there, in her own dimension, watching, listening and caring.

‘Are you in debt at all now?’ Rachel asked.

‘No, thank goodness, but it was a close thing. Anyway, even if we had been insured, I still wouldn’t have been able to run the house or pay the school fees without Craig’s income, so selling and moving out of London was inevitable, I guess.’

Rachel was watching her with tender eyes, wondering how she was managing to look and sound so gentle and normal when inside she must be in a thousand pieces.

‘I keep thinking of how he was over the last few months,’ Alicia said shakily. ‘He was much more stressed than he was letting on to us all, I know that. He was worried about me, and how upset I was over losing Mum, and how afraid I was that he was still seeing her. He swore he wasn’t, but I was never brave enough – or stupid enough – to believe it. He was working such long hours. I know that’s not unusual for a lawyer, but…’

‘Don’t do this,’ Rachel interrupted. ‘You have to put those thoughts out of your head, because they won’t help you at all.’

Alicia took another mouthful of wine and felt its acid burn on her tongue, a moment’s distraction from the much fiercer burn in her heart. ‘At least he used some of the capital we released to pay off the inheritance tax on this house,’ she said, the words seeming to come from a detached and distant part of herself, ‘or the children and I would be homeless now. I wonder if he did it to make sure I had somewhere to live before he abandoned us all and went off with her.’

Rachel swallowed hard. Though she couldn’t accept that was the case, she understood perfectly why Alicia would think it. ‘Do you have any evidence to say he was seeing her again?’ she asked.

Feeling claws of denial digging into her heart, Alicia found it hard to keep her voice steady as she said, ‘I haven’t found anything, and believe me, I’ve looked.’ Her gaze returned to Rachel, then drifted again. ‘He always said that it had been a terrible mistake, and he’d never do anything like it again. According to the evidence so far he was telling the truth, but there have been so many lies, and he was so good at covering his ground the first time. That’s presuming it was the first time. For all I know there have been others before and since…I don’t know. I shared my life with him for the past twenty years, and now I’m beginning to think that I never really knew him at all.’

Hearing the strain cracking her voice, Rachel covered her hand. ‘No one ever knows anyone as well as they think they do,’ she said gently, ‘but underneath it all he was a good man and a great father.’

Alicia turned away, having to swallow hard before she could speak. ‘The ridiculous thing is,’ she said angrily, ‘that I’m sitting here grieving because I loved him so much that I almost wish I’d died with him. How foolish is that? The man has an affair, he lies and cheats, and I still …’ She gasped raggedly. ‘I’m so furious with him for dying,’ she cried. ‘Even more furious than I am about the affair, or the insurance. But where’s that getting me? Precisely nowhere. And anyway, it’s not about me, or him, any more, is it? It’s about the children. Darcie will manage, changing schools, she’s still young enough for it not to make too much of a difference, but it could be a disaster for Nat. He’s about to start Upper Sixth, and he’s been doing so well, in spite of losing his dad. He desperately wanted to make Craig proud. He’s due to sit his interview for Oxford in December, and now he’s…Now he’s …’ As she started to break down Rachel came quickly round the table to hug her.

‘Ssh, it’ll be all right,’ she soothed. ‘Nat’s an intelligent boy, he won’t let this make a difference, because he understands that sometimes life isn’t as fair as we’d like it to be.’

‘You’re right, he does, and he’s trying to convince me that he’s happy to finish sixth form in one of the local schools here. “It’ll really round out my education,” he insists.’ She sobbed again. ‘Isn’t that just like him? Saying what he thinks I want to hear because he doesn’t want me to be worried or upset, when all the time his whole life is falling apart.’

‘Of course it isn’t. He’s got his mother’s resilience, remember, and his father’s intellect coupled with the go-getting charm, so he’ll do every bit as well at Stanbrooks or Bruton as he would have at Westminster.’

Alicia laughed through her tears. ‘It won’t be Bruton, we can’t afford that,’ she replied, ‘and if I didn’t know better I’d swear you two were in cahoots, because that’s exactly what he says.’ She gave a tremulous sigh. ‘I know I’m his mother so I would say this, but he’s growing into such a wonderful young man. He’s so considerate and supportive, as well as intelligent, ambitious… I’m sorry, I…’

‘He’s also highly entertaining when he wants to be,’ Rachel continued, ‘extremely generous, a great brother, the best son in the world and let’s not forget drop-dead gorgeous while we’re at it.’

Alicia spluttered with laughter. ‘He’s also maddeningly stubborn, full of teenage arrogance, impatient, hotheaded and too damned big these days to feel at all intimidated by his mother.’

Rachel was smiling. ‘If I know Nathan Carlyle, he’ll be seeing it as his role now to take care of you,’ she said.

‘Which is what I’m afraid of. He’s my responsibility, not the other way round, but I keep reminding myself that it’s still early days. Hopefully, once he’s engrossed in his A levels and making plans for his gap year…I haven’t told him yet that we won’t be able to afford it, but…’

‘What are you talking about?’ Rachel cut in. ‘Kids these days finance those trips themselves and I’m absolutely sure Nat won’t have a problem with that.’

‘Probably not, but my son has big plans for his future…’

‘All of which will happen, so stop tearing yourself apart now. He’s going to be fine. They both are.’

Alicia tried to smile. ‘Mainly thanks to my mother,’ she said. ‘If she hadn’t left me this house and the shop I don’t know what we’d do.’

‘She always did come up trumps in a crisis.’ Rachel’s eyes were filled with fond memories.

Alicia nodded and wondered if her mother could hear them now. If she could then maybe she’d be able to hear Alicia’s thoughts too, the unspoken words of love and gratitude and a longing that would never be fulfilled.

‘Has Robert ever mentioned anything about your inheritance?’ Rachel asked, picking up a pretzel.

Feeling a pang of guilt for the way her brother had been left out of that part of her mother’s will, Alicia shook her head. ‘Not to me, but I think he knows Mum was trying to make up for the way she stopped me coming here.’

‘And he’s so well off these days, he wouldn’t need the money. There again, nor did you when she drew up her will. When was the last time you spoke to him?’

Alicia let go of a troubled sigh. ‘It was at Craig’s funeral,’ she replied. ‘I really didn’t think he’d come, but I’m glad he did.’

‘Of course he’d be there for you,’ Rachel said.

Alicia smiled weakly. ‘Just thank God he left that evil witch of a wife at home. If she’d turned up I swear I wouldn’t have been responsible for my actions.’

‘That makes two of us, but luckily she either didn’t have the nerve to show her face, or she discovered a stray shred of decency that persuaded her to do the right thing.’

Alicia shuddered. ‘I dread to think how she’s going to take it once she knows I’m back.’

‘Under the circumstances I don’t think you should be the one doing the worrying. Anyway, from what I hear she’s got her hands pretty full these days with that daughter of hers.’

‘You mean Annabelle? She was always such a sweet little girl, in spite of having Sabrina for a mother.’

‘Mm,’ Rachel murmured darkly, ‘I think you’ll find she’s morphed out of the little angel you used to know. Not that I run into her often, but you know how people talk. It’s always amazed me how word never got out about Craig and Sabrina.’

Hating hearing their names coupled together, Alicia forced herself past it, saying, ‘I’d like to think it was a big secret, but everyone knows how close we are, so if they do know they probably wouldn’t mention it to you.’

‘You could be right. So did you tell Robert you were coming today?’

‘No, but if he’s around, I’m sure he’ll know by now that I’m here.’

‘I wouldn’t doubt that,’ Rachel agreed, ‘which means he’s probably off on one of his trips, because I’m sure he’ll be in touch the instant he finds out. How could he not be? You’re his sister, and though the closeness you two always shared might be buried under the fallout of that invidious affair right now, I know in my heart that it’s still there and even, probably, very much intact.’
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