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CHAPTER ONE

Spring 1964

 

IT WAS A SUNNY April afternoon, the warmest of the year so far, and it was Helen Redwood’s forty-third birthday. She sniffed contentedly at the scent of newly cut grass coming in through the open French window of her sitting room. She loved her garden, it had given her back her life.

She could hear her daughter Chloe clattering dishes in the kitchen. Chloe had said at breakfast, ‘I’m going to make you a birthday cake, and we’ll have a special tea in the garden.’ She’d spent half the day baking and decorating it.

Helen knew she had a lot to be thankful for. She’d clung too tightly to Chloe over the years, seeking comfort. She loved her daughter much more than her garden, yet while that had grown and thrived with her care, she’d not always been good for Chloe. But it seemed they’d both turned the corner now.

She went to the kitchen door and was pleased to hear Chloe humming softly to herself, sounding happy as she stacked the tea things on to two big trays.

‘Chloe! That isn’t the new blue dress you were telling me about?’

‘Yes.’ Her daughter turned to smile at her. ‘It’s the very latest style. D’you like it?’

‘Not a lot, it’s indecently short.’ It showed rather too much of Chloe’s long shapely legs and slim figure. ‘I wouldn’t call that a dress at all. It’s no more than a tunic.’

Helen knew she sounded as shocked as she felt. Chloe was still a few weeks off her seventeenth birthday and the dress made her look even younger. Chloe laughed. ‘I told you this style was all the rage. You should shorten your own skirts, Mum, and stay in fashion.’

‘At my age I couldn’t wear anything like that.’

‘Maybe not quite like this, but you’d look a lot younger if you wore more fashionable stuff. Why don’t you let me take you shopping?’

Helen tried to smile. ‘You know I stopped thinking about things like fashion when your father died.’

‘Yes, but that’s six years ago now and you agreed we’d both got over it.’

‘So we have,’ she said quickly. Any talk like this and she was afraid they’d both feel guilty.

‘Then why not a new outfit or two? It would do wonders for you. You aren’t old yet, Mum. This is the swinging sixties, everything’s changing now. If you wanted to, you could still be good-looking.’

Helen smiled. ‘That’s a bit of a back-handed compliment, isn’t it?’ She felt she didn’t deserve a daughter who tried so hard to help her.

She studied her daughter’s face. They shared a strong family likeness. Chloe had inherited Helen’s high cheekbones and straight nose, but her eyes were the colour of lavender and had come from John’s family. She was more beautiful than Helen had ever been.

Chloe had lustrous tawny-coloured hair that could hang in loose curls halfway down her back, though today she had it tied back with a blue ribbon. Tawny was as near as Helen could get to describing the colour, because there were so many different shades in it, from bright gold through copper to honey blonde and nut brown.

Her own hair had never been anything like that. It used to be plain brown but now it was showing a touch of grey. Helen had grown gauntly thin, while Chloe’s limbs were firm and rounded with the bloom of youth.

Helen stopped short. She mustn’t feel sorry for herself. Having another birthday had made her remember birthdays past with John.  She’d been devastated when he’d been killed; shocked to the core at the suddenness of his end. She couldn’t bear to go on living in the house they’d shared; everything there reminded her of him and that terrible accident.

Chloe had been eleven and had just started secondary school. Until then, they’d lived in London. John had left them well provided for, but Helen had sold up and returned to her home town of Liverpool, where she’d bought number 8 Carberry Road, a small detached modern house in the suburb of Woolton. On the next-door gate was a plaque with the name The Farm, as well as the number 9. It was an old sandstone house, set sideways on to the road, and almost all its original land had been sold for building houses.

Because Helen had always had periods of depression, she’d had to learn how to lift her spirits. She’d found gardening soothing and enjoyable and realising there was a three-acre piece of land for sale at the bottom of her plot, she’d bought it to make a new and beautiful garden. It was to be the interest that would help her build a new life.

She’d gravitated towards the nearby large garden centre and seen displayed in their shop an advertisement offering garden landscaping and design. She had noted the telephone number and rung it as soon as she reached home.

She’d talked about what she wanted to a man who said his name was Rex Kenwright. He made an appointment to come round to see her and the pony paddock where for the last few years the ground had been grazed bare and stamped solid.

When he turned up, he’d looked surprisingly young; she’d expected an older man. He told her the garden centre had been started by his parents, and now his father and two younger brothers ran it. Most of the plants and equipment he used came from there, and he found most of his customers by advertising in the shop.

Helen thought him shy but very knowledgeable about gardening, and when he showed her the designs he’d drawn up for her three acres, she could see he had a creative streak. Together they’d  discussed his plans round her kitchen table. Rex said the ground needed to be ploughed, rotavated and raked first, then gradually over those early years, the garden Helen had envisaged came into being.

In their first lonely months in Liverpool, she’d wanted to be out working with Rex. Together, they’d dug a pond, planted shrubs and flowers and made a rose arbour. Helen now had a truly magnificent garden and was very proud of it.

On the back of his family’s firm, Rex had built up a sizeable gardening business of his own, employing six men. Occasionally he sent one of them to cut the grass and clip the hedges in Helen’s garden, but mostly he came himself and spent time talking enthusiastically to her about new ideas and new plants.

‘Landscaping is what I most enjoy, and to date, you’ve given me my largest and most rewarding contract.’

Helen had grown fond of Rex over the years and admired his work. The garden had been her salvation, though she’d been unable to put that traumatic accident behind her and move on. Occasionally she still woke up feeling lonely, helpless and that everything was hopeless. Thankfully these episodes were becoming less frequent.

Chloe was taking a cake out of the larder. ‘I hope this is going to be all right.’

‘Darling, it will be.’

‘It hasn’t turned out too well. I hoped it would look better than this.’ She’d covered the top with thickly whipped cream. The silver disc in the centre, printed with the words Happy Birthday, was rapidly sinking into it.

‘It looks fine and I know it’ll taste good. You make a very good Victoria sponge.’

‘Let’s find out. I’ve set out the table and chairs. Can you carry one of the trays out while I make a pot of tea?’

Once outside, Helen couldn’t resist pausing to admire again the pair of standard rose trees in ornamental pots, her birthday gifts this year. Both were hybrid tea roses, one that would have deep scarlet  blooms called ‘Red Devil’ from Chloe, and one called ‘Evening Star’ with white blooms from Rex.

It seemed that when Chloe had consulted him about the best rose tree to buy, he’d very generously decided to join with her and get a pair. Helen couldn’t wait to see them in flower.

As she crossed the lawn to put the tray down on the table, she could hear the drone of the lawnmower in a distant part of the garden. She went in search of Rex and soon caught sight of him working against the far boundary of trees that were just coming into leaf. She called his name but he didn’t hear her and she had to go closer.

Rex Kenwright was tall, over six feet, and wore comfortable jeans and a blue T-shirt. She knew now that he was thirty-one years old and that his youth gave him an advantage. He had plenty of energy and huge enthusiasm for her garden because it was the first time he’d started from scratch on rough land. Physical work had given him a well-honed body without an ounce of surplus flesh. Being outdoors in all weathers had made his skin a healthy bronze colour, which he kept throughout the year. At last he saw her, waved and switched off the mower.

‘It’s teatime, Rex.’ He always had a cup of tea with her if he came in the afternoon. ‘Chloe’s made me a cake, I’m afraid she’ll want you to sing “Happy Birthday”.’

He laughed. ‘I do wish you a happy birthday and I’ll sing for hours for a piece of your cake.’

He had light brown hair that by the end of the summer would be bleached almost to blond. She thought him a serious young man, gentle, modest and unassuming. Together they walked back to the table and chairs Chloe had set out in the sun.

‘That pink aubretia is lovely and so are the forget-me-nots,’ Helen told him. ‘I love this time of the year. There’s so much more colour coming in the garden and you work so hard to make it beautiful.’

‘You do a lot here yourself, Helen. Can I go inside to wash my hands?’ They were green with grass stains.

‘Of course, you know the way.’

Chloe had covered the table with a white cloth to make it more festive and had finished setting out her feast of crab and cucumber sandwiches and gooseberry tartlets. They waited for Rex to come back.

Helen leaned back in her chair and felt the warmth of the sun on her face. ‘It’s heavenly here today, isn’t it?’

 

Rex returned and sat down between mother and daughter. Today Chloe was acting as hostess, pouring their tea and making sure they had all they needed. She was offering the plate of crab sandwiches round when her arm brushed his. It sent an electric shock coursing through his body that he had to hide. It took an effort to keep his voice steady and say, ‘You’ve even got birthday weather, Helen. Perfect for a tea party in the garden.’

‘It’s gorgeous when everything starts sprouting in the spring sun,’ Chloe said. ‘Mum, do we count the garden as finished now?’

‘Almost.’ Helen smiled. ‘I’ve been thinking about getting a summerhouse. It would look nice here on this very spot and we could use the garden for many more months of the year.’

‘Wow! A summerhouse?’

‘I’d like one of those you can push round so you can always be out of the wind and in the sun.’

They spent the next half-hour discussing summerhouses. ‘There’s a good selection in the garden centre at the moment,’ Rex told them. ‘You must come and see them. They’ve got the sort on a turntable base that can be swung round. You can have one side completely open or with glass panels that slide across.’

‘That sounds expensive.’

‘It is. Top of the market, but it makes a real garden room and you’d be able to use it for most of the year.’ Suddenly he smiled, ‘I hope I don’t sound like a salesman working hard for a sale?’

‘No,’ Helen said. ‘Go on, I want to hear about them. I’d really like one.’

‘There are more affordable designs. If you like, I’ll take you both  to see them as soon as I’m finished here.’

‘I’d like to,’ Helen said, ‘but we haven’t time. As it’s my birthday, my cousin Joan has invited all the family to dinner tonight and we’ll need to get changed. I’ll pop in myself tomorrow.’

Rex was watching Chloe as she lit the four candles on the cake she’d made for her mother.

‘Now, Rex, I need you to sing for Mum,’ she said. He could see Helen trying not to laugh. ‘Full voice, please, as there’s just the two of us. Happy birthday . . .’

It gave him great pleasure to hear how well his deep voice mingled with her fluting soprano. But it brought an emotional onslaught, waking every nerve in his body. He’d told himself a hundred times that she was far too young for him. She was just a slip of a girl, as slender as a sapling; he didn’t understand how she’d come to mean so much to him.

‘Now, Mum,’ Chloe was all smiles as she set the cake in front of her, ‘one puff and blow them all out.’

Helen tried, but one flame continued to flutter. ‘In the bright sunlight I can hardly see whether they’re alight or not,’ she said. That she’d failed made them all laugh.

‘Sorry, Mum, it’s not a handsome cake.’ Chloe pulled a face. ‘The cream wasn’t stiff enough, I should have whipped it more.’ But she couldn’t hold back a giggle. The cream had completely swallowed the plastic disc with birthday wishes and was threatening to do the same with the candle holders.

Helen pulled them out. ‘At my age,’ she said, ‘I should be able to blow out forty-three candles, and I couldn’t even manage four.’ That made them laugh again.

As he took a bite from the generous slice in front of him, Rex said, ‘It tastes good. I knew it would, your cakes always do. Gorgeous sponge, absolutely luscious. Food for the gods.’

Chloe’s eyes sparkled up at him. ‘I wanted it to be a handsome birthday cake for Mum. It’s a bit of a disaster.’

‘No, Chloe,’ he told her. ‘It was a lovely way to mark a special day for your mother.’

He’d have liked to add that he wished she would do the same for him, but knew he mustn’t, not yet.

‘Absolutely lovely,’ Helen agreed. ‘And I’m thrilled with my presents. Thank you both.’

 

Rex went back to pull at the lawnmower until it burst into life. Over the years he’d known this family, he’d become very involved with them; now he wanted to think of them as his own.

Other family members seemed to live reasonably close and came to the house quite often. Helen had introduced him to her mother, Mrs Darty, an elderly lady, frail and ill-looking, and her sister Marigold, who seemed very much older than she was. When Helen made a cup of tea for them, she would invite Rex to join them. He hadn’t taken to Marigold; she was thin-lipped and wore her iron-grey hair in a severely mannish style.

From the moment he’d met them he’d thought they were not the sort of people to cheer Helen up. The old lady, poor soul, often dozed off, and there was something hostile, even steely about Marigold’s manner. She wouldn’t look him in the eye and made him feel he was intruding on their privacy.

Joan Bristow, he liked better. She was jolly, of matronly build, with a pale gold rinse on her immaculately waved grey hair. She shared Helen’s love of gardening and would come and spend the whole afternoon outside with her, always bringing a pair of gardening shoes to change into. She knew the Latin names of almost every plant, and quizzed Rex repeatedly on gardening matters.

Helen had said vaguely that Joan was a friend as well as a relation and it took Rex some time to work out that she was a first cousin to her and Marigold. She was about Marigold’s age, the daughter of Mrs Darty’s deceased sister, but a very different personality.

Joan had been married for only nine years or so to Walter Bristow, who had his own business in Bootle. Sometimes, when his office closed in the late afternoon, he’d come to pick his wife up. But first they would show him round the garden, pointing out all the improvements and the new plants, and Helen would serve them  drinks. Joan was the sort of person who cheered everybody up.

Helen had told Rex almost as soon as they met that she had been recently widowed, but it had taken him a long time to see her dark moods. He’d recognised early on that she was looking for support in things unrelated to gardening – her daughter Chloe, for instance.

At that time, Chloe had been an awkward and lost-looking twelve-year-old; he could see she wasn’t happy. They’d both seemed vulnerable and in need of help.

It was only after he’d seen Chloe come hurtling out into the garden a few times, red-eyed and rebellious, that he realised she was more troubled than her mother. Rex was afraid they were having the sort of rows he’d had with his family when he’d been growing up, but he couldn’t imagine a problem that might cause them.

Rex felt sorry for Chloe, and knew that having a mother who suffered spells of depression must make it harder for her.

‘Is she still grieving for her father?’ he’d asked Helen. ‘Is that what is troubling her?’

‘It’s what’s troubling both of us, I suppose.’ Helen was staring past him into space. ‘We haven’t told you just how bad the accident was.’

He waited for her to go on, but she didn’t. ‘A climbing accident, you said?’ he prompted.

‘Yes.’ She looked at him then. ‘John’s hobby was rock-climbing. He was in North Wales with a group of climbers, practising before attempting one of the peaks in Switzerland. He took me and Chloe with him for a few days’ holiday. The idea was that we would go walking, but climbing fascinated Chloe. John took her along and gave her a first lesson or two. The other climbers made a big fuss of her and said she was a natural and had real ability. I was always scared for him, but he had no fear and neither had Chloe.

‘Then one morning, the climbers were planning to do a much harder climb. John wanted to take Chloe but I stopped him. Climbing scares me and I was afraid for her. I settled down outside with a book and Chloe was watching them through binoculars. I  knew she’d gone but it never occurred to me that she’d get a lift over to the rock face and try to climb behind them.

‘It came on to rain, and that distracted her and made the rock slippy, and when she reached a more difficult spot she became scared and started calling for help. She’d climbed surprisingly high without help or supervision. Her father and one of his friends came reeling down to help her. She was panicking by this time, so John unfastened his own safety harness to put it on her. She was thrashing about and . . . Well, he slipped and fell . . .’

‘Oh God, Helen, to his death?’

She flinched. ‘Even worse, I think. He broke his back. His injuries were so bad he could never recover. He lingered . . .’

Rex shuddered. After that he understood Helen’s black moods and the clouded horror he saw in the girl’s wide eyes.




CHAPTER TWO

REX FINISHED CUTTING THE grass and was getting ready to go home; he was lifting the lawnmower back into his van when he saw Chloe running towards him. She’d changed into a smart red dress with matching red shoes. He’d never seen her wear high heels before.

His heart began to race. ‘Another new dress?’ he asked.

‘No, you’ve seen it before.’

‘I haven’t.’

‘I’ve cut six inches off the hem to bring it up to date. I had to, it’s no good having only one dress at a fashionable length. Mum said I was to give you a piece of her birthday cake to take home. She says it won’t keep because of all the fresh cream I put on.’

‘Thank you, that’s very kind.’

She giggled. ‘A bit like a children’s party, isn’t it, when you get a piece of birthday cake to take home?’

He smiled, ‘I’m not too grown up for that. I’ll enjoy it for my supper.’

She looked radiant. He noticed with pleasure that she was taking more interest in her appearance; she’d had her hair cut differently and tonight she was wearing a touch of lipstick. It made her look grown up.

‘I put it in a Pyrex dish, it’s too soft and squidgy to put in a bag.’

He could see it through the glass lid. ‘That’s a very generous piece. Can you spare all that?’

‘Yes, Mum says cake like this will make me fat.’

He laughed, ‘You don’t need to worry about that yet. I’ll bring the dish back next time I come.’

Helen came out and waved to him as he drove away. He felt excited. In six more weeks, Chloe would be seventeen, and now she was wearing make-up; clearly she was beginning to think of the opposite sex.

He could feel himself tingling as he decided he’d waited long enough. She was old enough to be told what was on his mind. He was nervous about doing it because he was afraid she might not feel that way about him. In all honesty, he’d seen no sign that she did. He’d like to start by inviting her to come out for a restaurant meal with him. On her own.

The difficulty was, he didn’t want to upset Helen by excluding her. He’d need to talk to her about it first, and just thinking about that made his toes curl with embarrassment. He’d have to tell her outright that he was in love with her daughter. And in view of Chloe’s youth and the difference in their ages, would she approve of that?

These days he saw much more of Helen than he did of Chloe. He’d have to wait for the right opportunity to say something like that, but if he looked out for one, sooner or later it would come.

 

‘Rex is nice, isn’t he?’ Chloe said to her mother as they drove off.

‘Very nice,’ she agreed. ‘A good friend to us both.’

They went first to pick up Gran and Marigold, as Joan and Walter had invited them all to have dinner at their house to celebrate Helen’s birthday. Chloe had been looking forward to it.

She was pleased to see her mother smiling and happy. She’d be on top of the world if Mum’s spells of black depression were really behind her. It had taken them a very long time to get this far.

Chloe, too, had had her nightmares and her black moods. Her father’s absence was a terrible ache and moving up to Liverpool and starting another new school two terms after everybody else had been hard. Mum had brought with her all the furniture and belongings that reminded them of Dad, and had placed photographs of him on  show about their new home. She had a way of speaking about him frequently, as though he were still with them.

Auntie Joan and Uncle Walter had been very kind to both of them when they’d first come north. When Chloe’s twelfth birthday came round, Mum and Joan had taken her into town. She’d wanted a record player for her own room and they’d let her choose the one she wanted.

Then Uncle Walter had taken them all to the Adelphi Hotel for a special lunch and she’d had ice-cream cake. Before going back to his factory, he’d taken her to a record shop and bought her some of the latest records by Cliff Richard and Adam Faith. By the following year they’d had Beatlemania at school, as had half of England, and Chloe had played their records all the time. She still did, they were her favourites, and every birthday after that Uncle Walter gave her their latest album. ‘Love Me Do’ was her all-time favourite song.

Every month or so, Auntie Joan and Mum met for lunch in town, and they got together for family celebrations. Aunt Goldie had told Chloe that Joan had made her fortune by marrying Walter Bristow, and she should look out for a rich man too.

Walter Bristow was coming up to retirement age but he was still running the company he’d set up many years earlier. He’d trained as a vet and had very modern ideas about feeding animals. He thought many of the diseases suffered by pets were caused by giving them the wrong diet. He produced foods for dogs, cats, hamsters, rabbits and guinea pigs, each designed to provide a balanced diet to keep the animal in good health. He believed that a dried crunch of ingredients was the easiest way for pet owners to buy and store it.

Her mother drew up in front of Uncle Walter’s big house in Freshfield and Auntie Joan came to the door to let them in. She was one of those people who was always bubbling with good humour.

‘Hello, Chloe.’ She threw her arms round her and pulled her in. ‘Happy birthday, Helen.’

Chloe considered Auntie Joan to be one of those women who was still genuinely pretty at fifty. Marigold said disparagingly that it  was all done with make-up and that she dyed her hair palest blonde when really it should be grey.

Uncle Walter met them in the hall. He was a big man with a head of thick white hair, pink cheeks and a cherubic face. He gathered Chloe up as usual in one of his big bear hugs, but tonight he wasn’t his smiling self.

‘Sorry, Helen,’ he said, kissing her cheek. ‘We’ve no birthday present for you. I took Joan to the theatre last night and while we were out, thieves broke in and took it.’

‘Mum’s present?’ Chloe wanted to laugh.

‘It was a book, Helen. Joan had it wrapped up ready for you.’

‘It was that new novel by Rosamund Rogerson,’ Joan said. ‘I’ll buy another copy next time I go into town.’

‘You shouldn’t be telling Mum what it was,’ Chloe giggled.

‘Oh dear! I’m not myself today,’ Auntie Joan said. ‘They took the family silver too.’

‘All of it?’

‘Yes, we think they broke in to get that.’

‘You had such a lot, and it was valuable, wasn’t it?’

‘Walter’s father left it to him. He was interested in antique silver and collected it all his life.’

‘And now it’s gone,’ Walter sighed sadly.

‘Did they take anything else?’ Helen asked.

‘Some money, but the police think they were targeting the silver.’

‘Don’t the rich suffer?’ Marigold said sourly. ‘It’s a comfort to know thieves are unlikely to target us.’

‘The best we can say,’ Joan added, ‘is that it was insured, so we’ll get something back.’

‘Doesn’t the sideboard look bare without it?’ Walter sighed. ‘I’d like to buy more, but good-quality silver isn’t easy to find. And I’m afraid I don’t have my father’s knowledge. He was never happier than when he was visiting antique shops or grand houses when they were selling off good silver.’

‘It’s been a hard day,’ Joan said. ‘The police were here for ages.  But it’s not the end of the world, and we aren’t going to let it spoil your birthday dinner. Come on, Walter, what about the drinks? Gran, you’ll have sherry, will you?’

 

Rex went home to his comfortless bachelor flat and grilled a pork chop for his supper. Afterwards he made himself a pot of tea, ate Chloe’s cake and gave himself up to daydreaming about her.

Helen had confided how difficult Chloe had been when they’d first come to Liverpool, and that she was missing her father and also her friends in London. Rex was no stranger to bereavement and knew it could change everything for family members. He’d been bereaved twice, and both times it had been traumatic. His mother had died while he was still a child. Then only a few months before the Redwoods arrived, he’d lost Sylvia, his wife of two years. They’d been visiting her parents, who kept a hotel on Lake Windermere. Almost every time they went there, they’d gone rowing on the lake, but this time they’d been run down by a speedboat. Neither of them could swim and he’d been unable to help her. She’d drowned together with their unborn child.

After Sylvia’s sudden death, he was floundering so badly he thought he’d never recover. Nothing had been further from his mind than that he should fall in love with Chloe. He didn’t know how it had come about. Over the last year or so, he’d come to accept that Sylvia was lost to him for ever and that if he wanted a wife he must find somebody new. He had in mind a well-balanced woman like Sylvia, grown up and with a mind of her own.

But it was the contract he’d signed with Helen, the garden, and the support and companionship he’d found in her and Chloe that had eventually turned his life round. He’d wanted to do the same for them.

He’d watched Chloe grow up, and it had been like tending a rare plant that had eventually produced one magnificent flower. She was still more girl than woman, but already Rex knew he wanted no other. He loved her and always would.

In those early days when he’d been working in their garden, he’d  occasionally seen her come rushing out, angry and rebellious. He pretended not to notice her agitation and tear-stained face and asked her to help with whatever he was doing. A gardening job pulling up weeds seemed to help calm her.

At other times he’d see her come out to cut a lettuce or a cabbage for the table, or even late on a winter’s afternoon with a saucepan to cut sprouts for their supper. It seemed she was interested in growing vegetables, perhaps because her mother preferred flowers.

‘I’d like to have a vegetable patch of my own,’ Chloe had said one day. He’d started her on radishes and sugar peas, which Helen called mangetout, so she’d have something to eat quickly. The sugar peas produced a bumper crop and Chloe had been able to brag that she’d planted them and weeded them and put in the sticks to help them grow up off the ground. They’d proved to be a huge success and she’d planted them every year since.

He saw Chloe as another teenager as unhappy as he’d been. Helen was focused on her own loss and didn’t seem to see Chloe’s needs. He’d grown to love Chloe without even realising it was happening.

He thought she’d desperately needed a confidant. While they’d bedded out seedlings of lettuce and cabbage, she’d told him of her agony on joining a school where friendships and loyalties had been formed in the months before she’d got there. She’d explained her difficulties with classwork when the curriculum had changed.

‘I’m left out of everything. I never quite know what I’m meant to be doing. It confuses me, makes me look a fool.’

‘That’s the last thing you are, Chloe.’

‘I want to do the right thing, I want to join in and be one of them, but somehow I can’t.’

‘Just keep on trying. The teenage years can be troubled.’

‘Were yours? Were you unhappy when you were my age?’

‘Yes, I was, but for a different reason.’

‘You didn’t lose your dad or get moved from one end of the country to the other?’ The intense gaze of her lavender-coloured eyes had challenged him.

‘No, I lost my mother.’

‘Gosh, that’s worse. How old were you then?’

‘Ten.’

‘That’s awful.’

It was not Rex’s way to talk about his own difficulties. He’d let it be known generally that Horace Kenwright, the owner of Kenwright’s Garden Centre, was his father, but that wasn’t strictly true. Rex was the eldest son of Laura Kenwright, née Harrington, born before she met and married Horace.

Rex remembered the time when he and his mother had been everything to each other. She’d taken him in her arms to say, ‘I’m going to get married. Horace Kenwright will be my husband and your father and we both need him.’

But Rex had resented their new home and the way Horace became the centre of their life. He’d been five when his mother married and he’d started school a week later. He’d had to share his mother’s attention and felt pushed out. Over the years that followed, he was aware that Horace found fault with everything he did and carped at his mother. He knew she was unhappy and never allowed to forget her misdemeanour. Horace had adopted him legally and given him his name, but he’d given him precious little else and certainly no love.

Before long, Rex had a half-brother called Simon and felt his mother had even less time for him, though he knew she loved him and did her best to stand between him and his stepfather. When Laura died giving birth to her third child, Gerald, Rex took it very hard.

In later years, he came to understand that in exchange for marrying his mother and adopting him, Harrington money had been forthcoming to set up the garden business and thus support them.

Rex had had an unhappy childhood. He felt Horace very much favoured his half-brothers; they could do no wrong. While his mother was alive, she’d protected him and been very supportive, but once she’d gone, Rex became the butt of his father’s ill humour.

Horace praised Simon and Gerald and sent them to private schools, whilst telling Rex he was an incompetent fool who could not compete with them.

For a time, his Harrington relatives kept in touch with birthday and Christmas gifts, but he rarely saw them. Eventually, there was only his grandfather left, and he was an invalid living in a nursing home.

As a child, Rex had spent his free time making himself useful in the family business, befriending his father’s employees and learning from them. He felt he’d grown up without a place in the family, and when the time came for him to leave school, his father had refused to take him into the business.

He’d found himself a job working for the council in their parks and gardens department, and as soon as he could, he’d left home. He was twenty-one when he received a letter from the Harringtons’ solicitor telling him that his grandfather had died and that he was the main beneficiary in his will. That changed Rex’s life; he knew now what he wanted to do. He enrolled at a horticultural college.

There he met Sylvia, and for a time his star was rising. He decided it would do him no good to resent the Kenwrights, and tried not to feel alienated. His stepfather was still running the business; he’d taken both Simon and Gerald into it, and it was thriving as never before.

He couldn’t say all that to thirteen-year-old Chloe. It was too painful to him and he doubted she’d understand, but he told her enough of it to develop a rapport with her.

Helen noticed that Chloe was to be found increasingly often in the garden, chatting to Rex. The vegetable patch grew larger. Chloe wanted fruit bushes, and together they chose and planted blackcurrants and gooseberries and strawberries. Helen too was keen on fruit. Rex took them both to the garden centre at the right time and they bought apple trees and a Victoria plum, a greengage and a damson tree.

In recent years they’d all enjoyed the fresh fruit and Helen had  said, ‘You’re very good for Chloe. She’s lost her father, but you’re a great father figure for her.’

That made him catch his breath. It wasn’t how he saw himself. He hoped Chloe didn’t see him in that light, but he doubted she saw him as a prospective husband. The age difference was too great.

 

One afternoon, Rex was emptying the pond in the lower part of the garden. This had been a rather boggy area, but with a little drainage in the surrounding land he’d achieved a natural pond. Helen had wanted water lilies in it, and though he had a few flowers floating on the water now, the water had grown muddy again.

Today he’d brought some frogspawn, as the tadpoles would eat the algae that was discolouring the water. Emptying and cleaning out the pond was the sort of job Chloe loved. He’d told her he was going to do it. She’d come rushing home from school to shed her shoes and socks on the bank, and still wearing the rest of her school uniform, waded in to join him. He saw immediately that she was upset.

‘I hate school,’ she told him angrily. ‘I loathe all the girls there and they don’t like me.’

‘Has something happened?’ he asked cautiously.

‘They hid my gym bag from me and I got into trouble for that, and then I came bottom of the form in a biology test.’

‘I’m sorry to hear you have problems at school.’

Chloe sniffed and started pulling out pond weeds. ‘I’d rather leave school and help you all day,’ she told him. She was sliding about in the mud.

‘That’s nice to know, Chloe, but you’ll have a problem with your mum too if you wallow in all this mud. Shouldn’t you go and change?’

She burst into tears at that, so he led her up the bank and sat down on the grass beside her. ‘It’s not just that, is it?’

‘It’s everything,’ she wept. ‘I’m a wicked person, that’s why everybody hates me.’

‘I don’t hate you, and I don’t think you’re at all wicked. What makes you say that?’

She lifted her hand from her face and he saw her eyes were great pools of misery. ‘You don’t know how bad I am.’

‘Go on then, tell me.’

‘I killed my father.’

‘What? That’s not what your mother says.’

‘She’s told you about it?’

‘Yes. Chloe, she blames herself for your father’s death.’

‘She blames me, it was my fault. I was big-headed and thought I could climb too.’ She started to tell him how she’d slipped away from her mother when she wasn’t watching, had gone after her father and caused the accident.

‘An accident is an accident. It doesn’t mean anyone has to take the blame.’

‘If I’d stayed with Mum, it wouldn’t have happened.’

‘Yes, you made a mistake, but your father wanted to take you with him, and your mum stopped him doing that. She was afraid for you because they were going to do a harder climb. Had she let you go with the climbers, your father would have made sure you were safe, and it would never have happened.’

Chloe sat beside him sniffing but saying nothing.

‘And what about your dad? He fastened you into his safety harness and that saved your life. Your mum says that if only he’d stayed in his harness and just hung on to you, nobody would have fallen. You all made mistakes. But your dad wouldn’t want you and your mum to be unhappy, would he?’

‘We can’t help it. We want him back. It’s no good saying we must forget what happened; we can’t.’

‘You’ll never forget it, Chloe, it’s changed your life. What you must try to do is to put it behind you and move on.’

‘I don’t know whether we can.’

‘I want you to try. Promise me you will?’

He’d treated her as the lost girl she was and he thought she’d responded.

 

For Chloe, the feeling of personal guilt would not go away, though she’d tried to do what Rex had suggested. She couldn’t get away from the fact that if only she’d stayed with Mum that day, Dad would still be with them. She’d never climbed since, never been near Capel Curig and never wanted to.

She’d grown up feeling lost and mixed up and as though she’d never recovered from her father’s death. She knew she disappointed her mother because she’d never shone in the classroom after that.

Mum had wanted her to go to college, but at fifteen she was still all at odds with herself and had no idea which direction she wanted her life to take. All she could think of was leaving school at the first possible moment.

Mum had insisted she go to secretarial college, where she’d learned shorthand typing and bookkeeping; after that, she’d drifted into a job in the local office of the Inland Revenue Department. There, she’d finally settled down and made friends, and thanks to Rex and the garden she was now content with her lot. All she wanted was for things to stay this way.

No, that wasn’t quite true. She was happy enough, but she knew she wanted more. The girls in the office told her of the exciting times they had with their boyfriends. Chloe had been taken to a dance by one of the young men in the office and to the pictures by another, but she’d found little excitement in their company.
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