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      ‘Liam,’ Jen breathed against her son’s warm cheek.

      His eyes fluttered open. Jen hated to shatter the peace she saw in those eyes, still full of dreams and sleepy contentment. But she had no choice. They had to leave now, while Alistair slept under the influence of the sleeping tablets.

      ‘It’s time to go.’

      A look of panic filled his eyes, and he drew in a sharp breath. She shook her head and laid her finger against his lips.

      ‘Hush.’ One sound from Liam now and it would all be over. ‘It’s only me, darling.’ She brushed her lips against his cheek and kept her face there, willing him to inhale her scent, to know her, to stop himself from calling out before he gave them away.

      She waited a moment and then drew back, searching his eyes, trying to convey a calm she didn’t feel. ‘It’s OK. Remember what we talked about?’ she whispered, pushing a thick curl of hair off his face so he could see her properly. ‘We’re going on an adventure.’

      His brow furrowed into the frown which rarely left his face anymore. He blinked and sat up.

      ‘But it’s dark, Mummy,’ he said, echoing her whisper.

      Despite the months of planning, doubt crept in. Was she doing the right thing by uprooting Liam from everything and everyone he knew? She swallowed hard. She knew the answer. She’d spent too long clinging to hope. She had to act — for both their sakes — now.

      ‘That’s why it’s an adventure.’ And that’s why, she didn’t add, they were going. There was no way she could leave during the day. If Alistair wasn’t watching, his hidden cameras certainly were. ‘Just pop your coat and hat on over your PJs and we’ll be on our way.’

      The silence of the night was broken only by the ticking clock in the hall, as Liam slipped his feet into the boots she held open for him. She was waiting for his next question. It came a little later than she’d expected.

      ‘Is Daddy coming?’

      ‘No, sweetheart. It’s only going to be you and me going on this journey — only us! And it’s a secret from him,’ she added in her lightest voice. She needed to keep calm, so that Liam would be calm. ‘We’re going to trick him, so we must be quiet, otherwise he’ll find out and the trick won’t work.’ She buttoned up his coat and pulled on his hat, crouched down and looked him directly in the eyes. ‘You OK with that?’

      He nodded, but the frown remained. ‘Will Daddy be angry?’

      ‘No.’

      Sometimes, lying was the only option. She’d found that out the hard way.

      His face relaxed, and she smiled encouragingly.

      ‘Let’s go then.’ She stood up, grabbed his bag and slid it onto his back. She slung her own bag over her shoulder and took his hand.

      Stepping carefully, she led them down the hall to the rear of the house, avoiding the creaking floorboards.

      She’d already unbolted the French doors, so when she twisted the brass latch, they stepped out onto the terrace without making a sound. The night also seemed to hold its breath as they walked over the grass to the rear fence. No security lights burst into life — she’d made sure of that.

      Behind the shed, she lifted the overgrown creepers and pulled out the fence posts she’d loosened one by one over the past few months. After a quick look around, they entered their next-door neighbour’s garden. Her neighbour, Barbara, was the only person with whom she’d shared her plans. She’d also switched off her security lights, so they could slip unnoticed under the summer canopy of leaves, hidden by the high hedges between the two properties.

      It was easier than she imagined skirting Barbara’s garden and unbolting the garden gate, which she’d made sure was well-oiled. They emerged onto the side street and went straight to the rental car Jen had parked there.

      Liam didn’t say a word. Somehow he seemed to understand the importance of what was happening, and he followed her every urging until he was securely strapped into the back seat, and she drove the electric car silently away.

      She didn’t look back. She had no reason to. Her only way was forward, away from the man who had controlled every aspect of her and Liam’s life. There could be no going back.
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        MacLeod’s Cove, New Zealand

      

      

      The car rolled to a stop in front of the colonial villa, its white clapboard exterior ghostly in the moonlight. For the first time in thirty-odd hours of travelling, silence descended. Jen could hardly believe she was home after so many years, after everything that had happened.

      ‘Well, here we are, sis,’ Lucy said, flicking on the handbrake. She followed Jen’s gaze up to the house in which they’d been born and raised. It appeared both familiar and strange at the same time.

      ‘At last,’ breathed Jen, relieved to have finally made it to her destination. Suddenly exhausted, she remained seated, studying her childhood home, trying to identify what had changed.

      The red door was as inviting as ever, and light from the hall lamp streamed through the stained-glass panels, casting blocks of colour down the steps to greet them, just as it had always done. The giant pohutukawa tree still stood sentinel at the side of the villa, pre-dating the villa itself. But there were changes, too.

      The outside lamp highlighted peeling paint, and the path to the front door was barely visible through the tangles of early spring growth.

      The years had taken their toll on the villa — visible even at night. Just as they had on her. Still, the obvious signs of neglect puzzled her.

      ‘Home sweet home,’ said Lucy, staring up at the house as if trying to see it through her big sister’s eyes. ‘Though I suppose not all homes are sweet, are they?’

      ‘No,’ Jen said quietly. ‘Not really.’ The home she’d just left had been anything but sweet, and she could sense Lucy’s curiosity, her unspoken questions.

      Jen glanced at the back seat, where Liam sat fast asleep. He’d barely slept during the entire journey from England, but here, finally safe, he was out for the count.

      ‘Nothing sweeter than him,’ Jen said, touching his knee. The reminder was necessary — that this was real — that they’d escaped. They were safe now.

      ‘He’s adorable,’ said Lucy. ‘You bred a good ‘un there.’ She opened the door. ‘Let’s get the bags inside and then we can bring Liam in.’

      Jen followed Lucy out of the car and inhaled deeply. That first breath of salty air, overlaid with the fragrance of an early flowering daphne bush, confirmed she was home.

      ‘Are you coming or are you just going to stand there?’ teased Lucy as she struggled up the path carrying a couple of bags and the suitcase which had been secreted in the hire car in London, ahead of their departure.

      ‘I’m coming,’ she said, grabbing the rest of the bags from the boot. Closing it quietly, she followed Lucy up to the front door. They dropped the bags on the familiar wraparound porch and returned for Liam, who was stirring.

      Jen leaned into him and kissed his tousled hair. ‘We’re here, sleepyhead,’ she whispered, as he rubbed his eyes and struggled out of the seat into her arms. She lifted him out, and he stood blinking, looking up at the house.

      ‘Grandma’s house?’ he asked, as if unable to believe this mythical house really existed.

      ‘That’s right.’ His small, warm hand slipped into hers, and she looked down into her son’s trusting eyes. ‘We’re safe now,’ she murmured, giving his hand a gentle squeeze.

      Lucy, who had been unloading a duffle bag from the boot, paused and glanced at them, her face etched with concern. ‘I haven’t asked why you left,’ she began, her gaze steady on Jen’s face. ‘And I won’t pry…’

      ‘Thanks. I’ll tell you all about it later. But now’ — she looked down at Liam, who was suddenly wide awake, still on UK time — ‘this one needs my attention.’

      Lucy went ahead, pushing open the front door and stepping into the house. More familiar scents enveloped Jen as she followed her sister inside. Spring flowers, baking, and chopped wood, which she knew would be piled up beside the fireplace — things that went to make up a home.

      Jen and Liam followed Lucy into the kitchen. The satisfying click of the bakelite switch turned on the lights, revealing an unchanged kitchen-family room.

      Charity shop finds and family heirlooms vied for space on the open shelves, and plants fitted into every nook and cranny that were free, and some that weren’t. Beside the butler’s sink, washed dishes drained, and pots, pans and colanders hung from an overhead rack.

      ‘Wow,’ said Liam, looking around, wide awake now. ‘It’s like that museum we went to, Mum.’

      Lucy failed to stifle her laughter as she opened the larder door. ‘Fancy a hot chocolate, Liam?’

      Liam nodded but still kept hold of Jen’s hand. She gave it a reassuring squeeze.

      ‘Good idea,’ she said, bobbing down in front of him and undoing his coat. ‘There,’ she said, slipping it off his slim shoulders and draping it over the back of a kitchen chair. ‘Come and sit over here on the window seat. It used to be my favourite reading place.’

      He knelt among the cushions and pressed his nose against the window. ‘I can’t see any lights,’ he said, peering into the darkness.

      ‘That’s because there aren’t any. We’re not surrounded by houses and streets and shops and cars here, like we were in London.’ Jen joined Liam on the window seat, rubbing away the condensation his breath had formed. ‘There’s just a narrow patch of grass, a wall, then a bigger stretch of sand and the sea out there.’ She glanced down at Liam, whose gaze was fixed on the blackness outside as if imagining the scene her words had created. ‘Nothing to keep you awake like police sirens or the shouts of people walking by. There’s only the sound of the sea to lull you to sleep, and the whisper of the wind in the trees to keep you there.’

      ‘Oh,’ Liam said with a sigh, as he relaxed into the cushions. Without thinking, she’d lowered her voice, changing it to the ‘woozy voice’ Liam claimed she had when she read him bedtime stories.

      It wouldn’t take much to get him off to sleep tonight, unlike most other nights when he stubbornly lay awake until exhaustion finally overtook him. It was tension, she knew — tension and worry and fear which super-charged his nervous system, draining him. He picked up every cold and ailment going.

      Lucy slid the cup of hot chocolate across the table. Liam rubbed his eyes and took the cup between his two hands before looking up anxiously. ‘Can I drink, Mum?’

      Jen felt her heart break a little more. ‘Of course you can. Go ahead.’

      She glanced at Lucy, whose expression was uncharacteristically bleak.

      ‘Well, that confirms something,’ said Lucy, passing Jen her cup.

      She took a sip, not wanting to talk about things now, especially in front of Liam. But he looked more interested in examining the miscellaneous contents of a pottery bowl. ‘What?’

      ‘The reason for your being here.’ Jen had forgotten how tenacious her sister could be. ‘Sometimes talking helps, you know.’

      Jen released a slow sigh, her shoulders slumping as she considered Lucy’s words. ‘It was Alistair, of course,’ she finally admitted, the words tasting bitter. She shot Lucy a brief smile. ‘But I’m sure you guessed that already.’

      A grim smile tugged at Lucy’s lips, her eyes reflecting both understanding and sorrow. ‘Guessed that it was a man? Of course. Isn’t it always?’ she replied, her tone tinged with a weary humour.

      Jen managed a half-smile, wondering what lay behind the comment. She realised she hardly knew her little sister at all.

      ‘Invariably,’ said a voice behind her. Jen swung around to see her mother, Kate, backlit by the kitchen light.

      Something tightened in Jen’s throat — halfway between a sob and a laugh — and she jumped up and walked towards her mother. ‘Mum!’

      Kate pressed her lips together as if to stop words or a cry emerging — Jen didn’t know which. Instead, Kate held out her arms, and Jen stepped into them. She smelled of comfort — of vanilla and fresh laundry. But as Jen’s arms went around her, her fingers felt the bones of her mother’s back, sharper than she remembered. She’d lost weight. She drew away, realising that nothing was going to be the same as it had been.

      Kate’s eyes were watery as she smiled, her fingers gripping Jen as if she never wanted to let her go. ‘It’s so good you’ve come back.’

      Jen swallowed. ‘It’s good to be back.’ She gave a half-laugh, and swiped away unwanted tears. What the heck? She rarely cried anymore.

      ‘It’s OK,’ said Kate. She released Jen and looked down at Liam, bobbing down to his height. ‘And who’s this handsome young man?’

      Liam looked up at her with wide eyes. ‘I’m your grandson, Grandma.’

      Kate nodded, suppressing any humour she might have felt at Liam’s solemnity. ‘I thought you might be and I’m so glad you’ve come to stay, Liam.’

      ‘Me too,’ he said, his smile wobbling a little.

      ‘Something tells me we’re going to be very good friends.’

      Liam’s eyes widened. ‘Who told you?’ He shot a glance at Jen, which was edged with fear.

      She put her arms around her son’s shoulders, hating to see such timidity. ‘No one, darling. Grandma just means that she knows it without being told.’

      Jen’s mum stood up and looked at Liam thoughtfully. ‘Would you like to see your bedroom? You must be ready for bed after such a long journey.’

      Jen answered Liam’s glance with an approving nod, and when he reached up and slipped his hand into Kate’s, Jen released a tightly held breath. She hadn’t imagined what a relief it would be to see him trust someone other than herself.

      Kate talked gently to him as they walked up the stairs to the upper floor of the villa, the floorboards creaking with each footstep. Jen turned to find Lucy watching her.

      ‘You can relax now, you know,’ Lucy said. ‘Whatever Alistair did, he can’t get you here. You and Liam are safe.’

      She shot Lucy a weak smile. ‘Yes,’ she agreed, relieved that Lucy understood the essentials without explanation. ‘I very much doubt he’ll want to travel to the other side of the world to retrieve the son and wife he despises. Not now he’s got what he wanted.’ She repeated the words, as much to convince herself as her sister.

      ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘Just… material stuff.’

      ‘Material things can be replaced. The important thing is you’re free now.’

      Lucy may have understood the gist of what had happened, but there were things — hidden things — which weren’t so easy to leave behind. She didn’t know if they’d ever be free of the distrust, wariness and fear which had taken root in them both. But she knew one thing. She’d give it a damn good try. She had to. For Liam’s sake.

      Liam. Jen glanced up, hoping he felt safe with his grandma.

      ‘He’ll be fine.’

      Jen grunted. It didn’t look like she’d be able to get anything past Lucy.

      ‘It’s just that he finds it hard to settle. And he’s in a strange place.’

      ‘Then go satisfy yourself that he’s in good hands and then come back and finish your drink.’

      ‘It’s nearly midnight. Are you sure you don’t want to call it a night?’

      ‘Nope. It’s nice to be up this late. I’m usually in bed by nine so I can get up for the café at five. But I’ve got someone to cover for me tomorrow. Besides, you look wired.’

      Jen couldn’t disagree. She felt as if she’d lie awake for hours if she went to bed. And she didn’t fancy staring at the ceiling, going over and over the enormity of what she’d just done.

      ‘I’ll go check on Liam.’

      ‘Sure thing. Whatever you want.’ Lucy gave Jen a hug. ‘I just want you to know that I’m already loving having my big sister back. I’m so glad you’re here — you and Liam. It’ll work out, you’ll see.’

      A lump in Jen’s throat prevented her from replying.

      While Lucy returned to the kitchen, Jen went upstairs. Her toes nudged the brass runners which held the carpet in place. The metallic clack was the sound of her childhood, bringing new layers of memory settling over the old.

      She hesitated on the landing, about to open one of the main bedrooms on the first floor, before hearing her mother’s voice coming from the top of the house. Of course. She’d put Liam in one of the attic rooms Jen used to share with her other sister, Ellie.

      Jen climbed the stairs and paused on the narrow landing. Her old nightlight filled the room with an orange glow. She smiled to herself as she listened to her mother talk, her voice as comforting as the feather duvet she pulled over Liam. He rolled onto his side with his back to Jen, and gazed up at Kate, who was still talking.

      She was telling Liam a fairytale she’d invented and embellished over the years. It seemed to be having the same magical effect on her grandson as it had had on Jen’s sisters. But never her. She’d never believed in fairy tales. And she’d been right. They didn’t exist.

      She leaned against the door jamb, catching Kate’s gaze from time to time, and waited for her to finish the story. It didn’t take long. This seemed to be the abbreviated version, especially for tired boys who’d just travelled across the world.

      After a few minutes Kate rose, kissed Liam’s cheek, and said goodnight. Liam turned around, saw Jen and relaxed back against the pillow. ‘Mum,’ was all he said.

      ‘Thank you,’ Jen said to Kate as she walked past.

      Kate smiled and touched her on the shoulder before descending the steep steps from the attic rooms to the landing below.

      Jen sat down next to Liam who was now snuggled up against a near thread-bare rabbit. She stroked his face, and his eyelids flickered. ‘Did you enjoy Grandma’s story?’

      Liam nodded.

      ‘Your grandmother is very good at telling stories.’

      ‘So are you,’ said Liam loyally.

      She kissed him. ‘Not as good as Grandma. You’ll see.’

      He looked as if he needed convincing, and Jen saw traces of anxiety in his eyes.

      ‘Will you sing me a song?’ he asked.

      ‘Of course.’ She cleared her throat, still dry after over thirty hours of flying, and summoned up her last remaining shred of energy.

      She didn’t have to think about which song to choose. There was only ever one song he wanted to hear. It wasn’t even a children’s song. But Are you Going to Scarborough Fair always seemed to do the trick. And tonight was no exception.

      Before she’d finished, he’d fallen into the kind of deep sleep that came only with jet lag. She pulled the duvet a little higher around his shoulders, crept out of the room and down the stairs.

      As she opened the kitchen door she was greeted by the combined gazes of her mother and Lucy. The easy part was over. Now it was time to tell the truth. Or at least as much as she could bear.
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      ‘Jen!’ Lucy jumped up from the kitchen table where she’d been sitting with Kate. Both women looked guilty, as if caught red-handed.

      ‘Hey,’ said Jen. ‘It would be weird if you weren’t talking about me.’

      ‘Who says we were talking about you?’ Lucy challenged.

      ‘Of course we were,’ said Kate. ‘We only hear from you from one birthday to the next, and then suddenly you’re at Heathrow Airport. It would be odd if we weren’t trying to figure out what on earth is going on.’

      Jen winced. She’d never meant to hurt anyone, but the pain in her mother’s voice was barely concealed.

      ‘Yes, sorry about the lack of contact. It’s been...’ She trailed off, unable to condense years of control and its effects into one sentence.

      ‘Difficult?’ Kate ventured, rising out of her chair and pulling Jen into a hug.

      Jen leaned into her mother’s embrace only briefly before moving away. She sensed that if she allowed her composure to crack, even a little, she’d break down completely. And then she’d be no good to anyone, least of all herself, least of all her son. Instead, she simply nodded in agreement.

      ‘Sit down before you fall down, Jen,’ said Lucy. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to crash?’

      Part of Jen wanted to retreat to bed — preferably Liam’s — and curl up under that light duvet in the attic of her childhood. Talk about returning to the womb. But she owed her mother and sister some kind of explanation for turning up with such little warning. She needed to learn to open up, to trust again. She might as well start now.

      ‘I won’t sleep if I go to bed. So, if I’m not keeping you both up?’

      Lucy glanced at their mother. ‘Put it this way, neither Mum nor I would be sitting having a drink in the kitchen if you weren’t here.’

      ‘Then perhaps we should⁠—’

      ‘Don’t be so damned polite, Jen,’ Lucy interrupted, opening the glass-fronted cabinet. ‘You’re with family now, so no need to stand on ceremony.’ She grabbed the whisky bottle and held it up. ‘If I remember rightly, this used to be your drink?’

      Jen recognised the brand from the shape of the bottle. ‘I’m surprised you remember.’

      ‘I was an impressionable ten-year-old, shocked by my big sister raiding the drinks cabinet when Mum and Dad were out of sight.’

      Jen grinned and accepted a glass of whisky topped with ginger ale. ‘Are you trying to land me in it, Lucy?’

      ‘It’s too late for that,’ said Kate. ‘We knew. But you were over eighteen, and we kept an eye on how much was disappearing.’

      Lucy held up the bottle. ‘Mum?’

      ‘No thanks, love.’ Kate tilted her head and smiled at Jen. ‘It’s so good to see your lovely face again. I’ve missed you.’

      Jen blinked and reached across the table for her mother’s hand. ‘I’ve missed you, too.’

      Kate’s smile sank into lines, which were deeper now than the last time Jen had seen her. Lines that showed Kate had also had her own worries over the years.

      ‘Then why didn’t you call more often?’ she asked. ‘Why did you put your brothers off from visiting when they were in London? When Dan saw you five years ago, you assured him everything was fine and put off any ideas of further visits. Why didn’t you come home before now?’

      ‘It’s a long story.’

      ‘We have the time, and we have the whisky,’ said Lucy, settling onto the window seat and tucking her feet under her. ‘Continue.’

      Jen cleared her throat. ‘OK,’ she said on an exhaled breath. ‘Here we go. Alistair. Well, when I met him, I couldn’t believe my luck. He was the opposite of…’ She didn’t even want to sully the memory of her ex-boyfriend by including his name in the same sentence as Alistair.

      ‘Sam,’ Kate said. ‘Go on. Tell me how you first met.’

      ‘He swept me off my feet. Literally rescued me from being stood up at a café, took charge of everything, made me feel like the centre of his universe.’ Jen's voice grew quieter. ‘I really loved him once. I think he loved me too, in his way.’

      ‘So it was all good to start with,’ prompted Lucy.

      Jen swallowed hard. ‘Yes. But when I look back now, I realise there were warning signs I should have seen. Like the fact I never met any of his family.’

      ‘You didn’t? Why not?’

      Jen shrugged. ‘He told me his grandfather raised him, but they’d had a big falling out and he hadn’t had anything to do with him for years. But then the grandfather — James Cameron — wrote to me after Liam was born, saying he’d like to meet up. When I told Alistair, he was furious and so, to keep the peace, I never met him. It’s a shame, because I got the impression he wanted a relationship with us.’

      ‘I wonder what made Alistair so hostile to him?’

      ‘Who knows? Some small thing, maybe, which he’d blown out of proportion.’

      ‘Will you try to contact the grandfather now you’ve left Alistair?’

      ‘Maybe at some point. I kept his contact details, more for Liam than anything.’

      ‘Good idea. So… was Alistair equally uninterested in meeting your family?’

      ‘Totally against it. Meeting my friends, too. He only ever wanted to have me to himself. At first, I was flattered. I imagined that was what love was.’

      ‘And after Sam, that was something you wanted,’ said Kate.

      Jen blanched. Her ex, Sam. The man she thought she’d wanted the opposite of. ‘Yep.’ Jen sighed. ‘When I look back now, I can’t believe I mistook Alistair’s control and jealousy for signs of love. By the time I eventually came to my senses, I was pregnant. And after that,’ she shrugged, ‘I had no choice. Alistair gave me no choice.’

      Kate closed her eyes and massaged her temples with her fingers, while Lucy grimaced. There was obviously no need for Jen to elaborate. They both understood and didn’t need the details. Not right now, anyway.

      She forced herself to smile. ‘So… I planned an escape, and here I am.’

      ‘And that,’ said Lucy, ‘is a cause for celebration, not a wake.’ She jumped up. ‘Anyone for a top-up?’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      Lucy refilled her glass before curling up in the corner of the window seat beside Jen. Lucy looked at her thoughtfully as she swirled her drink around. ‘What you need is to leave the past behind and get on with your future.’

      Jen grunted. ‘Easier said than done. Especially for Liam. It’s all affected him.’

      ‘With love and counselling, he’ll recover,’ said Lucy. ‘We’ll make sure of that. And you need to plunge back into life here.’

      ‘She needs to take a breath first,’ said her mother. ‘There’s no rush.’

      ‘No,’ said Lucy, eyeing Jen thoughtfully. ‘She needs a job.’

      Jen spluttered, then laughed — a sound that shocked her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed.

      ‘Lucy! Give Jen a chance,’ said Kate. ‘She’s only just arrived.’

      ‘And I want her to stay, so I want her to get everything sorted. First thing — a job.’

      ‘I can’t say I’ve thought that far ahead, but you’re right. I need a job.’ It felt good to discuss normal things. ‘What’s the job market like?’

      ‘In Wellington, not too bad. But I can always use an extra pair of hands at the café.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, really. I’d love it if you came and worked with me.’

      ‘But I don’t have any experience.’

      Lucy dismissed the idea with a wave of the hand. ‘You’ll quickly get some on the job. And it would mean you could stick close to MacLeod’s Cove and Liam.’

      ‘I’m not sure where we’ll live. But Liam will have to come first. He’s been through a lot, and I want to be with him to help him deal with it. He’s quite... insecure at the moment.’

      Kate sat forward. ‘You both need time, not pressure about jobs and money. And you can have time here. You don’t need to rush into anything.’

      ‘I do need a job, Mum. Lucy’s right. But you’re also right about Liam needing time.’

      ‘You can have both,’ Kate said. ‘Here, with me. You’ll see.’

      ‘I can’t impose⁠—’

      ‘Darling, it’s not an imposition,’ Kate interrupted. ‘Please don’t ever say that. I want you here. You and Liam. I want to make sure you’re all right again. I want you to heal.’

      Jen tried to swallow the lump in her throat, but it remained stubbornly lodged — a wedge that blocked the well of grief she didn’t dare reveal.

      ‘I moved out years ago,’ said Lucy. ‘It’s only Mum here now, and she really wants you to stay.’

      ‘Of course I want to stay,’ Jen said. ‘Why don’t we take it day by day and see how it goes?’

      Kate reached for the whisky bottle. ‘If that’ll make you agree, then so be it. Perhaps I will have that drink after all.’

      Lucy poured Kate a small glass, and Kate raised it. ‘A toast. To Jenny and Liam — welcome home.’

      The three of them clinked glasses.

      ‘To the MacLeod family,’ said Jen. Warmth spread through her body, which wasn’t only to do with the whisky. ‘Always there when you need them.’

      ‘And when you don’t,’ Lucy added with a grin.

      Kate tapped Lucy playfully on the hand. ‘You lot always need me.’

      ‘Definitely,’ said Jen. ‘It’s just sometimes we forget.’

      Kate’s smile fell. ‘I don’t want you ever to forget again.’

      ‘I won’t. Besides, it would be impossible to forget family here at MacLeod’s Cottage, with our history all around… and our future,’ she added. ‘And no one can take that from us,’ Jen said with a grin.

      The atmosphere changed in a heartbeat. Both women looked away, and neither met her gaze nor each other’s.

      ‘What?’ Jen asked, looking from one to the other. ‘What did I say?’

      ‘Nothing,’ said Kate quickly, placing her glass on the table and folding her arms.

      ‘You both reacted to something I said. What was it?’

      Lucy sighed and put down her drink. ‘You’re going to have to tell her sometime, Mum.’

      ‘Tell me what?’ Jen asked.

      Kate waved her hand towards Lucy. ‘Oh, you tell her.’

      Lucy looked uncharacteristically grave. ‘It’s about the house. The cottage. It seems... it doesn’t belong to us. Or rather, it doesn’t belong to Mum.’

      Jen’s mouth fell open, and her heart sank. All her life, MacLeod’s Cottage had been the fulcrum upon which their family life had balanced. With that taken away, what would they have left?

      ‘I’m afraid Lucy’s right,’ said Kate, rising to wash their glasses. ‘While our family’s past might be ingrained in these walls, our future won’t be.’

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’

      ‘No kidding involved,’ Kate said, filling the sink with hot water.

      Jen turned to Lucy. ‘But I don’t understand. The cottage has been in our family for generations. Nana Hope was born here. Wasn’t she, Mum?’

      Kate withdrew her hands from the soapy water and gripped the edge of the sink briefly before grabbing a towel. She turned around. ‘Not born. My grandmother brought her here when she was around five years old. But apparently, we were all living here on borrowed time. It was never ours.’

      ‘But...’

      ‘It’s OK, Jenny. We won’t be thrown out — or at least I hope we won’t. But I certainly won’t allow any of my children to waste precious time and money on a house when it’s money down the drain.’ She tossed aside the towel. ‘And I’ve said far more than I intended to tonight. It’s time for bed.’

      ‘Definitely,’ said Lucy, yawning. ‘I might not be doing the early shift, but I’ve still got to be at the café at eight.’

      As Lucy kissed her mother goodbye and picked up her bag, Jen realised she wouldn’t get any more information tonight.

      She walked Lucy to the garden gate, her mind spinning. ‘Lucy, what’s really going on with the cottage?’ she asked.

      Lucy opened the car door with a click and shrugged. ‘I’m not sure I know the whole story. Mum’s being really secretive about it. She won’t let us do any repairs or improvements.’ She tugged at a strand of overgrown roses. ‘Says it’s money down the drain.’

      Under the harsh outside light, Jen caught something in her sister’s expression she couldn’t quite read.

      ‘Is there some kind of mystery surrounding it? Secrets?’

      Lucy looked away with a slight grunt. ‘They seem to run in the family, don’t they, sis? Anyway, plenty of time to talk when I’m not dead on my feet.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Jen. As Lucy drove away, Jen stood in the cool night air, looking back at the cottage – their cottage that apparently wasn’t theirs at all.

      Another foundation of her life that might prove to be built on shifting sand. But at least this time she wasn’t facing the uncertainty alone. And neither would her mother be. If there was one thing she could do to repay her for her support, it would be to get to the bottom of this family mystery. It would help her mother and, she couldn’t help thinking, it would go some way to help herself, too.
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      The next morning Jen was awakened by a branch of the pohutukawa tree rattling against her window as if rebuking her for sleeping in. She shot bolt upright, heart pounding, wondering where she was, and whether she or Liam were in danger. And then she remembered.

      She looked out the window, through the tracery of branches to the sea, a strip of pale blue in the early morning light. The adrenaline slowly ebbed away and she lay back again, allowing her breathing to return to normal as she went over all the reasons she was safe. The main one being she was no longer her husband’s mental and physical prisoner. She’d got away. And not a little way away, but 18,000 kilometres away.

      As the sound of the sea and the New Zealand birdsong continued to soothe her, she rolled onto her side to look across the small landing to the attic bedroom opposite hers. The door was open and Liam’s bed empty. She’d spent part of the night in bed with him, soothing him after a nightmare. He’d gone back to sleep pretty quickly, and she’d ended the night back in her own bed.

      She’d been moving between beds for so long she couldn’t remember the last time she’d spent an entire night in her own bed. But it was different this morning — Liam hadn’t climbed into her bed upon waking. That was a first.

      She got up, pulled on the dressing gown her mother had thoughtfully hung on the back of the door, and looked inside his room. The duvet lay in a heap on the floor, and Liam was nowhere to be seen.

      Prints she remembered from her childhood hung on the walls — some original watercolours, others, bright, abstract prints of no value which her middle sister, Ellie, now a high-flying lawyer in Hong Kong, had insisted on buying. Everyone had always assumed she’d be an artist, but she’d ended up following a more traditional route.

      Suddenly she heard Liam’s voice drifting to her through the open window. She walked over the rag rugs which her great-grandmother had made, and peered outside. Kate had responded to Liam, and Jen watched as he followed her around the garden.

      To every question Liam asked about why the bird sounded weird, or why the sun moved the other way, Kate answered as if she were talking to an adult. Liam hung on every word. He was fine. Her mother was fine. And she? She was more than fine because, for the first time in a long time, it looked as if she could get a shower before going downstairs.

      Half an hour later, Jen entered the kitchen. Nothing seemed to have changed in all the years she’d been away. The same large pine table dominated the room, the centrepiece to all their family gatherings. The detritus of daily life — cards, advertising flyers, drawing pins, and keys scattered amongst old-style phones and buttons of all shapes and sizes — cluttered its worn surface. Amidst it all lay a bowl of fruit and several dog-eared photos, their edges curling with age. The fruit looked to be the only fresh thing on the table. She touched the topmost photo but hesitated, knowing she’d be going down a rabbit-hole of memories she wasn’t yet ready for.

      Instead, she poured herself a cup of coffee and stepped outside onto the wide verandah. She blinked in the sunlight, still bright although the sun had yet to rise above the mist which lingered over the hills.

      ‘See this?’ said Kate to Liam. ‘It’s a daphne bush I planted last year.’ Her mother was as nurturing with her garden as she was with her family. ‘Come over here.’ She tilted a spray of flowers to Liam, who knelt down beside her and inhaled deeply. He pulled a face and wafted his hand in front of him. ’It’s very smelly.’

      Kate laughed. ‘I guess it is.’

      As Kate continued to pluck out weeds and talk to Liam about flowers and the soil, Jen remembered her mother telling her about climate change. She couldn’t have been more than Liam’s age back then. But she’d understood enough to know it was a bad thing. She chuckled at the memory, and Liam immediately looked over.

      ‘Mummy!’ he said. ‘You’re awake!’

      She grinned, put down her coffee cup on the balustrade, and held her arms out wide. ‘I am! Where’s my hug?’

      Liam came running into her arms and looked up at her anxiously. ‘Are you OK?’ His small voice was laced with worry, a tone far too mature for his tender years. She hated that.

      ‘Fine, sweetheart,’ Jen assured him, though her heart ached at the sight of the frown which had been absent only moments earlier. ‘And what’s Grandma been showing you?’

      ‘The garden,’ he said. ‘Those smelly flowers,’ he pointed.

      Jen exchanged grins with Kate.

      ‘Daphne,’ Kate reminded Liam.

      Jen could see him test the syllables on his tongue before rejecting them with a brief nod. He hated getting things wrong — and for good reason.

      ‘I was picking some for the kitchen table,’ said Kate, rising and taking off her gardening gloves. ‘Would you like to pick a few more?’

      Liam nodded and went running over to Kate. He took the proffered scissors and basket and walked across the dewy grass. As he crouched over the daphne bush, a gust of wind shook the tree’s branches overhead, sprinkling him with the remnants of a recent shower. He shook his head like a wet dog and turned to them with a grin. Jen grinned back.

      ‘I think Liam likes it here,’ said Kate, walking up to join Jen on the verandah.

      ‘He does.’

      ‘That’s good. It’ll make it easier for him to spend time with me before school starts. If you get a job, that is.’

      Jen’s grin disappeared.

      ‘I’m going to have to get a job. My writing has completely stalled. I’m hoping my mind will miraculously unblock with our return home.’

      Kate patted Jen’s hand affectionately before tossing her gardening gloves onto the table and taking a seat. ‘I like that you still think of MacLeod’s Cottage as home.’

      Jen shrugged. ‘There’s nowhere else. Only here.’

      ‘Good. That means you’ll stay, hopefully. Anyway, whether you write — and I’m sure it won’t take a miracle for your writer’s block to disappear — or whether you work outside the home somewhere, I’ll be here to look after Liam until the end of the school holidays.’
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