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Please note that while Driven by Deceit is a standalone story it is the fifth book in the A Shade Darker series and I have written these books to be read as a series. I do not rehash what happened in the first four books, A Killer Strikes, Shape of Revenge, Hard to Forgive and A Stolen Future, or provide long explanations. From the beginning of this novel, there are spoilers that will affect your enjoyment of the previous books. Once seen, those things can never be unseen. So, if you haven’t read A Killer Strikes already you can find it HERE. Reading the earlier books in the series also means you won’t miss out on meeting the fabulous characters who live and work in the village of Melton. 

Thank you

Georgia

​

“I don't care what you think unless it is about me.”

Kurt Cobain

​
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1: A Stranger in Town
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Stiff muscles complain as I get out of the car, and I arch my back to ease them, rolling my shoulders. The last leg of our journey home was gruelling, and a whimper from the back tells me it was for Scout too. I let her out of her crate, and she bounds over to the grass to relieve herself. We’d had comfort breaks on the way down from Scotland, and perhaps I should have broken the journey with another overnight stay, but once decided on my return, I didn’t want any further delay. 

It’s late, the yard’s dark, but I feel the pull of the horses and have to see them before I enter the house. I don’t turn on the yard lights, they’re too disruptive. Instead, I rely on my phone to cast light into each box. Rooster wanders over to stick his head out of the half-door, and I’m comforted when he blows softly into my palm. I stroke his head, inhaling the familiar scents of horse and hay, which have been absent from my life for long enough.

My holiday had been a much-needed break. The times I’d had to attend court already had been a lot to deal with, and there would be more to come. The divorce proceedings I’d also started had added to my stress.

We’d kept to ourselves at the various places we’d stayed. Scout and I had walked, climbed and scrambled across the Scottish countryside for many miles. Without the distraction of human company for three weeks, I could think about my life and future, which was looking nothing like I’d thought it was going to be only last December. 

I complete my circuit of the stables, surprised although pleased to see the last box has a new occupant. This is a welcome sight as it has been empty for too long. I peer over the door at the handsome cob inside and smile. If I’d known whose horse it was, I wouldn’t have.

The sound of horses nickering welcomes me to the yard the next morning along with Harry whistling. It’s good to hear it again on this beautiful spring morning in early May. My head’s groggy as, exhausted by the drive, I overslept, and I lift my face to the sun to absorb some rays. I didn’t even hear Harry get up, and he and Pip are already hard at work. As soon as Harry spots me, he runs out of the stable he’s in and wraps his arms around me, as enthusiastic as a young Labrador. Pip laughs as she pushes a wheelbarrow past us. ‘He’s missed you.’ And I had him.

‘Not that we couldn’t cope,’ he says, once he’s put me down. ‘But it’s good to see you.’ He drags his fingers through his mess of russet-coloured hair and gives me a smile which lights up his face and crinkles the corners of his dark blue eyes.

‘It’s good to see both of you, too. Can you take a break in five minutes? I’ll bring breakfast, but I’d like a debrief.’ 

Pip’s eyes flick to Harry before he answers for them both. ‘Sure, we’ll just finish off. Tack room?’

I nod then go back to the house to make coffee before returning with a tray for the mugs and, as a small thank you, warm pastries I’d thrown into the oven from my freezer on waking.

Harry O’Connor and Pip Statham, my friends and most trusted workers, had insisted I take the time off, assuring me they could manage everything in my absence. I have complete faith in them but was still reluctant to leave. I’d only agreed to do so when Harry said he’d move into my house to be as close as possible to the horses and they’d both promised to call if anything even approaching an emergency happened in the yard.

The warmth from the sun is far too enticing for us to meet in the windowless tack room, so we drag some crates outside and sit absorbing the heat like lizards after a long winter.

Harry and Pip appear in good spirits, and after a quick rundown, I’m pleased there have been no issues in the yard in my absence and that they’ve coped excellently. I’m sure they’ll appreciate the return of my extra pair of hands to help with getting the work done, though. After my coffee.

‘The only thing you haven’t mentioned then is the extra horse,’ I eventually say, suspicious as to why this was not a leading topic of conversation. They both know how long I’ve been trying to fill the stable.

‘Er, yes.’ Harry’s eyes immediately slide away from mine as he finishes his third pastry then drains his mug. Pip looks anywhere other than directly at me, fidgets then stands, apparently anxious to get back to mucking out. The mystery deepens.

‘What’s his name?’

‘Houdini.’

‘Sounds ominous.’

‘Yes, we learned to keep the kick bolt on quickly.’

‘Right. Duly noted. How’s he settled in?’ 

‘He’s grand. Apart from the one escape where he trotted round the yard for a bit saying hello to everyone.’ I wince as Harry grimaces. We have a quarantine stable set away from the main block in which to keep a new horse, to stop it touching any others for its first three weeks with us. Just in case. This scenario is therefore hardly ideal, but there was little that could be done once it had happened. Thankfully, it doesn’t appear Houdini has brought any diseases into the yard. That would have constituted an emergency and brought me straight home. Harry continues, ‘But he was easy to catch and generally he’s a chilled character. Eating well. Not fretting or anxious. And he’s happy to be with the others now he’s in the main yard.’ Harry glances at Pip as though for backup and she nods along, although she’s chewing her lip, so while Houdini may not be anxious, she is.

‘That’s good news.’ I look from one of them to the other. There’s something going on. I can feel it coming at me, but both appear reluctant to talk. ‘Whose horse is it?’

‘No one you’d know. Cee something or other. I forget the surname. She’s moved into Maisie’s place.’

‘Oh.’ I feel a wave of relief as this can only be good news. Not only have we filled a livery space, but Maisie Brooks has a tenant for her cottage, which is directly opposite my house. ‘Handy for the yard then.’

‘Er, yeah. Although we haven’t seen her here since he arrived. He’s full livery.’ I hear an edge of doubt creep into Harry’s voice.

‘A hands-off owner, eh?’ One wonders why some people have horses at all, so infrequently do they visit them. Still, having an extra full livery in the yard will be good for the bank balance, so I can’t complain.

‘I, er, probably need to tell you something.’ My heart sinks. Here it comes.

‘What’s the matter? Houdini is fully vaccinated, isn’t he?’

‘Oh yes. That’s all in order. His owner had a photo of the relevant page of his passport when I asked her for the details so I could check them, and I’ve put a copy in his file.’

‘Strangles test?’ We would usually expect a new livery to arrive with a clear one.

‘Ahh, no. But as I could isolate him, I got it done the next day. The result was clear.’

‘That’s a relief.’ But Harry doesn’t look relieved. I raise an eyebrow to encourage him to fill me in. 

He clears his throat before doing so. ‘It’s just when she brought him in, she only had a hundred pounds on her in cash to put down. Some problem with her bank....’ He peters off. Livery fees are charged weekly, in advance, and paid by standing order. On arrival, two weeks of fees are taken, one to act as a deposit. There is little to stop an owner disappearing with their horse, I’ve been caught out before, and this covers unpaid fees. Extras like vets visits, hay, feed or shoeing, are charged on top and settled separately, but promptly. ‘She took the details and standing order forms with her to sort out.’

‘Of course she did.’ I don’t bother asking the question I already know the answer to.

‘I’ve tried to mention it to her since. In the pub, you know. But it’s been a bit awkward.’ Probably almost as awkward as Harry looks right now. ‘She said she was going to set it up and drop the completed forms back, and I’m sure she will, she’s, er, very believable.’

‘Uh huh.’ I think for a moment. ‘When did Houdini arrive?’

‘Er, pretty much, the, er, day after you left? Isn’t that right, Pip?’ She murmurs her agreement and I make a quick calculation.

‘So we should have received four weeks of full livery fees by now, including the deposit, but in fact we have a hundred quid.’

‘Yes,’ Harry grimaces, then adds brightly, ‘Although she could have forgotten to return the form, but set up the standing order, and the payments might already be in your account.’ 

I nod. ‘She could have, I’ll check later.’ She hasn’t. I’ve kept an eye on the account while away, and there’s been nothing go into it I haven’t recognised. I don’t want to be too hard on Harry though, not after he’s provided such excellent cover in my absence. The fact the fees haven’t been paid is probably only a misunderstanding, anyway. One that can be sorted out easily enough once I have the chance to meet my new neighbour. ‘Okay, we’d best get on with the day then.’ Pip leaps at the opportunity to escape, but Harry lingers.

‘Sorry,’ he says. 

‘It’s not a problem. I would have done the same in your shoes.’ That’s unlikely, but I know him well enough to realise he only did what he thought was right. ‘Let’s go and look at Houdini, shall we?’

This request does nothing to lessen Harry’s anxiety, and I see why as soon as he leads the escape artist out of the stable. Overall, he’s a quality cob, but he’s been here three weeks now and is still in poor condition. I can see his ribs, his coat is dull and coarse beneath my hand. It makes me wonder what he was like when he arrived. 

‘He’s picking up, but I think his teeth need doing.’ I agree and feel a flicker of anger towards his owner for allowing him to get into this state. We discuss the hard food Harry has been feeding him, which agrees with what I would have given. Houdini is also moulting, which isn’t helping his appearance, but I hope by the time his summer coat is in he’s looking better than this. He’s unshod too, his feet overgrown and cracking in places.

‘When was he last wormed?’

‘Er, Cee was a little unsure on that point.’

‘The information should have been provided on the form when he arrived.’ I’m not telling him anything he doesn’t already know, so I stop myself from continuing.

‘Yeah.’ There’s not much more he can say, is there?

I think for a minute, then decide. ‘Right. Let’s assume he hasn’t been wormed and get it done. Then can you arrange to get his teeth checked and add him to the list for the farrier this week?’ Harry nods. ‘Has he been ridden yet?’

‘No. We wanted him to put some weight on first. I used an old rug to turn him out, so he’s stretched his legs in the paddock. He moves well.’

‘Hang on. You used one of our old rugs? He doesn’t have his own?’

‘No.’ Harry’s got that awkward look on his face again.

‘Does he have his own tack?’ I’m starting to wonder what else we’re going to have to provide for Houdini.

‘Oh, yes. It’s in the tack room.’

‘Well, that’s something. Grooming kit?’ I’m already shaking my head as I can tell what the answer is from Harry’s face. ‘Okay. Add it to the list for the next trip to the saddlery. Can we get by until then?’ 

‘Yes, I’ve cobbled together enough from our old stuff.’ That will have to do for now. I’m due a trip to the saddlery anyway.

‘Excellent. Right, I think Houdini has taken up enough of our morning. Let’s get on. But before we do, I’d like to take you both out for dinner tonight as a thank you if you’re free?’ I raise my voice to include Pip in the invitation but see her frown as soon as I stop speaking.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘Mum’s out tonight, so I’m in with Sammy.’

‘That’s a shame. Another time then?’ She nods with a smile and turns back to tacking up Chessington in readiness for her first ride out of the day. Sammy is Pip’s younger brother by about fourteen years, I think he’s six now, and she’s devoted to him. Sadly, their dad left before Sammy was one year old which has been hard on those he abandoned.

‘Grand. Count me in,’ says Harry with a grin. ‘You know I’m always up for a trip to the pub.’

‘Who said we’re going to the pub? Maybe I’m going to surprise you with a trip to, er, somewhere else?’ He raises one eyebrow at me, and I’m not sure I like being so predictable.
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2: Past Meets Present
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We get cleaned up after work. Harry showers and changes at my place. No mention yet made of when he’ll move back to his. As we cross over the road to Maisie’s cottage, he says, as if trying to explain this recent addition to the village, ‘I’m sure you’ll like her. She’s kind of bewitching.’ Which is a word I’ve never heard him use before.

‘Bewitching,’ I repeat. ‘Really?’

‘You’ll see what I mean,’

‘If she’s bewitched you, she’s hardly likely to do the same to me, now, is she?’

‘I don’t know. She is, er, persuasive.’

I knock loudly, but there’s no answer.

‘She’s out,’ Harry says unnecessarily.

‘So it appears.’ I stare at the door a moment longer, then turn on my heel. ‘Come on. We’ll catch her another day. Or maybe Houdini will get the treat of a visit and I can speak to her then.’ I already know I’ll be hard pushed to keep my thoughts on the state of him to myself and will have to tread carefully if I don’t want her to immediately remove him.

We walk to The Red Calf, and I enjoy the fact that little has changed in the village since I left, although the security fencing around Alice Fraser’s cottage was hard to miss when I exercised Rooster earlier.

‘What’s happened to Alice’s place?’

‘There was a fire. Must be a week or so ago now. It was all terribly dramatic.’

‘Is she alright?’

‘Yeah, she’s fine.’

‘Where’s she living?’ He shrugs. ‘You’re a mine of information, Harry.’

‘I’ve been busy, working,’ and he grins across at me.

The pub’s unusually busy for a Monday but all the activity is centred in one corner where customers have collected, chatting and laughing, sitting and standing, squeezed into and encircling a booth, buzzing like bees around... when I peer through the throng to see who’s the centre of attention... my stomach plummets as I make eye contact with... their queen.

‘Here she is! Here she is! Lara, darling. Come and join the party. It’s been so long.’ She beckons me, one hand aloft as though graciously welcoming me into her presence.

And just like that, the dusty layers of my childhood tumble into my present.

‘The name’s Laura.’ My mouth is dry as I struggle to get the words out, only too aware of how churlish they sound the moment I utter them.

She naturally brushes them away as though she is oh so forgiving. ‘Oh, I know it is, darling. Don’t be grumpy with me. You know I always thought Lara suited you better. It’s got much more pizzazz to it than plain old Laura. Don’t you agree?’ Her question appears to be to everyone who is gathered around her, and I glance at the inquisitive faces of all those I know as they turn towards me. Among others are Jeremy and Petula Cross, Kyle and Olivia Croxton, Sally Button, Susannah Bugby and Tracy Statham (Pip’s mother). Some of our pupils’ parents are in the crowd: Sam and Julia Goddard, and Edwin and Lizzie Teed. Plus local farmers, Doug and Florence Pashler. So many faces it’s hard to take them all in, especially when your world has been knocked off kilter.

They’re agreeing and nodding along as if they’ve always thought my name boring too, and I’m reminded of that stupid toy dog she had in her car way back when whose head bobbed along with any movement the car made as though in constant agreement with her. I force a smile.

She’s at home among those who surround her. Many of whom I’ve known a lifetime. I see how they hang on her every word. Already. This shiny new thing come to entertain them, and I feel an unpleasant green-tinged twist way down deep inside that makes me uncomfortable. 

‘I heard you’d been away on holiday, but you’ve not so much as a hint of a tan. Mind you, you always were a pale little thing, weren’t you?’ She laughs, carrying the crowd along with her lead. And there it is – the first tiny dig. So subtle, everyone else thinks it’s a joke. ‘Join us,’ she waves me forward, those around her budging up to make space as if I’ve been granted some special favour by being invited to enter what appears to be her domain. They’re no doubt wondering where I fit into this glamorous stranger’s life. I’d be happy for it to remain a mystery, but apparently that’s not part of her agenda. ‘Everyone, this is my stepdaughter.’

‘Ex-stepdaughter,’ I correct and bristle against the fact she’s assumed such a place in the village, and so quickly, that she’s the one making the introductions.

That preserve should be mine. Meet my ex-stepmother, everyone. Cecelia Clark. Cee, for short, apparently. That’s new. She’s personable, engaging and flirtatious. What’s not to love? She’ll draw you in with her style, wit and charm. Until you will do anything she asks of you. But a word of warning: watch yourself, because she is here for something, and that something is unlikely to be anything pleasant. 

All children of divorced parents know there are good stepparents and the other sort. She is of the wicked variety. And I doubt she’s changed.

Why is she here?

Harry goes to take a step, and to my immediate annoyance, I bring up my hand to stop him. Like I have some sort of right. I instantly wished I hadn’t done it, but it was instinct. Pure protective instinct. I see her eyebrow rise, the corner of her mouth twitch.

‘Oh, and you’re here with the delectable Harry. We’ve been having such fun in your absence, haven’t we, Harry?’ She fixes him with a look much like a wolf would give a lamb, and it sickens me that prior to this evening he has obviously been part of this fawning group. And perhaps more than that. I know what she’s capable of. I hear him swallow then go to speak, but he doesn’t manage to get so much as one word out before she carries on. ‘I didn’t expect you to have moved on from Sebastian quite so quickly.’

‘I...’ and I stop, annoyed I was about to give any level of explanation. She doesn’t deserve one, she didn’t even know Sebastian. She never met him. I turn abruptly and march across to the other side of the room and sit at a table in the opposite corner.

‘Don’t be like that, darling. I didn’t mean anything by it,’ I hear her say to my back, then in a lower tone to her immediate audience but not low enough for me not to hear, she adds, ‘She always did get her knickers in a twist at the slightest thing. So sensitive.’ There’s laughter. Her voice lowers again as she says, as though conspiring with her allies, ‘There was this one time...’ but I can’t hear the rest. And I don’t want to. My face grows hot at the mere thought of what she’s spreading around. No one wants their childhood embarrassments to be aired in public as an adult.

Why is she here?

I can’t believe it.

I go away for five minutes and she’s moved in.

No, not moved in. Invaded.

I can’t believe she’s got them all entranced so quickly, either. The villagers. Although I shouldn’t be surprised because I saw it happen with my dad when she first arrived in his life, too. I was only thirteen, but I understood, even at that age. Dad beaming like all his Christmases had come at once at hooking himself such a young girlfriend. But this lot? I’m assuming she’s not spreading around her sexual favours to them all, so what is it that lures them in? She’s much older now, too. I do a quick calculation. Forty-four. That’s what she’d be. Ten years older than me. Twenty-two years younger than my dad. You could hardly blame him for doing everything he did to hang on to her.

It’s been eighteen years since I removed myself from her life, yet there are few days over those years when thoughts of her haven’t wormed their way into my mind.

Why is she here?

‘Another round, Michael.’ No one calls him Michael! This irritates me too, and I glance over and see her twirling her hand in the air to presumably include everyone, apart from us, ‘and one for yourself and Yasmin.’ A cheer goes up along with a gleam in Mike Barnes’ eye as he thanks her and reaches for the pump. He never does this level of business. Not on a Monday.

She’s ingratiating herself, of course. And I wonder why.

Nothing is done without a reason.

Why is she here?

Harry places a bottle of red on the table, together with a pint for himself. ‘It didn’t look like a glass was going to be enough,’ he says, and he studies me with a frown because he doesn’t know what’s going on. I shake my head and drain my glass as soon as it’s poured. He refills it, and I caution myself to take it easy. I gaze across at him and can’t avoid the pang of pleasure I feel that he is here with me and chose not to join her audience. She’ll take it as a snub, of course, and hate the fact we’re paying attention to each other rather than her. That whatever it was she thought she had with him is no more. Although I can’t help but wonder what it was, that was between them. How far it had got. I may have distanced myself from her behaviour, but I haven’t forgotten it, and sadly, the feelings she evoked in me way back then flood in to remind me now. 

There’s a tightness in my chest and heat in my cheeks as I feel her gaze bore into me, but I don’t give her the satisfaction of glancing in her direction. Harry takes a thoughtful draught of his beer, and I know he has questions.

‘Go on, ask.’

‘Why did you walk away without defending yourself against the Seb comment? That’s not like you.’

‘She deserves no explanation. Let her think what she wants.’

‘Even if she’s wrong?’

‘She’ll never believe herself to be wrong, Harry, no matter what I say. There’s no point in me wasting my breath... besides...’

‘Besides, what?’ I can’t tell him because I can’t quite believe it myself. How do I admit to him what seeing this woman again has made me feel? That despite me being an adult myself now, her presence has reminded me, as though it were some form of muscle memory, of the fear she once engendered. And that I’m still afraid to disagree with her.

I feel foolish telling him the truth, so I say, ‘She knows what she did to me, and I’m not about to address that.’

‘What did she do? I’ve never seen you like this before.’

‘You don’t want to know. Just believe me when I say she moved how she moved, and when I finally got the message, I moved out of her way.’

He nods. ‘I didn’t know who she was, otherwise, I’d never—’ 

‘There’s no reason you should have known.’ I need to put his mind at rest. He’s done nothing wrong.

No friends remain from the time of my life when she was around, for reasons I find hard to forget. As I suspect do they.

The friends in my life now, know that until recently I was estranged from my father. But not why. It’s never needed explaining as it’s not such an unusual thing with divorced parents and can be for a multitude of reasons – manipulation or spite between the parties being just one example. Each parent so convinced they are the one who can make the child happy they tear that child apart emotionally. This wasn’t the case for me. The one thing my parents had an equal hand in was encouraging my independence. I don’t remember ever being treated like a child by either of them. Just a young adult in the family. When they divorced, it was handled in a matter-of-fact manner. My dad accepted the access doled out to him as far as I am aware without question or fight. My mother, whose focus was at all times firmly fixed on the horses, gave me freedom in anything not to do with the yard and didn’t attempt to interfere with the relationship between me and my father. If I wanted to go to see him, I did, if I didn’t, she didn’t make me. Neither did she ask any questions. Not even when I broke off all contact with my father and his new wife.

That was eighteen years ago, and now Cecelia is back, and while I could make a decent attempt at ignoring her presence entirely, I apparently have her horse in my yard. And there is no escaping that.
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3: At Thirteen...
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... I’d looked up to her. Idolised her, in fact. My friends were jealous I had such a young, cool and glamorous stepmother and she became something of a superstar, making a point of putting herself in their way at every opportunity. I realise now everything she did was done to reinforce their view of her. But as her popularity rubbed off on me I put up with the quips made at my expense to keep my friends entertained. Even the embarrassing stories she liked to share, such as the time she caught me playing air guitar along to ‘Sweet Child O’ Mine’.  

She drove a flashy sports car, with the hood down whenever possible, and looked like a film star in her designer clothes and perfect makeup putting all other parents, including my own, in the shade. She told me she’d been a model, which I felt the need to boast about, only realising later there was no evidence to support this fact. When school functions drew close, eager friends would ask if she’d be attending and they’d speculate on what she’d be wearing. And she did love a touch of the dramatic. On one memorable occasion wearing a voluminous, feather-covered, full-length skirt with a train. So it wasn’t only me. I’d defy any socially awkward, scruffy, thirteen-year-old not to have been taken in by the perfectly pert woman of twenty-three who arrived in my life and swiftly became my stepmother. Dad did not hang around in getting a ring on her finger, I had to give him that.

While Dad told me with some excitement I might yet have siblings, she’d already made it clear to me she would not be having children. They bored her, apparently, and she wasn’t up for spoiling her figure for a leech who’d need looking after for a couple of decades. Besides, she’d suggested, why would I want brothers or sisters who would only water down the attention I received? Uncomfortable at how open she was with me on the subject, I kept the thoughts of both sides to myself.

I should probably explain my dad. He’s an academic. He loves nothing more than to study an ancient text and is buried in his books most of the time. Never happier than when he gets to disappear into his study with a hefty tome, he swiftly loses all track of time and forgets to eat, or sleep, at anything approaching regular times. How he met Cecelia remains something of a mystery, and when questioned, he’d muttered something about after-work drinks at the university and her being in the pub. This didn’t clear things up for me as I couldn’t imagine him ever approaching, let alone chatting up a woman, which only left one option. She did the chasing. This again would seem odd on the surface. It’s not that my dad isn’t attractive, I can see why people think he is, it’s just that he lives so much of the time in his own head he doesn’t present himself as well as he could do. He rarely buys new clothes and thinks nothing of wearing something that has a hole in it, is missing a button or has a stain down it. His hair is usually unkempt, and I have to nag him to get it cut. He forgets to shave and, when he gets into his research groove, shower. At the time they met, he was also twice her age. He does, however, have one thing in his favour. One considerable thing. Money. Dad is independently wealthy. It’s family money. He’s dismissive of it, but then he can afford to be, and he’s not flashy with it in any way. However, it’s no secret, and even the lightest touch of research brings him up as a member of the family that frequently tops the country’s rich list. And I’ve realised that makes him easy prey.

While I wasn’t around, I was sure it was the money that first attracted my mother to him. He invested a lot in the stables by building our indoor school and outdoor arena. There are few yards of our size with such superb facilities. Obviously, I don’t know what went on in their relationship, but from an outsider’s view, it appeared once she had what she wanted out of him, they divorced.

I always thought Dad too gentle a person to have had to deal with the whirlwind of my mother. To then have the misfortune of meeting Cecelia was plain cruel.

We got on, Dad and I. He’d pick me up and drop me off every other weekend, but I was never sure why he wanted to see me as we never did anything or went anywhere. I think he simply liked having me around his home, and I felt comfortable being there. It was a peaceful place to be. As an only child, I was used to keeping myself occupied, so when I was at his, he’d continue to work away in his study, and I’d catch up on homework and reading. 

Because I knew he wouldn’t, I’d cook us something healthy to eat, and I enjoyed researching recipes in between trips. I’d throw away any food that had gone off since my last visit, and when I walked down the road to the shop for my ingredients, I would also stock up on essentials to see him through until the next time I was over. I wanted him to get a housekeeper to come in to look after him as I knew he lived on ready meals and takeaways in my absence. The evidence was obvious. But he wouldn’t consider it, said he couldn’t concentrate if someone else was in the house. Apart from me, apparently. Perhaps that was because we peacefully co-existed with few demands on each other.

Dad and I would invariably eat together though, and those were the times I enjoyed the most. He asked about my life, both home and school, and appeared genuinely interested in what I was doing. Then, when prompted, he’d chat about work, not that I understood most of it, but I liked listening to him. He talked with such passion and enthusiasm and I knew I wanted to spend my life equally in love with whatever I did. 

These were the good old days. I only wish I’d known they were the good old days at the time.

I hated the way my relationship with Dad changed when she arrived. That she was someone he wanted in his home too.

I tried not to let it show. I was welcoming, as I didn’t want to come across as difficult, and I felt if Dad was happy then I should accept the one who made him so. Although there were warning signs as to what Cecelia was like. Early on. But I’m sure I was the only one who noticed as Dad was too distracted. One particular incident happened on a Saturday afternoon shortly after she moved in. Dad was in his study when the doorbell rang, and I answered. A young man I didn’t recognise stood on the path. He was pale, his shoulders hunched in his denim jacket, hands deep in the pockets, as if he was cold, or nervous. He seemed surprised to see me but quickly recovered and asked for Cecelia. I could already feel her making her way towards me across the hall as she was always inquisitive about visitors. Later I wondered if this was because she had been expecting him to make an appearance.

‘I’ll deal with this. You get on,’ she said to me, then waited until I moved away.

If she was expecting complete privacy, she was going to be disappointed, as I had learned in my short life that if you wanted to know what was going on, you could never rely on adults to tell you. I went as far as round the corner then sat on the third step of the stairs where I could hear everything.

He turned out to be her heartbroken ex, who spent the next five minutes pleading with her to come back to him. Apparently, she had disappeared out of his life without a word, and he had been beside himself with worry something had happened to her. While his proclamations of love were deeply personal, this made for enthralling listening to a thirteen-year-old who knew little of romance. But even with my lack of experience in such matters, I knew Cecelia hadn’t treated him kindly, and she didn’t do so then, her voice cold and unforgiving. Interestingly, despite her place in my life, it was him my heart went out to, not her, and later I pondered whether I already had my suspicions, even in those early days. She was brutal to him, right there on our doorstep, and didn’t hesitate to tell him to leave, and to not bother to come back. Then she shut the door in his face. 

I heard her exhale as though letting out her frustration, and as she turned away from the door, she saw me. ‘Eavesdropping, were you? That’s a nasty little trait to have.’ I felt my stomach turn over at her words and wished I’d hidden instead. The sneer then disappeared from her face as quickly as it had arrived, and she shrugged. ‘I guess you might as well learn early on about the losers of this world. Can you believe it? He’s the same age as me and doesn’t even have his own house yet.’ She was twenty-three, and even I, who knew nothing about relationships, love or the price of a house, thought her treatment of him was unfair because neither did she have her own place. I knew she regarded my dad’s house as hers and frequently mentioned buying something or other for “our” home. But she hadn’t worked for it and had no stake in it. No financial stake. However, she made her mark in other ways, the level of tat that accumulated about the place apparently adding the “woman’s touch” the house had been missing. Offence very much taken.

The incident of her ex turning up made me uneasy, and I warned myself to be wary of her, but as time passed, she broke me down, sucking me into her vortex like she did everyone else.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4: Harry Knows Nothing is Fine
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I’ve been surprised by how much Laura’s absence has consumed me, and while I know I was the one who insisted she took a break, I’ve been counting the days until she returned. Even though it’s early on in the process, she’s found the pressures of Seb’s court appearances stressful, and as there are more to come, I told her to have a break to help get her head in the right place while she had the chance. She’d only go if I moved into her place, so I knew she was home the moment I opened my eyes this morning. I could sense her presence, her essence, and I had to restrain myself from knocking on her bedroom door first thing. Instead, I relished the opportunity I got to hug her as soon as she arrived in the yard. It was a moment to savour. One in which I could express my exuberance at seeing her without it being considered over the top. It was also the highlight of my day.

She smelled so good.

Everything has gone downhill since. Laura’s not said as much, but I can tell she’s annoyed with me for letting Houdini in the yard without proper payment upfront. But I also know, given the state he was in, she’d have done the same. No question.

As soon as we knocked on Cee’s door earlier and she wasn’t there, I suspected she’d be in the pub, and I thought, that’s okay, they can meet, get to know each other and it will all be fine. 

I couldn’t have been more wrong.

What I’d looked forward to as a decent night out with Laura was ruined. Instead of well-lubricated chat over good food, we ate quickly and in near silence. We’re now marching home. Even the sound of her boots on the pavement indicates her fury as she bristles beside me, angry over who turned out to be Houdini’s owner. Cee. Her stepmother. Ex-stepmother. Who’d have thought? I certainly didn’t, despite knowing Laura for years. She’s never once mentioned her. Which I guess tells me something.
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