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For Janine Pulford




Chapter One


Serena walked through to the orangery, which had always been her favourite room of the house, although sometimes, lately, visiting it had become bittersweet. The big old extension with its arching glass roof was a room made for socialising. It came alive when it was crammed full of people, but that was a rare occurrence these days.


When she and Liam had bought this place, it was the orangery that had clinched the deal. For her, anyway. Liam had loved the fact that there was tons of outside space: the drive, the huge gravel turning space, the double-fronted workshop. Not to mention the garden that sloped gently downwards to a back gate, beyond which was a footpath that wound its way along the Jurassic coast.


‘We can hear the sea from our garden,’ she’d said as they’d stood in the doorway of the orangery. ‘Isn’t that something?’


‘I expect we can hear it from every room in the house.’ Liam had acted casually non-committal, but she had seen the excitement in his eyes.


Behind him the estate agent had smiled, sure of a sale.


Indeed, they’d bought the Old Lighthouse – a misnomer, because it had never been a lighthouse. Although its position, up there on the Devon cliffs, would have been perfect.


Serena sighed. They’d had a near perfect life, but three years ago – when she’d been thirty and Liam-thirty five – it had suddenly ended. An aortic aneurism. They’d found out afterwards that they ran in Liam’s family, going down the male line. A silent, symptomless killer, as deadly as carbon monoxide. After Liam’s death, his three brothers and an uncle had been diagnosed with the same thing. You could do something about it if you caught it early.


But Liam had been the first.


His death had saved the lives of his brothers and uncle. Sometimes she clung on to that. On good days she was grateful he hadn’t died for nothing. On bad days she raged at God. Why Liam? Her soulmate – the only man she had ever really loved.


Today was a good day. In a very short while her four best friends would be here. Her house would echo with their laughter. Their problems would put hers in perspective, like they always did.


The doorbell rang.


‘It’s only me, angel!’ She heard Jojo’s voice in the hall. The front door was on the latch, but Jojo still rang the bell out of courtesy before coming inside.


Serena’s heart warmed. She didn’t have a ‘best friend’, but if she did it would probably be Jojo; Jojo, who wore her heart on her sleeve and who’d give you her last fiver without blinking.


‘Hello, lovely.’ Serena kissed her. ‘We’ll be in the orangery. Do go through.’ She giggled. ‘Oh, listen to me. I’ve been spending too much time at PTA evenings. I’ve gone all formal.’


‘I can do formal,’ Jojo said. ‘May I be of assistance with any catering duties?’ She held out a bottle of red wine. ‘I can uncork this if one thinks it would be of benefit, does one?’


‘Oh, one most definitely does.’ Now they were both smiling. Serena felt her melancholy mood lifting. An evening with the Reading Group was just what she needed.


In the orangery, Serena had pushed the sofas closer together so they weren’t too far apart. This was their summer meeting room – in the winter they used the snug, which had a wood burner. It wasn’t exactly summer, but there was a definite touch of spring in the air and the cherry tree in the back garden looked like an oversized stick of pink candyfloss.


Grace and Anne Marie arrived together and Kate arrived last, out of breath because there had been some drama with one of her boys. Fortunately not a major one. Serena darted about doing her hostess bit.


By the time they got through their first bottle of wine and about half of the cupcakes Grace had brought – who’d have thought red wine and cupcakes would be such a glorious mix? – Serena’s mood had completely changed.


In fact, she felt slightly tipsy. ‘I can’t remember who was choosing our book of the month,’ she said into a rare gap in their conversation. ‘But time is pressing. We should probably crack on.’


‘It was me,’ Jojo said. ‘Give me a second.’ They all watched while she rummaged in her bag.


‘Are we still on classics?’ Anne Marie asked. She sounded worried.


‘We are for this month,’ Jojo said as she produced the book. ‘This is a mega classic. Even if you haven’t read it, you’ll know the characters. We’ve all heard of Mr Rochester, haven’t we, angels?’


‘Have we?’ Anne Marie frowned. ‘Is there a film?’


The youngest member of the reading group got a few indulgent looks.


‘Yes, there’s a film,’ Serena said, at the same time as she thought, Oh my gosh, Jane Eyre. It was one of her all-time favourite novels. Partly because she and Jane Eyre had quite a bit in common, what with Jane being a governess and Serena a headmistress, but also because she loved Charlotte Brontë’s writing. Still fresh, even today. A timeless tale of love and passion.


‘Mr Rochester,’ Kate sighed. ‘Wasn’t he the original brooding hero?’


‘That’s right.’ Grace was nodding. ‘And we all like brooding heroes, don’t we, girls?’ There was a ripple of laughter.


‘Oh wait, isn’t that the book where there’s a mad wife locked up in the attic?’ Anne Marie suddenly asked. ‘Who sets things on fire?’


‘Considering you haven’t read it yet, that’s very impressive,’ Serena said crisply. ‘Yes, you’re right. But at its heart,

Jane Eyre is a passionate love story.’


‘Yes,’ Jojo said, with a lovely smile on her face. ‘I think nearly all the classics have a love story at their heart. I realised that when I was trying to find one.’ She paused. ‘I picked Jane Eyre though because she’s a really nice character. She has the worse start possible and yet she never gives up. She’s strong and feisty but she’s also vulnerable and flawed.’ She glanced at Serena and Serena felt the need to add something.


‘She’s not beautiful either. Charlotte Brontë made that clear. She’s quite plain looking. And Mr Rochester – well, he’s not exactly your typical hero type. He’s a bit rude and arrogant. Not to mention craggy-faced and ugly. Well, he is in the novel. Although I think he might have had a strong, square jaw.’


There was more giggling.


They all agreed that Jane Eyre sounded like a happier kind of book than last month’s novel, which had been Rebecca. They moved on to other subjects. Serena was only half listening.


She was still thinking about Jane Eyre and the similarities between herself and the main character. Some experts claimed that the phrase ‘Plain Jane’ came from Charlotte Brontë’s novel. Serena wasn’t so sure, but the author’s meaning had been clear.


Jane Eyre had grown up well aware that she did not have the kind of looks that would grant her a smooth passage through life. In fact, Jane Eyre did not have much going for her at all. She had been orphaned and then bullied by her late uncle’s family. A real cuckoo in the nest. She was the kind of heroine that got through life by relying on her inner resources, her strength painfully acquired by years of not fitting in.


Serena had a lot more in common with Jane Eyre, than anyone in the room could have guessed, she thought, as she glanced around at their glowing faces.




Chapter Two


Serena flicked through her diary as she sipped her morning coffee. Mr Rochester versus Mr Winchester. The two names weren’t

that close. Yet it was an odd coincidence that a Mr Winchester should turn up in her life on this particular morning. Yet there he was – pencilled in for an appointment at 11 a.m.


She took off her glasses, polished them and put them back on again. She was not given to flights of fancy. She was not that type of woman. Mr Winchester, father of ten-year-old Hannah in year six, was unlikely to be a brooding hero.


Though when he arrived, she noticed that he did have a square jaw, and there was a definite hint of cragginess in that face – this was her first impression at least. No smile, either, as she shook his hand and ushered him to a seat in front of her desk. She had pulled her own chair to the same side. Mr Winchester, she had been advised by Lynn, the school secretary, had seemed rather anxious on the phone (one of Lynn’s euphemisms for ‘pretty pissed off’), although he had said upfront that he didn’t want to complain but to seek her advice about his daughter.


Since his call – in fact, since his several calls over the last week – Serena had spoken to Hannah’s teachers and had established that Hannah was a pleasant girl, if a little quiet, who got on well with her contemporaries and was average in most of her subjects. Who was, in fact, nothing out of the ordinary at all. Certainly she didn’t seem to have any problems that warranted her father requesting an appointment with the head. But Serena prided herself on being accessible. So here they were.


‘Have you been offered coffee, Mr Winchester?’ she asked, settling herself beside him.


‘I haven’t, no, but coffee would be good. Thanks.’ His voice was at the lower end of gravelly. But he seemed calm enough.


While she arranged it via phone with Lynn, Mr Winchester stared out of the window and she took the opportunity to look at him more closely.


He had a rumpled look about him. His dark hair was unruly and his nose was slightly crooked and looked as though it may have been broken at some point. He wasn’t your average Poppins parent, she thought. Definitely more Topman than Gucci, but there was a certain class about the man. It was the way he carried himself, she decided. He seemed at ease in her office. Many parents didn’t.


They tended to be nervous, facing the headmistress, a hangover from their own school days, but Mr Winchester clearly had no such qualms.


Serena liked him. She liked the way he held her gaze when they talked, his eyes (a deep brown) were assertive, but not arrogant. Not so similar to Mr Rochester in that regard then.


‘Thank you for seeing me,’ he said. ‘I realise that this must be a very busy day for you.’


On the last day before the Easter holidays, Serena thought, ‘busy’ was somewhat of an understatement. ‘You’re very welcome,’ she said. ‘How can I help?’


‘This is a little sensitive,’ he began, ‘but I think Hannah is learning some bad habits.’


‘In school?’ She hadn’t been expecting that. ‘In what way?’


‘No, no.’ He waved a hand. ‘I put that wrongly. I don’t mean from school. This is a great school . . .’ He paused, and Serena felt a wash of relief. ‘I mean from her mother.’


There was a small silence. She waited for him to elaborate. Eventually he did. ‘Hannah’s mother and I are recently divorced.’ He took a deep breath and stared at the edge of her desk. Now he did look uncomfortable. ‘It’s been . . . hard.’


Serena nodded sympathetically.


‘I don’t suppose any divorce is easy.’ He was frowning. He had very dark eyebrows, she noticed, that matched his thick, dark hair. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, with a sharp glance back at her face. ‘I didn’t come here for a counselling session. I’m just worried. Really worried, I mean, about the effect it’s all having on our daughter.’


‘Of course you are,’ she said. ‘It’s a very difficult time.’


‘Yes.’ He paused. ‘We have joint custody of Hannah. Which in practical terms means I have her for four days one week and her mother has her the other three. Then the following week it’s reversed. Do you see?’


‘Perfectly,’ Serena said.


‘It seemed a fair way of doing things when we arranged it,’ he went on.


‘Fair’ was the last word she’d have used to describe such an arrangement. It might have been fair for Hannah’s parents, but it sounded terribly unsettling for Hannah, living half her life in one home and half her life in another.


Judging by the look on Mr Winchester’s face, he didn’t think it was very fair either.


‘Do you think this might be having an adverse effect on your daughter?’ Serena asked gently.


‘I do. Yes. She’s developed an issue with . . . food.’


Serena’s ears pricked up. ‘Do you mean an eating disorder?’


‘Not exactly, no. But she’s developed what she says are allergies. Food intolerances that she never used to have. Her mother has the same problem. She’s sensitive to wheat, gluten, dairy, fish, sunflower seeds, grass – you name it.’ He checked her face, she guessed to see if she was listening.


‘Grass?’ she repeated, her eyebrows raised.


‘Well, OK, not grass. But you get where I’m coming from.’ He spread his hands. ‘I’m not unsympathetic to food intolerances – believe me, I know they can cause immense difficulties and make people’s lives a misery.’ He paused again. ‘But Hannah’s seem to come and go. Some weekends she says she can’t eat ice cream – other times ice cream’s fine, but she can’t eat fish. I wonder if you had noticed anything in school at all? I’m at a loss as to what to do about all this.’


‘Girls do sometimes follow fads,’ Serena began, ‘influenced by celebrities and . . .’ She broke off. He was shaking his head. She decided to change tack.


‘I will certainly look into it for you,’ she added. ‘You’ve already spoken to her class teacher about this though.’


‘Yes.’ A beat. ‘There’s something else.’


‘Do go on.’


‘Hannah’s mother has . . . How do I put this? Issues. Anxiety issues.’


‘I see,’ Serena said, even though she didn’t. Not yet. She smiled encouragingly while she waited for him to continue.


‘That’s why I wanted to talk to you and not to Mrs McAllister. Hannah’s mother has seen her already, I believe. I didn’t want to cause, well, a conflict of interest.’


‘Right.’ It was starting to make sense. When Serena had talked to Maggie McAllister, she’d been told that Hannah’s mother fell into the overprotective category. ‘Neurotic doesn’t really cover it,’ Maggie had told her with a pained frown.


‘Please continue,’ Serena said to Hannah’s father.


Mr Winchester shifted in his chair, leaning forward a little, his eyes on hers. ‘Do you think it’s possible that anxiety could be learned? Only, over the last few weeks Hannah has become very anxious.’


For a moment he looked so anguished that Serena felt her heart tighten in empathy.


‘I’m not a doctor or a child psychologist,’ she said slowly. ‘But I believe that many behaviours could be learned, yes . . . However, we haven’t seen any evidence of this yet – not in Hannah’s work, I mean. Her teachers speak highly of her.’ She paused. ‘Have you considered that she may be anxious as a result of your separation? That can have a huge effect on a child.’


‘I know, but I think it’s more than that. To tell you the truth, I’m worried sick. She used to be such a sociable little thing. But these days she spends hours on her own. She won’t have her friends round to the house. It’s not just the food thing – although I think that she’s definitely got that from her mother. It’s one of Debbie’s issues – food.’


‘Have you talked to Hannah?’


‘I have. Yes. She says she’s fine. But she’s not fine. I know my daughter. She’s losing weight. It’s hard to get her to eat anything. I don’t know what she’s like at her mother’s. It’s bloody hard these days for us to have a civil conversation, to be honest. Me and her mother.’


Serena nodded. ‘I think – for now – we should just continue to monitor the situation,’ she said gently. ‘I’m very grateful that you’ve made us aware of it. We have a pastoral care team at Poppins, as I think you know. I’ll put you in touch with them too.’
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