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Chapter One


‘Expect the unexpected’ was Owen Fletcher’s new personal mantra.


And the unexpected was exactly what he got when he turned off the main road and dropped his speed to enter the village of Little Pelham and saw a floral sofa hurtling by at considerable speed.


Now that’s something you don’t see every day, he thought with an amused smile.


With two lads riding the sofa down the narrow street and a motley gang of children chasing after it, their happy laughter and boisterous cries of encouragement rang out in the peaceful still of the afternoon.


Keeping his distance, Owen carefully followed behind. Passing the stone-built cottages, their tiny front gardens vibrant with spring flowers, he recalled a time when he had used this very street to ride his bike at breakneck speed. He had to admit, though, sofa racing was a lot more inspired, much more of an extreme sport.


Ahead of him the sofa and children had come to an abrupt stop near the water trough, where the slope levelled and the village green with its semi-circle of thatched cottages began. Seeing that the sofa had tipped over – its wheels had dug into the grass, and its two riders had tumbled out to great cheers – he pulled alongside and with the top back on his car, he leant over. ‘Everything OK?’ he asked. ‘Anyone hurt?’


Judging from the laughter, he was fairly sure no one was injured, but there was no harm in checking. Without answering his question, two boys came over; they looked to be about eleven years old. The smaller of the pair said, ‘Cool car.’


With a roll of his eyes, the other boy said, ‘Of course it’s cool; it’s a Jaguar E-Type.’


‘You’re very knowledgeable for one so young,’ Owen said with a smile.


‘My dad’s into classic cars,’ the boy replied with a shrug of his shoulders, casting what appeared to be an expert eye over the Henley green bodywork of Owen’s pride and joy. ‘He takes me to the car shows.’


‘Well, I’ve got to say your turbo-charged sofa is pretty cool,’ Owen said with a laugh. ‘I wouldn’t mind a go on it myself.’


‘You can, if you help push it back up the hill.’


Owen laughed again. ‘Another time, boys. You take care now.’


He drove slowly on, passing the Fox and Goose on his left; it bore all the hallmarks of having been thoroughly updated to suit the needs of a discerning gastro-pub clientele. He doubted there would be a dartboard inside any more. Nor a bunch of old boys playing dominoes in a quiet dusty corner. In the late-afternoon sunshine, the pub’s pale walls, built of local Northamptonshire limestone and partially covered with wisteria, were mellow with age and added to the quintessential English village vibe. Stretching the full width of the building was a raised decking area with tables and chairs and umbrellas. A number of tables were occupied; Owen noticed a few curious glances being cast in his direction. The likelihood of anyone recognizing him was zero.


Next to the pub was a general store; it wasn’t dissimilar from the shop he remembered from his childhood. On the pavement, a man was tying a sign to a telegraph pole. On closer inspection Owen saw that it was a poster advertising Little Pelham’s forthcoming May fete.


His speed still low, he drove on. To his left was Cloverdale Lane, where he had once lived. He’d been nine years old when his father had been taken on as a farm labourer at Cloverdale Farm. He could remember so clearly the day they had moved into the terraced cottage. The sun had been shining, just like today, and the next-door neighbour had called round with a fruitcake she had baked. ‘Welcome to the village,’ she had said. ‘Anything you need, just knock on my door.’ A jolly elderly woman who lived alone with her two cats, she had been quickly labelled as an interfering busy-body by Owen’s father, the sort of woman he didn’t want nosing around in his business. And with good reason: Ronald Fletcher got up to plenty of stuff he didn’t want people to know about. Despite his father’s predictable disapproval, Mum had been the happiest Owen had seen her. ‘Everything’s going to be all right here,’ she had said when she had kissed him goodnight that first evening. ‘From now on, things are going to be different.’


But things hadn’t been different. Within the year his father’s vicious temper had once again got the better of him. Just as it always did.


Owen made no effort to turn left for Cloverdale Lane, not even for old times’ sake, but kept to the main street through the village, towards the church on his right with its squat Norman tower, where he had once been allowed to have a go at ringing the bells.


Running adjacent to the churchyard was a footpath and on this side of it was the vicarage where, for a short time, before his father put a stop to it, Owen’s mother had worked as a cleaner for the vicar and his family. The house had backed on to gently sloping green fields with woodland beyond. He wondered if it still did. Perhaps now a development of houses had been built on the land. It was then that Owen spotted something that was definitely different – the sign on the gatepost no longer said The Vicarage.


He stopped the car and blatantly stared at the handsome five-bay-fronted Georgian house with its elegant sash windows and front door painted dark blue and the sign that read: Medlar House. What was that all about? Another example of the Church of England hitting hard times and selling off more of the family silver? Very possibly.


Idly wondering where the present incumbent of St George’s lived, Owen pressed on, and the nearer he got to his destination the more his excitement and anticipation grew exponentially.


Expect the unexpected.


Some would say that his expectations for coming here were too high, that the reality couldn’t ever live up to the dream. But it was a risk he was prepared to take. After all, what was life without taking a risk, or more importantly, chasing a dream?


Ever since the day, thirty-four years ago, when he was ten years old and had left Little Pelham he had dreamt of returning. It had not been a case of casual or wistful daydreaming, but an actual and very persistent dream. And it was always the same. It was a hot summer’s day and, alone and lost, he would be drawn in to the cool and leafy shade of a dense copse of trees. Wandering amongst the trees, he would find a path that led to a house. But the only way to reach the house was to cross a small lake in a wooden dinghy. Untying the rope that was looped around the stump of a dead birch tree on the bank, he would row across the lake, somehow not destroying the perfect reflection of the house in the glassy-smooth water. The front door would always be open and music – faint and beguiling – would reach out to him, inviting him in like a beckoning finger. Exploring the house, searching for the source of the music, he would discover that behind every door was a room with yet another door that led to yet another room and another door, and he would be endlessly surprised and fascinated.


Always when he woke from the dream, he felt a sense of pleasurable contentment. And a pull, as if a tiny thread was attached to him and was being tweaked.


The house he dreamt of so regularly was not entirely the product of his imagination; it was based on something very real right here in Little Pelham. It was where he was going now.


To The Hidden Cottage.




Chapter Two


The woman turned around from the mirror. ‘What do you think? And be honest.’


Mia picked up a medium-sized brimmed hat that was softened with a pretty layer of gauze and trimmed with a silk bow. ‘I still think this one suited you best,’ she said with well-practised diplomacy.


Wrinkling her nose, the woman scrunched up her face, giving herself the unfortunate appearance of a bulldog. ‘But it’s so boring,’ she said. ‘Every other woman will be wearing a hat like that at my son’s wedding. Whereas this little beauty will make me stand out from the crowd.’ Sighing like a love-sick teenager, she patted the red and black miniature top hat that was perched at a jaunty angle on her head. ‘Yes,’ she said decisively, ‘this is the one I want.’


Mia knew when she was beaten and with a smile firmly in place and agreeing that the woman would indeed stand out from the crowd at her son’s wedding, she thought of her own son, Jensen. It was his thirtieth birthday today and they were having a family get-together.


It was a while since she’d managed to get everyone in the same place and she was looking forward to seeing Jensen and Eliza and Daisy. She was also looking forward to meeting the girlfriend Jensen was bringing with him. A girlfriend they knew nothing about, as Jeff had been only too quick to point out when Jensen had phoned last week to ask if he could bring Tattie.


‘Tattie,’ Jeff had said in response to Mia relaying the news, ‘what sort of name is that? What is she, some kind of potato?’


‘It’s short for Tatiana,’ Mia had replied. ‘I think it’s nice.’


‘More like short for something very affected.’


Her husband had no time for affectation or anything of an ostentatious nature. Nor did he believe in ‘pussy-footing about’, as he called Mia’s reluctance to speak her mind. He wouldn’t have held back with this woman; he would have come right out with the truth and informed her that she was choosing the wrong hat. Moreover, he probably would have said that a dustbin lid would flatter her more. ‘The trouble with you, Mia,’ he regularly said, ‘is that you’re much too middle-class and polite for your own good.’


An hour later Mia had shut up shop and was letting herself in at the back door of Medlar House: her commute took all of forty seconds.


Four years ago when Daisy, the youngest of their children, had left for university Mia had had the idea of converting the unused barn to the side of the house into a light and airy space from which she could run her own business. Jeff had been sceptical. ‘You really think the demand is out there?’ he’d asked. Mia knew, from listening to friends bemoaning the difficulty of tracking down the perfect hat to complete an outfit for a special occasion and how wasteful it was to buy something that would only be worn once or twice, that the demand was most definitely there. She was proved right. From day one, after Jensen had helped her to create a website to promote the business, Mia’s Hats was a success. Women came from miles around to her showroom in the village of Little Pelham, where, in a relaxed and welcoming environment, she gave them the opportunity to try on as many hats and fascinators as it took to find what they were looking for. With changing rooms on offer, she encouraged her customers to bring their outfits with them so that nothing was left to chance. She had recently extended the service and started selling handbags and costume jewellery as well.


She opened the fridge and focused on dinner that evening, not that it was going to tax her too much. At Jensen’s request she was making his favourite meal – corned beef hash followed by apple crumble. It was hardly the last word in haute cuisine, but when she’d asked him what he wanted for his birthday dinner, he’d said, ‘The usual, of course, Mum.’ It was what he always wanted her to make; it had been his meal of choice as a young child.


There had been many times in his life when Jensen had been averse to choice and to change, to the extent of making him seem awkward and obstructive. As his mother, Mia knew all too well his faults and failings, but she also knew that at heart he was fiercely loyal to those he cared about. He might have an odd way of showing it, but that was just his way.


As she peeled the potatoes, Mia thought of this day thirty years ago when she had given birth to Jensen. She had been nineteen years old, alone and terrified. Well, not entirely alone – the delivery room in the hospital had been buzzing with activity: there had been the midwife, a doctor and two junior doctors, one of whom had been Chinese. Even now she could remember that the doctor had been wearing absurdly large-framed spectacles and a blue and yellow bow-tie. He’d been the epitome of a pompous ass as he’d questioned the junior doctors on the procedures currently being performed on Mia. The midwife had rudely shoved him out of the way just as Jensen had made his appearance into the world. When she had been allowed to, Mia had hugged her newborn son close and tearfully promised him the world. A tall order given that she had no husband, few friends and no support from her parents.


But look at me now, she thought wryly as she put the saucepan of potatoes on the hotplate of the Aga. A husband, three grown-up children, a successful business and a beautiful home that when she was nineteen she could never have dreamt of living in.


They had moved into Medlar House ten years ago; the previous owners having bought it from the Church of England and renamed it. With Jeff’s new job basing him in Milton Keynes, the picturesque village of Little Pelham on the Northamptonshire and Buckinghamshire border had been the perfect location for the family. It had a good school close by for Daisy – Eliza was then away at boarding school and Jensen was at university – and offered the family a chance to put down some roots in an idyllic country setting. They had moved house three times in the preceding decade, each time because Jeff had tired of his current job and had traded up to something bigger and more challenging, and more financially rewarding. The ten years they’d been at Medlar House was the longest Mia had lived anywhere.


But last year Jeff had sprung another move on her and announced that he’d been offered the job of divisional managing director of a large Swiss engineering company and that his office would be in Brussels.


‘A job offer like that doesn’t materialize overnight,’ she’d said with a sinking heart. ‘How long has this been going on for?’ She’d sounded like a wife asking how long her husband had been seeing another woman.


‘For the last four weeks,’ he’d answered.


‘Hmm . . . and you didn’t think to tell me when the proposal first came up?’


He’d had the grace to look guiltily shamefaced. ‘I was waiting until the final details had been thrashed out. You know how these things can drag on; I didn’t want to worry you unnecessarily.’


‘Have you accepted the job?’ she’d asked.


Silly question. Of course he had. ‘I’m fifty-five, Mia,’ he’d said. ‘This could be my last big hurrah. And wait till I tell you about the financial package. We’ll be set for the rest of our lives.’


‘I thought we already were.’


‘Don’t be like that. I’m doing this for us. So that we won’t have to worry about the future.’


More concerned about the present, about losing the life she had created for herself within the village, she had said, ‘I’m sorry, Jeff, but I can’t do it. I want to stay here. What would I do in Brussels?’


‘You could do what you do here. Or better still, take it easy and have some fun. Just think; we could bob over to Paris for dinner whenever we liked. We could go to Antwerp, Amsterdam, Bruges. You’ve always wanted to go there, haven’t you?’


‘What about the children?’


‘Oh, Mia, they have their own lives now. Which means we can have our lives back. We can start to enjoy ourselves.’


As much as he tried to sell the idea to her, Mia wouldn’t budge. It was one of the few times in their marriage that she said no to Jeff. In the end he reluctantly accepted her decision but still went ahead and took the job, saying that since the flight was such a short one it would be a manageable Monday to Friday commute and he would divide his time between Brussels and Little Pelham quite easily. He found himself a furnished one-bedroom apartment in the centre of Brussels, just off Avenue Louise and a short walk from his office. Mia stayed there a couple of times with him when he moved in, but she hadn’t returned.


She would never openly admit this, least of all to Jeff, but she liked the new routine they had settled into. She enjoyed having some time to herself. She particularly enjoyed the peace and sense of calm being alone gave her.


She glanced at her watch. Under normal circumstances she would take with a pinch of salt Jeff’s promise that he would catch an earlier flight home to be here for Jensen’s birthday. However, in this instance he was picking Daisy up in Luton where she now lived, and if there was one thing he would never do, it was go back on his word to Daisy.




Chapter Three


Eliza was not a daydreamer, for the simple fact she didn’t have the time to daydream. As a technology consultant for Merchant Swift – recently named Global Technology Leader of the Year – her every waking moment was as good as accounted for and duly charged to the client.


But recently occasional bouts of daydreaming had started to slip into her busy schedule. Usually she spared these diversionary thoughts no more than a nanosecond of her precious time, but this evening, sitting on the packed rush-hour train out of Euston, bone-weary and unable to keep her eyes open, she granted herself the luxury of dwelling on the most persistent of her daydreams, that of Greg being a permanent and long-term fixture in her life.


The first time this thought had popped into her head she had been shocked. She wasn’t that kind of girl. Marriage. Kids. Lunch boxes and school runs. That wasn’t for her. But meeting Greg had changed something in her. Her long-term perspective had been altered. Having him in her life made her consider things she had never considered before. And that terrified her.


She had lived the greater part of her childhood inside her head, which in turn meant her natural inclination was to be a loner, so sharing her space, her feelings, her hopes and dreams with another person was uncharted territory. But she had begun to do that with Greg. In some ways it had felt liberating and exciting, and in other ways it scared her rigid, flew in the face of all she’d understood about herself.


She had met Greg four months ago on a flight from Frankfurt where she had been visiting a client. They had got chatting after she had dropped one of the reports she’d been reading and he’d picked it up for her. By the time their plane had landed at Heathrow, they had exchanged mobile phone numbers and arranged to meet for a drink two days later. The drink had turned into dinner and the following evening they met again. Within ten days of meeting, they were officially ‘seeing each other’ and reeling with happy disbelief, Eliza confided in her closest friend, Serene, that she was in a relationship. A special relationship.


Strictly speaking she was in a long-distance relationship as Greg worked in the legal department for a group of venture capitalists based in New York with an office in London. He spent about a third of his time in the London office and the arrangement suited Eliza perfectly. She didn’t cope well with a twenty-four-seven boyfriend. Her last boyfriend had never understood the demands of her job or appreciated that at times she needed to be alone.


But Greg understood this need in her because, as he said of himself, he was wired the same way. At thirty-three, he was older than her by seven years and she liked that his age and experience gave him a depth of maturity that most men her age didn’t possess. He had been briefly married – ‘We were much too young, didn’t have a clue what we were doing’ – and the marriage, by mutual agreement, ended within a year. ‘We were very grown up about it,’ he said. ‘No recriminations on either side.’


She might not see Greg as often as a conventional relationship would allow, but when they were together, they were truly together. Instead of staying in a serviced apartment as he used to before they met, he now stayed with her in her rented ground-floor flat in Victoria Park. It was really only big enough for one person, but since Greg didn’t live there full time, they just about coped with the lack of space. She loved waking in the morning with him in her bed and had reached the stage when she felt his absence when he wasn’t there.


As brief as their time together was, it had what she called the ring of authenticity to it. Better still, they never argued or bickered over the trivia, as most couples did, but then that was probably because they saw one another so infrequently they didn’t have time to get bogged down in the tedious minutiae of everyday life. There was no silly talk about whose turn it was to put the bin out or empty the dishwasher: it was her flat, so those were her jobs as far as she was concerned.


Lately Greg’s trips to London had become increasingly more erratic and often arranged or postponed at the last minute. Which meant it was difficult to make plans. She had wanted him to come with her this evening to meet her family – a terrifyingly big step for her – but he hadn’t been able to make it. ‘Another time,’ he’d said on the phone when she’d explained about her brother’s birthday.


She had been surprised at the extent of her disappointment and had heard herself saying, ‘But there won’t be another time like this, Jensen will only be thirty once.’


He’d laughed. ‘While that’s undoubtedly true, it’s the most illogical thing I’ve ever heard you say. Your brother’s age has no bearing on my meeting your parents.’


‘It’s just that it’s a special occasion and I’d like you to be there with me,’ she’d said defensively, knowing that she was sounding needy, something that was pitifully out of character for her.


‘I promise you I’ll meet your family the next time I’m over.’ He’d laughed again. ‘You can’t imagine how much I’m looking forward to them vetting me.’


She had relaxed then herself, grateful that he had diffused the moment for her. ‘They’ll love you,’ she said.


‘I wouldn’t bet on it. After all, I’m a man who couldn’t hack his marriage after only a few months. That’s not exactly going to impress them, is it?’


‘Everyone’s allowed to make a mistake. And my father is in no position to judge anyone else when it comes to commitment.’


Eliza snapped open her eyes. The man sitting next to her had jolted her arm hard. He was either oblivious to disturbing her or he simply didn’t care, but having put his laptop away into a large bag, he stood up and without a word reached for his jacket from the rack above. Through the window she could see they were approaching Watford Station. Hopefully no one would get on and take his place.


Her wish was granted and she once more relaxed and closed her eyes as the train picked up speed. But this time her thoughts weren’t of Greg, they were of her family and what lay in store for the evening. And the weekend.


The last time they were all together was for Christmas, although Jensen had managed no more than twenty-four hours and had left early on Boxing Day after he and Dad had argued over the stupidest of things. But that was par for the course. She hoped there would be no arguments tonight, that their father would behave and not goad Jensen as he often did. She couldn’t bear that for her brother. Not in front of his girlfriend.


As soon as Eliza had heard from Mum that Jensen was bringing someone called Tattie to his birthday dinner, she had rung her brother. But typically he hadn’t answered. She had then texted him, but again he hadn’t responded. Communication wasn’t his strongest suit. But then he would have known all too well that she was only getting in touch to interrogate him. Mum had said that she had no idea as to how long Jensen had been in the relationship – like Eliza, Jensen played his cards close to his chest – but for him to want to introduce this girl to the family, there had to be something special going on between them.


Just as there was between Eliza and Greg. Funny that their lives should have taken the same turning at exactly the same time. She couldn’t speak for her brother, but for her own part – and she wasn’t proud of this – she had wanted to bring Greg with her this evening to prove to their father that despite not being as pretty as Daisy, she could still attract someone as amazing as Greg.


Of course, given their father’s track record, it was no surprise that she and Jensen should be so secretive about their relationships. The only surprise for Eliza was that her brother hadn’t already confided in Mum. On several occasions in the last month Eliza had come close to telling Mum about Greg, but each time she’d held back, irrationally anxious that by uttering the words out loud she would be tempting fate and she would lose Greg. Maybe Jensen had had the same irrational fear. Until now.


At Milton Keynes, her head down in the scrum of commuters, she hurried along the platform wheeling her overnight case behind her, her heavy workbag slung over her shoulder and banging against her hip. Mum had offered to come and meet her, but she had said she’d be fine with a taxi.


Outside she found one, gave the driver the address for Medlar House and took a deep breath as she felt the familiar knot of apprehension in her stomach tighten. Twenty-six years old and she still felt like she was thirteen and returning home after a term away at school.


She had been the only one of the family to go to boarding school; it had been entirely her choice. When she was twelve years old, without her parents’ knowledge she had sent off for a selection of brochures and when she had read them all and made her choice she had presented the school’s prospectus to Mum and Dad and asked if it would be possible for her to go. Mum had been shocked and upset, but Dad, once he’d checked out the fees, had been all for it. ‘Let’s face it,’ he’d said to Mum, ‘she’s running rings round those ruddy useless teachers of hers. Has been for some time. Do you remember that new teacher who accused her of cheating in a maths test because she did it in double-quick time and got every answer correct? Smaller class sizes, more attention – that’s exactly what our very own little Einstein needs.’


Einstein had been Dad’s nickname for her. It had started when she was three and a half years old after Mum had found her in bed one morning reading Roald Dahl’s James and the Giant Peach to herself. And not just reading from memory, mimicking her mother’s telling of the story, but actually reading the words. By the time she had started school, she already knew her times tables, could name all the planets and play chess with Jensen and beat him. Her favourite book was an encyclopaedia that was so big and heavy she could hardly carry it.


It was Mum who took Eliza to visit the school, to see whether it was as good as the prospectus portrayed, and it was Mum who drove her there two months later for her to begin her first term. ‘If it’s not what you thought it would be,’ Mum had said, trying to hide the tears that were filling her eyes, ‘you can come straight back home.’


But they both knew that wasn’t going to happen. Even at that young age, Eliza was resolutely independent. She had no concept of relying upon anyone else for help. Any problems she encountered, she resolved them herself. She put this down to being the middle child of the family, the in-between child who had to fend for herself.


School life away from home was exactly as she’d imagined it would be. She loved the structure, the order and the discipline. Never having really felt the need of friends before – other than friendship with Jensen – she discovered the joy of a best friend, a girl who was also new to the school. With her sleek black hair that fell to her waist and her unfeasibly slight body that didn’t look strong enough to withstand the worst of the British weather, let alone survive the rigours of cross-country running, netball or lacrosse, Serene Tay, who barely spoke a word of English, was the prettiest girl Eliza had ever laid eyes on. They were in the same class and shared the same dormitory with two other girls, and within no time they were firm friends, and had been ever since.


After graduating from Cambridge, Serene, whose razor-sharp intellect made Eliza look like a half-wit, returned to Singapore to help run the family printing business. The expectation was that when her father retired as chairman, she would step into his considerable shoes.


Fathers, thought Eliza as she stared out of the taxi window at the familiar passing scenery, they want and expect so much of us. Her father’s words to her when she’d gone away to school had been: ‘Make me proud of you.’ And hadn’t she always tried to do exactly that? Because at the end of the day, it was the only way she could really gain his attention.


Jensen had been furious with her when Eliza had told him that she was going to boarding school. He didn’t speak to her for three days and when finally he did, he came into her bedroom and threw himself on her bed. ‘I suppose now it’ll be down to me to babysit the Special One,’ he’d said sullenly. That had been his nickname for Daisy.


The morning Eliza was due to leave, when Dad was away on a business trip and Jensen was helping to load her things into the boot of Mum’s car, with Daisy getting in the way as usual, he’d hugged her fiercely, then abruptly, without saying anything, let go of her and walked back inside the house. When it was time to leave, she had looked up at his bedroom window and spotted him there. She had waved goodbye to him, but he hadn’t waved back. Even now that memory saddened her, knowing that she’d hurt him so much. She had written to him every week while she was at school and she still had the few letters he’d written to her.


The taxi driver slowed the car and then stopped. ‘This it, then?’


She looked up at Medlar House. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘This is it.’




Chapter Four


While her father filled the car with petrol, Daisy went inside the shop for a copy of this week’s Grazia. Minutes later she was back out on the forecourt and Dad was replacing the petrol cap on the car. ‘Found what you wanted?’ he asked as he passed her to go and pay.


‘Got the last copy,’ she said, waving the magazine at him.


She’d just got herself settled in the car when her mobile rang. It was Scott. ‘Hey,’ she said, ‘what’s up?’


‘Have you missed anything yet?’


‘You mean, other than you?’


He laughed. ‘No, not me. You’ve left your brother’s present on the kitchen table.’


‘Oh hell! I didn’t leave my head there as well, did I?’


‘Give it time and you will one day. How’s it going?’


‘OK. We’ve just stopped for petrol. Should be home in about ten minutes.’


‘Have you told him?’


‘Not yet.’


‘I thought the idea was to tell him in the car when it was just the two of you.’


‘It was. Now I’ve decided to wait until the evening’s under way. Then when the bickering starts, I’ll slip it in while no one’s looking.’


‘Are you sure that’s such a smart move?’


‘Probably not, but—’ She saw her father approaching the car. ‘He’s coming back,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I’ll speak to you later.’


‘Just remember, Daisy, you’re all grown up.’


‘Yeah, try telling my father that. Bye.’


She stuffed her mobile back into her bag and guiltily opened her magazine. No reason to feel guilty, she told herself as her father got in beside her. He leant over, peered at the open pages on her lap and pointed at a photograph of Janice Dickenson in a dress that couldn’t have suited her less. ‘Bloody hell,’ he said, ‘she’s got a tan on her like an Oompa Loompa! What is she, our latest deterrent against global warfare? Because I’ll tell you for nothing, she’s scaring the hell out of me. One look at her and I’d run in the opposite direction.’


‘She’s an American model from a squillion years ago.’


‘Oh, well, that explains everything.’


He switched on the engine and pulled out of the forecourt onto the road. They’d been driving for a few minutes when he said, ‘You OK? You seem a bit quiet.’


‘Busy week, that’s all.’


‘Been overdoing it?’


She shrugged and turned the page of her magazine.


‘So how’s the job going?’


Oh God, she thought. Where to start? How to answer his question without blurting the whole thing out? How to avoid telling him that the job he’d wangled for her through a friend of a friend was doing her head in? That every morning she woke up, she felt like calling in sick and hiding under the duvet for the rest of the day. And yes, she knew all too well that, as Dad would be quick to remind her, in these difficult times, she was lucky to have a job.


Graduating last year while the recession was still in full swing meant she hadn’t had a hope of landing her dream job, but then Dad had stepped in and pulled some strings and before she knew it she was a bored-out-of-her-mind graduate trainee designer for a manufacturer based in Luton that supplied hotels with the dullest furniture imaginable.


When she’d been studying for her degree in furniture design her work placement had been with a small, award-winning design team in London that had produced gorgeously one-off funky and cutting-edge pieces of furniture. All her hopes had been pinned on working there when she graduated. But the recession put paid to that. Every job she applied for, she got the same response – if she was lucky to hear back at all – that they were not taking on anyone new currently. It was then, when she had so badly wanted to prove to her father that she could stand on her own two feet, that there was no need for him to keep holding her hand, that he waded in with a wave of his magic wand and found her a job. It was what he did, stepped in and put things right for her.


Or so he believed. The truth was, he didn’t make anything right for her. Repeatedly he said all he wanted to do was protect her and keep her safe, just as any parent did. But what he didn’t understand was that his protective care totally suffocated her.


It hadn’t always been that way, not when she was a small child, when she had idolized him, had thought there wasn’t anything he couldn’t or wouldn’t do for her. In those days she had revelled in knowing that she was his favourite child, that she could do no wrong. She had happily gone along with it because who doesn’t want to be more loved than anyone else?


She would be the first to admit now that she must have been a difficult child, a bloody nightmare more like it. But once she was old enough to understand what was really going on, she realized that she could only ever disappoint her father by ultimately wanting to wriggle out from his protective hold, to have the same freedom and control over her life that her brother and sister had.


She had tried to take control some years ago and had got herself into a hell of a mess. She hated to think of that time and what she’d put Mum through. As for Dad, he’d been at a complete loss how to treat her.


This time, though, it would be different. This time she was older and wiser and stronger. And she had Scott. Wonderful Scott.


‘In your own time, Daisy.’


She turned to look at her father and realized that he was waiting for her to say something. ‘What?’ she said.


He smiled. ‘I asked how the job was going.’


‘Oh, that. Yeah. It’s fine.’


How the lie tripped off her tongue.




Chapter Five


Since Jensen had yet to make an appearance, Jeff did what he always did when he arrived home from Brussels: he took an ice-cold bottle of beer from the fridge and went upstairs for a shower.


Now dressed, he got himself comfortable on the bed, placed the bottle of Budweiser to his lips and filled his mouth with the welcome cool beer. He swallowed it appreciatively, enjoying its light freshness. In Brussels they were always banging on about the beer there, the enormous choice, the superior quality, the complex this, the aromatic that, but for him there was nothing like the straightforward, crisp, dry taste of a Bud. He drank some more, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and sighed the sigh of a tired but relatively contented man.


With the low evening sun shining through the window on him, he reminded himself of the promise he’d made Mia, that he’d be on his best behaviour tonight for Jensen’s birthday. As if he wasn’t always on his best behaviour! Any chance she’d asked Jensen to do likewise? He doubted it.


He put the beer to his mouth again and drank some more and wondered as he so often did why he and Jensen couldn’t get on better. Life would be so much easier if they did. One of the things that really irked him was Jensen’s inclination to drift through life without a clear idea of where he was going. A website designer – was that really a job? Wasn’t that just another name for lolling around at home watching daytime telly?


Jeff, on the other hand, had known from an early age where he was going in life and that you had to take life by the scruff of the neck and wring out of it exactly what you wanted. And that took guts. You see an opportunity, you take it; that was his motto. You didn’t dick around on the sidelines waiting for an opportunity; you got stuck in and made it happen. Which was why he had taken the position in Brussels. He was looking at another three years in the job and then he’d call it a day and cash in on the package he’d negotiated for himself. And who knew what he’d do then? Retirement was an option. But then so was consultancy work. Or sitting on the board of a company or two.


For now, though, he was enjoying the continuing challenges in his role of divisional MD of the Rieke Hirzel Group. Since his appointment last year, his sector of the business was bucking the trend and exceeding all expectations. The first thing he’d done was to increase the budget on technical research and instil a far more aggressive approach when it came to targeting new customers; for obvious reasons it was the latter that was showing immediate results. The research investment was the slow-burner part of his strategy. But let no one be under any misapprehension: there’d be no resting on any laurels on his watch.


Whenever he was foolish enough to question Jensen’s lack of ambition, Mia always rushed to his defence, claiming that his work as a website designer was going well. She would also point out that Jensen’s early years had not been the same as those of Eliza and Daisy and therefore Jeff had to accept there would be differences and inevitable consequences.


In contrast Eliza had drive and ambition in spades. Truth to tell, she probably had too much. He’d never told anyone this before but as proud as he was of Eliza, he’d always been a bit unnerved by her. She’d been an extraordinarily bright child, but not an easy one to be around – too distant and self-contained. She still was.


Daisy was, and always had been, a different kettle of fish altogether and was easily his favourite child. With her ivory skin, her dark hair and her startlingly violet-blue eyes – so like Mia’s – she had been such a spirited and beautiful little girl and so very affectionate with him. People had regularly said that they ought to approach a children’s model agency with Daisy and he had been all in favour of it, happy and proud to show her off, but Mia had put her foot down. Seven years old, Daisy had been furious with her mother, having devoted herself to hours of prancing about in front of the mirror practising her poses. To make up for her disappointment, he’d bought her a Swiss chalet-style playhouse for the garden, which immediately led to ructions from Jensen and Eliza about him always spoiling Daisy.


He knew that his partiality bothered Mia, but he reckoned he wasn’t the first parent who had a special bond with a favourite child. It was hardly a crime, was it?


His beer finished, he reluctantly raised himself off the bed. Time to go downstairs and join the party.




Chapter Six


So far so good, Jensen thought as he snatched a look at Tattie. But then this was the easy part of the evening – his father had yet to make his appearance.


He had agreed to this dinner, knowing that Mum wanted to arrange it for all the right reasons. One of them being that she was concerned that he and his sisters didn’t see enough of each other, despite he and Eliza both living in London. By no means was she a meddling or a possessive mother, quite the contrary; she was a great mother, the best in his eyes. She never made demands of anyone and rarely did she lose her temper or behave irrationally. Sometimes he wished that she would, that she would let rip and lose control and go a bit crazy. But when it came down to it, they had all, with the exception of their father, become adept at hiding their feelings. It was a defence mechanism, a way to keep Dad at a manageable distance.


Jensen had regularly spoken to Tattie of his mother and his sisters, but as to his father, he’d kept a lid on that one. She wasn’t stupid, though, the omission inevitably alerted her to something being amiss. ‘You never speak of your dad,’ she’d said. ‘It’s as if he doesn’t exist.’


‘Oh, he exists all right,’ he’d replied. ‘He’s what you call a larger-than-life character.’


He’s certainly that, Jensen thought now as he watched his father throwing the spotlight on himself as he made his entrance into the sitting room where they’d congregated and where Phase I of Operation Scrutinize Tattie was under way by his mother and sisters.


‘Ah, I see everyone’s arrived,’ he said.


Tattie along with Daisy and Eliza and Mum turned round from where they had been standing at the French windows. Tattie had earlier let out a whoop of delight at the sight of a peacock on the lawn. ‘Oh my God, is that thing for real?’ she’d cried, rushing to the window. Her American accent was always more pronounced when she was excited. Or angry. Thankfully the latter didn’t happen too much. Mum had then explained to her that the peacock was called Putin and had free rein of the village, where he roamed at will. When he wasn’t wandering the neighbourhood gardens he was holding court on the village green and waking the inhabitants of Little Pelham obscenely early with his screeching. ‘You’re winding me up,’ Tattie had said. When they’d all confirmed that it was true, she’d shaken her head and puffed out her cheeks. ‘Well, fancy that.’


‘This is Tattie,’ Jensen said now and registered with satisfaction his father’s expression – never would he have expected his loser of a son to attract a girl as spectacular as Tattie. ‘Tattie, this is my dad.’


Tattie offered her hand. ‘Hi, Mr Channing. We were just admiring Putin in the garden. He’s quite something, isn’t he? I thought it was a set-up, you know, put on a show of Englishness to educate the dumb-ass Yank.’ She beamed him one of her dazzling killer smiles. ‘But take it from me, sir, I’m all educated up now.’ Jensen suppressed a smile of his own. When it came to making first impressions, Tattie was in a class of her own.


‘Err . . . yes, well, it’s a pleasure to meet you. And please, call me Jeff. Now then, what can I get you to drink? You look like a glass of champagne kind of girl.’


Tattie laughed. She had the best laugh Jensen had ever heard. Sparky and irrepressible, it was one of the things that had first caught his attention. That and her curly white-blonde hair and her trademark bright red lipstick. ‘Goodness no,’ she said, her voice suddenly serious. ‘I’m a strict teetotaller. It’s against my religion.’ She crossed herself exaggeratedly.


In the stunned silence, knowing the punch line, Jensen watched with yet more satisfaction as his father’s face took on a look of startled awkwardness. Gone was Mr Bonhomie and in his place stood Mr Seriously Stuck For Words.


‘Hey, Jeff, I’m just kiddin’ with you. Gets people every time that one. I’ll have whatever everyone else is having.’ She laughed and Jensen laughed too. God, he loved this girl. She was a much-needed breath of fresh air in his life.


‘Mrs Channing, you just have to give me the recipe for this corned beef hash. JC’s been telling me all the way here that no one makes it like you do. Not that I’d ever be able to cook it properly – I’m pretty much hopeless in the kitchen, aren’t I, JC?’


‘Hardly that bad. And anyway, you have plenty of other talents.’


‘Please, Tattie, it’s Mia. You make me sound so ancient calling me Mrs Channing.’


‘You, ancient, with that flawless complexion? No way! You could easily pass for another of JC’s sisters. You must have had him when you were a child.’


Clearing his throat and topping up his glass of wine, Jeff said, ‘So what are your other talents, Tattie? I should imagine a bright girl like you would be good at many things.’


Tattie put down her knife and fork. ‘Well,’ she said, carefully dabbing the corners of her mouth with her napkin, ‘I like to think I’m a good mother. Apart from not being able to cook for my daughter as well as maybe I should. But then she’s gotten real good in the kitchen herself these days. Flips pancakes like a total pro. JC’s taught her how to do that.’


‘Mother,’ repeated Daisy and Eliza in unison.


‘You have a daughter?’ asked Mia with a slight lifting of her chin. ‘How old is she?’ Jensen had to hand it to his mother; there wasn’t a hint of shock or surprise in her voice or expression.


Tattie smiled back at her. ‘I have an awesome nine-year-old daughter. Her name’s Madison and she’s just beautiful. And real smart. I couldn’t be prouder of her.’


‘Nine years old,’ echoed Daisy. ‘But you don’t look old enough.’


‘Don’t be fooled, I’m plenty old enough. I had Madison when I was twenty.’


‘And her father?’


‘Mia, let’s just say that he wasn’t cut out for fatherhood and therefore chose not to be involved.’


Jeff gave Jensen a sidelong look, so quick it was barely noticeable, but Jensen saw it and turned away.


‘So what brought you to Britain?’ asked Eliza.


‘Oh, you know,’ Tattie said, ‘the usual thing for us foreigners, your beautiful weather.’


Everyone laughed.


‘Actually, my great-grandmother was British,’ Tattie went on, ‘and she moved with her family to the States when she was a little girl. I’d always wanted to visit and then when a friend of mine moved to London, I visited her with Madison and we loved it so much we decided to make our home here in England. That was more than two years ago.’


‘Wow,’ said Daisy. ‘And your mum and dad back in America didn’t mind you doing that?’


‘Oh, they put up a token show of resistance, but deep down they accept that I have to find my own way.’


Daisy turned to her father. ‘You’d be the same, wouldn’t you, Dad? You wouldn’t ever stop us from doing something we felt we had to do, would you?’


‘I suppose that rather depends on what it was,’ he said.


Something in the way Daisy had put the question to their father made Jensen look at his sister closely. Watching her now chewing on her lower lip and examining one of her fingernails, instinct told him she was up to something, that she had a very real reason for asking Dad what she just had. He wondered if she had a shocker hiding up her sleeve.


In the silence, Mia stood up. ‘If you’re all finished, I’ll get the dessert.’


‘I’ll help you,’ Jensen said, eager to have a few moments alone with his mother.


Out in the kitchen, the door closed to the dining room, Jensen began stacking the dishwasher. ‘Come on, then, Mum, what do you think? Do you like her?’


‘Yes I do. She’s great.’


He smiled. ‘She is. She really is. I think she’s the one I want to be with for the rest of my life.’


‘Even with a nine-year-old daughter?’


He stopped what he was doing. ‘Does that bother you, that she has a child?’


‘No, not at all. I just don’t want . . .’ her voice trailed away.


‘What, Mum? What don’t you want for me? To be happy?’


‘Don’t be silly. Of course I want you to be happy. It’s what I’ve always wanted for you. And if Tattie makes you happy, then that makes me happy. But taking on the responsibility of someone else’s child isn’t something you should do lightly. It’s a big step.’


‘I know that. I’ve given it a lot of thought.’ He went to his mother and hugged her. ‘Thanks for tonight, for my birthday dinner. I still can’t quite believe I’m thirty now; it feels like a properly grown-up age.’


She hugged him back and laughed. ‘How do you think it makes me feel? There should be a law against such things happening. I’m officially banning you from having any more birthdays!’


He laughed too and, letting go of her, he said, ‘Then I’d better make the most of this one. But seriously, your approval of Tattie is the best birthday present you could give me. I meant it when I said I want to be with her for ever. I’ve never known anyone like her.’


‘And her daughter, you get on with her?’


‘I haven’t pushed it, but yes, Madison’s a great kid. You’ll love her too.’


‘I’m sure I will.’


He watched his mother open the oven and take out his favourite dessert of apple crumble. He only had to smell it and he was transported back to being a very young child. He associated it with rainy Sunday afternoons, the two of them on the sofa, Mum reading to him, the light fading outside. Strange that he could still feel nostalgic for those days.


‘How long have you known each other?’ she asked.


‘We met five months ago at a party given by a client of mine.’


She set the hot dish on a mat on a tray, then slapped him playfully with the oven gloves. ‘Five months and we’re only now having this conversation?’


He smiled. ‘I wanted to wait until I was sure how Tattie felt about me. I mean, as Dad would be the first to say, I’m not much of a catch, am I?’


She tutted. ‘Stop putting yourself down, you’re a fine catch.’


‘Yeah, but you’re biased.’


‘And that, darling, is a mother’s prerogative. Now take the jug of cream for me and before you’re gripped with any more self-doubt, listen very carefully. From what I’ve seen so far, I think you and Tattie make a great couple and, what’s more, I think she’ll be good for you. I certainly like her sense of humour. She’s refreshingly open.’


So unlike our family, he thought as he followed his mother out of the kitchen.


Back in the dining room, Eliza was asking Tattie if it was difficult for her to balance work with having a child.


‘I manage pretty well,’ she answered as his mother began spooning the crumble into bowls and Jensen helped by passing the bowls around the table. ‘I actually have two jobs, one of which I run from home. I run my own online business supplying eco-friendly party bags for children’s parties.’


‘Eco-friendly party bags,’ repeated Jeff. ‘That’s a new one on me. Is there much call for such a thing?’


‘Oh yes, and it’s going from strength to strength. I’m twenty per cent up on this time last year.’


‘And your other job?’ asked Daisy.


‘I work as a celebrity lookalike.’


‘No! Really? Who do you do?’ asked Daisy.


‘Guess. And I’m not giving you any clues.’


Everyone stared at her.


‘I think I know,’ Eliza said. ‘Is it Marilyn Monroe?’


Tattie laughed. ‘Clever you, Eliza, you’ve got it right.’


‘Do you remember that schlocky advert on the telly last Christmas,’ Jensen said, sitting down and putting his arm round Tattie, ‘the one with Marilyn Monroe and Elvis opening the door to Father Christmas? That was Tattie.’ He couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice.


‘No!’ Daisy said. ‘That advert was so cool. Does that mean you’re an actress as well?’


‘Sort of. But not really.’


Daisy sighed. ‘You have such an amazing life. We all sound very boring compared to you.’


‘Not true. JC’s told me all about Mia’s hat business, which I’d just love to see. I also know about Eliza being such a whizz, and you, Daisy, I hear you’re the queen of furniture design.’


Daisy slumped in her chair and shook her head. ‘I wish. It’s all very dull and mundane what I do. Naff hotel furniture. Not at all what I thought I’d be doing.’


‘And what do you do, Jeff? What’s your thing?’


‘JC not told you?’ he responded.


Without missing a beat, Tattie said, ‘I expect he did, but I’ve had a ditzy Marilyn moment and forgotten.’ She leant towards him encouragingly. ‘A captain of industry, that’s what I’ve got you down as. Am I right?’


‘Dad’s in sealing and vibration control,’ Jensen said, not liking his father imitating the way Tattie called him JC. ‘And let’s face it, it doesn’t get any more interesting than that, does it?’


The atmosphere crackled and as spoons scraped against dessert bowls in the sudden silence, and knowing that a family gathering could so easily turn on a moment such as this, a moment for which he was responsible, Jensen tried to salvage things by quickly changing the subject. Turning to his sister, he said, ‘So, Daisy, what’s up with you then?’


Daisy raised her eyes, clearly taken aback. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You said that work was dull and mundane a few minutes ago – why’s that?’


‘Yes,’ their father joined in, ‘I thought you liked that job. I went to a lot of trouble to get it for you.’


‘I know you did, Dad, and I am grateful. It’s just that—’


‘It’s just what?’


‘I don’t like it very much. If you really want to know, I hate it.’


Jeff looked shocked. ‘Mia, did you know about this?’


She shook her head. ‘It’s the first I’ve heard. Why didn’t you say something before now, Daisy?’


‘Because I knew Dad would tell me there’s a recession on and I should be grateful for having a job, blah, blah.’


‘But not if it’s making you unhappy, darling.’


‘Mum’s right, Daisy,’ said Eliza. ‘No job’s worth that. Have you got anything else in mind?’


Daisy chewed on her lip. ‘We-ll . . .’


Uh-oh, thought Jensen, here it comes. Here comes the shocker, just as he’d suspected. And perhaps this was the moment when the evening would turn on its axis.


‘The thing is,’ Daisy said, ‘and you promise you won’t get angry with me, Dad?’


‘Of course I won’t. Just so long as I’m sure you’ve really thought it through.’


‘I have. Trust me I have.’ She paused. ‘It’s Scott,’ she went on, ‘my flatmate. He’s going back to Australia and has said I should go with him, that I’d easily find work there. The job market is heaps better there than it is here.’


‘Australia? Daisy, you can’t be serious.’


‘It’s a great opportunity, Dad. There’s nothing here for people my age. Nearly everyone I know who graduated when I did can’t get work. They’re all stuck at home on benefits getting more and more depressed.’


‘But you’ve got work.’


‘I know. But it’s not what I want to do. I hate it. I absolutely hate it and it’s making me miserable. Is that what you want for me?’


‘Of course it isn’t. It’s just the first step, the first rung on the ladder. Everyone has to start somewhere.’


‘Where in Australia are you thinking of going?’ asked Mia.


Daisy swallowed, her eyes dark against her pale, anxious face. She looked so worried Jensen felt genuinely sorry for her; she must have been dreading making this announcement. ‘Sydney,’ she murmured. ‘That’s where Scott’s from originally.’


Jensen watched their father carefully rearrange his facial expression, replacing shock with his standard look of indulgence when it came to Daisy. Shaking his head, he said, ‘Daisy, I can absolutely see the attraction. I really can. You think the grass will be greener, but take it from me, it won’t be. Now come on, admit it, you haven’t thought this through at all, have you? It’s nothing but a sun-filled dream that your irresponsible housemate has put into your head.’ Smiling, he reached across the table to pat her hand, but Daisy snatched her hand away.


‘No, Dad, you’re wrong. And I knew you wouldn’t take me seriously. It’s what you always do. You patronize me and rubbish anything I come up with.’


‘Sweetheart, that’s simply not true.’


‘It is true! It’s what you do all the time. It’s why I need to get so far away from you!’ She let out a small cry and pushing back her chair, she rushed from the room.


In the awkward silence Daisy left behind her, Jensen glanced at Tattie and thought, welcome to my world.




Chapter Seven


Expect the unexpected.


Twice now in one day Owen had experienced something out of the ordinary. First the racing sofa, and then, as if waiting for him, a peacock had been standing guard at The Hidden Cottage when he’d arrived.


As welcoming committees went, it hadn’t been the friendliest; the peacock, on seeing Owen step out of his car, had let rip with an ugly screech and put on a dramatic show of male supremacy with its magnificent plumage.


‘Hey, why don’t you put your feathers away and give me a hand?’ Owen had told the bird as he’d carried what little luggage he’d brought with him up to the house. The peacock had given him a long hard stare with its beady eyes and then shaken its tail feathers some more and screeched some more. To which Owen had responded with, ‘Pardon my bad grammar, but in the words of Shania Twain, that don’t impress me much.’


The peacock had made its feelings vocally very clear for the next five minutes, plainly regarding Owen as a no-good interloper. ‘Right, fella,’ he’d said when he’d had enough of the awful din and addressed the bird in his sternest voice, ‘if you and I are going to get along, we have to get things straight from the outset. You may have treated this as your patch in the past, but this is my home now, which means my rules apply. You either accept that, or you ship out. Got it?’


The bird must have decided these were terms it couldn’t accept and had sloped off into the bushes with its tail feathers lowered, leaving Owen to get on with letting himself into the house and savouring the moment of his long-awaited arrival.


Now, several hours later, having explored and unpacked the few things he’d brought with him and cooked himself a supper of bacon and eggs, he topped up his glass of red wine, put on a fleece and went outside. In the fading light, as he stood on the veranda, the wooden floor creaking beneath his feet, he breathed in the soft honeyed night air. I’m here, he thought. I’m really here. It might not seem much to anyone else, this significant moment, but for him it was beyond special. He couldn’t really put it into words. It was an emotion. And when all was said and done, could you really put an emotion into mere words?


He could just imagine some of his friends rolling their eyes at such talk, but he’d always been a soppy old devil; he couldn’t be trusted to watch Bambi without making a fool of himself. Bea, his ex-wife, used to say it was one of his most endearing qualities. When he’d told Bea about his plans to come here, she’d wished him well. ‘I hope it turns out to be everything you want it to be,’ she’d said. ‘I expect an invitation to come and visit.’


While he regretted their marriage had come to an end, he treasured the good relationship he and Bea had managed to maintain in the three years since the divorce. She had remarried eighteen months ago and was now the mother she had always wanted to be. Her new husband, Steve, was a thoroughly decent guy and Owen was happy for Bea.


Children had been one of those things both he and Bea had been keen to have, but after extensive attempts to get pregnant – let no one call him a slouch in that department! – they had sought professional help only to discover he was at fault. ‘Not at fault,’ the doctor had corrected Owen when he had used the word, ‘just deficient in sperm.’ Whichever way the diagnosis was served up, the net result was that Owen knew he couldn’t do the one thing that had become so important to Bea, and with her body clock ticking loud and fast, the pressure between them grew. They discussed endlessly the options available, such as adoption and donor sperm, but never quite reached the point of committing to either.


He would never know for sure, but Owen couldn’t help but wonder whether, had they been able to have a child together, they would have heeded the warning signs and realized sooner that their marriage was suffering because they were working too hard?


Well, they hadn’t, and it was into their jointly owned business that the two of them poured both heart and soul. From his own point of view, it felt as if it was the only thing he could get right.


Four years after graduating from university, where he and Bea had met, they had given up their jobs – he had been a trader in the City and Bea had been a solicitor – and together they started running a mail order business for ski wear. They called it ObeSkiWear and being keen skiers themselves, they knew what worked and what didn’t. When the internet took off, they began selling online and that was when things went stratospheric and they were working crazy hours. And failing to conceive a child.


The combination of working too hard and not being able to do what all their friends were doing so effortlessly was not a good mix. But ultimately it was the pressure they were under to sustain the success of what they’d created that was their undoing. What had once been their ‘baby’, conceived in their spare room, had grown into a monster that demanded all their time and energy. From their warehouse and office in Crawley, they were constantly travelling, attending trade shows, meeting new suppliers and designers, carrying out stringent quality control, devising new marketing strategies and most importantly ensuring their customers were always happy and would come back for more.


When they took the step to open some stores in carefully selected towns, friends who had known them for many years began to voice their concern, namely that he and Bea looked to be on the verge of burnout and that they couldn’t continue living at the frantic pace they were. The most vociferous voice of concern had come from Owen’s oldest friend. It was an opinion that Owen had dismissed as a severe case of the pot calling the kettle black because Rich, who still worked as a trader in the city, regularly put in a fourteen-hour day and often looked like hell whenever they could spare the time to see each other.


But being the man he was then, Owen refused to admit anything was wrong and even when he and Bea decided to call it a day on their marriage, he was convinced they could continue working together. Bea humoured him for about a year, but around the time that Owen’s mother died, when she met and fell in love with Steve, she announced that she wanted out, saying she wanted to create a new life for herself, a life that included a family.


It was then, when Owen was trying to summon up the strength to continue without Bea, that one of France’s largest ski clothing and equipment retailers made an approach to buy them out. There had been a time when he and Bea would have told them where to stick their money, but not now – now they gave the proposition all their consideration. It took months and months of legal wrangling to form an agreement, with Owen and Bea wanting cast-iron assurances that their current employees, some of whom had been with them since the early days, would not lose their jobs. Finally an agreement was reached to the satisfaction of all parties, but being the pathologically sentimental idiot he was, Owen had had a lump in his throat when he’d signed the forms last November. He and Bea might have suddenly become absurdly wealthy overnight, but he had felt bereft.


While Bea got on with her new life with a new husband and child, Owen had felt as if he had a resounding nothing to get on with. No job. No wife. No family. Thank God for his friends! Because it was while spending most of the winter on the ski slopes, having rented a chalet in Chamonix for three months, and inviting friends to join him whenever they wanted, that he realized one very important thing: he now had to get on with his life and chase his own dream.


He had no idea what the outcome would be of returning to Little Pelham, but as he sat down cautiously in one of the seen-better-days garden chairs the previous owners had left behind and tuned into the quietness of the evening, it felt good. It felt like home.


On his return from Chamonix, back in March, going through some of the boxes of his mother’s things – a task he’d deliberately put off – he’d found one of his old school books from his time at Little Pelham Junior School. He’d had no idea that his mother had kept it, but flicking through the pages and coming across a picture he’d drawn of The Hidden Cottage he’d realized that it matched perfectly the exterior of the house he’d dreamt of for all these years, and it set him thinking. Which in turn had him turning to the internet and browsing the various property sites.


His search was restricted to one small area: Little Pelham. There was nothing that interested him – just a couple of small cottages for sale. He signed up to receive regular updates and to his amazement, less than a fortnight later, he received notification that a new property had come on to the market in the village; it was The Hidden Cottage.


Not surprisingly the photographs showed an interior that he didn’t recognize – after thirty-four years it was only natural that the place had been changed and extensively modernized – but there was no doubt in his mind what his next step had to be. Without even going to see the house, he made an offer, instructed a solicitor and a surveyor and the deal was done.


Rich declared him as having more money than sense and finally going off his rocker, but Bea had reasoned that even if it proved to be a mistake, what did it matter when it was a mistake he could easily afford to make? Admittedly it was the most wildly impulsive thing he’d ever done, yet it felt entirely right.


Just as it had felt right to put off coming to see the house until today when he moved in. He had planned it that way to ensure maximum effect; he had wanted to capture all of his emotions into one sharply focused moment.


With that thought uppermost in his mind, he stared out from the wooden veranda that covered the full width of the back of the house and absorbed the cloistered tranquillity. The light had gone now and low in the inky-black sky, the moon shone down, skimming the tops of the trees, its reflection caught in the stillness of the lake.


He’d first come across The Hidden Cottage a few weeks after he and his parents had moved to the village. It was a Saturday afternoon, his father was working and his mother was ironing, and with nothing to do, he’d gone for a walk. He’d nosed around the allotments watching the old men at work, then followed the path up through the fields, and then slipped through the barbed-wire fence and entered the woods. He’d followed the slope down and kept on going, thinking about what he’d heard some of the other children in his class saying, that no one ever came out of the woods alive because there were witches who lived on the other side of it. He knew what they were saying was rubbish, but as he emerged into a sunlit clearing and found himself in front of a small lake perfectly reflecting the trees around it, he almost believed he’d stepped out of the real world and into some kind of magical place. Maybe a witch did live there, he’d thought as he walked cautiously towards the water.


When he turned and spotted the house, complete with a twist of smoke coming out of one of the chimneys, a sense of wonder and mystery crept over him. Staring up at the windows, their frames painted green to match the door, he imagined for a moment that he could hear the house’s heartbeat, that it was a living and breathing thing and was beckoning him towards it.


As if led by the hand, he moved forward and the heartbeat grew louder and more insistent. He held his breath and suddenly realized that the heartbeat he could hear was his own. He almost laughed aloud at his stupidity. It was then that he heard music coming from the house through the open French windows. It was piano music and unlike anything he’d ever heard before.


He had no idea what he would say if someone came out of the house and asked what he thought he was doing there, but he was prepared to risk that. But for some reason, he didn’t think that was going to happen. He was meant to be here. He was meant to see this place for himself. And whoever lived here would understand that. What’s more it would be their secret. To his nine-year-old self, his reasoning made perfect sense, but to any parent it would have had every alarm bell ringing.


Nobody did appear that day, nor the next time he went, nor the next. It wasn’t until he’d been there five times – and always just to sit by the water to watch the moorhens fossicking about in the bank and the dragonflies skimming the water’s surface, but mostly to hear the extraordinary music that poured out from the house – that he saw a flicker of movement at a downstairs window, and plucking up the courage, he went and knocked on the door. He did it because, if he had been seen, he thought it a matter of politeness to explain why he was there; he didn’t want the owner of the house to think badly of him.


Also he was curious now. Who really did live here?


He knocked on the door in what he hoped was a polite manner. Not too loudly, but loud enough.


The first knock went unanswered.


As did the second.


Then determined to get an answer, if only to satisfy his curiosity, he tried again. This time the music came to an abrupt end and in the sudden and complete silence he heard the sound of a lock being turned. All at once, he began to doubt the wisdom of what he was doing, and what he’d done in coming here. What if the person who opened the door was the sort of man his mother had warned him never to speak to? The sort who kidnapped children. The sort who hid them away never to be found again. The sort who—


The door slowly opened and with his legs trembling and his brain telling him to run, he took a wobbly step back . . .


A rustling sound in the bushes had Owen glancing sharply to his right. A fox appeared on the lawn and bathed in the moon’s soft radiance; it looked directly at Owen as if querying his right to be there. It then trotted off towards the lake and melted away into the darkness.


Time for me to melt away as well, thought Owen. He drank what was left in his wineglass, and went back inside the house. He wondered if it was too late to ring Nicole. He really should have called her earlier, but to be honest, he wasn’t that sure how well his call would be received. He wasn’t exactly his girlfriend’s favourite person right now.


They’d met in Chamonix in January. He’d been skiing alone and had shared a chairlift with her. When she said that she’d got separated from her group of friends and was on her way back to the hotel where they were staying, but didn’t know the way, he’d offered to ski her to the door. To thank him, she invited him to join her for a drink. The next day he met up with her and her friends for lunch and then spent the afternoon skiing with her.


From there things just snowballed, as he’d joked when reporting back to Rich. A fortnight after the end of her holiday, she returned to Chamonix to stay with him for a long weekend, and did so again twice more before he returned to the UK and to the apartment he was renting in Marylebone, only a stone’s throw from where Rich lived. Since Nicole also lived and worked in London they were able to spend a lot more time together and all was going well until he told her about The Hidden Cottage.


‘You’ve done what?’ she’d said, her face incredulous.


‘I’ve bought a house in the country,’ he’d explained, ‘a very special house.’ He’d tried to explain why but all she’d cared about was why he hadn’t told her about it before.


‘I haven’t told anyone,’ he’d said. ‘You’re the first to know.’


Her expression still incredulous, she said, ‘But I’m your girlfriend; didn’t you think I’d be interested?’


It was a fair comment – she was his girlfriend and it was something he should have discussed with her, but he hadn’t. He was guilty of precisely the kind of autonomous behaviour he had always strongly disapproved of and he had no defence other than to say he’d acted instinctively and, yes, selfishly.
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