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 Chapter 1

‘I’m sure I can help,’ said Sophie. ‘Just let me find a pen.’ Intent on answering the request at the other end of the line she forgot the rule written in invisible ink above the door of her father’s study. It was a no-go area. Forbidden. Knock first and enter at your peril. Sophie felt like an overawed child, instead of a mother of three on her thirtieth birthday.

She pushed the door open with her shoulder, hand outstretched for the pen she knew she’d find on her father’s desk.

There was a flash of storm grey wool and cream silk as fabric moved quickly, and two heads turned to face her.

‘Sophie, what are you doing here?’ The familiar mottled red crept up Bill Raven’s face. ‘I’ve told you to knock, you idiot girl. Can’t you get anything right?’

Sophie backed away, taking in his breathlessness, Anthea’s sleek expression, and the possessive way in which she placed a hand on Bill Raven’s sleeve.

‘That’s all right, Bill, isn’t it? After all, we had finished the Orchard Park accounts, hadn’t we?’ She directed a steely smile at Sophie. ‘Sophie, darling, that dress is divine. You always scrub up so well. Doesn’t she, Bill? She’s such a credit to you.’

And with that Anthea gathered up a pile of papers and walked out, sliding Sophie a mocking glance. The air was heavy as she passed, thick with some spicy, fruity perfume, with  undercurrents of something chemical, almost like insecticide. Anthea left a trail of smoke in her wake.

She was Bill Raven’s accountant, the miracle worker who made the figures stack up at the end of the year, and Bill declared that, without her, he’d be a much poorer man. Indeed, he liked to add with a meaningful glance round the dinner table as he refilled his glass, they’d all be much poorer.

‘Well?’ he demanded of Sophie. He was still breathing heavily, she noticed. ‘What do you want?’

‘I wanted a pen. But it doesn’t matter.’ She tensed, wondering whether a stream of invective was about to rain down on her head.

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Here’s one. No need to give it back. Do you want some paper as well?’

Sophie edged towards him to take the pen. ‘That would be good,’ she said, keeping an eye out for any sudden change of mood. ‘If that’s OK.’

‘Of course.’ He reached towards her, suddenly full of bonhomie and she could smell red wine on his breath. ‘Anything my little chicken wants on her birthday, she shall have.’

She sighed quietly with relief. He was in a good mood. He was the father she loved, the one whose arms she had run into every day as a small child, full of excitement about her day, and who had lifted her up into the air, listening to her gabbled accounts with a smile on his face. That father had loved her more than anything, and told her so often. But there was another father behind the mask, one whose anger she feared.

She took the paper and thanked him quietly, hoping to escape without any further exchange so she could process what she’d seen.

‘Oh, and Sophie,’ he said as she was almost out the door. ‘Anthea. She’s having a bit of a tricky time at the moment with some boyfriend. I’m a bit of a shoulder to cry on, know what I mean?’

Sophie, her stomach crawling at the thought, did know exactly what he meant. She nodded.

‘But don’t mention anything to your mother, eh? She . . . er . . . thinks I spend too much time thinking about work and not enough time relaxing, and she rather blames Anthea for it. Ha ha.’

Sophie shrugged. ‘Fine. It’s no big deal.’

‘And Soph?’

‘Yes?’

‘Your mum’s a bit low at the moment. We all need to look after her. Not worry her with anything.’

Sophie got out before Bill Raven could check his face in a mirror and see the smudge of coral lipstick beside his mouth. Closing the door behind her, she stood trembling, gathering herself to go back outside to the party, to safety, to where her mother had created the perfect birthday lunch for Sophie’s friends and family. Sophie’s husband and daughters were waiting for her to blow out the thirty candles on her cake.

‘Hello? Are you still there?’ she said to the mobile phone. ‘I’ll take that number and ring you back.’

Sophie liked to help. She was always the first person anyone rang when they wanted something done.

But how to help now? Should her mother hear about what Anthea and Bill were up to, or would it be better to protect her from being hurt?

Sophie believed that sometimes you had to tell little white lies, especially to her father. He was the most important person in the family. He worked so hard. He looked after them all. He was wiser and cleverer, more sensible and more practical than the rest of them. And often, of course, very tired. So you had to understand. Don’t upset Daddy. He’s had a hard day.

Sophie did understand. She was the only one in her family who did, because her younger sister Jess was so pointlessly rebellious and her mother — well, as Dad always said, she was just hopeless.

But the bedrock that had been her family had just developed a fault line, and Sophie wasn’t sure if this was the beginning of an earthquake or just a tiny crack in the earth that would vanish with the next fall of rain. Tell the truth or keep quiet? Protect her mother or support her father? Tell the truth or keep quiet? The options ticked back and forth, like a pendulum on a clock.




 Chapter 2

Anthea Jones straightened her skirt with satisfaction as she left Bill’s study. There was no way that Sophie Raven — no, she’d taken the name of her wet rag of a husband, hadn’t she, so she was Sophie Mason now — was going to keep what she’d seen a secret. Whether she let it out slowly, with whispers of confidentiality to carefully chosen people, creating a series of small bangs like the early part of a firework display, or whether she went for the big rocket straight off, there was no way that spoilt Sophie had the self-control to keep her father’s infidelity to herself. Apart from anything else, she had ‘principles’, and believed in honesty and doing the right thing and all that stuff.

Anthea hated Sophie almost more than she hated Bill’s wife Paige. Sophie had everything that Anthea had never had in life. She’d been born beautiful, for example. Anthea could never resist poring over the photos of Sophie that were pasted up on the fridge, framed along the mantelpiece and hung on the downstairs lavatory wall in a big collage. Over the years, even amid the blondness of privately educated prep-school children, Sophie was always the blondest, with the bluest eyes and the widest smile. As she morphed into a teenager she stayed slim and her long hair blew about her face with unconscious grace.

People like Sophie belonged in magazines, not in real life, twisting her father round her little finger. Bill often called her  a daddy’s girl when he grew mawkish. ‘She takes after her old man, she does,’ he’d say over a drink at Anthea’s flat (all she could afford, while Paige queened it in a five-bedroom mansion with three acres of garden and a swimming pool, and Sophie Mason, fourteen years younger, lived in a four-bedroom house in London courtesy of her father’s and husband’s money). Then he’d check the label on the wine bottle. ‘Where’d you get this? It’s not bad.’

Anthea was a freelance accountant using her second bedroom as an office, although she usually visited her clients on site. Occasionally, very special clients were allowed to drop in to go over important things in private. The boundaries blurred in a very useful way.

Bill was a very special client indeed, and a good-looking man with the fine bone structure he’d passed on to Sophie. If he’d put on a bit of weight over the years it suited him. It made him appear more powerful and he could afford suits that were well cut enough to hide any suggestion of a paunch. Sophie had inherited his Nordic blond hair, too, and blue eyes (Bill’s grandmother had been half-Finnish, apparently). They also shared a rather delicate pale skin. The only thing that Sophie Mason couldn’t do easily and naturally was tan, mused Anthea, looking at her own nut-brown limbs with a sense of superiority. Although she hated the tissue-paper texture just beginning to appear on her hands, and the freckly patches of sun damage that denoted age. But that was just detail. Men liked tanned skin and strong limbs, and thrice weekly sessions at the gym and tanning salon ensured both. Like Sophie, Bill didn’t tan either, and now had rather a high colour because of all those days spent on building sites supervising the men and the weekends on the golf course or negotiating the tides of the Thames Estuary on his yacht — called, of course, the Sophia R.

But otherwise, where Bill was shrewd — even tough — Sophie was soft and idealistic. Bill earned money by being a hard-nosed businessman. Sophie was a photographer, working five or six  days a month ‘being creative’ and did fun runs to raise money for Cancer Research. Anthea knew exactly what Sophie earned — you got to find out a lot about people’s families when you did their accounts. Bill sometimes gave his daughters — especially Sophie — lavish presents, but seemed to take pleasure in telling Anthea how little they earned, although Sophie, of course, was ‘very talented’. Anthea couldn’t imagine how Sophie thought that taking photographs of rusted chairs in front of a window could ever earn you a living, but then rich men’s daughters were like that.

Anthea didn’t mind Jess so much, because not only did Jess have the sullen face of a rebellious schoolboy, and mouse-brown hair cut in a pudding basin, but she also kicked against everything. She caused more trouble in that family than anything else, and Anthea sometimes wondered if that was the role, the niche, that Jess had carved out for herself. After all, if you’re born second and are not as clever, not as good-looking, not as loved, you’ve got to make yourself special somehow, haven’t you? Anthea thought that Jess had, since adolescence, been taking revenge on Bill and Paige for always paying more attention to their elder and brighter child. Or perhaps people with perfect lives had to have a problem to focus on or they’d die of boredom. But she didn’t have that much sympathy for Jess — there was no reason why anyone born into that family should have to feel quite so sorry for herself. Welcome to the world, Jess, thought Anthea. That’s what it’s like. There’s always someone out there who will take what is yours.

As for Paige, she was just a typical middle-aged married woman who’d never done a day’s work in her life. Well, she might have worked until Jess and Sophie came along and ‘needed’ her more so she could enjoy a life of leisure on Bill’s hard-earned money, but that had been twenty-two years ago. Since then it had been school runs and coffee mornings, Pony Club, aerobics and Brownies, then watching matches and competitions followed by opening the garden for charity and  re-doing the house . . . and now grandchildren. Paige was always driving up to London to take care of everything while Sophie had another baby, or to look after Bella, Lottie and Summer when she had a shoot. ‘Poor Sophie works so hard,’ Paige always cried. ‘I like to do what I can to help.’

Paige was considered ‘delightful’ locally, with such a lovely garden, and Sophie ‘so nice’. Bill was everybody’s best friend, while Jess was ‘rather a handful’. It all made Anthea want to stick her fingers down her throat, but she just smiled and kept her counsel. She despised their smug, spoilt ways from the bottom of her heart. One day . . .

This was the first time she’d actually been invited to Bill’s house socially, although, of course, they had both murmured something about ‘accounts’ to steal a secret kiss in Bill’s study. Every detail was a precious insight into how his marriage really worked. So far it all tied in with what he’d told her. As she walked back into the party and saw the huge bunches of scented flowers — hyacinth and narcissi from the ‘cutting patch’ — the champagne, the soft bluey-green paint shades and well-chosen watercolours on the walls of the drawing room, and someone kissing Sophie as they pressed yet another beautifully wrapped present into her hand, Anthea smiled again.

A bomb has been planted under your lives, she thought. And I don’t know how long it will be before it goes off, but when it does there’ll be nothing but wreckage left.

After five years as Bill Raven’s accountant, I’m in an excellent position to make sure of that. Particularly with the Orchard Park business coming to fruition. And as for the other business, the small matter of Bill Raven’s heart, well, let’s just say that all that is going very nicely too. Anthea contemplated her beautifully manicured nails. Everything is as it should be. Timing is all.

Oh yes, Sophie. Timing is all.




 Chapter 3

Sophie was on autopilot as she walked through the party, being congratulated by two old friends from art school, both now married with their own children, a couple of single friends she’d kept up with (often introducing them to ‘spare’ men in the hope of matchmaking), three or four families whose mothers she’d met at ante-natal classes and with whom she now did childcare swaps or school runs, people she’d been at school with or worked with and several old friends of her parents she’d known almost all her life . . . she was so lucky that everybody had come to wish her a happy birthday. She was grateful for it every day, and especially for Harry, his big square face pock-marked by teenage acne. The scars made him look more rugged and less desk-bound than his colleagues in the insurance industry, and his solid shoulders made him look like a typical rugby player. He made her feel safe and loved.

After the cake had been brought in and everyone had sung ‘Happy Birthday’ and Sophie had blown the candles out, Bill made a speech about his lovely daughter and how family and friends were the most important thing in anyone’s life. Harry put an arm round her. ‘Are you OK, Soph?’ he whispered.

She nodded, not quite ready to confide in him. She needed to talk to someone, but not someone who would judge so quickly. Harry often criticised Bill’s outbursts of rage, while Bill  had never quite come to terms with the fact that his little princess had grown up and got married. It took all Sophie’s efforts to get Harry to placate Bill, and not to challenge him.

‘He shouldn’t talk to you all like that,’ Harry would say after one of Bill’s rants. ‘And I’m going to tell him so one of these days.’

Sophie would tell him that she didn’t mind, it was just her father’s way of speaking, he didn’t mean it, he loved them all and he worked so hard, he was just worried . . . and, in a way, it showed he cared (Harry always exploded with exasperation at that point) and most of the time he was fine, wasn’t he? No one’s perfect. Her persuasion always ended in a plea: ‘Please Harry, for me, just be nice to him. If you challenge him, it’s Mum who’ll take the brunt. He’ll be fuming about it for days and might even forbid her to see us and I don’t think I could work without Mum’s help and . . .’ Harry always reluctantly agreed that just this once, ‘just because I love you’.

Sophie privately agreed that Bill’s behaviour was sometimes on the outer edge of what was acceptable, and one day she was going to tell her father so, but now he was too busy, too worried, they must just get through this crisis with . . .

‘Are you all right, Sophie?’ Harry repeated, and she realised that her face was probably blank and that everyone suddenly seemed very far away.

She put an arm round his waist and felt his arm tighten around her shoulders, propping her up and giving her the strength to look up at him and tell him that everything was absolutely fine. ‘Just a dizzy spell. I’ve probably had a glass of champagne more than I should.’ She tried to smile.

‘You need something to eat.’ He sounded worried, but at least it got rid of him. Harry set off to find some food for her, returning with a chicken salad. She managed to eat two mouthfuls before hiding the plate behind a huge bunch of flowers. One of her mother’s friends came over to tell her how lovely her frock looked. ‘Is it vintage? It reminds me of the forties, in that pretty velvet.’

Sophie thanked her and continued to scan the crowd for someone to confide in, who would genuinely keep what she had seen a secret. She didn’t want to throw a stone into a pool of gossip and watch the ripples slowly spread out until they swamped her mother in a wave of innuendo and rumour. And she didn’t want someone who would automatically insist that she told Paige, because she had to be protected. That’s what Bill always said. ‘Don’t tell your mother, she’ll only worry.’ Or, ‘We’d better keep an eye on your mother; she’s not all that strong/bright/competent/knowledgeable.’

She knew it would go round Kent like wildfire. Everyone loved Bill. Everybody respected Paige as his wife. He was a Mason, a member of the Rotary Club and every local-business cabal going, and often in the local paper as he opened charity extensions and sponsored festivals with smiling bonhomie. Bill Raven had personally raised more for charity than anyone else in the village, and had helped save the local primary school from closure.

If he didn’t push himself so hard, for his family, his company and even his village, he probably wouldn’t have these outbursts. Sophie knew he was particularly worried about the largest deal he’d ever done, Orchard Park. He said that if it went wrong he and Paige could lose everything.

She saw Bill come in to the room and work it, putting his arm around the shoulders of an elderly lady as he bent down to listen to her, slapping a business contact on the back and then, as Lottie, Sophie’s three-year-old daughter, began tugging at her grandfather’s trousers, excusing himself to lift her up on to his shoulders so she could see the whole room. Sophie saw several people smile as Lottie waved her fat little arms. ‘Mummy!’ she shrieked. ‘Mummy’s birthday.’

As Bill lowered Lottie to the ground Sophie spotted her sister. Jess was standing by the open French windows, puffing a cigarette out in the direction of the garden as a nod to their father’s no-smoking rule, while still filling the drawing room  around her with a noxious cloud of roll-your-own tobacco smoke. Sophie wouldn’t normally take a problem to Jess, because she was so hopelessly irresponsible and could barely look after herself, let alone anyone else, but she was the only one who could possibly understand the light and shadow of the situation. She wouldn’t need to explain it all to Jess, or defend anyone.

It was also essential to get Jess out into the garden because, since he’d given up, Bill hated smoking and forbade it in the house, which of course meant that Jess deliberately lit up to provoke him. Sophie didn’t want a scene on her birthday.

‘Jess,’ hissed Sophie. ‘We need to talk.’

Jess glared at her. ‘Really? Or are you just trying to get me to smoke outside?’

‘Never mind that.’ Sophie seized her arm. ‘Come here.’

As soon as they got out in to the parterre — the square of geometric box topiary, now dotted with daffodils, that her mother had so lovingly created — someone else came up and complimented Sophie on how lovely she was looking. Jess’s shoulders hunched even higher and she took sharp, angry puffs on the tiny brown roll-up.

‘Where can we talk?’ Sophie looked left and right. There were people everywhere.

‘In my bedroom?’ suggested Jess, surprise replacing anger in her face.

‘No, that means going back past Dad. We can’t do that.’

‘What about Sparrow Palace?’

Sophie was about to object when she saw Bill’s blond head towering over the tops of everyone else, clearly looking for her. She could hear his baritone voice, full of good humour. ‘Where’s the most beautiful girl in the world? Anyone seen our birthday girl?’ People murmured in response, heads turning to look for Sophie.

‘Yes, quick. Now. Before he sees us.’

Jess knew exactly what she meant. Without a word both  women shot off in different directions, circled the garden and went down to the edge of the far lawns, which abutted onto the fields, meeting up again beside two huge blue pines, whose spreading skirts almost concealed a small brick path.

Their mother had planted the pines when they were six and eight. These had grown to almost thirty feet tall, hiding Sparrow Palace, named because their father had built ‘a palace for his little sparrows’. They had almost forgotten it was there. Sophie smiled as she pushed the door open, smelling only a faint touch of damp in the square brick room. Their old scrubbed pine table, picked out of a skip, was still there, and two chairs. ‘Dad knew what he was doing when he built this, didn’t he? He made it out of things he found or got from jobs, and we did it every weekend with him? Do you remember? You were very good at bricklaying.’

‘Vaguely,’ said Jess. ‘Have you brought me here for a trip down memory lane?’

‘No, not really.’ Sophie tried to dust the seat of one of the chairs with her hands. ‘It’s just that he was happy once. We were all happy once, weren’t we? Or am I imagining it?’

Jess rolled her eyes. ‘Speak for yourself. I thought it was all shite. And now they live this life.’ She waved in the direction of the party; a muted roar and the occasional high laugh indicated that everyone was still having a good time. ‘I think it’s Mum that drives it all, with all her building work and charity functions. She didn’t need to convert the stables last year. That must have cost a couple of hundred grand. Come on now, spit it out. Whatever’s worrying you.’

‘I like your trousers.’ Once Sophie told Jess that would be it. She wouldn’t be able to take the words back.

‘No you don’t. You wouldn’t be seen dead in combats. Dad said I looked like a navvy. Whatever that is. Probably nothing flattering anyway. He said that just because I wasn’t naturally as pretty as my sister, it didn’t mean I had to look like a navvy. That I could be quite attractive if I made a bit of an effort.’ She  sat down without dusting the chair down, lighting another cigarette. ‘So what’s all this about?’

‘It’s Dad.’

‘Yeah, well, you didn’t have to drag me down here to tell me that. The man’s psychotic. Why Mum sticks it I can’t imagine. Although I think she’s done her fair share of making him go mad.’

‘He’s not psychotic. Just a bit stressed sometimes. But I think — just think, mind you — that he’s having an affair with Anthea.’ Sophie bit her nails, a habit she’d trained herself out of. ‘But I might be wrong.’

Jess stared at her. After a minute’s silence she burst into laughter. She went on laughing until Sophie thought Jess might have finally gone completely mad. Perhaps it was a mistake to have confided in her. Maybe this was more than Jess could take.

‘Jess, are you OK?’

Jess wiped her eyes. ‘Honestly, I’d forgotten how funny you are. Anthea’s a desperate woman, you can tell that just by looking at her. A real bunny boiler. There’s no way Dad would have an affair with her.’

‘She’s considered a very attractive woman. And a good bit younger than Mum, don’t you think?’

‘But Dad would never go for all that make-up and those teeny-tiny skirts and tarty tops that Anthea wears, and that crinkled cleavage . . . yeuch. You don’t seriously think Dad would consider it? At least Mum hasn’t baked her skin into something resembling a tortoise’s armpit.’

‘Dad and Anthea seemed to be in each other’s arms when I went into the study. They sprang apart and he had lipstick on his face. And he shouted at me.’

‘He always shouts at me. Welcome to the club. It doesn’t mean anything. What did he say?’

‘After Anthea left the room he said that she’d been having boyfriend trouble and that he’d been trying to cheer her up, but that I shouldn’t mention it to Mum.’

Jess sniggered again. ‘Well, I expect that’s what happened. It might have been a bit of a drunken grapple and I totally agree with you that Anthea’s got the hots for him, sad cow, so she probably lunged at him and he was just trying to disentangle himself nicely. But you can’t construct an entire affair just from that. Sophie, you always had a terrific imagination, that’s why it was such fun playing here . . .’ She indicated the brick walls and little fireplace of Sparrow Palace ‘. . .but you can’t go turning this into some great affair.’

Perhaps Jess was right. ‘Well, I — ’

‘If you really think he’s having an affair, tell Mum. She’ll leave him, they can get divorced and they’ll both be much happier. Job done.’

‘I don’t think it’s quite that simple.’ Sophie began to shiver. It was a sunny late-March day, but it was still too early to be outside without a coat for any length of time. ‘They have a nice life together. And he’s always saying how family is the most important thing in the world. Lots of men have a middle-aged fling.’

Jess shrugged. ‘Still, Mum should stand up for herself more.’

‘She does stand up for herself. When she needs to.’ Sophie was determined to be fair. ‘But she can be very irritating, you know, when she goes on and on about something, and I think he gets very frustrated and tells her she’s stupid. And I think it sticks, destroys her confidence. Although she does do some daft things.’

‘Do you want me to tell her?’

‘No! Promise you won’t. Not until we’ve found out some more.’

‘And how are we going to do that? Hire a private detective to follow them?’ Jess was smiling again now.

‘That would cost a lot.’ Sophie was worried about money: Harry thought he might be made redundant as his company was being taken over. ‘Anyway, it would be ridiculous and I wouldn’t feel comfortable doing it. But we could come down a bit more often and keep our eyes open.’

‘I’m surprised you haven’t opened up Sparrow Palace for your girls,’ said Jess.

Sophie was jolted by the sudden change of subject. But perhaps Jess was more upset than she made out, and wanted to talk about something else.

‘Would you mind?’ It was a private part of their past, representing a golden age. It belonged to her and Jess together. ‘It’ll be full of pink Barbie-doll outfits. And soft toys.’

‘I don’t mind,’ said Jess, looking round. ‘Children ought to play here. It was fun, wasn’t it? Until you discovered boys and decided it was childish. I used to come here on my own or with friends from school, but it wasn’t as good.’

‘Sorry,’ said Sophie, flushing. She did feel awful about how she’d treated Jess when they were teenagers, but Jess had always been in the way, wanting to get involved, dragging her back to childhood. Sophie had been trying to grow up as quickly as she could so she could get out of the increasingly toxic atmosphere at home. ‘Jess, I really am sorry,’ she said to the floor.

‘It’s OK,’ her sister replied. ‘I found boys myself only a few years later.’

And partying. And alcohol. And drugs. And rebellion. Two abortions. A caution from the police over the possession of marijuana. Expelled from school in A-level year. Crashing the car and writing it off, injuring a pedestrian. Never keeping a job for more than six months. Yes, we know. Jess had been a one-woman whirlwind throughout her teens and twenties. She had eventually managed a degree from art school and worked as a graphic designer, but no one was sure how long that would last.

‘I’ve got a new man.’ Jess suddenly switched back to their earlier conversation. ‘And I’m not exposing him to Dad. So if you want to be a detective, you’re on your own.’

‘Tell me about him.’

‘You know those guys you meet who say they’ll call, and then don’t . . . well, perhaps you don’t.’

‘Jess, every woman has had to deal with those guys. Of course I’ve been out with people who promise to call and haven’t.’

‘Well, Jake is the exact opposite. He rings me every day, no matter where he is. We’ve been going out for ninety-three days and we have spoken on every single one of them. Sometimes twice. And a text last thing at night, if we’re not together, to say goodnight. We had our three-month anniversary the other night. He took me to an amazing little place he knows and — ’

‘You should have brought him today.’

Jess shook her head. ‘He’s just come out of a shitty relationship with some selfish cow who’s taken him to the cleaners, and he got hurt really badly so we’ve agreed to take it slowly, but . . . yeah . . .’ She smiled. ‘One day. Maybe soon.’

Sophie realised that, with Jess occupied, it would have to be her who sorted out this latest crisis in her parents’ lives. ‘Well, I’m going to try to come down a bit more often, to keep an eye on things, so bring him down when you feel ready. It would be great.’

Jess smiled, her whole face softening. Sophie wanted to tell her how much she’d missed the old Jess, who used to be her best friend. But looking at Jess’s face as the smile died away, settling back into hard downward frown lines between her eyebrows, she didn’t quite dare.

‘Yes, you keep an eye on things,’ echoed Jess. ‘You’re good at that. But just bear in mind you think you can control everything, Sophie, but you can’t really.’

But as she had tried to say it nicely, Sophie decided it would be best to ignore Jess’s remarks in case she lost her temper. The pain and rage barely concealed in Jess’s voice made her feel even more guilty than ever. She had to make it up to her sister somehow.




 Chapter 4

Paige and Bill stood at the head of the sweeping gravel drive and waved goodbye to the last remnants of the party.

First Anthea swished out in her sports car, tooting farewell. Then Jess kicked her motorbike into action and, assuring her mother that she hadn’t been drinking, roared off into Anthea’s exhaust fumes. Finally Harry and Sophie piled their estate car high with potties, carrier bags, baskets, bottles of juice, toys and brightly coloured plastic objects that broke into tinny tunes when they were squashed into the boot. Having buckled the girls into their car seats, Harry pumped Bill’s hand and kissed Paige goodbye. Sophie hung on to her mother until Paige was forced to disentangle herself.

‘Thank you so much for a lovely birthday,’ Sophie whispered. ‘I had such a good time.’

Paige wasn’t sure. There was something haunted about Sophie’s eyes, but it might just have been tiredness. Paige didn’t think that Sophie had slept through the night since her first child was born.

Sophie pecked her father on the cheek. ‘Thanks Dad, it was great.’

He held her tightly then drew back, looking into her eyes. ‘Don’t forget what I told you.’

‘What did you tell her?’ asked Paige when Sophie had wriggled free and Harry had driven them all off.

‘Nothing,’ he said, turning back into the house. ‘Just that she should take it a bit easier.’

‘I wish she would, but she won’t. She’s stubborn. Like you.’ The words slipped out before she could stop them.

‘What do you mean, like me?’

‘I just meant that you both work so hard,’ she said wearily, hoping to avert an argument.

But Bill wasn’t listening. He drifted back into the garden, humming to himself over the soprano of ‘Pie Jesu’, which was creeping out over the gardens from the drawing room. It was a beautiful evening, nearly six o’clock. The sun was turning the sky an iridescent pink as it disappeared over the fields.

Paige began to clear up. She was tired herself. It was difficult living on the knife-edge of Bill’s irritation. Although that wasn’t entirely fair. He was just over-worked. Anyone would get irritable with the responsibilities he had. And there were good times. Lots of them. Today, for example.

She wished he wasn’t so angry, though. Not just angry at her, but at life. The government and its total lack of support for small businesses. The roads, always full of mothers in huge gas-guzzling cars driving just one child around. Automated telephone systems. American foreign policy. So much. She couldn’t remember when it had started because now it seemed always to have been there. She was sure he couldn’t have been angry when they met, so perhaps it was her fault after all? That’s what he said, over and over again. Her fault. She knew it often wasn’t and sometimes said so. But it wore you down, over the years. She tried to think back, to remember how it all began.

In the seventies her brother Rob had been working on a building site during the university vacation and had introduced her to one of the brickies: tall, lanky Bill Raven, with his shock of blond hair and easy, open expression. Kids today didn’t seem to work on building sites, did they? She wondered why not. Probably something to do with Elfin Safety, as Bill liked to call it, usually purple with rage at the very word ‘safety’.

In those days Bill had had the likeable, energetic air of someone who intended to get somewhere in life. Despite his lack of formal education (he’d left a secondary modern school with five O levels), he’d gone down well with her family. They were relieved to see the back of her previous boyfriend, who’d had a moustache, long hair and an Afghan coat that smelt of dead sheep in the rain. Bill was very capable, able to fix taps and cut down trees in the garden. She’d been at university herself, reading history, but had dropped out when she’d got pregnant with Sophie. Bill insisted on their getting married.

He was determined to start his own building business. After a few years of him working double shifts and her working part-time as a doctor’s receptionist, and them both doing up the houses they lived in and selling them on at a profit, plus some investment from her father and a bit more from a partner, Brian Harris, Raven Restore & Build Ltd was born. Building and renovating houses was profitable but precarious, and they nearly went bankrupt at the beginning of the eighties and again in the nineties.

Bill decided to diversify and started Raven Decorating, then Raven Tiles, which he said never made any money at all. Then there was Raven Investments, which was ‘just a vehicle’, whatever that meant. One or other of the four Raven companies was always on the verge of collapse, and he’d already put two companies — Raven & Harris Ltd and RH Decorating — into voluntary liquidation.

Running it all on his own was clearly a strain for Bill. Perhaps the anger had started when Brian Harris had retired. Bill often came home muttering that ‘I don’t know how long we can hang on to The Rowans’. Once or twice she asked him how bad the situation really was, and how much money they actually had.

He had snapped, ‘Don’t be such a fool, it’s far, far too complicated to say “this is how much money we’ve got”. You clearly don’t understand the first thing about business or you would never ask such idiotic questions.’

When she replied that she only wanted to know so that she could budget better, he shouted that he didn’t want her to ‘budget better’ — he waggled his fingers in the air to indicate quotation marks — he just wanted her to stop spending his money on fucking unnecessary things.

‘What unnecessary things?’ she had asked, determined not to let him walk over her.

He had stared at her as if she was quite mad. ‘The fact that you have to ask says everything, doesn’t it?’ he snarled, seizing a bottle of wine out of the fridge and pouring himself a glass before storming off.

Paige did occasionally point out that wine cost money, and perhaps they could cut down. He replied, furiously, that he hoped she wasn’t trying to take away the only pleasure he enjoyed after a hard day’s work. ‘Anyone as stressed as I am needs a drink.’

Or perhaps the anger had started after her father died.

Bill enjoyed the public show of his success — the gradual conversion of the sweet but small Rowan Cottage (an Edwardian gardener’s cottage) into The Rowans, adding a kitchen, lavish master bedroom and guest suites, plus a study, and then buying a couple of adjacent fields, adding stables and a swimming pool, followed by a three-car garage with a studio flat above. Bill belonged to the Rotary Club, golf club and tennis club: he said it was important to keep up local contacts. He could do more business on the golf course than in the office. He accepted that having a well-dressed wife was part of being a successful man, but scrutinised what Paige spent on clothes. Entertaining was fine, provided it was with ‘important’ or ‘useful’ people. He was so bad-tempered about wasting money on food and drink for people who were ‘just friends’ that she had stopped trying to do it. And he had never once taken Paige out to dinner in a restaurant on their own. Even Sophie’s party had been an opportunity for him to show off to business contacts.

Above all, Bill liked showing off to Paige’s family. She now realised that he’d felt inferior when he’d first met them, because her father was solicitor and they lived in a leafy, middle-class suburb near Guildford. Or perhaps it was her parents’ fault — maybe they’d made him feel inferior. Whatever it was, Bill stopped talking about being on the verge of bankruptcy when Rob and her parents were around. They were always asked over to admire the new extension or the new (second-hand but swanky) car he’d bought, or to listen to details of the new houses he was about to build.

So when her father died, eighteen months after her mother, he left all his money to Rob ‘because he needed it more.’ Paige thought Bill was going to have a heart attack.

‘That fucking bastard, why should I subsidise your fucking failure of a fucking brother . . ’

‘He felt you were such a success that I didn’t need any money.’

Bill rounded on her. ‘And why the fuck did you let him think that? You were boasting, weren’t you? Making your fucking brother feel even more of a fucking failure.’

‘I don’t think it was just me, I think that because we have so much more than he does, we — ’

‘So it’s all my fucking fault now, is it? You’d like to blame me for your father not loving you enough to leave you anything.’

‘He’s left me the contents of the house.’ Paige did, deep down, wonder if her father hadn’t loved her as much as her brother. She could see the logic in giving so much to Rob, because he was out of work, with a wife and two small children, but it still hurt.

‘Great. And how much is that worth? We got the valuer from Bonhams in and what did he say? Tell me what he said. No, I’ll tell you. One thousand eight hundred pounds for every fucking stick of worthless furniture and shoddy painting. Your parents behaved like Lord and Lady Muck, but they weren’t so grand after all, were they? With crap like that in their home, there was no reason to look down on me — ’

‘They didn’t,’ interrupted Paige. ‘They were very fond of you.’

‘I don’t think so. They cut us out of their will.’

‘He left me the shares in Raven Restore & Build. From his original investment.’

‘I don’t care about the fucking shares. They’re worthless. The company is about to go under, you fool, but you can’t see it.’

Bill insisted that he didn’t want second-rate furniture in his house, although there were several chairs that Paige loved, and two or three pictures. He also forbade her to give any of it to Rob — ‘The bastard’s taken enough from me’ — but she managed to smuggle some things to her brother, and others she stored in the loft. She persuaded Bill to let her hang one picture over the fireplace in the new extension because they didn’t have anything else they could put on that wall. The rest she sold for nine hundred pounds. The company was going through a particularly rocky time so she handed it over, wishing it had been more.

From then on, every time Bill had a bad debt or couldn’t find financing for a project he blamed her father. ‘If you’d had your rightful inheritance, we wouldn’t be in this situation,’ he said.

Paige occasionally retorted that they would have spent it twenty times over at that rate but was told, with a red-eyed glare and a sigh, that you had to speculate to accumulate. ‘Sometimes you terrify me,’ he said. ‘You’re so stupid. I hope that neither of the girls has inherited your lack of brains.’

It was exhausting having to defend herself so it was often easier to avoid confrontation. She looked out of the window during his tirades and concentrated on the swath of daffodils she’d planted under the trees, or the yew and box that she’d grown from tiny cuttings into a series of dark green balls that could have graced a stately home.

Everyone admired Paige’s garden. It was where she could  shut out Bill’s anger and know that there was something she’d achieved all by herself. Planning it lulled her to sleep at night and seeing each flower unfurl with the lengthening days gave her a sense of peace — and of achievement — that made all the difficult times worthwhile. ‘I think everybody enjoyed themselves, don’t you?’ she suggested to Bill.

‘Mmm,’ he said, not really concentrating and picking up one of the Sunday papers.

She made them some cheese on toast and they ate it reading papers and watching television, finishing up the dregs of the party wine. That was what being married was about, she thought. The quietly companionable evenings.

Bill grunted.

‘What?’

‘This story here.’ He folded the newspaper over several times, so that just a section of the page was visible.

She felt the usual creeping chill as she read the piece. It was about a man who had accelerated his car over his wife as she had been weeding the front drive, and who was now on trial for murder.

‘Ridiculous, isn’t it? They haven’t said anything about what she did to cause him to behave like that.’

She handed the paper back. ‘I think this is just the prosecution case. The case for the defence hasn’t started.’

He chuckled as he shook the paper out again and turned the page. ‘Anyway,’ he said jovially, ‘You’d better not weed our drive when I’m going in and out. I don’t want to find myself on trial for murder.’ It was his favourite joke. He’d pick out a story about a man killing his wife or girlfriend and show it to her, tapping his finger on the newspaper, explaining how the woman involved was to blame. ‘Crime passionel: of course he couldn’t let his girl run off with someone else. Can’t blame him.’ Or, ‘It doesn’t count when you’re so drunk you don’t know what you’re doing.’ Or even, ‘You can see it was an accident. It could happen to anyone.’

A few years ago she’d thought of leaving him, but she knew his company was always on a tightrope. She didn’t think her marriage was any worse than most of their friends’, and she had promised ‘in sickness and in health’, hadn’t she? Stress was a kind of sickness.

Soon he would be through this latest crisis — the Orchard Park business — and then if he continued to blow up from time to time she would try to get him to see a doctor. They’d been happy once, and they could be happy again if only he took it a little easier. But now was not the time to challenge him.




 Chapter 5

Harry and Sophie argued on the way home, while the girls slept in a row, their tousled heads nodding on to grubby T-shirts, exhausted after a day of running round the garden and being fed chocolate biscuits by doting guests.

Harry wanted to leave his job as an insurance broker and start up on his own. ‘I think there’s still a market for niche insurance products: cancer patients find it difficult to get holiday insurance, for example, and teenagers are all tarred with the same brush and have huge car-insurance premiums.’

Sophie was too terrified even to listen to the detail of what he was saying. ‘That’s what went wrong with my father. And my parents’ marriage. That’s why he’s always in such a filthy temper and is so vile to everyone. People think that working for yourself is going to be easier than answering to a boss and having to keep regular hours, but it isn’t, it’s ten times harder.’

‘I am not that naive,’ said Harry, braking as the traffic ahead of them slowed to a crawl. ‘I am not trying to get away from a boss or regular hours. I’d work through the night if it is was my own company.’

‘That’s exactly what I mean. We’ve got three young children. Do you think I want them to grow up feeling about you the way Jess and I feel about Dad? He’s not a bad man, not at all — in fact, he’s a great person — but he spent our childhood  exhausted and worried — working through the night, as you put it — and that occasionally made him very unpleasant to live with.’

‘I’m not your father.’ Harry’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. ‘And I find it very offensive that you should even think to compare us.’

Sophie backed off. ‘I wasn’t comparing you. And even if I was, what’s wrong with that? He does his best. I was just pointing out the hazards. Oh Harry, please. I’ve lived with this all my life. My father mortgaging our home over and over again to buy land or keep the company going, and hearing my parents argue late at night when they thought I wasn’t listening: Daddy used to say that we’d lose our home any moment, and I really thought we would . . .’

A cold, churning feeling — a kind of vertigo — gripped Sophie’s insides. She remembered overhearing this for the first time, eavesdropping on an argument between Paige and Bill. She’d been twelve, and it was during the property crash of the nineties.

‘We’ll have to sell up,’ shouted Bill. ‘Sell everything. God knows where we’ll live. The girls will have to leave St Margaret’s and go to that crap school in the village. Where they’ll get their heads shoved down the WC for being posh. And you bought that stupid lamp. How can you waste money like that? When we’re on the bread line?’

She couldn’t hear her mother’s reply.

‘You stupid fucking woman,’ her father shouted. ‘I work all the hours God gives me and what do you do?’

‘The children might hear . . .’ Someone closed the door and Sophie couldn’t hear any more. She’d been terrified. Where would they live? And what about her friends? Would she really be attacked for being posh?

The door opened briefly and her mother emerged. ‘We’ll have to sell everything,’ Bill shouted after her. ‘Or the bailiffs will take it all.’

Did that include her pony? And what about the dogs? She  whimpered and clutched her pillow. Would they have to sleep on a park bench, like the vagrants she’d seen on the local news? She had curled up in her nightie, invisible at the top of the stairs, with her safe, secure little world collapsing around her ears. She remembered raising her hands and making a picture frame with her fingers as she saw her mother pass on the stairs below her and go into the kitchen, mentally concentrated on turning the scene into a photograph, distancing it from reality and making it a series of shapes and shadows, not something that was happening to her. She had just been given a camera and, through it, had begun to find a way of making sense of the world.

She hadn’t told Jess about the arguments. It was the first time she’d kept a secret from her, but she had always been told that she had to look after her little sister. When they were older, about sixteen and fourteen, she’d once been so exasperated by Jess that she’d told her that Daddy was tired and worried about paying for their school fees and that if his company didn’t succeed they’d lose the house.

Jess had laughed. ‘So what?’ she’d said. ‘I hate school. And I hate the house.’ And she’d stomped out, slamming the door.

Sophie wished she could be like that. But she wasn’t. She did everything she could to make it all better. She’d heard the mothers talking about scholarships at a coffee morning. ‘They’ll always hang onto their Oxbridge potential,’ one mother had said.

So Sophie decided that she would make sure she was top of the class, because then she wouldn’t have to leave school if her father lost everything. She worked to be popular, too, in case she really did have to leave. She wanted people to like her enough to go on knowing her even if she had to move. If she worked enough, smiled enough, volunteered enough, and was polite enough . . . well, she could control the chaos that threatened to engulf her. It was up to her. Jess was too young, her mother was too busy and her father was too tired. When  Sophie got a sixth form scholarship she was thrilled to know that she would be staying at school with her friends no matter what happened.

And Harry having a good job had been so wonderful. Harry would never ask for their house to be mortgaged against a business. He had saved her from all that. But now he was talking about . . . she felt almost too sick and dizzy to think.

‘What about starting your own company in a few years time?’ she suggested, trying to keep the panic out of her voice. ‘When the economy’s recovered for a bit longer, or when the girls are older, but — ’

‘What if I get made redundant?’

‘Harry, please! Don’t go volunteering for redundancy just to get the chance to start up on your own. We’ve got a big mortgage and you know I can’t work much because the girls are so little. Look, even if we wait until Summer starts school, and that’s only a few years, even that would be easier. I could work more, and . . . and Dad might invest then too. If the Orchard Park thing is successful. He really might.’

‘I’m not sure I want anything from your father.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. He’d do it as an investment, and you can’t be too fussy about who invests in your company, can you? I mean, money’s money.’ Sophie thought for a moment. ‘Well, obviously you mustn’t benefit from money made out of drugs or blood diamonds or guns . . .’

Harry smiled. ‘I’ll try to avoid investment from drug-runners or gangsters.’

Sophie managed a wobbly smile in return. She knew that Harry deserved to follow his dream. But not yet. Not until she, Sophie, was at least in a position to keep the family ticking over. She didn’t want them to throw themselves over the precipice of insecurity. It wasn’t necessary. Harry had a good job.

‘Please, Harry, please. You know what I’m saying makes sense. If you wait until Summer starts school I’ll work more and talk to Dad about investing properly in you.’

Harry sighed. ‘I can see what you’re saying. OK, not for the time being. By the way, I saw you disappear with Jess. You were gone for quite a long time. Did you have a good talk?’

Sophie tensed. She wasn’t sure that she could quite trust Harry — even her dearest Harry — with this latest conundrum. Anyway, Jess might be right, and perhaps Dad wasn’t having an affair with Anthea. She’d feel pretty silly if she told people, and it all turned out to be completely wrong, wouldn’t she?

Her veins ran cold again. A careless word could destroy her mother’s whole life, particularly now, with her father so laden with debt because of Orchard Park. Paige might lose her beloved garden, the home she’d lavished so much love and care on, maybe even her friends or her standing in the community and, presumably, her husband, the man who’d stood beside her for over thirty years. She would be devastated, and she’d had enough to contend with over the years. And if Bill was accused of having an affair he would be very, very angry.

No, thought Sophie. The price of getting it wrong was too high. If she was to protect her mother she would have to learn to keep her mouth shut.

‘Earth to Sophie,’ joked Harry. ‘Hello?’

She jerked out of her reverie. ‘Sorry. I was just thinking about Jess. It was nice to talk to her properly again. I feel we’ve slipped out of touch. What with having the girls and . . . I’m sure that if we had her round more, then she wouldn’t feel so isolated, and maybe it would help.’

Harry’s smile was resigned as he edged forward in the busy London traffic. ‘Fine. I’m happy with that.’

‘In fact, she suggested that we all go down to The Rowans a bit more often, just to keep an eye on Mum and Dad.’

‘Why? They’re not exactly in their dotage yet, you know.’

‘Perhaps she just wants to go home,’ improvised Sophie, wondering if she should tell Harry about Bill and Anthea after all. ‘And she needs me there.’

Harry looked as if he was about to say something, but she  could see that he bit it back. ‘OK. We can go down more often if you like.’

‘Thank you.’ Sophie put her head against his arm. ‘You are so lovely to me. I don’t deserve you.’

Harry smiled down at her. ‘Silly thing. And Sophie?’

‘Yes?’ She suddenly felt frightened. Whatever it was that he was going to say, she didn’t want to hear it. It would either be more about setting up on his own, or some criticism of her father. Harry was her saviour, her knight on a white charger, the man who had scooped her up and given her something solid to hold on to. Harry and the girls were like an insulating layer between her and her father, and Jess didn’t have that. Sophie knew she owed her.

They would all go down to The Rowans more often. It was Sophie’s responsibility to help them all. Just as long as Harry kept his job. She looked up at him anxiously.

‘Never mind,’ he said, squeezing her shoulder. ‘Is there anything to watch tonight?’

‘No, nothing.’ Sophie knew that wasn’t what he’d intended to ask.

But keep it all calm and nice, and the monsters would go away. That was her philosophy.

They spent the rest of the evening curled up on the sofa, watching Sunday night comedy and a documentary on the Second World War, Sophie with her toes tucked under the warmth of Harry’s solid body and occasionally picking a segment of orange off his plate. Being with Harry, Sophie often thought, had all the good points of being on your own — that you could do what you liked and didn’t have to tiptoe round anyone else’s feelings — but also had the advantage that there was someone to share everything with. He grinned down at her as she filched yet another segment of the orange he’d spent five minutes peeling, and she kissed his cheek as a thank-you. He never got cross with her, whatever she did or didn’t do.




 Chapter 6

Jess, on the other hand, knew all about Bill’s anger. He’d told her lots of times, with an open wine bottle on the kitchen table and a half-empty glass beside it, the smoke from his cigarette curling up from the ashtray. There would be classical music playing in the background — she could never hear Elgar’s  Enigma Variations without thinking of her father smoking — and the kitchen door would be open. Paige would be gardening, on her hands and knees at the other end of the garden, and Sophie would be off having a good time.

Jess, gunning her motorbike through the South London traffic, a light drizzle sprinkling water on the road, remembered it all so clearly. She pushed up close behind a slow car, infuriated by someone who was silly enough to do twenty-eight miles per hour in a thirty zone, then nipped past it, just dodging an oncoming lorry. The car hooted. As she went round the next corner too fast she felt her wheels begin to skid under her on the oily road.

She regained her balance, sharpened by the jolt of adrenalin, and reached her basement flat in Peckham in record time, throwing her leather jacket down on the sofa and shaking her hair out of her helmet. She looked at her watch. Only half an hour until Jake arrived.

She spent the time tidying up, though usually she was almost  proud of the mess, and pulling together a salad dressing. Jake was a journalist on the business pages of a daily newspaper. Although she’d only been seeing him for ninety-three days, she could feel a connection between them. They finished each other’s sentences and laughed at the same things. They often sat up late into the night, talking urgently about the world, about life . . . even about themselves. Jess knew that she wanted to spend her life with Jake. You knew, didn’t you, when it was right?

If Jake was with her she wouldn’t care how much her father shouted at her. If she and Jake had children, everything would be all right. Her father’s words, spoken so often throughout her childhood still echoed in her head.

‘A man needs a son,’ Bill would say to her ever since she could remember. ‘A son. It’s a very basic human need to pass on your work to someone who bears your name.’

‘I bear your name,’ Jess always replied. ‘I’d never change it if I got married. And I want to be an architect. Then I could come and work with you.’

He’d look at her as if she’d said something very profound and murmur, ‘Sweet. You’re very sweet, little Jessica.’ Or sometimes he’d narrow his eyes, and she knew the temper was about to change. ‘Who fucking asked you?’ or ‘You stupid girl, what do you know about building?’ Or he’d completely ignore what she’d said.

‘We never had a name for you when you were born,’ he’d say over and over again. ‘We were so sure you’d be a boy. We were going to call you Tom.’ This name had changed over the years: it had been Philip, then John. If she reminded him of this he’d ask whether she was able to remember that time in her life as well as he did, seeing as how she had been only a few weeks old and he had been twenty-seven.

Or he would say: ‘Your mother couldn’t have any more children. She had pre-eclampsia, and nearly died having you.’ Or: ‘Do you know how much your school fees cost? You’re bleeding me dry, you two are.’

Guilt seeped through Jess at the memories, but she closed her ears to the old refrain. She was here, now, away from all that. She had a man in her life. They might have children. A grandson would do, wouldn’t it, and Sophie only had daughters. Jess thought she might be able to make it up to her father in the end, that she could be the one to make him happy. And once he was happy they could all breathe again.

The doorbell rang and Jake stood in the doorway, tall and lean. He had a narrow, vulpine face and dark hair, one shiny lock constantly flopping over his eyes and repeatedly being brushed back with his hand. He had a deep sculptural dimple in his chin.

She kissed him and drew him in. ‘I have had the most awful day,’ she said. ‘My sister’s thirtieth. My mad father, frothing at the mouth at us all while being unbelievably unctuous to anyone he thinks is important. My sad mother, who just accepts everything he says and dances round him making sure he’s king of his own particular castle. Everyone smiling, pretending we’re the perfect family . . .’

She poured two glasses of wine and handed him one, carrying on talking so that she could look at him. He sprawled so confidently on her sofa, comfortable in his own skin and looking at her as if she was beautiful.

‘What do you mean mad?’ he asked, amused. He undid a button on her cardigan and straightened her collar. ‘There, that looks better. And look, a present.’ He brought out a small parcel.

Jess unwrapped it with a cry of glee. It was a pair of dangly turquoise earrings.

‘I’ve always told you you’d look good with earrings,’ said Jake with a smile. ‘Now all you need to do is get rid of all those studs.’

She felt her ears. ‘I like having them.’ She set the earrings down carefully.

Jake laughed. ‘Time to grow up, Miss Jessica. Gypsy boys  have studs. Proper women wear earrings.’ He took all five studs out and inserted the earrings. ‘Now you look like a good girl.’ He got up and threw the studs in the bin.

‘One of those was a diamond.’

He grinned. ‘In that case, you’ll have to empty out the bin when I’ve gone. But don’t let me see you wearing it again, unless it’s part of a pair. Anyway, what were you saying about your father?’

‘Oh, he’s got the worst temper you’d imagine. Anything sets him off — the Labour party, the Tories, traffic laws, people painting their front doors Farrow & Ball blue, but mainly it’s about the business. He’s got a building company and a decorating company, both of which are always on the verge of collapse, and he takes it out on us. My mother used to get out of it by spending all her time in the garden, and my elder sister Sophie was always invited to stay with friends or went on school trips so it was pretty much me who had to deal with him at weekends . . .’ Jess was surprised to feel a break in her voice and swallowed it down. This wasn’t supposed to be a sob story. This was independent Jess showing how well she could cope. Being funny and interesting about her eccentric family.

‘He used to tell me everything,’ she continued, blinking away a tear. ‘All about how the company was going down the tubes, and how he wished I’d been a boy (another lump in her throat here), and how some company had let him down and he’d have to write off a bad debt. Then he’d get angrier and angrier.’

Jake looked concerned. ‘That sounds pretty unfair.’ He hesitated, as if he was about to say something but had changed his mind. ‘But you’re pretty feisty — didn’t you ever tell him where to get off?’

Jess nodded. ‘Sure did. I’m the only one of the family who ever does. One summer holidays, when I was about fifteen, Mum was away looking after Gramps, who died of cancer not long afterwards, and Sophie was away somewhere, so I was  alone with him for three days. When he came home from work in the evening, I prepared a simple meal or defrosted food Mum had left in the freezer.

‘He used to open a bottle of wine and offered me a glass. I wanted to be friendly, so I took a few sips, though it didn’t taste very nice. He started to go on about the publicity over the house price slump. This was 1995, and I remember him showing me a copy of The Times and shouting at me: “Bloody journos. They write headlines like ‘bad publicity hits house prices’. Look at it. The Times, no less. Today’s date. 7 July 1995. ‘Bad fucking publicity hits fucking house prices.’ Well, of course it fucking does. Nobody’s going to go ahead with buying a fucking house after they’ve read this, are they? Answer me. You. Don’t just sit there nodding, drinking my wine. Answer me.”’

Jess never knew if it was the unexpected warmth of the wine that gave her the courage or whether all the bottled-up years of her childhood had suddenly exploded inside her, but she got up from the table.

‘Just shut up,’ she’d shouted. ‘I’m sick of your self-pitying rants. So house prices are low. They go up and down, Dad, they always have. So what? Why is it my problem?’

‘Because,’ his voice was low and menacing, ‘you’re the daughter of a house-builder, and this cosy little home you take so utterly for granted is in hock to the bank, and if those houses don’t sell for enough money you, my dear daughter, and your selfish mother and sister — who, by the way, also take absolutely no notice of house prices and why they affect them — will be out on the street.’

‘You always say that, but it never happens.’ She’d locked herself in her bedroom with the music turned up very loud. Bill banged on the door repeatedly, shouting at her, but eventually went downstairs and turned on the classical music again.

When Paige returned she went upstairs to Jess’s room. ‘Jess, darling, Daddy says you’ve been rude to him, and — ’

‘I told him what he needed to hear, and if you had any spine you would too. Why do you let him go on like this? He never stops complaining. And he talks to you — and to the rest of us — as if we were idiot servant girls who can’t be trusted to get anything right.’

Paige sighed. ‘He’s just worried. House prices keep falling, but no one thinks we’re at the bottom of the market yet. He had to buy the land at the top, and if it goes on we could lose everything.’ Her face was pale and strained, and, for a moment, Jess felt guilty. But then she remembered the way her father blamed her, Jess, for everything. Why couldn’t her mother defend her, for once, not Bill? So she turned her back. ‘Just go away. I’m sick of the pair of you.’

Jess was back in the dark, confused days of teenagerdom, and became aware that Jake was looking at her. She’d stopped talking. She wasn’t quite sure where she’d left the narrative and drifted off into memories. ‘Jess?’ He sounded worried.

‘I never really got on with any of them after that,’ she said, taking another sip of wine. ‘I wasn’t prepared to put up with anything my parents did or said. It seemed that if house prices were going up my father stood to lose a lot of money because he had to pay so much for the land or the properties for renovation. If it went down, he lost even more. Nothing ever seemed to change. My mother used to bang on about working hard for exams and my father bellowed about my having the wrong sort of friends. But so what? Their life wasn’t so great, was it?’

She didn’t add that she had also discovered that they rarely noticed if she took wine or cigarettes from the house, or the occasional twenty-pound note from the fat roll of cash her father kept in his desk drawer. More fool them. Occasionally she took a bit too much and there was a monumental row — and he started to lock his study door — but there’d been so many arguments over the years, what was one more? The expulsion meant she didn’t get the A-level results for architecture, of course,  which was a good way of telling her father that she no longer wanted to work for him.
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