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Chapter One


At the age of thirty, Katie Lavender believed she was better equipped than most when it came to receiving bad news. She had coped with the death of her mother a year ago, and with her father’s death three years before that, and as a result she was convinced there was little anyone could do or say that could shock her.


Which was why, when she was summoned that hot June Friday morning to the executive producer’s office and offered a redundancy package of derisible generosity, and politely informed that there would be no need for her to show up for work next week, she had merely nodded her consent and closed the door after her.


During her walk of shame back to her desk she was acutely aware that nobody in the open-plan office area was looking at her. Never had she seen such industrious activity as her colleagues studiously avoided catching her eye. For the past week Stella Media Productions had been rife with rumours that numbers would have to be cut, and it looked like Katie had been the first to be given the chop. Look on the bright side, she told herself; better to be a trailblazer than a mindless follower.


Her mobile was ringing when she got to her desk. ‘A job offer already,’ she said cheerfully as Daz raised his head from behind his computer and glanced over at her. He gave her a sickly half-hearted smile of what she supposed was comradely support.


The voice in her ear belonged to a man. ‘Is that Miss Lavender? Miss Katie Lavender?’


‘It is,’ she said.


‘My name is Howard Clifford, of Tyler, Robinson and Clifford. I’m sorry I wasn’t around yesterday to take your call when you telephoned, and I hope this isn’t an inappropriate moment to speak with you, but I shall be out of the office for most of next week and I didn’t want to miss you again.’


She recalled the solicitor’s letter that was in her bag and which had arrived in the post yesterday morning before she’d set off for work. The letter had puzzled her for most of the day, especially as she had never heard of Tyler, Robinson and Clifford. It had been very clear: she was to make contact with a Mr Howard Clifford at her earliest convenience so that an appointment could be made for her to visit him in his office in Fulham. ‘That’s all right,’ she said. ‘What is it you want to talk to me about?’


‘I’d rather not say on the telephone. It would be much better for you to come to my office. I don’t suppose you’re free today, are you?’


‘It’s my lunch break in an hour’s time. And since I’ve just been made redundant, I don’t see why I can’t take an extended break.’ Daz’s head bobbed up from behind his computer again, then disappeared just as quickly.


‘I’m sorry to hear that, Miss Lavender,’ Howard Clifford said. His voice sounded unexpectedly kind. Then he was all business again. ‘I’ll see you at one o’clock, then. You have the address, don’t you?’


With thunder rumbling overhead, and a strike in full swing on the underground, Katie hailed a cab on the corner of Portland Street and took out her mobile to ring her mother.


No sooner had she got the phone in her hand than she caught her breath and her heart squeezed. A year had passed and yet she could still forget that Mum was dead. That she could never talk to her again. Never again could she share a moment like this with her. She felt the hot prickle of tears at the backs of her eyes and the all too familiar panicky tightness forming in her throat, the feeling that she couldn’t breathe. She put a hand to her mouth and concentrated on breathing. Slow and steady. Slow and steady.


When she was sure she wasn’t going to cry and embarrass herself in front of the cab driver, she wondered what people would think if they knew that she still had her mother’s contact details on her phone. Would they think it was a bit weird? A bit macabre? She had thought she might remove them when the first anniversary of Mum’s death had passed – a symbolic act to prove she had moved on and was coping well – but she hadn’t been able to do it. She simply couldn’t part with that link to her mother. And the only reason she didn’t still have her father’s contact details was because she’d lost the mobile she’d had at the time and when she’d replaced it, she had forced herself not to add his name to the address book. She had felt so guilty doing that.


She took a long and steady breath and phoned her closest friend, Tess.


‘Redundant!’ Tess shrieked down the line. ‘That’s outrageous! How dare they? How bloody dare they? What did Ian say?’


‘I haven’t spoken to him yet. You’re the first I’ve told.’


The fact that she hadn’t told Ian before Tess spoke volumes, but if her friend was thinking what Katie suspected she was thinking, she had the decency not to say anything. Just lately Tess had made a couple of comments about Ian that suggested she thought he wasn’t right for Katie – the remarks had coincided with Katie thinking much the same.


‘Do you want to meet for lunch?’ Tess asked.


‘I can’t, I’m on my way to meet a solicitor.’


‘What for? You’re not thinking of suing for wrongful redundancy or something, are you?’


Katie explained about the letter.


‘How mysterious,’ Tess said. ‘You don’t suppose it’s some unfinished business with your mum’s will, do you?’


‘I wouldn’t have thought so. Mum’s solicitor was the same as Dad’s in Guildford, and anyway everything was sorted out some months ago.’


‘Well, call me later and tell me all. And don’t worry about getting another job; with your experience you’ll soon be fixed up.’


Katie ended the call and stared out of the side window of the cab. Would she be fixed up soon? As grateful as she was for her friend’s optimism, she knew the job market wasn’t exactly overflowing with opportunities for people like her right now.


She had been at Stella Media for two and a half years. Following several years of gofer-style jobs, she had joined the company as a production secretary and climbed the media ladder all the way to the dizzy heights of production coordinator. Her days mostly revolved around reminding everybody else what, when and how they should be doing something. It was difficult to pinpoint precisely where it had all gone wrong, but gone wrong it had.


When she had been at school, she had dreamt of being a human-rights lawyer. She had imagined herself defending the weak and the poor, of changing the world, of making a difference. Then when her A levels hadn’t panned out as well as she’d needed to study law, she had hit upon the idea of changing the world through the medium of television; she would change the way people thought and behaved by becoming an award-winning documentary-maker. She would be involved in groundbreaking projects that were dark and gritty and life-affirming and full of integrity. With a degree in media studies, she embarked upon her crusade with all the zeal of a newly converted missionary, only eventually to wind up working for a production company that churned out television programmes that pulled in good ratings but totally shamed her. As popular as some of the programmes had been, they were hardly the award-winning programmes she wanted to be associated with. Stella Media’s big success stories were My Ugly Best Friend and My Fat Best Friend – the premise being that so-called best friends nominated those closest to them to undergo drastic cosmetic surgery or to be starved within an inch of their miserable lives. Too Big for Your Boots had also done relatively good business – a quiz show that revolved around participants being humiliated and cut down to size with cruel glee. It was essentially car-crash telly with everyone on a journey or living the dream. One more bloody journey, one more bloody dream and Katie would take a stick to the lot of them.


Things had not turned out the way she had planned, she thought tiredly as she stared through the window at the gloomy, thundery sky. Especially now she had been made redundant. Apparently Stella Media, with the well of creative ideas having run dry, would somehow manage without a production coordinator for the foreseeable future. Frankly Katie wouldn’t trust any of them to blink without a reminder in their diaries.


She could probably get temporary work as a production assistant as a short-term measure, but she wasn’t so sure she could bring herself to do it, because now that she had allowed herself to think the unthinkable, she realized she was bored with wiping programme-makers’ bottoms. Where was the sense of fulfilment and satisfaction in that?


Tyler, Robinson and Clifford was wedged in between an interior-design shop with a glittering chandelier in the window and an antiquarian bookshop.


Katie had pictured Howard Clifford with short iron-grey hair and a pinstripe suit, and for extra effect a red silk handkerchief in his breast pocket, but he was nothing of the sort. She guessed he was in his mid-forties, his hair was a sandy-blond colour and there wasn’t a pinstripe or silk handkerchief in sight. His suit was a dark shade of blue; its jacket was hanging lopsidedly on the back of his chair, a tie poking out of a pocket, a Marks and Spencer label just visible. With his shirt open at the neck and his sleeves rolled up to his elbows, he was as informal as his office was chaotic, with files, folders, law books and papers covering every available surface. There was a cricket bat propped against a filing cabinet and a lone well-worn trainer next to it. On the windowsill behind the desk was a framed photograph of two young grinning children peering out of a Wendy house; they both had the same sandy-blond hair as he had. At odds with all this was his voice, which was the same as it had been on the phone, extremely courteous and very proper.


‘Please, Miss Lavender, sit down. May I offer you a cup of tea or coffee?’


As tempting as the offer was, she didn’t want anything to delay the purpose of her visit. ‘No thank you,’ she politely declined.


‘Then to business,’ he said briskly, sidestepping a three-foothigh tower of files and going round to his side of the desk. He sat down and reached for an envelope next to a computer that was decorated with a collection of yellow Post-it notes. ‘I’ve been instructed to give this letter to you to read,’ he said. ‘The original instructions were given to this firm thirty years ago and the matter became my responsibility ten years ago when I joined the firm. Accordingly I’ve been informed that I must leave you alone whilst you read the letter.’


Genuinely mystified and not a little alarmed, Katie watched him leave the room. When the door was closed, she opened the envelope and took out four sheets of cream notepaper. She recognized her mother’s expressive handwriting at once; the flamboyant flourishes of the pen strokes that had been Fay Lavender’s character all over. Sadness clutched at Katie’s heart. She took a deep steadying breath and began reading.


My dearest Katie,


This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but I know that it is absolutely the right thing to do.


If my instructions have been followed properly you will be reading this a year after my death. The reason for this is that I hope that you’ll be over it and will be strong enough now to take the shock of what I’m about to tell you.


There’s no way to dress this up other than to come right out with it. The truth is, your father, who was the best father you could ever have had, and who loved and cherished you, was not your biological father. Your biological father and I made a pact the moment I knew I was pregnant with you that he would have nothing to do with me ever again or interfere in any way with your upbringing. In return, he made me promise to carry out just one wish on his behalf; it was something I was in no position to deny him. But I shall leave that to Howard Clifford to explain to you, or whoever else has been entrusted with the task.


Let me say straight away that your father knew about the affair, as brief and as reckless as it was, and he somehow found it in his heart to forgive me. He said he did so because he loved me. I just hope you can find it in your heart to forgive your father and me for our deception.


If you do think less of me for what I did, and I wouldn’t blame you if you did, I hope you will never think less of your father. He was such a good man – a wonderful husband and an adoring father. I made a promise to him that you would never know the truth whilst he was still alive, and I held firm to that promise.


You’re probably wondering why I feel it’s important now for you to know the truth after all these years. My justification is simple: the only reason you’ll be reading this letter is because your father and I are no longer around, and I hate the thought of you being alone in the world and not having anyone – by that I mean family – to look out for you. I want you to meet your biological father – in the hope that he’s still alive when you read this – along with any other children he may have had. You always did want to have a brother or a sister; remember how you used to write to Father Christmas to bring you a baby sister? Sadly your father and I could not make that wish come true for you. Much to your father’s disappointment, it turned out he couldn’t actually have children, maybe that’s why he treasured you the way he did.


Please, my darling girl, forgive me for any pain and distress you feel as a consequence of reading this letter.


With all my love,


Mum.


PS What happens next is up to you, Katie. I have given very clear instructions to Howard Clifford, who will be dealing with this matter, and he will help you all he can.


When she had finished reading, Katie sat very still and stared unseeingly ahead of her.


A knock at the door made her start. Behind her Howard Clifford came in; he was carrying a tray of tea things. In her stunned state, she focused all her concentration on the flowery teapot, the matching small milk jug with the chip in the rim, the sugar bowl and the two cups and saucers. Anything but think of what she’d just read.


‘I thought you might have changed your mind about something to drink,’ he said.


She nodded, unable to speak


‘Milk?’


She nodded again.


‘Sugar?’


She shook her head.


She put her mother’s letter down in front of her on the cluttered desk and with trembling hands she took the proffered cup and saucer. She suddenly shivered, as though a rush of cold air had entered the room. She watched the solicitor swivel his chair and open a filing cabinet behind him. After a few seconds of rustling he pulled out a packet of chocolate fingers. ‘My weakness,’ he said, passing her the packet.


She shook her head and took a long wobbly intake of breath. And to think she had believed herself impervious to shock. Finally able to speak, she said, ‘I take it you know the exact contents of my mother’s letter?’


‘Yes. Drink your tea and then I’ll tell you the rest.’


‘The rest?’


‘Your tea,’ he said firmly.


Dazed, she did as he said.


When he seemed to be satisfied with how much she’d drunk, he passed her the packet of chocolate fingers again. This time she took one, and while she nibbled on the biscuit, he sat back in his chair, his elbows resting on the arms.


‘When you were born, your biological father set up a trust fund for you. That fund can now be released and accessed by you.’


‘What kind of trust fund?’


‘The kind that represents a considerable amount of money.’


She swallowed. ‘Can you define considerable?’


He smiled, leant forward, slipped on a pair of glasses and opened a file to his right. He turned a couple of pages, paused, then said, ‘As of yesterday, that fund was worth seven hundred and fifty-eight thousand pounds and sixteen pence exactly.’




Chapter Two


With no real grasp of what she was feeling, only that her brain seemed to have seized up and she was numb, Katie made her way to Victoria station. Why bother returning to work when she didn’t have a job to go back to?


She caught the first available train to Brighton and sat in the stifling carriage with her face turned to the grimy window. The sky had finally cracked open and it had started to rain, a real deluge. When the window became too opaque with dirt and rain to see through, she looked at the two middle-aged women sitting opposite her. Flushed with the airless heat, and fanning themselves with magazines, they were happily discussing the spoils of a successful shopping expedition. It sounded as if they’d been hunting down outfits for a wedding; all they had left to find were the right handbags. Next to Katie was a man playing solitaire on his laptop. There was an unpleasant whiff of cigarettes and BO coming off him. How ordinary and familiar it all seemed.


But ordinary wasn’t how she felt. She felt as though her world had been blown apart, shattered into a million pieces that could never be put back together again. This morning she had left home ready for the normal kind of Friday, cheerfully taking her seat on the usual crowded commuter train in the full and happy knowledge that the end of the week had almost arrived, that Slackerday and Slumberday lay ahead – as she and Tess had renamed their favourite days of the week. But now nothing was as it had been when she’d woken up. Nothing made sense. Nothing felt real. What if she closed her eyes and fell asleep? Would she wake up and find that today had been a dream? First losing her job and then . . . and then this bombshell.


Her mobile rang. She saw that it was Tess and that she had tried ringing earlier. She switched the phone off. She couldn’t speak to anyone at the moment. Not even Tess. She hoped her friend would forgive her.


She closed her eyes. Immediately she was back in Howard Clifford’s untidy office. He was explaining to her in his kind but firmly matter-of-fact way that in accordance with the instructions Tyler, Robinson and Clifford had received, the trust fund was hers whether she wanted to get in touch with her biological father or not; there were no strings attached, the two things were not related. An unfortunate choice of word, she had thought.


‘But why should I now suddenly be entitled to it?’ she had asked. ‘What’s significant about now?’


‘Only one person could make the decision as to when you received the money, and that was your mother. She came to see me shortly after your father died, that is to say when Desmond Lavender died, and lodged instructions with this firm that a year after her death, whenever that took place, I was to give you the letter you’ve just read, along with details about the trust fund. She didn’t want you to know about the fund while your father – Desmond – was still alive.’


‘What if I had died before her?’


‘The fund would have been closed and the money given to a charity of your mother’s choosing.’


‘What if I don’t want the money?’


‘That’s entirely your prerogative. But if I were you, Miss Lavender, I’d think very carefully before looking a gift horse in the mouth.’


If I were you, Miss Lavender . . .


The question was: who was she? Who was Katie Lavender? One minute she was the daughter of Fay and Desmond Lavender with thirty years of memories and certainties behind her, and now those years meant nothing; every single one of them had been a lie. Dad hadn’t been her father and Mum hadn’t been the woman Katie had believed her to be.


The telephone was ringing when she let herself in. The answering machine picked up the call. It was Ian. She made no effort to lift the receiver. ‘Hi, Katie,’ she heard him say in his jaunty trouble-free voice. ‘I tried your mobile but it wasn’t switched on. Just wanted to let you know there’s been a change of plan; I won’t be flying back tonight after all as I’m now at the airport on my way to Dubai. Berlin’s been fun. I know I’ve said it before, but you’d love it, we must come here for a long weekend some time. I’ll call you tomorrow. Bye.’


If anyone were to ask Katie what exactly it was that Ian did for a living, she’d be hard-pressed to say. Accountancy was his background, and as far as she knew he was a project manager and spent a lot of time travelling round Europe, and more recently the Middle East and Manila in the Philippines. What he actually did was a mystery to her. He spoke about his work a lot, especially the office politics that went on, something that really excited him, but if she were honest, and she wasn’t proud of this admission, she frequently tuned out whenever he started talking about his work. Frankly, it just sounded so dull. Tess had once joked that Ian secretly worked for MI6, that his job for a major German bank was a cover. It didn’t seem very likely.


But as the day had so far taught her, nothing was as it seemed.


She put the kettle on and went upstairs to change out of her work clothes. Back down in the kitchen again, she made herself a cup of tea and took it outside to the rain-washed and now sun-filled garden. The air had been cleared of all its earlier oppressive mugginess, and as she wiped the wooden chair and table dry, she breathed in the heady smell of warm damp earth.


The small walled garden had been Mum’s pride and joy. She had thrown all her energy into making it even more beautiful than it already was, freely admitting that it was her way of turning her grief and mourning for Dad into something creative and positive. Katie had inherited her mother’s green fingers, and after her death she had willingly assumed the mantle of responsibility for the garden. As with so many things, it was a way to feel close to Mum.


Moving here after Dad’s death had been her mother’s way of starting a new life. Tired of living in the country, she had wanted to be in a town, to have everything on the doorstep and be surrounded by people of all ages and backgrounds. Katie had helped her organize the sale of their old house in Midhurst, and together, whilst scouring the internet, they’d found this small but perfectly formed two-bedroomed terraced house with its south-facing garden. The previous owners had converted the third bedroom into a large and lavish bathroom and extended the kitchen into something equally lavish with French doors opening on to the walled garden. Originally, when she had decided that Brighton would be her new home, Mum had been adamant that she wanted a sea view, that nothing else would do, but when she’d seen this garden with its walls dripping in wisteria blooms and a fig tree offering a corner of welcome shade on a hot day, she had changed her mind. And anyway, if you stood on a chair in either of the two bedrooms, you could see the sea. You could certainly hear the seagulls; their insistent cries were as constant as the ebb and flow of the tide.


If Dad’s sudden death had taken them by surprise – he’d died of septicaemia as a result of, of all things, food poisoning – Mum’s death had been even more of a shock. She had been knocked over by a car. Witnesses had said she’d simply stepped into the road without looking where she was going. The driver – a forty-six-year-old man with his young family in the car with him – had been distraught, so the police told Katie. He’d repeatedly claimed he’d had no way of avoiding Fay. There had been no reason to disbelieve him. Fay had been rushed to hospital with a serious head injury. The medical staff had had to put her into a coma in order to operate, and whilst the operation was a success, she never came out of the coma. She died four days later.


With no other relatives on hand – neither of her parents had had any brothers or sisters – it had been down to Katie to arrange the funeral and to deal with the subsequent formalities. Her decision to leave London and move into her mother’s house and commute to work from Brighton had surprised her friends, particularly Tess. But it had made sense. Rather than leave the house empty whilst waiting for probate to be sorted out, it was better for it to be occupied. Also, Tess and her boyfriend, Ben, were getting more serious about their relationship, and Katie had known that it was only a matter of time before they would want to find somewhere to live together. With Katie happy to move out, Ben could then move in. It was the ideal arrangement.


It was late one evening when travelling back to Brighton on the train from Victoria that Katie had met Ian. He’d been in the seat next to her, and after apologizing for knocking his foot against hers they’d got talking. She had recognized him as a regular commuter, and the next morning she’d spotted him on the platform. He came over and chatted and they got on the train together. Things just naturally progressed. A drink. A meal. A film. A night spent together. A weekend spent together. It was all very easy. All very comfortable. It was what Katie had needed in the aftermath of losing her mother. Nothing too dramatic, just the warmth and security of someone who cared. Someone who was happy to be there when she needed a sure and steady shoulder to lean on now and then. Five years older than her, he was reliably dependable; he knew how to fix a leaky tap or how to coax the boiler into working when she couldn’t.


But recently Ian had started talking about them following Tess and Ben’s example and moving in together, and since she had the larger house, it made sense, as he had pointed out, for him to move in with her. After all, as he had also pointed out, he already spent more time in her place than his own.


Not for the first time, Katie had to admit that too often she drifted into relationships that she then found difficult to get out of. Another thing that she did, quite unconsciously, was to adopt the likes and dislikes of a boyfriend. It was as if with each new partner she became a different person. For instance Ian was a big U2 fan. Katie had never liked the band or their music. She especially disliked their constant save-the-planet posturing. Couldn’t they do it quietly? Couldn’t they save the planet without banging on about it? She should have told Ian this the very first time he had played one of their CDs. But because she hadn’t, because she’d been too polite ten months ago when they’d met to be honest with him, he now believed her to be as big a fan as he was.


Honesty. It was the bedrock of a relationship. Of any relationship.


So why the hell hadn’t her parents been honest with her? Why the deceit? Between them they’d made a mockery of her life. How could they do that? She let out a cry of frustration and blinked back hot stinging tears as the jumble of bewildered hurt and anger that had been mounting inside her sparked and flared. How could her mother have done this to her? How could one of the people she had trusted most in the world ambush her like this and rob her of everything she had thought was true? The contents of that awful letter had taken away her past. Her identity, too. She had nothing left that mattered. Nothing.


She suddenly felt achingly alone.




Chapter Three


What happens next is up to you, Katie, her mother had written.


It was Saturday morning, not yet twenty-four hours since the world had changed for ever for her, and what exactly was she supposed to do next? For now, all she wanted to do was pull the duvet up over her head and stay there until her wish came true: that yesterday had never happened, that she still had her job and her parents were still the people they’d always been.


She had spent most of the night trying to sleep, and when she did manage to drop off she’d dozed fitfully, tormented with dreams that had her hunting the house for things she couldn’t find or driving a car that had no brake pedal and a windscreen she couldn’t see through. She had also dreamt she was back at school, as an adult, but having to sit her GCSE maths exam. No prizes for guessing the obvious, that she was seriously rattled.


So come on, Mum, she thought as she lay in bed staring through the gap in the curtains at the blue sky beyond and listening to the screech of seagulls, just what am I supposed to do next? How did you imagine the scenario would play out?


Downstairs in the kitchen, and stuffed in a drawer where she couldn’t see it – out of sight, out of mind supposedly – was an envelope that Howard Clifford had given her. It contained the address of a firm of solicitors who could make contact with her biological father if she so wished. She hadn’t opened the envelope and didn’t know when she would be able to do so. Or if she ever would. What was to be gained from it? Only more confusion. Only more betrayal. Because apart from her own feelings, what of the feelings of his family? If he had children of his own, how would they react to her showing up out of the blue? And his wife – if he had one – what if she had no idea that he’d fathered another child? What if Katie had been conceived while he’d been married?


Now she did pull the duvet up over her head. It was all too awful to contemplate. She felt angry with her mother for putting her in this position. Why couldn’t she have kept quiet? Why had she felt the need to mess things up for the rest of Katie’s life? For that was what she had done. Much as Katie would like to pretend that envelope in the kitchen drawer didn’t exist, she couldn’t. It was going to taunt her for ever. It already was. Open me, it was whispering to her. Open me and take the next step.


The telephone by the side of the bed rang. Katie briefly considered letting the answering machine deal with it, but with her mobile still switched off and knowing that it was probably Tess wondering why on earth she hadn’t returned her calls, she picked up the receiver.


‘So you are still alive!’ Tess exclaimed. ‘I’ve been worried sick. Why’ve you switched your mobile off?’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘And so you should be. I was about to call the police. Just think how embarrassing that would have been if they’d turned up at your door with a battering ram and burst in on you.’ Tess was laughing now, and her lightness cheered Katie. ‘So what’s going on? Why the Greta Garbo routine?’


‘It’s a long story.’


‘You’re not beating yourself up over being made redundant, are you? And don’t think I’m trivializing it, but you mustn’t take it personally. It’s about numbers, that’s all. You’ll find a much better job, just you see.’


‘It’s nothing to do with that. It’s something far worse.’


‘Worse? You’re not having a relationship emergency, are you? What’s Ian done? Because I’ll tell you now, if he’s—’


‘Tess, hit the off switch and give me a chance to speak, will you?’ She explained about her visit to Howard Clifford and her mother’s letter.


When she’d finished, and with uncharacteristic restraint, Tess said, ‘Oh my God, you must be in bits. Is Ian there with you?’


‘He doesn’t know anything about it. He’s on his way to Dubai. Though by now he’s probably there.’


‘OK, here’s what we do. I come down there and spend the weekend with you. You can’t be on your own with this whirring around inside your head. You need to do something to take your mind off it.’


‘Don’t be silly. I’m fine.’


‘Yeah, right, that’s why you’ve been incommunicado, sitting there all on your own fretting yourself silly. Now look, I’m not going to take no for an answer, I’m coming down. And before you whinge about Ben, he’s busy working on some big project that should have been finished days ago, so he won’t even notice that I’m not here.’


‘Tess, listen to me: I’m fine. I just need to think it through on my own. I don’t want to make a massive drama out of it.’


‘But it is a big drama. You’ve just discovered that your father wasn’t your father.’


It took a while to convince her friend not to come rushing down from London to hold her hand, that she had a million and one things to keep her busy, including an appointment at the hairdresser’s, and after she came off the phone Katie felt exhausted. She dragged herself out of bed, showered, dressed and went downstairs. Realizing that her hair appointment was in fifteen minutes, she grabbed an apple for her breakfast and flew out of the house.


For the last ten years there had only been one person who she’d trusted to cut her hair. His name was Zac and she’d followed him from salon to salon when he’d been in London. He now owned his own place in Brighton. He’d made a good name for himself in the two years since he’d moved here, and his clients included a growing number of A-list London refugees. He also just happened to be Tess’s older brother.


Waiting for him to finish blow-drying the hair of a majorly funky-looking man who was displaying more leather about his person than a Bank Holiday DFS sofa sale, Katie sipped the skimmed latte one of the Saturday girls had brought her from the coffee shop next door and stared at her reflection in the mirror in front of her.


She had hated the colour of her hair when she’d been a child; it had earned her a clutch of clichéd nicknames, such as Ginger Nut, Carrot Top and Annie, as in Orphan Annie. When she was sixteen her parents allowed her to alter it, and after a couple of disastrous attempts with DIY kits in the bathroom, she reinvented herself as a strawberry blonde. When she was twenty and Zac started cutting her hair, he persuaded her to do away with colouring it and to embrace not only the true vibrant colour mother nature had given her, but its natural curl and wave. Ever since that day she had grown to love the rich chestnut of her hair, and trusted Zac’s judgement and opinion implicitly.


She continued to scrutinize her reflection, taking in the paleness of her complexion, the bluey-grey, almost violet, of her eyes and the wide set of her cheekbones. Her hair was loose and stopped halfway down her back. She had always been told that she’d inherited her colouring from her mother’s great-grandmother – a woman Katie had never met; nor had she ever seen a photograph of her. Now she couldn’t help but think that that had been a lie, and that maybe her colouring came from her biological father.


She put down her coffee and leant forward to look at her reflection more closely, as if she would suddenly spot something that had always been there but which she’d never noticed before. She felt that if she stared hard enough, something would leap out at her and make her realize the blindingly obvious, that she wasn’t the person she’d always believed herself to be. On the outside she looked the same, but as irrational as it sounded, on the inside she already felt very different.


She scooped up her hair in her hands, pulled it tight to the back of her head and slowly turned her face to the right, then to the left. She repeated the movement. Then did it again and came to a decision. A big, symbolic decision.


Zac was horrified. ‘I’ll do no such thing for you, darling!’


‘It’s my hair,’ Katie asserted.


‘It’s more than just hair, it’s your crowning glory, and I’ll play no part in destroying it.’


Katie frowned. ‘Oh brilliant! Trust a gay man to give a master class in how to overreact.’


He pouted and put his hands on his hips. ‘Trust a gay man to give a master class in common sense, more like it!’


‘But you won’t be destroying it, you’ll be restyling me. Come on, Zac, I’m stuck in a time warp here. I’ve had this look for years; it’s time for a change.’


‘If it ain’t broke, don’t try fixing it is my maxim. What’s more, it’s a classic look you have. It’s your signature feature. Audrey had her eyebrows, Marilyn had her luscious curves and you, Katie Lavender, have your heavenly hair.’ He ran his fingers through it as though this would convince her he was right.


‘It’s only hair,’ she muttered.


Zac shuddered and rolled his eyes. ‘Only hair,’ he repeated, a hand now pressed against the ruffles of his white open-necked shirt – although technically it was probably a blouson. ‘Only freakin’ hair. Look about you, Katie. Is this the kind of establishment where we treat hair as being only hair? I’m shocked at you, darling. You’ll be saying next oh, what the heck, it’ll grow back.’


For the first time since yesterday, Katie laughed. ‘Are you telling me it won’t?’


‘But something as dramatic as you’re suggesting, going from long to pixie-short like Emma Watson – damn that girl! – can sometimes induce such a shock in the structure of the hair, it might never be the same again.’


‘I know the feeling,’ Katie said darkly.


‘Sweetheart,’ he said, leaning down so that his head was level with hers and he was meeting her gaze in the mirror, ‘you need to think about this some more. I’ll get the style books and Mandy will fetch you another coffee and maybe a slice of carrot cake, and you can see if there’s a less drastic style that takes your fancy.’


‘But drastic is what I want. I feel like living dangerously. I want to be edgy.’


‘Edgy?’ He straightened up and laughed. ‘Darling Katie, you’re as edgy as an After Eight mint. And who wants to be edgy when they can be as sweet and adorable as you? What does Tess say about this? And dear old Ian for that matter? Though I suspect he wouldn’t notice if you grew an extra head.’


‘What do Ian or Tess have to do with me changing my hair?’ she snapped with exasperation and suddenly feeling stupidly close to tears. ‘It’s my hair, I’ll do what I want with it.’


Zac sucked in his cheeks and raised his hands in mock surrender. ‘And pray tell, which side of the royal bed did Princess Touchy get out of this morning?’


‘I could always go to another salon,’ she murmured.


He gasped. ‘Bitch! Traitorous bitch!’


‘Who’s a bitch?’


They both turned. ‘Tess!’ they exclaimed together. ‘What are you doing here?’


Tess kissed her brother on the cheek, dumped a large bag on the floor, sat in the chair next to Katie and grinned. ‘Sorry, Katie,’ she said. ‘I know you told me not to come down, but I was already on the train when I phoned. Call it a sixth sense or something, but I was worried when I couldn’t get hold of you. You’re not cross, are you?’


Katie smiled, but before she could say anything, Zac said, ‘Clearly there’s something going on here that I don’t know about. Would anyone care to put me in the picture?’


In the end, and after he had been put in the picture, Zac and Tess talked Katie out of doing anything drastic with her hair, and she reluctantly opted for what she’d originally made the appointment for, a trim and blow-dry.


She and Tess then went for lunch and a quick blast around the shops, ending up at Beyond Retro, where, to feed her ongoing Mad Men fixation, Tess bought herself a classic sixties figure-hugging short-sleeved dress with a viciously nipped-in waist. She also bought a Don Draper-style fedora for Ben to add to his ever-growing hat collection. To Katie’s amusement, they were as bad as each other, neither having grown out of messing about with the dressing-up box.


Back at the house, Katie opened a bottle of wine and they made themselves comfortable in the garden. With the sun high in the cloudless sky, it was a perfect summer’s day. Katie was glad that Tess had taken matters into her own hands and come down for the weekend. It was so typical of her. She had been the most wonderful of friends, fantastically supportive and always so generous with her time. Although when Mum had died, Tess and Zac had had family troubles of their own to deal with – their mother was undergoing a course of chemo for breast cancer, from which, thank goodness, she had since made a full recovery. It had been a horrendous time for them all and was probably why Katie had leant on Ian to the extent she had when he’d come into her life.


She and Tess had been friends since they’d met at a fancy-dress party in Freshers’ Week at university; along with many others, they’d been unimaginatively dressed as nuns. The only difference between them was that Tess, for some strange reason, was sporting a moustache of stupendous proportions. In their second and third year they’d lived in a house together with two other friends, and when they’d graduated they’d moved to London and shared a flat with Zac until they’d found a place of their own. For the last four years Tess had worked for a PR agency – her current clients included an ex-MP trying to put his involvement in the expenses scandal behind him and forging a new career for himself as a TV commentator, a past X Factor winner, and a celebrity chef with a new TV series and accompanying book to push. She always made her work seem fun and there were any number of interesting tales to share – she’d told plenty over lunch – but Katie knew, just as with any job, it was hard grind at times.


That was why Katie appreciated Tess giving up her weekend to be here. She had done exactly what she’d said she would: she had distracted Katie. In fact she had done such a good job, Katie could almost kid herself that yesterday had been a totally normal day.


But just articulating that thought was enough to set her off again. And whether or not it was the wine they’d drunk that was giving her the courage, she stood up abruptly and went inside the house to the kitchen.


She rejoined her friend in the garden. ‘Will you do something for me, Tess?’ she said.


Tess opened her eyes. She stretched languidly. ‘It’s nothing too energetic, is it?’


‘Nothing very taxing at all. It’s a silly thing, and I could easily do it on my own but I’d rather you were here when I did it.’


Tess sat up straighter. ‘This is about yesterday, isn’t it?’


Katie nodded. She sat in the chair next to Tess and put the envelope on the table in front of them. She gave it a tap and said, ‘It contains the name of my biological father and how to make contact with him.’


Tess sucked in her breath. ‘OK, so no biggie, then.’


Katie smiled. ‘No biggie at all.’


She picked up the envelope and opened it. She unfolded the sheet of paper and smoothed it flat on the table so that Tess could read it with her. It didn’t take them long to discover what they were both looking for.


Katie’s biological father’s name was Stirling Nightingale.




Chapter Four


Monday morning, and sweeping out through the gates of his riverside home at Sandiford, some six miles from Henley-on-Thames, Stirling Nightingale was on his way to work.


He couldn’t put his finger on why, but he couldn’t get his mind to settle on the day ahead. Normally when he got behind the wheel of his Aston Martin and set off early to beat the traffic, his thoughts were instantly clear and focused. Today, for instance, he should be thinking about the two client meetings he had that morning followed by a strategy meeting after lunch. But try as he might, his thoughts kept being sidetracked by a sense that something wasn’t right.


What was it? What was his brain trying to flag up? Was there something important he’d forgotten?


He was a stickler for detail and getting things right, and was frequently telling those who worked for him that the devil was in the detail. He ran through a mental checklist of work-related things he might have overlooked, but nothing came to mind. Next he tried home-related matters, in particular important family dates. It wasn’t his wife’s birthday, he knew that much. Gina’s fifty-sixth birthday had been last month and he’d taken her to Paris for the weekend. As for their wedding anniversary, he was off the hook there, as that had been a week after Gina’s birthday, when they’d celebrated thirty-four years of marriage.


Thirty-four years, it didn’t seem possible. If they were both to be brutally honest, neither could say with a hand on their heart that it had been three and a half decades of wedded bliss, but they’d been happy enough. Wasn’t that all anyone could hope for? Especially in this day and age, when it was damn near a miracle to stay married to the same person this long.


Confident that he hadn’t made an oversight regarding his wife, he turned his thoughts to his children, Rosco and Scarlet. Again he drew a blank. Rosco’s thirty-second birthday had been back in February and Scarlet’s had been in April, when on her twenty-ninth birthday she had announced she was pregnant.


He smiled at the thought of Scarlet – from the way she was carrying on, you’d think she was the first woman to experience pregnancy. His mother had said much the same in private to him yesterday afternoon when he’d gone to help hang some pictures for her.


When his mother had first mentioned that she thought it was time for her to move out of the house she had lived in for over half a century, Stirling had been surprised but hugely relieved. He and his brother had often talked about which of them was going to be brave enough to suggest to Cecily Nightingale – the archetypal matriarch – that it was time for her to live somewhere more manageable. Stirling had been all for her moving in with him and Gina at Willow Bank; they had plenty of room, after all, and who knew, that day may yet come to pass.


For now, though, Cecily had swapped a rambling five-bedroom cottage with two acres for a two-bedroom second-floor flat that was part of an exclusive development of retirement homes. The glossy brochure that had sold her the idea of South Lodge had described the set-up as being ideal for those wanting their own luxury self-contained home but secure in the knowledge that support and care was available if required. South Lodge boasted several acres of beautifully landscaped gardens and a number of communal facilities; they included a library complete with computers, an indoor swimming pool and a croquet lawn. There was also a regular shuttle bus to and from the centre of Henley just two miles away.


From the day she moved in, just before Easter, Cecily confessed that she wished she’d done it years ago. She had made plenty of friends with her neighbours – most of whom were younger than her, but all of whom were in the same boat, having reached an age when they wanted to take things a little easier, and most importantly didn’t want to be a nuisance to their families. Or as Cecily put it, she didn’t want her family to become a nuisance to her.


Of all the important family dates Stirling had to remember, Cecily’s ninetieth birthday was the one there was absolutely no danger of forgetting. It was next Saturday and the celebrations, thanks to Gina, were all in hand. As was to be expected, Cecily had said she didn’t want any fuss, but she should know the family better than that; there wasn’t a chance in hell of letting such a momentous occasion slip by without a great fuss being made of her.


He pulled into the car park of the modern three-storey office building that was home to Nightingale Ridgeway Investments and parked alongside his brother’s bright red Porsche. It was a family joke amongst the younger members, including Neil’s son, Lloyd, that he was too old for such a car, but let’s face it, the Porsche 911 Turbo S Cabriolet was a beautiful piece of machinery, and why shouldn’t Neil have precisely what he wanted?


It was as he was looking at Neil’s personalized number plate that something in Stirling’s head stirred. It was, he realized, the ‘something’ that had been nagging at him. And it was something that Cecily had said yesterday afternoon about Neil. She had asked Stirling if he thought Neil was all right. He registered now that he hadn’t answered his mother’s question; he’d been distracted by his mobile going off – it had been Scarlet talking excitedly about something she and Charlie wanted to discuss with him.


He had a pretty good idea of the sort of thing Scarlet and Charlie wanted to talk to him about, and the thought made him shake his head with wry acceptance. The pair of them were two of a kind; they were inherent dreamers. Some might say they made a dangerous combination, but what wasn’t in doubt was that they loved each other. Charlie might not have been Stirling’s first choice for his daughter, but if the boy made her happy, then that was good enough for him.


Charles Rupert Benton-Norris, to give him his full name, was the youngest son of John and Caroline Benton-Norris. The Benton-Norrises were a family steeped in history; they could trace their lineage all the way back to the Plantagenets. Yet whilst they were property-rich, they were cash-poor, and the great pile they lived in was literally crumbling to dust around them. Gina always dreaded an invitation to Wilton Park; the place was as draughty as a barn and colder than a morgue. Stirling had once felt something brush against his foot at a dinner party, only to find a mouse nibbling at his shoelaces when he’d looked under the table. His startled reaction had provoked laughter from his hosts. There’d been no embarrassment on their part, not even an apology, just a joke about their idle pack of hounds not doing enough to keep the rodent population down.


Taking the lift up to his office on the third floor of the building they shared with two other businesses – a firm of accountants and an insurance broker – Stirling’s thoughts returned to his brother and the question Cecily had asked yesterday afternoon about him.


One thing he and Neil had always been able to count on was their mother’s knack for spotting a potential problem long before anyone else did. Stirling hoped in this instance that Cecily’s antenna for trouble was off-beam. The last thing he and Neil needed right now, as co-owners and joint managing directors of Nightingale Ridgeway Investments, was for one of them to lose focus. These were tough times. Businesses the length and breadth of the country were fighting for survival, and theirs was no exception. It had been bad enough last year but they’d started this year knowing that the outlook was bleaker still and that very likely next year wouldn’t be much better. Which, on a personal level, meant he and Neil hadn’t been able to pay themselves their usual dividend for the last eighteen months. It was basic maths, if targets weren’t met and profits were down, the dividend couldn’t be paid. They’d never known a time like it. Not as prolonged at any rate.


The downturn in the market had hit just as they’d started negotiations to buy out another investment management company. They’d been considering the move for some while and had high hopes for the future, but the recession had put an end to their plans and they’d reluctantly withdrawn their interest. Rosco had been particularly disappointed, having seen himself as playing a pivotal role in the newly formed company. With a law degree and an MBA in business management, he was impressively book-smart and already an asset to the firm, but just occasionally he displayed a clumsy eagerness to move too fast. But that wasn’t surprising; Rosco was young and in a tearing hurry to get on. Stirling had been the same at that age. Even so, he believed his son needed reining in now and then; he needed to learn to temper his ambition with a little more life experience. Dynamism was all very well, and Rosco had plenty of that, but there was no substitute for an equal measure of coal-face know-how.


Maybe all fathers thought that of their sons. Perhaps if Stirling had wanted to follow in his own father’s footsteps and be a heart surgeon, his father might have always doubted his capabilities. It was the same in the animal kingdom: the male lion – the head of the pride – never accepts his cub has come of age.


He stepped out of the lift and smiled at the analogy. He hoped he’d never have to fight his own cub.


The day flew by, and at the end of it, when Stirling had dealt with the last phone call and given the last instruction to Joanne, his highly efficient personal assistant of fifteen years, and ordered her to go home to her husband, he slipped some papers into his briefcase to read later that night and walked along the deserted carpeted corridor to Neil’s office.


After the strategy meeting had broken up, he’d asked Neil if he could have a word with him when they’d finished for the day. It seemed to him that Neil was definitely not his usual self. He’d been visibly distracted during the meeting they’d chaired together, and at one point, when Rosco had been asking him a direct question, he’d appeared not to hear and Rosco had jokingly tapped the table and asked if anyone was at home. Neil had quickly pulled himself together, but not before Stirling had caught the troubled expression that flickered across his brother’s face.


Cecily had been right, he concluded, there most certainly was something wrong with Neil. Usually his brother was one hundred per cent on the ball; nothing got past him, and he’d be the first to rap someone’s knuckles during a meeting if they weren’t paying strict attention.


Neil’s office door was closed, and out of courtesy – his brother might have a client with him – Stirling knocked and waited. There was no reply. He pressed the handle down and pushed the door open. There was no sign of Neil; the office was empty.


Frowning, Stirling took the lift downstairs. Out in the car park, he saw that his brother’s Porsche was gone. Had Neil simply forgotten about meeting him after work? Or – as unlikely as it sounded – was he avoiding him?




Chapter Five


He drove home and tried ringing Neil from his car. The call went straight to voicemail. He left a message: ‘Hey, what happened to our chat after work?’


A matching pair of Range Rovers was parked on the drive at Willow Bank. Nobody had told him that Scarlet and Rosco were coming to dinner. Not that his family had to report in to him with their every movement, and anyway, his children were welcome to visit any time they wanted.


He found everyone outside on the terrace, a glass jug of Pimm’s on the table. ‘Hello, darling,’ his wife greeted him from her chair. ‘We decided that since it’s such a lovely evening, we’d have dinner out here. That OK with you?’


He kissed her cheek. ‘Of course.’ He went over to his daughter and kissed her. ‘How’s my favourite grandchild coming along?’ he asked.


‘Still making me throw up,’ she said with a grimace.


Rosco laughed. ‘Just wait till it’s born, then you’ll really know what throwing up’s about. You’ll be covered in the stuff. And a lot more besides.’


Scarlet threw a pistachio nut at her brother. ‘Don’t be so gross, or I’ll make sure you get covered in more than your fair share of whatever is going.’


Stirling moved round the table to where Charlie was standing awkwardly to attention, waiting to shake hands with him. You’d think that after two years of being married to Scarlet he would have realized there was no need for him to be so formal, but no matter how many times it had been pointed out to him, not just by Stirling but by Scarlet, he still insisted on doing it, and as a consequence, Stirling was forced to go along with the tiresome charade. ‘Charlie?’ he said affably. ‘How’s things?’


‘Fine, sir,’ Charlie said, pumping away at Stirling’s hand, ‘just fine. And you?’


It was the same response every time. It didn’t matter if they’d only seen each other twenty-four hours ago; they went through the same awkward exchange. Extricating his hand, Stirling excused himself. ‘Give me five minutes to change and I’ll be back.’


‘Twenty minutes and supper will be ready,’ Gina called after him as he disappeared inside the house. ‘I’m doing your favourite, medallions of pork. And there’s a bottle of that Chianti you really like already open for you.’


Passing through the kitchen, he poured a large glass of the Chianti and took it upstairs with him. He stood at the open window of the bedroom and looked down on to the garden and the river beyond, fringed with willow trees. It was a view that never failed to give him the most satisfyingly intense pleasure. He often considered it to be one of the finest views in England, if only because it was so very English. He loved the river; he loved the constancy and the innate sense of nature’s life force flowing through it. He stood for a moment longer, drinking his wine, enjoying the view and listening to the happy animated chatter of his family floating up to him. Not for the first time, he thought how lucky he was. He had everything in life he wanted. How many could say that? Mind you, he’d worked damned hard for it. He and his brother. Together, and from scratch, they’d created a highly successful business. He still couldn’t believe his luck at times. Although he knew very well that luck had nothing to do with it. It was guts, determination and hard graft that got you to the top of the pile. And kept you there.


He changed out of his suit, put on a pair of jeans and a faded Rolling Stones T-shirt from the band’s last European tour – he and Neil had gone to Twickenham to see them – and went back downstairs.


They had just settled into the meal when Scarlet said, ‘Dad, Charlie and I have come up with this brilliant idea.’


Rosco snorted and rolled his eyes. ‘Here we go.’


‘Oh yes?’ Stirling said, ignoring Rosco. ‘Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?’ The last time Scarlet and Charlie had had a brilliant idea, it had not only fallen flat, but he’d lost the money he’d put in to help get the business off the ground. And when he said ‘off the ground’, he meant it quite literally – the brilliant idea had been to offer hot-air balloon trips, their target audience being the romantically inclined who wanted to surprise their loved one with a proposal they’d never forget. They’d called the company Sweep Your Intended Off Their Feet. An old school chum of Charlie’s had been involved, a chum who had recently been on a course to learn how to fly hot-air balloons.


Sadly, it never took off – again, quite literally – as they’d had such a run of bad weather they could never actually get the balloon in the air. The only time they did, it was blown miles off course until it finally thudded to the ground in the middle of a farmer’s cornfield. The couple on board had been so terrified by the experience they had threatened to sue, and it was only when Stirling had stepped in and calmed the waters with a gift of considerable generosity by way of compensation that they backed off.


But as bizarre as some of Scarlet’s ‘brilliant ideas’ were, Stirling always listened. He badly wanted her to succeed with something, to have something of her very own. Academically she had never been in the same league as her brother, and after muddling her way through university, switching courses after her first year and later flunking her finals, she moved to London and flitted from one job to another, usually reception work, where a pretty face and long blonde hair could be put to good use.


When she and Charlie got married, they moved out of London and set up home in the house that Charlie had inherited from a great-aunt who’d died the previous year. Woodside was a ramshackle Edwardian property in a poor state of repair, which Charlie, with the help of yet another chum, was supposed to be doing up – he hadn’t got very far with it.


Scarlet put down her knife and fork and laid a hand on Charlie’s forearm. She beamed at Charlie and then at Stirling. ‘We just know you’re going to love what we’ve come up with, Daddy.’


Rosco groaned. ‘Give me your wallet, Dad, I’ll keep it safe for you.’


‘Oh do shut up, Rosco!’ Scarlet pouted.


‘Now, now, you two,’ Gina intervened, ‘no squabbling, not on such a perfect summer’s evening.’


From her silky tone, Stirling suspected that Gina had been complicit in arranging the evening with Scarlet, making it as perfect as she could, cooking his favourite supper dish, remembering which wine was currently his preferred choice, in short setting the scene for a buttering-up session. She probably hadn’t bargained on Rosco joining them, though. As with most siblings, there was always an element of argy-bargy between Rosco and his sister. Usually Rosco was overtly dismissive of anything she tried her hand at, and if Stirling was to be brutally honest, he had to admit that his son had a point, Scarlet did flit like a butterfly from one dream to the next, convinced that she was on the verge of greatness. The caveat was always that ‘greatness’ needed a helping hand; in particular, her father’s helping hand.


‘Ignore your brother, Scarlet,’ he said encouragingly. ‘Tell me about this idea you and Charlie have come up with.’


‘We want to turn Woodside into a sort of sanctuary, a place where people can come and detox and de-stress themselves. We’ll run courses on all sort of things, like . . . like . . .’ She looked to Charlie for help.


‘Er . . . like yoga and er . . . massage and stuff.’


‘You mean a healing centre?’ asked Rosco, an eyebrow raised.


‘Yes, exactly,’ Scarlet said.


‘A sure-fire winner if ever I heard one.’


‘Please don’t be sarcastic, Rosco darling,’ Gina said.


‘Actually I’m not being sarcastic; I’m being serious. There are enough fools out there clamouring for precisely this kind of claptrap; it’ll be money for old rope, like taking candy from the proverbial baby.’


Scarlet turned her face to Stirling. ‘What do you think, Daddy? Do you like the sound of it?’


‘It sounds very interesting,’ he said. ‘How much research have you done?’


‘Oh, none,’ she said brightly. ‘We only came up with the idea on Saturday. Isn’t that right, Charlie?’


Charlie nodded.


‘We wanted to see what you thought of it before we went any further,’ she continued. ‘So what do you think? And be honest.’


Scarlet always said ‘be honest’, and the sad truth was, Stirling never was. Bottom line was, he couldn’t refuse her anything. ‘Well,’ he said carefully, unable to bring himself to admit that funds were a little low right now, ‘the first thing that strikes me is that Woodside is going to need an awful lot of work doing to it. Have you thought how much time, money and effort that’s going to take? And of course, if there are any major structural changes to be made, you’ll have to have planning permission, and that always takes time. And before any of that takes place, you’ll need permission for change of use.’


Scarlet wrinkled her nose. ‘You sound like you’re pouring cold water on the idea.’


‘Not at all. I’m just ensuring that you know what you’re letting yourself in for. You know I’ll help you all I can.’


Her face lit up. ‘Really?’


‘Of course. Don’t I always?’


She went to him and gave him a hug. ‘You’re the best! The absolute best! I told Charlie you wouldn’t let us down. Charlie, didn’t I say Daddy wouldn’t let us down?’


Charlie nodded and looked embarrassed as Scarlet proceeded then to hug him. This was the reason Stirling could never say no to his daughter. He loved to see her happy. He loved to see that joyful expression on her face. Admittedly there had been a period of adjustment when he’d had to accept that she was all grown up and it wouldn’t always be him who made her happy, that it would be a rival for her affections who did that, but he’d never harboured any feelings of jealousy or animosity towards his son-in-law. Charlie just wasn’t that kind of a man. It would be like kicking a puppy.


‘So,’ Rosco said, ‘if we could put this delightful love-in to one side, maybe someone could pass me the wine. By the way, Dad, what the hell was the matter with Uncle Neil today? He was all over the place. The lights were on, but there was definitely no one at home.’


Later that evening, when everyone had gone and Gina was tidying the kitchen, Stirling wandered down to the riverbank, glass of whisky in hand. He followed the herringbone-brickwork path that cut the broad sweep of lawn in two and which was lit every ten feet by glowing solar-powered lamps. He sat in the dark on the wooden bench Lloyd – Neil’s son – had made for him. It was positioned right next to the boathouse where his treasured motorboat was kept. The Lady Cecily was a thirty-foot slipper stern launch built in the fifties, and Stirling had bought it for himself nine years ago for his fiftieth birthday. It had been a restoration project, and he’d kept to the original style of the boat, with the traditional Lloyd Loom chairs at the helm and bench seats aft along with two smaller child seats. The varnished mahogany cabinets had needed some work doing to them, but they’d come up a treat. In one he stowed wine glasses, and the other was specially lined with stainless steel and a drain put in so that bottles of wine, champagne or beer could be kept on ice. No two ways about it, it was a boy’s dream of a riverboat!


He sipped on his whisky, savouring its rich peaty smell and satisfyingly smooth taste. He heard rustling in the undergrowth and stayed very still: the night shift was about its business. Minutes passed.


Eventually he pulled his mobile out of his pocket. It was gone eleven o’clock, but he knew his brother of old; like him, Neil rarely went to bed before midnight. They often chatted on the phone late at night. Occasionally, when they were really busy, it was the only chance they got to catch up properly with each other.


Just as it had before, his call went straight to voicemail. This time he didn’t leave a message; he ended the call and dialled the landline at The Meadows. It rang and rang, until finally Pen’s sleepy voice sounded in his ear; he’d obviously woken her. He apologized and asked if Neil was there.


‘Why would he be here?’ She sounded confused, which wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. Frequently she was so absorbed in what she was doing, it took her a few moments to adjust when somebody disturbed her. Things also had a habit of slipping her mind. In contrast, when it came to her great passion in life – her garden at The Meadows – she was razor-sharp. She devoted her every waking thought and ounce of energy to it. A lot of husbands would have resented playing second fiddle to a garden, but Neil never had; he’d always said he was proud of what Pen had achieved. Three times now the garden had featured in various glossy magazines, and last year it had made a brief appearance on the television. Currently Pen was getting it ready to open to the public to raise money for the local hospice. She did it every year, and made a good deal of money. Whatever funds she raised, Neil always bumped things up with his own generous contribution.


Why would he be here? Stirling silently repeated. Because he’s your husband and lives there, was his first thought. His second was very different. Some inner instinct told him to tread warily. ‘Sorry, Pen,’ he said, ‘it’s a bad line. What did you say?’


‘I said why would you think he was here when you must know that he’s spending the night at a hotel at the airport to catch an early flight tomorrow morning.’


‘An early flight,’ Stirling echoed, as if he’d known this all along.


‘Yes, he got a last-minute booking to go off on another of his Greek sailing holidays. Now where did he say he was going? South Ionian, or was it North? Sorry,’ she said vaguely, ‘you know what I’m like, in one ear and out the other when I’m getting ready for an open day.’


The inner instinct again told him to tread warily. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I forgot all about that. How stupid of me. But he’ll be back for Cecily’s party, won’t he?’


‘Oh yes, I’m sure he said all he wanted was a few days away. He wouldn’t miss Cecily’s ninetieth birthday. Not for anything.’


‘Of course he wouldn’t. I’m sorry to have disturbed you.’


‘That’s all right.’ She laughed. ‘It makes a change for someone else in the family to have the memory lapse.’


He laughed too. ‘It’s my age, Pen. Sorry again that I woke you. I’ll see you soon. Bye.’


Stirling ended the call and pushed his mobile back into his pocket. He drained his glass of whisky and stared thoughtfully and not without a frisson of foreboding into the darkness. What was Neil up to?


More to the point, where was he?




Chapter Six


When Ian returned from his trip to Dubai, Katie waited twenty-four hours before sharing her news with him. First she explained about being made redundant and then she told him about going to the solicitor’s office.


Afterwards he kept saying that he couldn’t believe she hadn’t told him straight away or that she was behaving as calmly as she was. ‘If I found out something like that I’d be furious,’ he said over and over. ‘I don’t think I’d ever forgive my parents for keeping something so important from me.’


He also, rather irritatingly, kept going on about the trust fund. Just as she hadn’t mentioned it to Tess straight away – only deciding to do so after they’d opened the envelope and learnt the name of her father – she had omitted to tell Ian anything about it. But in bed last night she let something slip, and out it all came.


He was astounded, and at one point he punched the air. ‘Bloody hell!’ he laughed. ‘I’ve bagged myself a trustafarian!’ His reaction shocked her.


‘You’ve done no such thing,’ she retorted.


He kissed her and said, ‘I’m only joking. You’ll always be the same old Katie to me, even if you are loaded.’


‘I’m not loaded,’ she said. ‘The money’s not mine, and I’m never going to touch it.’


‘You’re joking?’


‘Look at my face. Am I laughing?’


‘But Katie, this is an answer to a prayer for you. You’ve just been made redundant; you need that money. It couldn’t have come at a better time. You could use a fraction of it to live off and tuck the rest away somewhere safe.’


‘What are you suggesting, that I stash the best part of three-quarters of a million quid under the mattress?’


‘Don’t be daft. I mean invest it. Then it would be there ticking away nicely until you need it.’


‘There’s an awful lot of ticking and tucking you suddenly want me to do. And anyway,’ she added, ‘I don’t need anything. Especially not conscience money. I’d rather give it all to charity than touch a penny of it myself.’


She’d then switched off her bedside lamp and turned her back on him in what could only be described as a marked manner.


He had been sensible enough not to pursue the subject further then.


But now, the following day and back from work, he was trying to convince her that she shouldn’t make any hasty decisions.


They were in the kitchen. Sitting at the table, he was going on about her entitlement to the trust fund, at the same time checking something on her laptop whilst she cooked supper.


Cooking was stretching it; she was assembling food, emptying packets of M&S prawns and salad on to plates. She’d spent the day gardening, trying to distract herself from the madness that was inside her head. Ian had got it wrong when he said she was taking it all so calmly. She wasn’t. She was angry, and that anger was growing exponentially. It didn’t help to recall how Mum had often said that she was like Dad, that she had the capacity to hide her feelings better than most people.


‘Shall we eat outside?’ she asked, when her culinary skills had concluded and she was throwing away the plastic bags into the appropriate recycling bin.


‘Give me two seconds,’ he said, without looking up from her laptop. ‘I think I’ve found something.’


‘I didn’t know you were looking for anything.’


He smiled and tapped his nose.


Curious, she went over to see what he was looking at. It took her a couple of seconds to home in on what was of such interest to him on the screen. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked. Although it was damned obvious what he was doing.


‘I’ve found your father,’ he said. He looked up at her, his expression triumphant. ‘And it was dead easy. All I did was—’


‘All you did was totally disregard my feelings,’ she snapped. ‘Did I ask you to go snooping about on the internet? No! In fact I seem to recall very clearly that I said I wasn’t interested in knowing anything about him. Which bit of that did you not understand?’


He put his arm around her waist. ‘Katie,’ he said, ‘you can’t just ignore him. You’re trying to un-know something and you can’t. He’s real. He’s very much out there; your flesh and blood. Don’t you want to know him, or know anything about him, just a little?’


She wriggled out of his embrace. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Until a few days ago, I didn’t even know he existed. Why should I suddenly care about him? He’s never cared about me, has he?’


Ian frowned. ‘He created that fund for you. It’s a hell of a lot more than most men would do in that situation. You have to give him credit for that. And from what I can see here,’ he pointed at the laptop screen, ‘he’s not short of a bob or two. He and his brother run a very successful business. There’s even a mention of them in the FT.’


‘I don’t care if he’s been mentioned in Heat magazine or The Beano, I don’t have to give him credit for a thing. And I’d appreciate you not telling me what I should or should not do.’ She heard the telltale break in her voice, giving away the fact that her inner anger bunny was itching to be let loose. Then she saw the wounded look on Ian’s face and breathed in deeply, forcing herself not to argue, worried that if the conversation escalated further, she might well take out her confusion and anger on him. And she knew that wasn’t fair; he didn’t deserve that. ‘Now stop going on about it,’ she said more reasonably, ‘and come and have your supper.’ She sounded more in control now, but also like she was reprimanding a naughty child.


They ate in the garden, in silence, until finally Ian cracked. Just as Katie knew he would.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. I honestly thought I was helping. I thought that perhaps once you knew more about him, you might start to view things differently. Hand on heart, aren’t you at all curious? And don’t forget, it’s what your mother wanted. She made that very clear in her letter.’


Katie knew it had been a mistake to let Ian read her mother’s letter. She put down her knife and fork. ‘I hope you’re not going to say something silly like I must respect the wishes of a dying woman,’ she said. ‘Because that wasn’t the case. Mum wrote that letter when she was fit and well, ages before she had the accident.’


‘Does that change anything? It was still something she wanted you to do when the time was right.’


Katie looked at him. ‘You’ve changed your tune, haven’t you? Talk about a U-turn. At first, when you were putting yourself in my shoes, you were practically beating your chest with scandalous shock. Now, ever since last night, you’re pushing me into the arms of a stranger. What’s changed?’


Ian shrugged. ‘I’ve had time to think about it, I suppose. I’m looking at it more objectively, putting my emotions to one side.’
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