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For my family, with love









Chapter One


The door was painted white, with a smart brass letterbox and matching knocker. Standing there, trying to summon up some courage, Frankie Carlyle could smell the sweet fragrance of the pale velvety roses that rambled up the side of the house, and felt the warmth of the midsummer sun on her bare head. Behind her, shouts and laughter from a nearby sports field were carried on the breeze, as well as the faint rumble of the ring-road in the distance. Come on, then, she said to herself. This is your moment. The one you’ve been thinking about for the last six months. Are you going to knock or what?


She’d set off that morning feeling determined, feeling ready. Had driven all the way here – up the tarmacked spine of the country, through the Midlands and into Yorkshire, gripping the steering wheel so doggedly that her hands had stiffened with cramps the second she’d pulled on the handbrake. Craig had suggested taking the train – it was so much faster, he’d said, clicking at his phone to look up the timetable for her – but Frankie preferred to travel under her own steam. Not least in case she needed to make a quick getaway again.


The miles of motorway, the service stations and traffic were all behind her now, though, the northward slog already dimming in her mind compared to the surreal situation of standing there, outside his house. But what if he no longer lived here? Or, worse, didn’t want to know?


Well, there was only one way to find out.


After a final smoothing down of her tousled dark hair, and an apprehensive lick of her lips, she swallowed back her trepidation and rapped the knocker once, twice. The sound was almost as loud as the thumping of her heart. For a hysterical moment she was seized by the urge to turn and run, to get back in the car and drive away, give up on the whole ridiculous idea. Then she imagined Craig’s astonished face if she went home and told him this – ‘What, you didn’t even wait for him to answer the door?’– and managed to hold her nerve instead, folding her arms across her chest and doing her best to compose herself. Deep breaths. This encounter didn’t have to be combative or upsetting. She would be pleasant, friendly, calm. If he ever opened the door, that was. If he ever appeared!


A car chugged past behind her, but otherwise the street was quiet. The house was still, unresponsive, and she began to feel her adrenalin leaking away, disappointment edging into its place. She knocked again. Perhaps he was out in the garden, tending to a vegetable plot. Perhaps he was snoozing in a deckchair, the morning’s newspaper half-read on his knee. Perhaps he was deaf. Perhaps he was dead.


‘You all right there, love?’ came a voice just then and Frankie turned to see a woman emerging from the neighbouring house, unlocking the small blue Micra on her drive in a businesslike manner. She looked to be in her fifties and was giving Frankie a beady once-over, as if she could smell trouble.


‘Oh,’ said Frankie. ‘Yes. I was looking for Harry Mortimer.’ It felt peculiar to actually say his name aloud after all this time; to speak of him in terms of being a real person, rather than as a shadowy concept. A mystery. ‘Does he still live here?’


‘Harry? He certainly does. Although you’ve missed him today; they’ll be down at the village hall for hours yet.’ She eyed Frankie with barely disguised interest. ‘I’ll be there myself later, if you want me to pass on a message?’


Yeah, right. Like that wouldn’t be the most inappropriate thing ever. ‘It’s okay, I’ll . . . The village hall, did you say?’


‘Yes, darling, it’s over on Main Street, opposite the Co-op.’ She jerked a thumb up the road. ‘Left at the top there, you can walk it in a few minutes.’ Then she hesitated, one hand on her car door as if she wanted to ask something else.


‘Thanks,’ said Frankie quickly, just as the woman’s mouth was opening again, a question no doubt forming on her lips. ‘Thanks very much.’


Still alive then, and at the village hall. Right you are, she thought, striding off to find him, before her courage could drain completely away.


‘Let me begin,’ said John Mortimer, ‘by welcoming you all here this afternoon. It’s great to see so many friends and family members together, and it’s a testament to Mum and Dad that virtually everyone who was invited today was able to join us in celebrating their Golden Wedding anniversary. Thank you very much for being a part of it, and for sharing this special day.’


A crowd of faces beamed back at him, some more flushed than others, thanks to the free bar. There were four grown-up Mortimer children, four grandchildren, countless cousins, Harry’s pals from the bowling club and Jeanie’s entire knitting circle (eighteen opinionated women, plus one snake-hipped young man whom they all mothered shamelessly). There were babes in arms, old school friends, various people who’d been taught piano by Jeanie over the last four decades (even if nowadays many of them wouldn’t know a semi-quaver if it bit them), a clutch of Harry’s old colleagues from the High School, and, in a grubby changing room behind the scenes, a stout man wearing a lot of fake tan was stripped to the waist, gluing on a chest wig.


‘Now, as legend has it,’ John said, ‘Mum and Dad met at a dance in this very room. According to Mum, Dad asked her to dance because of some bet or other with his mates.’ He paused to acknowledge the smattering of laughter that followed. ‘And according to Dad, Mum only said yes because all his friends were sniggering behind his back and she felt sorry for him. So it wasn’t exactly your traditional love-at-first-sight scenario.’


There was more good-humoured laughter at this, not least from Harry and Jeanie themselves, hand-in-hand, leaning against one another companionably.


‘Whoever would have thought,’ John continued, ‘that, more than half a century on from this bet, Mum and Dad would be looking forward to their second honeymoon together – not to mention celebrating fifty years of wedded bliss?’ Somebody cheered and John grinned out at the throng. He was a confident public speaker, poised and assured; years of working as a university lecturer meant that he knew how to work the room, keep the interest of those listening and deliver a well-timed punchline.


The sun was slanting through the window and falling around him as if it had been directed specifically there. He’d begun the party in a suit and tie, but his jacket was now slung over the back of a chair somewhere, with his tie stuffed in a pocket, his shirt sleeves rolled up and his top button undone. He still looked good, though, his wife Robyn assessed, watching him from the other side of the room. Forty-four years old and he cut the same fine figure he always had: charming and witty, tall and handsome, with the audience in the palm of his hand. Look at all those women twinkling at him, in fact. Everyone loved John.


And so today is really all about love and friendship, and the joy that they bring,’ John went on. ‘Fifty fantastic years of marriage, sticking together, come what may. There have been highs – I’m guessing the birth of their first and best child is up there as a highlight.’ He paused to preen himself jokingly. ‘Although to be saddled with Paula, Dave and Stephen afterwards . . . Well, let’s just say there have been tough times for Mum and Dad as well. Disappointments.’ He grinned, shrugging as some protesting heckles came from his siblings. ‘Anyway, Mum and Dad have been great parents, great friends, great members of the community, and we all think the world of them. So will you please do me the honour now of raising your glasses and joining me in a toast. To Jeanie and Harry.’


‘JEANIE AND HARRY,’ the crowd cheered as one, before John gave a salute and sauntered down from the stage, where one of his brothers pretended to punch him and another got him in a headlock. Meanwhile Paula, their sister, was making I-see-you gestures at her teenage sons, who were minesweeping random abandoned glasses of alcohol (please God, let them make it through the party without throwing up). Stephen’s partner, Eddie, was surreptitiously checking eBay on his phone (the Mortimers en masse always drove him to reckless spending). And Bunny, Dave’s girlfriend, had decided it was time to slather on another coat of Frosted Raspberry lipstick, if only to stop her eating anything else from the buffet. Diet-tip number 376, she thought to herself, heels clicking as she tottered across the parquet floor.


They knew how to throw a good party, did the Mortimers. Birthdays, Christmas, Halloween: you name it, they’d be there with their dance-floor playlists and groaning buffet tables, everyone in their finery and up for a good time. Sometimes there would be a theme – Hollywood Glamour, for example, or Guilty Pleasures – when the more imaginative family members would go to town with elaborate costumes and wigs, and props and decor would be sourced weeks in advance. There would be dancing. Drunkenness. Cake. Nostalgia. Only very occasionally a fight.


Two and a half hours into this particular do and things were starting to hot up, a feeling of looseness in the warm air, the casting aside of inhibitions. The cask of Black Sheep best bitter had already run out, the gallons of home-brew that Harry had brought along reduced to their last cloudy dregs, and all that remained of the buffet were a few dried-up sandwiches curling at the corners on a plate.


The tables had been shunted to the sides of the hall, and now they had the Tom Jones impersonator giving it his pleather-trousered, open-shirted all up on stage, while a throng of dancers joined in with complete abandon below. Everyone was happy, everyone was enjoying themselves, and a deep feeling of contentment swept over Robyn as she cleared egg-mayonnaise-smeared paper plates into a bin bag and neatly stacked the empty platters. This was where she belonged – to this family, this tribe. Growing up as the only child of a single parent, enduring quiet Christmases and lonely holidays when she’d been too shy to strike up any friendships at the campsite kiddies’ clubs, she still sometimes felt like pinching herself that she was a part of the noisy, gregarious Mortimer clan.


‘WHY, WHY, WHHYYYYYYY, De-LI-LAH!’ roared the crowd as ‘Tom’ tipped his head back for the chorus, the microphone angled above his fleshy pink lips. A medallion bounced in the rug of his chest hair with each pelvic gyration, and Robyn’s lips twitched in amusement as she saw Dave throwing a brotherly arm around John and Stephen, the three of them swaying and bellowing along together. Nearby, Eddie was stepping out of their way with a roll of his eyes, and Robyn couldn’t help feeling kinship with him. In her opinion, the world was divided into two types: those who Joined In, whether it was singing along with a song, clapping enthusiastically to music during a show or shouting out the catchphrases in a pantomime (‘He’s behind you!’); and then there were those who were just a bit too awkward and self-conscious to really let themselves go in the same way. She, unfortunately, had always been a member of the latter camp; the sort of person, in fact, who would take it upon herself to clear up a buffet table so that she didn’t inadvertently get hauled onto the dance floor. The Mortimer siblings, needless to say, were all most definitely in the former.


Still, it was good to see John looking so relaxed after a tough few weeks at work, she thought. He always found the summer term stressful – exam pressure wasn’t solely for the students – but this year there had been a suicide on campus within his department, as well as some kind of cheating scandal. It had taken its toll on his sleep recently, and he’d been distracted and withdrawn. For all that he could make eloquent speeches at parties or give interesting lectures on civil engineering to his undergraduate classes, he had never been the most communicative person when it came to the subject of his own feelings, plunging into a silent sort of gloom if things became particularly difficult. She hoped he might be coming out of this most recent episode at last.


Meanwhile there was their son Sam, eleven and awkwardly tall, hunched over his phone on the sidelines, while his older cousins gathered with their friends in a huddle elsewhere. Go and talk to them, she’d urged him earlier, but he had given her one of his As-if looks and slouched away. He seemed to have hit adolescent self-consciousness early, all elbows and lanky legs, his gaze dropping to his feet whenever anyone tried to speak to him. Conversely, Daisy, his nine-year-old sister who didn’t have a shy bone in her body, was in the thick of it near the cake table, gesticulating and bossing around a group of little ones, organizing some game or other involving balloons. Any minute now, though, Robyn suspected, Daisy would start regaling them earnestly with information about insects – her current fascination – which might be of less interest to the others. Not that that usually stopped her.


‘My, my, MYYYY De-LI-LAH!’ the crowd howled along with the strutting Tom Jones-alike. ‘Why, why, WHYYY, De-LI-LAH!’


‘ “Why” is the bloody question,’ said Paula just then, appearing beside Robyn with a glass of red wine. Robyn sometimes felt a bit plain beside the dramatic looks of her sister-in-law, who had glossy dark hair in a long, straight bob, complete with millimetre-perfect fringe and excellent eyebrows. Paula worked as an estate agent in the city centre and was always smartly turned out, in satiny blouses and tight skirts plus heels that would hobble Robyn within five minutes. Today, she wore a dark-pink dress with some complicated ruching at the waist, plus a silver feather necklace. ‘Why-why-why the hell did Mum and Dad book this orange-faced twerp – and why does he think it’s a good idea to sing about a man murdering a woman at an anniversary party, for crying out loud? I mean: inappropriate, much?’


‘Valid point,’ Robyn laughed. ‘It’s not your average smoocher, let’s face it.’


‘Worse, he’ll do “Sex Bomb” any minute, and then they’ll all be going for it with the thrusting, and one of the oldies will put their back out,’ Paula went on with comic exasperation, rolling her brown eyes up into their sockets.


‘I’d say the odds are pretty high right now on that person being your Aunty Pen,’ Robyn replied and they both paused to giggle at the woman in question, who had one plump hand clasped to her wobbling cleavage and the other flung out in the air as she sang along. ‘She’ll give someone a black eye, with all that gesturing and pointing, any minute, you wait.’


Paula snorted, but then her eyes narrowed as she caught sight of one of her sons apparently filming their boogying great-aunt on his phone. ‘Busted,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘You wait, the little sods will be planning to put this on YouTube . . . Hey!’ she called, hurrying over to them, her hair catching flashes of the neon disco lights. ‘Oh no, you don’t.’


Robyn watched her go, smiling to herself as Paula clamped a hand on the culprit’s shoulder, like a police officer making an arrest. Turning back to her bin-bag duties, she had just decided that yes, she probably should polish off the last mini sausage roll rather than condemn it to the depths of the dustbin, when she noticed a new arrival to the party, someone she didn’t recognize. The woman in question had slipped in through the entrance hall and was gazing around warily from the doorway. There was something familiar about her heart-shaped face, wide-set eyes and snub nose that gave Robyn pause. She must be some friend of the family, although . . . Well, Robyn had known the Mortimers for a long time. She thought she’d met all of the friends and neighbours by now.


Plus, was it her imagination or was the woman even in the right place? Rather than striding forward, gift in hand, scouring the room for Jeanie and Harry like everyone else, she was staring around as if she didn’t recognize anyone. A gatecrasher? Robyn wondered with a frown. A wrong turn?


Tying the top of the bin bag, Robyn watched in interest as the newcomer’s expression suddenly changed, a muscle twitching in her jaw. Turning to see what had caught her eye, Robyn’s gaze fell upon Harry, holding court amidst a group of bowling-club cronies. He was laughing and moving his hands expressively, telling one of his tall stories, no doubt. Glancing back, Robyn saw that the woman, still staring, had begun walking swiftly in his direction.


Robyn felt her skin prickling, a portent of doom. Growing up, she’d had a Jack Russell, which would always stand rigid and bark whenever a thunderstorm was about to roll in, as if he could feel the electrical charge in the air. She could almost hear him barking now in her head, warning that the wind was changing.


Feeling unnerved, she watched the woman cross the floor towards Harry. And then she saw Harry’s face freeze. His smile falter. He stared at the woman, eyes bulging as if he’d seen a ghost. Paling and seeming to forget about the punchline to his story, he stepped through his friends to approach her. The two of them then moved to one side of the room together, while Jeanie stared after them in what looked like confusion. Robyn similarly couldn’t tear her eyes away, certain that something very important was happening.


‘All right!’ yelled the Tom Jones singer just then. ‘Anyone feeling sexy? This one’s for you!’ And the band launched into the opening chords of ‘Sex Bomb’, which prompted an immediate scream of joy from the bevy of aunts, as well as a whooping conga line of Jeanie’s knitting group as they flooded onto the dance floor.


‘What did I tell you?’ laughed Paula, reappearing and grabbing Robyn’s arm in the next moment. ‘Come on, let’s stun the crowd with our moves.’


‘Embarrass our kids, more like,’ Robyn said, already predicting her son’s expression of horror when he saw her awkward attempts at dancing, but she overcame her reluctance, allowing her sister-in-law to tow her onto the dance floor nonetheless.


A short while later, when she next glanced across the room to see what had happened to Harry and the stranger who’d appeared, Robyn noticed they had gone. So too had Jeanie. Perhaps it was nothing, she told herself, putting them out of her head.


Except it wasn’t.









Chapter Two


Traffic was horrendous on the journey back to London, the motorway reduced to one slow-churning, bad-tempered lane somewhere in Northants, as the result of an overturned lorry. Closer to home, the outskirts of the city snarled with bottleneck after bottleneck, and Frankie felt gritty-eyed and numb as she changed from first gear to second and then back again, in a seemingly endless stop-start queue of cars.


Back when she’d decided to make the trip to York, she’d had vague thoughts of making a weekend of it – wandering around the Minster and visiting The Shambles, enjoying imagining her mum walking those same streets once upon a time, young and carefree. She’d even daydreamed about returning, in some rose-tinted future, with Craig and Fergus to introduce them to Harry, tentatively joining her two worlds together in a family Venn diagram. But oh, such things seemed impossible now. Even the idea was laughable.


Of all the many outcomes she’d considered for the weekend – that she was too late and Harry had died; that he wasn’t interested and told her to leave; that he denied all knowledge of her mother and wouldn’t so much as look her in the eye – it was safe to say that the scenario where she accidentally blundered into his Golden Wedding anniversary celebrations had never once occurred to her.


Her mouth dry, her palms clammy, she had stood there in a panic at the edge of the room, feeling paralysed, as if all her power had been taken from her. Craig had suggested from the outset that she write a letter first, introduce herself at a distance in order to give the man some time to digest the situation in private. And sure, Frankie knew he’d had a point, but then Craig made his living as a writer, he’d have found that sort of thing easy, whereas she . . . didn’t. Far better to knock on a door, she’d thought: say hello in person, begin a dialogue right there and then. At least you’d know where you stood.


Although look where she’d ended up: in a packed, steamy village hall, where a prancing tight-trousered singer was giving it his best Tom Jones on a stage, with flashing disco lights, inebriated dancers and a huge gold-foiled banner strung across the room: CONGRATULATIONS HARRY AND JEANIE! 50 HAPPY YEARS! She’d gone looking for a father, but she’d managed to stumble into his whole family. For so many reasons, this was most definitely not the place to launch into a delicate conversation about dads and daughters and decades-old secrets.


And yet she’d driven all that way, she kept thinking in dismay. And Craig had rearranged his workload specifically so that he could spend the weekend with Fergus. And she’d already spent so much on petrol and the budget-hotel room, and it wasn’t as if she could afford to waste such a sum. But what was the alternative? Ruin Harry Mortimer’s anniversary party, just because she wanted to get her money’s worth out of the trip?


Disappointment had coursed through her, weighting her feet to the floor. Wrong time, wrong place. This was what you got for being hot-headed, for making it all about you, she told herself despairingly. But then, just as she was about to sidle out of there again, leave them to it, she noticed a man across the crowd and a spear of recognition stabbed her. Tall, pink-faced, a white thatch of hair, laughing brown eyes . . . was it him? Was it really him? Impulse took hold, propelling her across the floor before she could stop herself and then, as he saw her, she caught his double-take of wide-eyed surprise. He’d made a beeline through the knots of people towards her. ‘Do I . . . have we met?’ he asked in a hoarse, almost tremulous voice, a haunted look on his face.


This was her moment. The one she’d been wondering about for so long. And yet now that it had arrived, she felt as if there was static in her head, a huge lump in her throat, a too-bright spotlight dazzling her eyes. ‘I . . . no, we haven’t met,’ she replied honestly. She couldn’t stop staring at his face, seeing her own nose reflected back at her, the similar jawline. Here he was, this man in a beige linen jacket and polished leather shoes, still clutching his half-pint glass, a faint waft of lime cologne reaching her. This was him, the mystery revealed: a real person who was responsible for roughly half the genes in her body. She swallowed hard and forced out the rest of her reply. ‘But I think you knew my mother.’


He nodded slowly, as if he’d already guessed. ‘Kathy,’ he said and his mouth buckled for a moment, emotions playing across his face. ‘You’ve got the same eyes as her. I always wondered what—’


‘She’s dead,’ Frankie interrupted quickly, just to get it out there. ‘She died last year.’ Her hands flapped uselessly by her side; she hated thinking about those final days in the hospice, followed by the funeral and then the wasteland in her own heart afterwards. ‘Anyway,’ she went on, just as he said, ‘I’m so sorry.’ There was a moment of intensely charged silence and then he spoke again.


‘Katherine Hallows,’ he said faintly, as if the memories were filling with colour inside his head. ‘She just vanished at the end of that summer. I never heard from her again.’ He stared at her, drinking her in. ‘And you . . .’


‘And I was the reason for that disappearance, yes,’ Frankie replied. Stating the bleeding obvious, as Craig would say . ‘Look,’ she went on apologetically, ‘I realize this is not exactly the best day for us to be meeting, so—’


‘Everything all right, Harry?’ There was a woman by his side suddenly, with bobbed silvery hair and a mint-green dress, placing a proprietorial hand on his jacket sleeve. Her quick, flashing glance tick-tocked between Frankie and Harry, and the air seemed to crackle with suspicion.


‘So it can absolutely wait for another time,’ Frankie said quickly, guessing that this was his wife – the Jeanie of the fluttering foiled banner – who presumably knew nothing about what her husband had been up to thirty-five years ago. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


Harry hesitated. ‘I don’t even know your name,’ he said quietly, his eyes kind and friendly. ‘Will you tell me your name?’


‘Harry, they want us to cut the cake after this song,’ his wife interrupted, tugging at his arm. Her face had gone very tight and pink, and she was no longer looking at Frankie. Had she guessed? Frankie wondered with a gulp.


Guilt twisted her insides. Starting a family ruck had really not been her game-plan. ‘It’s Frankie,’ she replied as the woman began hustling Harry away.


He looked back over his shoulder at her. ‘Frankie,’ he repeated earnestly and they stared at one another for a final moment. ‘Well, then. Another time. I promise.’ Then his wife steered him firmly across the room, and that had been that.


With a wave of hot shame at her own impetuous blundering, Frankie had slunk out of the hall and scuttled, head-down, back along the road to her car. Her hands shook as she clicked in her seatbelt, and she felt very much like leaning her head on the steering wheel and crying. It was only the vision of the nosy neighbour rapping on the window – ‘Everything all right, love?’ – and asking prying questions that compelled her to turn the key in the ignition and drive away.


Once in the anodyne safety of her hotel bedroom, she had sunk onto the bed in a daze, her head seething and whirling with what had just happened. She had met him. She had spoken to him. He was real. He had looked at her and seen her mother’s eyes in hers and they had recognized something in one another, blood signalling to blood. Kathy, she kept hearing him say, with that catch in his voice.


But then her mind would snag on the memory of the stiff expression of his wife, who, after one lightning assessment of her husband’s disquiet, seemed to have jumped to a damning conclusion, possibly even the truth. Frankie cringed as she remembered the way the woman had tightened her grip possessively on her husband’s arm, how desperate she’d been to wrench him away.


‘Well, I’m sorry, Jeanie,’ Frankie said aloud now, as the traffic crawled to yet another standstill. ‘I didn’t mean to upset anyone. But I do exist. I am a real person. And like it or not, that’s partly down to your beloved husband.’


‘So he’d put his foot down, telling her, “No, it’s too late, we’re over”, and she was absolutely gutted, begging him, pleading with him to change his mind – but he was so angry, you could see the hatred in his eyes, and he pushed past her, really roughly, to get out of the house.’


‘God,’ said Robyn, shelling peas at her mum’s kitchen table.


‘And then she lost her balance and fell over right there in the hallway, banging her head on the radiator as she went down. So she’s lying there, not moving, and you can see on his face, he’s thinking: Oh, shit, have I killed her? What have I done? – and then it was the end. So we won’t find out if she’s dead or alive until next week!’ Alison’s eyes glittered with the thrill of it all as she peeled carrots; she was a lifelong fan of Casualty and never missed an episode. I can’t possibly come out, she would say if invited anywhere on a Saturday night. Sometimes with an incredulous laugh in her voice, as if the question was absurd. Not when my favourite programme’s on!


Robyn wouldn’t have minded so much if her mum didn’t have a similar must-watch show for every single night of the week, which meant she effectively never went out socially these days. And no, don’t be silly, of course she didn’t want to watch anything later, on catch-up. It wasn’t the same! She was part of some telly-lovers’ Internet forum where they’d all chat excitedly to one another online during a programme; dissecting plot threads, speculating on potential twists the story might take, aiming to spot ‘whodunnit’ from the outset. Alison had recently been asked to become one of the forum moderators, which meant she felt obliged to spend each evening keeping an eye on the unfolding discussions. ‘Stops me getting into mischief,’ she would say, but Robyn was starting to wish her mum would actually indulge in more mischief, not less.


‘Sounds very dramatic,’ she commented now, running her thumbnail along another peapod and glancing through the open back doors to check on Sam (silent and unmoving in the hammock) and Daisy (crouched in concentration, painstakingly building an obstacle course for woodlice down by the shed). The day was overcast but whenever the breeze did occasionally stir, it would waft in scent from the frothing white gardenias and bee-sodden lilies outside, reminding you that it was actually midsummer. This red-brick Harrogate house was where Robyn had spent the second half of her childhood after the big move; if she shut her eyes, she could be fifteen and doing her science homework at this very table, humming distractedly to Radio 1 in the background.


A pea skidded between her fingers, bouncing down onto the floor, and Robyn bent to retrieve it just as her mum asked, ‘So John’s okay, is he, apart from being called in for this mysterious family meeting? What’s all that about, anyway?’


Good question. ‘I’m not sure,’ Robyn replied. There had been a phone call from Harry first thing, requesting that John join the rest of the Mortimers at his and Jeanie’s house for a ‘family war cabinet’, and Robyn had been a bit taken aback at the urgency in her father-in-law’s voice. She hoped everything was all right. ‘It’s probably a post-mortem of the party, but I can’t see why that would be so important,’ she went on. ‘Especially as Harry and Jeanie are off on this second honeymoon of theirs this afternoon. Sorry,’ she added, with a glance over at her mum, hoping she hadn’t taken John’s absence as too much of a snub. ‘Hopefully, he can still join us, if they sort whatever it is out quickly. Otherwise . . .’


Alison waved a hand to signal that she would survive the disappointment. ‘And how was the party? Was it a good one?’ she asked. She had been invited, of course, but Robyn had had to pass on her apologies as usual. (‘Is everything all right with your mum?’ Jeanie had asked in concern. ‘She never comes along to any of our get-togethers. I haven’t seen her for . . . goodness, it must be two years!’)


‘Well,’ said Robyn, trying to conceal her irritation as she remembered how awkward she’d felt at that moment, ‘you could have seen for yourself, if you hadn’t been too busy watching the telly. You know –’ she hesitated, trying to find the right words – ‘I think Jeanie was a tiny bit offended that you didn’t come, Mum.’


‘Offended? Give over. She’d have had that many guests, she wouldn’t have paid me a second thought. Probably glad to have one less mouth to feed,’ Alison replied, peeling faster than ever and with a certain amount of huffiness. ‘I’m very happy for them to have been married fifty years – how lovely for them – but I don’t see why I should have to trog all the way up the A59, to some village hall, in order to say that. For a glass of lukewarm wine in a room full of people I don’t even know!’


Her voice was rising. ‘All right, all right,’ Robyn said, backtracking. ‘I only meant—’


‘Your dad was the party-goer, not me,’ Alison said defensively. ‘And I had a whole bridal party to do yesterday morning anyway: seven-thirty start, barely time for a cup of coffee, and I didn’t get away again until nearly two. After that, I just felt like putting my feet up and catching my breath. You can’t deny me that, surely.’


‘Okay, I’m not criticizing,’ Robyn said, even though she had been, in her head. She prised open another peapod and there was silence for a moment. ‘I don’t remember that about Dad – him being a party animal,’ she added humbly. Her mum barely mentioned Rich, Robyn’s father, who’d died of a sudden heart attack when Robyn was just eight years old. Younger than Daisy. One day he’d been there, as normal, and then the next morning Robyn had woken to find her mother catatonic with grief and her grandmother in the house, stuffing clean pants and socks into a bag, saying that Robyn was going to have a little holiday with her for a few days. He was just thirty-five – so bloody young – and she had been paranoid for years that the same fate awaited her. ‘Does my heart sound okay?’ she always asked anxiously at the doctor’s, braced for history to repeat itself.


‘Well, in the early days he was,’ Alison said vaguely, her eyes misting over. ‘But anyway.’


Robyn wanted to ask more, greedy for any new nuggets of detail about her father that might illuminate her own paltry memories, but sensed her mum closing down the conversation, as she so often did when he was the topic. ‘How are things with you?’ she asked instead. ‘What’s the latest news?’


Alison was a mobile hairdresser, zipping between appointments in her pastel-blue Honda Jazz, her concerned, listening face every bit as important as her skill with a comb and scissors. It was amazing what people confessed to her while she was snipping away behind them, she often said. Perhaps it was having experienced her own share of tragedy that made her a good confidante; perhaps it was her general air of non-judgemental kindness; for whatever reason, Alison knew everything there was to know within the community. If there was a story, she’d be the first to sniff it out. In another life she might have been an investigative journalist, following her nose to one juicy scoop after another.


Robyn went on shelling peas as her mum detailed tussles between neighbours regarding gigantic garden-shading Ley-landii, Rita Daly’s plans for her retirement party over at The Bridge, and Josie Simpson’s new baby having been born on a pile of tea-towels on her kitchen floor, could she believe, with Anil Singh, a local delivery lad, fainting clean away when he looked through the window to see what all the shouting was about. ‘Right there by the front door!’ Alison chuckled, enjoying the story. ‘He’s had a bit of ribbing about that, by all accounts, soft idiot.’


Robyn laughed too, but she’d been pierced by a sudden flash of memory that her mind had churned up unexpectedly: of running towards her father’s legs as he came home from work, the evening sun golden behind him as he stood in the doorway, then being swung up into the air, aloft in his strong arms. ‘Daddy, my daddy!’ she had cried. ‘Robyn, my Robyn!’ he’d replied with a laugh.


You got to Robyn’s age – the wrong side of forty – and childhood memories were so much fuzzier. Had the moment really happened or was it just her imagination, hopefully proffering a fictional scene in order to appease her hunger for him? Soon after her dad had died, they’d moved out of their old house in Wolverhampton and up here to Yorkshire, but she still carried around small moments of having lived there: could remember, for example, how it felt to lie on the brown, tufty living-room carpet, how you could never get the Playmobil people to stand up properly on its uneven surface. There was that lozenge of glass in the front door with the large, rounded bobble that made people’s faces distort; she remembered bursting into tears when her grandpa had peered through it one day, because he looked all wrong. The fake coals in the fireplace – how she’d puzzled over Father Christmas being able to come down the chimney because it didn’t look like the pictures in books.


Meanwhile Alison was still talking about the unexpected delivery. ‘She was fine anyway. Little girl, seven pounds ten ounces,’ she said, briskly sweeping the carrot peelings into an empty margarine tub, destined for next door’s guinea pigs. ‘They’ve called her Tallulah – very sweet.’ She took a knife to the bare carrots, fast and efficient, the round wet slices toppling like pennies.


‘Ta-dah!’ came a triumphant cheer from outside just then and they looked out to see Daisy, with dusty knees and a streak of dirt across one cheek, beaming at the newly built woodlice-house before her. ‘They love it!’ she cried. ‘Come and see.’


Out Alison went immediately, exclaiming over Daisy’s cleverness and laughing at the sight of the pale-grey woodlice that, with surprising cooperation, now trundled up and down the twiggy walkways constructed for their benefit. ‘My goodness, and you made all of this yourself?’ Alison cried, and Robyn smiled to see how pleased Daisy looked, her thick red hair falling around her face as she regaled her grandma with a series of new facts.


‘Did you know woodlice have their skeletons on the outside of their bodies, Grandma? It’s called an exoskeleton. They are terrestrial isopod crustaceans,’ she said, stumbling a little over the long words, ‘and—’


‘And they are very, very boring,’ came the disembodied voice of her brother from the hammock. ‘Nearly as boring as you.’


‘They’re not boring! Grandma, tell him!’


Robyn went on shelling peas as her mother sorted out the squabble. Despite her earlier grumbles, in some ways she was glad Alison hadn’t come to the party, she found herself thinking, not least because of how much John had drunk. Robyn had barely been able to manhandle him into the taxi afterwards. This morning his face had been as pale and crumpled as an old paper bag, and he’d seemed very subdued. Was it the hangover causing this quietness or was he brooding about something? Robyn really needed to find a moment to talk to him, try and get to the bottom of whatever was on his mind.


‘The thing I love most about my children,’ Jeanie had once confided in Robyn, ‘is that they’re all so different. John’s the ambitious one. Paula’s loyal. David’s always content. As for Stephen, well, he was a surprise baby and he’s never failed to surprise me since!’


At the time, Robyn had been pleased with the label assigned to her husband – that of ambition. But with ambition came restlessness, she had come to realize; a dissatisfaction with the status quo that sent a person pushing on, endlessly trying to achieve more. Wasn’t it better to be contented, like Dave; to simply enjoy what you had?


‘MUM! I said come and see the house,’ shouted Daisy just then, and Robyn blinked her worries away, before dutifully going out into the sunshine.


They all made their houses, didn’t they, she thought, crouching down to admire her daughter’s efforts. Real or imagined or woodlouse-sized, they all worked so hard to build and create, to configure walls and doors, to call a place a home, as if that was enough to keep out the bad things. Robyn’s mind flicked back to their own warm, comfortable house on its quiet little cul-de-sac, with their Christmas china in the cupboard and their toothbrushes lined up in the bathroom, and the sofas, gone spongy from the children’s bouncing. That life she and John had put together for themselves, piece by piece, year after year, memory upon memory. She thought of her husband’s late nights out recently, his black moods. She hoped their cosy little world wasn’t in any danger of crashing down. Was it?









Chapter Three


Paula Brent had always been able to put a good spin on things. At work, she didn’t bat an eyelid when calling a small, damp-ridden fleahole an ‘exciting investment opportunity’. As the mother of two teenage boys, she had learned to unearth a silver lining where nobody else could see one, including the time she’d replied, ‘Well, at least he can spell “vagina”,’ when called in to see the head teacher about her eldest son’s graffiti last term. And God help her, she’d been married to Matt Brent for seventeen years, and still found it amusing when letters arrived addressed to ‘Mr and Mrs Bent’. But today, here in her parents’ lounge, the same room where she’d sprawled on the sofa to watch cartoons on telly as a child, where they’d had the Christmas tree in the back corner every single year, everything she thought she knew was being unravelled. Because it turned out there were some occasions when a good spin was actually not possible at all.


‘I’m very sorry to have to admit to you all that I had an affair some years ago,’ her dad’s opening gambit had been, and the words spattered like shrapnel into her brain. Paula had to clutch the armrest of the sofa, because it felt like the ground was tilting beneath her, as if they were all on board a capsizing ship. Wait – what? Dad had cheated on Mum? Dad, the soppiest man alive, had done the dirty on kind, lovely Mum? No. No way.


It had to be some sort of wind-up, she reassured herself; one of her dad’s daft pranks. Because her parents were supposed to be going off on their second honeymoon today, for goodness’ sake! Their hotly anticipated week in Madeira, all sunbathing and sherry; new swimming costumes packed in the cases. He was kidding them, right?


But when Paula turned to her mum beside her for confirmation, a chill travelled the length of her spine. Jeanie’s mouth was trembling, like she wanted to cry. Her eyes were bloodshot and bruised-looking. And her body was held rigid, arms tightly folded about her own waist as if it was all that kept her from crumbling to pieces. Even an optimist like Paula had to admit that the signs did not appear promising.


Her brothers appeared every bit as dumbstruck as Paula. ‘For real?’ Stephen asked dazedly, but their dad was still talking. There was more. There was worse.


And I found out yesterday . . .’ Harry looked down at his hands, briefly clenching them in his lap, before detonating a second explosive, ‘there’s a daughter. A half-sister to you all.’


‘What the—’ cried John, rising in his seat. His eyes bulged as he swung round towards Jeanie, desperate for one parent to start talking sense. ‘Mum, is this true? It’s not, is it?’


Jeanie pressed her lips together very tightly, and Paula felt her heart fracture at the pain on her mother’s face. ‘It’s true,’ Jeanie confirmed, her chin wobbling.


‘Oh, Mum,’ Paula said immediately, putting an arm around her as if trying to protect her from the blow. Jeanie was never usually one to wear her heart on her sleeve like this. A piano teacher for years and years, she’d get a bad mood or disappointment out of her system by playing certain thunderous pieces, chords crashing until she felt better. Rachmaninov’s Prelude in C-sharp Minor for your average annoyance. Chopin’s ‘Revolutionary Etude’ for the rare occasions when she was truly cross. And yet now look at her, so completely devastated she seemed beyond the point of playing a single note.


‘Look, I’m very sorry, of course I am,’ Harry went on, looking wretched. ‘I’m so sorry. But I had absolutely no idea this girl – this woman, rather – even existed until yesterday.’


‘Well, who is she?’ Paula blurted out, rounding on him. ‘And how come she’s just turned up now? On your anniversary, of all days?’


‘She came to the party,’ Jeanie said, her voice catching.


‘To the party? What, you invited her, Dad?’ Even Dave, usually the most mild-mannered and laidback of the siblings, sounded incredulous.


‘No! She came here first, apparently, and Lynne next door told her we were in the hall . . .’ Harry was a picture of agitation, shifting in his seat as if he’d rather be anywhere else. ‘It was all very unexpected. To be fair, I think she felt pretty bad about the circumstances—’


Stephen snorted. ‘Clearly not that bad, if she turned up anyway. To your anniversary party. God!’


Paula said nothing, reeling from a secondary wave of shock as the reality sank through her. Dad with another woman. Dad with another child. When the Mortimers had always previously seemed so unassailable, so tight, so solid. When her parents had been such role models, the greatest advertisements for happy marriage! It was like finding out Father Christmas wasn’t real all over again, only worse – a million times worse.


‘It was unfortunate timing; she had no idea . . .’ her dad was saying in a weak, apologetic voice, so unlike his usual cheery confidence.


Paula didn’t care about timing or what this other woman thought, when Jeanie was sitting there, so broken and hurt. She couldn’t even look at her own dad any more, she felt so stunned.


‘Fuck,’ John said, shaking his head. It didn’t even earn a ‘Language!’ from Jeanie, as it normally would have done, that was how dire things were. ‘Does she want money or something? Is that why she’s come here now?’


‘What if she’s lying?’ Stephen put in, sounding suspicious. The youngest of the Mortimer siblings, he’d become a lawyer and now worked in very grand office premises near the Theatre Royal; his childhood years of being wrestled and sat on and pillow-whacked making him an excellent advocate for those treated unjustly by others.


‘I don’t think she’s after money,’ Harry replied. ‘At least she didn’t mention it. And she’s definitely not lying. I knew as soon as I looked at her that she was . . . that she was mine. I’m sorry, love,’ he added as Jeanie gave a wounded sniff and blew her nose. ‘But why would she lie anyway? Why would anyone make up something like that?’ He sighed. ‘It was all so out of the blue.’


‘You’re telling me,’ Paula snapped, anger flaring inside her. She’d never had a bad word to say about her dad before, never. He’d been her hero her entire life, rescuing her from outside nightclubs when she was young and the last bus had gone; walking her up the aisle on her wedding day; speeding her to the maternity unit when she went into labour early and Matt was working out near Leeds. As the only daughter, she’d always felt so special, so beloved, the apple of her father’s eye. But now, as it turned out, there was a rival apple. Suddenly she was quite a lot less special than she’d imagined.


‘But even if she did want money,’ Harry went on, sounding braver all of a sudden, ‘then yes, of course I would give her that, if she asked me for it.’ He gazed around at them in turn, defying anyone to interrupt. ‘Because the bottom line is: I am her father and we’ve all got to get used to that fact. I’m sorry if you don’t like me saying so, but there we are. I’ve apologized to your mother, I’ve apologized to the four of you. I don’t know what else you want me to say.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Her name is Frankie, by the way. And that’s all I know about her, except that she must be about thirty-four.’


About thirty-four. Nobody said anything for a moment, and Paula guessed they were all quickly working out the maths. Stephen was thirty-eight. Had their dad really been so shallow as to have an affair while their mum was doing her best to cope with four young children under the age of ten? Paula herself must only have been about seven, she calculated. Seven, and preoccupied with horses and dogs, gymnastics club and Brownies. Bile rose in her throat at the thought of her dad carrying on behind everyone’s back. Sneaking off to his bit on the side, then coming home to be daddy and read adventure stories to them at bedtime. It was repulsive. Repugnant. It was unthinkable!


‘Clearly this is a bit of a shock, to all of us,’ said Dave, the erstwhile peacekeeper, while the others sat in horrified silence. ‘Dad included, if you had no idea about this . . . this Frankie person.’ He said the word as if it tasted strange in his mouth, as if worried that by mentioning the woman’s name it might conjure her up in front of them. ‘But you two are still going on holiday, right?’ he went on, addressing his parents. ‘Maybe a break is what you need: get away from it all, have some space.’


What – and sweep the whole sorry saga under the carpet, like it never happened? Paula thought in disbelief. How was that going to work? If it had been her and Matt in this situation, a holiday would be the last thing on her mind. She’d have been more inclined to shove him off the nearest cliff.


Her brothers disagreed with her, apparently. ‘Yes, absolutely,’ John was saying in a similarly bracing Keep Calm and Carry On manner.


‘Bit of sunshine, a chance to talk . . .’ Stephen added encouragingly.


Paula squeezed her mum’s hand, not wanting to insult her by joining in with them. ‘So, er . . . How did you leave things, Dad?’ she asked when a strained silence fell. ‘I mean – I take it we’re going to meet her, are we?’ She felt a weird shuddery sensation at her own question. Growing up with three brothers, she’d always longed for a sister in whom she could find an ally and confidante, but not a sister like this, thrust upon them without warning. ‘Is she . . . local?’ she added, not entirely sure what she wanted the answer to be.


Harry gave an uncomfortable shrug. ‘Well, that’s the problem,’ he confessed. ‘Everything happened so fast, we didn’t really get to say much more than hello to each other. I’ve no idea where she lives, I’m afraid.’


Jeanie’s eyes were like gimlets suddenly. ‘We needed to cut the cake,’ she said, a dangerous edge creeping into her voice. She wasn’t just upset, Paula realized with a jolt of alarm, she was boiling over with anger and humiliation.


‘But you’ve got a phone number for her, haven’t you, Dad?’ John put in. ‘Some contact details?’


Harry shook his head regretfully. ‘She’d gone before I could ask her,’ he admitted. ‘I don’t even know her last name. We’re just going to have to hope that she gets in touch with me. Otherwise . . .’ He spread his hands wide. ‘Otherwise we might never see her again.’


‘Well, good. Because I don’t want you to see her again,’ Jeanie said suddenly and they all turned to look at her. She was sitting up a little straighter now – regally even, you could say – and her chin was positively pointy with rage. ‘Do you hear me? I don’t want to hear so much as her name mentioned in this house again. Because it’s her or me, Harry Mortimer. Understand? It’s her or me.’









Chapter Four


The west-London flat where Frankie lived was on the fourth floor and the lift, as so often seemed to be the case when she was particularly tired, was out of order today. By the time she’d tramped up the stairs with her overnight bag, there was sweat beading on her forehead and her hair weighed hot and heavy on the back of her neck. The air was humid, the clouds huddled ominously above; you could feel the storm just waiting there on the horizon for its big, dramatic entrance.


‘Hello,’ she called, trudging through the front door and dropping her bag by her feet. She heard an excited yelp from Fergus, followed by an answering ‘Hi!’ from Craig. He’d rung her last night, but she hadn’t felt like discussing the awkward reunion on the phone with him, instead sending the call to voicemail and texting as a stopgap message: Knackered! Will tell you all tomorrow.


‘Mumma!’ yelled Fergus, bursting from the living room and barrelling towards her. He threw his arms around her legs, pressing his face against her jeans, and she reached down to stroke his curly head, comforted by his presence. Four years old, Fergus was a chunky little thing, with his stocky barrel-chest and the most squeezable thighs of any small person, plus a mop of black ringlety hair that framed his beaming, chubby face.


‘Help! Don’t pull me over,’ she cried, laughing and almost losing her balance as she bent down to hug him. Her dear little boy with his naughty, gurgling chuckle and tight-gripping arms now clasped around her neck, it was exactly what she needed. ‘I missed you,’ she told him, snuggling against him.


‘A lot? A big lot?’


‘Oh, a big, big lot. The biggest, most enormous lot there ever ever was!’


Seeming satisfied with this answer he gave her a wet kiss on the cheek, wiggled out of her grasp, then charged back down the hall. ‘Daddy! It’s Mumma,’ he proclaimed joyfully just as Craig emerged from the room.


‘Hey,’ he said, eyes scanning her expression, trying to read her mood. ‘Welcome home. Are you okay? How did it go?’


She leaned against him as he embraced her. They’d been together three years and he was kind, good and solid, everything that your loved one should be. ‘I’m okay,’ she replied. That much at least was true. She was alive, breathing, still in one piece. Then she sighed, because he was waiting for the rest of the story and it was going to be painful to get it out. ‘It wasn’t exactly what I was hoping for,’ she admitted eventually.


‘Oh, love,’ he said, stroking her hair, just as she’d stroked Fergus’s.


‘I just . . . I think I blew it. You were right, I shouldn’t have gone steaming in there unannounced. I picked pretty much the worst possible time, as it happens.’ There was a lump in her throat. Craig was only ever going to be on her side, but it was hard to confess to anyone that you’d been rejected. That you’d made a fool of yourself.


‘I set up the TRAINS, Mumma. I set up the TRAINS!’ Fergus was back, seizing her hand triumphantly, trying to pull her along the hall to their small living room, which, at any given time, felt like it was eighty per cent train set.


‘Cool!’ Frankie cried, allowing herself to be hauled forward to bear witness to his latest feat of engineering. Fergus was big on trains. Also dinosaurs, space, zoo animals, the dustbin lorry, squirrels and water pistols, but his heart beat with most passion when it came to trains.


‘Tell me about it later,’ Craig said from behind her and she nodded. ‘Listen, I . . .’ He hesitated, and she turned back to look at him. ‘Now that you’re back, would you mind if I catch up on some work? Just for an hour or so? Then I’ll make us something to eat. Is that okay?’


‘That’s fine,’ said Frankie, because she was too tired to do anything else and, actually, the thought of playing trains, making bridges and stations, pantomiming dismay at Fergus’s eager, ghoulish engine crashes . . . it all sounded kind of soothing. Anything to distract her. Besides, this was how it went, when you had two self-employed people and one small hullaballoo of a child; you had to seize an hour here, twenty minutes there, to get anything done.


Craig was a journalist. Frankie had actually read about him and Fergus before she met either of them, in Craig’s ‘Dad About the House’ column in a Sunday newspaper. By turns light-hearted and deeply moving, the column was started by Craig as a means of detailing the highs and lows of being a single dad, and one who was facing a series of challenges at that. Fergus had not had the easiest of starts to life. He’d been born with a cleft lip and been plagued with ear infections for the first few months, as well as difficulties feeding, and he’d been in and out of hospital for surgery and follow-up appointments. Understandably, this had all come as shattering and unexpected news to Craig and his then-partner Julia, and she’d become depressed, blaming herself for Fergus’s problems, not feeling as if she could bond with her child. Despite Craig’s best attempts to keep things going, she’d vanished when Fergus was barely six weeks old, leaving a note to say that she couldn’t manage and was bailing out.


Left to pick up the pieces, sleep-deprived and consumed by worries for the future of his son, Craig had struggled and stumbled through those early months: the surgery, the pitfalls and problems, as well as the moments of sheer fatherly delight. Writing about it helped him deal with the complicated mess of emotions that he experienced, and when he ran the idea of a weekly article past his editor, the column was duly commissioned. By sheer serendipity, Frankie, a freelance illustrator, was asked to provide the artwork for his page each week and so their relationship began – as words and pictures initially, two people doing their jobs. But quickly, and like millions of other women around the country, Frankie found herself falling for funny, capable, wonderful Craig and his devotion to his boy, looking forward to receiving his new instalment every week, and cheering him on from the sidelines as she illustrated each piece. They’d met at the newspaper’s Christmas party and had sought each other out, exclaiming, ‘I love your work!’ in drunken sincerity, before ending up, much later on, knocking back whisky in a nearby bar and telling one another their life stories. She’d moved into Craig’s flat six months later, and when Fergus had started talking and called her ‘Mumma’, neither of them had stopped him. It was, all things considered, the happiest of happy endings.


And it was enough, Frankie thought now, as she sat down on the carpet and Fergus talked through his elaborate new track layout with her, and chose which engine she was allowed to have (the worst one with the wonky wheels, obviously). Forget Harry Mortimer and his shocked expression, forget his dagger-eyed wife – to hell with the lot of them, Frankie told herself fiercely. This small lovely family of hers right here was enough. This was plenty.


Back in Yorkshire, the Mortimers were all struggling to come to terms with the shockwaves caused by Harry’s announcement. Stephen was driving his parents to the airport, a freezing silence splintering the atmosphere inside the car, despite his Herculean efforts to make conversation. Whenever he glanced across at his dad in the passenger seat, it was like looking at a stranger. How could he have done that to Mum?


Meanwhile, Paula was peeling potatoes for a roast dinner, her head in a spin. A sister, she kept thinking. A half-sister who’d existed all this time, completely unknown to the rest of the family. What was her agenda? Had she grown up feeling resentful of Dad? What did she even look like? Her fingers shook and a wet potato slid from her hand, bouncing to the floor, where Oscar, her wire-haired dachshund, made an immediate dash for it. ‘No!’ Paula admonished him, but her voice cracked on the word and she found herself sliding to a kneeling position on the lino and bursting into tears. She didn’t want this to be happening! She wanted it all to be unsaid, undone, for life to go back to the way it was before today. ‘Oh, Oscar,’ she wept, as he lost interest in the potato and pushed his nose against her arm in a show of canine sympathy. ‘What are we going to do?’


On the other side of town, Dave kept staring into space, seemingly miles away, occasionally raking a bewildered hand through his hair. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he murmured now and then. ‘I just can’t believe it.’ Bunny knew what a person in trauma looked like. She steered him to the sofa, tuned the radio to the soothing burble of cricket commentary and found him a beer. ‘Don’t worry,’ she kept saying in her calmest voice. ‘Everyone will get over this. Everything will work itself out.’


John, too, was struggling with the situation. Once Robyn and the children had returned from her mum’s, he’d given her the bare bones of the story, but then closed down under questioning, telling her he didn’t want to talk about it any more. His phone kept ringing, but he sent the calls to voicemail, his face locked in an unreadable expression. It was like having a wounded lion pacing about the house, snapping at the children for bickering with each other, snarling at any attempted small talk. Robyn couldn’t help a disloyal sigh of relief when he eventually took himself off for a long run.


It was only once he’d gone that Robyn realized just how shocked and upset she was herself by the whole drama. Harry and Jeanie were the central dynamo of the Mortimer engine, solid and dependable, powering everyone else. With their relationship now seizing and faltering, what would it mean for the rest of the family?


Over at the airport, having said goodbye to Stephen and thanked him for dropping them off – he was a good lad, he really was – Jeanie wheeled her suitcase up to the check-in desk without a backward glance. Dramatic chords rumbled in her head, an ominous crescendo building as she came to a decision. ‘There’s been a change of plan, I’m afraid,’ she said crisply to the man behind the check-in counter, showing him her boarding pass. ‘My husband is no longer able to come with me.’


Harry gasped. ‘I . . . Jeanie!’ he cried in dismay.


The man behind the counter looked from Jeanie to her husband. ‘Um . . .’


‘Yes, it’s a real shame,’ Jeanie went on. ‘But he’s going back to our house now, to think about what he’s done. And I’ll be taking the holiday alone.’ Harry opened his mouth, but she rounded on him with unexpected ferocity. ‘Don’t you dare say a word,’ she warned, poking a finger at him. ‘Not a word.’


Once again the man behind the counter looked from Jeanie to Harry, doubt writ large on his face. ‘Right,’ he said after an agonized moment. ‘So it’s just the one case to check in today then, is it?’


‘Yes, that’s right, just the one.’ Jeanie presented her passport, then turned back to her husband. ‘I’ll see you in a week,’ she said coldly. ‘If I decide to come back, that is.’


‘Jeanie,’ protested Harry. ‘Please. We need to talk. This is our second honeymoon!’


His wife stared him down. ‘It’s not our second honeymoon any more,’ she told him. ‘It’s my holiday now. And if you want me ever to forgive you, then you can jolly well bugger off home and leave me to get my flight. Without you. Because you’re not welcome.’


The check-in assistant’s eyes boggled. He glanced at Harry worriedly, seeming unsure what to say. A few silent seconds passed. ‘Um . . . So if you could put your case on the scale please,’ he said timidly to Jeanie.


‘No problem,’ she replied, just as Harry stepped forward to help her. She shooed him away as if he were an irritating bluebottle. ‘I can manage, thank you. Please go now. I’ll see you in a week.’


Harry and the check-in assistant looked at one another again. The fearful shrug from the younger man seemed to say, There’s no arguing with this one, mate. Harry bit his lip, trying not to think about the turquoise hotel pool they’d admired in the brochure, the dark-blue trunks he’d bought especially, the new World War II thriller he’d been planning to read on the plane. He knew when he was beaten. He recognized that determined set to his wife’s shoulders, that Just-you-try-it look in her eye, that pointy finger. Game over, his grandchildren would say.


He swallowed. ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right on your own?’ he asked in a low voice, as the check-in guy sent Jeanie’s case trundling off on the conveyor belt.


Jeanie scoffed. ‘Will I be all right on my own? he says. Well, let’s hope so, eh. Seeing as I might have to get used to that.’ Turning angrily away from him, she fixed her attention back on the dazed-looking man behind the counter, lavishing him with her most dazzling smile. ‘You’ve been very helpful, love. Thank you.’


‘You’re welcome. Enjoy your flight,’ said the man, with a final anguished eye-flick over towards Harry.


‘I’m sure I will,’ said Jeanie and then off she went without a backward glance, hearing the barnstorming finale of the 1812 Overture start up in her head, cannons and all, as she marched towards the Departures sign.


Harry meanwhile stood there dumbfounded, watching her go, until the people who were waiting to check in next began making polite Excuse Me noises behind him and he had to step aside. The wheels of his case squeaked plaintively as he trudged in the opposite direction to his wife. Then he stopped outside the WH Smith as a thought occurred to him, and he reached inside his jacket for his phone.


‘Stephen? You haven’t left yet, have you?’ he asked when his son answered. The airport seemed to seethe around him, a mass of busy, laughing people pushing trolleys and talking excitedly, while he stood there in the centre of them: a hunched, forlorn figure with his suitcase and nowhere to go. ‘Ahh. It’s just that there’s been a slight change of plan.’
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