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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.’

‘You’re sure that’s what it is? You wouldn’t, for instance, be swayed by the idea of all that money?’

He leant back in his seat, his eyes wide. ‘That’s a terrible thing to say!’

‘Isn’t it just?’ she said.

His face flushed. ‘You’re accusing me of something, Katie, and I don’t like it. I’m only thinking of you.’ He pursed his lips. Then: ‘I thought I knew you; I thought you were levelheaded and warm-hearted, but now I’m not so sure. I’ve never seen you like this before, so cold and accusatory. I have to say, it doesn’t suit you.’

‘What? You expected me to be pathetically flaky, rushing to throw myself into the arms of a man who had sex with my mother thirty years ago, crying “Daddy, oh my daddy!” like that fool of a girl in The Railway Children?’

‘I’d expect you at least to have an open mind. And not bite my head off for trying to help.’

‘Well, boo-bloody-hoo, I’m sorry to disappoint you,’ she said stiffly. ‘Though what else could you expect when you’re doing such a bang-up job of annoying me? But if you do really want to help me, there is something you can do.’

His expression brightened. ‘What’s that?’

‘You can leave me in peace with my cold and accusatory self. Because you know what, I don’t need anyone else messing up my life right now.’



Chapter Seven

The next morning, Saturday, and after sleeping well for the first time in a week, Katie woke with a clear sense of purpose and resolve.

She hated to admit it, but Ian had been right last night. She was curious. But she would no more admit that to him than she would tell anyone what she was about to do. With Tess and Ben away in Barcelona for a long weekend, she felt she had free rein to do as she pleased, that while the cat was away, the mouse would play. Not that she was answerable to her best friend, but undoubtedly Tess would have something to say on the subject, and Katie didn’t want to explain herself or her actions.

She knew that as plans went, it was on the woolly side, but in the circumstances it was the best she could come up with. If it came to nothing, what would it matter anyway? She suddenly felt that she had to do something; she had to be proactive and stop sitting around griping and feeling angrily sorry for herself. Her energy might be better put to use by looking for a job, but right now that didn’t feel such a priority.

So with the satnav fired up, a map on the passenger seat and the information she had printed off from her computer, she was on her way to Henley-on-Thames, or more precisely, to a village called Sandiford, which was about three miles from Henley.

Thanks to Ian’s snooping on the internet, she had Stirling Nightingale’s business address but not his home address. However, Ian wasn’t the only one to play at being Sherlock Holmes; after some digging around on her laptop whilst she’d been eating breakfast, she had discovered that the wife of Stirling Nightingale’s brother was a serious gardener, and that her garden had featured in several magazines. It had even popped up in an episode of Gardener’s World several years ago for a feature about newly created gardens. From what Katie had seen online, it looked beautiful.

With The Meadows as her destination, she figured that as joint MDs of Nightingale Ridgeway Investments, the two men wouldn’t live that far apart, and on that basis one would lead to the other. She had ruled out tracking down Stirling Nightingale at his work address for the simple reason that it was the weekend and he wouldn’t be there. And now that she had made a decision, she didn’t want to wait until Monday.

She had no intention of blundering in on Stirling Nightingale. Quite the contrary. If it was possible, she wanted to observe him from a safe distance, to see what kind of a man he was. Again, she didn’t really know how she would manage to do that, but she would cross that bridge when she came to it. She had seen several photographs of him online, along with his brother, but they were artificially posed – typical examples of corporate portraiture. They told her nothing about him. He was merely a tanned, silver-haired man in a suit. He could be anyone. Certainly he bore no resemblance to her. She could detect nothing in his face that she recognized, nothing that suggested he had passed on any of his genes to her.

With a plan of action now securely fixed in her brain, some of her anger had cooled. She wanted to believe that she was beginning to think more rationally, but she suspected that she had grown tired of being angry. It didn’t suit her temperament. She wasn’t one of those people who thrived on drama and high emotion; she needed a steady equilibrium to her life. Some might say that was a boring way to live, but she had always been that way. Over the years, friends had described her as being rock-solid and dependable, the one they could turn to in a crisis. She hadn’t liked it last Saturday when Zac had described her as being sweet and adorable and as edgy as an After Eight mint; he had made her sound dull.

Being cool-headed was, she knew, what had enabled her to cope with the deaths of her parents. When Dad had died, she had put her own grief to one side and helped her mother through hers. Then when Mum had died last year, she had had no choice but to keep it together and cope. What was the alternative?

Undoubtedly her emotions had got the better of her last night with Ian. She had been anything but sweet and adorable. She had been horrid. She really shouldn’t have spoken to him in the way she had, or insisted that he leave. He had only been trying to help her; she could see that now. But it was as if all the tensions of the last week had collided and found a release in being cruel to him. She should ring him later and apologize.

The village of Sandiford was the last word in picture-postcard perfection: it was Midsomer Murders territory with a dash of Vicar of Dibley thrown in. Immaculate thatched cottages rubbed shoulders with Georgian and Victorian houses, and the narrow lanes were lined with overblown cow parsley and a generous sprinkling of buttercups. Ignoring the satnav, which was instructing Katie to prepare to take the next right, she turned into the car park of a thatched pub called the Riverside, the front of which was decked out with overflowing wall troughs and hanging baskets – petunias, lobelia, busy Lizzies, nasturtiums and geraniums cascaded in a blaze of colour. There was a sign declaring that wholesome food was served all day. That was handy, because she was starving and it was late afternoon, long past lunchtime.

In the cool, dimly lit interior of the pub, she was greeted with a cheery smile from the woman behind the bar and enough boating paraphernalia to make her think she was in a chandlery. There were coils of ropes behind glass cases, oars crossed and attached to the beamed walls and ceiling. Shiny copper lanterns hung from hooks and photographs of boats and strapping young rowers, mostly black and white, adorned what wall space was left. Above a cavernous fireplace there was a glass case containing a very large and very dead fish of some sort. Painted and varnished to a high sheen, it had a beady eye that would probably follow Katie round the bar if she put it to the test. Actual customers seemed to be somewhat thin on the ground. Perhaps the fish didn’t make for good company.

The woman behind the bar took Katie’s order of a smoked salmon and cream cheese sandwich, poured her a glass of wine and pointed her in the direction of the beer garden, saying that her sandwich would be brought out to her shortly.

Outside it was a very different matter: the garden was thrumming with customers. With only a few tables free, Katie picked the smallest one and repositioned the umbrella so that she wasn’t in the full glare of the sun. She could see why everyone was sitting outside in preference to the gloomy bar: the attractive lawned garden sloped gently down towards the river, where a variety of boats were neatly moored along the towpath. In the shade of a willow tree, its branches dipping into the water, a man and two small children were surrounded by a mob of persistent ducks. The children were flinging bits of bread at the ducks with nervous excitement, their arms moving with sudden jerky movements, their laughter shrill. The setting was as perfect as the weather, and despite the reason she was here, Katie felt herself relax. It really was a perfectly sublime summer afternoon with a hot sun shimmering in a hazy blue sky.

Her sandwich duly arrived, and as she hungrily tucked in, Katie scanned the other tables. It wouldn’t be beyond the realms of possibility for Stirling Nightingale to be here. For all she knew, this could be his local pub. But as far as she could see, there was no one at any of the tables who resembled the man she’d seen on her computer.

The man who was her father . . .

Her biological father, she corrected herself. No matter what transpired, Dad would always be her real father.

As a child, you never really think about how much your parents love each other, but Dad must have loved Fay to an extraordinary extent to forgive her for what she’d done, and then to pretend to the world that the child she’d conceived with another man was his own.

How difficult had it been for him? Had there been a time when he’d struggled to like Katie, never mind bond with her? She would never know. And that saddened her, because now that the seed had been sown, she didn’t know if she would ever be able to rid herself of the doubt. All she could do was rely on the memories she had of her father. A patient and quiet undemonstrative man, he had always been someone to whom she could turn. If she’d been upset over something that had happened at school, he would be the one to calm her and make her realize that it was nothing more than a storm in a teacup. He was always able to get things in perspective for her.

Mum, on the other hand, was the sparky one of the two. When the mood took her, she was her very own localized storm in a teacup, who could whip up a commotion in seconds flat and out of nothing. Dad had joked that she ran on high-energy fuel and didn’t have a brake pedal. They were opposites in just about every way, but as everyone said of them, they made a great team. Not just as husband and wife, but as business partners. For more than twenty-five years they had jointly run an antiquarian bookshop, and for a couple who lived and worked together, Katie couldn’t recall a single heavy-duty argument between them. Maybe that was because Dad wasn’t the argumentative type. He never let things get to him.

After Dad’s death, Mum had carried on running the bookshop, but as she later admitted to Katie, her heart was no longer in it without Dad. What had once been a great source of pleasure, a real labour of love, became a millstone around her neck, and within a year she had sold up. That was when she moved to Brighton, to start a new life. Albeit a tragically short new life.

Behind the wheel of her car again – it was a yellow Mini Cooper that had once belonged to her mother, and which Katie had nicknamed the Custard Cream – she switched the satnav back on. She wondered whether by tracking down her biological father, she was also about to start a new life.

Was this what her mother had wanted for her?

The white-painted gate to The Meadows was open, and practising aloud what she was going to say, Katie turned into the drive and followed the pretty tree-lined sweep of it to the front of the white house. It was gracefully proportioned and perfectly symmetrical, with two columns either side of a front door that was painted a very dark shade of blue. A Volvo estate was parked in front of the double garage, which gave her hope that somebody was at home.

She rang the doorbell and tried to contain her nerves.

When nobody responded, she rang the bell again, this time for longer.

But still nobody came.

She had come this far; she had no intention of giving up so easily. She walked round to the side of the house on the gravel path and called out, ‘Hello, anyone at home?’

Still no response.

She pressed on through a dappled tunnel of laburnum whilst continuing to call out. She stepped into a courtyard where the walls were covered in variegated ivy and water gently played from a fountain in the farthest corner, its base surrounded by a bed of lush hosta plants. It was very tranquil, a cool and restful oasis.

Opposite her was a small arched wooden door; it was only about four feet high, and there was a sign on it that read: ‘Open Me’. Feeling a bit like Alice in Wonderland, she self-consciously turned the metal handle, bent down and went through.

And again like Alice, she found that she’d stepped into another world, a beautiful and enchanting world. After the shade of the courtyard, she blinked at the brightness of the sun and teased out the impact of what she was seeing. In front of her was an immaculate stretch of perfectly striped, luxuriant green lawn that was flanked by two deep borders and enclosed by soft-hued brick walls covered in a scrambling rose the colour of clotted cream. The borders were stunning, planted with delphiniums, lupins, hesperis, alliums, aquilegia and poppies – all the flowers that Katie’s mother had adored, and which in turn had become favourites for Katie. She walked to the middle of the lawn and slowly turned round, looking back at the small wooden door through which she’d entered, as if not really believing it would still be there. It was truly spellbinding.

‘Can I help you?’

She spun round at the sound of a woman’s voice, fully aware that if this was the owner of the house – Mrs Penelope Nightingale – she had every right to be angry, to accuse Katie of trespass. But pushing a wheelbarrow and dressed in a loose-fitting top and jeans that were rolled to just above her ankles, with off-white canvas shoes on her feet and a large-brimmed hat on her head, the woman didn’t look angry, just enquiring. She actually looked quite a nice woman, down-to-earth, with an open and friendly expression. On the shortish and dumpy side, she wasn’t at all what Katie had expected. She had dreaded a gentrified gorgon of a woman, one of those tall, haughty horse-faced types prone to wearing headscarves. Although, of course, Katie had yet to establish whether this was the owner. Maybe she was a gardener who worked here.

‘The garden isn’t open to the public yet,’ the woman said in a pleasantly low and rich husky voice, when Katie still hadn’t replied.

‘Um . . .’ Oh hell, she’d forgotten what she was supposed to say. She’d been so blown away by her surroundings, her mind had gone blank, every carefully chosen word of her ruse gone from her head.

‘That’s all right,’ the woman said, letting go of the wheelbarrow. ‘People are always turning up at the wrong time. I’m quite used to it. You need to come back a week today, next Saturday.’

Katie tried to pull herself together. ‘I did ring the bell,’ she began. ‘I rang it several times.’

The woman laughed. ‘Sorry. Once I get stuck in, there’s no chance of me hearing it. But as I said, you’ll have to come back next weekend.’

‘Um . . . it’s not the garden I’ve come about,’ Katie said. ‘It’s . . . I’m looking for Mr Stirling Nightingale. I have a delivery for him. This is his address, isn’t it?’

The woman tipped the brim of her hat back and wiped her face with her forearm. ‘I’m glad I’m not the only one who gets things muddled up,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong Nightingale house; Stirling, my brother-in-law, lives less than a mile away at Willow Bank. You can’t miss it; just follow the river in the Marlow direction and take the turning after the church.’

So she was the owner. ‘Thank you. Thank you very much. I’m sorry to have troubled you.’

‘Think nothing of it. Glad to be of help. Can you find your way out on your own?’

‘Oh yes, don’t worry about me.’ Katie reluctantly turned to go, but didn’t quite manage it. It was the strangest thing, but she suddenly felt intoxicated by the magical beauty of the garden, overcome with the feeling that she had fallen under some kind of spell here. It made her want to stay, to wander round some more and lose herself in this beguiling paradise. ‘You have an amazing garden,’ she said, somehow finding her voice. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. It has a very special feel to it. My . . . my mother would have loved it.’

The woman smiled. A real smile of genuine warmth. ‘Then come back next Saturday and have a proper look. This is only a fraction of what there is to see. You’ll have to pay an admission charge, but it’s all in a good cause, for the local hospice.’

‘Thank you,’ Katie said again. ‘I’d love to come back and see it properly.’

‘The gate opens at ten thirty.’

Katie smiled. ‘I look forward to it.’

Nice girl, Pen thought to herself as she went to fetch a spade. Not the usual kind of delivery person, though. Usually it was a man, and if they couldn’t get an answer, they just shoved a card through the letter box. Good of her to go to so much trouble. One thing was certain: Pen had to do something about having a new doorbell installed. For ages now Neil had been on about getting one of those special devices that could make itself heard for miles around.

On the subject of Neil, she thought how odd it was that she hadn’t heard from him since he’d gone sailing. It was very unlike him. He always phoned home at least once when he was away. She had mentioned it to Lloyd yesterday when he’d called from New Zealand, and he’d agreed that it was odd but had reached the same conclusion as she had: that it was probably something simple, such as being out of mobile range. Still, so long as Neil was enjoying himself, that was all that counted. He worked so hard; he deserved some fun.

But he was cutting it fine for Cecily’s party. Perhaps his flight home had been delayed. She looked at her watch. Gracious! How did it get so late? She would have to get her skates on. Abandoning the idea of doing any more gardening, she hurried back up to the house.

Katie drove out of The Meadows. What was she thinking? What madness had she just experienced? Imagining herself falling under the spell of a garden; how had that happened? And why had she mentioned her mother?



Chapter Eight

Gina was frequently told that no one could organize a party better than she could. Naturally she brushed the compliment aside with an appropriately modest shrug, but secretly she believed it to be true. She put the success of anything she organized down to being highly meticulous and with a keen eye for detail. She was an inveterate list-maker and never approached anything without painstaking preparation. Rosco and Scarlet liked to tease her about it. ‘Oh, there goes Mum with one of her lists,’ they’d laugh. ‘We could wallpaper the whole house twice over with the lists she’s written over the years.’

It was just as well that she was as thorough as she was, because no one else in the family was capable of doing what she did. Whilst it couldn’t be disputed that Pen had cornered the market when it came to green fingers, nobody in their right mind would count on her to arrange a picnic with shop-bought sandwiches, much less coordinate a party. Thankfully Pen was good-natured enough to admit her failings and was invariably the first to congratulate Gina on a job well done and to apologize for not doing more to help; without fail she would promise to do more next time. Always quick to quash these offers of assistance, Gina would reassure her sister-in-law that she wasn’t to give it a moment’s thought, that Pen had enough on her plate as it was.

Armed now with her A4-sized Filofax, she put a tick against Floral Arrangements. The florist had left no more than a few minutes ago and the house was already fragrant with the heady perfume of old English roses, freesias and early sweet peas – Cecily’s favourite flowers. The arrangements had been placed in the hallway, the sitting room and the conservatory. Later, when it was dark, candles and flaming torches would be lit on the terrace.

This surprise party for Cecily was to be held in the garden, but once the temperature dropped, the older guests would very likely be drawn inside the house. Sadly for Cecily, many of her contemporaries were long since dead, but – and behind her back – her newly made friends from South Lodge had been invited. Taxis would be fetching them thirty minutes after Stirling had collected his mother, the plan being that she would think she was coming here for a quiet family dinner to celebrate her birthday. Gina hoped that the South Lodge crowd, with their memories and faculties not quite as sharp as they had once been, wouldn’t give the game away.

It was hard to imagine there ever being a time when Cecily wouldn’t be around; she was very much a key member of the family, and still most assuredly had plenty to say on what went on. In the early years of her marriage, Gina had been convinced that her mother-in-law didn’t approve of her. When she had voiced this concern to Stirling, he had laughed and said she was being ridiculous. All these years on, Gina still got the feeling that Cecily had to force herself to like her. Their conversations were superficial and stiffly polite, as if they’d only just met and couldn’t get beyond making small talk. In contrast, Cecily and Pen were completely natural around each other. Gina had repeatedly told herself that the effortlessness of their relationship was down to their shared love of gardening. But she wasn’t so sure. She was convinced it went deeper.

She wasn’t so bothered about being treated differently herself, but she did object to partiality when it came to the grandchildren. It irked her that Lloyd was so clearly his grandmother’s favourite. But then Lloyd, as they all knew, was a special case. Not that anyone was supposed to talk about that. Heaven forbid. Like Pen, he had the same laid-back and affable temperament, but beneath it there was a core of steel. If he didn’t want to do something, you couldn’t make him do it, not for anything. Gina frequently wondered if Neil wasn’t just a little disappointed in him. He must have expected more of his only son and occasionally he surely must have wondered why Lloyd hadn’t turned out more like Rosco; after all, as cousins, they’d had the exact same advantages and opportunities.

With only a couple of months separating them in age, the two boys had attended the same schools and had both gained places at Cambridge. Rosco had read law and graduated with a 2.1 and Lloyd had opted for philosophy and graduated with a first. It had seemed horribly unfair to Gina, knowing just how hard Rosco had worked, that he hadn’t been rewarded with a first, especially when Lloyd downplayed his own achievement, claiming it was a fluke.

Whereas Rosco had always had a very clear idea about his future – Cambridge followed by business school before joining Nightingale Ridgeway – Lloyd hadn’t had a clue what he wanted to do. After Cambridge, he had messed about for a few years doing voluntary work in some godforsaken eastern European country, and when he returned to England he’d helped his mother with the initial transformation of the garden at The Meadows and then announced his intention to start up a business making bespoke garden furniture. All that expensive education and he wanted to be no better than a carpenter! ‘Just like Christ,’ Rosco had teased his cousin. ‘Next you’ll be saying you can walk on water.’

To Gina’s astonishment, Lloyd had made a go of his business. Some of his garden furniture was too wacky for her taste – a touch too much Mad Hatter’s Tea Party in style – but he seemed content enough muddling along playing the part of callus-handed artisan to the tune of his parents’ praise.

Of course they’d say they were proud in public, but in private it had to be otherwise. Or at least for Neil: Pen would probably argue that all she wanted was for their son to be happy, but fathers had a different relationship with their sons; they had different expectations. Unquestionably that was true of Stirling and the poles-apart-way he treated Rosco and Scarlet – Scarlet could get away with murder, but not so her brother.

A daddy’s girl right from the word go, Scarlet had openly hero-worshipped her father throughout her childhood. She still did. In turn, Stirling had tolerated her legendary tantrums and her capricious nature with fond indulgence. When Charlie had come along and shown himself to be serious about Scarlet, Gina had doubted that Stirling would be able to stand aside and accept that a greater being had eclipsed him. Amazingly he had.

Things had been quite different with Rosco. From an early age he had been taught by Stirling to do his best, that anything less was not acceptable. Lucky for Stirling, then, that Rosco had been born with a blistering sense of determined ambition. He cut his first tooth nearly a full month before most babies did, he sat up early, and he talked and walked early. As one paediatrician had described him, he had been a high-achieving baby and toddler. He had been hard work, though, and all too often Gina had been exhausted and nightmarishly near the end of her tether. Oh how she had envied Pen! It was the only time she had ever been jealous of her sister-in-law. Slow to talk and walk, as if he really couldn’t be bothered, Lloyd had been such an easy, placid baby. She could remember how he would sit on his own, propped up by cushions and seemingly fascinated by nothing but a tiny ball of fluff. In contrast, Rosco was toddling about on his sturdy legs, demanding to be played with and screaming at the top of his voice if anyone dared to ignore him. One was a thinker, the other a doer was how the family had described the two boys. Gina had felt the slight of the labels; she had thought it disparaged Rosco, casting him as an empty-headed bull in a china shop and Lloyd as some great philosopher.

All these years later, it was plain for all to see that Rosco had easily outperformed his cousin. Gina would never admit this to anyone, but she firmly believed that genes always won out. Rosco’s genes were of an indisputable pedigree, but with Lloyd, well, who knew their origin?

Another thought she would never openly voice, not even with Stirling, was that the up side of Lloyd not wanting to work for the family firm was that the way was clear for Rosco to take over the running of things one day. In her opinion, this was exactly how it should be. Lloyd didn’t have the same drive that Rosco did, and had he joined Nightingale Ridgeway, he would only have been a hindrance. In exactly the same way as Pen’s help in arranging a party could only ever be a tiresome interference.

The caterers had arrived forty-five minutes ago, and deciding she had given them sufficient time to unload the van, Gina went through to the kitchen to see how they were getting on.

She was informed of a small hitch, nothing for her to worry about, they assured her; the problem would be resolved. She viewed this assertion with unease. Unexpected problems were anathema to her. She simply didn’t countenance things not going perfectly to plan.



Chapter Nine

Admittedly Katie hadn’t started the day with too much of a plan, other than to go with the flow and see what transpired, but things were beginning to get crazily out of hand.

It had all started when she’d had that funny turn in Penelope Nightingale’s garden. If she closed her eyes and imagined herself back at The Meadows, she could relive that lovely spellbinding sun-filled moment when for a couple of brief minutes she had felt wonderfully happy and worry-free. It was extraordinary that a garden could have that effect on her.

If that wasn’t surreal enough, now she was dressed in a white blouse and a black skirt that was mortifyingly too short for her long legs. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail and she looked every inch a waitress. Which, funnily enough, was what she was expected to be.

When she’d left The Meadows, she had followed the road – just as that nice woman had instructed – and in no time she was parked at the end of a drive beside an open gate with a sign bearing the name Willow Bank. At the sight of it she had suddenly lost her nerve. What on earth was she doing? What did she plan to do? Waltz in and introduce herself as Stirling Nightingale’s daughter? There, you old devil, bet you didn’t see that coming, did you? Or maybe he did. Maybe, once he’d agreed to Mum’s terms and had got on with his life pretending the affair had never happened, he had lived in constant fear of a child turning up out of the blue and putting a spanner in the works of his carefully ordered life. Was that what she wanted to do? To disrupt the equilibrium of his life just as her mother’s letter had done to hers?

Shamefully, a part of her had wanted to do exactly that, and knowing that it was wrong, she had driven away from the house to take stock.

An hour later, after driving round the beautiful countryside and walking along the towpath of the river, she had decided to rework the ruse she had used earlier, but with a twist. She would go back to Willow Bank and pretend she had a delivery for a Mr Neil Nightingale. If she hit lucky and it was Stirling Nightingale who answered the door, it would give her the opportunity to satisfy her curiosity, to meet her father in the flesh. She would do that and then she would leave. The only problem she could foresee, given that she didn’t actually have anything to deliver, was if she was told that she could leave the parcel at Willow Bank and they would make sure it was passed on to Neil Nightingale. If that happened, she would have to say something about it being company policy that the recipient signed for it in person. Improbable to anyone with half a brain, but the best she could come up with in the circumstances.

But when she had returned to the entrance to Willow Bank, she had found herself caught up in a cavalcade of taxis. What was going on? A party? Again her nerve was in danger of running out on her, but there was no way she could turn around: another taxi had driven in after her, and so resigned to pressing on, she had stopped in the only available space, alongside a small cream-coloured van with the words Elite Caterers written on the back of it. No sooner had she registered the words than a heavy-set woman wearing a striped blue and white apron appeared beside her car. Katie had lowered the window and the woman had spoken in a breathless rush. ‘Thank goodness you made it, and at such short notice! We were beginning to panic. The agency was my last resort. I told them not to worry, that I had a uniform here for you. We always have a selection of spare skirts and blouses in case of accidents. You’ve just got time to change and then it’s action stations.’

She should have said there and then that the woman had got it wrong, that Katie was no more a waitress than she was Lady Gaga booked as the entertainment act. But she hadn’t. She had seized her opportunity – nobody ever noticed a waitress at a party; it would be the perfect way to observe Stirling Nightingale at close quarters. And feeling like an undercover agent, she told herself that if it all went wrong – that when the real replacement from the agency arrived – she would say there must have been a mix-up.

Luckily she had worked as a waitress in her student days, and so a heavily laden tray of glasses or canapés posed no problem for her. There was only one other waitress, and as the heavy-set woman – whose name was Sue – explained, they had fifty-six guests to serve. Sue had a sidekick called Merrill, and as Merrill handed Katie a tray of filled champagne flutes, she definitely seemed the calmer of the two women.

The other waitress – Dee, who looked about seventeen – was already on duty in the hall, handing guests a glass of champagne or a non-alcoholic drink as they arrived and pointing them in the direction of the garden. Katie’s first job was to replace Dee so that she could return to the kitchen for another tray of drinks. Left on her own in the hallway, she was so absorbed in her task, she had almost forgotten why she was here. It was only when Dee returned and there was a lull in arrivals and the girl discreetly pointed out Mrs Nightingale as she crossed the hall towards the kitchen that Katie reminded herself of the reason she was putting herself through this charade. ‘What about Mr Nightingale?’ she asked. ‘Where’s he?’

‘Probably with his mother, it’s her birthday party. She’s ninety today. Not that you’d think so. I mean, she’s clearly old, but she just looks old as opposed to ancient. I mean, ninety, it’s just too awesome. I can’t imagine ever living that long.’

‘Have you worked for the family before?’

‘Loads of times. Uh-oh, Mrs Nightingale’s on her way over. Smiley face on. Sue and Merrill insist on that.’

‘Dee, there are only a few guests yet to arrive,’ Mrs Nightingale said, ‘so you can start serving the canapés in the garden now.’ The woman abruptly switched her gaze from Dee to Katie, and the length of her skirt, or rather the lack of it. ‘You must be the replacement from the agency. Thank you for coming.’

Mrs Nightingale’s voice was so crisply authoritative and regal, Katie felt compelled to curtsy. She restrained herself, and unable to think of a suitable reply, widened her smile then watched the woman – her biological father’s wife – walk away, straight-backed and supremely composed. A cool customer and no mistake. It was hard to pin an exact age on her, but Katie decided she had to be in her mid-fifties. Tall and slim with silvery blonde hair (probably not entirely natural), cut into a sleek bob that flattered her face perfectly, she was wearing an elegant off-the-shoulder dress the colour of coral. She could not have been more different to Katie’s mother. Had that been Mum, she would have had a jumbled, windswept look about her, and more than likely would have bumped into someone or knocked something over as she walked away. Mum’s mind had always been elsewhere, working on at least half a dozen things at the same time. It was doubtless what had caused her to step out into the road that day into the path of the oncoming car.

Slim, cool and composed were not words one would ever have used to describe Mum. For as long as Katie could remember, her mother had battled with her weight. But then, as she had constantly joked, it wasn’t much of a battle, since she had no willpower when it came to fresh bread and French cheese and a glass or two of red wine. And as for chocolate and cream cakes, she had been a total pushover. She hadn’t ever been really overweight; she just had what Dad had called a cuddlesome body. Before her father’s death had impacted on their lives and become a grim reality, Mum had joked about dying with a chocolate eclair in her hands, saying it would be the ideal way to go.

Mrs Stirling Nightingale didn’t look like the sort of woman who ate too many eclairs. Unlike Mum, who had had an Oscar Wilde approach to life – she could resist everything but temptation – she appeared to be a very disciplined woman. The sort of woman who liked things just so. How would she react if she discovered that her husband’s past wasn’t as squeaky clean as she had always thought it was?

There again, it was possible that her husband might have confessed his affair in order to make a clean break of things. Admitting to an affair was one thing, though; confessing that he’d fathered a child? That was altogether different.

But there was no more time to ponder the imponderables; there were chicken satay and mini frittata canapés to serve. And Stirling Nightingale to run to earth. Katie wanted to get the measure of the man who had betrayed his marriage and this coolly composed woman; the man for whom Mum had betrayed her own marriage.

Stirling was worried. There was still no sign of Neil.

Pen had phoned earlier when he’d been on his way to collect his mother to say that Neil hadn’t arrived home. Despite his own growing alarm, Stirling had done his best to allay Pen’s concerns, saying that he had probably just got delayed somewhere. ‘But why hasn’t he been in touch?’ she’d asked. ‘I hadn’t realized until now, but it’s five days since I last heard from him.’

It was a reasonable concern. ‘Perhaps he’s misplaced his mobile,’ Stirling had responded calmly. ‘We’ve become so dependent on them these days, we’re completely lost without them. Don’t worry, just get yourself here for Cecily’s big night. And Pen, let’s not worry Cecily with this, let’s keep it between ourselves. I’ll tell her Neil’s been held up, because I’m sure that’s exactly what’s happened. OK?’

Now, as he slipped away from the party and shut himself in his study, he decided to ring Lloyd. Lloyd was in New Zealand for a friend’s wedding, and it would be early there, just after seven in the morning, but it was possible he might have heard from his father.

Lloyd’s mobile rang and rang until finally Stirling heard his nephew’s voice. Thankfully he didn’t sound sleepy. ‘Sorry if I kept you,’ Lloyd said. ‘I was in the shower. How’s the party going? I spoke to Granza last night. She sounded great and was looking forward to a quiet dinner with you all. How’s the surprise going down?’

Stirling glossed over his response and then casually asked, ‘Have you heard from your father?’

‘No. Why, what’s wrong?’

‘Nothing’s wrong.’

‘Are you sure about that? Because if I’m reading this right, you’ve just left Granza’s party to ask me very specifically if I’ve heard from Dad. What’s going on? It’s not Mum, is it? Is she ill? Has she had an accident?’

Stirling knew he had to be honest with Lloyd. ‘Pen’s fine. It’s just that we’re both worried. It’s your father, he . . . he seems to have disappeared. He told Pen he was going sailing in Greece, a last-minute thing, but didn’t mention anything to me about the trip. On top of that, he hasn’t been in touch all week. I’ve left countless messages on his mobile, but he hasn’t got back to me. It’s not like him. Did you know he was going sailing?’

‘No, I didn’t. Have you checked with the flotilla company?’

‘I don’t know which one he used this time round, so this afternoon I checked with as many as I could find online, and not one of them has any record of a booking with him for this week.’

‘What the hell’s he playing at?’

‘I have no idea. I’m worried, Lloyd. Why would he miss Cecily’s ninetieth birthday? What would make him do that?’

‘I can’t think of a single reason. It’s so out of character it doesn’t make sense.’

‘Then the only conclusion I can reach is that something’s happened to him. I think we have to consider getting in touch with the police to report him as missing.’

‘What does Mum say about that?’

‘I haven’t mentioned the police to Pen, I didn’t want to make her any more anxious than she already is.’

‘I wish she’d called me.’

‘You know your mother; she doesn’t like to make a fuss. I haven’t discussed it with anyone else either.’

‘What do you want me to do? John and Emma’s wedding is tomorrow; as best man I don’t feel I can just leave them in the lurch, but I could fly back as soon as it’s over.’

‘Let’s speak again tomorrow. For all we know, Neil could be tearing up the drive in that Porsche of his as we speak.’

‘If that’s the case, give him a huge piece of my mind for putting you and Mum through all this worry.’

‘Trust me, that’s what I fully intend to do.’

Words of bravado, Stirling conceded when he rang off. He knew in his guts that his brother wasn’t going to be here tonight. Moreover, he knew with every fibre of his being that something was seriously wrong. It had started that day when Cecily had voiced her concern for Neil. Recalling her question, he now had to admit that he was fooling himself if he thought he could lie to her as to why Neil hadn’t made it back for her party this evening. It was fair enough Lloyd missing it unavoidably because he was best man at his friend’s wedding, an event that had been planned more than a year ago, but what possible excuse could Neil have? Other than a delayed flight. For the sake of not spoiling the evening, Stirling knew that Cecily would go along with whatever explanation he gave her, but once the curtain came down on the party, she would want to know what was really going on. Wouldn’t they all?

Having spent most of the afternoon at the office, Rosco was running late. He was in a state of shock. Every time he thought about the implications of what he’d discovered, he shuddered with disbelief. How could it have happened? And what if they dug deeper and discovered this was just the tip of the iceberg? It was unthinkable.

He turned into Willow Bank and slammed on the brakes behind a yellow Mini. He switched off the engine and thought about what he should do. It wasn’t the right time or place, but he had to speak to his father. He had to do it tonight. It couldn’t wait. They would have to figure out how they were going to keep a lid on this. If it went public, it would cause them no end of harm. Worst-case scenario, and not beyond the realms of disbelief, they might never recover from it. Financial institutions of any kind had to be whiter than white these days; the faintest whiff of something dodgy and the tainted reputation stayed for ever.

He was out of his Range Rover and locking it when another car appeared at the end of the drive. It was Pen’s Volvo. His heart sank. How the hell was he going to look her in the eye? Nothing else for it, he would have to find a way to avoid his aunt. He quickly walked round to the back of the house as though he hadn’t seen her.

Guests were everywhere; some were seated on the terrace, some were drifting about the garden, some were down by the riverbank. Which made Dee and Katie’s job all the more difficult as they had so much ground to cover. And all the while she was scurrying around with trays of canapés and drinks, and worrying that the real waitress from the agency would arrive, she was keeping an eye out for Stirling Nightingale.

Maddeningly, she was spoilt for choice with potential candidates – there were plenty of grey-haired, prosperous-looking men here; he could be any one of them. To make matters worse, the mental picture she had of him from the internet had begun to fade from her memory. She had asked Dee to point him out to her, and the girl had vaguely thought he was inside the house. ‘Why are you so keen to know?’ she had said with a frown. Not wanting to attract suspicion, Katie had smiled and said, ‘Oh, you know, just curious. It’s quite some set-up here, isn’t it?’

Her voice low, Dee said, ‘The Nightingales are loaded. Seriously loaded.’

That much Katie had worked out for herself. As F. Scott Fitzgerald had said, the rich are different, and that difference was abundantly apparent at Willow Bank. Edwardian in style, no expense had been spared in its decoration or furnishings. It was lavish, but stylishly positioned on the right side of extreme good taste.

As to who the party had been thrown for, that was easy to figure out. Mrs Nightingale senior was seated at the head of the large wooden table on the terrace. In front of her on the table was a pile of unopened presents. Chatting happily with guests, and dressed in a navy-blue dress with white trim, a simple pearl necklace at her throat, she looked a very elegant lady. Her hair was white and stylishly swept to the back of her head, held in place with a tortoiseshell comb. Her face was soft and lightly made-up, and her eyes were bright and alert. Dee was right: Mrs Nightingale senior didn’t look her age.

So far Dee had worked the terrace, but since she was currently occupied elsewhere, Katie approached the table with a tray of smoked-salmon blinis. She was suddenly struck by the thought that she was actually related to this elderly woman. It was the weirdest feeling.

‘Thank you,’ the old lady said as she helped herself to a blini. She was one of the few guests actually to make eye contact with Katie. ‘You girls are doing a splendid job taking care of us this evening,’ she said. ‘The food, as ever, is delicious.’ Her voice was measured and clear-cut, but not so much as to be unfriendly.

Katie smiled. ‘Thank you.’ And before she knew what she was doing, she added, ‘Happy birthday.’

The old lady smiled, and for a moment it seemed to Katie that the woman’s bluey-grey gaze intensified. Was it her imagination – or her paranoia – but was she being scrutinized? Then the moment was gone and the woman looked away, her attention caught by a strident voice. ‘Happy birthday, Granza!’

Moving on to serve the other guests, Katie observed a good-looking man about the same age as her approach the table – a confident, well-dressed man who liked an entrance, she thought, as everyone watched him embrace the old lady.

‘You’re late, Rosco,’ she chided him good-humouredly.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m a terrible grandson, I know. But you love me anyway, don’t you, Granza?’ Something about him didn’t ring true for Katie; it was as if he was putting on a performance.

‘You’re growing on me,’ the old lady said, flicking a dismissive hand against his shoulder.

He laughed, then spotted Katie. ‘Any chance of a glass of wine?’ he asked, at the same time reaching for a blini and putting it straight in his mouth.

‘Certainly, sir,’ she replied. ‘Red, white or rose?’

With an unsubtle cocky glance at her legs, he took a napkin from the tray she was carrying and wiped his mouth. ‘Red,’ he said.

Red, please, you arrogant sod, she thought as he turned his back on her and resumed chatting to his grandmother. He was so utterly self-possessed, his every gesture giving off a grating sense of entitlement. Then, with a jolt that brought her up short, she realized he had to be one of two things; her cousin or a half-brother.

‘Do you know where Dad is?’ she heard him say as she finished serving the seated guests and turned to go inside the house to fetch him his glass of wine.

So preoccupied was she with her thoughts that she turned the corner in the hallway too fast and went smack into a couple of guests. She let out a startled cry and the empty metal tray dropped to the floor with a deafening crash. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said as she bent to pick it up, along with the scattered paper napkins.

‘Are you all right,’ the man said as he hunkered down beside her to help.

‘I’m fine, sir.’

He put the napkins on the tray and they both stood up. That was when the photograph that had faded from her memory returned with total clarity, and she realized she was finally face to face with Stirling Nightingale.



Chapter Ten

Not only was Katie face to face with her biological father, but she was being stared at by the woman she’d met that afternoon at The Meadows. Standing next to Stirling Nightingale, the woman was looking at Katie as if registering that there was something familiar about her. More than anything Katie wanted to draw out this encounter with Stirling Nightingale for as long as possible, to gain more than just a passing observation of him. But not if it would give his sister-in-law the chance to realize where she had seen her before. So with her head down, she mumbled another apology and shot off to the kitchen.

With both Sue and Merrill busy loading more trays of food into the oven, and no sign of Dee, Katie grabbed a glass and filled it with red wine. With her heart pounding fit to burst and her hands shaking, she had to concentrate hard on what she was doing. She took a deep steadying breath. Her natural inclination was to run, to escape before she was found out: Penelope Nightingale had definitely recognized her.

But she couldn’t run. She hadn’t gone to this much trouble for a mere two-second exchange with her biological father. She couldn’t leave here without gaining a better insight into the man. Into him and his family. And anyway, what was she risking by continuing with the subterfuge? So what if she got caught out and ended up having to explain herself? That was Stirling Nightingale’s problem, not hers. She was perfectly innocent in the whole thing. She had done nothing wrong. Impersonating a waitress was hardly a crime, was it?

Feeling calmer, she took the glass of red wine and went back outside to find the person who’d asked for it.

There was no sign of him on the terrace with his grandmother – an attractive blonde girl seemed to have taken his place – but after scanning the garden, she located him down by the boathouse. He wasn’t alone; he was with Stirling Nightingale.

She was a short distance from the boathouse when the two men moved so they were partially hidden by a screen of weeping-willow branches. With their backs to her, they had no idea she was there. Something about their body language and the intensity of the exchange between them made Katie hesitate; whatever they were discussing was apparently for no one else’s ears. Her curiosity irresistibly roused, she flattened herself against the side of the boathouse so there was no danger of her being spotted.

‘You’re wrong. You have to be mistaken.’

‘Dad, I’d give anything to be wrong but I’m not. I double-checked; I swear it. What I want to know is why. Why did he do it? I mean, how much money did he need, for God’s sake?’

‘I still think there has to be an explanation.’

‘There is, it’s called defrauding the company.’

‘Don’t be flippant!’

‘Dad, face up to it, Uncle Neil’s had his hand in the till and has been stealing from clients. And not just small amounts; he’s stolen almost—’

‘He wouldn’t! Rosco, I know my brother. He would never steal from anyone. It’s got to be someone else who’s been doing it and has deliberately made it look like Neil’s responsible.’

‘How do you explain his disappearance, then? Coincidence? And let’s not forget his strange behaviour just before he fell off the radar. Didn’t I say to you that he wasn’t himself?’

Stirling shook his head. He felt sick. Sick in the pit of his stomach. He wanted to defend his brother, wanted to do it till his dying breath, but instinct was telling him that there was an appalling chance that Rosco was right.

Irrationally he felt angry with his son. If Rosco hadn’t played tennis that morning and overheard a snippet of conversation in the club bar between one of Neil’s clients and an accountant from High Wycombe with whom Rosco had had dealings in the past, he would never have done what he did next, which was to drive straight to the office and check through Neil’s client files. Why hadn’t Rosco come to him first? And why couldn’t he have kept this to himself tonight? Why did he have to go and spoil Cecily’s party? Oh God, how would Cecily react to the news?

‘Let’s not jump to any hasty conclusions,’ he said. ‘There’s got to be a reasonable explanation for what you’ve found and for why Neil’s not here.’

‘There is, it’s staring us right in the face. He’s helped himself to a ton of money that doesn’t belong to him and then buggered off with it. And worse still, he’s left us to clear up the shit he’s left behind.’

‘Don’t you dare talk about my brother like that!’ Stirling exploded. ‘Not when you don’t have any real proof. All you’ve got—’

‘Dad, listen to me. You have to forget that Neil’s your brother. You’ve got to look at this objectively. As for proof, take my word for it, it’s there. I’m talking irrefutable proof.’ He took a folded piece of paper out of his pocket and passed it to Stirling. ‘As I said earlier, I checked and I double-checked and for no other reason than I didn’t want it to be true.’

With a sense of dread, Stirling forced himself to take the sheet of paper, but before he managed to read what was printed on it, a sneeze had them both turning round.

‘Who’s there?’ demanded Rosco. His voice, as thunderous as the crack of a whip, made Stirling jump.

A girl stepped out from the side of the boathouse; it was the pretty red-haired waitress who had bumped into him in the hall. From nowhere he had the feeling that they’d met before this evening. There was something in the eyes and the cheekbones. Very probably he had seen her at some other party like this where she’d been serving drinks and food. With such a distinctive look, she was the sort of girl anyone would remember.

‘Your wine,’ she said to Rosco.

Rosco made no effort to take it from her. ‘Were you listening to our conversation?’ he asked abruptly. Stirling was taken aback at the forceful tone of his son’s voice.

‘Certainly not,’ she replied indignantly. Her expression suggested she might like to throw Rosco’s wine at him.

‘I’m sure you weren’t,’ Stirling said smoothly. He slipped the piece of paper in his hand into his pocket and, taking the glass from the tray she was carrying, gave it to his son. The world might be about to come crashing down on them, but Stirling would be damned if he was going to allow Rosco to take out his mood on an innocent girl. There again, he thought, as he watched her march across the lawn back up to the house, she looked more than capable of taking care of herself.

‘Stroppy cow,’ muttered Rosco.

‘She was hardly that. And you were extremely rude to her.’

Rosco took a mouthful of his wine. ‘Given the sensitive nature of what we were discussing, I had every right to be suspicious of her. You know as well as I do, we can’t afford for a word of this to get out. If she did hear anything, we have to hope she’s as thick as two short planks and didn’t understand what she was hearing.’

‘She didn’t look stupid to me,’ Stirling said. ‘Far from it.’

Rosco frowned. ‘What the hell’s wrong with you, Dad? Why are you defending some nobody of a waitress when we’ve got the mother of all messes on our hands to deal with?’

His son was right. What the hell was wrong with him? Neil. He had to focus on Neil and what may or may not be true about him. But for all Rosco’s insistence, he simply couldn’t believe his brother had been embezzling clients’ money. Then from across the lawn he saw Gina hurrying towards him. She looked worried. Very worried.

‘Darling,’ she said breathlessly, ‘there are two police officers here. They won’t say exactly what they’ve come about, other than it’s something to do with Neil. They want to speak to Pen, but I think you should be there with her, don’t you? Scarlet’s with her on the terrace.’

The three of them hurried back up to the house. Oh Neil, thought Stirling, just what the hell have you done?



Chapter Eleven

Dee burst into the kitchen. ‘Guess what! There are two policemen with Mr Nightingale in his study. Well, actually, it’s a policeman and a policewoman. They looked dead serious. What do you think’s going on?’ She giggled. ‘It’s like something off the telly. Just think; somebody could have been murdered! How cool would that be?’

‘Not cool at all,’ Sue huffed as she put the finishing touches to a tray of mini profiteroles and passed it to Katie. ‘And don’t you go gossiping in front of the guests. Just remember, whatever’s going on, it’s none of our business.’

Back outside, dusk was falling into night. Circulating the garden and terrace with the profiteroles, Katie’s mind was racing. Putting together the scraps of conversation she’d overheard and the arrival of two police officers, it didn’t take a lot to work out that something was seriously up. Talk about cupboards and skeletons! Just what kind of a family was she related to? And as for that obnoxious Rosco Nightingale, how could she have any DNA in common with someone like that? Someone who she now knew was her half-brother. She’d clearly heard him call Stirling, Dad.

Stirling had taken charge. Having instructed his wife and Rosco and Scarlet to go back to the party and pretend nothing untoward was happening – under no circumstances was Cecily to suspect that anything was amiss – he was now standing beside Pen, who he had seated behind his desk. Sitting opposite them were the two police officers. Detective Inspector Rawlings was the senior of the two. He had coarse grey hair and an unfortunately long and beaky nose, and had just finished explaining that they’d been to The Meadows but, finding no one at home, a neighbour had suggested they try Willow Bank, knowing that Penelope Nightingale was here for a party. The other officer, Detective Sergeant Fisher – the seemingly silent note-taking sidekick – was a chunky woman in her early forties.

‘When did you last see your husband, Mrs Nightingale?’ Detective Inspector Rawlings now asked.

Immediately Pen looked flustered. ‘Um . . . oh, I think it was Monday.’

‘You think? Or you know?’

‘Um . . . it was definitely Monday. Yes, of course it was. I’m sorry.’

‘So Monday was the last time you saw him. Have you spoken in the days since?’

‘No. He’s been away.’

‘Away? Where?’

‘Sailing. He’s on a sailing holiday. Somewhere in Greece.’

‘You’re sure about that?’

Stirling intervened. ‘Please, can you get to the point of why you’re here? Why exactly are you asking about my brother?’ He braced himself for the worst: that the clients with money missing from their portfolios had gone to the police and an investigation was under way.

‘A body has been found in the river at Medmenham, and we have every reason to believe that it’s your husband’s body, Mrs Nightingale.’

Pen gasped and put a hand to her mouth. ‘No. Not Neil!’

Stirling swallowed. ‘How do you know it’s Neil?’ he asked.

‘A Porsche 911 registered in the name of Mr Neil Nightingale was found nearby, along with his mobile phone and a wallet containing his driving licence. This is never an easy process,’ Rawlings went on, ‘but we need someone to formally identify the body.’

Stirling placed his hands on Pen’s shoulder. ‘I’ll do it,’ he said. ‘There’s no need for you to go through that, Pen.’

‘But it can’t be Neil,’ she murmured. Her face was pale and dazed, her eyes moist. ‘Not Neil. He’s away sailing. He’s . . .’ Her words trailed off.

‘We strongly believe it is your husband, Mrs Nightingale, otherwise we wouldn’t be here.’ Rawlings paused. ‘We don’t think his death was an accident.’

Pen let out another gasp. She shook her head. ‘But it has to be an accident. He must have fallen in. Or it’s not him at all and this is all a terrible mistake.’

Rawlings just stared at her.

Stirling could have punched the man. Did he have no feelings? Was he so inured to the job that he could be so insensitive? He cleared his throat. ‘Why do you think Neil’s death wasn’t an accident?’

‘Until a post-mortem is carried out, we can’t be one hundred per cent sure, but we have reason to believe it was suicide because of what we found in the car: an empty bottle of sleeping pills, a half-consumed bottle of whisky and a note.’ Rawlings paused. ‘So you can see why we’ve reached the conclusion we have.’

Pen began to cry. ‘It can’t be true. I don’t believe it. Not Neil.’

Stirling desperately wanted to hang on to the hope that it wasn’t Neil’s car that had been found, that it was some other poor devil’s body waiting to be identified. But he knew in his bones it was false hope. Call it a sixth sense but he knew his brother was dead.

He swallowed. Dead. For the love of God, what the hell had been going on in Neil’s head lately? And why hadn’t any of them noticed the change in him? How could everything have been going on right under their noses without them realizing?

The woman police officer spoke for the first time. ‘Mr Nightingale, can you think of any reason why—’

‘No more questions,’ Stirling said decisively. ‘I think you should go now. I’ll be happy to speak to you tomorrow morning, but for now I think you should show us the respect we deserve and leave us to deal with the shock of . . .’ His voice faltered and he blinked hard. ‘Of my brother’s death,’ he managed to say. ‘If indeed it is my brother’s body you’ve found.’

The two police officers had the decency to know a dismissal when they heard one and got to their feet. ‘As I said before,’ Rawlings said, when he was at the door and Stirling had opened it for him, ‘we’ll need someone to identify the body. I’ll ring you in the morning to make an appointment for you to attend the mortuary.’

‘I was right! There has been a murder!’ If she’d been excited earlier, now Dee was practically beside herself.

They all stopped what they were doing and stared at her. ‘Don’t talk nonsense,’ Merrill said, smoothing down her apron. ‘Of course there hasn’t been a murder.’

‘So why was Mr Nightingale told he’d be needed to identify the body? I heard them talking. They were in the hall. Mrs Nightingale was there as well, and she’d been crying. It wasn’t like I was eavesdropping; I just happened to be passing.’

Sue and Merrill exchanged looks. ‘Which Mrs Nightingale?’ asked Sue.

‘Penelope.’

Katie kept quiet. Penelope Nightingale, the woman from The Meadows. She felt a pang of sadness for her. Katie knew all about losing someone she loved. She knew how it felt to receive the kind of news nothing ever prepared you for.

Sue said, ‘You don’t suppose it’s her husband who’s died, do you, Neil Nightingale?’

Merrill pulled a face. ‘If it’s not him, I hope it isn’t the son. That would be too awful.’

They both looked at Dee again. ‘Did you actually hear the word murder used?’ asked Sue.

Dee frowned as if trying to remember exactly what she’d overheard. ‘No,’ she said shortly, ‘but if it isn’t murder, why would the police be involved?’

‘It could be an accident,’ Sue suggested.

‘Whatever’s happened,’ Merrill said, ‘it’s not for us to worry about. Our priority is, if there’s been a sudden death in the family, where does that leave us? Is there still a party to cater for or is it over?’

Stirling Nightingale’s wife suddenly appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. If she had heard what they’d been saying, her expression gave nothing away. ‘We’re ready for the champagne and birthday cake now,’ she said crisply. ‘We’ll have it on the terrace.’

An ice-cool customer that one, thought Katie; a family tragedy and not a flicker. But then it was a cool family altogether if they were going ahead with the birthday celebrations as if nothing had happened.

Cecily was eager for the party to be over. She was tired of the charade. She wanted to know what Stirling was keeping from her. Just because she was ninety, it didn’t mean she’d become senile overnight. If anyone had lost their power of reasoning it was Stirling for imagining she didn’t know something was terribly wrong. Neil wasn’t here, and now suddenly Pen had gone missing. And if Rosco and Scarlet fussed over her any more, she would give them a piece of her fully functioning mind. Their patronizing manner always annoyed her, and tonight it made her long for Lloyd’s quiet, unpretentious company. There was a refreshing honesty to Lloyd’s character that she had always enjoyed and respected. She wished he was here now.

Meanwhile, and because she knew her elder son so well – that he would go to extraordinary lengths when it came to her well-being – she would play along with his pretence that despite the obvious, there was nothing wrong and they were all having a jolly good time.

At the sound of a collective ‘Ooh!’ she looked up to see one of the young waitresses walking carefully towards her; it was the pretty one who had earlier wished her a happy birthday. She was carrying a large birthday cake ablaze with an embarrassing number of candles. In the dark, the light cast from the candles illuminated the girl’s face with a soft radiance, making her pale skin glow like alabaster and her eyes shine. With her chestnut hair and delicate features, she was an extremely eye-catching young woman. Funnily enough, Cecily’s hair had been that exact same colour when she’d been young – before age had taken its toll and turned it white. Her eyes too had been the same colour as those of the girl, but they also had faded with age.

When the waitress placed the cake in front of her on the table, Cecily was reminded how she had felt before, that there was something familiar about this girl. But it was a familiarity that went beyond simple recognition; this was a feeling of something being woken deep within her, something that made her want to reach out to the girl. Puzzled, and ignoring the crowd of guests that had now gathered round the table, she stared intently at the waitress, scrutinizing her violet-blue eyes, her cheekbones and the pale pink of her lips. Then all at once, she experienced a moment of crystalline understanding: it was as if she was looking in the mirror at her young self. She was so struck by the realization that she impulsively put a hand out to the girl and touched her lightly on the arm, as though checking to see if she was real. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

The girl’s face flushed. ‘Katie,’ she murmured.

‘Katie what?’

‘Um . . . just Katie.’

‘You must have a surname.’

An unmistakable look of alarm passed through the girl’s eyes. But then her chin jutted out. ‘It’s Lavender,’ she said. ‘Katie Lavender.’

Cecily froze. ‘How old are you?’

But her question was lost in the commotion of Stirling and Gina appearing at her side and everyone singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to her. And as if she had never been there, the girl had vanished.

When the singing came to an end and she had blown out the candles and made the first cut in the cake, and the other waitress had taken it away to be portioned for the guests, Cecily pushed herself out of her chair and got to her feet. ‘Stirling,’ she said urgently, ‘I have to speak to you.’

He looked worried. Which further confirmed her suspicions that he was hiding something important from her. ‘It’s not about Neil,’ she said impatiently, ‘and whatever it is that you’re trying to hide from me. This is a different matter altogether: you have to speak to that waitress.’

He glanced anxiously about him and she suddenly saw that he looked more than worried. He looked awful, as though he was strained to the point of collapse. ‘Which one and why?’ he asked absently. ‘Has she done something wrong?’

Cecily dismissed his question with a wave of her hand. ‘Find the pretty red-haired waitress and ask her what her name is. Ask her how old she is and why she’s here. And then later, when everyone has gone, you must tell me exactly where Neil is.’



Chapter Twelve

Stirling had no idea what Cecily was talking about, but one thing he did know was that he couldn’t keep up the pretence any longer.

Only the faintest of hopes that the police had jumped to the wrong conclusion, that it hadn’t been Neil’s body found in the river, had given him the strength to carry on with his mother’s birthday party. But just as he had known that Rosco’s revelations about the missing client money were true, his instinct was – that sixth sense – telling him that Neil was indeed dead. He knew it with absolute certainty. He knew too that life was never going to be the same again. It wasn’t just a brother he had lost; he had lost his oldest and closest friend. So why then was he trying to compartmentalize Neil’s death for the sake of appearances? What sort of unthinking bastard did that?

‘Stirling? Whatever is the matter? You look quite ill.’

He swallowed the painful lump in his throat and held firm. He would not let himself become unglued. ‘Let’s go inside the house,’ he murmured, putting a hand to his mother’s elbow. He concentrated on walking. One step. Then another. And then another.

He closed the door of his study and led Cecily to the two comfortable armchairs either side of the empty fireplace, steeling himself for one of the hardest, if not the hardest thing he’d ever have to do in his life. Cecily had never had favourites when it came to him and his brother, but Neil had always had a special place in her heart, just as Lloyd did.

He told her first about Rosco’s discovery in the office. She made no reaction, merely listened attentively, sitting bolt upright, her hands on her lap, as if knowing there was worse to come. Then he told her about the police and the reason for their visit. He heard the quiet catch of her breath and she closed her eyes for a very long time. Stirling watched her carefully.

‘I knew,’ she said, when finally she looked at him again. ‘I knew something was wrong. He wasn’t happy. When I last saw him I sensed he was at odds with himself. I asked him if everything was all right, but he wouldn’t open up to me. I should have tried harder. If only I had. If only . . .’ She closed her eyes once more.

‘If anyone should be saying that, it’s me,’ Stirling said. He knelt at her side, covered her hands with his. ‘I should have realized he was going through some kind of hell. I just don’t understand why he didn’t turn to me. Didn’t he trust me? Didn’t he think I’d help . . .’ He broke off, unable to continue. The lump in his throat had returned; it was made of anger and bewilderment. Why? Why hadn’t Neil come to him? It hurt him acutely that his brother hadn’t confided in him. Then he did what he hadn’t done since he’d been a small boy. He rested his head in his mother’s lap and wept. For a while he wasn’t conscious of anything other than the feeling that he would never recover from this. He thought he knew what it was like to feel real sorrow – he’d experienced that when his father died more than ten years ago – but this was different. The desolation was all-consuming. It was unbearable.

Gradually he became aware of Cecily’s hands on his head and neck, gently stroking him as she had when he’d been a boy. He was shocked how easily he had reverted to being that child in need; shocked also at his selfishness. He should be the one soothing and consoling her; she had lost a son. He pulled himself together, dug out a handkerchief from his trouser pocket, blew his nose, wiped his eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, his voice a rasp.

‘What for? For being human? Don’t ever apologize for that. Where’s Pen?’

‘She wanted to go home, but I insisted she stayed here. She’s upstairs lying down.’

‘We must go to her. She mustn’t be alone. Have you telephoned Lloyd?’

His mother’s composure and clear thinking shouldn’t have surprised him, but it did. But maybe she was doing what he had done earlier when he had slammed the door shut on his emotions by throwing himself into being practical. Perhaps he should be firm and say that she must stay the night here, too, so that when her grief hit her she wouldn’t be on her own. ‘I haven’t called Lloyd, not yet. I just wanted to get through this party for your sake. I didn’t want anything to spoil your evening.’

She shook her head. ‘How many times have I told you, Stirling, you don’t have to carry the world on your shoulders. Not everything is down to you. Who else knows about Neil?’

‘At the moment, only you, Pen and me. All Gina, Rosco and Scarlet and Charlie know is that something has happened that I’ll tell them about after the party.’

‘Does Pen know about the missing client money?’

‘No. And I don’t want her to. She doesn’t need to know any of that.’

She gave him a severe look. ‘That might not be your decision to make.’ She rose stiffly from the chair. ‘Let’s go up and see Pen. Then perhaps you should get Gina to tell the guests the party’s over, that I’m not feeling well. And while you’re doing that, I shall call Lloyd. That’s if Pen hasn’t done so already.’

It felt all wrong, his mother taking command of the situation, but once more he should have known better, that she would be the strong one. She always had been.

The net was closing in on Katie. Any minute and the whole crazy charade was going to blow up in her face. Merrill had just taken an apologetic call from the girl who was supposed to have filled in for the original waitress; apparently she’d been involved in a car shunt in Marlow and had spent the evening at A & E. Fortunately she hadn’t been badly hurt, but it had left Merrill and Sue wondering how Katie had ended up here. Thinking fast, Katie had suggested that the agency had got itself in a muddle and booked two girls by accident. The lie seemed to have satisfied them, however Katie didn’t think she could fool Cecily Nightingale so easily. But then part of her hadn’t wanted to fool the old lady; that was why she had given her real name when pushed. She had thought there was little likelihood of the name meaning anything to Cecily Nightingale – after all, what were the chances of her knowing that her son had had an affair with Fay Lavender all those years ago? – but the expression on her face had left Katie in no doubt whatsoever that it had.

So where did that leave Katie? Should she sneak away whilst no one was looking? Not easy given that Merrill was outside loading boxes of dirty crockery and cutlery into the van, which was parked directly in front of Katie’s car.

But to stay was to risk the consequences of the old lady’s reaction to her name. Was her reticence to take flight based on a desire to be found out? Was that it? Did she want Stirling Nightingale to acknowledge she was his daughter? She really hadn’t come here to pick a fight or to hurt anyone. It was lucidity she had been seeking, a light thrown on to this newly revealed dark corner of herself.

That aside, it would be nice to stick it to that Rosco character by announcing she was his half-sister. She imagined his horror and her saying, ‘Yeah, I thought that would wipe the arrogant sneer off your face.’

As satisfying as the thought was, there was a more altruistic side to her reluctance to leave at once. The grief that the family would go through tugged at her heart; it made her want to know that Pen Nightingale would be all right. The poor woman had been so nice to Katie this afternoon, little knowing that she was being lied to. Katie didn’t feel good about that. Not good at all.

There had been no sign of the woman during the cutting of the cake, and Katie wondered where she was. Had she gone home? Wherever she was, Katie hoped she had someone with her. She remembered how she had been alone at the hospital when the medical staff had decided to take her mother off the life-support machine. It had been the right thing to do, to leave her with her mother in those last moments, but to be alone, entirely alone, at a time like that was brutal; it wasn’t something you could ever forget.

She had watched her mother die. She had held Fay’s hand, part hoping her mother could feel her last touch, but terrified that she could because that would mean it had been wrong to switch off the machine that had kept her alive. She had lain on the bed alongside her mother’s still body and stroked her cheek, tears running down her own. Later the nurses had found her like that and had gently pulled her away.

No, that wasn’t something you could forget.

With a heavy heart, she carried on with the task she’d been assigned, that of making coffee while Dee was passing round plates of birthday cake. Over by the draining board a large electric urn was hissing and bubbling.

Coming into the kitchen with a tray of dirty glasses, Sue said, ‘I’ve just been informed that the party’s over, so I wouldn’t bother putting any more cups out; just keep enough for the family. Apparently Cecily Nightingale isn’t feeling so good and guests have been asked to go home. Where’s Merrill?’

‘She’s outside loading stuff into the van. What’s wrong with Mrs Nightingale? It’s not anything serious, is it?’

The woman shrugged. ‘I don’t think so.’

Left on her own again as Sue went out to the van, Katie began stacking the unwanted cups and saucers. What an evening it was turning into for the family.

‘I wonder if I could trouble you for some tea?’

She spun round at the sound of a man’s voice. It was Stirling Nightingale. But he barely resembled the confident and smiling man she had bumped into previously. His eyes were red-rimmed and his expression stricken; a handkerchief was poking out from his trouser pocket. He looked tired and shaken, like a man who had fought to stay in control in the aftermath of receiving bad news but had lost the battle. Katie felt a wave of sympathy for him. More than that, she realized she cared about this stranger. Was it a genetic thing? Was she programmed to feel something for this person she had only just met?

‘Tea,’ she repeated, her heartbeat accelerating wildly. ‘Of course. Any particular type?’ she asked, wondering where on earth the tea was kept.

‘Earl Grey, please. You’ll find it in the cupboard above . . . Here, let me get it for you.’

He came over and stood just a few feet away from her. Close up, she could see the excruciating strain in his eyes. One way or another he was having a hell of an evening. Suddenly her deceit sickened her; the last thing he needed right now was a secret love child turning up on his doorstep. She took the box of tea bags from him.

He was staring at her intently, his brow drawn. ‘I keep getting the feeling that we’ve met before,’ he said. ‘Have we?’

‘No,’ she said, turning her back to him and scanning the kitchen for a teapot. ‘This is my first time here.’

‘Maybe at another party where you’ve waitressed?’

Before she could reply, he said, ‘For some reason my mother said I should speak to you, that I should ask you what your name is.’

‘Really?’

‘She also suggested that I should ask you why you’re here.’

No flies on the birthday girl, then. ‘Um . . . I’m here by accident,’ she said, turning round to face him. She almost cheered herself for her choice of words. If he and her mother hadn’t had an affair, she most certainly wouldn’t be here! ‘Just helping out,’ she added. ‘I stepped in at the last minute for someone else. Can you show me where there’s a teapot?’

He opened another cupboard and handed her a blue and white Spode pot. ‘So what is your name?’

Should she lie to him? One simple lie and this moment would stop. She would make his tea and he would leave her alone. But then all he had to do was speak to his mother and he would know. Lavender wasn’t a common surname. He would hear it and know in a blink of an eye who she was. Stalling, she put two tea bags into the pot and went over to the hot-water urn. ‘How’s your mother?’ she asked. ‘I heard she wasn’t feeling very well.’

‘She’s . . . she’s tired. It’s been a long day for her. Thank you for asking.’

Katie found a tray and put the teapot on it. ‘How many cups do you need?’

‘Three should be enough. You still haven’t answered my question.’

Katie turned her eyes on him. She forced herself to look beyond the strain in his face and saw a striking and distinctive man. Tall, well dressed and giving the impression of leading an active and healthy lifestyle, he probably still had the power to make any woman look twice at him. His silver-grey hair was thick and short and neatly cut. His eyes were brown, and despite the weight of sadness in them, they met her gaze with a compelling potency.

‘You really do look familiar,’ he said, when still she hadn’t answered him.

She thought of the letter her mother had written, and the reason she had done it.

‘My name’s Katie,’ she said at last. ‘Katie Lavender. You knew my mother. Fay Lavender. I’m your daughter.’



Chapter Thirteen

Stirling stared and stared at her. What was she doing here? What was she doing in his house working as a waitress? Numb with shock, he didn’t know how to react or what to say. First his brother. Now this. He felt he would stay numb for the rest of his life.

Years ago, he had often thought about this moment, but never had he pictured it quite like this. He had imagined something more carefully planned, a situation – rightly or wrongly – that he would have felt in control of. This wasn’t at all how he’d envisaged their meeting. For a start, he had imagined a boy: a son. The arrangement he’d had with Fay was that she would never tell him what sex of child she gave birth to. ‘It’s better that you never know,’ she had said. Despite his initial refusal to agree to this, he had eventually given in to her wishes and had promised he would never pursue the matter, that he would leave her alone to get on with her life. She had begged him not to renege on his promise, claiming that a clean break was the only way either of them would be able to cope.

The girl was the first to speak. ‘I only came here to check you out,’ she said. ‘I didn’t intend to announce who I was. I just wanted to see what kind of a man you were.’

Her frankness forced Stirling to say something. ‘You’re not catching me at a good time,’ he said.

‘I know. I gather someone’s died.’

He frowned. ‘How do you know that?’

‘The other waitress heard you talking to the two police officers who were here. Is it a member of your family?’

‘My brother.’ He flinched at hearing himself declare so casually that Neil was dead. You don’t know for sure yet that he’s dead, he wanted to shout back at himself. He could be alive. It could all be a terrible mistake.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Was it an accident?’

Stirling cleared his throat. ‘It’s . . . it’s possible that he killed himself.’

‘Oh, how awful for him. And for you and his family. Did you have any idea he might do something like this?’

Her concern was like a punch to his chest. He caught his breath. ‘Not a clue.’

There was a silence between them. He simply didn’t know what else to say.

‘I haven’t come here to cause trouble for you,’ she said. ‘I’ll leave you in peace; it’ll be as if I’ve never been here.’

He swallowed. ‘Is that what you want?’

‘It’s probably what you want, isn’t it?’

‘I . . . I don’t know.’ He rubbed at the back of his neck. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not really thinking straight.’

‘I understand. Can I ask you something?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Does your family know about me?’

‘No. My relationship with Fay was a secret.’

‘Except that can’t be true, can it? Your mother reacted quite strongly to my surname when she asked me what it was. And as you said, it was she who told you to talk to me.’

He almost smiled. ‘My mother is an exceptionally intuitive woman.’

‘And she never once let on to you that she suspected something?’

‘All I was aware of at the time was that she knew Fay and I had been close for a brief period. You know, the more I look at you, the more I realize you remind me not just of Fay but also of my mother when she was young. How is Fay? Does she know you’re here?’

‘She died a year ago. It was very sudden. A road accident.’

‘God, I’m sorry. And your father?’

‘He died three years ago.’

‘Do you have any brothers and sisters?’ Please God, he thought, having put his foot in it twice already, don’t let them be dead as well.

She shook her head. ‘I’m an only child. But I have some very good friends. They’re like family to me.’

The clatter of footsteps and voices had them both turning towards the back door. The two women who ran the catering business came in, then stopped in their tracks when they saw him. ‘Everything all right, Mr Nightingale?’ one of them asked. To his shame, he could never remember their names. Beryl and Lou, was it?

‘I . . . I came for some tea,’ he replied awkwardly, feeling he had to justify his presence in his own kitchen. ‘Perhaps . . . perhaps Katie could bring it up when it’s ready? I’ll be upstairs with my mother in the guest room, third door on the left,’ he added, looking directly at Katie.

He left the kitchen, knowing that he’d probably just made himself look obnoxiously high-handed by not offering to wait a few minutes longer so he could take the tea himself. But asking her to bring it up was the only way he could think to talk to her again without arousing suspicion.

Out in the hall, his wife was saying goodbye to a group of guests. When they’d gone, she stopped him at the foot of the stairs. He knew what was coming, knew too that Gina would feel slighted that he hadn’t been honest with her straight away. The truth was, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to utter the words. Strange then, that he had been able to do it just now in the kitchen. Thinking of the extraordinary encounter with that girl – his daughter – and the precarious position in which her appearance put him, his heart began to race.

‘Stirling,’ Gina hissed, ‘I’ve done what you asked, told people that Cecily’s not well and that the party’s over, but will you now kindly tell me what is really going on? Why were those police officers here? And where have Cecily and Pen disappeared to? Have they gone home?’

A vein in his head began to throb. He inhaled deeply, then let out his breath in one long rush. ‘The police were here because a body has been found at Medmenham and they think it’s Neil’s. They think it’s suicide. That he drowned himself.’

‘Suicide? Neil? But that can’t be right. Neil wouldn’t do something like that. It’s absurd. He’s a good swimmer, he wouldn’t be able to drown himself.’

‘It looks like he did. The police said there were pills and alcohol in the car.’

‘But why?’

Stirling felt he knew why, but again he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. Instead, he said, ‘We’ll have to wait and see.’

‘I don’t understand why you kept this from me,’ she said with a frown. ‘Why didn’t you tell me the truth?’

‘I didn’t want you to worry,’ he lied.

She tutted. And then her expression softened, as if only now grasping the reality of what he’d told her. ‘I’m so sorry, Stirling,’ she said. ‘Neil was so much more than just a brother to you.’ She put her arms out to comfort him, but he stepped away, rested a hand on the newel post of the stairs. He suddenly felt he couldn’t bear to be touched.

‘Would you do your best to get rid of anyone who still hasn’t left,’ he said. ‘Please don’t say anything about Neil; it’ll come out soon enough. For now it’s private, a family matter. If you need me, I’ll be upstairs with Pen and Mum.’

‘Of course, darling. Leave everything to me.’

He forced himself to smile his gratitude, to show he appreciated her support. His wife had always been so competent and steadfast. Admittedly she could be a little cold around the edges, but he’d always been able to rely on her to do the right thing. Though God knew how she would react to the news that currently he had a secret illegitimate daughter standing in their kitchen who he’d fathered in the early years of their marriage.

He took the stairs slowly, his legs weary and leaden. In the space of a few short hours his life had been turned upside down, and he had absolutely no idea how he was going to contain not just the fallout of Neil’s death and the fraud Rosco had uncovered, but the consequences of the child he’d never known showing up. She had said she hadn’t come here to cause trouble, but one thing he was convinced of: trouble most assuredly lay ahead.

He knocked on the door of the guest room, and at his mother’s response, he went in. She and Pen were sitting on the window seat, the curtains drawn. Pen was on the telephone; she wasn’t crying any more. Cecily got up and came over to him. ‘She’s talking to Lloyd,’ she said. ‘Where’s the tea?’

‘On its way. The waitress you told me to talk to is bringing it,’ he added.

They stared at each other.

‘And?’ Cecily said meaningfully.

‘How did you know about me and Fay?’ he asked without preamble, his voice low so that Pen wouldn’t hear.

‘Later,’ she said. ‘We’ll discuss that later. Do you know what you’re going to do about the girl?’

‘That’s up to her, isn’t it?’

Cecily’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve gone all this time without acknowledging her; it would be an act of great wickedness to continue doing so now.’

‘What about Gina? What do I say to her?’

‘The truth. Which she’ll have to learn to live with. Rosco and Scarlet, too. But I tell you this: I for one won’t pretend she doesn’t exist. She’s my granddaughter, and for the little time I still have left on earth, I want to get to know her.’

‘I didn’t pretend she didn’t exist,’ he said defensively. ‘I didn’t wilfully turn my back on her. It was Fay who wanted me to have nothing to do with the baby. She insisted on that; she wanted a clean break for the sake of her marriage.’

There was a soft knock at the door. Stirling opened it, guessing who it would be. He was right.

‘Your tea,’ she said.

He took the tray from her. He didn’t want her waiting on him. Bad enough that he’d had to treat her as a waitress down in the kitchen just now in front of those two women. ‘Come in,’ he said.

She glanced warily into the room. She didn’t look as confident as she had downstairs.

Cecily moved forward. ‘Come in,’ she repeated. ‘We won’t bite you.’

From the window seat, Pen ended her call with a strained goodbye. She said, ‘Lloyd says he’ll be on the first plane he can get a seat on.’ She looked at Stirling holding the tray of tea things, then at who had brought it. She tilted her head to one side, just as he had seen her do a million times before when she was trying to remember something. ‘Aren’t you the girl who came to my house this afternoon?’ she asked. ‘What are you doing here?’

Not knowing what Pen was referring to, Stirling put the tray down on the ottoman at the end of the bed and said, ‘Let me pour you some tea, Pen.’

From behind him, and without answering Pen, Katie said, ‘I’ll leave you to it, then.’

Stirling turned round quickly, knocking one of the cups with his hand. ‘No! Not yet.’ He righted the cup in its saucer. ‘How will I be able to contact you?’

‘Maybe you need time to decide if you really want to,’ she replied evenly.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Cecily cut in. ‘Of course he’s going to want to get in touch with you. And if he doesn’t, I most certainly do. Do you live in the Henley area?’

‘I live in Brighton.’

‘So where are you staying tonight?’

‘I planned to drive home. That was before I got roped in to being a waitress for the evening. None of this was supposed to happen. I’m really sorry. I’m sorry now that I came. It was a mistake. But I was curious. I just wanted to see what you looked like.’ She looked over at Pen. ‘I’m really sorry about your husband.’

‘Stirling,’ Cecily said, ‘we can’t have Katie driving back to Brighton when it’s so late. She must stay here with us.’

‘And how the hell do I explain that to Gina?’

‘When I say us, I mean me. I have a perfectly serviceable spare room. She can stay there with me.’

‘But Mum, I want you to stay here tonight. I don’t want you on your own.’

‘I won’t be on my own if Katie accepts my invitation.’

‘I’m quite capable of driving home.’

‘I’m sure you are,’ Cecily said, ‘but I think tonight of all nights, I’d like the company.’

‘But you don’t know me from a bar of soap.’

‘All the more reason for us to get better acquainted.’

‘Mum, are you sure?’

‘When am I never sure of a thing, Stirling? Now please get on and pour that tea before it’s stone cold and is neither use nor ornament.’

‘I know I’m not myself right now,’ Pen said, her voice fluttery with tired confusion, ‘but would someone explain to me what’s going on?’

Nothing else for it, Stirling thought: time to take the bull by the horns. He knew if he didn’t, his mother would do so anyway. At least he could trust Pen to keep a secret. ‘Pen,’ he said, ‘this is Katie Lavender. She and I have just met for the first time this evening. She’s my daughter from an affair I had thirty years ago. But you mustn’t breathe a word of this to anyone, not yet at any rate.’

‘Oh my,’ Pen said.

‘Oh my, indeed,’ he echoed.



Chapter Fourteen

A habitual early riser, Cecily woke a little after six o’clock the following morning.

Through her bedroom wall she could hear the faint sound of her neighbour’s television. Every morning Marjorie, also an early riser, started her day watching one of those energetically upbeat breakfast news programmes. Cecily preferred the radio; she liked her news to be succinct and to the point, clearly enunciated and intoned with just the right amount of gravitas. She found it patronizing when it was wrapped in a sugary coating of shallow lifestyle twaddle. Who needed a fashion tip first thing in the morning?

The South Lodge community tom-toms would probably be thrumming with activity this morning as to why the party had been wound up the way it had last night, and doubtless Marjorie would knock on Cecily’s door later. It was comforting and reassuring when people were concerned, but too much concern was never a good thing. When the time was right, explanations would be made, but for now Cecily wanted her friends and neighbours to leave her alone.

All that mattered now was her family. It was all that had ever mattered to her. In particular her sons’ health and happiness; anything else was a bonus. Long ago she had learnt that even in the happiest lives there could be periods of great sadness and anxiety. And often concealed. Even though she had recently begun to feel that Neil was keeping something from her, something important, not once had she thought he was so tormented that he would believe ending his life was the answer to whatever was troubling him. Had she had the merest inkling of his intentions, she would have moved heaven and earth to drag him back from the brink. But the sad truth was, once a person had decided on a course of self-destruction, there was very little anyone could do to prevent that fateful step being taken.

Last night Stirling had been quick to blame himself for not seeing the signs, but he was wrong to do so. She would have to make sure she disabused him of that impulse before it took root too deeply. He was no more to blame than she was.

Right from the word go, from the day she and her husband had brought Neil home with them, Stirling had looked out for his brother. He would run and tell her the second Neil started to cry for his feed. He would watch over him if Cecily had to answer the telephone or deal with someone at the door. He would help fold the terry nappies and patiently soothe Neil if he was fractious. Neil’s eyes would follow his brother round the room, and just as soon as he was able to crawl and then subsequently walk, he would tag along wherever Stirling went. Another child might have felt threatened or misplaced by the arrival of a younger sibling, but not Stirling; he loved his brother. One bedtime, when Stirling was four and they’d just celebrated Neil’s first birthday, Stirling said, ‘We’re lucky to have Neil, aren’t we, Mummy?’ She had kissed him and said, ‘Yes, we are. But then your daddy and I are lucky to have both of you.’

‘But Neil is different, isn’t he?’ Stirling had said. ‘He’s special.’

‘You’re both special, and don’t you forget it.’

As they grew older, there was never any rivalry between them, Stirling had been too confident in his own ability to feel threatened by a younger brother, and in turn Neil had admired his older brother too much to want to do anything that would annoy him. People often commented how exceptionally well they got on, and that bond continued through their teens, their twenties and beyond. Right up until now.

That was why Stirling was taking Neil’s death so hard. Perhaps it was that bond that had been Neil’s final undoing. Perhaps the guilt of his actions – taking money that wasn’t his – meant there was no way back, that he would never be able to face Stirling again. But Cecily knew that Stirling would have forgiven Neil for anything. And in a heartbeat. He would have found a way to put things right.

But why had Neil been taking money from clients’ accounts? What had possessed him to do such a thing? Maybe if they could get to the bottom of that, they might find a way to comprehend what had pushed him to the point of no return.

Tossing aside the bedclothes, Cecily swung her legs out of bed, placed her feet on the soft carpeted floor and sat bolt upright, stretching her back.

Ninety years old, she thought. Ninety. She had outlived her husband and countless friends, but to outlive her younger son went against the natural order of things. It was wrong. It wasn’t meant to be like this. Thank God she still had Stirling. And Pen, and Lloyd. They were the three people who now meant the most to her. Gina she tolerated, as she did Rosco and Scarlet. Maybe she would love Scarlet and Charlie’s child. Maybe.

The commonly held view was that blood was thicker than water; however, Cecily violently disagreed with this. To believe such nonsense made an insulting mockery of her love for Neil. And for Lloyd. It pained her to ask herself the question, but had Neil felt less loved than Stirling? She would stake her life on her having loved the two boys equally – fiercely and constantly – yet was there a possibility that Neil imagined that the strength of her love for him was exaggerated in some way, a subconscious overcompensation on her part? She hoped not. She hoped that in his last moments he knew that he was loved, no matter what he’d done. But wouldn’t that have made his final moments crueller still? To know too late that he would be forgiven? Tears filled her eyes. Oh Neil, why? Why didn’t you come to me? Didn’t I repeatedly tell you when you were a child that I would always be there for you? You only had to ask.

In her mind’s eye, she pictured Neil as a small baby, helpless and vulnerable, entirely dependent on her for his survival. If she thought very hard, she could imagine the weight of that baby in her arms, even the smell of him. He’d been considerably underweight at birth, but within weeks she had got him to what had been considered his correct weight. He had been such a loving and rewarding baby.

For some years she and her husband had tried to start a family, and just when they were on the verge of giving up and considering adoption, Cecily had discovered she was pregnant with Stirling. Overjoyed with his arrival, they vowed they would make their family complete by adopting. Their hearts were set on giving an unwanted child the chance of a life it would otherwise be denied. The odds then seemed to be stacked against them, as they went through a series of heartbreaking disappointments – young mothers who had agreed to give up their baby for adoption but who changed their minds at the last minute. Her sadness aside, Cecily had felt no anger or animosity towards those young girls, only a bittersweet understanding as to why they had realized at the eleventh hour that the baby they had given birth to was wholly precious. Then finally they were blessed with a baby boy. It had been Stirling who had named him, and to this day they didn’t know where he’d got the name from. But Neil was Neil from then on, and he fitted into their family as if he had always been meant to be a part of it.

So no, Cecily had no truck with blood ties being stronger than any other kind. Adoption went so much deeper than mere bonds of blood.

And yet, she had instantly felt something towards the girl who was now sleeping in her spare room. How to explain that? How to explain that mysterious feeling of knowing her? Of feeling a connection? And not just because she had recognized her younger self in the girl. It had been a far more profound feeling than mere recognition.

Katie Lavender. It was an interesting name. It conjured up a creative and generous-hearted temperament, a girl of steady and even temper. In comparison, Scarlet could only ever be a flighty, self-centred individual, and Rosco a dynamic, ambitious young tyke. While Lloyd’s name suggested a young man thoroughly at ease with himself. Which was Lloyd all over. He knew just who he was and understood exactly what was important in life.

At this late stage in Cecily’s own life, was Katie Lavender one last blessing for her? Was she to lose a much-loved son but be given a new granddaughter?

When Katie had been persuaded to accept the invitation to stay the night with her at South Lodge, and long after the last of the guests had been rounded up and sent home in their taxis, the two of them had quietly slipped away whilst Gina and Rosco and Scarlet were talking to Charlie and his parents. Katie had driven the short journey, and other than Cecily giving her directions, they hadn’t talked in the car, but once they’d arrived, and after Katie admitted that she hadn’t eaten anything that evening and Cecily had rustled up a sandwich and a slice of cake that Marjorie had made for her yesterday, they had sat in the kitchen and talked. Katie had said straight away how sorry she was about her son. ‘I know what it’s like to lose people you love,’ she’d said, ‘how much it hurts.’

There had been a genuine look of empathy and sadness in her face, and Cecily had wanted to know more, if only to distract herself from thinking about Neil. Katie had then explained that both her parents were dead, her mother had died only a year ago. She had then told Cecily about being summoned to the solicitor’s office out of the blue last week, and that being the first she knew that her father hadn’t been her biological father. She had also mentioned about a trust fund Stirling had set up for her. At least he had done the right thing there, Cecily had thought. Although, of course, money couldn’t make amends for everything.

‘Did you know my mother?’ Katie had asked.

‘Just a little,’ she had replied. ‘Fay was Stirling’s PA. If ever I had cause to ring him at work, I often spoke with her. There were times, too, when I met her in the office.’

‘I never knew that my parents lived in Henley,’ Katie had said with a frown.

‘They didn’t. As far as I can remember, they lived in or near Maidenhead. In those days that was where Stirling and Neil had their office.’

Cecily had gone on to say how she had guessed there was more than just a work relationship between Stirling and Fay Lavender. There was a rapport between them that was unmistakable. And then, a chance in a million, she had seen them one day. She had been visiting a friend in Reading for lunch and spotted them in a restaurant together. The thing that had struck her most was how right they looked together. Stirling had had a hand to Fay’s chin and was about to kiss her; it was such a tender gesture. She had never seen him like that with Gina.

‘Do you think they loved each other?’ Katie had asked.

‘You’d have to ask Stirling that,’ she had said.

Up and dressed and in the kitchen with Radio 4 on, Cecily thought now about that question. She had always been sure that as fleeting as their relationship had been, Stirling had loved Fay. Had things been different, Cecily would have preferred Fay as her daughter-in-law instead of Gina. Gina had been one of those young, beautiful women who drew men to her, like bees and the proverbial honeypot. She would have been the girl at school with whom everyone wanted to be friends, the one all the boys dreamt of asking out. In other words, she had been a catch. Stirling’s temperament in those days had been to strive to have the best of things in life, and Gina would have epitomized the best wife he could have, the perfect partner to support him in his plans for the future. But as beautiful and intelligent as she was, as excellent a homemaker and hostess as she was, she hadn’t been a soulmate; Cecily had known that from the word go. That, perhaps, had been what Stirling had found in Fay.

Not once had Cecily felt it was her place to say anything to her son. Everyone had secrets, and she hadn’t seen any reason why she should poke about in Stirling’s. The only time she had felt inclined to let him know that she knew about him and Fay was when he suddenly wasn’t his usual patient self, and he began spending longer and longer at the office, all at a time when Rosco was proving to be an exceptionally demanding baby and Gina was struggling to cope and probably longing for the days when she had been an air stewardess and travelled the world in the company of well-behaved first-class passengers. Sensing trouble, Cecily had stepped in and helped to take the pressure off Gina – it was the only time Gina had ever accepted help from her. Stirling’s change in behaviour, Cecily later realized, had coincided with Fay handing in her notice. Now Cecily wondered if that was when Fay discovered she was pregnant and ended the affair with Stirling. Had he been devastated? Had he ever confided in Neil? Had that been a secret between the two of them? Was that why it hurt so much for Stirling that Neil hadn’t been able to reciprocate and turn to him when he needed help?

Katie woke to find herself tangled in a long, flower-sprigged cotton nightdress. It was new, and still had the price tag on when Cecily gave it to her last night. ‘An unworn Christmas present,’ she’d said, snipping off the tag, ‘and not what you’re used to, I’m sure. Rosco gives me the same thing every year. I prefer silk, so much nicer against the skin, don’t you think? I usually donate the wretched things to Help the Aged, but this one slipped through the net.’

Katie didn’t normally bother with wearing anything in bed – occasionally she’d put on an old T-shirt if she was cold – but for the sake of propriety, she had worn the nightdress just in case she needed to get up for the toilet in the middle of the night.

As she wriggled around in the large double bed with its intricately carved mahogany headboard, trying to straighten out the nightdress, she felt like a small child again, cosseted in an older person’s world.

It was funny to think that Cecily was officially her grandmother. The grandparents she had grown up with had all died. For most of her childhood Fay’s mother had nursed her husband through Parkinson’s. When he’d died, and imagining that she was now free to live an easier life, she had booked a cruise on the Nile, something she had dreamt of doing ever since Katie could remember. But two days before she was due to leave, she had a stroke and died three weeks later. On Dad’s side of the family, his mother had died when he’d been a teenager and then his father had dropped dead of a heart attack during Katie’s first year at university. He’d gone to the doctor’s surgery with chest pains, and whilst he’d been in the waiting room he’d simply let out a sudden gasp, slipped off his chair and died.

All in all, Katie felt as if she had encountered more than her fair share of death. Worse than that, she was beginning to think she attracted it. Within hours of arriving here, the grim reaper had tiptoed up behind her and whispered in her ear, ‘Coo-ee, remember me, old friend?’ Admittedly she hadn’t known the man who’d died, but technically he had been her uncle.

Cecily seemed to be taking his death well, but Katie knew better than most that appearances could be deceiving. Cecily was very likely being strong for the family, just as Katie had done for her mother when Dad had died. Katie didn’t know what it felt like to lose a brother or a sister, but last night Cecily had said that Neil had been Stirling’s best friend, so the thought of Tess or Zac dying was the closest she could get to imagining how awful the loss must be for him.

And what about Ian? she thought guiltily as she stared at the gap in the curtains where sunlight was streaming through. Does he not get a mention? How would she feel if he died today? Sad. Yes, she’d definitely be sad. But perhaps mostly because she felt guilty about how she had treated him the other evening. She regretted now the way she’d taken her shock out on him. He really hadn’t deserved that.

She slid to the edge of the bed and reached down to the floor where her handbag lay. She fished out her mobile, which she’d put on to silent mode whilst working last night. She had four text messages and all from Tess. The first two were to say how fantastic Barcelona was. The next was to ask where she was and why hadn’t she replied. The last message was: CALL ME!

She switched the phone off. As close as she was to Tess, she didn’t feel able to explain to her just what she’d got into here. Come to that, she didn’t know herself what she’d got into and what the outcome would be.

Her first dilemma of this new and strange day was: should she stay on for a while as Cecily had mentioned last night, or should she get going straight after breakfast? It didn’t feel right to stay when the family was in the midst of such a terrible tragedy. The death of a loved one was difficult enough at the best of times, but the aftermath of a suicide was far harder to bear for those left behind because seldom could anyone make sense of it.

Although in this instance, given the conversation she had overheard between Stirling and his son, the man’s death could be rationalized to a certain extent. It would be a lot for the family to come to terms with.

A knock at the door had her turning away from the window. ‘Yes,’ she said, sitting up.

Cecily came in, fully dressed and instantly putting Katie to shame that she was still lazing in bed. ‘Tea,’ the old lady announced. ‘I hope I didn’t wake you.’ She carefully placed the mug on a coaster on the bedside table, a faint tremble to her liver-spotted hand causing the tea to quiver in the mug.

‘Not at all,’ Katie said. ‘Anyway, I should be up. I should be going.’

‘You keep saying that, that you should be going. Are you always in such a hurry to leave a place you’ve scarcely set foot in?’

‘No, but in the circumstances I’m sure you have better things to do than take care of a tiresome house guest.’

The old lady slowly lowered herself to sit on the edge of the bed. ‘Katie,’ she said, ‘you are not a tiresome house guest, you are my granddaughter and I’d really like us to get to know each other better. I’m not a fanciful woman, prone to irrationality, but I believe you turning up here at a time of crisis for this family was meant to be. I really feel that you’ve come into our lives for a reason.’ She patted Katie’s hand. ‘And now you think I’m a dotty old dear, don’t you?’

Katie smiled. ‘No one would ever think that of you. Least of all me.’

Cecily smiled too. But it was a fleeting smile shot through with great sorrow. ‘Drink your tea and then we’ll have some breakfast,’ she said.

By the time she had emerged from the shower and was dressed, Katie could smell bacon.

‘I love this kitchen,’ Cecily said as with a wooden spatula she indicated the chair Katie had sat in last night. ‘In my old house I had an enormous and very draughty kitchen and was forever toing and froing. This is so wonderfully compact. And so lovely and warm. As one ages, one becomes stupidly resistant to change, but I freely admit I should have moved to a smaller place years ago.’

Katie said, ‘That’s what Mum did when Dad died. She needed a fresh start.’

Cecily put their plates of bacon and scrambled eggs on the table and sat down. ‘We all do at some stage in our lives. How about you, do you need a fresh start, Katie?’

It was a good question. And one Katie thought about before answering. ‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘I’ve just been made redundant, I’ve found out the man I thought was my father wasn’t and I think the relationship with my boyfriend has run its course. We had a big argument before I came here. But the thing is, he was there for me after my mother died, he helped me a lot. I’ll always be grateful for that. Which makes me feel bad for arguing with him. Though really it was only a matter of time before we argued about something and had a bust-up. Better to argue about something important than something petty.’ She took a breath, realizing that she had admitted more to this woman than she had to Tess. With Tess, she always felt she had to defend Ian. ‘So,’ she said, ‘probably the answer is yes, yes I do need to make a fresh start.’

Cecily passed her the salt and pepper. ‘As I said earlier, you’ve been led here for a reason.’

They were tidying the kitchen when the phone rang. Cecily went to answer it. ‘Hello, Stirling,’ Katie heard her say. And then, ‘Of course she’s been no bother . . . What sort of bother were you expecting her to be? . . . Yes, I should imagine she can hear every word of this conversation, she’s standing no more than twelve feet away from me.’ Cecily glanced over at Katie. Then, adopting a more serious tone, she said, ‘How’s Pen this morning? . . . That’s good . . . And what about identifying Neil’s . . . Neil’s body? I really think we should spare her that, don’t you? . . . No! I don’t want you doing it alone. I shall come with you . . . Stirling, I’m not going to argue with you. Now, what time do we need to go?’



Chapter Fifteen

Stirling had barely slept; he’d been kept awake by the same thought buzzing like a trapped bluebottle inside his head: how could he protect his brother’s reputation?

If – when – word got out, not just about his death, but about the missing client money, the memory of Neil would forever be tarnished. He didn’t want that for his brother and he didn’t want it for Pen and Lloyd or Cecily. He wanted Neil to be remembered for being the man he’d always been, funny, generous, warm-hearted and loyal. That had been the real Neil, that was how he had to be remembered.

Earlier, dead on seven o’clock, Rosco had called him, not on the landline but on his mobile so as not to disturb the rest of the house. Stirling had been downstairs in the kitchen making himself a cup of coffee when his mobile rang – his wife had still been asleep upstairs, and with no noise coming from the spare room, he’d hoped Pen was also sleeping. He had been glad of his son’s company, even on the phone. He’d needed someone to talk to.

But the conversation with Rosco hadn’t helped. It had made him feel worse. Far worse. Since sharing the news of Neil’s death late last night when the party was over with Rosco and Scarlet and Charlie, Rosco – in his own words – had had time to think about the consequences. The upshot was, Rosco’s main concern was that the reputation of Nightingale Ridgeway was in danger of being destroyed. ‘Dad, I don’t think you understand the seriousness of what Neil’s done. This could ruin us.’

Stirling had told him not to exaggerate, that they’d find a way to sort things out.

‘Are you kidding?’ Rosco had fired back. ‘He defrauded clients and committed suicide! How can you sort that out? This can only ever escalate. What the hell had that bloody man been thinking? Shit! If he wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him myself!’

That was when Stirling had lost it. ‘That bloody man, as you call him, was your uncle! He was my brother and I never want to hear you talk about him that way again. You’ll show some respect. Do I make myself clear?’

‘OK, OK, I’m sorry,’ Rosco had capitulated, ‘but I just hope you’re not underestimating the situation. We have to keep this mess under our control. If we don’t, we’ll have clients leaving us in their droves. On top of everything else, it’s a disaster!’

For the first time ever, Stirling felt proprietorial. Who was Rosco to dictate how things should be done at Nightingale Ridgeway? He and Neil had created the company; it was theirs. Whatever Rosco believed, the company was not his. Not yet at any rate.

Rosco’s parting words were, ‘I’ll check in with you later. When you’re back.’ There had been no word of encouragement from him. No word of sympathy about the grim task ahead for Stirling that day – identifying the body of his brother. Had Rosco always been so unthinking? Stirling had asked himself when he’d gone outside to the garden to drink his coffee.

He still felt annoyed by the conversation as he drove through the gates of South Lodge, passing the shuttle bus that was on its way into the centre of Henley with a full load of elderly passengers. In the past when anything had bothered him, Stirling had always turned to Neil. The realization that he would never be able to do that again sliced through him with the swiftness of a dagger blow. What did people do when they lost someone who meant so much to them? How did they ever get over it?

He thought of Katie. How had she coped with losing her parents in such quick succession? Who had she turned to? The friends she had mentioned last night who were like family to her?

He sighed. Family. Katie deserved her place in the Nightingale family now, but what would be the consequences of him instigating that? Thirty years ago he had wanted to take that risk; it had seemed a risk worth taking because he had wanted to have Fay permanently in his life. He had offered to leave Gina to be with her, but Fay had refused to listen, saying she wouldn’t be responsible for destroying his marriage along with her own. Despite everything, and as much as it pained Stirling, she had said she loved her husband and couldn’t bring herself to hurt him by leaving him. ‘Let me go,’ she’d begged. ‘Let me disappear completely from your life.’ And he had. He’d done it because he’d loved her. Just as her own husband had loved her and had been prepared to forgive her the affair. She’d had no choice but to tell Desmond about their relationship and the baby she was carrying, she’d explained to Stirling; she couldn’t stay married without being completely honest with him. Stirling had always admired her for that. She had been capable of more honesty than him.

But now he was going to have to be honest. And who knew what the price would be? The manner in which he delivered the news to his family would be key. It was vital that he kept the damage limitation to a minimum. Damage limitation – two words he never thought would mean so much to him.

Not long after Fay ended their affair, she and her husband moved away, just as she’d said they would. Stirling had had no idea where they went, but in the twelve months that followed, he couldn’t stop thinking about the child he would never know. Somewhere in the world, there was a part of him that was living and breathing. It nearly drove him mad. But then Gina told him she was pregnant again, and he knew he had to forget Fay and their child and concentrate on his own family. He threw himself into that and the business. Gradually he surfaced from the madness and accepted that this was the life he was meant to have. When Scarlet was born, he promised himself he would never do anything again that would jeopardize his family. It was a surprisingly easy promise to keep, because every time he looked at his beautiful baby daughter, he felt a powerful surge of tender love for her. There were times when he held her and was moved to tears, knowing that had he left Gina, Scarlet would never have been born and he would have been denied such a joyful gift. There were other times when he didn’t think he deserved such happiness.

Occasionally he would wonder what he would do if, in years to come, the child he had created with Fay turned up on his doorstep. How would he react? He alternated between fear of discovery and losing the happy equilibrium of his life, and wanting it to happen so that his curiosity would be satisfied. When eighteen years had passed; he wondered then if he would get a knock on the door or a telephone call. But there had been nothing, and part of him was relieved. His secret was still safe. Three years later, when their child would be twenty-one, he wondered again if this would be the time he or she would appear. But nothing.

He then reasoned that either Fay had never told their child the truth, or he or she knew but had decided not to look for him. Which wasn’t any different to Neil having no interest in meeting his birth mother, something he never did. ‘What’s the point?’ he’d once said with a shrug. ‘What would we have to say to each another?’

Now and then Stirling had entertained the idea of his unknown son or daughter discreetly getting in touch and the pair of them arranging to meet in secret and instantly getting along, both happy with the secrecy of the relationship.

Had it been cowardly and selfish of him to want to do everything on his own terms, to have his child only partially in his life, to conduct a secret father-and-child relationship so that his family wouldn’t be hurt and that no one would think badly of him for having strayed in his marriage? Cake and eat it was the shameful and only conclusion to that question.

Cecily greeted him with a hug and a reprimand. ‘You haven’t slept, have you?’

‘Not much,’ he conceded, gripping her tightly, wanting to communicate the depth of his feelings, that he appreciated she was the kind of tough and spirited woman she was, that she wouldn’t let him go through the impending ordeal alone.

She led him through to the sitting room. He saw Katie on the balcony looking out at the landscaped gardens. The morning sun was on her and she looked radiant, almost unearthly. For a moment all he wanted to do was stand and stare. Her loose hair fell almost to the small of her back, it was thick and full of waves and curls, and in the sunlight it blazed with a vibrancy that defied description. Certainly he wasn’t capable of doing it justice. But he knew from old photographs that Cecily’s hair had once been that same length and eye-catching colour. His father had often joked that it was a miracle he was alive, as the first time he’d set eyes on Cecily – as a medical student in Oxford and when he’d had a thing about the Pre-Raphaelites – he’d been so entranced by her hair he’d fallen off his bicycle on Magdalen Bridge and had been lucky to break only an arm.

On the balcony, Katie turned, and when she saw Stirling she gave him a hesitant half-smile. Something inside him stirred. His daughter. His and Fay’s daughter. He couldn’t understand now how he hadn’t known straight away who she was when he’d first seen her last night. But then he supposed he had known on a subconscious level, because he’d had the strongest feeling they’d met before.

She stepped inside and they moved slowly towards each other. How should he greet her? What was the etiquette here? An awkward and formal handshake? Or a casual and inadequate ‘hi’? He knew what he wanted to do and that was to hug her, but was that appropriate?

The moment was lost with a ring at the doorbell. ‘I expect that will be Marjorie, wanting to know how I am,’ his mother said.

Whilst Cecily was out in the hall, he said, ‘This feels awkward this morning. I don’t know how to be around you.’

‘I feel the same way,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t worry too much. For now you have more important things to think about. How’s your sister-in-law?’

‘She’s gone back to The Meadows.’

‘To the comfort of her garden,’ Katie said quietly.

It was a statement, not a question. It surprised him. ‘You know about Pen and her garden?’

‘It’s a long story and I was about to tell you it last night, but that was when your wife came in.’

‘Yes,’ he said, remembering Gina’s face as she took in the scene. Katie had, to his gratitude, quickly resumed her role as a waitress and said that if there wasn’t anything else, she’d leave them to their tea. ‘So tell me now,’ he said.

‘Well, I knew from the internet about a Mrs Penelope Nightingale who had a garden that she opened to the public, so I went there yesterday pretending I had a delivery for you and had inadvertently got the wrong address. I feel awful that I lied to her to find you. She seems such a lovely person.’

‘She is, and I’m sure she’ll forgive you for the small white lie you told her.’ A thought occurred to him. ‘Do you have anything planned for today?’ he asked.

‘Not really. Other than going home to Brighton.’

‘Do you have to go today? Could you bear to stay on a little longer?’

‘Your mother wants me to, but I feel I’m imposing, what with everything that’s going on.’

‘If I said I wanted you to stay, would you?’

Again the hesitant half-smile and a gentleness in her expression. An expression that reminded him of her mother. ‘On the understanding that I make myself useful,’ she said.

‘In that case, I can think of something very useful you could do for me.’

The first thing Katie did was to drive into Henley. If she was going to stay the night again, she needed a few essential items, such as a change of underwear and maybe a top, and some toiletries and a basic make-up kit.

With everything she needed in two bags on the back seat of her car, she negotiated the one-way traffic system of the town. She drove along the river until she came to a set of traffic lights by a bridge. Across the road she saw a pub called the Angel on the Bridge. She wondered idly what it was like, recalling Dee referring to it last night as her favourite pub in Henley.

She had felt a little guilty continuing with the pretence last night while saying goodbye to Dee, but what else could she do? One word about her being Stirling’s daughter to a gossip like Dee and the whole of Henley would know about it! As soon as Sue and Merrill had finished loading up the van and had tidied the kitchen, they gave Dee and Katie their wages – both of them now changed out of their waitress uniforms – and drove off with Dee following slowly behind on her bicycle, her rear light flickering in the dark. If they’d wondered why Katie wasn’t leaving at the same time, they hadn’t said anything. Back inside the house, Stirling had reappeared with Cecily for her to take home, having sneaked her away while the rest of the family were occupied elsewhere.

The traffic lights changed from red to green and she turned left over the bridge, following the sign for Sandiford, where Pen Nightingale was expecting her at The Meadows. Katie had been instructed to walk round to the back of the house, just as she had done yesterday.

‘It was sweet of Stirling to think I’d like the company,’ Pen said to Katie, kicking off her gardening shoes at the back door and leading the way to the kitchen in her bare feet, ‘but I’m sure you must have better things to do with your time than babysit me.’

Watching her go over to the sink to wash the dusty soil from her hands, Katie thought how she must have taken refuge in her garden the minute she had returned. There was no mistaking that her husband’s death had aged her overnight. Her face was pale and drawn, her eyes red and puffy, and her voice was huskier than it had been yesterday, probably hoarse from crying. For all that, she was giving a good performance of a woman seemingly now in control of her emotions.

‘I don’t think babysitting was quite what Stirling had in mind for me, Mrs Nightingale. I think he wanted you to make use of me.’ Actually what Stirling had as good as said was that he thought Katie might provide a useful distraction for his sister-in-law.

The woman dried her hands on an old towel. In comparison to Willow Bank, the kitchen here had not been updated in many years; everything had definitely seen better days. The cream-coloured cupboards were knocked about in places, with the paintwork chipped and marked, and a large dresser taking up most of a wall from floor to ceiling was home to an untidy library of gardening books and horticultural magazines. There wasn’t a cookery book to be seen on the cluttered shelves. On the pine table in the centre of the kitchen was a hand-written poster advertising the open day for the garden next Saturday. Presumably that would have to be cancelled now.

Her hands dried, she hooked the towel over the back of a chair. ‘Please, call me Pen. What kind of use of you did Stirling have in mind?’

‘He thought I could help you in the garden.’

She gave Katie a wary look, as if contemplating the horror of a clumsy novice wrecking her pride and joy. ‘Do you know anything about gardening?’

‘A bit.’ Katie explained about her mother’s love of gardening and how it had rubbed off on her. She described the small courtyard garden back in Brighton. ‘Mum was a good teacher and I like to think I’m a good student. I know I’m still learning.’

Pen nodded thoughtfully as if satisfied with Katie’s response. ‘Yes. Well.’ She cleared her throat. ‘That’s what a true gardener would say. We never stop learning, there’s always something new to find out.’ She filled the kettle and put it on the Rayburn. She then straightened her back, drew in her breath and exhaled with a shudder that seemed to come from the very depths of her being. She turned to stare out of the window, her expression intensely sad. A heavy silence swept into the kitchen and for a long, long moment it was as if she had forgotten anyone else was there. But as though suddenly snapping back into the here and now, she looked at Katie, her eyes pools of anguish. ‘I still can’t get over the fact that you’re Stirling’s child, that he had an affair. Have you always known he was your father?’

Katie shook her head and told her story all over again. When she’d finished, and when she had apologized for her deception yesterday, Pen said, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if a love child of Neil’s pops up in the coming days.’ Her words had no bitterness to them, just a weary echo of sad acceptance.

‘Why do you think that?’

Tears filled Pen’s eyes. ‘Because I wasn’t a good wife to him. I put all my energy and passion into that.’ She pointed at the beautiful garden through the window. ‘I always convinced myself that he didn’t mind. But he must have minded. I didn’t put him first. Not even second. I neglected him. And now he’s dead and I can never say how sorry I am. He killed himself because of me. I made him so unhappy. He must have been suffering inconceivable agony.’ Her face contorted and she began to cry.

Katie went to her. ‘Please don’t think that,’ she said inadequately. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t you who made him unhappy. It’s never just one thing that makes a person do what he did.’

The poor woman sagged heavily against her and sobbed.

Oh dear, thought Katie. Stirling had been right when he said he didn’t think Pen should be left on her own today. But as a stranger to this poor distraught woman, how could she possibly help her?

How long, she wondered, before the son arrived home from New Zealand?



Chapter Sixteen

All around him people were buckling up and preparing themselves for the eleven-hour journey ahead.

It was almost midnight, and finally Lloyd was on his way. Or he would be providing there wasn’t another hold-up. The flight had already been delayed by two hours with a fuelling problem. The captain had just assured them the problem had been fixed and they would be ready for take-off in the next twenty minutes.

Lucky to have got the last available seat, Lloyd was wedged in between a rake-thin woman who was fidgeting nervously and a hulk of a teenage boy with a scalped head and two large diamond studs in his ear lobes. At odds with the chilly weather they would soon be leaving behind them, the boy was wearing the biggest and baggiest shorts Lloyd had ever seen and a loose-fitting vest top. His bare arms and legs sported a range of tattoos – decorative Chinese characters that most likely didn’t say what he thought they did. In the row of seats behind him, Lloyd could hear an overly loud man telling a fellow passenger about the Pilates classes he attended. He had clocked the man when he’d sat down: a leathery grey-haired hippie type sporting a goatee and a ponytail. Not even in the air yet, and already Lloyd was heartily sick of the sound of the man’s voice and had to fight the urge to tell him to shut the hell up.

Since receiving the call from his mother, Lloyd had allowed himself only to deal with the immediate problem of finding a flight, packing and saying goodbye to his friends – not just John and Emma, whose wedding it had been, but the group with whom he’d flown out. They’d all planned to stay on to explore Wellington, then drive down to Christchurch and back up to Auckland before flying home. Lloyd had managed to keep the news of his father from John and Emma, saying only that a family emergency required him to leave – he hadn’t wanted their wedding day to be marred by death. They were currently on their way to Bali for their honeymoon. He’d tell them the truth when the time was right.

But now with nothing to occupy him – only counting down the hours from here to Singapore and then on to Heathrow – time stretched dauntingly ahead for Lloyd. With nothing to do, there would be no avoiding the shock of his father’s death and the big question: why? Why had he done it?

With no sign yet of the plane taxiing to take off, he took out his mobile to send his mother one last message, to put her mind at rest that he really would be on his way soon. He’d spoken to her earlier to see how she was, and she’d said that she was back at home now. Which meant she was probably distracting herself in the garden.

One look at the screen of his mobile and he saw that he’d received a text message; it was from Rosco and it was worryingly long. He read it, and then because he simply couldn’t believe it, he read it again.

But still he didn’t believe what he was reading. It had to be a mistake; his father wouldn’t have done that. Fraud? Taking clients’ money? Not in a million years. Not Dad. Dad wouldn’t take a toothpick from a restaurant.

He sat back in his seat, stunned. What the hell had been going on in his father’s head lately? And why the hell did it have to be Rosco to tell Lloyd about it?

You probably know by now that your dad had been embezzling clients’ money, Rosco had written. It explains why he took the easy way out and killed himself, but not why he took the money in the first place. Any ideas?

Choking anger took hold of Lloyd. Only Rosco could be have with such obscene insensitivity. Not a word of sympathy for the death of a member of the family, a man Rosco had known all his life. No thought given to the fact that this was Lloyd’s father who had died. Rosco could have been referring to a stranger.

Anger was good, Lloyd told himself. Anger would get him through the journey. It would get him home, and then he’d beat the shit out of his cousin. Yeah, he’d do that the minute he was back. First he’d thrash the arrogance out of him. Then the superiority. Followed by his condescension. And none of it would be personal. Nothing personal at all. Not much.

Lloyd was known within the family for being steady and easy-going, but when push came to shove, he could shove with the best of them. It was all a matter of who was doing the pushing against him. And it wouldn’t be the first time he and Rosco had had a falling-out.

‘I’m sorry, sir, you’re going to have to switch that off now.’

He looked up at the smiling stewardess and nodded polite acquiescence. When she’d moved further down the aisle, he quickly sent Rosco a message. Thanks for your support in this difficult time, he wrote. Mum and I appreciate it. He hit send. Oh yeah, he was royally pissed off.

The stewardess was heading back his way. He switched off his mobile and stuffed it in the inside pocket of his leather jacket, only then to realize he had wasted the opportunity to send a message to his mother. Now he’d have to wait until they landed in Singapore.

The plane was moving at last. The fidgety woman to his left was fidgeting even more. A nervous flyer. Lloyd hoped she wouldn’t be hitting the drinks trolley too heavily to calm her nerves. A fidgety tipsy woman would start talking, and he was in no mood to talk.

He closed his eyes. Had his mother known about the fraud when she’d phoned with the news that Dad was dead? Had she deliberately kept it from him, wanting to spare him that extra burden of shock? He doubted it. She would have wanted to share the worst with him. So if Mum genuinely didn’t know about it, there was only one reason why that would be, and that was probably Stirling’s doing. He would be protecting her. It would be so typical of him.

Lloyd wished now that he’d spoken to Stirling to get the full story. And Granza. Granza would know what was what. Nothing slipped under the wire with her. She was one of the sharpest people he knew. Age had not dulled her senses; if anything, time had honed them to make her almost supernaturally intuitive. If anyone had noticed anything different about Dad, it would be her.

To his shame, Lloyd hadn’t spotted a change in his father’s behaviour, but then for the last six months, since the article about his garden furniture had appeared in the Sunday Times lifestyle magazine, he’d been so inundated with commissions he’d barely had time to draw breath. Had it been anyone else’s wedding in New Zealand, he wouldn’t have found the time to go. But because John – his oldest and closest friend, who had met and fallen in love with a girl he’d met on holiday in Wellington and had decided to settle there with her – had asked him to be his best man, there was no way he could say no.

And now he would always be left to wonder whether, had he not been so wrapped up in his own affairs, and had he not gone to New Zealand, his father might not be dead.

A meal and a film later and with the cabin lights lowered, he slept. He dreamt of his father. He was on his own, sitting on the riverbank at home in the sunshine, smiling his usual relaxed smile. And then the sky darkened, and fully clothed he slowly waded into the cold water. First it came up to his waist, then his chest, then his neck, and then he was gone, the inky-black water swallowing him up. Lloyd appeared on the bank, not as he was now, a grown man, but as a boy. He called to his father: ‘Dad, where are you?’ Like something out of a horror film, a hand suddenly shot through the surface of the black water. ‘Help me!’ Lloyd heard his father call. ‘Help me, Lloyd.’ ‘I’m coming, Dad. I’m coming.’ But try as he might, Lloyd couldn’t move. He was stuck to the riverbank, his feet sinking in the squelching mud. ‘Swim, Dad!’ he shouted. ‘Swim! You can do it.’ ‘I can’t,’ his father cried. ‘Lloyd, you have to help me!’

He woke with a jolt, his heart crashing wildly. The stewardess who had earlier asked him to switch off his mobile was hovering in the aisle, a concerned expression on her face. ‘Are you all right, sir?’ she asked.

‘I was dreaming,’ he said, embarrassed. Oh God, had he called out in his sleep? Had people heard him?

She smiled and offered him a plastic cup of water from the tray she was carrying.

He took the cup. ‘Thank you.’

When she’d gone, he turned to his right. The tattooed hulk was fast asleep, his mouth open. To his left, the fidgety woman had a pair of headphones plugged into her ears and with her eyes closed she was moving her head in time to whatever music she was listening to.

Too strung out now to sleep, Lloyd checked his watch: five and a half hours until Singapore. Five and a half long hours until he could speak to his mother. And, more importantly, Stirling.



Chapter Seventeen

Had she been a coward not to go with Stirling and formally identify Neil’s body? Would this be something else that she would always regret?

It still didn’t seem possible that Neil could be dead. If only it could be a ghastly nightmare from which she would suddenly wake up. Breathless with relief, she would turn over and there, the other side of the bed, would be Neil, snoring and muttering in his sleep. He’d always been a snorer and a mutterer. Most of what he’d said was incoherent, a babble of one-sided conversation. Often she had teased him about it, and he had laughed that one day his so-called babbling would be decoded and would be found to solve the mysteries of the universe that had for centuries eluded the world’s greatest minds.

She would give anything now to hear Neil muttering in his sleep. To hear his laughter one more time. To see that carefree smile of his. To take pleasure in his support and encouragement for the latest idea she’d had for her beloved garden. He had never really shared her love of gardening, but he had enjoyed the results, and had given her free rein to transform the two acres here when they’d moved to The Meadows seven years ago. ‘Do whatever you like, Pen,’ he’d said as, glass of wine in hand, they’d wandered round the existing and unimaginatively laid-out garden in the evening sun. ‘I trust you completely to make a stunning success of it.’

‘It won’t be cheap,’ she’d warned him when they’d come to a stop and watched a riverboat passing by. ‘Not for what I have in mind. I’ll need help as well.’

‘Spend whatever is necessary. I just want you to be happy here.’

Tears filled Pen’s eyes as she heard Neil’s words so clearly in her head. She remembered how touched she’d been. She was a lucky woman, she had thought at the time. The passion may have fizzled out of their marriage, but they had something far more important and lasting between them: they had loving companionship and a wealth of shared experiences. And they had Lloyd, who was unquestionably the absolutely best aspect of their marriage.

She wished Lloyd was here now. He wouldn’t be able to make Neil alive again, but he would be a reassuring presence when all else felt frighteningly unreal. Perhaps it was that absence of reality that made her hang on to the hope that it was all a mistake. That it hadn’t been Neil’s car that had been found. That it had been another man who had taken his life, and another wretched family left to come to terms with the death of a loved one. Was that selfish of her to wish such an awful thing on another family if it would spare her own?

And wasn’t there a real possibility that it might not be Neil’s body that Stirling had gone to identify? Someone might have stolen the car and his wallet. A simple case of mistaken identity. That was why it was so important, she understood now, that as grim as the task was, it had to be done. One had to be sure.

She closed her eyes, willing Stirling to return with the news that it wasn’t Neil. She was clutching at straws, but so long as there was doubt, there was hope. Even if it didn’t make sense.

She patted the earth around the euphorbia she’d just planted, then stood up and heeled it in more firmly. She wondered if Katie was doing exactly as she’d asked her to do. She seemed a capable enough girl. She also seemed wise beyond her years.

Stirling’s love child. What a thought. And what a cat amongst the pigeons that was going to be when it came out. Poor Gina, it was going to be a dreadful shock for her.

When Pen had broken down in the kitchen earlier, having said to Katie that she wouldn’t be surprised if it turned out Neil had done the same as Stirling, she had not uttered the words lightly. It stood to reason in so many ways that he would have had an affair, because she hadn’t provided him with the one thing he’d badly wanted – a child of his own.

After repeated miscarriages, she had finally been forced to accept the advice of the doctors that she would never be able to carry a baby full term. That was when she and Neil decided to adopt. She had always thought that there was something satisfyingly right about Neil, having been adopted, becoming an adopter himself. Yet as happy as they were as a family with Lloyd at the centre of it, in later years it had become a recurring thought for her that Neil might look elsewhere for sexual fulfilment. If he had, she would have accepted the situation, knowing that it was her fault, because sex, unless it was to create a baby, had lost its interest for her. She had done her best to please him, but when she hit an early menopause, it was game over; she didn’t even have the will to pretend any more. Neil never forced the issue; he was too patient and considerate a man to do that. If he had had an affair, he’d been extraordinarily discreet about it. She liked to think that had she discovered he’d been quietly seeing another woman, she would have accepted it as a necessary part of their marriage. She could have borne it so long as nothing ever changed between them.

The ground nicely compacted around the euphorbia, she picked up the watering can and watered the plant in. Nurturing the plant, that was what she was doing. Tending to it like a helpless baby.

Was it wrong of her to be out here in the garden? Would people think it disrespectful? Hard-hearted, even? But what else could she do? She had to do something to keep busy, to keep her mind from plunging down into that place from which she feared she might never return. So to hell with what people thought; activity was what sustained a person during a time like this. What did it matter if there were those who would think she didn’t care? They would be wrong.

No doubt she would garner more sympathy if she was to weep and wail at the top of her voice and beat her breast and rend her garments as they did in some countries. Did they still rend their garments these days, or was that just in the Bible? One thing she did know: people didn’t go in for that sort of thing here in Henley-on-Thames.

The absurdity of the thought immediately made her think of sharing it with Neil later. But like a jagged shard of glass piercing her heart, she knew there would be no sharing anything ever again with Neil. He was dead. Of course he was. She had been fooling herself to hope otherwise. How she would miss him. How she would miss sharing a joke with him over something she’d forgotten or misunderstood. But most of all, she would miss his kindness and gentle understanding of her. A sob burst out of her and she felt the strength drain from her body, and very slowly, as if she was being deflated like a balloon, she sank to her knees. She wrapped her arms around herself and gave in to the raw agony of the pain, letting it overwhelm her, letting it suck the very breath out of her.

‘Oh Neil,’ she cried, ‘what am I going to do without you?’

Having completed the task she had been set, a test as much as anything, she suspected, Katie went in search of Pen to see what else she could do.

She found Pen kneeling on the grass, her head lowered as if in prayer. She was rocking backwards and forwards in a scarily rhythmic motion, at the same time emitting an awful wailing sound. Katie knelt beside the woman and pressed a hand to her shoulder.

‘Pen,’ she said, feeling wholly inadequate. ‘Is there a friend I can call for you? A friend who could come and be with you?’

Seemingly unaware of Katie’s touch or her voice, Pen continued keening and rocking.

‘Pen,’ Katie repeated, this time louder. ‘There must be someone. What about Stirling’s wife, can I ask her to come?’

When Pen still didn’t seem to hear and her teeth began to chatter, Katie stood up. What on earth should she do? Call a doctor? She regretted now listening to Pen in the kitchen after she’d blamed herself for her husband’s death; she should have been firm with her and insisted she rest. She must have cried for about five minutes, then just as suddenly as the tears had started, they’d stopped. She’d wiped her eyes, blown her nose and said briskly, ‘Sorry about that, I don’t know what came over me. I’m OK now. I’m fine. Thank you. Let’s go into the garden and see if there’s something I can find for you to do.’ To hear her apologize for breaking down and then witness her valiant attempt to appear normal had been heart-rending.

It was just as harrowing now to see her in this agony of grief. Katie hated to see anyone upset. Tears were infectious. She’d found that with Mum. But she’d never seen her mother like this. Was it possible Mum had kept the worst of her grief hidden from Katie? She pictured her mother crying alone, and it saddened her so much she had to get a hold of her emotions. If she started crying, she’d be of no use to anyone.

But how to help Pen?

Once more she knelt on the grass alongside the poor distraught woman and placed both of her hands on her shoulders, deciding she would remain here like this, however long it took, until Pen was all cried out.

Please don’t let it be him . . . Please let it be anyone but Neil.

Stirling had clung on to the hope with such determination, he had almost convinced himself that it would be true, that when the sheet was pulled back and he was asked if it was his brother, he would shake his head and say that whoever the poor sod was, he had never seen him before in his life.

But the hope had been in vain. His voice choked, he had formally confirmed that it was his brother. Cecily had been at his side. With great tenderness she had stroked Neil’s cheek and kissed his forehead. They were told that his appearance – the swollen and wrinkled skin marked with cuts and bruises – was consistent with drowning; that his body would have sunk and been bumped along the surface of the river bed before resurfacing.

They were led away to an office and it was explained to them that a more exact time of death would follow, but for now they were working on the theory that Neil’s body had been in the river for two days, and that death had been caused by asphyxia by drowning. Stirling listened in a daze, hearing the words but not really taking them in. Coroner. Post-mortem. Inquest. What did any of it matter? Neil was dead. That body he had just identified really was his brother’s.

Tea in polystyrene cups was brought to them, and he was asked if he could think of any reason why his brother might have taken his life. They had obviously done some digging, for now Detective Inspector Rawlings was asking about Nightingale Ridgeway. Were there any problems at work? Had there been any disagreements? He felt Cecily stiffen at his side. ‘Please,’ he said, putting his untouched tea on the desk between him and the police officer, ‘this has been a very distressing ordeal for my mother. I’d like to take her home now.’

Rawlings looked at him. ‘Just one more question. Do you know a woman called Simone Montrose?’

‘No,’ Stirling replied tiredly.

‘Only she was the last person your brother spoke to on his mobile, which we found in his car. Phone records show that he spoke with her regularly. Are you sure the name doesn’t mean anything to you? To either of you?’



Chapter Eighteen

Simone Montrose hadn’t stopped crying since the policewoman had called her on her mobile. That was more than three hours ago.

Recognizing his number, she had happily assumed it was Neil, but hearing a woman’s voice, she had been instantly on her guard. In the two years since their affair had begun, she had always dreaded his wife discovering that he’d been unfaithful and ringing ‘the other woman’ to vent her feelings.

But the woman at the other end of the line hadn’t been an aggrieved wife; she had been a police officer, and she was hoping Simone might be able to help her. The woman had asked if she knew a Mr Neil Nightingale.

Simone hadn’t known how to answer. To say no would look odd, in as much as the policewoman was clearly ringing her on Neil’s mobile. Which meant she knew Simone’s number was listed in the phone’s list of contacts. Instead of answering the question, and suddenly concerned that something had happened to Neil, that he’d been involved in an accident – she hadn’t heard from him in a couple of days, and now a police officer was in possession of his mobile – she’d said, ‘Can you tell me what this is all about, please?’

And then the world was turned upside down for Simone. ‘Mr Neil Nightingale has been found dead,’ the policewoman had said bluntly, ‘and we’re trying to piece together his final movements. We believe you might have been one of the last people he spoke to. According to his mobile, that was Thursday morning. How did he seem to you?’

‘How did he seem?’ she’d repeated, her voice hollow. ‘What do you mean?’

She couldn’t remember much more of the conversation thereafter, other than that suicide was mentioned. I must not cry, she’d told herself as she fought to stay in control whilst the woman droned on. I must not cry. To cry would give the police officer more information than was necessary. She was a friend. An acquaintance who was saddened to hear of the death of Neil Nightingale. Saddened. Not devastated. Not heartbroken. None of those things. She owed it to Neil not to break down. At all costs she must not give their relationship away. But she realized that the police, if they hadn’t checked already, would know from the phone records that Neil called far too often for her to be just a friend.

Now, as she lay on her bed – the linen that smelled so redolently of Neil after he’d stayed with her last week – the thought ripped through her that he would never call her again, or lie in this bed with her again. She felt desolate, her heart torn from her ribcage. ‘Oh Neil,’ she cried aloud, her shoulders and chest heaving with renewed sobbing, ‘you can’t be dead. We had everything planned. We had a life together to look forward to.’



Chapter Nineteen

They drove to The Meadows in silence. What could either of them say after what they’d just gone through? Could either of them ever forget seeing Neil in that dimly lit, eerily silent room? Save for the bloating, save for the discoloration, he had at least looked at peace. Or was that wishful thinking on Stirling’s part? At peace or not, Stirling regretted agreeing to Cecily coming with him. No mother should be subjected to such an ordeal. Although he was kidding himself if he thought he could have prevented it. Cecily was a force of nature when she set her mind to do something.

‘And you’re sure you can’t think of anything that might have been troubling your brother?’ Rawlings had tried one last time when they were leaving. ‘There’s always something,’ the man had added. Of course there bloody well is! Stirling had wanted to shout back at him. People don’t kill themselves without good reason. The way Rawlings kept asking the question, it was as if he knew that Stirling was hiding something.

But sooner rather than later, Stirling would have to be honest with Rawlings. If he wasn’t, and if at a later date anyone suspected a cover-up, or even an attempt at a cover-up, the shit would really hit the fan. But before he spoke to Rawlings again, he had to be one hundred per cent sure that Rosco was right, that Neil was guilty of the unthinkable. He had to check the client files personally. Only then would he be utterly convinced.

But how could Rosco have got it wrong? There were often occasions when his son could act like the proverbial bull in a china shop, but there wasn’t a chance in hell of him getting something as important as this wrong. As Rosco had said, he’d checked and he’d double-checked, because he didn’t want to believe what he’d overheard and then discovered.

Putting aside all the emotions involved, it was of paramount importance that Nightingale Ridgeway could not be accused of trying to cover up anything as serious as client money being embezzled. In their industry, this was as bad as it got. For the good of the company, Stirling would have to report Rosco’s findings to the police. And the Financial Services Authority. He wished wholeheartedly that it wasn’t necessary.

‘Stirling, I know what you’re thinking,’ Cecily said, breaking into his thoughts.

He took his eyes off the road momentarily and looked at her. ‘You do?’

‘What Neil did was wrong. You mustn’t fall into the trap of also doing the wrong thing. You must put things right, no matter how difficult or potentially hurtful.’

‘I know. I’m going to go to the office later, and when I’ve seen for myself what he did, then . . . then I’ll . . .’ His voice broke and he gripped the steering wheel hard. ‘It feels such a betrayal. How can I do this to him? How can I tell the world what he’s done?’

‘He would have known this would have been the outcome,’ she said gravely. ‘He may have acted stupidly, but he wasn’t stupid.’

‘What are we going to tell Pen?’

‘The truth. All of it. He killed himself because he knew the full extent of what he’d been doing was about to be exposed and he couldn’t see a way out.’

‘Do we tell her about Simone Montrose?’

‘Yes. She’s not as fragile as you think. It’s all going to come out anyway, and it would be an insult to keep her in the dark; she’s not a child. We have to brace ourselves for the worst, Stirling. Once the inquest takes place, the local press will get hold of the story. If they haven’t already. Suicide is always newsworthy, especially when it’s someone who was as well known locally as Neil was.’

Stirling groaned. ‘Which means the nationals might also pick up the story.’

‘Yes,’ she said simply.

He turned into the driveway for The Meadows. Parked alongside Pen’s car was the now familiar sight of a yellow Mini. He came to a stop and switched off the engine. He suddenly felt very tired. ‘You must be disappointed with us,’ he said morosely.

‘With whom?’

‘Neil and me. We’ve let you down. First I betrayed my marriage vows all those years ago, and now it looks as if Neil has been doing the same thing. You must have hoped for better from us.’

She turned and faced him, the strength of her gaze belying her age. ‘My love for you and Neil has always been unconditional; I’ve never judged either of you, and I’m certainly not about to start doing so now. When are you going to tell Gina about Katie?’

He shook his head wearily. ‘God only knows.’

‘I suggest you do it soon. Get it over and done with. Get everything out in the open.’ She paused. ‘Katie’s a lovely girl, you know. You should consider yourself extremely lucky that she found you.’

Right now, Stirling felt far from lucky. He felt like a condemned man.

They found Pen and Katie outside; they were sitting in the coolness of the courtyard, it was one of Stirling’s favourite parts of Pen’s amazing garden. It was very peaceful, very calming. Almost as if Pen had planned it, it was the perfect place for him to deliver the news she would be dreading.

When Pen saw them, she rose unsteadily to her feet and with puffy, bloodshot eyes looked anxiously at Stirling.

He went to her and held her close, if only so that he didn’t have to look at the suffering in her face when he said the words. ‘I’m so sorry, Pen,’ he said gruffly, her head resting against his shoulder. ‘So very sorry. I’m afraid it was Neil.’

She clung to him. ‘I hoped . . . I hoped so much it wouldn’t be . . . that it would be . . .’ Her words trailed off and she gulped back a sob.

With tears in his own eyes, he led her to the chair she’d been sitting in; Katie stood up so that he could take the chair next to it. He heard her quietly offer to make everyone a drink. When it was just him and Pen and his mother in the courtyard, he said, ‘Pen, there’s no easy way to tell you this, but we think we know why Neil killed himself.’

‘It was because of me, wasn’t it?’

He frowned. ‘How could you think that?’

‘Did he leave a note? I mean another note, other than the one the police found in his car. The one that just said he was sorry. Did he leave something that makes sense of what he did?’

Her words came at Stirling in a breathless rush. A rush of hope. ‘No, Pen, there’s no other note. Not yet, at any rate. But . . . the thing is, it’s possible that he was taking money from some of his clients.’

‘Taking money? What do you mean, taking?’

‘Stealing.’ He swallowed. ‘Defrauding clients.’

She shook her head. ‘That’s not possible. Why would he do that? We had enough money. More than enough. Why would he want more?’

‘I don’t know, Pen. None of this makes sense to me either.’

But the trouble was, slugging it out inside his brain was the realization that it was all beginning to make perfect sense. The woman called Simone Montrose was very likely the reason Neil had been siphoning money off from his clients. She had somehow ensnared him into not only a secret double life, but an extravagant lifestyle that required funding. Whoever the woman was, Stirling hated her. He hated her for what she had made his brother do, and for the pain they were all now going through. Almost certainly she was one of those scheming women who could wrap a man around her little finger and make him do whatever she wanted.

Looking at the distress in Pen’s face, Stirling wasn’t brave enough to tell her about Simone Montrose. Not now. Perhaps when Lloyd was here, when she had him to comfort and support her.

His mobile rang. He stood up and moved away to take the call: it was Rosco. ‘It’s started, Dad. As I warned you. I’m at the house with Mum and we’ve just had a local reporter on the phone.’

‘Oh hell!’

‘You’re going to have to make sure Pen doesn’t answer the phone at The Meadows. Where are you now?’

‘With Pen.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Your grandmother and I have just got back from identifying Neil’s body.’

‘And?’

‘It was him.’

Katie appeared in the courtyard with a tray of drinks. Stirling watched her go over to Cecily and Pen. He saw the compassion in her face as she offered Pen the tea she’d made. Twenty-four hours ago, all this girl had wanted to do was snatch a glimpse of the man she’d learnt was her father, and now here she was taking care of two bereaved strangers.

‘Dad? Are you still there?’

‘Sorry, the line went a bit crackly for a moment,’ he lied. ‘Look, I’m going to go to the office now. I need to see with my own eyes what you found out yesterday.’

‘You still don’t believe me?’

‘Like I say, I need to see it for myself.’

‘I’ll meet you there.’

‘No. I want to do this alone.’

‘Then what will you do?’

‘If it’s as you say it is, then we have to report it to the police and the FSA. We can’t cover this up, Rosco. You understand that, don’t you? If we do, we’ll be complicit and we’ll be crucified by the FSA and anyone else who wants to take a shot at us.’

‘I get it, Dad. No need to spell it out for me.’

‘Tell your mother I’ll be home later. I’ve no idea what time.’

Stirling let himself in at the office. The building was empty, as it should be on a Sunday. He remembered the day he and Neil signed the lease on the place, how excited they’d been. And how proud. ‘Here’s to the big time,’ they’d said over a celebratory glass of champagne.

He took the lift up to the third floor and opened the door to Neil’s office. He hesitated on the threshold. What would happen to this office after today? Would it become a crime scene? Would Neil’s computer and all his files be taken away as evidence? He felt sick. If only he could go through the client files and find that the irregularities Rosco had discovered were nothing more sinister than sloppy typos – a misplaced zero here, a misplaced decimal point there.

He sat in his brother’s chair behind his desk. He placed the palms of his hands flat on the desk and took a deep breath. Then he switched on the computer, and whilst it came to life, he distracted himself by thinking of Katie. He’d been tempted to ask her to come with him, just so that he could spend some time alone with her in the car. But her presence here would have been inappropriate. Before leaving The Meadows, he’d thanked her for spending the day with Pen and apologized for not being able to talk to her properly. He tried to explain that there was so much he wanted to say but couldn’t right now. She said she understood, that he wasn’t to worry about her, she just wanted to know if there was anything more she could do to help. She said that she’d been worried about Pen, that she had been in a terrible state earlier. For a moment he had been overwhelmed by her thoughtfulness and had wanted to hug her. It seemed impossible, given the magnitude of his grief and shock, but her presence was a consolation to him.

An hour later, he sat back in Neil’s chair and rubbed his eyes.

It was true, exactly as Rosco had said. Over a period of fourteen months, Neil had siphoned off the best part of a million pounds. He’d been clever with it, bloody clever, but the evidence was there once you knew what you were looking for. The portfolios that he’d targeted were all new additions to the company and of a kind that were bulky and well spread over a wide spectrum of investments. He had been paying client cheques and transfer payments into a bank account that wasn’t actually a Nightingale Ridgeway account, but one called Nightingale Ridgeway Finance Inc. From there he had been siphoning off a percentage from each sizeable payment made, which was then presumably transferred into another account – an account that would have to be traced. The bulk of the money, that he hadn’t touched, was then paid into the official Nightingale Ridgeway account, and – Stirling was surmising here – if any of the clients had queried why they weren’t getting as good a return on their investment as they might have hoped for, Neil would have blamed it on the recession, the fact that the market was performing badly. Experience told Stirling – and this never failed to surprise him – that a lot of clients didn’t even bother to check how their investments were going in the short term. Their trust in the fund manager was implicit.

Admittedly none of the clients who Neil had targeted would go hungry as a result of his dishonesty, but this absolutely wasn’t the point. These clients had trusted Nightingale Ridgeway, and Neil had abused their trust for his own ends.

Stirling knew what people would say – what and where were the safety procedures to prevent something like this? How could it have been allowed to happen? The simple answer was: who the hell would have thought a founding director of a prestigious investment management company like Nightingale Ridgeway would need watching?

Having printed page after page of damning evidence, he stared at it bleakly. How could you do it, Neil? How could you look yourself in the face of a morning?

But that was exactly what had gone wrong, hadn’t it? In the end, Neil hadn’t been able to face himself or anyone else.

Stirling nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of his mobile ringing on the desk. He hoped it wasn’t Rosco again.

His heart sank.

It was Lloyd.



Chapter Twenty

From the landing window, Gina watched her husband’s car pass through the open gate at the end of the drive. Countless times before she had stood here and watched Stirling leave for work. Usually – so long as there hadn’t been some silly disagreement between them over, say, Scarlet or Rosco – they waved goodbye to each other. But not today. Today Stirling hadn’t looked back up at the house.

Never before had she seen her husband so worried or so introverted. Or so unreachable. Never before had she felt so locked out. He’d come home late last night, having gone to identify Neil’s body in the morning and then spent the rest of the day at the office. His face drawn and grey, he’d looked awful when he’d been getting ready for bed. It had frightened her just how much he’d changed in so short a time.

She still couldn’t believe how disgracefully Neil had behaved. How could he have put the family in this invidious position? Such wanton and deplorable selfishness. As Rosco had said, killing himself was perhaps the only decent thing he could have done; it did at least spare them the impossible task of forgiving him. Or feigning forgiveness. Because one thing Gina knew with great certainty: she would never be able to bring herself to absolve Neil for his appalling conduct.

She didn’t know how she was ever going to face her sister-in-law again. Surely Pen must have had an inkling as to what Neil was up to? You couldn’t be married to someone for over thirty years and not notice a change in their manner, not when the level of deception was of such magnitude. But there again, this was Pen – Pen wouldn’t notice a hurricane blowing the roof off her house, not unless it landed on her precious garden.

She turned away from the window angrily. If Pen had been a better wife and kept an eye on her greedy husband, none of this would be happening. And inevitably it was going to get a lot worse. For them all. They’d had a taste of what was to come with those two reporters haranguing them on the telephone yesterday. Rosco had firmly informed them that no one had anything to say on the matter. After a brief call to Stirling, he had then called Scarlet to impress upon her and Charlie that they mustn’t speak to anyone about Neil’s death. Heaven only knew what Charlie’s parents would think.

Katie was making good time; she would be back in Brighton within the hour. She felt as if she had been away for several weeks instead of just a few days. She had experienced a real twinge of sadness saying goodbye to Cecily and Pen. Cecily had wanted her to stay on for longer so she could meet Lloyd. ‘He’s your cousin, after all,’ she had said, ‘and I’m sure the two of you will hit it off.’

‘I don’t think now is the right time for him to be forced into being sociable with me,’ Katie had replied gently.

She had to admit, though, that she was intrigued to meet her cousin. She had slept in his old bedroom last night. Remnants from his childhood were in evidence on the shelves, including a classic school photograph hanging on the wall above a mahogany chest of drawers. Somewhere amongst the rows of grinning faces, surly faces and downright weird faces, there was one that she assumed had to belong to Master Lloyd Nightingale. Going by the date that was printed beneath the photograph and the fact that she knew he was thirty-two – two years older than her – she reckoned that she was looking for a boy of sixth-former age. She had scanned the faces along the back two rows of blazer-clad boys. One stood out from the rest. Chin tilted up, a superior expression on his face, he oozed confidence and was a dead ringer for none other than Rosco Nightingale. Did that mean the two boys – the cousins – had attended the same school together? She had hunted for another face that bore a resemblance, but hadn’t been able to find one. But then cousins didn’t necessarily resemble each other, did they? Nor had she been able to find anyone who looked like Pen, and not having met Neil Nightingale, she had no idea what to look for from his genetic perspective. There had been plenty of family photographs around the house downstairs but with so much going on she hadn’t had a chance to look at them.

Yesterday evening, when Stirling had returned from his office, he had asked Katie and Cecily to stay the night with Pen. Discreetly taking them aside so that Pen couldn’t hear, he had quietly said that he’d spoken to Lloyd, who had asked for someone to stay with his mother until he got there; he was hoping to arrive at The Meadows by lunchtime the following day – today. ‘It’s useless persuading her to come and stay with Gina and me,’ Stirling had explained. ‘She would much rather be here. But I don’t want her to be alone.’ When Katie had tactfully suggested that Pen might prefer just having Cecily with her, the old woman had put a hand on her arm and said, ‘Pen likes you, stay here for her. Besides, I like having you around. You’re good for both of us.’ So Katie had agreed to stay for another night, but again only if she could be useful. With Pen ready to drop with emotional exhaustion, she had made it her job to rustle up something for them to eat – cheese on toast had been the best she could manage from the limited contents of the fridge.

It had been a warm night, and Katie had slept with the windows open and the curtains back. She had left Cecily’s unwanted flower-sprigged nightdress at South Lodge and had slept in an old T-shirt she had found in the airing cupboard when looking for sheets to make up beds for her and Cecily. It had seemed unlikely that the T-shirt was Pen’s, and unless her husband had been a fan of the band Gorillaz, it probably belonged to their son.

During breakfast, when Katie had announced that it really was time for her to leave, Cecily had taken all her contact details, double-checking she had got them right by repeating them twice over, and then made Katie promise that she would call her the minute she was safely back in Brighton. It was kind of sweet having someone fussing over her like that.

Before she’d left The Meadows, she had called Tess just as she and Ben were about to board their flight back from Barcelona. Conveniently it meant that Tess couldn’t berate her for too long. ‘Where on earth have you been?’ she had demanded. ‘I’ve been worried sick about you.’

‘I went to see my biological father,’ Katie had said.

‘OMG! And?’

‘And I’ll tell you all about it later, when you’re back.’

‘You better believe you will! Oh, and just so as you know, Ian’s been making a pain of himself. He’s been driving me nuts with all his calls. You know, I could almost think he really cares about you. He said you had a big bust-up, that you told him to sling his hook.’

‘I didn’t actually say it quite like that, but I made it clear I didn’t want him around at the moment.’

‘Oh hell, I’m going to have to go. I’ll ring you tonight, and don’t, whatever you do, switch your mobile off again.’

On the outskirts of Brighton now, Katie contemplated why she hadn’t called Ian as she thought she would and why she had ignored his attempts to ring her last night and early this morning. It wasn’t because she was still angry with him; she wasn’t. It wasn’t even that she didn’t want to have to admit to him that he’d been right, that contacting her biological father had been the right thing to do, which in turn would mean admitting that she’d been wrong. No, it wasn’t any of that. She just didn’t know what to say to him. But she couldn’t hide from him for ever; she would have to resolve the situation with him.

Meanwhile, things were going to seem a bit flat and dull when she got home. With everything that had been going on, she felt as if she’d been living someone else’s life these last few days. She had made her decision to return home when she had woken this morning. She had looked out of the bedroom window at Pen’s beautiful garden, and seeing it bathed in golden sunlight beneath a soft milky-blue sky, she had felt there was a very real danger that if she didn’t leave today, she might never leave.

Before she’d left, she had done one last thing to help out: she had found the nearest supermarket and stocked up on comfort food. She knew from experience that cooking and eating was a chore at times like this, and so she’d selected a range of tempting snacks, the kind of food that had helped her to regain her own appetite – ready-made soup, a nice loaf of wholemeal bread, a selection of cheese, tubs of hummus and taramasalata and olives, pre-cut crudites, cherry tomatoes, eggs, crisps, and a cooked chicken. She’d also selected two large chocolate cakes and a tub of ice cream for those in need of a sugar rush.

Pen had given her a fragile smile and waved her off with Cecily. ‘You’ll come again, won’t you?’ Cecily had said. ‘When things aren’t so awful.’

‘If I’m invited.’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous, of course you’re invited. Any time you want.’

‘Say goodbye to Stirling from me.’

‘He’ll be in touch, I’m sure.’

At the house in Cavendish Terrace, Katie gathered up the mail from the doormat and walked through to the kitchen. She dumped her bag on a chair, sifted through the mail and, finding nothing of interest, put it on the table to deal with later. She looked about her and was gripped abruptly by how alone she felt. It was absurd, but she was suddenly homesick for The Meadows – for the house and garden, but most especially for Cecily and Pen. In the short time she had known the two women, she had grown fond of them. She hadn’t really had a chance to get to know Stirling, but she felt she could be fond of him as well; he seemed a caring sort of man. For the first time, she wondered what it might have been like to grow up with him as her father. Guilt slapped at her. How could she betray Dad with such a thought?

She opened the door on to the garden to let some fresh air in, and then went over to the shelf where she kept one of her favourite photographs of her parents. She picked up the frame and looked at her mother. She tried to imagine Fay with Stirling, but couldn’t. They were chalk and cheese. She studied her father’s face, searching it for something that might tell her what he had really thought of his wife sleeping with another man and conceiving a child that wasn’t his. How had he borne it? Was that what true unconditional love was? The ability to forgive and love a person no matter what? She thought of Pen’s raw grief. She too must have loved her husband very much.

She realized with a small flutter of regret that she had never been in love to that extent. Ian was kind and loving, he was dependable and supportive, and he’d said he loved her – she had even said that she loved him – but she wasn’t so sure that she really had. She had simply grown used to him. She had enjoyed having him around. Until recently. Recently he had begun to annoy her.

Dad used to say that if you truly loved someone, you loved that person for their faults, and that only when the faults became greater than the sum of your love did it mean the relationship had no future. Not until now did Katie understand that he had been speaking totally and utterly from the heart.

She placed the photograph back on the shelf, put the kettle on and then remembered her promise to ring Cecily as soon as she was home. She dialled the number for The Meadows – Cecily had said she would remain there for the rest of the day – and listened to the ringing tone. As the tone continued, she pictured Cecily and Pen outside in the garden, oblivious to the telephone ringing. She was about to give up and call back later when a voice said, ‘Please leave us alone. We have nothing to say.’

The voice belonged to a man. A softly spoken man. He sounded tired. There was a clunk in her ear and then the line went dead.

She debated what to do. Whoever had answered the phone at The Meadows – possibly Pen’s son – must have assumed that she was a nuisance reporter.

But she’d promised Cecily she would ring.

She dialled again. This time the phone was answered straight away, and before whoever was at the other end of the line had a chance to say anything, Katie said, ‘I’m not a reporter. I just want to leave a message for Cecily. Can you tell her I’m back in Brighton now.’ Her words tumbled out of her in such a hurry, she wondered if they’d made sense.

There was a pause. ‘What name shall I give?’

‘Katie. Katie Lavender.’

There was the sound of voices in the background, followed by the muffled rustling of a hand covering the mouthpiece of the receiver. Seconds passed and then: ‘Katie, is that you?’

It was Cecily. ‘Yes. I’m sorry if I’m disturbing you, but you did say you wanted me to let you know when I was back.’

‘And I’m very grateful that you have.’

‘Was that Pen’s son I just spoke to?’

‘Yes. He’s only been here an hour and already he’s had to deal with half a dozen calls. Neil’s death was in the Financial Times this morning. Only a small piece, but heaven only knows how it got there so fast.’

‘What about the local newspaper?’

‘That’s not out until Friday. Then the whole of Henley will know.’

‘I’m sorry. Perhaps you should put the answering machine on; that way you can field the calls. How’s Pen?’

‘Better for Lloyd being here.’

‘That’s good. Well, I’d better let you get on.’

After a brief pause, Cecily said, ‘Katie, I want you to know that you’re welcome to stay with me any time you want. You’re a member of this family, and as far as I’m concerned, the sooner everyone knows that, the better.’

‘That’s kind of you, but Stirling needs to do this in his own time. I’m not going to rush him. It’s important that he knows it was a spur-of-the-moment thing me showing up at his house. I only wanted the chance to see what kind of a man he was. It was never my intention to cause him any trouble. I tried explaining that to him; I hope he believes me.’

‘And that’s very much to your credit, my dear. You can accuse me of bias if you like, but in my opinion he’s a good man who always strives to do the right thing.’

Lloyd had never felt so wired yet at the same time so ready to crash. He hadn’t slept at all during the flight from Singapore to Heathrow. How could he after speaking to Stirling?

But sleep would have to wait. For now he was hungry and needed something to eat. With Pen and Cecily both sitting at the kitchen table, he opened the fridge hoping he’d find something more useful than a carton of milk and an out-of-date yoghurt. His father had often joked that Pen could live happily off air for a week. In return she would laugh and say, ‘Yes, and I’d still put on weight.’ His chest tightened at the thought of his parents’ easy, light-hearted rapport.

When he saw the contents of the fridge, his surprise must have shown. Pen said, ‘We have Katie to thank for that.’

Reaching into the fridge for the pre-cooked chicken, he said, ‘Who’s Katie?’ He didn’t get an answer, but was aware of some nervous glances being exchanged between his grandmother and Pen. ‘So,’ he said meaningfully, ‘who is she?’

Still nothing from them both.

He put the chicken on the table. ‘I assume she’s the girl who phoned earlier to speak to you, Granza. So what’s the big deal about her?’

His grandmother looked serious. ‘Lloyd, you have to promise not to breathe a word of this to anyone.’

He sighed. ‘Oh God, what now?’

‘Do you promise?’

‘Yes, I promise,’ he said tiredly. In his sleep-deprived state, he didn’t think he had the energy to be shocked by anything more.

When his grandmother and Pen had finished explaining, he sat down heavily. ‘Bloody hell! I wouldn’t like to be in her shoes when Rosco and Scarlet find out about her.’

‘I don’t care what they think,’ Cecily said stoutly. ‘She’s a lovely girl.’

Pen nodded in agreement. ‘She couldn’t have been more helpful. I’m . . . I’m afraid I rather fell apart, and she was very sweet with me. I hope you don’t mind, but she slept in your old room last night.’

‘Of course I don’t mind.’ He leant forward and rested his hand on top of his mother’s. ‘I’m just glad you had someone here to look after you. She sounds nice.’

Cecily smiled. ‘She is. You’ll love her. You really will.’

Time would tell on that score, Lloyd thought. He doubted very much that his cousins would welcome this girl with open arms. More likely they would view her as a threat, an interloper. After all, that was how they’d always viewed him, a trespasser on the hallowed ground of the name of Nightingale. A name, in their eyes, that was now about to be dragged through the mud as a result of his father’s actions.

The thought was enough to kill off his appetite. He stood up abruptly, banging his leg against the table. ‘I need to speak to Stirling,’ he said. ‘I need to know if he’s informed the police about Dad, and what he . . .’ His words trailed away. He couldn’t bring himself to say the words out loud. Fraud . . . embezzlement . . . He still couldn’t believe his father had done it. What possible motive could he have had? Was there something Stirling hadn’t told him?



Chapter Twenty-one

The Church of St Oswald’s in Sandiford was packed.

It was to be expected, Rosco thought bitterly. They were here in their sickening droves to be a part of the show, to satisfy their perverse curiosity. Not content with reading about it in the newspapers and on the internet, they wanted their own take on the speculation that was currently rife, and to witness for themselves how the family was bearing up. The regatta was on this week, and odds on most of the two-faced sticky-beaks here would head straight for the river afterwards, and with the champagne flowing would mull over what they’d just seen and heard with prurient delight.

When Lloyd had informed him how the funeral was to be carried out – that it would be a full church service, followed by drinks, open-house style, at The Meadows – Rosco had argued vehemently with Dad over it. He’d said they should make it as quiet an affair as they could; it should be private, family only. The last thing they should do was draw attention to themselves. But Dad had disagreed. He’d said that the decision wasn’t his, it rested entirely with Pen and Lloyd, and that he for one had no intention of burying his brother in a half-hearted fashion in an attempt to hush things up.

Fat chance of anything being hushed up with the kind of comments being posted on the internet. Accusations were being fired at them left, right and centre. Who else was in on the fraud at Nightingale Ridgeway? one anonymous writer had asked. How can the company ever be trusted again? said another. Where there’s brass, there’s a thieving bunch of con artists! someone else had written.

According to the Reverend Roger Batley – the minister leading this charade – Neil had been a devoted family man and loved by all. No mention then that the entire firm would be tainted with the same shade of his sleazy dishonesty. The whole performance was a travesty, and it made Rosco’s blood boil. The minister was now harping on about forgiveness. Unbelievable!

Forgiveness! He had to be joking. Neil had been a lying, cheating bastard. Why should they be expected to forgive him for that? Rosco was tempted to yell at the top of his voice, ‘This is all a load of crap! If the man had kept it in his trousers, he wouldn’t have been stealing from clients!’

When his father had told him that the police had evidence that Neil had had a mistress on the side – not that Dad had used those words, he’d said something about there having been another woman in Neil’s life, as though that made it almost respectable and less sordid – the picture was complete for Rosco and the final nail was driven home in his uncle’s coffin. The bastard had been stealing from clients to feather a love nest with some tart on the make. That was the long and the short of it.

He didn’t know how Pen and Lloyd had taken the news of this other woman, but to all intents and purposes they were carrying on here today as if Neil had led a life of perfect rectitude and had slipped away in his sleep, called by the blessed angels themselves. Was there anyone here today displaying a genuine emotion?

In need of something to take his mind off the drivel he was being forced to listen to – Lloyd was now at the front of the church and giving a reading – Rosco looked at the stained-glass window behind the altar and took in the vision of the crucifixion in all its gruesome glory. It made him hope that in those final moments before death had claimed him, his uncle had known real fear and regret and had suddenly changed his mind and wanted to live, only to realize that it was too late. Rosco didn’t believe in God, or any kind of god for that matter, but he believed in justice. And in his opinion, it would be wholly just if in Neil’s last seconds he had suffered.

It had been hell at work since Dad had formally informed the police that irregularities had come to light with various clients’ accounts. The full weight of the police force, including a team from the Economic Crime Unit, had promptly descended on the offices, and clients were then informed of what was going on, as well as all members of staff. Everyone had been stunned. Neil’s office had been taped off, and computers, files and anything else deemed to be potential evidence taken away.

That was the day they’d heard the results of the post-mortem on Neil’s body – death had been caused by asphyxia by drowning – and several days later, the inquest was held. It lasted no more than a few minutes, its purpose seemingly to state the obvious: that Neil Nightingale was dead, and that his body could be released for burial. They were told that the inquest was now adjourned until a later date, when all the necessary evidence and information had been gathered. Only then would a formal verdict be given as to the hows and whys. Again, as though it wasn’t bloody well obvious. The man had killed himself as a result of knowing he was about to be found out, hadn’t he? What more was there to say?

Rosco turned his head to his right, where his mother sat. Still and composed and dressed in a simple black suit and cream silk blouse, she looked as elegant as ever. Dad was sitting the other side of her, his head lowered. To Rosco’s left, and with her eyes closed, Scarlet was stroking her swelling bump through the fabric of a black and white halter-neck dress. Fiddling with a cufflink in his shirtsleeve the other side of Scarlet was Charlie. Charlie’s parents had excused themselves from attending on the grounds of a clash of dates, a prior and long-standing engagement up in Scotland. Lucky them.

Across the aisle, Granza, looking as regal as ever, was sitting bolt upright next to Pen. Now back in his seat, Lloyd was holding Pen’s hand. Them and us, thought Rosco. But hadn’t it always been thus? He and Scarlet had known from an early age that they had to fight to get a look-in from their grandmother. She had never actually said in so many words that Lloyd was her favourite, but she didn’t need to; it was there in her every word and gesture. Their mother had known it too. He’d often heard her complaining to Dad that it just wasn’t fair the way Cecily treated Lloyd so differently. Dad’s stock reply was that Cecily was the most fair-minded person he knew. Which, when you thought about it, was an interesting response, because maybe Dad believed Cecily was being fair in favouring Lloyd.

The final hymn sung, Dad and Lloyd, along with the other pall-bearers, were now hefting the coffin on to their shoulders and carrying it the length of the church. Rosco hadn’t been asked to help with this task. Nor had he offered. The sight of a single tear running down his father’s solemn face as he slowly passed had Rosco looking away.

Itching to escape the crush of pity, Pen let out a small sigh of relief. The worst was over. The service had come to an end. People were now standing around chatting soberly amongst themselves in the graveyard in the sunshine.

Everyone had been very kind to her, but how much sympathy and carefully measured words was she expected to take? How much of it was even genuine? How many of these so-called mourners, once she was out of earshot, would say something bad about Neil? And there was plenty of bad stuff they could say if they had a mind to.

On the day that Lloyd had come back from New Zealand, Stirling had arrived at The Meadows in the evening and, looking ominously ill at ease, had told them that he had yet more bad news for them. He’d said that the police suspected Neil had been having an affair. ‘I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you,’ he had said, his gaze switching nervously between her and Lloyd.

‘Suspect or know?’ Lloyd had asked.

‘They have phone records and they’ve spoken to the woman herself.’

‘Do you know who it is?’ Pen had asked quite calmly.

‘Her name is Simone Montrose. I’ve never heard of her. I certainly never heard Neil mention her.’

It was quite plausible that she had been mad with grief, but when Stirling had said it, the first thing Pen had thought was, oh, what a nice name.

‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she’s responsible for what Neil did,’ Stirling had said, with more force to his voice than was normal for him. ‘She will have put him up to it. It would have been all her idea.’

Pen had hugged Stirling fiercely, knowing that he was trying to make Neil sound less guilty. She’d said, ‘You know as well as I do, no one could make Neil do anything he didn’t want to do.’

Stirling had rubbed his eyes hard. ‘He was always the same: once he decided on something, there was no stopping him.’

‘So how do we find out more about Simone Montrose? We’ll need to invite her to the funeral.’

He had stared at her in horror. ‘You can’t be serious?’

‘If Neil loved this woman, then I owe it to him to give her the opportunity to mourn him in the proper way.’

‘But Pen, how can you be so . . . so reasonable, when in all probability – and I’m sorry to be so blunt – it looks very like Neil was taking the money because he was planning to leave you for this other woman?’

‘We don’t know that for sure,’ she’d replied firmly. ‘And maybe I’m still numb with shock, but what harm could it do to let her come? And what’s wrong with being reasonable? Isn’t that what you want Gina to be when you tell her about Katie?’

He hadn’t said another word on the subject after that.

If Lloyd had been shocked, angry or disappointed by this latest revelation about his father, he had kept it to himself. Which was so typical of him.

For her part, she was all shocked out. And all cried out. The only thing that had the power to upset her now was what was printed in the newspapers. But so long as she remained in ignorance of what was being written, she could survive.

She had made the mistake initially of wanting to know every word of what was being said, and would drive into Henley each morning to buy a whole raft of newspapers. She hadn’t gone to the newsagent she’d always used, but to the supermarket in the hope of being anonymous. Admittedly the story had become smaller as the days dragged by, but when Lloyd found her crying at the kitchen table over a piece in the money section of the Telegraph – they’d printed a photograph of Neil that made him look like a criminal – he got rid of every newspaper she’d brought into the house and made her promise she wouldn’t buy any more.

It had been good having Lloyd living back at home with her, but she knew the arrangement couldn’t go on for ever; he had to return to his own house and get on with his life. But he’d been a great comfort to her. At night, when neither of them could sleep, he’d sat with her going through the photograph albums, remembering all the good times they’d had as a family. ‘It wasn’t all lies, was it?’ she’d said to him one night. ‘It was only latterly that he hid things from us. The rest of it was all true.’

Pen didn’t have a clue what Simone Montrose looked like. Other than the picture she had created in her head of an elegant and sophisticated young woman. A career woman. A perfectly groomed woman who knew her way round clothes, who could dress for any occasion with style and panache. She would have her hair and nails done regularly at an expensive salon, and she would always smell of perfume. Probably something alluring and sensual. She would have petite feet that would never be seen in anything other than a pair of four-inch heels. And she would move gracefully at all times. She would be perfect.

But apart from Gina, Pen hadn’t spotted anyone amongst the mourners who fitted that description. Perhaps Simone hadn’t come, had thought her presence inappropriate. Or maybe she hadn’t really loved Neil. Looking out for Neil’s mistress – there, she’d said the word, if only inside her head – had not really been a top priority for her during the service. Saying goodbye to Neil had been the only thing on her mind throughout the proceedings, praying for him mostly. In common with so many people, she only prayed when she was in urgent need. She’d prayed on her knees for a child all those years ago, and Lloyd had been given to her. She had thanked God so fervently and so regularly afterwards that she began to imagine God was getting a little tired of constantly hearing from her, and so she’d stopped. Only to resume in earnest again when Lloyd had been five years old and had been rushed into hospital with appendicitis. She was bothering God again three years later when he had fallen from a tree he had been climbing with Rosco and had managed to knock himself unconscious. She had prayed when he left home for university. She had prayed when he went overseas to work for that charity. Now here she was making yet more demands, begging for Neil to be allowed to be at peace. Suicide was still considered to be a sin by some. Such blindly prejudiced judgement was more of a sin to her way of thinking. She hoped that God had moved on, that he wouldn’t hold it against Neil that he’d taken things into his own hands and killed himself.

Lloyd was magically at her side, his hand touching her arm lightly. ‘Time to make a move now, Mum,’ he said softly. ‘We need to go back to the house.’

She’d lost track of where she was, and suddenly saw afresh the open hole and the coffin that lay at the bottom of it. Lloyd had helped her choose the coffin. It was from their mid-range of caskets, the man at the undertaker’s had explained in a murmured, deferential tone that was so low and quiet that she’d had to ask him several times to repeat himself.

‘Just a few more moments, Lloyd,’ she said.

‘Do you want me to stay with you?’

She shook her head. ‘See to everyone else.’ She watched him walk away, saw him say something to Stirling and Gina, and then returned her attention to the polished mid-range casket that contained her husband’s body. She thought of the clothes she and Lloyd had chosen for Neil to wear – a dark charcoal suit he’d had made last year, a pale blue shirt and a favourite pink and silver silk tie. She hoped he approved.

She regretted now that she hadn’t gone with Stirling to identify Neil’s body. Regretted too that she hadn’t been brave enough to go with Lloyd to view the body at the undertaker’s when it had been taken there after the post-mortem had been carried out. Laid to rest, they called it, the body made all neat and tidy and reassuringly presentable, as if it had never been touched by a scalpel, much less by death.

She should have gone, if only so she could have said goodbye to him properly. But she hadn’t wanted to see him that way for fear of being haunted for the rest of her life by the memory of his cold, inert body. She was paying for that decision now. That and not telling him how much she still loved him. She hadn’t expressed her love for him in a long while. It was a mistake too many people made. One always thought there would be time to say all the things one wanted to say. But life didn’t play fair. And once that chance was gone, it was gone for ever.

Had Neil doubted her love? Was that why he had found someone else and had begun to think about leaving her, as Stirling seemed to think was the case? As indeed the newspapers were hinting at. How had they got their story? she wanted to know. Where did they get their information? Did they hang about the police station waiting for interesting titbits to come their way? Or were they guessing? So far they had spoken in vague terms of another woman being involved, and probably that was merely to spice the story up to sell more copies. Surely they had no actual evidence?

Her breath suddenly became short, and there was a tightness in her chest. She fought the tears that were threatening to destroy her self-control. Only moments ago she had thought the worst was over; now she feared the worst might be yet to come. Back at the house, she would have to face everyone; she would have to exchange more than just a polite nod in response to offers of condolence. The mood of the guests would have picked up a beat; in turn she would be expected to do the same. People much preferred backbone and spirit to an embarrassing scene. A widow could dab her eyes decorously with a glass of dry sherry in her hand, but a hysterical weeping widow was just plain awkward.

She wasn’t used to being in the limelight, but today she couldn’t have been more centre stage. She hated to think that people would be trying to imagine how she felt about Neil. Was she angry? Had she known? Did she want revenge on this other woman?

None of which was the case.

Even though Neil had always been popular and well known in the area, Pen hadn’t expected such a large turnout today. Friends and neighbours had filled the church, along with people from the hospice that she raised money for. Work colleagues and long-standing clients had come – though understandably, not the ones Neil had stolen from. There were also his sailing friends, about twenty of them, and a lot of other people Pen had never set eyes on before. She was concerned she wouldn’t have enough energy to make the right responses to them all. Thank you for coming . . . I’m glad you could make it . . . It was good of you to travel so far . . . How many times could a person say thank you and sound sincere? Should she even worry about such a thing when she knew that not everyone here was being genuine? There would be those amongst the guests who would be revelling in the scandal, perversely cheered by the downfall of a successful man, all too ready to call him a criminal.

There had been some cruelly barbed letters sent to the editor of the local newspaper. One local man had gone so far as to say that Neil’s deception – not just of the clients he’d robbed, but of those who’d known and trusted him – epitomized everything that was wrong in today’s society: the dishonest-self-seeking-snatch-and-grab-winner-takes-all mentality that was depriving the world of all its ethical values. It so happened that the writer of the letter had approached Neil at a charity ball last year and, bold as brass, had asked for a contribution towards funding his daughter to go trekking through Costa Rica on her gap year. Would he now be returning Neil’s generous donation? Pen wondered.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but—’

Pen started violently. So lost in her thoughts, she had been oblivious to the approach of one of the guests. She turned and found herself staring into the tear-filled eyes of an attractive dark-haired woman. Pen knew at once who it was. She swallowed and opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

‘I’m sorry,’ the woman repeated. ‘My name is Simone Montrose, and I just wanted to thank you for letting me come here today. It means . . . it means a lot to me.’ She put a handkerchief to her mouth and stifled a sob.

Pen automatically opened her arms wide. ‘Oh, you poor thing,’ she said.

The other woman didn’t hesitate; she sank into Pen’s embrace and cried without restraint.

‘It’s all right,’ Pen soothed. ‘You’ll get through this. We both will.’



Chapter Twenty-two

Gina was horrified. She simply could not believe what Pen had done. Admittedly, grief could make a person behave strangely, but in this instance Pen was making an embarrassing spectacle of herself. And worse, she was dragging the family through yet more shame and humiliation. Hadn’t they suffered enough already?

Just as unbelievable, Stirling had been party to the decision to allow that disgusting woman to attend the funeral. Giving his consent for Neil’s tart to parade herself in front of everyone was so beyond the realms of respectable behaviour that it made her question Stirling’s state of mind. Really, what could he have been thinking? He should have put his foot down. He should have asserted himself as head of the family. But no, he had deferred to some kind of fraternal nonsense that this was what his brother would have wanted. What rubbish! As if Neil would have wanted them to meet his mistress. But no wonder Stirling had kept quiet about it before today. Had he told her in advance, she would have refused to come.

She had just been suggesting to Stirling that it was time to walk the short distance to The Meadows when Rosco had joined them and asked if they knew who the woman was who was crying with Pen at the graveside. Gina had noticed the woman earlier – she had arrived alone and didn’t seem to know anyone else – but other than that, she hadn’t given her any more thought. Frankly, all she’d been interested in was getting this awful day over and done with, and with as much haste and dignity as was possible. Something in Stirling’s manner, the way he’d stared at Pen, who seemed to be comforting the other woman, made her repeat Rosco’s question. And as if it was the most normal thing in the world, he’d said, ‘Her name’s Simone Montrose and she’s the woman Neil was having an affair with.’

‘What?’ both she and Rosco had said in horrified unison.

‘Now isn’t the time,’ he’d said, and promptly walked away, colliding with Scarlet and Charlie. He hadn’t stopped, not even to apologize to them. Gina had wanted to chase after him, but Rosco had held her back. ‘Let him go,’ he’d said. ‘We don’t want to cause a scene and give the gawpers anything else to gossip about.’

Now, at The Meadows, and with all the guests in the garden, she and Rosco, along with Scarlet and Charlie, had collared Stirling inside the house and forced a full explanation out of him.

‘So now you know as much as I do,’ he said as they stood in the middle of Pen’s sitting room. ‘This is what Pen wanted. Because she believes it’s what Neil would have wanted.’

Gina stared at her husband. The whole situation was too sordid for words. ‘You should have stopped this ridiculous circus of a funeral,’ she said. ‘You should have told Pen it wasn’t appropriate. She would have listened to you.’

Stirling didn’t want to be having this conversation. He couldn’t stand to see the disdain in the faces of his wife and children. Why could they not be as understanding and accepting as Pen and Lloyd?

He could have lied to them, of course. He could have simply said he didn’t know who the woman was. But that would have flown in the face of his true feelings. To lie would give the message that he was ashamed of his brother for his infidelity. But how could he condemn Neil, when he had done the very same thing thirty years ago? Moreover, how would he have wanted Fay to be treated if he had died during their affair?

When Pen had made it clear she was serious about wanting to invite Simone Montrose to the funeral, he had offered to contact her on his sister-in-law’s behalf. He had got the necessary contact details from Detective Inspector Rawlings and made the call. He’d been nervous about speaking to her, anxious that he might lash out and blame her for what Neil had done. But as Pen had said, no one ever made Neil do something he didn’t want to do. It soon became apparent whilst talking to Simon Montrose that she was deeply shocked and bewildered by Neil’s suicide. Her voice strained with emotion, she told him that the police had questioned her for some time about their affair, and had scrutinized her bank and savings accounts, obviously checking for any trace of the embezzled money. ‘I had no idea what he was doing,’ she told Stirling. ‘You have to believe me. I still can’t take it in. All he ever said to me was that he was making investments for the future.’ She had been tactful enough, Stirling noted, to phrase it as the future and not what it surely was, their shared future.

‘Why didn’t you take control of today, Dad?’

Stirling looked at his son. ‘Control?’ he repeated. ‘A funeral isn’t about seizing control; it’s about commemorating the life of a loved one, of saying a final goodbye and sharing the moment with those who were close to that person.’

Rosco rolled his eyes. ‘In normal circumstances, yes. But this isn’t a normal situation.’

‘It’s still your uncle who’s died and my brother I’ve just had to bury. That’s what’s important here.’

‘Dad, you’re behaving as if Neil did nothing wrong.’ This was from Scarlet. ‘He stole from clients. He lied to Auntie Pen. He lied to us. He wasn’t the man we thought he was. How can you expect us to forget the awful things he did?’

‘And how can you forget all the times he played French cricket with you? How he taught you kids to sail when we all went on holiday to Corfu together? How can you forget the magic shows he put on for you when you were little? Or, Scarlet, the time your mother and I were away and you were staying with him and Pen and he rushed you to the hospital when you’d cut your finger?’

‘That was in the past and has no bearing on the present,’ asserted Rosco.

‘Rosco’s right,’ Charlie said.

Furious, Stirling glared at his son-in-law. ‘Keep out of this, Charlie. When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it.’

Charlie’s jaw dropped. He looked like he’d just been punched.

‘Stirling!’ Gina exclaimed. ‘What’s got into you? Why are you behaving like this?’

Never had he felt such anger before. ‘I’ll tell you what’s got into me,’ he said, his voice raised. ‘It’s the shock of discovering how shallow my family is, knowing that all you care about is keeping up bloody appearances. You should be ashamed of yourselves. What’s more, I’m proud of Pen and Lloyd for the way they’re handling Neil’s death. And I’m doubly proud that they’re standing by him despite every evil word that’s being said or written about him.’

‘They’re in denial,’ Rosco said contemptuously. ‘Any fool can see that. They’re desperately hanging on to the man they thought Neil was, refusing to believe the evidence of their own eyes. It’s as I said before: the past has no bearing on the present.’

Stirling had heard enough. He wouldn’t listen to any more self-righteous, judgemental arrogance from his son. He badly wanted to make him understand that life wasn’t the clear-cut race he believed it to be. ‘So let me get this straight, Rosco,’ he said. ‘According to you, the past is the past. It’s only where we are now that matters? Is that what you’re saying? Just as in a court of law, if someone is being tried for a current crime, his previous crimes should not be referred to? Is that your position?’

Gina tutted with impatience, but Rosco stared back at him steadily. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s as good an analogy as any.’

‘Come on, Dad,’ said Scarlet. ‘You know that Rosco’s only speaking the truth, that what Uncle Neil did was wrong. I mean, he broke the law, you can’t ignore that.’

‘I break the law every day I get in my car and drive too fast. Does that mean you should view me differently?’

‘Now you’re just being absurd.’

Stirling rounded on Rosco. ‘No, I’ll tell you what’s absurd. It’s listening to this rubbish from you lot. Neil was family. He was my brother. Why does that not mean anything to you?’

‘For pity’s sake, Stirling, listen to yourself. You sound almost as mad as Pen. Just accept that Neil wasn’t the man you thought he was. Somewhere along the line he changed and lost perspective on what was right and what was wrong.’

‘Mum’s right,’ Rosco said. ‘We have to judge him on the man he became, not the man he was. Besides, we might never have known the real Neil. Maybe there was always this darker side to his nature just waiting to have its moment. He wasn’t a true Nightingale, after all.’

‘Oh, now I’ve heard everything!’ Stirling exploded. ‘You’re saying that because Neil was adopted, he was a criminal waiting to happen. Thank God your grandmother isn’t here to witness this appalling disloyalty. You should be ashamed of yourselves. But how about I give you something to really test your loyalty? Although since you seem to think one’s past behaviour isn’t relevant, you should be able to take it perfectly on the chin when I tell you – Rosco and Scarlet – that you have a sister. More accurately, a half-sister called Katie who is two years younger than you, Rosco.’

He turned to his wife. Her eyes were wide and she suddenly looked very pale. ‘But as that was all in the past,’ he said savagely, ‘thirty years ago to be precise, you’re not going to hold it against me, are you?’

‘Is this some kind of sick joke?’ Gina said.

‘You think I’m in the mood to crack jokes on a day like today? Now that truly would be sick.’

‘But, Dad, it can’t be true. You wouldn’t do something like that. You just wouldn’t.’

‘I’m afraid I did, Scarlet.’

He didn’t see Gina’s hand coming. But he felt it hard against his face.



Chapter Twenty-three

Cecily had come inside the house to look for Stirling. Hearing voices coming from the sitting room, she had crossed the hall and was about to push the door further open – it was ajar by a couple of inches – when she hesitated and shamelessly eavesdropped.

Anger scorched through her at what she heard. How dare Rosco be so breathtakingly rude about Neil! If he were younger, she’d march in there and box his ears. Just as she’d once done when she’d come across him goading Lloyd when they’d been small boys. ‘You’re not a real member of this family,’ Rosco had told Lloyd. ‘And nor is your dad. You don’t have the same blood as us.’

Stirling sounded incandescent now. She couldn’t ever recall him being so angry. She wanted to go in there and back him up, but he was more than capable of fighting his own battles. Then she heard him saying something that had her putting a hand to her mouth. No, Stirling! Not that. Not now. Then she heard the unmistakable sound of a slap.

This could not go on. It was time to intervene. But no sooner had she put a hand out to the door than it was thrown wide open and Gina appeared in the doorway. Her face drained of colour, she glared at Cecily. ‘What kind of a mother are you to have raised two such awful sons?’ Not waiting for an answer, she pushed past and hurried away. Next came Rosco and Scarlet with Charlie in tow. They didn’t speak to her. They barely looked at her.

Cecily stepped into the room and saw Stirling standing alone. He looked ineffably wretched. ‘How much did you hear?’ he asked.

She went to him. ‘Enough to know that you said what needed saying.’

He shook his head. ‘I didn’t mean to tell them . . . not like that. But I couldn’t bear to hear them disparaging Neil the way they were.’

‘I’m proud of you for sticking up for him. I wanted to come in and join forces with you, but you were managing quite well without my interference.’

‘But I’ve hurt them. Particularly Gina. And the awful thing is, I did it deliberately. The red mist came down and I wanted to puncture their intractable certainty.’ He went over to the window and ran his hands through his hair. ‘What if they never forgive me?’

‘That was always going to be a risk.’

‘I could have lessened the risk, though. Now they’ll hate Katie before they’ve even met her. They’ll regard her as the enemy.’

‘Oh, Stirling, that was inevitable as well. But in time, when emotions have settled down and everyone is thinking straight again, then Scarlet and Rosco will want to get to know their half-sister.’

‘I wish I had half your confidence.’ He sighed heavily. ‘How’s Pen coping?’

‘She’s doing well. Lloyd is watching over her like a hawk. They’ll be glad when today is over.’

‘Did you meet Simone Montrose?’

‘No. I didn’t get a chance. She didn’t come back here. Which was perfectly correct of her, don’t you think?’

‘I suppose so. Though I’m beginning to lose track about what constitutes a good idea now.’

‘What was she like?’

‘Hard to say. In common with us, she was probably not at her best.’

Now at home in Oxford, Simone was curled up on the sofa with a box of tissues at her side, holding a framed photograph of Neil. She had taken the picture two years ago, when they’d met on a flotilla sailing holiday in the Greek islands. She had never sailed before, but the friends she’d gone with had sworn that they’d teach her all she needed to know, that it would be a piece of cake. They had also claimed it would be the ideal way for her to meet new people and, who knew, maybe have a little fun in the form of a holiday romance.

There had been six boats in the flotilla, and she had met Neil the first evening of the trip, when they had anchored in the village harbour of Meganisi and, as a group, gone for dinner at a nearby taverna. Purely by random chance, she and Neil had sat next to each other, and she had enjoyed his company enormously, but hadn’t for a second considered him holiday romance material. Besides, he was married. She’d spotted his wedding ring straight away and during the course of the meal he had spoken often of his wife and son. She had felt happy and relaxed in his presence, which counted for a lot. Having been on her own for more than four years, she was tired of either being fixed up by well-intentioned friends or being hit on by men who assumed she must be so desperate she’d go to bed with anyone.

But Neil hadn’t hit on her; he had been highly entertaining and had made everyone laugh around the table, not just her. As the days drifted by, they found themselves gravitating towards each other for lazy picnic lunches on sandy beaches and boisterous evenings spent in tavernas. By the end of the holiday, she knew that something special had passed between them, something life-changing. He had felt it too, and very quietly, when they’d been swimming in the sparkling clear Ionion water on the last day of the holiday, he had admitted he wanted to see her again when they were back in England. ‘I shouldn’t be putting you in this situation,’ he’d said, ‘and I want you to know I’ve never done anything like this before. I never thought I was capable of cheating on my wife, but the thought of not seeing you again is making me feel ill.’

A week later, on her forty-fifth birthday, he came to see her in Oxford. She gave him a brief tour round the college where she worked as an art restorer, and then he drove her out for lunch at Le Manoir Aux Quat’Saisons, where he surprised her with a present: a double-strand pearl necklace. It wasn’t until he drove her home and she invited him in that he kissed her. Until then, there had been no real physical contact between them. For her part, it had been a blessed relief when his mouth had touched hers. They didn’t go to bed until a fortnight later. It had felt so natural between them, as though they’d known and understood each other’s bodies for a long time.

Whilst the sex between them was always good, it wasn’t what their relationship was founded on. It was the easy and honest rapport between them that they cherished the most. He told her about his marriage: how he loved his wife, but as a brother would love his sister – there hadn’t been anything physical between them for many years, but he cared deeply about her well-being. In turn, she told him about her eight-year marriage: how she had reluctantly ended it when she faced up to the sad truth that her husband’s drinking would destroy them both if she stayed. She told Neil things she had never shared with anyone else. Not even her closest friends.

They spoke almost every day on the telephone, and before she knew it, she was completely in love with him. And he with her. That was when she tried to break it off with him. She suddenly saw the futility of being in love with a man she could never have to herself. He was devastated and begged her to reconsider. But she held firm. A fortnight later, he came to see her and told her he was making plans to change his life so that he could be with her. He said the one thing he had to do was make sure that his wife would be financially secure for the rest of her life, and just as importantly, he wanted to secure their future together. He spoke of investments he was putting in place. He spoke of being a free man one day and asking her to marry him. He begged her to be patient, to put her trust in him.

And she did. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with this man, so why not be patient? Why not help him through this difficult period in his life so they could then be together?

Fresh tears filled her eyes and rolled down her cheeks as she recalled the last time she’d seen Neil, when he’d surprised her by coming to stay for three whole days and nights, something he’d never done before. On his last night with her he’d been on edge, pacing the floor in the kitchen, unable to settle. She had never seen him like that. ‘Drop everything and run away with me,’ he’d suddenly said. She’d laughed and replied, ‘I can’t, I have a hair appointment tomorrow.’ He’d grabbed hold of her hands and said, ‘I’m being serious. Come on, let’s do it. Let’s take a boat and spend the rest of our lives sailing round the Mediterranean. What’s to stop us?’ God help her, she’d laughed again and changed the subject by taking him upstairs to her bed. The next morning, he’d woken early, kissed her goodbye and promised to call her. That was the last time she saw him. He must have known then that what he’d set in motion was about to catch up with him.

How had she not suspected that something was dangerously wrong with him, that he’d set himself on a course from which there was no way back? And why hadn’t she simply agreed to run away with him? Wouldn’t that have been better than the guilt she now had to live with? She held the framed photograph to her heart. ‘Oh Neil,’ she murmured, ‘it’s all my fault. If only we had never met, you’d still be alive.’

She gulped to try and stem the flow of tears. But it was no good, and once again she was sobbing uncontrollably, just as she had at Neil’s graveside.

Neil had frequently said that his wife was one of the most kind-hearted people he knew, and after today, Simone knew that he hadn’t been exaggerating. The woman had been extraordinarily generous towards Simone, had shown her immeasurable compassion and understanding.

She had met the son, only briefly, and while he had been guarded, she sensed in him the young man that Neil had been so proud of. There had been no hostility from him, or his mother, which was what she had dreaded. She had feared that she had been invited to attend the funeral merely so that the family could emotionally corner her and hold her responsible for Neil’s death. But they hadn’t. Not even Neil’s brother, who she knew from their telephone conversation, when he’d explained that his sister-in-law had suggested she come to the church for the service, and had found talking to her extremely difficult.

She had recognized him straight away when she had entered the church, from photographs Neil had shown her. He had been shaking hands with a group of mourners, and seizing her chance when he’d been momentarily alone, she had plucked up her courage and discreetly introduced herself. She had asked him to pass on her thanks to Neil’s widow for allowing her to come, and had then moved off quickly so that he didn’t have an opportunity to respond. During the service, she had watched him transfixed as he’d given the eulogy for his brother and then when he had helped to carry the coffin out of the church.

Partway through the burial ceremony, she had felt his eyes on her, and when she’d met his gaze, he hadn’t looked away. There hadn’t been anything defiant in his expression, just an intense look of scrutiny. He’d probably been wondering what sort of loathsome woman she was to have an affair with a married man.

Let him think what he wants, she thought now. What did it matter? She would never see any of Neil’s family again, so why beat herself up over what they might think of her?



Chapter Twenty-four

‘They do have food in Brighton, you know.’

‘I’m well aware of that.’

‘So why the food parcel, Granza?’

‘I don’t like turning up empty-handed or putting anyone to any trouble. And for your information, Mr Smarty-Pants, this is a hamper, and we’re going to surprise your cousin with a picnic.’

Lloyd took the hamper from his grandmother and placed it carefully on the back seat of his car. Then, after helping her into the passenger seat, he settled himself behind the wheel and drove out through the gates of South Lodge.

A month had passed since his father’s death, and occasionally there were moments when Lloyd felt that life seemed almost normal. Usually this was when he was absorbed in his work, when he was focused entirely on the piece of wood he was planing, sanding or staining and there was music playing on the radio in the workshop, and Adam and Pete were engaged in their customary good-natured banter, usually arguing over whose turn it was to make the coffee.

Then there were times when it all came crashing down on him again, and he struggled to make sense of anything that had come to light. The latest, and needlessly cruel turn of events was that the hospice for which Mum had so generously raised money had written to say they felt they could no longer accept her donations from the garden open days she put on at The Meadows. Tainted money, was the implication. After everything Mum and Dad had done for them, could they be more short-sighted? Or more hurtful? Lloyd doubted it.

He hated the position his mother had been put in. She deserved to be treated better; she had done nothing wrong. And didn’t she have enough to contend with, without the bank and building society freezing the joint accounts she’d had with Dad? And then the will was still to be read. They were in a state of limbo. It was a nightmare. And all of Dad’s doing.

Increasingly Lloyd felt like raging against his father for the mess he’d left behind him. Then he’d feel guilty at the strength of his anger and tell himself that anger wouldn’t help, and it certainly wouldn’t bring his father back, which he wanted more than anything. Nor would it give him the answers he needed. At night, when he couldn’t sleep, his head spun with myriad questions. Always he wanted to know why his father hadn’t left them a proper note, not just to explain why he’d done what he had, but something personal for them – a tangible goodbye, a final communication of love and assurance. A one-worded note saying ‘sorry’ wasn’t enough. He and Mum needed more. He had discussed the absence of a proper note with Stirling and Cecily, and between them, the only explanation they could come up with was that perhaps if Dad had started to write such a letter, it would have torn him apart and he wouldn’t have been able to go through with killing himself. He’d needed to keep it impersonal. Almost anonymous. They would never know for sure if that was the case, but one thing Lloyd was sure of was that he would go mad if he didn’t find a way to resign himself to never knowing the truth.

Today was what you could call another day in search of the truth: he was on his way to meet his newly discovered cousin for the first time.

Cecily had called him yesterday morning, and after she’d established he didn’t have anything planned for today – Saturday – she had asked him if he would drive her down to Brighton. She’d then explained that she wanted to see her granddaughter – Katie Lavender – again. He had to admit that he was intrigued to meet her. And if she was at all interested in his opinion, he’d tell her that she would be better off having nothing to do with the family; that she should run as fast as she could in the opposite direction.

Following Stirling’s explosive announcement at Dad’s funeral, the hairline crack in the family that had always existed had been blown asunder. That night, at Gina’s insistence, Stirling moved out of Willow Bank and booked himself into the Hotel du Vin in the centre of Henley. As soon as Lloyd had got wind of this, he’d suggested that his uncle stay with Pen. Pen had been only too happy with the idea, and Stirling had accepted the offer, saying, ‘It’ll only be for a short while, just until everyone calms down.’

A calm didn’t seem likely to be on the cards for any time soon. Stirling had no sooner unpacked his case at The Meadows than Scarlet and Charlie moved in with Gina. It was always possible that Gina was genuinely so devastated that she needed the company and support of her daughter, but Lloyd suspected the move had more to do with colours being nailed to the mast in a blatant display of solidarity. He wouldn’t be at all surprised if it turned out that Rosco had put Scarlet up to it. His cousin could never resist a divisive manoeuvre; it was in his blood.

And blood would be very much at the heart of Rosco’s machinations. Rosco had never really accepted Lloyd as his equal, due to the simple fact that he wasn’t a true Nightingale – just as his father hadn’t been – but now there was a stranger in their midst who most certainly had a legitimate claim on the name. No guesses for how that was going down with Rosco.

And just as Neil had been cast as the villain of the family, so now had Stirling, and with allegiances firmly declared and a schism of enormous proportions in place, it was difficult to imagine how family accord could ever be reinstated. Not with Gina talking about divorce.

Lloyd glanced at his grandmother in the passenger seat and said, ‘Do you think Gina really will go through with divorcing Stirling?’

Cecily tutted. ‘No. But for now, she’s making her feelings very clear by punishing him in the only way she knows how. I’m not without sympathy for her; I do understand that she’ll be feeling horribly betrayed. It was wrong what Stirling did when he had that affair with Katie’s mother, but on the other hand, he’s been an excellent husband and father ever since. If he hadn’t loved Gina and Rosco and Scarlet, he would have left them a long time ago, wouldn’t he? I predict she’ll make a bit more noise and bluster for a while yet, but the reality is, she’s not the kind of woman to want to make do with half of what she currently has.’

‘You mean financially?’

‘Exactly so. Stirling has provided her with an extremely comfortable lifestyle. When was the last time Gina had to worry about the cost of anything? If she divorces Stirling – and let’s assume she gets half of what they have by way of money and assets – it’s still only half. Why settle for half a cake when you can have the whole thing?’

‘For your self-respect?’

Cecily laughed. ‘A very high ideal, but not one to which a certain type of woman is prepared to subscribe.’

Lloyd had always admired his grandmother for her candour, so he said, ‘Can I ask you a personal question, Granza?’

‘Of course.’

‘You’re one of the most observant people I know; did you ever suspect that Dad was having an affair?’

‘No. But I did wonder from time to time if he was tempted.’

‘Mum told me the other day about . . . well, you know . . . that things weren’t entirely . . . um . . . not entirely that good in the bedroom, and . . .’ He couldn’t go on. Discussing his parents’ sex life was not a regular line of conversation to have with anyone, let alone his grandmother.

‘No need to be coy,’ she said, in her typically no-nonsense voice. ‘Pen told me a long time ago that she had lost interest in sex. It happens in many marriages. That’s why I wondered whether your father might be tempted to stray.’

‘You sound as if it’s perfectly reasonable to do so.’

‘Not perfectly reasonable, but understandable. I wouldn’t have endorsed such behaviour, but neither would I have censured it. Lloyd, are you angry with your father?’

The question took him by surprise, and he hesitated before answering. ‘Yes,’ he admitted reluctantly.

‘That’s to be expected. Promise me you won’t feel guilty about it, though. Anger is all part and parcel of the grieving process. Especially when it’s suicide.’

Indicating and putting his foot down to overtake a car towing a caravan, he said, ‘How about you, Granza, do you feel angry?’

‘Only at those who seem intent on making things worse for us.’

Lloyd knew exactly to whom Cecily was referring. The latest news to be reported in the press was that the police investigation had successfully tracked down the missing clients’ money to several accounts in the Cayman Islands. Spurious stories had then followed, claiming that this was where Neil had planned to escape, along with changing his identify. Oh, and he was going to do it with a woman. A lover. As far as Lloyd was aware, there was no rock-solid evidence to support these claims – other than that the family knew of Simone Montrose’s existence – but even he had to admit that he could no longer say anything with any certainty about his father.

For legal reasons the located money couldn’t be returned straight away to the clients, and so Stirling had personally made good the debts from his own pocket. This also had been reported in the press, but was given no more than a line or two of coverage. Plainly, even in the serious newspapers, it was far more interesting to fill the column inches with dubious speculation.

Stirling had come in for a good deal of scrutiny, the implication being that he must have been in on the scam, and to his knowledge he had been followed to and from the office on three different occasions. It was for this reason, so Cecily had told Lloyd, that he had decided not to visit Brighton, for fear of dragging Katie into the mire. It wasn’t difficult to picture just how much the press would love to get hold of the story of a love child suddenly popping up in Stirling’s life.

Not for the first time, Lloyd wondered just how involved Katie Lavender would want to become with the Nightingale family. Based on what she had seen and heard so far, she had to be questioning if she had done the right thing in making contact.

Unless, of course, she had made contact because her motives were not as innocent as she’d claimed, just as Rosco had speculated on the phone the other day when he’d been in touch to instruct Lloyd to keep an eye on Cecily and Pen. ‘Your mother and Granza are vulnerable right now to any sob story going,’ he’d said, ‘and since you’re closest to them, it’s your job to keep an eye on them. And let’s face it, what evidence do we have that this girl is telling the truth? She literally walks in off the street and claims to be the result of some fling Dad had thirty years ago. I mean, come on, she could be anyone trying a number on us.’

Lloyd hadn’t mentioned the conversation with Rosco to either his mother or Granza, knowing that nothing would have insulted his grandmother more. There was no one more in control of her faculties and emotions than Cecily Nightingale.

As to what Katie Lavender’s motives might be, for now Lloyd was prepared to give her the benefit of the doubt if only because he was more inclined to trust the opinion of his mother and grandmother than that of a hot-headed, bigoted cousin.

Katie was a bag of nerves. She had spent the morning in a demented frenzy of tidying and dusting and vacuuming. When the phone rang, just as she was giving her all to a particularly stubborn bit of limescale on the kitchen tap, she gave a little start.

‘Hey, Katie, how’s it going?’

‘Oh, it’s you again, Tess. What do you want now?’

‘I just wanted to know if they’d arrived yet.’

‘If they had, I wouldn’t be talking to you, would I?’

‘Hey, what’s with all the uptightness?’

‘I’m not uptight. I’m just busy.’

‘Busy doing what?’

‘Cleaning the house.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’ve got visitors coming. As well you know.’

‘Do you clean when I visit you?’

‘No, I have to clean after you’ve gone. You’re the messiest person I know. A complete slob.’

‘I’m hurt. Deeply hurt. And the way you’re going on, anyone would think you had royalty visiting. Have you laid down a red carpet and put rose petals in the loo for them?’

‘Don’t be stupid. I just want to make a good impression.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I want them to like me.’

‘I thought you said that you and Cecily hit it off like a regular pair of old muckers. The way you were going on about her, I was beginning to feel jealous, like you’d swapped me for a new best friend.’

‘Keep me talking on the phone any longer and I will trade you in for another best friend. Oh my God, I’ve just spotted a humongous cobweb!’

‘Calm down, will you? So what if you’ve got a cobweb, what’s the worst that can happen: you’ll be reported to the Serious Grime Unit? Hey, that was a joke, girlfriend.’

‘Save it for someone who’s got time to appreciate your special brand of humour. I’ll ring you later, when they’ve gone.’

‘You promise?’

‘Hand on heart.’

She was standing on a chair with a duster on the end of a wooden spoon, trying to reach the cobweb above the French doors, when the telephone rang again. She clambered down grumpily. ‘Tess, if you think this is funny, I’ll bloody well kill you!’

There was a silence at the other end of the line.

‘I’m warning you, one more joke about royalty and rose petals and I’ll be on the next train to London to burn your entire collection of Johnny Depp scrapbooks! What’s more, I’ll make you watch! Now will you leave me in peace so I can deal with the mother of cobwebs.’

‘Um . . . I think you might be mistaking me for someone else.’

‘Oh. Who are you?’

‘I’m your cousin, Lloyd.’

Katie gulped. So much for making a good impression. ‘Er . . . Hello. I’m sorry about shouting at you. I thought you were a friend.’

‘That’s OK. Do you shout at all your friends?’

‘Only the really annoying ones. Is there a problem? Aren’t you coming?’

‘No, everything’s fine. According to the satnav, we’ll be with you in about twenty minutes. Cecily just wanted me to let you know that we’re running early. She has a thing about not inconveniencing people and wanted to make sure it would be all right for us to turn up earlier than expected.’

‘Earlier is good for me.’

‘Excellent. I’ll let you get back to your cobwebs, then.’

Cheeky devil, she thought as she put the phone down and climbed back up on to the chair. He’d better not turn out to be anything like that arrogant pig Rosco.

The cobweb dealt with, she washed her hands, brushed her hair and took a deep breath. She wasn’t at all nervous about seeing Cecily again, but Lloyd was a different kettle of fish. An unknown quantity, he would be here today to size her up and report back to his cousins. And having just yelled at him, she hadn’t exactly done herself any favours, had she? Still, his approval wasn’t really that important.

Who was she kidding? As she’d just said to Tess, it was important to her that she was liked, for which read approved of. Cecily and Pen liked and approved of her, as did Stirling. Well, she thought he did. Although given what he now had to deal with, he may well be having second thoughts about her.

She had been surprised how disappointed she’d been when Stirling had phoned to explain that he didn’t think he ought to meet up with her again just yet. She understood his reasons and was touched by his concern to protect her, but at the same time there was a small part of her that felt excluded. Rejected, even. She couldn’t really explain it, but she wanted to feel a part of his problems. She didn’t want to feel an outsider.

And hadn’t she caused some of those problems? She had sent a card to Cecily after the funeral, hoping, within the few lines she’d written, to strike the right chord of formality that she felt the situation warranted, and had received a long letter two days later in which Cecily told her everything that had gone on at the funeral and afterwards. Katie had been appalled to read about Stirling and his wife, that he was now staying with Pen, and Gina was breathing fire about divorce. She felt horribly responsible. This was all her fault. Cecily had written, Now, Katie, I don’t want you to blame yourself for the consequences of Stirling’s announcement. He alone is responsible for his actions. You’re not to worry. He and Gina will find a way to sort this out. She had finished her letter by asking if she could visit Katie in Brighton.

But Katie was worried. That was why she had been up since seven, frantically spring-cleaning the house. Classic displacement activity. She didn’t want to be viewed by her cousin as being responsible for destroying Stirling’s marriage.

Before the day she’d lost her job and visited the solicitor’s office in London, she had begun to feel as if she was moving on from the death of her parents and was once more back in control of her life. But following that fateful meeting with Howard Clifford, everything had changed, and once again she was at the mercy of circumstances over which she had no control. The simplest thing to do would be to walk away from the Nightingales and not get involved. It would be so much easier to get on with her life as though she had never read that letter from her mother.

But how could she do that? How could she effectively put the genie back in the bottle? It just couldn’t be done. She had to go through with what she had started. Or rather, what her mother had started. Fay had wanted her to meet Stirling, and despite everything, she was glad she had.

Two things she wasn’t so happy about were her continued lack of employment, and Ian. She was circulating her CV like crazy, but the job market had all but dried up. She had never been unemployed before, and the lack of purpose to her days didn’t suit her.

As for Ian, he had been devastated when she’d invited him for dinner and broken it to him that she thought it would be better if they didn’t see each other any more. She had assumed he would have seen it coming, that it wouldn’t have been a big shock. He hadn’t, though. ‘But we haven’t spoken for almost a fortnight,’ she’d reasoned. ‘Surely you must have thought that was a bad sign?’

‘I was giving you your space,’ he’d said. ‘I didn’t want to crowd you.’ He’d looked like a wounded puppy, and she’d hated herself for hurting him. ‘Please, I know it’s been a difficult time for you,’ he’d continued, ‘and you’re probably feeling really confused about everything, but we’ve been good together, haven’t we?’

She was confused about a lot of things, but the one thing she saw with great clarity was that she couldn’t be with Ian any longer. ‘Cruel to be kind,’ both Tess and Zac had told her. ‘End it properly. No ambiguity.’

But they weren’t the ones staring into the face of a wounded puppy. ‘Ian,’ she’d said, ‘I’ll always be grateful to you. You were wonderful to me when my mother died—’

‘No!’ he’d said, his voice raised to an embarrassing pitch. ‘I don’t want your gratitude. I want you. I want the Katie I knew before you found out about your father. You’ve been different ever since.’

‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe I have changed. So if that’s true, wouldn’t you be better off finding someone new?’

She’d willed him to accept it was over between them, not to make it any more difficult than it already was. He’d shaken his head and said, ‘Did you ever really love me, or was I just a convenient shoulder for you? And be honest with me. Don’t lie.’

But she had lied. ‘I loved you, Ian. I really did.’

‘But you don’t now.’

‘No.’

‘Do you know why? Was it something I did? Or something I didn’t do?’

Just go, she’d wanted to say. Stop making this so difficult. But she supposed he was driven by his analytical brain searching for some logical reason for why they were breaking up. ‘It wasn’t anything you said or did, Ian,’ she said. ‘We just ran our course. It happens. And often for no particular reason, other than a thing has come to a natural end. Unfortunately relationships aren’t based on logic. If they were, they would be a lot easier to get right.’

He’d stared at her as if she was speaking a foreign language, and then had left a few minutes later. She had tried to give him a no-hard-feelings hug at the door and suggest that they stay in touch as friends, but he’d shrugged her off and said he’d collect his things the next day. He’d be grateful if she could bag them up ready for him.

She had hurt him badly, and that upset her.

A ring at the doorbell instantly put Ian out of her mind. She took a deep breath and went to open the door.



Chapter Twenty-five

Katie could hear Cecily talking, and she was vaguely aware of gabbling back a reply, something inane about the journey, but she was having what Tess called a shocky moment. A shocky moment was when you saw someone or something that made your spine tingle and you suddenly wanted to dance and laugh and cry all at the same time. It had happened to Tess when she’d met Ben.

But it shouldn’t be happening to Katie in her tiny hallway. Hell no! Lloyd was her cousin. But he was so cute. Tall and exceptionally well built, with strong, clear-cut features, he was dressed in jeans with a navy-blue T-shirt and a black well-worn leather jacket. Loaded with just the right amount of nonchalance – any more and it would look forced – his hands were pushed into the pockets of his jeans, causing his shoulders to hunch slightly. The ends of his brown collar-length hair were lightened by the sun and his eyes were blue – intensely blue, for the record. Normally she didn’t go for blue eyes. Not her thing. But in this instance she was prepared to make an exception.

Except he was her cousin, she reminded herself. Cousin, cousin, cousin! But man o man, he’d got the look perfectly tuned. He was Captain Divine from Planet Awesome.

She realized that he was speaking and holding out his hand towards her. ‘Hello, Cousin Katie,’ he said.

She had to think what to do. She tried to smile, but couldn’t quite manage it. ‘Er . . . hello, Cousin Lloyd,’ she said, taking his lead and his hand, the palm of which she had sufficient wits to note was warm and rough and callused. She remembered Cecily mentioning something about him making upmarket garden furniture for a living.

Letting go of her hand, he looked about him, particularly, for some weird reason, up at the ceiling. ‘Good work with the cobwebs,’ he said. ‘Not a one to be seen.’

Her face prickled and she gave a nervous, unconvincing laugh.

‘Lloyd, whatever are you talking about?’ This was from Cecily.

‘A small joke,’ he said, ‘and perhaps not a very funny one.’

‘I should think it isn’t. Now why don’t you see if you left your manners in the car along with the hamper?’

He smiled, clicked his heels together and made a salute. ‘I’ll be right back.’

Cecily gave him an airy wave of her hand, ‘Tiresome boy, be off with you.’ There was affection in her voice. ‘Katie, darling, it’s such a beautiful day, shall we go and sit outside in the garden?’

Composing herself, Katie said, ‘Please don’t expect too much, it’s only small.’

‘Bigger than my balcony, I’ll wager. Lead on, lead on! Ooh, it’s perfectly charming. What a clever girl you are to keep it looking so nice.’

‘That’s what comes of having too much time on one’s hands.’

‘Still no job?’

‘Unfortunately not,’ she replied whilst offering Cecily the most comfortable chair, in the shade of the magnolia tree.

‘Something will turn up before too long, just you see.’ Cecily took her time to get settled into the seat, first removing her silk scarf and lightweight coat and passing them to Katie, then placing her handbag neatly beside her well-shod feet.

‘I certainly hope so,’ Katie said with feeling.

‘Perhaps you’re not looking in the right direction. Ah, Lloyd, there you are. Isn’t Katie’s garden lovely? One of your benches would be right at home here, don’t you agree?’

He cast his gaze around the small space and nodded. ‘Green fingers like Cecily and my mother,’ he said. Then, looking directly at Katie, he added, ‘That must be why they’ve spoken so highly of you.’

‘With or without the green fingers, Pen and I would have taken to Katie,’ Cecily said curtly. ‘Now then, are you going to stand there all day with that hamper, Lloyd, or are you going to do something useful with it?’

He smiled. ‘Having given the matter my full consideration, I think I’ll just stand here and annoy you all day, Granza.’

She laughed. ‘And what a fine job you’re doing of that already.’

‘Years of experience, that’s what makes me the expert I am.’ He placed the hamper on the table, undid the straps and lifted the lid. ‘Lunch care of Cecily Nightingale,’ he announced. He turned to Katie. ‘You haven’t spent the morning cooking for us, have you?’

‘No,’ Katie answered with a wry smile. ‘The cobwebs took up all of my time. I planned to take you out somewhere for lunch.’

‘Then unplan that arrangement right away,’ Cecily said, ‘and we’ll have a picnic here in the garden. What could be better? And will one of you kindly tell me what all this nonsense is about cobwebs?’

Just about everything Stirling did these days, he imagined how it would look through the eyes of a journalist intent on causing trouble. An innocent trip on the river in his boat could be made to look like the actions of a man flaunting his wealth with a couldn’t-give-a-shit attitude. The caption would read, While others bear the brunt of his brother’s deception and greed, Stirling Nightingale sails blithely on. To ensure there was no danger of that happening, he hadn’t been out in his treasured slipper launch in over a month. Nor had he driven his Aston Martin at his usual lick in case he was caught for speeding and it was turned into a newsworthy misdemeanour. He felt he had to watch his every step, not just for his family’s reputation but for Nightingale Ridgeway’s reputation; for its very survival.

Since Neil’s funeral, they had lost nearly a dozen clients, including one of their biggest investors. Stirling had written to every single client, from the biggest to the smallest, assuring them that something like this could never happen again, that procedures had been put in place. He also informed them that all the missing monies had been recovered and that he’d personally refunded what had been taken from the portfolios. It seemed to have stemmed the flow of haemorrhaging clients, and he could only hope it would continue to do so. Perhaps those who hadn’t left were taking the view that lightning wouldn’t strike twice in the same place.

Even the state of his marriage had found its way into the newspapers. God knew how. But since it had rapidly become common knowledge that he had moved out of Willow Bank – you couldn’t keep something like that secret in a small place like Sandiford – it was probably someone in the village who had been coerced by some hack or other into divulging the titbit that he was staying with his brother’s widow. He really would have thought that journalists had more important things to write about. But then it was the summer; it was open season for superficial news stories. Which was why he was keeping his distance from Katie for the time being. He badly wanted to see her again, but he didn’t want to risk compounding the situation.

Gina and Rosco and Scarlet had said some hurtful things about Katie. He could understand their anger and in particular Gina’s sense of betrayal, and he could tolerate them venting their feelings towards him, but what he couldn’t do was stand by and listen to any attacks made on Katie. Sadly his defence of her had only further enraged them. Thank God he hadn’t said anything about the trust fund he’d set up all those years ago; that would certainly add fuel to the fire. For now, that had to remain a secret between him and Katie and Cecily.

He put down the glass of water he’d ordered and looked at his watch: still five minutes to go. He’d got here early, ostensibly so that he could make sure he hadn’t been followed – he was beginning to feel he was a character in a spy novel – but mainly so that he would have time to gather his thoughts. He had believed this to be a good idea last night; now he wasn’t so sure. Could she really tell him anything he didn’t know already?

What more was there to add to what they now assumed to be the case, that Neil had taken the money because, like Stirling, he’d been facing a sharp and sudden drop in income for the foreseeable future due to the continuing downshift in the economy? For Stirling it wasn’t a serious problem, not being able to pay himself the usual dividend, but for Neil, planning to start a new life with Simone and at that time provide generously for Pen, it must have been a disaster. Impatient to be with Simone, had he looked at his client portfolios and thought he could simply borrow from them during the difficult period and then return the money when times were good again? Stirling wanted to believe that his brother fully intended to pay back the money, but he couldn’t be sure of it.

One thing he was sure of, based on what had since come to light, was the client who Rosco had overheard talking with his accountant that day at the tennis club had been in touch with Neil regarding a query about a discrepancy in his investments. It was that phone call, Stirling now believed, that made Neil realize he was about to be found out and which led him to take his life several days later.

He glanced nervously round the dining area of the Old Parsonage. He hadn’t been to the hotel here in Oxford in a long time; nothing seemed to have changed in the intervening years. To his relief, there didn’t seem to be anyone remotely interested in him, overtly or otherwise. The other diners comprised a mix of well-dressed couples and American tourists, all engrossed in their own conversations and meals.

He returned his attention to his newspaper. He’d lost count of how many times he’d tried to read the same article on the front page, not a word of which he had taken in. He forced himself to concentrate, determined this time to master it.

He’d read for no more than a minute or two when he heard a softly pitched woman’s voice saying his name. He looked up, straight into the face of Simone Montrose. He got to his feet. After a moment’s hesitation, they shook hands. He pulled out a chair for her.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

He sat down again and swallowed. He cleared his throat. ‘Is this as awkward for you as it is for me?’

‘Very awkward. I nearly didn’t come.’ She gave a tremulous smile. ‘You’re quite like him, you know.’

‘People often used to say that, they called it our simpatico mindset. Which wouldn’t be at all remarkable for blood-related brothers, but since Neil was adopted, the similarity was all the more incredible. My mother says it’s what happens when people spend a lot of time together: they mirror each other’s mannerisms and speech patterns. The body language merges.’

‘But perhaps only if the bond is a strong one; if there’s real affection between two people. You and Neil were extremely close, weren’t you? He was always talking about you. You were hugely important to him.’

From nowhere, a wave of unbearable grief swept over Stirling. Lately the pain had lessened; it had become submerged beneath a layer of something else: anger. He was angry that Neil hadn’t confided in him. Angry that he had not been honest with the one person in the world with whom he should have been totally honest. But sitting here with Simone Montrose, the woman who had been such a closely guarded secret in Neil’s life, and hearing her talk about Neil, her voice low and full of sadness, his anger was stripped away to expose his grief in all its painful purity once more. To steady himself, he tidied his newspaper away and reached for a menu. ‘Shall we choose and then order?’

They neither spent long deliberating over what to eat or drink, and with their food quickly ordered, along with a glass of wine, Simone was the first to resume the conversation. ‘How’s Neil’s widow?’ she asked.

‘Coping.’

‘Does she know that you’re here in Oxford, that you wanted to see me?’

‘Yes. I didn’t want to keep something like this from her. One way or another, there’s been enough secrecy in the family. It’s time to be totally honest now.’

‘That’s easier said than done in my experience. We lie all the time, even with those we love. I lied to Neil when I said I didn’t want him to leave Pen. Of course I wanted him to leave her. I wanted him for myself, but I went through the motions of trying to be the understanding mistress.’

He found himself wincing. ‘I don’t think you should use that word.’

‘Which word?’

‘Mistress. It doesn’t seem appropriate.’

‘But that’s what I was. It’s how your family will always regard me.’

‘Some might, but not all. I certainly don’t want to.’

Their drinks arrived and when the waiter left them, Simone said, ‘What do you want, Stirling? Why did you want to see me again?’

‘This may sound strange, but I feel I owe it to Neil to make sure you’re all right.’

She raised an impeccably arched eyebrow in surprise. ‘That’s very kind of you. But entirely unnecessary. I shall be all right. Eventually.’

He neither pushed the offer of his help nor felt slighted by her firm rebuttal. As she sipped her wine, he tried to observe her without appearing to do so. His memory of her from the funeral – as sketchy as most of his memories were from that day – was quite different to the woman he was looking at now. Then, she’d been a spectral presence amongst the mourners. There had been a frailness to her, a sort of insubstantial bearing to the way she’d held herself. He could remember thinking as he’d watched her when Neil’s coffin had been lowered into the ground that all it would have taken was one puff of wind for her to be swept away. He thought now that that might have been some kind of subconscious wishful thinking on his part. But now, sitting across the table from her, he saw a stronger and more substantial woman. For a start, she was taller than he recalled, and younger. He wasn’t usually very good at guessing a woman’s age, but he put her in her early forties, perhaps forty-four at a push. Her hair was long and dark and perfectly straight, and seemed to accentuate her height and slender build. There were faint lines around her almond-shaped eyes and a tight pensiveness to her face – wholly understandable, given the awkwardness of the situation – but he could see all too clearly that she was an attractive and elegant woman. There was a dignity and considered intelligence to her bearing, which suggested to him that she was a person who didn’t rush into things lightly. He tried to imagine how she had got herself into an affair with Neil, but failed. Their waiter reappeared with their food; they’d both ordered the poached salmon on a bed of leeks. Alone again, Stirling steeled himself for what he wanted to say next. ‘I’d like you to help me,’ he said.

‘How?’

‘I want to know more about the Neil you knew. You must have seen a different side to him, one that I, and the family, didn’t know about.’

‘And with that knowledge, you then think you’ll be able to make sense of what he did?’

Stirling nodded. ‘The Neil I knew wouldn’t have stolen money and then killed himself.’

‘Who knows what anyone is capable of doing when con fronted with a difficult choice?’ she said at length.

‘Meaning he’d made up his mind to leave Pen but wanted to do it in the kindest way possible? I’m sorry, but that doesn’t explain why he appeared to undergo a complete character change.’

‘I agree with you. And I’m sorry to say this, but you’ve had a wasted journey today, because I can’t throw any more light on what Neil did than you can. Don’t you think I’ve thought of little else? Why, why, WHY? It’s all I think of. It’s the last thing I think of when I fall asleep at night and the first thought that I wake up to. If I knew the answer, don’t you think I would have told you or the police?’

Hearing the tension in her voice, Stirling said, ‘I’m sorry. Please, I didn’t mean to insinuate that you were holding anything back. It’s just that there has to be an answer somewhere. And I thought that since the two of you were so close, in a way that maybe he wasn’t with Pen, he might have shared something with you he couldn’t share with anyone else. I know that’s what I did when I had an affair many years ago.’

Her eyes widened. ‘I didn’t know that. Neil never mentioned it.’

‘He didn’t know about it. No one did. In fact, it’s only just come to light.’ He wiped his mouth with his napkin and told her about Katie, and his reckless announcement the day of Neil’s funeral and how Gina and his children had reacted.

‘Goodness. You’ve had quite a load to carry recently, haven’t you? And your daughter – Katie – how is she now going to fit into your life?’

‘That’s a good question. I want to get to know her, but only once things have calmed down.’

‘What about her mother, will you meet up with her again?’

‘Sadly that’s not possible. She’s dead. Along with Katie’s father – the man who brought her up as his own. She doesn’t have any other family.’

‘But now she has you.’ Simone looked thoughtful. ‘I know what it’s like to be alone. My mother died many years ago and my elderly father is now in a care home and most of the time he doesn’t know who I am. I have no brothers or sisters.’ She paused. ‘I know it sounds selfish, and I’m too old really, but I wish I’d had a child with Neil.’

‘That was something Pen always regretted she wasn’t able to do. Not that that means she loves Lloyd any less than if she’d given birth to him herself, she doesn’t. You knew that Lloyd was adopted?’

‘Yes. And it was the same for Neil: he was always talking about his son, he was immensely proud of him. I hope Lloyd knows that.’

‘I think he does. Did my brother ever talk about adoption? Lloyd’s or his own? I’ve been wondering recently . . .’ He broke off, suddenly uncomfortable at voicing what had been going through his head in the last few weeks.

‘Go on,’ she urged.

He drank some of his wine. ‘Did Neil ever talk about his birth parents? With us he didn’t, but that might have been because he thought we’d be hurt if he did, as though we might have felt he was rejecting us after all this time.’

The diners at the table nearest theirs were on the move, scraping chairs back, gathering bags. When they’d gone, Simone said, ‘There was a conversation we had not long before Easter. We’d gone for a walk in Christchurch Meadows and I remember thinking at the time that he wasn’t his normal self, he was unusually quiet and introverted. We found a bench and sat down for a while. It was a lovely day.’ Her gaze slid away from Stirling’s and a sadness clouded her eyes, as if touching the memory of that day was causing her pain. He waited for her to continue. She did, although her gaze remained fixed on some faraway point through the window, where shafts of sunlight shone through the glass. ‘We’d just been watching a young mother stop to tie her son’s shoelaces, and the girl was patiently explaining to the little boy – he must only have been about four – how to do it when Neil asked me what I thought of him as a person, and did I think I really knew him. He then started saying a person couldn’t know who he was if he didn’t know where he was from. I disagreed with him, and we debated the subject for some minutes until he grew tired of it and suggested we carry on with our walk down to the river.’

‘So he did hanker to know?’

‘It was the only time I ever heard him talk that way.’

‘Do you think it’s possible he wanted to track down his real family?’ Stirling felt the sting of his words as soon as they left his mouth. It was the sting of jealousy. He didn’t want Neil to have another family. He didn’t want to share him with real blood brothers and sisters. Because to do that would make Stirling feel second best. But was that what Neil had always felt? Second best? Somehow not quite a proper Nightingale? And was that how Lloyd felt at times?

‘I have no idea,’ Simone answered. ‘He never raised the matter again.’

Stirling fell quiet. He pushed his plate away, unable to finish his meal. ‘Simone,’ he said after a long silence, ‘do you think Neil was experiencing some kind of breakdown?’

She shook her head. ‘He may have lost his way a little, but a breakdown, no, I can’t go along with that.’ She put a hand out to him. ‘Stirling, I know it’s hard, but we may have to accept that we’ll never know what drove Neil to do what he did.’

‘I don’t think I can do that.’

‘I’m not sure I can either, but I’m frightened that if I don’t, if I keep blaming myself for the part I played in his death, I’ll go mad. I can see you doing the same thing: you’re beating yourself up because you didn’t spot that he was on the verge of killing himself; you weren’t able to stop him. And I’m convinced that’s not what Neil would have wanted.’

Stirling felt the coolness from Simone’s hand on his. She was now looking straight at him, her eyes filled with tears. ‘If only he’d left a note,’ he murmured. ‘If he had just done that one small thing, I’d be able to . . .’ His words got stuck in his throat and he lowered his head. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said when he’d dug around inside his jacket pocket for a tissue and composed himself. ‘I feel such a fool. Losing it like this.’

‘Don’t apologize,’ she said. ‘Come on, neither of us is hungry. Let’s pay the bill and go for a walk.’



Chapter Twenty-six

Gina knew what she was doing but she couldn’t stop herself. She didn’t want to.

She hadn’t come here to The Meadows spoiling for a fight, but now she was more than ready for one. She had called in on the off chance to speak with Stirling about a financial matter, only to be told by Pen that he’d gone to Oxford to see Simone Montrose. And then, in one of her typical and infuriatingly throwaway remarks, Pen had said that Lloyd and Cecily had gone down to Brighton to see . . . to see that wretched girl. Gina couldn’t bring herself to say the girl’s name, not even in her head.

From then on everything about her sister-in-law annoyed her and made her want to grab hold of the useless woman and shake her hard. Stop being so bloody wet and pathetic, she wanted to shout at her. And if Pen said just once more, with regard to Gina’s decision to divorce Stirling, that they were all under a lot of stress right now, that it wasn’t the time to make any hasty decisions, or that time was a great healer, then Gina would do something very hasty that no amount of time would ever heal. Stirling had betrayed her in the worst possible way. Their whole marriage had been a lie. And Stirling would pay for that. But could she make Pen understand? No. Because the silly woman wasn’t listening to her. She was far more interested in wandering round the garden deadheading her precious roses, forcing Gina to follow her like some stupid dog.

‘Pen,’ she said, her exasperation reaching boiling point, ‘please, will you stop what you’re doing and listen to me properly.’

No reply.

‘Pen!’

Pen stopped what she was doing and looked round in surprise. ‘Why are you shouting at me?’

‘Because you weren’t listening to a word I was saying and it was the only way I could attract your attention.’

‘I was listening to you. Of course I was. You were saying you couldn’t understand why Stirling would want to talk to Simone Montrose, and I’ve already told you, he said he wanted to ask her some questions about Neil.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, I’d moved on from that. I was saying how appallingly insensitive Cecily is being by going down to Brighton to see that . . . that girl, and trust her to involve Lloyd and . . . Oh, what’s the point in trying to make you understand when you’re doing what you always do, avoiding anything you don’t want to confront by disappearing into your silly little world. Honestly, Pen, you’re nothing but a child sometimes and I for one have had enough of it.’

Pen looked startled. ‘Gina, whatever is the matter with you? Why are you getting yourself so worked up over me?’

‘If you’d been listening, you’d know!’ Gina could hear her voice getting shriller and shriller, but she made no effort to control it. She didn’t want to control it. She wanted to let rip. ‘If you weren’t so self-absorbed, you’d realize this family is falling apart and it’s all your fault.’

‘My fault?’

‘Yes, your fault! If you had been a better wife, none of this would have happened. If you hadn’t been so obsessed with this garden, Neil wouldn’t have felt so neglected and needed to look elsewhere.’

Pen’s jaw dropped. For what felt like for ever she stared mutely at Gina. Then her face crumpled and the secateurs dropped from her hands. She turned and walked very quickly back up the garden towards the house.

Finally, thought Gina with grim satisfaction, she had got her sister-in-law’s attention and provoked a reaction. A genuine reaction.

She caught up with Pen in front of a large stone trough of sweet peas; with great care Pen was weaving the tender shoots up the frame of willow supports. She looked as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Except on closer inspection Gina could see that her hands were shaking. ‘Damn!’ Pen suddenly cursed. She had forced one of the stems too much and it had snapped off. She whipped round and faced Gina. ‘I don’t understand why you feel the need to attack me so personally and so vociferously. What have I ever done to you?’

If Pen was expecting her to climb down and apologize, she had another think coming. ‘For years we’ve all played along with your wafty, head in the clouds, airy-fairy act; well, let me tell you, we’re all heartily sick of it. And as for that ridiculous farce of a funeral you put us through, you could not have made yourself look more stupid. No one in their right mind would have done what you did. It was sheer madness, not to say horribly offensive to the rest of us, for you to invite Neil’s mistress. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive you for putting us through that shameful day.’

‘I did it for Neil.’

‘For Neil?’ Gina exploded. ‘For Neil? Really, Pen, just how dim are you? Neil was planning to leave you for that woman!’

‘I understand why you’re angry,’ Pen said calmly. Annoyingly calmly. ‘You’re angry with Stirling and you’re taking it out on me.’

‘Oh well done, Pen, that’s your great thought for the day, is it? Of course I’m angry with Stirling. But I’m far angrier with you. You could have stopped all this from happening.’

‘How exactly?’

‘If you’d had your eye on the ball you would have known what Neil was up to.’

‘And what’s your excuse for not knowing what Stirling was up to thirty years ago?’

Gina sucked in her breath. ‘That’s different. We’d only been married a few years.’ Immediately she regretted what she’d said, it sounded as if she was defending Stirling, and nothing could be further from her mind.

‘It may have taken place just a couple of years into your marriage,’ Pen came back at her, ‘but you still have to ask yourself why he did it. At least I know why, as you put it, Neil looked elsewhere, and I have to say it’s none of your business. Perhaps you should consider the adage that people in glass houses really shouldn’t throw stones.’

At that, and seeing that at last Pen was showing she had some fight in her, Gina couldn’t resist playing her trump card. A trump card that would hurt as no other could. ‘At least I gave my husband children. Unlike you.’

Pen stared at her steadily. ‘I think you’d better go now,’ she said.

‘Don’t worry, I wouldn’t dream of staying a second longer. I’m just glad that at last we’ve been honest with each other.’

‘I had no idea you despised me so thoroughly, Gina. You should have got this off your chest years ago.’

‘You’re right, I should have, but for the sake of the family, I kept quiet.’

‘You don’t think that for the sake of the family, during this particularly difficult time, it wouldn’t have been better to continue with the pretence that you liked me?’

‘I’ve had enough of pretending. And I’d seriously advise you to stop pretending you’re some kind of middle-aged Pollyanna and acquaint yourself with the real world. You’re on your own now, Pen. There’s no more good old Neil to protect you. It’s time to stand on your own two feet. Unless, of course, you’re planning to replace Neil with Lloyd and rely on him for everything. But how soon before he grows sick of your stifling dependence on him and ends up hating you?’

‘Please go, Gina. I’ll tell Stirling you called in to see him. Can I pass a message on?’

‘Don’t bother. He’ll be hearing from my solicitor soon enough.’

Alone in the garden, Pen closed her eyes. Her body was stiff and ached with the effort of trying not to shake. Gina was just being irrational, she told herself. She’s furious with Stirling. Lashing out at the first and easiest target. She didn’t mean what she said. Of course she didn’t.

As if it was now safe to do so, Pen opened her eyes. She let out the breath she’d been holding in and wrapped her arms tightly around her body. All her life she had taken every possible step she could to avoid conflict of any sort. She hated arguments and disagreements. She had witnessed too many with her warring parents when she’d been a child. Their eventual divorce had come as a relief to her; naively she’d imagined that the fighting would then be over with. But she’d been wrong. They had kept up the arguments, most of which revolved around whose turn it was not to have her for the school holidays. Their busy schedules – her father had been a diplomat and her mother had been what could only be described as a socialite with a ferociously busy diary – had dictated that she attend boarding school. She hadn’t minded a bit, she had loved school; it was the holidays she had dreaded, knowing that she would be the cause of yet more conflict and hostility. She had done her best to be as unobtrusive a child as she could, and it was a habit she had taken on through to adulthood, always wanting to keep the peace, never to be the cause of a disagreement or get involved in one.

But with Gina just now, she had come as close as she’d ever come to a full-blown fight, not just to rant and rave, but to cause actual bodily harm to her sister-in-law. At every accusation Gina had made, she’d had to force herself with superhuman strength not to react. Had she given in to her feelings, she would have lost all control.

The knowledge of that frightened her. It made her realize that her emotions were balanced on a knife edge. One more push, and who knew what she might be capable of.



Chapter Twenty-seven

‘I’d say the day was an unqualified success. What do you think?’

Brighton was behind them now and they were on the A23 heading towards Horsham. Lloyd had known when they’d set off this morning that Cecily was keen for him to approve of his newly discovered cousin. He was about to reply when Cecily said, ‘I wanted you to meet the real Katie as soon as possible, because I wanted to nip in the bud any preconceived ideas you might have been forming about her, given that with their pernicious and pejorative tosh, Gina and co. are branding her as some sort of devil child. Especially Rosco.’

‘Since when have any of my opinions coincided with Rosco’s?’

‘I know that, but I’m on a mission to ensure the poor girl is given a fair chance. As any right-thinking person would agree, the circumstances of her birth are no fault of hers. So what did you think of her? You seemed to be getting along very well. She was understandably a little on edge when we arrived, but that’s no wonder, since she would have known you would be putting her under the microscope.’

Lloyd thought of the obvious bond he’d witnessed between his grandmother and Katie, how surprisingly natural they’d been around each other. But he knew of old that if Cecily took to a person, she would develop an instant and easy rapport with them; there would be no standing on ceremony with her.

In contrast, there had been an initial guardedness from Katie towards him, but gradually she had relaxed and been funny and quick-witted. Yet at the same time, there was a serious and sensitive side to her. When she had offered him her condolences regarding his father, her words had been frank and sincere and said without any hint of awkwardness on her part. He had respected her for that. Too frequently of late when people spoke to him of his loss – was there a more inadequate word for what he was going through? – he’d been subjected to stultifying embarrassment or insulting artifice.

‘I think she makes an excellent addition to the family, Granza,’ he said, choosing his words with care. ‘It should be fun having her around, although Rosco is likely to make her life hell and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.’

‘You don’t think she’s more than capable of taking care of herself? And Rosco? Just as you do?’

He nodded. ‘Fair point.’

‘You like her, then?’

‘I believe we’ve established that.’ He turned and smiled at his grandmother. ‘I’m officially a fan. She’s great. Really great.’

‘Good. I’m glad. Because I have every intention of us seeing a lot more of her.’

‘No complaints from me on that score.’

Rosco couldn’t believe what he was hearing. What the hell was his father playing at? Going to Oxford to meet Uncle Neil’s mistress? Was he mad?

It was becoming rapidly clear to him that certain elements of the family were losing their grip on reality and were deliberately – if not downright maliciously – pulling in the wrong direction, and to the detriment of those around them. Which included Cecily and Lloyd getting all chummy with the product of Dad’s affair. How did they think Gina was supposed to cope with that? It beggared belief. Looking at the highly agitated state of his mother as she sat knocking back a second gin and tonic in the conservatory with Scarlet, who was drinking some kind of lemon and ginger concoction, he wished Dad was here to see the damage he was inflicting.

Rosco didn’t think he would ever come to terms with his father’s infidelity and the grotesquely cavalier way he’d told them about it. It still sickened him to recall the expression on his father’s face that day of the funeral; it was as if he had taken malevolent delight in shocking them with the announcement. In that moment, Dad had turned into a stranger.

Increasingly Rosco was becoming concerned that his brother’s death might have affected Dad more than they had originally thought. What if it was making him unwell? Mentally unwell? And what if he wasn’t in a fit state to make important decisions at work? What then? Rosco knew the answer, and if it was necessary, he would take that step to safeguard the company. There could be no woolly behaviour or illogical uncertainty; too much was at stake. They had to be seen to be totally back in control, a united front with nothing to hide. There had been enough whispering and gossiping going on in the last month amongst the staff, not just in relation to Neil, but now about Stirling and his marriage. As yet nobody seemed to know about Katie Lavender, and Rosco hoped it would remain that way. For the sake of appearances, he made damned sure that whenever anyone was around them, he and Dad appeared to be in perfect harmony. But when they were alone, it was a stretch for him to be civil to his father. His father knew it, too.

He went over to the wine rack and picked out a bottle of red wine. As he uncorked it, he listened to Scarlet through the open doors between the kitchen and conservatory; she was talking about the child she was carrying and all the stress this situation was putting on it. He rolled his eyes. The baby would know stress all right when it was born. Having a mother like Scarlet would not be an easy ride. Always trying to put herself at the centre of any drama, she was about as consistent and reliable as the weather. She could happily claim black was white one day and then swear with breathtaking conviction that she’d said no such thing the following day.

At the moment, of course, she was baby-centric, and unless a thing related directly to her and her baby she wasn’t interested. But the Dad and Katie Lavender situation was very much of interest to her. She had been stunned to learn of their half-sister and swore she would never accept her as such.

When it came to Mum divorcing Dad, Rosco knew that his sister was secretly against the idea. Oh yes, she wanted Dad to be punished for what he’d done to them, but deep down Scarlet – the poster girl for Daddy’s girls the world over – loved him and didn’t want their parents to split up. Neither did Rosco. He knew what would happen if they did go through with it. Scarlet would have given birth by then and would have turned into the Mumzilla from Hell, and he would be left to shoulder the burden of taking care of their mother. The slightest problem and he would be expected to deal with it. It had happened to a friend of his – during the divorce and thereafter the friend’s mother practically lost all ability to think or do anything for herself. Rosco didn’t want that for his mother. Or for himself. A far worse scenario would be if Gina married again. If that happened, they’d have a stranger meddling in their affairs, and that was something Rosco would never countenance.

These were two very good reasons why he needed to get Scarlet on side; he needed her to start thinking clearly and to stop stirring up their mother by going on and on about how awful Dad had been. With her help he believed he could bring about a reconciliation between their parents, as well as a way to get rid of Katie Lavender from their lives for good. He was all for his mother showing her anger and disgust at what Dad had done, but she could turn this to her advantage if she used her head. All it would take was a simple ultimatum and Dad would be brought back into line. And three cheers to that, he thought, raising his wine glass in the air.

On the B4009 and heading towards Watlington, Stirling was stuck in traffic – ahead of him there was a set of temporary lights and a sign for roadworks. With Fauré’s Requiem playing on the car’s CD player, he felt boundless and detached from all that was going on around him. He was tempted to pull over, close his eyes and give in to the feeling of unexpected calm he was experiencing.

It was the first time since Neil’s death that he hadn’t felt like his heart was racing or that he was continuously swimming against the tide with a heavy load on his back. Sleep had become a rarity for him, and most mornings he woke exhausted, as though he hadn’t slept at all, his head fuzzy, his legs and arms leaden. It was a monumental effort to drag himself out of bed, but then once he was up and showered, his mind became a maelstrom of anxious activity and his body was flooded with adrenalin. It was an exhausting state to be in.

But with the top back on his car, the sun shining down on him, the music soaring, he felt so relaxed he could almost believe he didn’t have a care in the world. The thought was so ludicrous he wanted to laugh out loud. He couldn’t help but wonder if this was a sign he was on the brink of losing his mind. But given the choice, he’d rather be happily out of his mind than sane and consciously having to endure another day of this nightmare.

He pondered why he was feeling this lightness of spirit. It was possible that Simone had something to do with it. Being with her had made him feel connected to Neil in a way that no one else did, not Pen, not Lloyd, not even Cecily. She had told him how she and Neil had met, how initially it had been nothing more than a relaxed and easy friendship, neither one of them knowingly pushing it to be anything else.

That was how it had been for Stirling with Katie’s mother, Fay. A natural friendship had developed between them from the first day she had started working for him. A clichéd affair with his secretary could not have been further from his thoughts, and he’d been shocked rigid when he realized that his feelings for her were tipping into something dangerously inappropriate. He tried to alter his behaviour towards her, to put some distance between them. He considered asking her to leave, planning in his head how he would go about it, but when it came to it, he couldn’t go through with the plan; the thought of never seeing her again was too much, and so he found himself crossing the line he never thought he would.

At no stage did Fay make a move on him; it was, as Simone had described the situation with her and Neil, a natural coming together of two people intensely and profoundly attracted to each other. When something as strong as that happened, when love was involved, all sense of right and wrong no longer existed. For that brief time with Fay he was happier than he’d ever been; she’d made him feel something he hadn’t known he could feel.

He couldn’t say that he’d ever been unhappy in his marriage to Gina, and he was convinced that had he not met Fay, he would never have strayed, but Fay had been that special one-in-a-million woman who had had the power to completely change his life.

Just as Simone had done to Neil.

The sound of a horn beeping impatiently from behind him had him moving forward. Twenty yards later the queue of traffic ground to a halt once more.

Thirty years on, and Fay still had the power to change his life. She had bequeathed him a gift like no other. When the time was right, he was looking forward to getting to know Katie better. He hoped that by then Rosco and Scarlet would be over their shock and would accept that Katie was a very real part of him, and therefore a part of the family.

He didn’t know what to think about Gina. He understood completely her saying she couldn’t bear to be in the same room as him, and that she wanted a divorce – it was a classic knee-jerk reaction to his betrayal – but was it really what she wanted in the long term? For now he was prepared to go along with whatever she said or did, if only so as not to antagonize her yet further.

He had told Simone all this as they’d walked through the park in Oxford and strolled down to the river. They had stood for a moment on a bridge to watch the amusing spectacle of some inept punting going on below them, and she had asked him what it was he actually wanted. ‘Do you want to stay married?’ she had asked.

‘I don’t know,’ he had replied with more candour than he could have owned up to with anyone in his family. ‘It’s all I feel I know. It’s all that I’m familiar with.’

‘Is that enough?’

‘Again, I don’t know.’

‘Do you love Gina?’

‘I don’t not love her, if that makes any sense.’

Simone had looked directly at him, unnervingly so. ‘It makes perfect sense. But you still have to decide if that’s enough.’

He had found her company surprisingly refreshing, and for a couple of hours he had known a fleeting moment of peace.

The cars in front of him were moving again, and he pressed down on the accelerator. He drove the rest of the journey back to Sandiford as though returning to the battlefield with fresh purpose and intent.



Chapter Twenty-eight

It was Saturday morning of the August Bank Holiday weekend and Cecily was sitting on her balcony drinking her first cup of tea of the day. From a cloudless blue sky, the sun was shining brightly. The day promised to be good. Cecily was glad. For Pen’s sake, she wanted everything about the weekend to go well.

After the disgraceful behaviour of those perfidious turncoats on the hospice committee and their refusal to accept any more contributions from Pen’s garden open days, Cecily had urged Pen to find another charity to raise funds for during the Bank Holiday weekend. She knew from experience – when her own husband died fifteen years ago – that keeping busy was a vital part of battling one’s way through the debilitating loneliness and sense of everything being utterly pointless. It didn’t solve anything, but it did distract the mind sufficiently to be an effective tonic.

As luck would have it, no sooner had Cecily made the suggestion than a good cause landed in their laps. Although the Reverend Roger Batley probably wouldn’t think it was lucky that St Oswald’s had recently been inspected by the church structural boys and found wanting in the roof department. But thank God Roger was a robust, old-style, no-nonsense man of the cloth who was more than happy to take a donation from Pen. Stirling and Lloyd had backed the idea whole-heartedly and so a plan was drawn up. It had been just the thing to distract Pen, to give her a new sense of purpose and drive.

With The Meadows open to the public for the whole of the Bank Holiday weekend, the next few days were going to be busy. Doubtless more than just garden lovers would come; there would be an element of local nosy parkers rolling up to have a snoop round the garden of a man who had committed fraud and then suicide. When Cecily had warned Pen of this, Pen had said, ‘Let them come and gawp. So long as they pay their entrance fee, let them poke and pry as much as they want.’ Cecily had never felt more proud of her daughter-in-law. Too often, because she was so easy-going, people were inclined to underestimate and dismiss Pen, but she had backbone aplenty, and had been proving it ever since Neil’s death.

As Cecily knew it would, life had begun to settle down and a degree of normality had crept back into their lives. Thankfully the press had backed off, bored with a story that was now sub judice, and this meant that Stirling was able to devote time to establishing a meaningful relationship with Katie.

Obviously this wasn’t going down too well in certain quarters, but sooner or later Rosco and Scarlet were going to have to accept that they had a half-sister. Sibling rivalry was one thing, but spiteful prejudice was another. Cecily knew that initially, when emotions were running high, Rosco and Scarlet had refused point-blank to meet Katie. Then they’d softened their view and said they’d consider it. But whenever Stirling proposed a meeting, they had always found some reason or other as to why they couldn’t make that date or time. Shame on them. Didn’t they realize how churlish this made them look?

Her cup of tea finished, Cecily roused herself and went back inside to make her breakfast.

At Willow Bank, breakfast in the garden was proving to be yet another master class in the art of how to punctuate a long awkward silence with an equally awkward burst of meaningless small talk.

Drinking their coffee and hiding behind their newspapers of choice – The Times for Stirling and the Mail for Gina – they were currently perfecting a long awkward silence. They were conducting themselves in this painfully strained fashion because they were trying too hard to act as if everything was perfectly normal between them, as though, if they pretended hard enough, they could convince themselves that the events of the last few months had never taken place. Tiptoeing round each other with agonizing care, neither one of them was saying what they were really feeling. The tension was getting to Stirling, to the point where he almost welcomed a full-blown argument to clear the air and for them to behave how they used to.

Last week, and much to his surprise, Gina had withdrawn her threat of divorce and had given Stirling the go-ahead to return to Willow Bank. At the same time Scarlet and Charlie had moved back to their own place, which perversely had disappointed Stirling. Having them around might have acted as a human shield, a buffer between him and Gina. But they’d been eager to go home, as they wanted to start work on preparing the nursery for the baby. Their idea to turn Woodside into some kind of therapeutic retreat had gone on hold – probably never to see the light of day again – as Charlie had gone into business with yet another old school friend. Stirling had only a vague idea what work it was: something to do with website design. He had apologized to Charlie for the way he’d spoken to him the day of Neil’s funeral, and Charlie being Charlie had shrugged the apology off, saying he hadn’t given it another thought.

Actually, Stirling wasn’t sorry for his loss of control that day. Nor was he sorry for Katie’s existence. Whilst he was sensitive to Gina’s feelings, he was not going to fall into the trap of repeatedly apologizing for what he’d done thirty years ago. To do that would be to insult Katie.

An exaggerated tut from the other side of the table, followed by a newspaper being vigorously rustled, had him looking up. ‘Something wrong?’ he asked.

Gina closed the pages of the newspaper, put it down on the table and met his gaze with a cool stare. ‘Oh, just another story about a husband betraying his wife.’

‘Oh,’ he echoed. Not knowing what else to say, he returned his attention to the article he’d been reading – a blatantly biased attack on the government by the Institute of Fiscal Studies.

Dangerous seconds passed.

Listening to the sound of doves cooing from the roof of the summer house, he waited for the telltale rustle of Gina picking up her newspaper again.

Nothing.

Was this how it was going to be from here on? he wondered. Watching. Listening. Being perpetually on his guard. He lowered his paper and risked a glance. Gina was staring straight at him. The coolness had gone from her gaze, and in place was a look of disgusted disbelief. ‘You really were going to just sit there and not say anything, weren’t you?’

He carefully folded his newspaper and put it to one side on the table. ‘What do you want me to say? What could I possibly say that would be right in your view?’

Her eyes flared. ‘I want you to react, damn you. I want you not to sit there as if you’re made of stone.’

‘Even though that’s how I feel?’

She frowned. ‘How can you talk about how you feel? What about me? What about how I feel? Don’t you ever think of that?’

It wasn’t his intention, but he knew he was giving off an air of detached indifference. He softened his voice. ‘Tell me how you feel, then. Because unless you do, unless I know what you’re really thinking, we’re never going to be at ease with each other again.’

She bristled. ‘You sound as if I’m at fault. As if I’m to blame.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘It jolly well came across that way.’

He paused and chose his words with care. ‘Wouldn’t you say that in some respects we’re both at fault for the way we’re behaving now?’

‘No I wouldn’t! And I resent that you could accuse me of any such thing. Honestly, Stirling, I used to think of you as being a decent, fair-minded and understanding man. How wrong could I have been!’ She got up abruptly. ‘And you can forget about me coming with you to The Meadows. I’ve changed my mind.’

‘Fine!’ he snapped, his patience gone. ‘You be as irrational and as difficult as you want. Just don’t expect me to indulge you like a spoilt child.’

The colour rose to her cheeks. ‘Irrational!’ she repeated hotly. ‘You think I’m being irrational? What a joke! It’s not me who’s been unfaithful. It’s not my sordid deception that has turned our marriage into a sham. My God, you and your brother, what a pair you make!’

He struggled to keep his voice level. ‘Keeping something from you doesn’t make me irrational, Gina. For once, why don’t you calmly ask yourself why I kept it from you?’

‘I’ve asked myself that time and time again. And the only answer I’ve come up with is that you were a coward.’

‘And that,’ he said slowly, ‘is the most astute observation you’ve made about what I did. You’re right, I was a coward, and have continued to be so all these years, but I’m not prepared to carry on being one any more. Which is why I want you to come to The Meadows with me today.’

‘For God’s sake why?’

He steeled himself. ‘Katie will be there and I want you to meet her. And before you dismiss the idea out of hand, put yourself in her shoes. How easy is this for her? If she has the courage to face you and Rosco and Scarlet, don’t you think you could display the same courage?’

Gina stared at him. ‘She is going to be there at The Meadows? My God, you’re unbelievable. What were you going to do, spring her on me when I was least expecting it? “Oh Gina, let me introduce you to my illegitimate daughter.” Was that what you had in mind?’

‘Don’t be so melodramatic. I was hoping you’d meet her on your own and anonymously, and form an impartial opinion.’

‘And then what did you think would happen? That she and I would magically form some kind of conveniently happyever-after mother-and-daughter bond?’

‘All I’m asking from you is an open mind. Is that really too much to expect?’

‘In the circumstances, yes it is.’

‘Now who’s being a coward?’

Her expression hardened. ‘What a piece of work you’ve turned into.’



Chapter Twenty-nine

Katie and Pen had been up since six o’clock working in the garden. They hadn’t bothered with breakfast, and now, at nine thirty, with Lloyd calling out that he’d made them something to eat, they didn’t need telling twice.

Sitting in the courtyard, Katie tucked in with hungry relish to the bacon sandwich Lloyd had given her. ‘Mmm . . . sublime,’ she said, wiping the butter from her lips. ‘Cousin Lloyd, can I just say, as of now, you’re my favourite person in all the world?’

He passed her a mug of tea. ‘You may indeed.’

‘He’s a dab hand with a loaf of soft white bread and a packet of bacon,’ Pen said. ‘Always has been.’

‘I do have other culinary masterpieces in my repertoire.’

‘Such as?’ Katie asked.

‘I’ll have you know I make an excellent Thai chicken and coconut curry.’

‘Really? You’ve gone even further up in my estimation. I should have roped you in to help me with the baking.’

‘Ah, now that wouldn’t have been such a smart move. I have what one might describe as limited baking experience.’

Pen laughed. ‘Remember that cake you made for my birthday when you were ten years old?’

‘How could I not remember when you and Dad never let me forget it? My God, the joke went on for years!’

‘He overdid the baking powder, Katie, and the cake literally exploded. I was cleaning the oven for days afterwards.’

Lloyd shrugged. ‘And as a result of being emotionally scarred by parents who wouldn’t let me forget my one little mistake, baking and I never became the brothers-in-arms we were meant to be. It’s a wonder I ever ventured into the kitchen again after such ritual abuse.’

‘But we’re glad you did, especially as you make such first-class bacon sandwiches. Now then,’ Pen said decisively, ‘I must get on.’

‘Slow down, Mum, you haven’t even drunk your tea.’

She stood up, mug in hand. ‘I’ll take it with me.’

‘If you don’t need me for anything in the garden, Pen,’ Katie said, ‘I’ll make a start on getting the refreshments ready.’

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ Lloyd offered. ‘What time do the others arrive?’

‘Speedy Sue promised she’d be here just before the gates open at eleven, and Posh Pam said it would be shortly after eleven thirty when she showed up; she has to take her granddaughter for her horse-riding lesson.’

When Katie and Lloyd were alone and gathering up the plates and mugs to take inside, Katie said, ‘Speedy Sue and Posh Pam; do you and your mum call them that to their faces?’

‘No,’ Lloyd said with a laugh. ‘Dad gave them the nicknames a long time ago. Sue acquired hers after she’d got done twice for speeding in as many weeks, and Pam, well, she’s just uber-posh and has a voice that would make Brian Sewell think he ought to take elocution lessons. They’re both keen gardeners themselves and have always helped Mum with the open days.’

In the kitchen, and while Lloyd tidied away the breakfast things, Katie started ferrying cakes from the larder and laying them out on the kitchen table. Since arriving here three days ago, she had done nothing but bake and help Pen in the garden – she had another stash of cakes in Pen’s chest freezer for tomorrow and the day after. In years gone by, Pen had only laid on tea and coffee and shop-bought biscuits as refreshments, but at Cecily’s suggestion, and on the basis that Katie would organize it all, cakes were now being offered as an extra way to raise money.

It was something Katie had helped her mother do for the annual summer fete in the village where she’d grown up. The cake stall had easily been the busiest of all the stalls. They would usually have everything sold within the first hour and then they’d be free to help on the plant stall, which Dad ran and which was mostly stocked with cuttings from their garden.

The day Cecily and Lloyd had visited her in Brighton, and at Cecily’s request, Katie had shown them some old photographs of her as a child. One photograph in particular had caught Cecily’s eye – a picture of Katie wearing a chef’s hat and grinning like an idiot for the benefit of the camera as she held up a large mixing bowl whilst stirring the contents with a wooden spoon. Katie had explained how she had been helping her mother prepare for the village fete. This, she supposed, explained why a few days later Cecily phoned and asked if she had any plans before and during the Bank Holiday weekend. She was beginning to learn that Cecily was a wily old girl.

When she had all the foil and cling-film-wrapped cakes set out on the kitchen table and work surfaces, Lloyd said, ‘That’s a lot of cake; do you really think we’ll sell them all?’

‘Breaking news, Cousin Lloyd! We’ll be lucky to have the plates left after the feeding frenzy is over.’

He gently flicked a hand towel at her. ‘Are you always going to call me Cousin Lloyd?’

She hesitated. Something in his tone confirmed her suspicion that he was tired of the joke. Trouble was, it was her way of reminding herself not to get any funny ideas about him. She could not go around fancying a cousin. No, no, no, it was too ee-uw for words.

In the time since she’d last seen him in Brighton she had managed to convince herself that he really wasn’t that cute, but then last night when he’d turned up for dinner and to help with the garden, she had had the same reaction to him as before. SHOCKY MOMENT! SHOCKY MOMENT! her tingling body had squealed, wanting suddenly to dance around the room. With admirable restraint she had greeted Lloyd with a small smile and a polite ‘hi’. He had mirrored her greeting exactly. Which had helped immensely to call her overexcited body to heel. But really, he had no business being so attractive. ‘I rather like the formality,’ she said lightly, in response to his question, ‘especially as I’ve never had the pleasure of knowing a cousin before.’

There was a quiet intensity to him as he stared back at her – it was an integral part of him she was coming to know. She’d noticed also that he sometimes had a way of looking at her that was slightly unsettling, as if he was trying to figure something out about her. She saw a muscle tense at his jaw and he looked as if he was about to say something but then seemed to think better of it. ‘I don’t know how Cecily persuaded you to come here,’ he said in an abrupt change of tone, ‘but I know my mother really appreciates your help. As do I.’

‘Well I don’t think you need me to tell you what a persuasive force Cecily is,’ she said with a laugh. ‘Plus being here gives me the opportunity to see Stirling again.’

‘Even so, it’s still good of you to come and muck in like this.’

‘To be honest, I’m enjoying myself. And it’s good to see your mother looking so much better.’ She glanced at the wall above the cooker. ‘Right, Cousin Lloyd, we’re up against the clock here; we need to get the tables organized in the pavilion.’

‘Already done,’ he said. ‘I did that earlier.’

‘With tablecloths?’

‘Is there any other way?’

‘In that case, let’s get these cakes rocking and rolling!’

Ten minutes later they had everything in place. The pavilion was a spacious hexagonal structure of glass and teak that could comfortably seat thirty people. ‘This is where we’ve always had Christmas lunch,’ Lloyd said, looking about him. ‘We had underfloor heating put in a while back and Dad used to . . .’ He stopped short. He pushed his hands deep into his pockets and hunched his shoulders. Katie had seen him do this a few times now, usually when he was uncomfortable about something. The first time was when he came to Brighton with Cecily. He’d done it twice last night, once when Rosco had phoned him on his mobile and then again later in the evening when he’d been saying how cross he’d been at the way the hospice committee had treated his mother.

‘That will happen a lot,’ Katie said to him gently. ‘You’ll find yourself happily talking about your father one minute, and the next, the pain of a memory will wrap itself around you and stop you in your tracks.’

He blinked. Then swallowed. ‘Earlier in the courtyard while we were having breakfast I mentioned him without a flicker, but here . . .’ He blinked again. ‘It just hit me that he won’t be with us at Christmas. It won’t be the same.’ He dropped his shoulders to a more relaxed position. ‘How long was it before you stopped getting these . . . these flashes?’

‘I still get them. For Mum and Dad. Less than I used to, but the thing is, I don’t want the ache to stop entirely. It’s a connection, a way of still feeling close to them both.’

He nodded, opened his mouth to say something, but faltered. He suddenly turned away from her, but not before Katie saw that his eyes were dark and glistening. Her throat clenched with the understanding of what he was going through. She put a hand on his shoulder. He breathed in sharply. ‘I’m OK,’ he said, his back to her. ‘Really, I’m OK.’ He took another deep breath.

She didn’t say anything, but with her hand still on his shoulder she felt a tremor running through him and knew that it was taking all his energy to stay in control, to master his emotions. She wondered if he had allowed himself to cry over the death of his father. Perhaps not. Perhaps he had been too busy being the strong one for Pen. Just as she had done with Mum when Dad had died.

When he slowly turned to face her, she felt the compulsion to comfort him, to put her arms around him. He tensed at her touch, then responded by holding on to her, but cautiously, as if she were made of glass and might shatter if he pressed her too tightly.

Seconds passed and then he spoke. ‘You’re the first person to say something that makes sense to me. People talk about closure, about time being a healer, but I don’t want closure. I don’t want to forget Dad. I want to feel connected to him still.’

She lifted her head and looked up into his eyes; they were almost black, the pupils were so large. ‘Without meaning to, people talk a lot of rubbish. Forget what they say. OK?’

He nodded. ‘Thank you,’ he murmured.

His embarrassment was all too acute, and all of a sudden she was conscious of the tautness of his body against hers and the rhythmic thud of his heartbeat. She let go of him and with a hesitant smile said, ‘It’s what any good cousin would do. Come on, we’d better get a move on. We’ve still got all the cups and saucers to organize.’

Nothing like the mundane to bring things back down to earth, she thought.

Or to crush the shamefully uncousin-like feelings she harboured for him.

Lloyd fell silently in step beside Katie as they walked back up to the house. Two thoughts were battling it out inside his head.

Dad and the extent of how much his death still hurt when he was least expecting it.

And Katie. It’s what any good cousin would do.

He didn’t want her as a cousin and he wanted very much that she would stop treating him as one. Because technically they weren’t cousins. Which made his feelings for her OK, didn’t it?

But what if that was the only way she wanted to view him?

Odds on it was. Why else would she keep calling him Cousin Lloyd?

Only one way to find out. He’d have to clarify the situation for her.

‘Come on, Scarlet, I thought we’d got this sorted on the phone last night. We’ll do it together, a united front and all that. I’m not asking you to like her. We’re going to show our faces and be polite. That’s all.’

‘I just don’t think I can do it.’

‘Look,’ Rosco said patiently, ‘we can’t go on hiding from her; it gives entirely the wrong impression, as if we’re scared of her. If we meet her, we get Dad off our backs and we’ll have done our duty and it will be an end to it.’

‘Don’t you understand anything, Rosco? There will never be an end to it!’

Scarlet’s voice had risen sharply, shattering the quiet of the morning and further annoying Rosco. His small garden overlooking the river was his private oasis, it was where he liked to start his weekend when the weather was warm enough, sitting here on his own, drinking his coffee, pondering what he’d do to amuse himself. He didn’t appreciate his routine being disrupted by an unplanned visit from his flaky sister. Nor did he appreciate her stomping about the small area of wooden decking he’d only recently had restained. It was why he was so resolutely single: he couldn’t abide the constant mood swings, the never knowing what would happen next. In his experience girls always became hysterical and clingy, and without fail they always wanted to change things. He preferred to dip in and out of relationships at his convenience.

‘She’s his daughter and she’s always going to be around from now on,’ Scarlet continued with her rant. ‘Look how she’s practically moved in with Pen.’

‘Pen’s a soft touch, you know that as well as I do. She’d take anyone in.’

‘And how soon before she’s invited to our family occasions?’ Scarlet rattled on as though Rosco hadn’t spoken. ‘There’ll be no escape from her. Just you see, Daddy will ask for her to be at Baby’s christening.’

Rosco shuddered at the way Scarlet now referred to the child inside her. Why the hell did women change into these ridiculous beings just because they were pregnant? A girl in the office had gone the same way. Before she announced she was pregnant she had seemed reasonably grounded, but then overnight she changed into a simpering idiot intent on sharing every intimate detail of her pregnancy with anyone who was fool enough to ask how she was. She grew forgetful too, made no end of mistakes and blamed it on her hormones. It had been a relief when she’d left to have the baby: no more sickening baby talk and no more making allowances for her sloppy work.

God only knew what Scarlet was going to be like when she had the child. But that was in the future. Now his immediate problem was convincing her that they had to stand as one and make it very clear to Katie Lavender how they regarded her. He thought of it as Plan B.

Plan A – his original plan to bring their father to his senses – had been put on hold. He’d been about to share it with his mother when out of the blue she had announced she wasn’t going to divorce Dad after all. He had been so relieved at the news that it had seemed eminently more sensible on his part to leave well alone, to let his parents sort things out for themselves.

He changed tack with his sister. ‘Aren’t you just the littlest bit interested?’ he tried. ‘If only to see what she’s like?’

Scarlet flicked at her hair. ‘I vaguely remember her from Granza’s party. But why would I take any notice of her? She was just a waitress.’

Rosco also had a vague recollection; his was of noticeable attitude and equally noticeable legs. ‘If we don’t agree to meet her, she’ll think we’re petty,’ he pressed on, ‘or worse, scared of her. You’re not scared, are you, Scarlet?’ He knew all too well how to play on Scarlet’s insecurities. He’d always been able to do it; ever since they were children it was how he’d got her to do exactly what he wanted.

She looked at him sharply. ‘What do you mean?’

He came and stood next to her on the edge of the decking, where she was watching a moorhen nosing around in the undergrowth on the riverbank. He put his arm around her. ‘I know it’s difficult for you, Scarlet; you’ve always been Dad’s little princess, and now there’s potentially a new princess on the block trying to muscle in. It’s understandable that you’d feel threatened. I just want you to know that I’m in this with you and I won’t let anyone hurt or upset you. As far as I’m concerned, you’ll always be the number one girl in this family.’

Her face crumpled and tears filled her eyes. ‘Oh God, Rosco, you always understand me so well, don’t you? Even Charlie doesn’t appreciate how difficult I’m finding this. He doesn’t see that I’m terrified Daddy will think she’s better than me, that . . .’ Her voice trailed off as she gave in to a full-blown sob.

‘Hey, hey, hey,’ he soothed. ‘That’s not going to happen.’ He held her close and tucked her head under his chin, hoping that she wouldn’t blub too much over his shirt. ‘That’s not going to happen,’ he repeated, ‘and don’t forget you’re carrying Dad’s first grandchild. No one else can top that.’

She sniffed loudly. ‘When you put your mind to it, you can sometimes be a surprisingly nice brother,’ she said.

‘I do my best. So how about we turn up at The Meadows, you and me together, and show this girl what we’re made of, eh?’

She sniffed again and pushed herself away from him. ‘OK,’ she said.

‘And think how proud Dad will be of you,’ he said, slamming home his ace.

Having undergone a U-turn in his thinking, he was almost looking forward to showing up at The Meadows to support Pen’s open day. There was some sport to be had in meeting their half-sister. There were points to be scored.

Let the games begin.



Chapter Thirty

Just as Katie had predicted, they’d been rushed off their feet. The queue for refreshments had been relentless, and with only thirty minutes to go until the garden would be closed, they were left with just half a dozen scones and two slices of ginger cake. Since it was unlikely there would be any new arrivals, Lloyd had gone off to do a head count of those already admitted and still wandering the garden.

From the comments Katie had heard throughout the day, the opening had been a big hit. The quality of the refreshments had frequently been remarked upon, and many regulars to The Meadows had said what a welcome addition it was to have something decent to eat and drink and Pen should seriously consider opening the garden more often. Katie was glad for Pen that things had gone so well, and glad too that she was a part of it.

Wondering whether she could risk slipping away to take a tray of used crockery up to the house, she saw Stirling coming towards her across the lawn. He was wearing a cream linen suit with a panama hat, and she, once again, thought how striking he looked. He’d been here for most of the day, pitching in wherever help was needed as well as charming Cecily’s fellow female oldsters from South Lodge, settling them at the tables in the shade, taking their tea and cake orders and generally making a fuss of them. He was the most relaxed Katie had seen him. Yet she knew he had little to be relaxed about. Whilst he was back with his wife, things – according to Lloyd – were far from normal between them. The fact that Gina wasn’t here today with Stirling told its own story, and knowing that she was the reason for the woman’s absence was weighing heavily on Katie’s conscience. But what could she do to rectify things? How could she heal the rift? Other than disappear entirely from Stirling’s life? But could she do that now?

‘Looks like the show’s winding down,’ Stirling said. ‘Anything I can do to help?’

‘What would you rather do, take these up to the house or stand in for me while I do it?’

He eyed the heavily laden trays and smiled. ‘Trick question, eh?’ He took one and pretended to stagger beneath its weight. ‘I’ll be back for the other in a minute.’

Katie watched him go. She still hadn’t got used to thinking of him as her father. Would she ever? Did she need to? But if she didn’t, what did that make him? A friend? A sort of uncle? It was all too vague. Relationships – of any kind – had to be clearly defined; it was what laid the foundations and set the parameters. But it was early days, she reminded herself. Apart from occasionally speaking on the phone and exchanging emails, she and Stirling really hadn’t had much of a chance to get to know each other. Hopefully that could now happen.

From across the lawn she spotted a pair of late arrivals – a couple whose appearance had just dramatically reduced the average age of the visitors that day. Clearly pregnant and dressed in a white drop-waisted dress with spaghetti straps, the girl wore a floppy-brimmed hat that hid her face. The man – presumably her husband – was busy talking into a mobile phone, and he too had his face partially hidden, in his case with a pair of aviator sunglasses. Intrigued, Katie watched them as they came to a stop on the sweep of lawn that gave them the best view of the area of garden sloping gently down to the river. The man ended his call, said something to his wife, and as one they turned their heads, taking in the garden. It was then, just as they both looked towards the pavilion, that Katie realized who they were.

Not husband and wife. But brother and sister.

Rosco and Scarlet.

Uh-oh.

They exchanged a brief word, and with one hand placed in the small of his sister’s back, Rosco seemed to push Scarlet in the direction of the pavilion.

I can do this, Katie told herself as they drew near.

She shot a panicky glance towards the house, hoping for Stirling to appear. Why hadn’t he told her they might show up? No, second thoughts: he’d done the right thing in not telling her; she’d only have spent the day worrying.

There was no sign of Stirling.

She then looked to her right, further down the garden, hoping to see Lloyd galloping to her rescue.

I do not need rescuing, she scolded herself in disgust. Since when had she turned into such a pathetic wimp? She had coped with far worse than this before. She was the absolute real deal when it came to coping. Just let them try to intimidate her. And so pretending she hadn’t noticed them, she busied herself with sweeping up cake crumbs.

An eternity passed, and then: ‘And this must be none other than the person we’ve heard so much about recently, Katie Lavender.’

She looked up, polite smile firmly in place. ‘Hello,’ she said, feigning ignorance for a nanosecond as to whom she was facing. If Rosco could put on a performance of laughable fakery, so could she. ‘Oh,’ she then said, as if recognition had dawned, ‘and you must be Rosco and Scarlet who I’ve heard so much about.’ She put her hand out, noting that Rosco was working the whole alpha-male thing to death – sunglasses tipped back on his head, chest out, jaw set, smart-arse smile plastered across his self-assured face. He was looking at her hand, as though considering whether to shake it or not. She would have expected nothing less from him and so kept her hand resolutely outstretched. He’d shake it or she’d use it to whack the bejeezus out of him.

‘But of course we’ve met before, haven’t we?’ he said with an affected drawl, finally, and briefly, shaking her hand. ‘The night of my grandmother’s birthday party, when you were waitressing for us. Now here you are again waiting on us.’

Nice put-down, she thought. And so tempting to return the compliment. ‘Yes,’ she said simply. She turned to Scarlet. She didn’t bother to try and force a handshake from her; no point in pushing her luck. From beneath the brim of her hat, the girl looked at Katie with an artful do-I-give-a-shit look. Ooh, so slap-worthy. ‘It’s good to meet you both properly,’ Katie said, adding with just a hint of emphasis, ‘at last.’

‘We’ve been busy,’ Rosco said. ‘It’s been a difficult time for the family.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘You have my sympathy. It must have been an awful shock for you all.’

‘Yes, we’re still trying to come to terms with what Uncle Neil did.’

‘And with Daddy telling us about you.’

This was from Scarlet. ‘Yes, I would expect that was quite a shock for you both,’ Katie said, trying her best to sound friendly.

Scarlet leant over the table. ‘You have no idea what we think or feel, so don’t waste your breath.’ Her eyes flashed dangerously – they were blue, but icily blue, not the soft sky-blue of Lloyd’s eyes. ‘And just because you’ve wormed your way in with Pen and Lloyd,’ she went on, ‘don’t imagine for one minute you can do the same with us. You might think you’re family, but you’re not. And you never will be. As far as Rosco and I are concerned, you don’t exist. So why don’t you go back to wherever you’re from and leave us alone?’

A cheery voice rang out. ‘Rosco! Scarlet! You made it.’ It was Stirling. ‘I’d given up on you. And I see you’ve met Katie. Excellent.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Excellent,’ he repeated. He was talking much too fast. A sure sign, even to Katie’s ears, that he wasn’t feeling anywhere near as cheerful as he was making out.

‘Yes,’ Rosco said, his hand pressing at the small of his sister’s back, ‘we were just getting to know one another. Now we’d better go and find Auntie Pen.’ He gave his sister a little shove. ‘We really must congratulate her on her hard work. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the garden looking so good.’ Leaving Stirling looking awkwardly on, they moved off quickly.

When they were out of earshot, Stirling said, ‘How did that go?’

Katie tried to give him a smile of encouragement – that sure, everything was hunky-dory and in apple-pie order – but she couldn’t quite manage it. ‘Let’s just say the ice has been broken,’ she said evasively.

Lloyd had been ordered by Pen to take Katie out for dinner. Apparently she not only deserved it but was in need of a change of scene. This was news to Katie, but she was more than happy to go along with the arrangement. As was Lloyd. But only once it had been established that Speedy Sue and Posh Pam were spending the evening at The Meadows with Pen. ‘Don’t you worry about us,’ Speedy Sue had said. ‘We three witches will cook something up in our cauldron for supper. Off you go.’

They had walked to the Riverside, the pub where Katie had stopped for lunch the first time she’d come to Sandiford. Lloyd had booked ahead and they had a table with an uninterrupted view of the river. It was a beautiful warm evening, the kind of evening when everything felt in harmony, and with their food ordered and a bottle of smooth plummy red wine chosen, they sat back and relaxed. A boat came into view. Low in the water and stylishly streamlined, it looked very classy. ‘That’s a smart boat,’ Katie said, imagining herself all glammed up and sitting in the back of it with a glass of champagne.

‘You have excellent taste,’ Lloyd replied.

‘It looks like something out of a film.’

He smiled. ‘It’s a slipper launch, and to my mind it’s one of the best crafts on the river. Mighty pricey, though. Stirling has one. You should get him to take you out in it.’

‘Just so long as Rosco and Scarlet don’t want to join us. Knowing how fond they are of me, the first opportunity they got, they’d push me overboard.’

‘Hey, don’t go all paranoid on me now.’

She laughed. ‘Not paranoid, just stating a fact. They hate me.’

He raised his glass. ‘Welcome to the club.’

‘Goodness, I hope the membership is exclusive. I don’t want to be a member of just any old club. Do you have a boat? Is it de rigueur to have one if you live here?’

‘Not de rigueur at all. But I do have an old rowing boat, which I keep at Mum’s. I haven’t used it in a long while. No time these days.’

‘Are you a rower? I mean a proper rower?’

‘Not competitively, if that’s what you mean. I did a bit when I was younger, and then at college. But I wasn’t in the same league as some of the guys there. I didn’t have the same hunger as they did.’

‘And Rosco? I bet he was a killer rower?’

Lloyd shook his head. ‘Rosco never really got into it, for the simple fact he’s not a team player.’

‘And you are?’

‘When I want to be, yes.’

Their food arrived, and after they’d sorted themselves out with napkins, salt and pepper and topped up their glasses, Katie said, ‘Thank you for bringing me here. It’s lovely.’

He shrugged. ‘Not like I had a choice.’

‘Thanks a bunch!’

He laughed. ‘I was on the verge of suggesting it anyway but didn’t want to leave Mum on her own. How’s the duck?’

‘Delicious. And your steak?’

‘As good as ever.’

‘Do you eat here a lot?’

‘Not especially. Just now and then. Actually, I used to work here as a teenager. Then when I was old enough I worked behind the bar.’ He smiled. ‘It was a good way to meet girls.’

Curious, just as she’d been from the moment they’d met, Katie said, ‘So, Cousin Lloyd, what’s your situation, then?’

He looked at her blankly.

‘What’s your dating situation currently? Anyone on the scene? Or behind the scenes, maybe? A secret lover, for instance.’ She realized her gaffe too late: his jaw tightened and he looked away.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, appalled. ‘Me and my monster big mouth, we go back a long way.’

He drank some of his wine, then slowly put his glass down. ‘It’s OK, it’s me, I’m being overly sensitive.’

‘The hell you are! It’s me being a total idiot. But seriously, I am sorry.’

‘No need to turn into a serial apologist; once was quite enough. And as for my situation, there’s no one on the scene currently. There was last year but it fizzled out.’

‘I know the feeling. And there’s been no one since then?’

‘Nope.’

‘Why’s that, then? The girls round here don’t know a good thing when they see it, or are you too picky?’

An eyebrow raised, he said, ‘You’re making the assumption that I’m straight.’

She tutted and wagged a finger at him. ‘My friend Zac has taught me all I need to know on that score. Trust me, I’d know if you were gay, and you’re not, Cousin Lloyd.’

He put a piece of steak into his mouth, chewed on it slowly, then said, ‘Can I ask you something?’

She shook her head. ‘Sorry, the game doesn’t work that way. Only I’m allowed to ask questions.’

‘That doesn’t sound very fair.’

‘Who said anything about fairness?’

‘I don’t think this change-of-scene idea is working out too well. I liked you better back at home. You played nicely then.’

She smiled and flung her arms out either side of her. ‘Tadaar! Meet the real Katie Lavender!’

He smiled too. ‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Katie Lavender. Great name, by the way.’

‘Nightingale is also pretty good.’

‘Strictly speaking you’re a Nightingale as well. Miss Lavender-Nightingale. Or would you prefer Miss Nightingale-Lavender?’

‘Neither. I’m a Lavender through and through.’

‘Don’t you think there’s anything of Stirling in you?’

The question caught her unawares. ‘I don’t know. I suppose that’s what I want to find out. You see, as soon as I knew about him, I felt different about myself. I suddenly didn’t feel like I was me any more. I came here to find him, to see if getting to know him would resolve that feeling.’

‘And has it?’

‘No. No it hasn’t. I still feel confused. I like him, I like him more than I expected to, but I don’t know what he could ever be to me.’

‘Perhaps it’s too soon to know. You’ve scarcely had a chance to get to know him. You have to give it longer.’

‘You’re right. Patience isn’t one of my strong suits, I guess. And I don’t like things out of kilter. I like everything to be neat and tidy. I’m naturally very organized.’

He smiled.

‘You don’t think I am?’

‘Oh no, I know you’re a neat-freak. I saw your house in Brighton, remember? And I’ve seen the way you cook, you’re constantly cleaning up after yourself. No, I was smiling because Stirling is exactly the same. He’s the most obsessively organized person I know.’

She thought about this, recalling how Mum and Dad used to tease her for always tidying after them – neither of them could ever put anything away. As a young child she would spend ages lining up her toys, straightening the books on the shelf above her bed and keeping her wardrobe and chest of drawers in order.

‘So who do you most take after?’ she asked. ‘Pen or your father?’

‘I’m probably more like Pen; I have her creative flair rather than Dad’s business acumen. But I believe who we are is a mixture of genes and the influence of our surroundings in our formative years.’

‘Sitting on the fence regarding the nature versus nurture debate, then?’

‘I wouldn’t say that, I . . .’ He broke off. ‘Is that your mobile?’

‘Sorry, yes.’

She bent down to her bag on the grass at the side of her chair and fished out her phone. ‘It’s my friend Tess,’ she said. ‘She can wait.’

‘No, go ahead. It’s fine.’

‘I’m busy,’ Katie greeted Tess, who she could scarcely hear above the eardrum-bursting racket of what sounded like a chainsaw hacking its way through sheet metal. She then remembered Tess and Ben were going to a gig in a pub in Brixton tonight to support a mate of Ben’s who played bass guitar in a newly put together band. ‘How super-annoying and inconsiderate of you to be busy,’ Tess yelled back at her.

‘Not as annoying or inconsiderate as you. I’m having dinner with my cousin.’

‘As in, Lloyd the Gorgeously Divine Cousin?’

Katie turned her head away from the table in the hope Lloyd wouldn’t hear Tess’s voice shrieking down the line as the band continued to kick up a storm. ‘Did you ring for any reason other than to deafen me?’

‘Hey, I’m ringing with glad tidings: expect the posse to arrive tomorrow. That’s me, Ben and Zac, in case you’ve forgotten your old friends.’

‘You’re really coming?’

‘You doubted me? I’m hurt.’

‘And I’m surprised and touched.’

‘Ah, sweet. Anyway, we’ll be saddling up after breakfast, whenever that is, and moseying into town around lunchtime. Save some cake for me. See you!’

Her mobile now switched off and back in her bag, Katie said, ‘You didn’t hear any of that, did you?’

The corners of Lloyd’s mouth twitched. ‘You mean apart from the bit about the gorgeously divine cousin?’

She fought back a colossal blush. ‘Tess always speaks like that. She works in PR.’

‘So are we Nightingales to be put under the microscope tomorrow?’

‘No more than I’ve been constantly under it.’

‘Touché. More wine?’

‘Please.’ She held out her glass, praying her deadpan expression wouldn’t slip. Just wait till she got hold of Tess!

Another boat appeared and chugged slowly by. It wasn’t anything like the sleek craft they’d seen earlier. It was a noisy old tub of a boat with what seemed to be a shambolic lean-to affair tacked on the back with a plastic corrugated roof, through which poked a crooked chimney. A shaggy-haired man wearing a black and white spotted neckerchief was drinking from a can of beer whilst casually steering the boat one-handed. Sitting at the prow was a dog that looked so comically alert, Katie could almost have believed it was navigating for the man. For a moment the boat and its occupants were perfectly silhouetted against the sun, which was dropping low in the roseate sky. When they were no longer in sight, Katie said, ‘You wanted to ask me something earlier. What was it?’

He suddenly looked awkward. He pushed the sleeves of his shirt further up his arms, revealing tanned forearms and muscles that were absurdly well defined. She’d seen his arms before and had thought in passing how strong they looked, but sitting here like this, so close, she was observing them anew. And not in a good way. Oh dear God, not in a good way at all. She really had to get a grip on herself. This could not go on. But then she recalled the careful way he’d held her that morning when she’d been comforting him, and she felt a shameful longing to feel his arms wrapped around her again. Wrenching her gaze away, she glanced up to his face and found he was giving her one of his quietly unsettling looks. ‘Um . . . it’s this whole cousin thing,’ he said.

‘What about it? Don’t you like having a new cousin in your life?’ Oh hell, he’d guessed, hadn’t he? He knew that she was riddled with shamefully inappropriate thoughts about him and he wanted to make damned sure she stopped having them. Like the idiot she was, she’d given herself away with those stupid questions about whether or not he was seeing anybody. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Tess had then gone shooting her mouth off. She should never have told Tess about him. And she definitely should not have told her how hot he was.

‘What if I wasn’t your cousin?’ he said.

‘But you are.’

His blue eyes met her gaze with such an intensity, she held her breath. ‘Did you know that my father was adopted?’

‘No.’

‘So no one’s mentioned that to you? Not Cecily or Stirling?’

She shook her head.

‘And what about me being adopted; has anyone mentioned that to you?’

‘You? You’re adopted?’

‘So you see, we’re not cousins at all. We’re not the least bit related. Not in the sense of being blood-related.’

She let her breath out. ‘Does that mean I can’t call you Cousin Lloyd any more?’

‘It means a lot of things.’

It certainly does, she thought.



Chapter Thirty-one

It was dark when they left the Riverside and started walking back to The Meadows.

Instead of retracing their steps on the road, Lloyd had assured her the moon was bright enough to light the way for them along the towpath, that they would be quite safe. He’d been right. The moon, so fat and round it looked too heavy to stay up in the star-pricked sky, illuminated the path like a theatrical effect. Katie was sure that without the silvery light, the darkness would have been complete. It was another world here, such a contrast to Brighton and London, where it was never truly dark. It was also eerily quiet, and she felt hyper-sensitively alert to everything around her, picking up on the slightest rustle in the undergrowth, the crack of a twig underfoot, even her own breath. She was aware too that the air, still and quiet and rich with the earthy smell of the riverbank, was thunderous with the silence between her and Lloyd.

Lloyd who was suddenly no longer her cousin.

His announcement should have had her cheering. But it hadn’t. From the moment he’d explained that they weren’t related, she hadn’t known how to be around him any more; she had become cripplingly self-conscious of her every word and gesture. She didn’t even trust herself to look at him properly.

The rest of the meal had been utter torment, with Katie unable to string more than two words together. He must have sensed the change in her – well, let’s face it, he’d have been hard-pressed to miss it – because he too had then struggled to find anything to talk about. And all the while, her head had been crammed full of questions about his adoption, none of which she could put into actual spoken words; it was as if she’d lost the power of speech. When he’d suggested they leave, she’d agreed only too readily.

Alone now on the towpath, following the gentle curve of the river, its slick surface shining like quicksilver, she was desperately trying to make sense of her reaction to what he’d said.

‘Katie?’ His voice cracked the stillness like a gun being fired.

She forced herself to reply, but kept her eyes steadfastly on the path. ‘Mm?’

‘You OK?’

‘Just thinking.’

‘Anything you want to share?’

‘Not particularly.’

‘You sound cross.’

‘I’m not cross.’

He slowed his step. ‘I am.’

She slowed as well. ‘Why?’

‘Because I’ve ruined the evening for us.’

‘No you haven’t.’

‘You’re a terrible liar.’ When she didn’t respond, he put a hand on her arm and came to a stop, making her do the same. ‘One minute we were having a fun evening, and then everything changed when I told you I wasn’t your cousin. You’ve been quiet ever since. And you haven’t looked at me either. Not once.’

‘I’m just tired, that’s all.’

‘I don’t believe you. I think you’re upset by what I said. Why won’t you look at me?’

She reluctantly raised her gaze. In the glowing light of the moon, she saw that the pallor of his face had acquired a luminosity that darkened his eyes, and in those liquid pools of darkness she could see that he looked completely wretched. Witnessing his misery – knowing she was the cause of it – she longed to put her arms around him, to kiss that pain away from his face. So why not do exactly that? She had done it this morning, hadn’t she? Not the kissing bit, obviously, but the arms bit she’d managed well enough. And now she knew they weren’t cousins, there was nothing wrong in the way she felt about him, was there? She could touch him with total impunity. But she couldn’t. She just couldn’t. And the stupid thing was, she didn’t know why. She felt so horribly confused.

He shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘Look, I told you what I did because I didn’t want there to be any ambiguity between us.’

‘Did you think there was before?’

He stared down at the ground. ‘For me there was. I can’t speak for you. All I wanted to do was to make things clear between us. I wanted clarity. It’s important to me.’

‘What kind of clarity are you talking about?’

‘The kind that says I don’t want you to think of me as your cousin.’ He looked up, and she heard a soft exhalation of breath escape from him. ‘The kind that says there are things I want to do with you that I can’t so long as you view me as a cousin.’

She stared back at him. And very slowly, as if the moon itself was shining a light on the jumble of her thoughts, she was no longer confused. ‘What sort of things?’ she murmured, her heart fluttering.

‘For starters, I’d like to kiss you.’

‘For starters,’ she repeated, unable to stop herself from smiling. He looked so very serious.

‘OK, you’re smiling. That’s a good sign, right? You’re not about to run off screaming into the night?’

Her smile widened and she started to laugh.

‘OK, laughing isn’t so good. When a girl laughs at a bloke, that’s usually a bad sign.’

‘Says who?’

‘Says every bloke who’s ever been turned down.’

‘I haven’t turned you down.’

‘But you’re about to. That’s a nervous laugh I’m hearing. It’s the sound of a girl trying to find the right words to say she doesn’t want to be kissed. Given the circumstances, who could blame you? I mean, this is all a bit left of field, one minute you think we’re related, and the next I’m coming on to you. It’s too bloody weird, isn’t it?’

‘You have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about,’ she said. She closed the gap between them and tilted her face up to his. ‘Lloyd, would you kiss me, please? For starters.’

He swallowed. ‘You’re sure you want me to? I don’t want you doing a fakey number on me out of sympathy. There’s only so much humiliation I can take.’

She reached for one of his hands, pulled it from his trouser pocket and kissed his palm. ‘I swear it won’t be a sympathy snog. It will be the real thing. I’ll put my every genuine feeling into it.’

His eyes stayed on her face. He put his hand to her cheek and with his other hand drew her closer still, then kissed her on the mouth. His lips were warm and soft and seemed instantly familiar to her. He kissed her for a very long time, his arms wrapped around her, his body pressed against hers. ‘No, don’t stop,’ she said when he eventually broke away.

‘I need oxygen,’ he said. ‘You’ve taken my breath away.’

‘And that’s just for starters,’ she said with a laugh.

He laughed too. Then suddenly they were both laughing hard. She had no idea why. She doubted he did either. They were laughing so hard they were leaning against each other for support. It was a moment of utter madness. But it felt good, as if all the tension of the last hour was being drawn out of her. Her sides aching, she straightened up and took a step backwards, only to miss her footing on something round and solid on the ground. In the time it took her to process the information that she was in danger of losing her balance, Lloyd’s weight had added to the momentum of her stumble and down they went. They landed with a thud in the long grass, with Lloyd lying on top of her. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked anxiously.

‘I think so,’ she gasped. ‘Just a bit winded. Better that than in the river and soaked to the skin. Do you knock all the girls off their feet when you kiss them?’

‘I promise you, you’re the first.’ He shifted his weight, but made no move to get up. Lying on his side, he smoothed her hair away from her face. ‘You’re sure you’re OK? Nothing broken?’

‘I’m fine. Really. What made you laugh?’

‘I don’t know. Everything just got to me.’

‘And is that what you do when things get too much? You laugh?’

‘It’s never happened before. Blame it on the full moon. Why were you laughing?’

‘I think it was the relief. I’ve been feeling so confused about you.’

‘The cousin thing?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, now we don’t need to worry about that, do we?’ He smiled and lowered his head until his lips were almost touching hers. He seemed to hover there for an age, his mouth so tantalizingly close, they were breathing the same air. When their lips met, he stroked her cheek, then her neck, sending shock waves of tingling desire running through her.

But their kissing was rudely interrupted by what sounded like a hippopotamus charging through the undergrowth. When a duck popped out from behind a bush on the riverbank, they both laughed. ‘I didn’t think ducks were nocturnal creatures,’ Katie remarked after it had given them no more than a cursory glance and waddled off.

‘Perhaps he’s on his way to a late-night assignation,’ Lloyd said, ‘or returning home from one.’

‘Do you think we ought be going?’

‘No. Let’s stay here and talk. Unless you’re cold?’

‘Not at all. I could stay here all night.’

He smiled and rolled on to his back, his right hand holding her left. They lay in companionable silence on the soft, dry grass, gazing up at the sky, where the moon and stars felt close enough to touch. It was such a perfect night.

‘I’m glad you got rid of all that ambiguity,’ Katie said.

He squeezed her hand. ‘Me too. It was driving me crazy. I realized after meeting you down in Brighton that I had to make things clear, but adoption isn’t something I generally talk about when I meet someone for the first time. “Oh hi, I’m Lloyd and I’m adopted.” How creepy would that be? And I know I asked you earlier if anyone had told you about it, or about Dad being adopted, but I didn’t really think Mum or Cecily or Stirling would have mentioned it. Again, it’s just not something that comes up in casual conversation. Unless you’re Rosco, and feel the need to drive the point home. But that’s a different matter altogether. And then you seemed so pleased to have a cousin – an actual proper relative – and I was worried you’d be disappointed if I took that away from you.’

‘What made you change your mind?’

‘I decided this morning that I had to be honest with you; the situation was becoming way too weird for me. Originally I’d planned just to say we weren’t related and leave it at that, to see how things might progress between us, but then you went all quiet on me and I had to know why, and then I just blurted everything out.’

She sat up. ‘I’m sorry I did that. The thing is, I knew I was attracted to you but I felt it was wrong. And yeah, I know that some people don’t have a problem with first cousins getting it together, but it didn’t feel right to me. Too taboo. I kept wishing you weren’t my cousin. And that felt wrong too. I really had no idea how you felt about me. You hid it well.’

‘As did you. So why did you go so quiet?’

‘Because I was confused. I think I needed to recalibrate my brain. One minute you were my cousin and therefore off limits, and the next you were a guilt-free zone, a virtuously tempting skinny latte. Except my brain was struggling to keep up.’

‘I’ve been called many things, but never a skinny latte.’ He pulled her back down beside him, placing her head on his shoulder, his arm around her. It felt nice.

After a small silence, she said, ‘Do you know who your biological parents are? Have you ever tried to contact them?’

‘No on both counts.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’ve never felt the need to do so. And I couldn’t do it to Mum. Even though she’d be her usual understanding self, I know it would hurt her deep down. No one – not even a birth mother – could have been a better mother to me.’

‘How old were you when you were adopted?’

‘Six days. And I was five years old when Mum and Dad told me I was adopted.’

‘And you’ve never been the slightest bit intrigued about your birth parents?’

‘Not sufficiently to make me want to meet them.’ He put his hand under her chin and tilted her face up to his. ‘But that’s not to say I don’t understand why you wanted to meet Stirling. We’re all different. You did what you needed to do. I just don’t need to figure out who I am; I know who I am. I always have. It was the same with Dad. He never had the urge to dig around in the past either. Not so far as I’m aware, anyway. But who knows what was really going on inside his head.’



Chapter Thirty-two

Lloyd woke to the sound of doves cooing through the open window and the shower being used in the bathroom next to his bedroom. It wouldn’t be his mother in there; she had her own en suite. Which meant it had to be Katie. In a flash, he was hit with the image of her naked body just the other side of the wall. OK, he didn’t actually know what her body looked like undressed, but he could imagine. Oh yes, he could do that all right.

It was gone two when they had eventually got back home. The hall light had been left on for them, and creeping quietly upstairs, they had stood for an awkward moment on the landing outside the open door of his bedroom. To invite her in, or not to invite her in, that was the question. She had settled the matter for him by whispering good night and kissing him on the cheek. And with hindsight, it had been the right thing to do. What was the hurry? Well, other than the obvious. But he could wait. Contrary to his behaviour last night, he could be patient when required.

Walking home, he’d shared with Katie how, at first sight and totally unexpectedly, he’d been drawn to her, and how in the following days and weeks, when they’d been in contact by email, that attraction had grown. Looking back on the emails he’d written to her, he could have easily referred to his being adopted in one of them, but the strange thing was, he simply wasn’t very practised at telling people that Pen and Neil weren’t his birth parents. He could probably count the number of people he’d told on the fingers of one hand.

He opened his eyes; sunlight streamed into his old bedroom. Seldom did he sleep with the curtains drawn, a habit from childhood. He picked up his watch from the bedside table: seven fifteen. He should get up. His mother was probably already out in the garden, making sure it was as perfect as it had been yesterday. He was proud of her for her extraordinary strength, and especially for her capacity for forgiveness. How many widows in the same situation would cope as well as she was? He wasn’t sure he would be so forgiving if the woman he loved did the same to him.

Cecily had been right to encourage Pen to open the garden for the Bank Holiday weekend – it had given her something positive and enjoyable to focus on – but Lloyd was worried what would happen when it was all over. In the early years, when Mum had opened the garden for the hospice, she had gone through a period of let-down afterwards. To avoid this happening again, Dad came up with the bright idea of taking her on holiday after each event. Last year he’d taken her to the Languedoc to visit the gardens in the region. They’d gone on a short cruise on the Canal du Midi and sampled the wines of the area. Lloyd could vividly recall how happy they’d seemed when he’d collected them from the airport. But Dad couldn’t have been happy, could he? He must have been faking it.

If Lloyd thought too much about the desperate state his father had been reduced to, a knot of guilt tightened in his stomach. Why hadn’t he noticed that he was in such a mess? Had he been so absorbed with getting his business off the ground that he had missed the signs? Try as he might, he couldn’t think of anything that could be classed as a sign. Dad’s medical records showed no evidence that he’d visited the doctor for any stress or depression-related problems; only that he had complained of an apparent inability to sleep as he used to – something that Lloyd and Pen had had no knowledge of. A prescription for sleeping pills had been made out for him the week before his death; combined with what had been found on his computer – he had actually Googled how best to go about killing himself – his intent had been chillingly clear. Just as chilling was the matter-of-fact site he had visited, which had gone into considerable detail about consuming just the right amount of alcohol and pills, get it wrong and you’d vomit the pills back up and survive. Never had Lloyd been more shocked at what you could research online.

In one of her emails to him, Katie had said that as sad and shocking as it had been to lose her parents, she had at least been able to make sense of their deaths, whereas with suicide it had to be one of the hardest things to understand. She was right. Lloyd could say the words – his father had killed himself because he realized he was about to be outed for fraud and couldn’t face the consequences – but it didn’t help one little bit, because whilst it explained everything, it explained nothing.

He heard the shower being switched off next door. He pushed the duvet back decisively: time to get a move on. He went and stood at the window. Down in the garden, his eyes following a trail of footprints on the dew-sodden grass, he saw his mother on her knees, gathering rose petals that had dropped on the lawn overnight. He wondered how she would feel once this weekend was over. What would she have then to keep her busy and distract her from thinking of Dad?

Perhaps he should offer to take her away like Dad used to. But how would he spare the time? He was already behind with a commission, and though the customer wasn’t hounding him for the table and chair set that had to be shipped to Dubai, it bothered him that he wasn’t on top of things.

It bothered him more, though, that he could be so selfish. After everything Mum had done for him, the least he could do was find the time to help her through the coming months.

Stirling was doing his best to keep the peace, but Gina didn’t seem to want peace; she seemed much more inclined to pick a fight, and over the most insignificant of things – he’d prepared a grapefruit for her when she’d wanted watermelon . . . he’d made her coffee when she’d wanted tea . . . he was wearing a shirt she’d never liked . . . he’d switched the radio on too loudly. He couldn’t do anything right.

He knew very well that these trivial irritations didn’t form the real basis of her antagonism; they were merely symptoms of what was actually upsetting her, and so, wisely, he was biting his tongue and waiting for the storm to pass.

With breakfast cleared away, he went upstairs to find Gina and tell her that he was off to help at The Meadows. He also wanted to check that she didn’t have any plans for tonight. If not, he thought he’d take the Lady Cecily out. He hadn’t used the boat in nearly three months – the last time had been with Neil, when they’d gone on one of their evening jaunts. The thought had occurred to him that it would be nice to take Katie for an evening cruise. He could put a small picnic together and have some proper time alone with her. Not that he’d tell Gina that.

He had hoped to be able to spend some time with Katie yesterday, but it hadn’t been possible. From start to finish the day had been hectic. He had been assigned the job of standing at the gate taking the entrance money – the job Neil had always done – and towards the end of the afternoon, he’d asked Posh Pam to take his place so he could chat with Katie for a while.

Rosco and Scarlet’s appearance had taken the wind out of his sails, though. Whilst he’d been eager for them to meet Katie, he’d also dreaded it. He understood why they might view her as a threat, but he’d known that the only way for them to accept the situation and come to terms with it was to meet her. He’d wanted to believe that once they had, they’d put things into perspective and would want to get to know her better. For all Rosco’s light-hearted manner yesterday, Stirling suspected the brief exchange with Katie hadn’t gone too well. Why else would he and Scarlet have slipped away without saying goodbye? He’d wanted to ring them both later in the evening but hadn’t had the nerve.

He found Gina upstairs in their bedroom; she was standing at the window talking on the telephone. It sounded like she was bringing to an end a heated conversation with Scarlet. He made his presence known just as she clicked the phone off. She turned on her heel, her face tight. Immediately the air was tense between them.

‘That was Scarlet,’ she said, indicating the phone in her hand.

‘I gathered so.’

‘She was telling me how she and Rosco gave in to your bullying and finally agreed to meet that bastard child of yours yesterday afternoon.’

He strained not to rise to the bait. ‘I didn’t insist. I asked them to meet Katie.’

‘Liar! You bullied them into doing it!’

‘I did no such thing. I would never do that. All I did was ask if they would take the time to meet their half-sister while she was staying with Pen.’

‘Do you have any idea of the pressure you’re putting your children under? Do you?’

‘We’re all under pressure. This is not an easy situation. But overreacting will only make things worse.’

She breathed in deeply, pursed her lips. ‘I don’t want Rosco and Scarlet having to go through another afternoon like yesterday. Do you have any idea how upset Scarlet is? Do you even care that she was so distraught last night that she couldn’t sleep? Have you given a moment’s thought to what all this stress could be doing to her baby, to your grandchild? Do you even care?’

‘I care enormously,’ he said gravely. ‘And I resent that you could accuse me otherwise.’

‘Then prove to me that you care. I don’t want you to see that girl again. Nor do I ever want to hear her name mentioned again in my presence. Do you understand?’

‘I can’t turn my back on Katie. What kind of a man would that make me?’

‘You should have asked yourself the same question thirty years ago when you were screwing the girl’s mother – what kind of man were you to do that?’

There was a cold, implacable defiance to Gina that he’d never seen before. In contrast, he could feel himself vibrating with a hot rage. Very carefully he said, ‘I’ve told you I’m sorry, Gina.’

‘Sorry isn’t enough.’

He sucked in a ragged breath. ‘Why is it that Pen can forgive Neil for all that he did, but you can’t forgive me something I did thirty years ago? If you can’t do that, then there’s really no point in us staying together.’

‘I’ll forgive you if you do as I ask. You have to promise you’ll never see that girl again.’

‘I can’t do that.’

Her voice was steely. ‘I’m asking you to choose your family or a girl you barely know. It can’t be that difficult, surely?’

The rage was squeezing his chest so hard he could barely breathe. ‘Don’t do this, Gina.’

She gave him a sour look. ‘I just did.’ Very calmly, she replaced the phone in its cradle on his side of the bed and walked out of the room.



Chapter Thirty-three

Stirling tore up the drive. He shot out on to the road and put his foot down. How the hell could Gina expect him to make such a choice? It was inhuman of her. He was appalled she could be so cold-blooded.

He braked hard at the entrance to The Meadows, but instead of turning in, he remained on the road and stared at the open-day poster on the gate. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t stand at that gate for the day putting on a cheerful and welcoming smile. The last thing he wanted to do was let Pen down, but he just couldn’t face it. Politeness would be beyond him.

He put his foot on the accelerator and drove on, fast, the hedgerows thick and high, flashing by in a blur of green. He knew it was wrong to drive when he was so pumped up, but he didn’t care. The sensible thing to do would be to turn around and go home, to take his boat out on the river, to let the water soothe and calm him, clear his head. But he didn’t want to be calmed or soothed. He wanted speed. He wanted ferocity. And aggression. He wanted six litres of snarling engine to meet his fury head-on and take him away from here. A one-way ticket to oblivion. That was what he needed.

He had never been a big drinker, never smoked or taken drugs. He’d always stayed the course of sense and reason, of doing the right thing. The only time he’d done anything remotely crazy and spontaneous was when he’d fallen for Fay. Since then, he’d anchored himself firmly in clear-headed judgement, of being reliable and prudent, of always putting his family first. Over the years, he’d carefully erected extra-high safety rails around himself, and the creation of the ultra-sensible and careful man he strived to be was complete when his father died and he unintentionally, but inevitably, became head of the family. Now he wanted to do anything but the right thing. He wanted to break out and be reckless. To throw off the constraints of his life. To be wildly out of control. And to hell with the consequences!

Was this how Neil had felt?

He drove on. Faster. And more furiously.

‘Another ten minutes,’ Lloyd said, ‘then we’ll try ringing him.’

‘It’s so unlike Stirling not to be on time,’ Pen said. ‘You can usually set your watch by him.’

‘Not to worry, I’ll go on the gate until he gets here.’

This was from Speedy Sue. The five of them – Katie, Lloyd, Pen, Speedy Sue and Posh Pam – were in the pavilion, where Katie was setting out the plates of cakes. ‘Perhaps he’s overslept,’ she suggested.

Lloyd shook his head. ‘That’s one thing he never does.’

‘I expect he’s just got stuck on the phone with someone,’ Pen said.

‘Well, wherever he is,’ Posh Pam said in her schoolmistressy voice, tapping her watch, ‘it’s five minutes to eleven, so to your posts!’

Katie exchanged a smile with Lloyd. ‘I’ll help you unwrap the cakes, shall I?’ he said when the others had gone.

It was the first time they’d been alone this morning, and the atmosphere between them was loaded with conspiratorial caution. They had decided that what had passed between them last night would, for the time being, remain a private matter. Katie was glad. She had trodden on enough toes since her arrival in Sandiford without further antagonising the Nightingale family. Who knew what they would make of her and Lloyd hooking up? No, it was a difficult situation, and one that needed careful handling. She hadn’t said anything to Lloyd, but she had woken this morning troubled by doubts. She hoped there would be a chance later to talk properly with Tess when she arrived with Ben and Zac.

Stirling didn’t know what kind of a reception he was going to get, if any; after all, she might not be at home.

He found her house, having remembered where it was when he’d dropped her off the last time he was here, and parked directly opposite in the one-way street. He stowed his mobile in the glove compartment – he’d switched it off earlier when he’d stopped for petrol. He didn’t want anyone to contact him.

Out of the car, he looked up at the terraced house. It was nicely painted, white stucco, with a dark blue wooden door with three steps leading up to it from the pavement. There were window boxes outside the two upstairs windows, and they contained the palest of creamy-yellow flowers. The houses either side were equally well cared for.

He lifted the brass knocker on the door, gave it a firm but what he hoped was a polite knock. If he’d been here earlier, when he was going through the worst of his anger and frustration, he might have banged the door knocker hard.

The door opened and Simone Montrose looked back at him. Her surprise was unconcealed.

‘I was just passing,’ he said.

She tilted her head slightly. ‘Really?’

‘Clearly I’m lying. May I come in?’

‘I suppose you better had.’ She stepped aside so he could enter. ‘I’m afraid the house isn’t very tidy. It’s been a busy week.’

He followed her through to the kitchen, which looked immaculately tidy – even to his demanding standards – and opened on to a conservatory and a long, thin garden. Everything in the kitchen was white, with chrome or stainless-steel accessories. The only colour was provided by a row of white pots containing pink and mauve orchids. There was classical music playing. Bach’s Mass in B Minor. It was a particular favourite of his.

‘Coffee?’ she said. ‘I was about to make myself a cappuccino.’

He nodded. ‘I’ll have the same. Thank you.’

She had the identical coffee machine he had treated himself to last Christmas. He suddenly pictured his brother here in this light and airy kitchen, sitting at the glass-topped table, drinking coffee or enjoying a glass of wine and a meal. It was very different to life at The Meadows. Much as he loved Pen, Stirling would never cope on a permanent basis with her carefree attitude to housekeeping.

The coffee made, Simone said, ‘Shall we go outside?’

Again he nodded.

He took off his jacket and they sat at a circular marble-topped table; there were only two chairs. Settled side by side, she said, ‘Why are you here, Stirling?’

‘I didn’t know where else to go. I couldn’t think of anyone I could talk to. Someone who would understand. Someone who won’t judge me or think I’m mad.’

She looked at him steadily. ‘Why do you think I’m the right person?’

‘Because you hardly know me and will have very little in the way of preconceived ideas about me.’

She smiled. ‘Very well. What’s on your mind?’

He told her how Gina had presented him with an ultimatum this morning.

When he fell quiet, she said, ‘And if you had to make that decision right now, your wife or Katie, what would you do?’

He glanced away, down the garden. On the parched lawn, beneath a lilac tree, a blackbird was poking about in the curled-up leaves. The bird looked like it had lost something and was determined to find it. ‘God help me,’ he said, ‘but right now I’d choose Katie.’

‘A girl who is practically a stranger, over your family?’

‘But Katie is my family as well. I want to do the right thing by her. I owe it to her. What would she think of me if I rejected her now? She doesn’t have anyone else. And I keep thinking of Fay. What would she think if I didn’t stand by Katie? She’s our daughter.’

‘Perhaps you all need a cooling-off period. Katie would understand that, wouldn’t she? A few months without any pressure, and maybe Gina would have a change of heart.’

‘But if Gina loved me, would she put me through this? Would she force me to make a decision I’d always regret?’

‘I can’t speak for your wife, but I would think she’s trying to make you demonstrate your love for her, isn’t she?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t feel I can love someone who would do that. Could you?’

She gave him a soft smile. ‘This isn’t about me.’

‘But you think I’m wrong to consider putting Katie first?’

‘Stirling, I’m not saying that at all. I’m just asking you questions and giving you the opportunity to answer honestly, and without the fear of being judged. Isn’t that why you came here? Because you thought you could trust me?’

He nodded, suddenly tired. ‘You’re right. I do trust you. And yet I barely know you.’

‘That’s often the way it goes. Shall I make us some lunch?’

‘I don’t want to intrude.’

She stood up and gave him that soft smile again. ‘You’re not intruding. It’s nice to have your company.’

‘Really?’

‘Don’t look so surprised. If I didn’t like you, Stirling, I wouldn’t have invited you in.’

‘Strictly speaking, I invited myself in.’

‘I could have shut the door in your face.’

‘I’m pleased you didn’t.’

While Simone made a chicken Caesar salad, Stirling opened a bottle of white wine from the fridge – it was the most she would allow him to do. He watched her carefully chopping and slicing, her movements neat and meticulous. Dressed in a light grey long flowing skirt and a white sleeveless top, her feet bare and her dark hair tied in a loose ponytail, she looked a totally different woman to the one he’d met at Neil’s funeral, and different again to the woman with whom he’d had lunch at the Old Parsonage. She seemed to have a different guise for every time they met.

‘Glasses are in the cupboard to your right,’ she said.

He fetched them and poured the wine. ‘So how are you?’ he asked.

‘Oh, you know, taking each day as it comes. I keep waiting for . . .’ She stopped what she was doing, the knife she’d been using to chop the chicken poised in mid-air.

‘For what?’ he prompted.

Her shoulders slumped and she put the knife down. She turned to face him. ‘For the emptiness and loneliness to stop,’ she said, so quietly he almost didn’t hear her. ‘I feel so very alone.’

He knew exactly what she meant. He was surrounded by people all the time – at work and at home – but he felt isolated. Cut off and adrift. ‘I feel it too,’ he said.

‘I know. I sensed it the first time we spoke on the telephone.’

‘You did?’

‘And again at the funeral.’

He took a step towards her. ‘There’s nobody I can talk to. I’m supposed to be the strong one in the family, the person everyone turns to. I can’t bother my mother, or Pen. Or Gina; she’s in her own world of pain right now. I’ve hurt her and she’s furious. She’s lashing out at me, and I deserve it. I know that. But it doesn’t make it any easier to bear. Some days I want to throw my head back and howl like a wild animal. Just let it all out. Today I wanted to lose control completely. I want to be reckless and to hell with the consequences. Does that sound crazy? Do I sound crazy?’

Tears filled her eyes and she shook her head. ‘I feel like that nearly all the time.’

The empathy she had, that she truly understood, ripped through him. They stared at each other, and then with absolute sureness, they moved at precisely the same moment. They were in each other’s arms, his mouth was on hers and she was kissing him back. It was a mutual need and they gave in to it with an explosion of energy. He wanted her and she wanted him. It was as simple as that. She was unbuttoning his shirt, tugging it from his trousers. Desire surging through him, he started to undo his belt. ‘No,’ she said breathlessly.

Oh God, he thought, she’s changed her mind.

But she hadn’t.

‘Not here,’ she murmured. She pulled him towards the door.

It was half past one, and the lunchtime rush for tea and cake was in full swing. It was even busier than yesterday, and Katie was grateful for Lloyd’s help.

There was still no sign of Stirling, and no response from his mobile. Katie couldn’t lay claim to knowing the man well, but he struck her as being the reliable sort, not the type to let people down at the last minute, especially not Pen, who he was clearly extremely fond of. Lloyd had rung Willow Bank and had got very short shrift. Essentially the reply had been that Gina didn’t give a damn where ‘that man’ was; as far as she was concerned, he could go to hell.

Just as there was a lull in people wanting refreshments, and whilst Lloyd was taking a tray of used crockery up to the house to put in the dishwasher, Katie looked across the garden and saw Tess, Ben and Zac. They were dressed in what presumably they thought was garden-party chic, their inspiration taken from what appeared to be The Great Gatsby. Tess was wearing a divine floaty marshmallow-pink silk dress with a pair of cream Mary Janes, and perched on her shoulder was a lacy parasol, which she was twirling playfully with her gloved hands. The boys were both done up as Jay Gatsby, in cream suits, ties, striped shirts, braces and caps. They must have spent hours, if not days, trawling the vintage clothes shops to nail the look. And nail it they had. They looked beautiful. They caught sight of Katie and broke out with waves and smiles and a squeal from Zac. Picking their way through the groups of people, who were all staring, they rushed towards her. Katie felt unaccountably pleased to see them.

Stirling woke up. It took him a few seconds to realize where he was and that he wasn’t alone. Simone was asleep, her long naked body curved into his, her hair, loose now, forming a curtain between her back and his chest.

He needed the bathroom, but didn’t want to move and risk waking her. Lying perfectly still, he thought how good it would be to stay here. Nobody knew where he was. Nobody could bother him. He felt he had run away, had escaped to somewhere safe. The thought puzzled him. He’d never needed to feel safe before. Was that because he’d never felt vulnerable before? Did everyone experience that sensation at some time in their lives?

He thought about what he had done. In one single step he’d betrayed his wife – again – and his brother.

Reckless.

Wildly out of control.

Consequences.

He didn’t give a damn. He and Simone had both craved what they had done. It had been mutually beneficial, because while their bodies had been joined with an unstoppable and powerfully physical force, their minds had known a respite of peace. They had been cleansed for brief moments of their grief, their loneliness expunged.

Their lovemaking had not been an act of gentle tenderness; it had been an explosively fierce and fervent coming together. The strength of her need for him had made him feel alive and invincible. She had aroused in him a passion he’d never known before. Good God, he’d done things with her he’d never done before! Almost sixty, but not too old to learn a new trick or two, he thought wryly.

But what now? Would she feel embarrassed at what they’d done? Ashamed even? Would it be better if he slipped away so she wouldn’t have to face the awkwardness? Would that be the behaviour of a gentleman? Or a despicable coward?



Chapter Thirty-four

‘He’s pure yummy angel cake, darling. I could happily take a bite out of him. And have you noticed his hands and arms? I bet he could crack walnuts with no more than a tap of one of his big manly knuckles.’

Tess flicked her brother on the nose. ‘Back in your playpen, Zac, let the grown-ups talk.’ She turned to Katie. ‘Come on, while Ben and Lloyd are inside ordering the food, ’fess up. What is it you wanted to tell us that you couldn’t when he was around earlier? You’re not still stressing about Stirling being a no-show, are you? We can always suss him out another time.’

Although Katie was disappointed her friends hadn’t been able to meet him, she shook her head. ‘No, it’s nothing to do with Stirling.’ She glanced over her shoulder to check there was no danger of being overheard. They were in Henley, at the Angel on the Bridge, and with its decking area directly overlooking the river, Katie could see why it was such a popular pub. Early evening, and the place was packed, which meant that her friends, still dressed in their garden-party Gatsby gear, had garnered the maximum amount of attention on their arrival – a state of affairs that had pleased Zac, who liked nothing more than a good audience, the more captive the better.

Satisfied that it was safe to talk, Katie faced Tess and Zac across the table. ‘Lloyd isn’t my cousin,’ she said simply.

‘So what is he?’ Tess asked. ‘God, he’s not your brother, is he?’

‘We’re not related. He was adopted. So was his father. There’s no blood tie. None whatsoever. And we’ve—’

Tess and Zac spoke at the same time. ‘And you’ve what?’

Katie blushed. ‘And last night, once he’d explained he wasn’t really my cousin, we . . . we kissed.’

Again Tess and Zac spoke as one. ‘Kissed?’

Katie gave them the edited highlights of what had taken place on the riverbank. She also told them about the alarming shocky moment she’d experienced when she’d first set eyes on Lloyd in Brighton, something she’d deliberately withheld from Tess until now.

‘How divine,’ Zac cooed. ‘It’s soooo romantic.’

‘But is it?’ Katie asked. ‘How will the rest of the family react? I can see all sorts of problems ahead. And if I’m really honest, there’s still a part of me that’s concerned what people will think; you know, that technically we’ll always be defined as cousins.’

Tess wrinkled her nose. ‘Technically defined? What kind of language are you speaking these days?’

‘You know what I’m saying. How others will see us.’

‘Since when have you ever worried about what others think of you?’

‘Zac’s right. Which means there’s something else that’s bothering you. What is it?’ Tess’s expression intensified, a sure sign that her intuitive radar had just cranked up a gear.

‘OK, it’s this,’ Katie said. ‘What if we do get seriously involved and then it all goes wrong and we end up hating each other?’

‘What, like you and Ian?’

Katie frowned at Zac. ‘I don’t hate Ian.’

‘Well I do. He was disgustingly homophobic.’

‘He wasn’t!’

Tess nodded. ‘He was, Katie. You just never saw it. He nearly cacked himself once when Zac put his arm around him.’

Katie was shocked. ‘What else didn’t I notice about him?’

Zac shrugged. ‘Nothing much, just that he was a creepy twat. We were terrified you’d marry him. But I had it all planned: when the time came, I’d have been up on my feet in the church with a long list of just causes and impediments. I’d have stormed the altar and refused to get down until you came to your senses.’

Katie laughed. ‘Oh Zac, you’re such a headcase. But I do love you. Why did you never say anything?’

‘You wouldn’t have listened. You wanted to believe in Ian. And at the time, you seemed to need him more than you needed us.’

Once more Katie was shocked. ‘Never! That’s never going to happen. I’m always going to need you two in my life.’

Tess clapped her hands impatiently. ‘Hey, people! We’re getting off track here. Stay focused. Why would it be so awful for you to try a relationship with Lloyd and for it to go wrong? It’s the risk we all take.’

‘But he and I are members of the same family, a family, strange as it might seem, that I want to be a part of. So how would we face each other if we fell out badly?’

‘Ah . . . good point.’

‘And there’s something else. Something I have personal experience of. Lloyd has recently lost his father, and he’ll be going through the grieving process for some time yet. Look how I turned to Ian when Mum died. And then what happened when I was over the worst of my grief: I realized the relationship had run its course and dumped him. I’m not proud of that. I don’t want to be a convenient distraction for Lloyd, someone he’ll shrug off when he doesn’t need me any more as a crutch.’

Zac whistled. ‘You’re assuming a hell of a lot, sweetheart. Just because that was your experience with Ian, it doesn’t mean it’s a one-size-fits-all situation.’

‘I hate to say it twice in one conversation,’ Tess said, ‘but Zac’s right. You’re doing what you always do, overanalysing people. Don’t try and think for Lloyd; let him do his own thinking.’

‘Take it from me,’ Zac said, ‘from what I’ve seen of him, the boy looks plenty big enough to think for himself.’

‘You’re such a lech, brother dear.’

He laughed. ‘You know me: if the bonnet fits, I’ll wear it.’

‘But seriously, Katie, what if Lloyd’s the one? He did give you a shocky moment, after all. Why not give it a go? You don’t have to rush things.’

‘For what it’s worth, I think it’s fate.’

Katie laughed. ‘You say that every time you meet somebody new, Zac.’

‘Just because it doesn’t work out doesn’t mean it wasn’t meant to be. Uh-oh, the object of our mutual desire is heading this way. No, strike that, he’s striding this way. God, I love a man who strides.’

Stirling was still in Oxford.

Five hours ago, he had got as far as sneaking into the bathroom to get dressed, and when he’d returned to the bedroom for his shoes, he’d found Simone sitting up in bed, hugging the duvet to her. ‘Are you running away to hide from your own shame or to spare me mine?’ she had asked.

He’d sat down heavily on the bed, hanging his head. ‘Both,’ he’d said.

‘Then don’t. Let’s be perfectly adult about this, shall we? Otherwise we’ll be in a worse mess than we were before.’

‘I don’t regret what we did,’ he’d said, lifting his eyes.

‘Nor do I. Which is why I don’t want you to run off.’

‘I have to go sometime.’

She’d smiled. ‘I’m not going to hold you captive. How about that lunch I was making for us?’

‘What an extraordinary woman you are.’

‘Thank you.’

They’d eaten lunch and somehow – wordlessly – they’d ended up in bed again. It had been less frantic second time around. But no less exhilarating.

‘I should go,’ he said now, when once more they were dressed and downstairs.

‘Yes, you should.’ She passed him his jacket.

‘I won’t bother you again like this,’ he said when he was at the door. ‘I won’t become a nuisance to you.’ He kissed her lightly on the cheek. ‘Goodbye.’

‘Goodbye, Stirling. Drive carefully.’

She had already closed the door when he started the car and pulled away from the kerb. He felt churlishly disappointed not to get a wave from her.

From the landing window Simone looked down on the street as Stirling drove off. She touched her cheek where he’d just kissed her. Don’t, she warned herself. Just don’t.

She turned from the window and went to her bedroom and stripped the bed. She took the bedding downstairs to the kitchen, stuffed it into the washing machine, tipped powder into the tray and pressed the button. ‘There,’ she said aloud as water began gushing. ‘All trace of him gone. As if it had never happened.’

She went back upstairs, removed her clothes and stepped into the shower. ‘Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as snow,’ she quoted a little sadly to herself.



Chapter Thirty-five

Stirling had not told an out-and-out lie to Gina in years. Not since his affair with Fay. In the intervening years he might have fudged the truth once or twice, usually to cover a surprise he’d arranged for his wife, but the need for an ugly, bare-faced, back-covering lie had not occurred.

Until now.

But telling Gina he’d gone to Oxford to see Simone Montrose – even if he kept quiet about what they’d actually done – didn’t strike him as being a smart move. Justifying his visit by saying something like he owed it to his brother to make sure his mistress was coping was hardly going to cut the mustard with Gina in her current frame of mind. ‘So you care more about Neil’s tart than you do about my feelings, do you?’ he imagined her throwing back at him.

Yet the newly revealed reckless side to him was almost daring him to go down this route. Why not stir things up some more by hurling another grenade into the battlefield? Why was he always striving to keep the peace, to be so bloody reasonable?

It was late when he entered the village of Sandiford. He slowed his speed as he drew level with St Oswald’s, where they’d had Neil’s funeral and where Neil was buried in the churchyard. On the noticeboard against the flint wall there was a poster advertising the open weekend at The Meadows in support of the church roof fund. For the first time that day, guilt hit him: he’d let Pen down. He would have to make amends.

But before that, there was something he now felt compelled to do.

He left the car on the road and in the dark carefully followed the path round to the side of the church, his footsteps crunching on the gravel in the shadowy hush. He passed the lofty stone monument for which he’d always had a secret affection. Late Victorian and robustly sentimental, it was of an angel; with her eyes closed and her hands clasped in humble supplication, she was praying on one knee atop a three-foothigh plinth. What he’d always liked about the statue was the surprisingly sensual nature of the angel’s feet; they were bare, and the toes were long and slender. As he observed those elongated toes now, they evoked the unsettling memory of Simone’s bare feet.

He pressed on slowly towards Neil’s grave, just as the moon shot out from behind a cloud.

He came to a stop in front of the last plot in a row of the recently deceased. It was still without a headstone and looked obscenely fresh and new. There were flowers attractively placed in a pretty china vase and the scent of sweet peas, roses and sprigs of lavender was palpable in the still night air. Doubtless Pen had brought the flowers. He wondered how often she came. Prior to tonight, and other than the day of the funeral, he’d come here only once before. He had thought it might help. It hadn’t.

Now here he was again.

Why?

To seek forgiveness would be the obvious assumption.

But that wasn’t the reason. No. He wanted to tell his brother he understood. That was all. He stared down at the bare earth. ‘We’re all capable of doing what you did,’ he said, his voice low. ‘No one’s beyond temptation, of doing the unthinkable.’

He stood for a while to see if he would begin to feel ashamed at what he’d done. If it didn’t happen here, where would it?

Minutes passed. The moon came and went intermittently behind scudding clouds. But nothing. He felt no shame. None whatsoever.

He drove on. Then once again he slowed his speed. He turned into The Meadows. Here he did need to ask for forgiveness.

When Pen opened the front door to Stirling, she let out a small cry. ‘Oh, thank goodness you’re all right. I’ve been so worried about you.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, stepping inside and closing the door behind him. ‘I couldn’t face being around people today. I just had to be somewhere else, anywhere but here.’

‘Stirling, you don’t have to explain yourself to me. Not ever. But please, another time, promise me you’ll let me know you’re all right. That’s all I ask. After what happened to Neil, I couldn’t bear . . .’ Her voice wobbled and she broke off. She covered her mouth with a hand and shuddered.

‘Oh, Pen,’ he said, giving her a hug, ‘nothing’s going to happen to me. Come on,’ he soothed, ‘no tears over me. I’m not worth it.’ He guided her through the hallway to the kitchen. ‘Let me make you a drink. You look exhausted. Have you eaten?’

‘Yes. Pam and Sue stayed on again this evening while Lloyd took Katie and her friends into Henley. They’ve gone now, back to London and Brighton.’

‘And Katie and Lloyd, where are they?’

‘In the garden. I was just going upstairs for a bath.’

‘Would you rather I left you in peace so you could do that?’

‘No, stay and have a drink with me. There’s something I want to discuss with you.’

‘Do you ever swim in the river here?’

‘Of course. Why? Fancy a skinny-dip now?’

Katie laughed. ‘Another time.’

Lloyd nudged his shoulder against hers. ‘Chicken.’

‘Watch it, mister, or I’ll shove you in.’

‘I’d like to see you try.’

‘Oh, please don’t tempt me.’

‘I’m twice the size of you.’

‘And everyone knows size isn’t everything.’

He laughed and put his arm around her. They were sitting on the jetty at the end of the garden, their feet dangling a couple of feet above the water. He had waited all day for this moment. To be alone with Katie. ‘So how did I measure up with your friends?’ he asked.

‘Pretty well. Zac, of course, is wildly in lust with you.’

He laughed again. ‘I’ve not lost my touch, then. And for what it’s worth, I liked them. It’s going to seem very dull round here when you’ve gone. Do you have to rush back to Brighton after tomorrow?’

‘I can’t stay here with your mother indefinitely. And apart from anything, I have to try and find a job.’

‘You could always come and stay with me while you do that.’

She turned and looked at him. Just looked at him.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Probably too soon to suggest something like that, isn’t it?’

She placed a soft kiss on his mouth. ‘Let’s not do things too quickly,’ she murmured.

‘You’re right, of course,’ he said lightly, hoping she wouldn’t pick up on his disappointment.

‘I’ll come back soon,’ she said.

‘Define soon?’

She kissed him again, brushing her lips over his. He held her close and deepened the kiss, lingering over every sensation, his eyes closed, his pulse racing.

Stirling was staggered at what Pen had told him, of her suspicions about Lloyd and Katie. People joked that she didn’t know what was going on around her, other than what was growing in her garden, but he’d never gone along with that. When it came to Lloyd, Pen was always on the money.

But he for one hadn’t seen it coming. Lloyd and Katie? Potentially it could complicate things. On the other hand, it could create a bridge between Katie and the rest of the family. He feared, however, that it wouldn’t. Besides, wasn’t it a bit soon for Lloyd to have made a move on her? They hardly knew each other.

He drove home, having decided not to disturb Lloyd and Katie in the garden. He’d asked Pen to say hi to Katie from him and to tell her that he’d catch up with her tomorrow.

He let himself in at Willow Bank, bracing himself for Gina’s wrath. He had his lie prepared: he’d spent the day at the office, working his temper off after her ultimatum this morning.



Chapter Thirty-six

Rosco had set aside Bank Holiday Monday as a day entirely for himself. No boring household chores to do, no bills to deal with, and no company work of any kind to pore over. He’d done everything yesterday, including a lengthy session of catching up on emails and checking a list of recent client money transfers made.

After Uncle Neil’s stunt, they now had strict procedures in place in the office regarding the double-checking of client portfolios. Bolting horses and stable doors sprang to mind, but never again – not if Rosco had anything to do with it – would Nightingale Ridgeway be involved in such a damaging financial scandal. Never again would it be possible for someone to do what Uncle Neil had done. Rosco’s modus operandi now was to suspect everyone of foul play until proven innocent. And if people didn’t like that, they could look elsewhere for employment. If it created an atmosphere of unease, good. That was what he wanted. He wanted everyone to be afraid and looking over their shoulder.

Naturally Dad didn’t agree. He claimed that trust was the bedrock of Nightingale Ridgeway, that it always had been so and always would be. Yeah, well, tell that to the clients who’d had their money stolen. Tell that to the CPS when the case finally went to court. Worried that Dad wasn’t his usual clear-thinking self, Rosco had started working even longer hours and was trying to instil a greater sense of diligence and efficiency in the office. Lead by example was his motto.

So with a weekend of efficient organization behind him, Rosco had planned that today he would be free to do exactly as he pleased, which was a pleasantly lazy day followed by dinner with a girl he’d recently met at a friend’s thirtieth birthday party.

Except his lazy day wasn’t turning out that way. His well-earned lie-in had been disturbed by Scarlet ringing him. For twenty minutes he’d been forced to listen to her histrionics about Dad and Katie Lavender. ‘How can we be sure she really is who she says she is?’ Scarlet was now asking. ‘I mean, she’s got red hair. Red. No one in our family has red hair. Has anyone thought to check her out? She could be someone pretending to be his daughter. What are we going to do about it? Rosco, are you listening to me?’

‘Scarlet,’ he said, when finally given permission to speak, ‘don’t be a dope. The red hair is from Granza. Although strictly speaking the colour in question isn’t red, it’s chestnut.’

‘So you’re not questioning who she is? I can’t believe that. And I can’t believe you’re quibbling over the colour of her hair. My God, next you’ll be saying that you thought she was quite nice. Do you think she’s nice?’

‘Don’t be stupid, of course I don’t.’

‘Then what are we going to do about her?’

‘We’re going to ignore her. That’s what we’re going to do. We’ve done our duty; we met her just as Dad wanted. We don’t have to do anything more.’

‘I told Mum to give him an ultimatum, to tell him he has to choose us or her. I told her to tell him that if he has anything more to do with her, he can say goodbye to us.’

‘Did you now?’ This had been Rosco’s Plan A when divorce had been in the air, but he’d been reluctant to go through with it in case it backfired on him. But with the initiative coming from Scarlet, it meant he was removed from the equation; he could be seen as the objective one. He would be there to give Dad his support and to say that as hard as it was, he was doing the right thing. He would tell his father that Katie had managed well enough all these years without him; she could manage the rest of her life equally well. It was as simple as that. Faced with such a convincing bottom line, Dad would see things perfectly clearly.

The only way to get Scarlet off the phone was to play on her pregnancy. ‘Now stop worrying about all this, Scarlet,’ he said. ‘You know it can’t be good for the baby. Go and make yourself a cup of coffee and put your feet up and relax.’

She tutted. ‘You know I’m not drinking coffee whilst I’m pregnant. Honestly, Rosco, sometimes I don’t think you listen to a word I say.’

If only that were possible, he thought when he at last got rid of her.

Now, showered and dressed, and putting the finishing touches to his breakfast of scrambled eggs on a toasted and buttered bagel, he heard the phone ring again. He knew straight away from the tone of his mother’s voice that there was no way he could ask if he could ring her back when he’d eaten.

He set his plate down on the breakfast bar, and with the phone placed on speaker, resigned himself to a ruined day. It seemed to him, as his mother went on and on about how awful Dad was making her life, that she had turned into exactly the kind of neurotic and needy woman he couldn’t abide. Whilst trying silently to eat a mouthful of bagel and egg, he listened to a repeat version of the ultimatum Dad had been given yesterday, and how he had disappeared for the day, and how everyone at The Meadows had been asking why he wasn’t there to help as arranged. ‘Where had he been?’ Rosco asked when there was a lull in the monologue and a response seemed to be expected of him. ‘Off in the boat somewhere?’

‘No. He was at the office all day. He said he’d gone there to do some work and to clear his head. He said he needed to be alone. For pity’s sake, who does he think he is, saying he needs to be alone?’

Rosco’s attention was caught. ‘He told you he was at the office all day?’

‘That’s what I just said.’

Rosco was about to say this wasn’t possible when he stopped himself. He knew categorically that there had been only one person in the office yesterday, and that was him – that was where he’d gone to check on the client portfolios. So why had Dad lied? Where had he been that he wanted to keep it from Mum? What reason would he have to hide something like that? Or maybe it wasn’t the actual place he was being so secretive about, but a person. Had he been with someone he didn’t want Mum to know about? But who?

An awful thought occurred to him. A woman. It was a woman Dad had been with. It was the only explanation.

But how could he? With everything the family was going through, how could he do something so low and shabby? Was it a case of once a cheat, always a cheat? Or maybe he had been having a string of affairs throughout his entire marriage. And that was why he was so sympathetic to what Uncle Neil had been up to. God knew how many more bastard children were going to come out of the woodwork at this rate!

He decided to keep his suspicions to himself. There was no point in winding his mother up yet further. Better for him to tackle Dad on his own. When the time was right.

‘Where’s Dad today?’ he asked.

‘Back at The Meadows helping Pen. With that wretched girl again,’ she added bitterly.

‘And how do things stand regarding the ultimatum you gave him?’

‘He says he needs time to think about it. Can you believe that? What is there to think about, Rosco?’

‘He’ll do the right thing, Mum. Don’t worry. He’s all over the place right now.’

‘Can’t you talk to him? Can’t you make him see reason?’ The tone of her voice had changed; she sounded tired and whiny. ‘I don’t know, ever since Neil’s death, everything’s gone wrong.’

‘I’ll do my best. Leave it with me.’

A few minutes later and he managed to ring off. He took a bite of his half-eaten breakfast and found it was stone cold. Thoroughly out of sorts, he took it over to the bin and threw it away.

Stirling wasn’t sure that he had done the right thing. He had texted Simone, feeling in some way that he ought to. He really didn’t want her to think badly of him. That he was the kind of man who was in the habit of turning up on a woman’s doorstep – a woman he hardly knew – and behaving in the way he had yesterday.

He had sent the message before lunch, and now, at five o’clock, as he was closing the gate – the last of the visitors gone – Simone still hadn’t replied to his message. Had she felt insulted by his thanking her for lunch and for asking how she was today? It hadn’t felt glib at the time, but with hindsight perhaps it was. He hadn’t known what else to say. What could he have said? An apology? Would she have expected that from him? Had it also been too distant and formal to thank her for lunch? The more he thought about it, the worse it became in his mind. He was beginning to think that he should text her again to make sure he hadn’t offended her with that first text. But would a second message make things worse? Would she think he was becoming a pest, thereby making a nonsense of his assurance that he wouldn’t be a nuisance to her? Would she worry that he was trying to invite himself back for a repeat of yesterday? Which he certainly wasn’t. But just thinking of that possibility made his pulse quicken. Shocked, he dragged a hand over his face, and picking up the plastic box of entrance money, walked quickly round to the back of the house. He suddenly needed to be amongst people. He needed the distraction of them.

He spotted Katie and Lloyd inside the pavilion. They were busy stacking dirty crockery on to trays.

Throughout the day they had given no obvious signs that there was anything going on between them, but there were plenty of subtle indications and undercurrents, if you knew what to look for. Stirling had most definitely noticed the occasional look or smile, or Lloyd’s lingering hand on Katie’s shoulder as he moved to get past her. He’d also caught Katie blushing as Lloyd whispered something in her ear. For whatever reason, they had decided to keep to themselves what they were up to.

He wasn’t sure what to make of it, though. To his surprise, deep inside him, some primal instinct was uncoiling itself: Katie was his daughter, and as her father he wanted to keep her safe, which meant no man was to be trusted. He had been the same with Scarlet. How he’d ever survived those nightmarish years and the fast turnaround of unsuitable boys with whom Scarlet had proclaimed herself to be in love, he didn’t know. The most memorable duds had been a would-be rock star who hadn’t possessed one iota of musical know-how, a long-haired dropout who’d claimed to be a conceptual artist and destined to be the next big thing in the art world, a Greek waiter who had wanted to marry her after only a fortnight of knowing her, and a thug who’d spent time in prison for GBH, a case of mistaken identity apparently. But the very worst of the bunch had been a man fifteen years older than Scarlet who had wanted to take off with her to Thailand with nothing but a couple of backpacks. Oh, and Scarlet’s credit cards. After some surreptitious digging, Stirling had discovered that the man was married with two small children. And then along had come Charlie Boy, and whilst he wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, in comparison to his predecessors he had been the model boyfriend. Within no time he had achieved the impossible; he had anchored the flighty Scarlet, and for that Stirling would always be grateful. But make no mistake: if he hurt her, there would be hell to pay.

As there would be if Lloyd hurt Katie. Just articulating the thought amazed Stirling. He and Katie had had no real time or opportunity to bond and form what would be called a meaningful relationship, but nonetheless, the instinct to protect her was there. It was why he knew he couldn’t do what Gina wanted of him; he couldn’t cast Katie aside. However that bond was made, it existed. It was very real.

He stepped into the pavilion and at once Lloyd and Katie fell quiet, their animated conversation abruptly brought to an end. They both smiled at him. A little too eagerly. A little too like he’d interrupted them. That, and the way Lloyd was staring at Stirling, told him that there was definitely something going on between the two of them. In Lloyd’s eyes there was the same unmistakable solicitous and circumspect look he’d seen in so many of Scarlet’s suitors. Whether he knew he was doing it or not, Lloyd was seeking Stirling’s approval.

‘Katie,’ Stirling said, ‘are you doing anything this evening?’

‘I don’t have anything planned,’ she said with a smile.

‘In that case, can we spend the evening together? Just the two of us? Only we’ve hardly had any time alone, and you leave tomorrow.’ He glanced at his nephew. ‘That’s if you don’t mind, Lloyd?’

Lloyd pushed his hands into his pockets and took a step back. ‘Of course not. Don’t worry about me.’

But I do, Stirling thought. I worry about Katie as well. And the whole bloody family and what lies ahead.



Chapter Thirty-seven

‘So you’ll be heading back to Brighton tomorrow?’ Tess said.

‘That’s the plan.’

‘You’re not tempted to stay on for a bit longer?’

‘No.’ Katie tried to put as much conviction as she could into that one simple word. It would be all too easy for her to give in to Lloyd and Pen and Cecily, who kept asking her to stay on for a few more days.

‘Really?’ said Tess. ‘What have you got to rush back for?’

‘Don’t you start. I’ve had enough of that from everyone here.’

‘What’s the hurry, then?’

‘It’s difficult to explain, and you’ll probably think I’m going all airy-fairy, but this place has a sort of magical and intoxicating pull to it. It’s like the rest of the world doesn’t exist. I felt it when I first stayed here. I remember looking out of the window at Pen’s incredible garden and thinking that if I didn’t leave that day, I might never leave.’

‘Isn’t that how everyone feels at the end of a really good holiday?’

‘I suppose so. But imagine your best ever holiday experience and times it by a hundred. It’s just so beautiful here. And weirdly, I feel so at home.’

‘Sounds like the place has seduced you as much as that cousin of yours.’

‘He’s not my cousin.’

‘Sorry, slip of the genealogical tongue. What is he, then?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m asking if he’s officially your new boyfriend now. Has that been established?’

‘I wouldn’t go so far as to say anything’s official.’ Katie glanced at her watch; seeing how late it was, she said, ‘Hey, look, I’m going to have to go. Stirling’s taking me out this evening and I’ve got to smarten myself up.’

‘Oh, so the absent father’s returned, has he? I hope he’s taking you somewhere nice. And tell him from me, I’m on his case. He doesn’t get my approval until he’s been properly vetted.’

Katie laughed. ‘He probably knew that and that’s why he disappeared yesterday. I’ll ring you tomorrow when I’m back in Brighton. Say hi to Ben from me. By the way, what did he think of Lloyd?’

‘He thought he was great. And way better than Ian. You really crossed over to the dark side with him.’

‘I had no idea you all disliked Ian so much. Why weren’t you honest with me?’

‘As Zac told you yesterday, you weren’t receptive to honesty then. And perhaps we were scared to give it to you.’

‘And now you’re not?’

‘Now we’ve seen the error of our ways. Total truthfulness from now on.’

Katie ended the call and got off the bed, where she’d been lying whilst chatting to her friend. She went and stood at the window, looking out at the area of the garden where she had first met Pen, after she had stepped through that small arched doorway with the sign reading ‘Open Me’ on it, and which would forever be her favourite part of this enchanting world. She watched Pen wandering the trampled lawns, inspecting the damage inflicted by so many visitors. The poor woman looked a tired and forlorn figure.

Katie had been amazed at the nerve of some of the visitors to the garden. As if they had a God-given right to do so, they had taken cuttings and helped themselves to sprigs of herbs; one man had even snapped off a rose to make a buttonhole for himself and had brazenly strolled around the garden with it openly on show on his jacket lapel. Lloyd had told her of far worse things that had gone on in previous years, such as a woman who he had discovered actually digging up a particularly rare species of plant. When he had asked her what she was doing, she had become quite shirty and told him to mind his own business. This, Lloyd had explained, was why help was always required on the open days, not only to answer queries visitors might have about the plants, but to keep an eye on the more light-fingered punters.

Seeing Pen take out a ball of green twine and a penknife from her pocket, Katie watched her carefully negotiate her way to the back of one of the borders and get to work on supporting the slender stalk of a hollyhock that was almost nine feet tall and drooping with the weight of so many showy, saucer-sized pink flowers. She then turned her attention to a neighbouring delphinium and cut off another length of twine. Watching her, Katie wondered what she would do in the coming days and weeks, now that the open weekend was over, now that she would have nothing into which she could pour all her energy and thoughts, when finally she would be alone with only her grief to face. Katie knew that feeling all too well. To avoid it after Mum’s death, she had thrown herself headlong into her relationship with Ian.

Moving away from the window, she finished getting dressed for her evening out with Stirling. It would be the first time they spent any time alone together, and she was part looking forward to it and part dreading it. What if they ran out of things to talk about? What if she suddenly decided she didn’t like him? Or if he didn’t like her?

There was a knock at the door, followed by: ‘Katie?’

It was Lloyd.

She went to open it. ‘How do I look?’ she asked him. ‘Smart enough for an evening with Stirling?’

He stood in the doorway, rested a shoulder against the frame and scrutinized her from head to toe. ‘Honest opinion?’ he said.

She nodded, suddenly doubting her choice of dress. In Brighton and London, she wouldn’t think twice about her black and white polka-dot miniskirt and lacy black top with its puff sleeves, but maybe here in Henley, especially if Stirling was taking her somewhere chi-chi and upmarket, her outfit might not pass muster. She waited for Lloyd’s verdict.

‘You’ve got legs,’ he said.

‘Well durr, so have you.’

He smiled. ‘Not like yours I haven’t. How come I haven’t seen them before?’

‘Never mind my legs, what about the rest of me?’

He pushed himself away from the door frame and stepped into the room. ‘The rest of you looks amazing. I like what you’ve done to your hair.’

He’d never commented on her appearance before, and out of the blue she felt inexplicably shy. ‘Zac taught me how to do it,’ she said, putting a hand self-consciously to her walnut-whip hairdo, as she called it.

‘You smell nice, too.’

‘Thank you.’

‘If I promise not to muss up your hair and make-up, can I kiss you?’

She smiled and nodded.

He deftly closed the door behind him with his foot and dipping his head, he grazed his lips against hers with a feather-light caress, no other part of him touching her.

‘I can redo the lip gloss,’ she said, putting the palms of her hands against his chest and wanting more. He stared back at her, and losing herself in the mesmerising soft blue of his eyes, she decided to take Tess’s advice and stop overanalysing the situation. Surely all that mattered was what they felt for each other? If it didn’t work out, they’d just have to find a way to deal with it.

‘I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble,’ he said.

‘It’s no trouble.’

‘Well, if you’re sure.’

Their arms wrapped around each other, they kissed long and hard.

‘I wish it was me taking you out this evening,’ he said a little breathlessly when they pulled apart. ‘Which unfortunately reminds me, I was sent up to tell you that Stirling’s here, and he has a surprise for you.’

‘This was a lovely idea of yours,’ Katie said after they’d waved goodbye to Lloyd and Pen on the jetty and they were on their way.

‘I thought you might like to see the river from a different vantage point,’ Stirling replied. ‘Being on the water often helps me to get things into perspective.’

‘In what way?’

‘I’m reminded that nature always has the upper hand and the last word, and that whatever seems vitally important today probably won’t matter a jot tomorrow.’

‘That’s what I feel when I’m at home and I look at the sea.’

‘Would you like a go at steering the boat?’

Sitting alongside him in a comfortable Lloyd Loom chair, she shook her head. ‘Later perhaps. For now I’m happy to enjoy the ride.’

‘In that case, we’ll push on a little further and then we’ll stop for something to eat. I’ve brought a picnic. Is that all right with you?’

‘More than fine.’

‘And if you get cold, you can have my sweater. Just say the word. I want the evening to be perfect for you.’

She smiled happily. ‘It already is.’

He smiled back at her. ‘Excellent. Now if you lift the lid on that box to your left, you’ll find a bottle of wine and two glasses. There’s a bottle opener in there too. Would it be less than chivalrous to ask if you could do the honours?’

‘It would be an insult not to ask me.’

‘I thought as much.’

‘I happen to be an expert at pulling corks, as a result of working in a bar whilst I was at university.’

‘Where did you study?’

‘At Warwick. I did media studies.’

‘And did you enjoy it?’

‘I loved it, and don’t laugh, but naively I believed I was going to become an award-winning documentary-maker and change the world.’

‘Nothing to laugh at in that. We all dream of making an impact on the world at that age. So what happened when you graduated?’

She eased the cork out of the bottle on her lap and gave him a brief run-down on her working career so far, culminating in her stagnating at Stella Media. Cringing, she told him about some of the programmes she’d been associated with. She laughed when he apologized for not having watched any of them. ‘You have absolutely nothing to apologize for,’ she said.

His expression changed and he gave her a deeply troubled look. ‘But I do, don’t I? I have so much to be sorry for. I should have tried harder to persuade your mother to allow me to know you when you were growing up.’

Katie shook her head. ‘I’ve given the matter a lot of thought this weekend, and I don’t think you could, or should, have done anything differently. The way things were, it meant that Dad could be a real father to me. If you’d been a part of our lives, he might not have been able to be what he wanted to be to me. I’ve decided that Mum must have known that, which was why she was so firm with you. She knew what was important to Dad.’ Katie passed Stirling a glass of wine. ‘But what I don’t understand is why Mum had the affair with you in the first place. Was she unhappy when you two met? And if so, why was she unhappy?’

‘Oh no, she wasn’t unhappy. Quite the reverse. It was her happy, carefree nature that attracted me to her. She was like the sun bursting through the clouds.’ He smiled as if recalling the memory. ‘She always made me feel better about life. I think it was her joyful spontaneity that I loved most about her. She could make me laugh over the slightest thing. She was so different to Gina. Gina has always taken life very seriously. I don’t mean that as a criticism, it’s just the way she is.’

‘But I still don’t understand why she had the affair with you. If she was happy with Dad, why look elsewhere?’

Steering the boat with one hand, Stirling stared ahead. It was a few moments before he spoke. ‘I think what it comes down to is that she loved your father, but wasn’t in love with him. There’s a wealth of difference between the two things, Katie.’

‘I know. What about you and Gina?’

He sighed. ‘It was the same. I loved her but I never felt for her what I experienced with Fay.’

‘Do you think it would have lasted between you and Mum if things had been different?’

‘If we’d met each other before meeting Desmond and Gina?’

‘Yes.’

He swallowed, and once again his expression turned serious. ‘I think we could have been extraordinarily happy together.’

Seeing how sad he looked, and wanting to lighten the mood, Katie said, ‘Mum would have driven you crazy with her untidiness.’

He smiled faintly. ‘And you know what, I’d have forgiven her for it. That’s what happens when you really love a person: forgiveness comes easily. Perhaps that’s why Desmond was able to put the affair behind them.’

‘And what about you and Gina? Does she love you enough to forgive you for me?’

‘That,’ he said with great feeling, ‘is the million-dollar question. But I fear not.’

A much larger boat came into view in front of them, and after it had passed by – causing the Lady Cecily to bob in its wake – Stirling turned and faced Katie. He raised his glass of wine and said, ‘May I suggest a toast? To happier times ahead for us both, and to getting to know each other a lot better. If that doesn’t sound too presumptuous.’

She tapped her glass lightly against his. ‘Why presumptuous?’

‘You might not want to get to know me any better. You might think you’ve seen enough.’

‘And why would I think that?’

‘Because you probably thought your own life was complicated enough as it was without getting involved with us Nightingales. You’re not seeing us at our best.’

‘I’d rather get to know the real you, the honest you. I’m not interested in a Sunday-best version.’

He laughed. ‘I’m not sure I have a best version of me.’

‘Well, I like the version I’m seeing now; relaxed and candid.’

‘Maybe it’s being round you. Perhaps you have this effect on people. How else do you explain why Pen can’t speak highly enough of you and my mother adores you? And if I’m not overstepping the mark, I’d say that Lloyd is more than a little taken with you.’

She turned her head slightly so he couldn’t see the colour rising to her cheeks. ‘Really?’ she said, looking intently at the large and fabulously impressive house they were passing. ‘What makes you think that?’

‘Oh, you know, little things. That and the fact that Pen is convinced there’s something going on between the two of you. And trust me, Pen never gets anything wrong when it comes to Lloyd.’

She returned her gaze to Stirling’s face. ‘Does she disapprove? Is it the cousin situation? Even though we’re not blood cousins?’

‘Not at all. But I have to confess to feeling a bit confused myself. And I know I have no real right to feel this way, but I have this strong need to protect you, just as I did with Scarlet. I feel compelled to ward off any unsuitable suitors. It’s called being a father.’

‘Does that mean you class Lloyd as unsuitable?’

‘No. He’s eminently suitable. I’ve known him all his life and I’d go so far as to say you couldn’t find anyone better than my nephew.’

‘And yet you still feel the need to protect me from him? That’s silly.’

‘Now that I’ve said it aloud, I agree. In my head, it didn’t sound so stupid.’ He put his wine glass down on a small shelf in front of him, seeming suddenly to apply all his concentration – lips pursed, his brow creased with a frown – to the task of navigating the curve in the river. She watched him for a few minutes out of the corner of her eye, then, sensing he needed a moment to think, she sipped her wine and gave her attention to the beautiful houses they were passing. With their trim lawns coming right to the water’s edge, the graceful willow trees turned golden by the evening sun, Katie was awed by the loveliness of it all. It was so tangibly peaceful, so calming. There was a feeling of space, yet at the same time a comfortable sense of containment. Just as tangible, however, was the abundant air of wealth and privilege these palatial riverside homes were giving off.

It was all very different to how she had grown up. Whilst her parents had managed to make a relatively good and steady living out of the antiquarian bookshop they’d run, they had lived modestly. They had been a one-car family, and holidays had been limited to one a year, though that had had more to do with Dad not wanting to close the shop for more than a couple of weeks. What holidays they did take had usually been carefully planned driving tours through France, either staying in reasonably priced hotels or on campsites. Being an only child, Katie had always preferred the campsites, because there were other children to make friends with.

They passed an elderly man walking a black Labrador along the towpath, and he raised his stick at them. ‘Nice evening,’ he called out.

‘It certainly is,’ replied Stirling pleasantly.

When the man and his dog were distant figures behind them, Stirling said, ‘Maybe I’m jealous. Maybe the truth is I don’t want Lloyd to take you away from me before I’ve had a chance to get to know you properly.’

Touched that he should feel this way and be so open with her, Katie put a hand on his arm. ‘That won’t happen. I promise you. But in return for that promise,’ she said, seizing the opportunity, ‘I want you to do something for me.’

‘Go on.’

‘I want you to take back the money that’s in that trust fund. I can’t possibly accept it.’

He shook his head. ‘No, Katie. It’s yours.’

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘My mind is made up. I don’t want it.’



Chapter Thirty-eight

Cecily was furious with Gina. She couldn’t believe the intransigence of the silly woman. Couldn’t she see the harm she was causing the family?

It had only been by chance that she had learnt of the ultimatum Gina had given Stirling. Katie had come to say goodbye to her before returning to Brighton after the Bank Holiday weekend and had mentioned something about Stirling having gone missing on the Sunday and not knowing why. She’d said that she had asked him what had happened to him, but he’d been evasive and changed the subject. Knowing that Stirling never let people down, not without good reason, Cecily had felt uneasy and so had phoned him at work and asked him to come and see her that evening. The moment he’d arrived, she had known by the strain in his face that she had done the right thing, and without preamble she had asked him what was going on, and told him that he wasn’t to think of fobbing her off with some half-baked lie. He’d then told her what Gina had said, that he had to choose between his family and Katie; he couldn’t have both. Cecily’s heart had gone out to him.

Now, a week later, she had invited Gina to join her for tea in the hope of making her see sense, or at least find a way to smooth the waters. But all she was getting from her daughterin-law as she sat stiff-backed and bristling with reproach was pig-headed intolerance.

‘I wouldn’t expect anything else from you,’ Gina was now saying. ‘Of course you’d take Stirling’s side in all this.’

‘I like to think I’m taking the side of reason,’ Cecily replied, trying to keep the tone of her voice affable.

Gina laughed bitterly. ‘Again, that’s entirely what I’d expect of you. You really think it’s reasonable for me to have to accept your son’s unfaithfulness as though it’s nothing but a trivial misunderstanding? Not only that, I’m expected to welcome the product of his tawdry deceitfulness with open arms.’

‘I don’t think anything of the kind. As I’ve tried explaining, all I’m asking you to do is let Stirling know his daughter. Is that so very difficult for you?’

‘He has a daughter. Her name is Scarlet.’

Cecily put her cup and saucer down with a bang. ‘Gina, please don’t try my patience. Having Katie in his life is not going to push Scarlet out of it.’

‘It’s already doing that. Scarlet can hardly bring herself to speak to her father.’

‘And who’s responsible for making that happen?’

‘Oh, so this mess is my doing, is it?’ Gina’s voice had risen and her face was flushed. ‘You’ll be saying next that it was my fault Stirling had an affair.’

‘Fault is not the issue here.’ Cecily sighed. ‘What’s important is that if you want to keep your husband and not cause untold damage to your family, you have to forgive him. He made a mistake, for which he’s apologized. He can’t undo that mistake.’

‘And as I’ve told you before, I’ll forgive him if he cuts all ties with that girl. I don’t want her in our lives.’

‘But why? Why do you feel so threatened by Katie?’

Gina looked at Cecily with undisguised contempt. ‘I don’t feel threatened by her. What a preposterous suggestion. And frankly, I don’t see that there’s any point in our continuing this conversation if you’re going to keep insulting me like this. I came here today in good faith, with the smallest of hopes that, woman to woman, you might see things my way and that maybe I could convince you to make Stirling do the right thing. I can see that I’ve had a wasted journey.’ She rose exaggeratedly from her seat.

‘Oh, sit down, Gina, and stop being so tiresomely melodramatic. I’m not insulting you. But carry on acting in this childish way and I may well start doing so. Really, you can be so thoroughly infuriating at times!’

Still on her feet, Gina’s eyes narrowed and her expression hardened. ‘Ever thought just how thoroughly infuriating you can be at times? Not to say meddlesome and patronizing, manipulative and domineering. No, I suppose not. You’re too busy perfecting your role as the high-and-mighty matriarch of this bloody family and taking sides. Always the side of your precious favourites. It’s Pen this and Lloyd that. How I’ve stood it all these years I’ll never know. But I did it for Stirling’s sake. And what a slap in the face that has turned out to be. What has Stirling ever done for my sake? Apart from humiliate me?’

‘He stayed married to you, for a start. He’s always put you and the children first. You can’t deny that.’

‘You make it sound like a terrible sacrifice, as though I should be grateful. But it’s no more than any good husband and father should do. It’s what I want him to do now, to prove that he really does love me. Why can’t you see that? Just once, why can’t you see things from my point of view?’

‘What poppycock! Insisting that he cuts Katie out of his life is your petty way of punishing Stirling. It’s pure spite on your part. You should be ashamed of yourself.’

Gina snatched up her handbag from the sofa. ‘I think we’ve said all that needs to be said on the matter. I’m going.’

Cecily rose stiffly to her feet. ‘Yes, perhaps you should, and before either of us says something that we’ll regret. But Gina, whatever happens from here on is entirely of your own making. I hope you can live with the consequences of your actions. Because they won’t affect only you; it will be Rosco and Scarlet and your grandchild who will be caught in the crossfire of your fight with Stirling. You’re going to make everyone very unhappy if you pursue your need for vengeance.’

‘And there you go again. It’s my actions, never Stirling’s.’

‘I freely admit he made a mistake; I’ve never once suggested otherwise. But the mistake you’re intent on making is one that could so easily be avoided.’

‘And screwing his secretary couldn’t have been avoided?’

‘That’s not what I’m saying.’

‘Then exactly what are you going on about?’

‘For whatever reason Stirling was unfaithful to you, it wasn’t to punish you. That’s the difference.’

‘In your opinion.’

In my opinion, my son married the wrong woman, Cecily thought as she showed Gina to the door.

When she was alone, she went back to the sitting room and sat down. She was exhausted. She was too old for this. Her wits were not as sharp as they once were. And her patience was certainly not as pliable or accommodating. She had probably gone too far with Gina, had pushed her into saying things that shouldn’t have been said. Yet she had done it because she so badly wanted to make Gina understand what she was in danger of doing.

Cecily knew Stirling; he didn’t like his hand to be forced. Everyone had a flashpoint, and if backed into a corner not to his liking, Stirling was liable to behave very much out of character. Just as he had the day of Neil’s funeral, when Rosco had made him so angry.

Many, many years ago, there had been a memorable occasion when Stirling had got into a fight at school and had been caned and suspended for a fortnight – the reason for his punishment was that with one perfectly aimed fist, he’d broken the nose of a particularly vicious bully who’d been making fun of Neil for being adopted. Bullying wasn’t taken as seriously then as it is today; in those days one was expected to assume a stiff upper lip and accept that it was part and parcel of growing up. Stirling hadn’t agreed with that, and had taken matters into his own hands.

Cecily didn’t think for one moment that Stirling would resort to violence in this instance, but if Gina didn’t relent, he was likely to do the one thing she didn’t want him to do. And as difficult as she found her daughter-in-law at times, she didn’t wish her ill. Nor did she want to see Rosco and Scarlet estranged from their father.

She closed her eyes and wished that she’d gone next door to watch Countdown with Marjorie and stayed out of things. Meddlesome, Gina had called her. Amongst other things. Perhaps she was right.

She felt herself drifting off to sleep. She tried to fight it, but with the afternoon sun flooding in through the window, she soon gave in to the inviting drowsiness, letting her thoughts meander back to the past. To Stirling and Neil as mischievous small boys. To them playing one of their favourite games, that of shrieking their heads off in the garden and chasing each other with a hose, and then turning it on to their father when he went outside to tell them to keep the noise down while pretending he was cross. William never was cross with them, and the boys knew that. They knew he loved them with a fierce devotion, knew also that he could not have been prouder of his sons, their achievements had been as significant and rewarding to him as his own.

William had been a rock-solid source of encouragement and support when the boys had been growing up. His death had hit them hard. He had left such a vast hole in their lives, hers included. And whilst she had long since learnt to live without him, she still experienced occasional moments when she missed her husband with an intensity that could stop her in her tracks. Whenever that ache of sadness made itself known, she imagined him telling her to pull herself together. ‘Come on, Cissy,’ he’d say, ‘you know the rules, no sloppy blubbing. I’m not worth it.’ He was the only person she had ever allowed to call her by her pet name from when she’d been a child.

He’d always tell her he didn’t deserve her, that she could have married someone so much better than him. ‘Shut up, you silly man,’ she’d say, ‘or I might start having second thoughts.’ When he’d been in hospital and it was clear he was near the end of a six-month battle with stomach cancer, he’d still managed to keep the joke up. ‘Cissy, this is your chance to find that better man,’ he’d said. She had gripped his hand hard and told him for the last time to stop being such a bloody idiot. ‘You are that better man,’ she’d said. He had died the next day.

They had had the happiest of marriages, and it saddened her that neither of their sons had found true happiness in their own marriages.

Oh, but how weary she was, and how she missed William right now. What she wouldn’t give to have him by her side as she fought to keep the family from tearing itself apart. Or for her not to be here any more, to slip quietly away to be with William instead.

Gina arrived home in a foul mood. She slammed the front door behind her, and glad that Mrs Perry, her cleaner, had already left, she marched through to the kitchen and flung her handbag and keys on to the table: the keys skittered off and landed on the oak floor with a crash. How dare that interfering busybody woman speak to her the way she had! Just who did she think she was? The sooner the domineering old bat died, the better!

She picked up the keys and immediately regretted the thought. Not that it wasn’t the first time she had considered how much easier life would be if Cecily was no longer around, but still, to think it with such vehemence was not healthy. So often a wish granted was a wish regretted. And they certainly had enough on their plates right now without Cecily kicking the bucket and making things worse. It would be just their luck if Cecily did die and put herself centre stage, just as she always was. That was why she couldn’t resist poking her damned self-important nose into their affairs under the guise of helping; it was her way of saying that she was indispensable. Gina had news for her! They would manage jolly well when she was gone. What was more, with no one stirring the family pot, they would probably get on a lot better. She was convinced that if Stirling didn’t have his wretched mother taking his side and poisoning him against her, he would realize it wasn’t unreasonable for a wife to feel the way she did.

Thank goodness she had Rosco and Scarlet backing her. Between them they had decided to give Stirling another week to make his decision. In the circumstances, she thought she was being astonishingly generous and patient with him. It was taking its toll, though. She wasn’t sleeping well and she had lost weight. She simply couldn’t understand why he was finding it so difficult to do as she’d asked, if not for her sake, for his children’s. Didn’t that mean anything to him? Didn’t he love her at all?

The answer to that question frightened her. She had always thought of herself as a strong-minded and independent woman, but she was beginning to doubt she was as independent as she’d believed. The reality was, she didn’t want to live without her husband; being married to Stirling was the only life she had known.

But it was too late now for her to turn back. She could not, and would not, climb down. She had to hold firm, and for the coming days she had to carry on as if everything was normal.

To this end, she took a deep breath and opened the fridge. Right, what to cook for supper this evening? Something that Stirling would really enjoy. Something that would make him appreciate what he had.

In the middle of a meeting, Stirling’s mobile pinged and lit up with a text message. He tried not to look at it, to keep his focus on the client. Normally during a client meeting he put his phone away in a drawer as an act of courtesy, but he’d forgotten this time and had left it out on his desk.

‘Go ahead,’ John Holmes said, glancing up from the papers he was reading, ‘I don’t mind.’

‘I’m sure it can wait,’ Stirling responded.

John smiled. ‘How do you know without looking to see who it is? It could be important. Go on. I don’t mind.’

Stirling returned the smile and reached for the mobile. When he saw who’d texted him, he kept his expression perfectly neutral. ‘As I thought,’ he said without bothering to read the message and putting the phone into his top drawer, ‘it can wait. Now then, where were we?’

As soon as the meeting was over and he’d seen John Holmes out, he closed his office door and opened his desk drawer. He sat down and read the message Simone had sent him.

Ever since his first text to her, which she had eventually replied to twenty-four hours later, they had got into the habit of messaging each other several times a day. She had explained that initially she had been wary of replying to him, uncertain that it would do either of them any good. He was glad she had changed her mind. He now looked forward to hearing from her. Perhaps he looked forward a little too much to her texts. He knew too, as he began keying in his reply, that he was playing with fire: Can I come and see you again? He hit send. Then sat back in his chair. He swivelled it round to look out of the window. The mobile still in his hand, he tapped it against his chin. He was tempted to close his eyes and relive being in bed with Simone. But he didn’t. He wouldn’t allow himself to do that.

His mobile pinged in his hand, making him start. When do you want to come? Simone had texted.

Now, he thought. Now, so that for a few hours I can lose myself in you, so I can forget about the impossible situation Gina has put me in.

Whenever he tried to discuss Katie with Gina, she refused to listen. ‘There’s nothing to discuss,’ she would say. Her mind was as closed as her heart was cold. Was that of his making? He couldn’t deny that there had always been an air of indifference to Gina, but he would never have called her heartless. Until now. Was he to blame for that?

He thought of the evening ahead. Of either sitting in silence or trying to make pointless small talk. A feeling of dread came over him. He couldn’t do it. He would go mad if he had to sit through another soul-destroying evening of watching his every word in the hope that she would concede.

Are you free tonight? he replied to Simone’s question.

If she said yes, he would ring Gina to say he wouldn’t be home until late. He would tell her he was having dinner with a client. There would be no reason for her to think he was lying.

As he waited for Simone to reply, he thought of the cause of Gina’s ire: Katie. He had enjoyed their evening together on the boat last week – an evening that Gina believed he had spent alone on the Lady Cecily. During those brief hours with Katie he had felt at last as though he was getting to know her properly and to be genuinely relaxed in her company. At times – particularly when she smiled or laughed – she reminded him of Fay, and then at other times, when she was considering an answer to one of his questions, he could see himself in her. Or was that merely wishful thinking, a built-in desire to see his genes successfully passed down to his progeny?

It seemed wholly inadequate to say he liked Katie – those words didn’t cover the half of it – but he did. He enjoyed her company, her quickness, her intelligence and her thoughtfulness. Most of all, he admired her incredible strength of character. The last few years must have been a great strain on her, but she seemed to have come through it remarkably unscathed. Whatever happiness lay ahead for her, she deserved it. And if it was within his means to add to that happiness, he would.

Since the Bank Holiday weekend they had been regularly in touch by email, but only when he was at work, so as not to antagonize Gina at home. An email from Katie was now the first thing he looked for in his inbox when he switched his computer on in the morning. She had sent him photographs of her house in Brighton, and a few of her as a young child. The Lost Years, as he now thought of her childhood that he’d missed out on.

The issue of the trust fund had yet to be resolved, but as far as he was concerned, it was hers. He had no intention of letting her walk away from it. He’d tried pointing out to her that if nothing else, it would give her some breathing space to reconsider what she wanted to do next with her life. It was obvious to him, from everything she’d told him, that she was ready for a change of direction when it came to her career. With this in mind, the next opportunity Stirling got, he planned to enlist Lloyd’s help to persuade her that she not only deserved the money, but it could be life-changing for her.

It still wasn’t common knowledge within the family that Lloyd and Katie – to use the popular vernacular – were an item. Apparently, and wisely in Stirling’s opinion, they wanted to keep it that way for some time yet.

It was the complication of their being an item that had scuppered a line of thought Stirling had had, a plausible way to solve his problem with Gina. In truth, it had only ever been a half-hearted solution: he had begun to imagine that he could lie to his family, that he could tell them that he’d made his choice and wouldn’t have any further contact with Katie, but secretly he would go on getting to know her and become more of a father to her. However, that wouldn’t be possible if Lloyd continued seeing her. Either Katie would have to lie to Lloyd, or Stirling would have to ask Lloyd to be a party to the deception. And what would Pen and Cecily have to say on the matter? Would they have to be party to the lies also? No, it was hopeless. He couldn’t do that to them all. More importantly, what message did it give Katie? That he didn’t care enough about her to have an honest father-and-daughter relationship with her?

Once more his mobile pinged.

An hour later and he was in his car.



Chapter Thirty-nine

‘But it’s so unfair! She can’t do that to Stirling.’

Lloyd’s heart sank. He’d made a terrible mistake. He should never have mentioned the conversation he’d had with his grandmother about the ultimatum Gina had given Stirling, and how intransigent she was being. But stupidly he’d assumed that Katie knew, that Stirling would have shared this with her. Now it seemed blindingly clear to him that his uncle hadn’t wanted her to know; he would have tried to protect her from the unreasonable position Gina had put him in, knowing full well how it would make her feel. Nice going, he mentally rebuked himself.

Their meal finished and the bill paid, he folded his napkin in half, then in half again, smoothing it out so the edges lined up perfectly. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have said anything.’

‘No, you were right to tell me. It’s important. I genuinely had no idea what was going on. Stirling hasn’t so much as hinted at it.’ She sighed. ‘I feel awful. Really awful. I should never have tracked him down. I should have stayed away, let sleeping dogs lie, blah, blah.’

Lloyd tossed the napkin away from him. ‘Firstly, it’s not your fault. Secondly, it’s absolutely not your fault. So get all that self-recrimination nonsense out of your head. OK?’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Wow, is that your stern voice?’

‘Not even close.’

‘But seriously, Lloyd, if I’d stayed away, Stirling wouldn’t be in the mess he is now. He was perfectly happy before I showed up.’

‘Who knows if that’s really true? Look at my own parents: I thought Dad was happy enough, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. I’m beginning to realize that it’s not possible to truly know another person.’

‘I agree,’ she said solemnly. ‘I thought I knew all there was to know about my parents, but all the time they were hiding a colossal secret, not just from me but from everyone.’

‘Don’t think too badly of them,’ he said gently, wanting to ease the tension he’d created so clumsily. ‘Everybody hides something about themselves. We all reveal just what we want to reveal.’

Looking thoughtful and placing her elbows on the table, she rested her chin in the palms of her hands. She stared at him hard. ‘So what are you concealing from me? What are you hiding?’

A moment passed. Then, seizing on a way to lift the mood of their conversation, he said, ‘You really don’t want to know.’

‘Yes I do.’

‘No you don’t. You’d be shocked.’

‘Trust me, I’m unshockable.’

‘OK, but you have to come nearer; I don’t want the entire restaurant hearing.’

She did as he asked, leaning over so he could whisper in her ear. It didn’t take him long. She sat back in her chair, her hands flat on the table. ‘Well,’ she said, giving him a studied look of enquiry, ‘if that’s what’s been on your mind all during lunch, I’m surprised you managed to eat anything.’

‘I was building up my strength, just in case.’ He reached across and took one of her hands in his.

‘How much strength do you think you need?’ she asked.

‘That all depends, but I wouldn’t like to disappoint you. I suspect you’re a girl with extremely high standards.’ He smiled, lifted her hand and entwined his fingers through hers.

‘Have you disappointed many girls in your time?’

‘Um . . . I hate to break this to you, but I’ve never been given the opportunity before.’

She laughed.

He feigned hurt pride. ‘You don’t believe me?’

‘Not a word.’

He stroked her slender wrist and felt a tremor run through her. Knowing that his touch had that effect on her stirred something deep inside him. He stared into her eyes. God, she had amazing eyes. He could look at them all day. He swallowed. There was so much he suddenly wanted to say, but he didn’t have a clue how to go about it. He’d never been more sure of a thing, but because he’d never felt this way before, he’d never been more scared. They’d known one another for so little time, yet, and as cheesily unoriginal as it sounded, he felt he’d known her for ever. It felt so right being with her. So natural. Some things you just knew. This was one of them.

They’d spoken every day since she’d left The Meadows almost two weeks ago, usually twice a day, in the morning before he went to work and then again in the evening. They chatted online with Skype, just as he did with his friends in New Zealand, except he didn’t chat with them from his bed on his laptop. They talked about anything and everything – his family, her family, friends, and a lot about his father. Sometimes he felt better for talking about Dad, and sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes an enormous debilitating swell of anger rose up within him when he thought about the utter selfishness of his father’s actions. Mostly, though, it was a profound weight of sadness he felt, and being able to share that with Katie helped more than he could put into words.

Mindful that she wasn’t without her own problems, he tried not to offload on to her too much. He knew that her lack of employment really bothered her, and in her search for a job she was sending her CV out on a daily basis. But the replies were all the same – numbers had been cut back everywhere; nobody new was being taken on. She frequently talked about a change of career, of doing something completely different, she just didn’t know what yet. He’d been through the same process himself, opting out of what was expected of him – a high-flying City career of some sort following on from Cambridge – but not really knowing what he wanted to do. Since making his decision, he’d never looked back.

She had invited him to come down to Brighton, and today – Saturday – had been the first opportunity he’d had to get away. Work had been crazy, especially with Neville, his right-hand man, being off sick. He’d left Henley early and was knocking on Katie’s door at just gone nine. ‘I was hoping to catch you in your pyjamas,’ he’d said when she let him in and they kissed. ‘Having seen them so often on the computer, I wanted to see them for real.’

‘I could change if you like,’ she’d responded with a smile.

‘No,’ he’d said, taking in her black leggings, close-fitting black top, short red miniskirt and flat red shoes. ‘You look great.’

‘That’s good, because I spent ages trying to decide what to wear.’

He’d liked her honesty, that she was prepared to admit that she’d wanted to look nice for him. Girls he’d gone out with previously all claimed to have thrown on the first thing to hand whenever he’d complimented them on their appearance.

She had made him a cup of coffee and then pulled on a denim jacket and said they were going to Bill’s for brunch. Disappointed at the prospect of having to share her with someone else – he’d wanted her to himself for the day – he’d then been happily surprised when she’d taken him to a large café that was buzzing with punters. She had explained that it was one of her favourite places to eat in Brighton, and had recommended the eggs Benedict with smoked salmon. Her advice had been bang on the money.

‘What do you think, then?’ he asked now, still stroking her wrist and still, much to his satisfaction, making her quiver. ‘What’s the plan? Some sightseeing, or . . . or something else’ – he glanced outside – ‘since it looks like it’s about to rain?’

She leant in close and kissed him lightly on the mouth. ‘Something else sounds like it might be interesting.’

On a mission now, he peered under the table. ‘Can you run in those shoes?’

‘You’ll have a job keeping up with me. Come on, let’s go.’

No sooner had she closed the door behind them than Lloyd caught her in his arms, turned her around and kissed her deeply. They took the stairs slowly, one step at a time, kissing all the way. At the top, Katie pushed open the door to her bedroom. ‘You can see the sea from here if you stand on a chair at the window,’ she said, helping him out of his leather jacket.

‘You sound like you’re trying to sell me the house,’ he said, easing her own jacket off and kissing first one side of her neck, then the other.

‘Just making conversation.’ She started to lift up his T-shirt.

‘Allow me.’ He pulled it up roughly over his head and flung it to the floor. Her mouth dry, she stared at his chest, for once no ready quip to hand. It was no ordinary chest. It was a fully fledged chestathon of tanned and honed muscle. It was the kind of chest she wanted to lie against and never move from again. He placed a hand on the nape of her neck and kissed her, his hands then moving further down her body, sending a million tingles of electricity through her, just as when he’d stroked her wrist earlier. How did he do that?

In a perfect world, her clothes should have either come off in a frantic whirl of high-octane passion or in a seductively slow tease, but true to form, Katie’s world wasn’t perfect. She’d managed to lose her skirt and top – Lloyd was effortlessly down to his Calvin Klein boxers – but in her haste to rip off her leggings, she was making an embarrassing fool of herself, failing miserably to balance on her left foot with her right leg half in, half out of the unhelpful cotton and Lycra mix. She could not have wobbled more had she been on a tightrope with a howling gale at her back. Coming to her rescue, Lloyd placed his hands firmly around her waist, and blushing furiously she said, ‘I’ve never mastered the art of seductive undressing. I’d make a lousy stripper. God, I must be the unsexiest girl on the planet!’

He smiled. ‘Not from where I’m standing.’ Then he wasn’t standing any more, he was on his knees and sliding the offending leggings down to her ankles and she was stepping out of them and all the while his hands were working their magic and doing that tingle thing again. Then they were slowly making the return journey up the backs of her legs, passing her knees and up to her thighs, and just as his fingers slowly, oh, so slowly, slid to a critical point and she tensed with heart-thudding anticipation, he stopped. No! she wanted to cry. Don’t stop! He stood up and kissed her hard, as if diverting her attention from what he was doing at the back of her. Her bra dropped to the floor and he stared at her breasts. Just stared. Then in one ridiculously easy movement, he lifted her up in his strong arms and set her down on the bed.

‘Nobody’s ever done that to me before,’ she said with a small laugh.

‘Having just seen how unsteady you are on your feet, I didn’t want to risk you falling over,’ he said huskily.

‘It’s you,’ she said, gazing into his face and breathing hard as she recalled his whispered words back at Bill’s when he’d said he wanted to make love to her. ‘You make me dizzy.’

He looked almost grave, his steady blue eyes locking with hers, his hand tracing the curve of her body. ‘That’s nothing to what you do to me.’

‘You must have super powers,’ she said afterwards when she was lying with her head on his chest and listening to the steady reassuring beat of his heart. ‘Because that was indescribably wonderful.’

His arm around her, he said, ‘I didn’t disappoint, then?’

‘Well, there was that moment when you . . .’ She felt him raise his head from the pillow and she looked up at him. ‘I’m joking,’ she said.

He put both of his arms around her and kissed her forehead tenderly. ‘It’s raining,’ he murmured.

‘You’re right,’ she said, glancing at the window. ‘Just as well we came back when we did.’

‘I once read that if you make love with someone for the first time when it’s raining, it means that relationship is going to last.’

‘Do you believe that?’ she asked, listening to the rain pattering softly against the glass.

He held her closely. ‘I do now.’



Chapter Forty

Pen had got into the habit of visiting St Oswald’s every Monday afternoon. People probably wouldn’t understand, but it lifted her spirits to go and tend Neil’s grave. She had a fixed routine – broken only by the Bank Holiday two weeks ago – and she found that the hour spent in the churchyard was something she actually looked forward to. She always hoped to find it empty. She preferred to be entirely alone with Neil.

Today she wasn’t alone. Cecily was with her. Cecily freely admitted that she felt no real comfort in visiting the churchyard, but today she had asked if she could join Pen. She seemed in a distant and faraway mood this afternoon, spending just a few short minutes inspecting the gravestone that had recently been erected for Neil and then wandering off to look at her husband’s grave, something she admitted she hadn’t done in a long while, other than the day of Neil’s funeral, when not surprisingly, she’d said the two deaths had felt inextricably bound together.

The few weeds that had dared to spring up dealt with and the dead flowers replaced with fresh ones which she’d brought from the garden – Achillea ‘Moonshine’, Crocosmia, Campanula lactiflora and pink astilbe – Pen sat on the wooden bench a few yards away from Neil. Late in the afternoon, there was a hint of autumn in the cool air. With the evenings drawing in, it wouldn’t be long before the leaves, already on the cusp of changing colour, would start to fall from the trees and the air would be rich with the earthy scent of decay. For the last two mornings she had woken to the sight of the river cloaked in a diaphanous layer of mist, a sure sign that summer was nearing its end. But whatever the season, Pen couldn’t imagine a time when she wouldn’t come here. Rain, wind or snow, she would always want to be with Neil.

She was constantly being told that she was still in the early stages of bereavement and that she should expect to experience a whole range of emotions. Suicide, she had been told, didn’t conform to the usual laws when it came to grief. As if she needed telling that. Once or twice, when people in the village had been exaggeratedly solicitous with her, she had been overcome with the urge to wage war and throw every foul-mouthed obscenity she knew at them. Scared she might do exactly that, she would hurriedly back away and dash home, where she could defuse her anger in the garden. Never had it benefited from so much ferocious digging! She had to be careful not to reach for the pruning shears when she was having one of those days. But no matter how near to the edge she felt she was being drawn, she refused to give in to it. As battered and as weakened as it was, her stubborn will kept her from the abyss of her grief.

There was a new grave alongside Neil’s. It had appeared last week and at first Pen had been appalled by its appearance, resenting the infringement of what had become her right of ownership over the grassy space – it was where she knelt to tend Neil’s plot. But then she had learnt that the grave was for a four-year-old boy from the village who had died of leukaemia, and her resentment was instantly replaced with sadness.

There were signs that the small grave had been visited since last week; some toys had been placed amongst the heart-shaped wreaths, which were now sadly past their best. There was a plastic cowboy that she recognized from those Toy Story films, a blue and white penguin, also made of plastic, and a donkey made of furry grey fabric, the floppy ears and mournful face picked out with white. Had they been the little boy’s favourite toys? But why had they been left on top of the grave? Why hadn’t they been tucked safely inside the coffin before the funeral? How would the family feel if someone stole them? It worried Pen. It worried her immensely. It would be too awful for the family to visit the grave and find the toys gone. They would be heartbroken that someone could act with such malicious intent. It was enough to make her cry just to think of it.

Slow footsteps behind her had her glancing away from the child’s grave. It was Cecily, who, following a stumble last week, was now reluctantly using a walking stick. ‘Are you all right?’ Pen asked her. ‘You look tired.’

Cecily tutted. ‘Don’t fuss. I’m fine.’

None the less, Pen stood up and offered her hand as support for the old lady. ‘Come and sit down for a while.’

Cecily didn’t argue. She settled herself on the bench and let out a sigh. Adjusting the silk scarf at her throat, she said, ‘Pen, you won’t become obsessed with this place, will you?’

‘Is that what you think I’m doing?’

‘I think it gives you great succour for now, but Neil isn’t only here. He’s everywhere, but most importantly, he’s where he always was, in your heart.’

‘I know that. But it helps being here.’

‘And how are you nursing your wrath?’

Pen looked at her in surprise. ‘My wrath?’ she repeated.

Cecily fixed her with a firm gaze. ‘You’ve done extraordinarily well not giving into it, I take my hat off to you, but it stands to reason that you’d be angry. Not just with Neil for committing suicide, but for the fraud and for having an affair and planning to leave you. It would be nothing short of a miracle if you weren’t furious with him.’

‘I’m coping,’ Pen said in a carefully measured tone.

‘I’ve never told anyone this before,’ Cecily went on, ‘not even Stirling or Neil, but when William died, I was livid with him. I was angry with him for not realizing sooner that he was so ill. “Typical doctor!” I fumed. “Too busy saving other lives to save his own!”’

‘Are you angry now? With Neil?’ Pen asked hesitantly.

‘Goodness me, yes. I think of the waste. The utter waste of such a good life and all the years ahead of him. I also think of what this has done to you and Lloyd.’

‘What do you do with your anger?’

‘You mean, how do I deal with it?’

‘Yes.’

‘I shout at Neil inside my head. I tell him how selfish he was. And I swear at him. I don’t mean a genteel curse, I swear like a good old-fashioned trooper. You wouldn’t recognize me.’

Pen smiled. ‘I feel like that at times. But my anger isn’t directed at Neil. I feel it for the people who try to be nice to me, who think a dutiful word or two of sympathy will suddenly make everything right again. I can see it in their eyes: they’re desperately willing me to snap out of my grief and get back to normal.’

‘It’s understandable. They want the old Pen back. The Pen you are now makes them uncomfortable.’

‘Maybe I’ll always be this way from now on.’

‘Maybe you will. Maybe you won’t. What have you done about Neil’s clothes?’

Taken aback by the question, Pen said, ‘I’m afraid I haven’t done anything. I can’t bring myself to start the job of sorting through his things. I’m putting it off, I know.’

Cecily nodded her head. ‘For years I kept one of William’s pullovers; I couldn’t bear to part with it. It smelt so redolently of him. I had to throw it away in the end; the moths had done their worst to it. I cried like a baby when I put it in the bin.’

Pen tucked her arm affectionately through Cecily’s. She was so very fond of her. Throughout all the years of her marriage, the old lady had been much more of a mother to her than her own.

‘I’ve always been honest with you, Pen,’ Cecily said. ‘So please don’t be upset with me when I say that I’m worried about you. You mustn’t care about what others think of you.’

‘But I don’t.’

‘Yes you do. You know only too well how people perceive you and you’re frightened of appearing differently. What’s more, because you’re so nice, there are those who want to cushion you from the blows. But some blows are inevitable and you have to face up to them. They’re the ones you never see coming.’

Pen frowned. ‘Well I certainly didn’t see this conversation coming.’

‘And now that it has, are you going to confront what I’ve said?’

Pen shook her head. ‘No. Not today.’

Cecily patted her hand. ‘Very well. Now tell me about Lloyd and Katie. I have great hopes for them.’

Thankful for the change of subject, Pen said, ‘I only spoke very briefly with Lloyd late last night when he was driving back from Brighton, so I can’t tell you much. Only that he had a good time.’

Cecily chuckled. ‘He spent the whole of the weekend with Katie, did he? Better and better.’

‘You old romantic, you.’

‘But you must agree with me, they make a fine couple.’

‘I do agree with you, but I have a bad feeling. I think there’s trouble ahead.’

‘There’s always trouble ahead, even in the most perfectly ordered life. They’ll manage. I have every confidence in them. Now, Pen, I want you to promise me something. When I’m no longer around, will you keep an eye on Stirling for me? I’m concerned about him.’

‘Don’t be so maudlin. You’re not going anywhere any time soon.’

‘You’ve never insulted me by being disingenuous before; please don’t start now. Just promise that you’ll look out for Stirling for me.’

‘Why are you so worried about him?’

‘I’m getting the same feeling that I had with Neil shortly before he took his life.’

‘Oh my God! You don’t think Stirling would do the same, do you?’

Cecily shook her head. ‘No, but something’s very wrong with him at the moment.’

‘He’s got a lot on his mind right now, what with Neil and the ongoing police investigation and Katie and Gina.’

‘I know all that,’ Cecily said impatiently, ‘but there’s something else. I feel it every time I look at him. You’d know if there was something wrong with Lloyd, wouldn’t you?’

‘Yes,’ Pen said quietly. ‘Yes, I would.’

‘Then you’ll do as I ask? You’ll keep an eye out for Stirling for me?’

‘Of course. Come on, we ought to go. I can feel a chill in the air; autumn is definitely on its way. Do you want to come back with me for some supper? It won’t be anything fancy; I haven’t been to the supermarket. It’ll be soup or scrambled eggs.’

‘Do you want the company, or are you fussing over me?’

Pen helped Cecily to her feet and smiled. ‘A bit of both.’

Cecily smiled too. ‘In that case, yes.’

They had finished eating and were checking to see if there was anything of interest on the television when the telephone rang.

‘Hello, Gina,’ Pen said, alerting Cecily to who it was. ‘Oh my goodness . . . But it’s too soon, isn’t it? . . . I’m sorry, of course you know that . . . I’m sorry, I’m thinking aloud . . . No, I don’t have a clue where he is . . . No, he’s not with Cecily, she’s here with me . . . And he’s definitely not at the office? . . . Sorry, yes, of course you would have tried there first . . . Sorry, Gina, I’m not thinking straight . . . Is there anything I can do? . . . Please call me if there is. Goodbye. And try not to worry too much.’

She ended the call and looked at Cecily ‘It’s Scarlet,’ she said. ‘Charlie’s had to take her to the hospital and Gina can’t get hold of Stirling. Nobody can. Nobody knows where he is. He’s disappeared again.’



Chapter Forty-one

Not once had Simone stood at the door and waved Stirling off. And not just because she knew that the ever-vigilant hawk-eyed Miss Tinstell would be observing the comings and goings from her window across the road. You only had to leave your wheelie bin or recycling boxes out for longer than was considered acceptable for the wretched woman to knock on the door and protest that the street was being brought into disrepute. She had complained once that Neil had woken her with the noise of his car; it had been nine thirty in the evening.

But the real reason she closed the door the moment Stirling stepped on to the pavement was because it was beyond her capabilities to stand there with a smile on her face whilst waving him goodbye, as though it was perfectly normal what they were doing. It would be too great a lie, too great an act of painful dishonesty. Better to close the door and tell herself that it wouldn’t happen again. That this would be the last time.

Now was the third time she had told herself this lie, and just as before, she was consumed with guilt and self-loathing. But just as before, she knew that it would soon pass and she would be waiting for Stirling to contact her. This time it had been she who had initiated his visit, texting him first thing that morning. He had arrived shortly after she had got back from work, and whilst she had poured them both a glass of wine, he had removed his jacket and tie and placed them tidily on the back of a chair. She had asked him about his day and then without another word spoken they had gone up to her bedroom.

Listening now to the throaty sound of Stirling’s car starting, she closed her eyes until she could hear it no longer. Then she went upstairs. She turned on the shower, stripped off her clothes and stepped into the cubicle. Stirling had showered earlier, and as on previous visits, he hadn’t moved any of her toiletries. He was a very considerate lover.

Lover.

Was that what he was? If not, what was he? Other than a means to vanquish the loneliness and her growing sense of isolation. Colleagues at work had given up trying to talk to her, to jolly her along. They left her alone now, not knowing what to say. Perhaps they were scared to say the wrong thing. She didn’t blame them. They had no comprehension of the depth of her grief; she had only been able to tell them that a close friend of hers had died. She could hardly share the truth with them, that her married lover had killed himself. Thank God the press hadn’t discovered that she was the ‘other woman’ in Neil’s life. She knew, though, that once the inquest took place her anonymity would come to an end. For now, on she went, blindly stumbling from one day to another, never knowing what emotion was in store for her. Some days loneliness and tearful regret at what she had lost would overwhelm her, and then another day she could almost believe that she was successfully moving on. Worst were the times when she wanted to punish Neil for abandoning her, for wilfully throwing away what they had, and what they would have had in the future. Together. They had planned to be together. Why had he thrown their dream away? Why hadn’t he shared his deepest worries with her? Why had he shut her out? Why hadn’t he been honest with her? It wouldn’t have mattered what he’d done, she would have stood by him. She would have done anything for him.

When these thoughts crowded her head, she couldn’t help but wonder if he had ever really loved her. What exactly had she meant to him? Clearly not enough. If he’d really loved her, he wouldn’t have left her. She would never have done that to him. Never.

She squeezed shower gel into the palm of her hand, and as she began rubbing it vigorously over her body, she thought of Stirling’s hands touching her. His touch was very different to Neil’s. But then she hadn’t wanted it to be the same. She didn’t want Stirling to be gentle or tender with her. She wanted to feel consumed by him. She wanted to feel that she was in a vacuum, that nothing else existed beyond the physical bonding of their flesh. It wasn’t love she was looking for. It wasn’t even an emotional connection. She wasn’t capable of that.

This evening in bed with Stirling she had felt something new; she had suddenly wanted to forget she had ever met Neil. More than that, and just as Stirling had climaxed inside her, she had felt a great need to punish Neil for hurting her so badly.

Scrubbing at her body, the shower washing away the tears that had sprung from her eyes, she wondered if that was what she had been doing all along, taking Stirling to her bed to punish Neil. Nothing else could have hurt him more. Just as he had done his worst to her, she was repaying him in kind. She turned her face up to the water and cried harder still.

Stirling felt euphoric. He had felt the same way the last time he had left Simone. He couldn’t be sure quite what she got out of the arrangement, but for himself, the physical release he experienced with her was like a powerful drug that liberated and re-energized him.

Being with her this evening had helped him to see things with unexpected clarity and had brought him to a decision. There would be no more sitting on the fence. No more pleading with Gina to see sense, to have compassion on him, to look at things from a different perspective.

No. His mind was made up. As soon as he got home, he was going to tell her exactly how things stood. He would not give up Katie. And if she couldn’t accept that, she could do her worst, no matter how bad that was. If Gina divorced him, so be it. At least his conscience would be clear when it came to Katie. He would be able to look himself in the eye and say he had done the right thing. Would Gina be able to do the same? What was more, he was convinced that Rosco and Scarlet would come round to his point of view in the end. It would take time, that was all. They just needed to get over the shock of suddenly discovering they had a half-sister. Time would heal the hurt they were currently feeling. And he was to blame for that hurt, he knew that. He should never have told them about Katie the way he did. He’d thrown it in their faces the day of Neil’s funeral, when his temper and his need to protect Neil’s memory had got the better of him. It had been a catastrophic mistake on his part.

He was a few miles from Sandiford when he remembered he hadn’t switched his mobile back on – he had made it a rule to turn it off when he visited Simone. No matter. He’d be home in five minutes.

The first thing he noticed when he approached the house was that it was in darkness; there wasn’t a single light on. He couldn’t remember Gina saying she was going out, but then they were hardly communicating these days, so why should she bother to inform him of her day-to-day activities? After all, he hadn’t said he was going to be late home himself, had he?

He let himself in, flicking lights on as he went. Propped against the fruit bowl on the island unit in the middle of the kitchen was a note. Expecting it to be some kind of angrily written message about his supper being in the bin, he put on his reading glasses.

He tried ringing Gina’s mobile from his car, but there was no answer. Hospital rules meant she probably had it switched off.

Not knowing how bad the situation was, only that Scarlet had been rushed to hospital, that something was wrong, he drove like the wind, all the while imploring some higher being to keep her and the baby safe. He pictured Scarlet as a baby herself. He recalled the day she was born. She’d been such a beautiful baby. He had held her in his arms and felt an instant and extraordinary weight of love. He had looked into her face and known, truly known, that he would do anything within his power to keep her safe and happy. Holding her with great care, he had bent down with her so that Rosco could get a closer look. ‘There,’ he’d said. ‘What do you think of your baby sister?’

Rosco had inspected her with an expression of disappointment. ‘She’s not very big, is she? You said I’d be able to play with her.’

‘You won’t be able to play with her right away,’ Stirling had said with a laugh, ‘but when she’s grown a little, you will. For now we have to look after her really well so that she’ll grow big and strong, just like you.’

‘Can’t Mummy do that?’

‘We need to help Mummy do it. It’s very tiring having a baby. Do you think you can do that, help me to help Mummy?’

He’d nodded solemnly and then asked if he could hold Scarlet.

One of Stirling’s favourite photographs was a picture he’d taken of Scarlet when she was a week old being carefully cradled by her brother. Earlier this year, when Scarlet and Charlie had shared the news that they were expecting a child, he had had the photograph copied and framed and had given it to Scarlet as a present. He remembered how delighted she’d been. As a small girl she had loved her brother, had idolized him to the point of driving him crazy at times. But with her legendary tantrums and her scatterbrain nature during her teens – as she hopped and skipped from one heartfelt crusade or hopeless enterprise to another – she had driven them all crazy over the years. It was the way she was, and they had long since understood that that was how things were. It would have been wrong ever to think about trying to change her, like trying to force a square peg into a round hole. It would have snuffed out the very essence of her.

With a tightness forming in his chest and hot tears pricking at the backs of his eyes, Stirling contemplated the unthinkable – what if something happened to Scarlet?

Whatever it takes, he thought, whatever it takes to keep her safe. Even if it meant she lost the baby.

He drove on, realizing with shame how lately he’d lost sight of what his children meant to him.

With Charlie at Scarlet’s side whilst an emergency Caesarean was carried out, Rosco had taken charge. He’d calmed his mother down and had just managed to get hold of Charlie’s parents, who were holidaying in Tuscany. Everything was under control. Everything except Dad.

A doctor had explained that Scarlet’s blood pressure had gone sky high and she was suffering from something called pre-eclampsia; that meant the baby had to be delivered a month early, which was not without risk. According to Charlie, Scarlet had woken that morning with a headache and swollen ankles, but had gone out for the day as arranged to meet up with friends. When she arrived home with an even worse headache and started being sick, he had called the doctor, who had instructed him to take her straight to hospital. Thank God, Rosco thought now as he carried two cups of vending-machine coffee back to his mother, that Charlie had done the sensible thing just once in his life and made that call.

‘Where on earth can your father be?’ Gina said when he handed her one of the plastic cups. He’d lost count of how often she’d asked him this – another time, another place, and he might have been tempted to tell her the truth.

Oh yes, he knew the truth all right. Ever since Dad had disappeared that day and claimed to be in the office, he’d made it his business to keep an eye on him. By checking his father’s computer when he was out of the office, he’d found the series of emails he’d exchanged with Katie. That wasn’t so bad in itself, other than the secrecy of the correspondence, but what he’d discovered today had been the last straw. Expecting to find further evidence that perhaps he was secretly meeting Katie, Rosco had taken the opportunity to check his father’s mobile this morning. They’d been in his office – just the two of them – when Dad had gone to make a copy of a document, leaving his phone on Rosco’s desk. Whilst he had suspected Dad might be seeing a woman, the last thing he’d expected was for that woman to be Simone Montrose. Like an idiot, Dad hadn’t deleted the SMS history on his phone, and so the evidence of their sordid affair was there for anyone to read. According to the latest text exchange, they were meeting again this evening.

The discovery so shocked Rosco – the bitch had had an affair with one man and destroyed him; now she was trying to do the same with Dad! – he hadn’t trusted himself to confront his father. Instead, when Dad had returned with the copied document, he had carried on as if everything was perfectly normal.

Now that he’d had time to think, he knew what he had to do. The knowledge he had was his trump card to hold the family together. This, he now realized, was all that mattered. His father was in the middle of some kind of emotional crisis. Which wasn’t surprising, given what Uncle Neil had done and then his own dubious past catching up with him in the form of Katie Lavender. If pushed one step further, who knew what could happen; a full-blown breakdown would help no one. So it was down to Rosco to take charge and keep everything held firmly together.

He took a sip of his coffee, stared out of the window and thought of his sister. As much as she irritated the hell out of him at times, he couldn’t imagine the world without her. He refused to let his thoughts go down that route. Nothing bad was going to happen to Scarlet.

Hearing hurried footsteps, he turned and saw his father. Gina saw him at the same time and leapt to her feet. ‘Where’ve you been?’ she demanded, her shrill voice ringing loudly in the waiting room, which luckily they had to themselves.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said breathlessly. ‘I was with a client.’

‘Why didn’t you have your mobile switched on?’

Resisting the urge to yell Liar! in his father’s face, Rosco intervened. ‘That’s not important now, Mum.’ He stepped between his parents and filled his father in on what was happening.

‘But she’ll be OK, won’t she?’ Dad said, raking his hand through his hair. ‘The doctors have said she’ll be fine, right?’

‘No!’ Gina snapped. ‘They’ve said no such thing, and if you’d been here with us, you wouldn’t be asking such a stupid question.’ She started to cry.

‘Come on, love,’ Dad said. He put his arm around her. At first she tried to shrug him off, but as her tears took hold, she relaxed against him. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here,’ he said. ‘But I’m here now and everything’s going to be all right. You’ll see.’

Rosco caught his eye but had to look away. He couldn’t believe the duplicity of his father. He was about to toss his empty coffee cup into the bin when he saw Charlie coming towards them. A nurse was with him. For some reason Charlie had something white stuck to the side of his head. ‘Mum, Dad,’ Rosco said. They both turned.

‘What’s the news?’ Stirling asked as they surged towards Charlie. It was then that Rosco realized that the white thing on his brother-in-law’s head was a dressing. The guy looked completely dazed. ‘I’m a dad,’ he said, his face suddenly cracking into a huge grin. ‘I’m a father! I have a daughter!’

They all spoke at once, but it was Stirling’s voice that cut through the cacophony of voices. ‘And Scarlet? How is she?’

The nurse spoke. ‘Scarlet is fine. We had to carry out a C-section, but it was quite straightforward. She’s resting for now and will be a bit sore for a while, but she’ll be as right as rain before too long.’

‘And what happened to you, Charlie?’ Rosco asked.

‘I . . . um . . . I fainted and hit my head.’

The nurse smiled. ‘It all got too much for you, didn’t it, Charlie?’

He grimaced. ‘Not my proudest moment, I’ll admit.’

They all laughed.

‘Can we see the baby?’ Gina asked.

Ten minutes later they were pressed against a window looking at an incubator that contained Louisa-May Benton-Norris. The nurse explained that born four weeks earlier than expected, she had been placed in the special-care baby unit because she required help with breathing.

‘But she’ll be all right, won’t she?’ Stirling asked. ‘Coming so early, there won’t be any serious problems or complications, will there?’

‘She needs help with regulating her temperature and with feeding, and is a little jaundiced,’ the nurse answered, ‘but all the signs are good. She weighs a respectable five pounds and six ounces, so she’s far from being one of our tiniest babies in SCBU.’ The nurse then left them alone.

Stirling stared and stared at his granddaughter. She looked so helpless. So vulnerable, with that ghastly tube attached to her nose. Her skin seemed painfully thin, almost translucent. He could see her tiny heart beating in her miniature chest. Her hands were impossibly small. She was altogether too fragile. He didn’t imagine he would ever be able to hold her. He said her name inside his head: Louisa-May. It was a surprise to him. At no stage during her pregnancy had Scarlet or Charlie mentioned it as a possibility. Wherever it had come from, he liked it. Welcome to the family, Louisa-May, he said silently.

To his left, Rosco was congratulating Charlie with a high five. Poor Charlie, he looked like a stunned survivor from a war zone. To Stirling’s right, Gina stood motionless, staring through the glass. She looked worn out. Ready to drop. He should have been with her when she’d got the call from Charlie. He should have been with her to share the strain. Without a word, he slipped his hand into hers. She turned her head and looked at him. Her lips trembled and her eyes filled. ‘She’s so beautiful, isn’t she?’

He nodded but couldn’t speak.

‘She looks just like Scarlet did when she was born. Just smaller.’

Again he couldn’t speak, could only manage a nod. A couple of hours ago he had truly believed that he’d come to the right decision about how to resolve things. God help him, but now everything had changed. Louisa-May had seen to that.



Chapter Forty-two

It was nearly midnight when they left the hospital. They’d been allowed to see Scarlet for a short while. Not surprisingly, she was tired and emotional. The poor girl was in despair that she couldn’t have the baby with her. ‘She won’t know me,’ she’d said tearfully. ‘She’s all alone. She’ll think I don’t love her. What if she gets muddled up with another baby?’ It had been Rosco who had calmed her down and even made her smile. ‘Scarlet, there’s no danger of my niece getting muddled up with anyone else’s baby; she’s easily the most beautiful baby here. I’d know her anywhere.’ It was such a lovely thing for him to say; Gina had been so proud of him.

Back at home now, and alone with Stirling, Gina felt tired and emotional herself. Relief and exhaustion had combined to assuage the worst of the anger she had felt earlier when she couldn’t get hold of him, but she knew it wouldn’t take much for her anger to resurface and for her to lash out at him. Her anger had been based entirely on fear, the fear that something awful could happen to Scarlet and that she would have to face that nightmare alone, without Stirling. It had thoroughly panicked her.

‘Shall I make us a drink?’ Stirling asked as they stood in the hallway.

At the bottom of the stairs, her hand on the newel post, she shook her head. ‘No thank you. I’m too tired. I need to go to bed.’

‘Have you eaten this evening?’

His question took her unawares. ‘Concern, Stirling?’ she said. ‘What’s brought this on?’

He frowned. ‘Why wouldn’t I be concerned?’

She stared at him impassively. ‘You tell me.’

‘Please, Gina, let’s not argue. Not tonight of all nights.’

‘Tomorrow then? Would that suit you better? Will it be business as usual in the morning? You not talking to me. You disappearing at the drop of a hat and not telling anyone where you are?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘So you said.’

‘I mean it.’

‘And I meant it when I said I’m tired.’

‘But I want to talk.’

‘Well I don’t want to talk.’ She started moving up the stairs.

‘Gina, please.’

‘Good night,’ she said. ‘I’d appreciate it if you slept in the spare room tonight.’

As late as it was, Rosco wasn’t ready to go to bed yet. A bottle of beer in hand, he slid the patio door back and went outside. It was a chilly, starry, clear-skied night. He went and stood at the edge of the decking, rested a hand on the wooden rail and looked down on to the water. Having grown up on the river, he couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. After leaving Cambridge, the bulk of his friends had headed straight for London. They were still there. One by one they were getting married. Soon there would be children arriving. A few of them teased him that he was getting left behind. In turn, he teased them that they were under the cosh, ruled by the tyranny of married life.

He took a long, satisfying swallow of his beer and thought of Scarlet. His little sister, a mother. Unbelievable.

He recalled the relief he’d felt when they’d known that Scarlet and the baby were OK. Until then, he hadn’t realized just how scared he’d been. With a smile, he pictured poor old Charlie keeling over in the delivery room. He’d never live it down. And rightly so. It was a worthy anecdote for the family annals. Nobody would ever tire of hearing it.

Rosco drank some more of his beer and thought of the enormity of what lay ahead for Scarlet and Charlie. No one in their right mind would think of them as being ideal parent material, but witnessing his sister’s instinctive need to protect her newborn baby, and seeing how proud Charlie was of both Scarlet and Louisa-May, Rosco had experienced a flash of envy. And respect. Marriage and fatherhood had never been something he had craved. He hadn’t exactly ruled it out; it had just never featured too highly in his plans. Certainly not his immediate plans. But seeing his niece for the first time, seeing her so tiny and so helpless, had moved him greatly. She was his niece. He was her uncle. They were family. They would forever be tied.

In the car on the way home, he had checked his mobile and found that Laura had texted him to ask how his sister was. Since Bank Holiday Monday, he and Laura had enjoyed several evenings together, and he’d been looking forward to seeing her again tonight. He’d been on his way to pick her up to go out for dinner when he’d got the frantic call from his mother asking him to meet her at the hospital. Laura had been fine about him cancelling dinner at the last minute, urging him not too worry too much and to drive carefully.

He was tempted now to ring her, to share the good news with her. But it was much too late. He would speak to her tomorrow. All the same, it was nice that she’d been thinking of him. Perhaps he’d send her some flowers by way of apology for messing up their evening. He wondered if it was too soon to ask if she’d like to go away for a weekend. Rome would be nice at this time of year. Definitely not Paris. The last girl he went there with, it ended in disaster. They’d had a blazing row – not only had she wanted to spend the whole of Saturday shopping, but she had expected him to pick up the tab. When he’d made it clear that wasn’t going to happen, she’d packed her case and got the Eurostar home a day earlier than arranged. Two days later, she’d phoned him as if the row had never happened and asked what they were doing the following weekend. He’d said he didn’t know about her, but he was going to Twickenham to watch the rugby. He didn’t hear from her again.

As a commercial litigation lawyer for a growing law firm in Reading, Laura didn’t strike him as being the kind of girl who would behave like that. He didn’t think she was the kind of girl who would want to spend all day shopping, either. In the meantime, flowers would definitely be a good idea. And while he was about it, he’d organize some for Scarlet as well.

His thoughts switched back to the evening spent at the hospital, and his parents. In particular his father and his breathtaking hypocrisy – being with that woman and then comforting Mum for all the world like he was a loving husband.

Tomorrow he would tackle Dad and tell him that he knew exactly what was going on. It wasn’t that he wanted to deliberately shame his father into doing the right thing, but if that was what it took, then so be it. It was a means to an end.

The cold night air had seeped through his clothes, and with his beer finished, he went back inside the house to get ready for bed. Before he turned out the light, he remembered his mobile needed recharging. He then remembered the photos he’d taken with it at the hospital. Looking at the images as he lay in bed, there was no getting away from it: Louisa-May was every inch her mother’s daughter. Rosco wouldn’t have thought it possible, but even at so young an age, the family resemblance was unmistakable. She was a true Nightingale.

In the bedroom furthest away from Gina, Stirling was wide awake. He couldn’t sleep.

When he’d left Oxford earlier that evening, he’d believed he had everything sorted. Now he saw that he’d been woefully deluded. He’d been mad to think he could choose Katie over his family. His family needed him. Gina needed him.

Tonight, at the hospital and downstairs when he’d tried to talk to her, to explain how sorry he really was, he had seen for the first time just how much he’d hurt her. He’d been so sorry, he’d wanted to hold her tight and beg her forgiveness. People spoke glibly about wanting to wipe the slate clean, but he truly did. And it was all down to Louisa-May. Her birth had brought him crashing to his senses.

Right from the start of Scarlet’s pregnancy, he’d been delighted at the prospect of being a grandfather. He’d joked with Neil about it. In turn, Neil had given him a bag of Werther’s toffees. ‘Here you go, Grandpappy,’ he had said, tossing the bag at him.

Remembering how they’d drunk a toast to the next generation of Nightingales, an awful thought crossed Stirling’s mind. Had his excitement been divisive or pejorative? Had he clumsily laboured the point about the family line continuing and inadvertently made Neil feel that he wasn’t a part of that line? If so, had Scarlet’s pregnancy held a different significance for Neil? Had it marginalized him in some way? Stirling sincerely hoped not.

He rolled over on to his other side, pulling his shoulder as he did so. He winced with both pain and shame. It served him right. What else should he expect after indulging in energetic sex with a much younger woman?

To ease the pain, he rolled on to his back. But sleep was never going to come to him. He was too restless. His brain was a maelstrom of activity and he felt breathless with the effort of trying to keep his anxiety under control. He was like a man spinning too many plates, madly running between them, backwards and forwards, trying to keep them from slowing and toppling to the ground.

He recalled how he’d felt the first time he’d driven to Oxford to see Simone, how he had wanted to be reckless, to be utterly out of control, and how he had speculated that maybe that was how Neil had felt. Now he feared that he was experiencing something akin to what his brother must have been going through, when everything had been spinning out of control for him.

To his utmost regret, Stirling had wilfully turned an already difficult situation into an even worse mess, and as far as he could see, the only way he could attempt to regain some kind of control of his life was to cut off all contact with Simone. There would be no more text messages. And absolutely no more sex. He hoped she would accept that things couldn’t go on as they were. He would try to explain to her what he had felt when he had looked at his granddaughter this evening, how he had seen the purity in her, and that it had made him want to cleanse himself of all that was grubby and reprehensible in him. The realization that he didn’t feel worthy to be Louisa-May’s grandfather had shocked him to his core. She deserved better. And better was what he wanted to be. What he needed to be.

But what if Simone wouldn’t accept that it had to end between them? What if her need of him was greater than his of her and she threatened to expose him to his family unless he agreed to carry on seeing her? He shuddered at the shame he would feel if anyone did find out about his visits to Oxford. How would he ever justify what he’d done?

Yet even if he dealt with the Simone situation, there was still the far greater problem of Katie to resolve. How was he ever going to do that?

It was a disgraceful and cowardly thought, but he now wished whole-heartedly that Katie had never wanted to meet him. If only she had stayed away. If only Fay had never written that letter.

He pulled the bed covers up over his head as though trying to hide from the world, wishing it would go away. But there was no place to hide. Not from himself anyway.



Chapter Forty-three

It was Thursday evening – four days since he had seen Katie – and in the last twenty-four hours Lloyd had notched up an unnatural number of hours cleaning and tidying his small house. It had been far from a state of rat-infested squalor, but with Katie coming to stay, and knowing what a neat-freak she was, he wanted to give a good impression.

Which was why he’d finished work earlier than usual, stopping off at the supermarket on the way home and stocking up. At home, and glad he’d got the heavy-duty cleaning done late last night, he’d changed the sheets on his bed, scrubbed the bathroom, emptied the kitchen bin and then given himself a good clean in the shower. At the workshop, Jim and Neville had teased him before he’d left, joking that the only reason they could think of for his leaving work early – a rare occurrence in itself, and compounded by his refusal to say why – was that he had to be going on a hot date. ‘Don’t forget to get the sawdust out of your ears!’ had been Jim’s parting shot.

The only people who knew that he and Katie were officially seeing each other were his mother and Cecily, and Stirling, although Stirling probably didn’t realize the extent of their involvement. Whatever his uncle knew or didn’t know, Lloyd reckoned it was safe to assume that it was unlikely he would have talked about it to the rest of his family. Besides, for now, they were all caught up in Scarlet and her baby.

Lloyd had visited Scarlet in hospital last night with his mother; they’d deliberately held back, waiting for the advance party of friends and family to launch the initial strike. The private room that Scarlet had been moved to was chock-a-block with flowers, balloons, cuddly toys and bottles of champagne. Scarlet, it had to be said, was looking amazingly well, and at the centre of all the attention, in an incubator, was the smallest baby Lloyd had ever seen, not that he was any kind of an expert. Two days old and healthy enough to be out of the special-care baby unit, Louisa-May was now allowed to be with her mother.

They hadn’t been alone with Scarlet – Stirling and Gina had been there, along with Charlie. For most of their visit, Louisa-May had slept soundly, but at one point, whilst everyone else had been talking about when she might be allowed home, Lloyd had taken a close look at this latest addition to the family through the lens of his camera – in line with Scarlet’s instructions, the pictures he’d taken had all been without flash so as not to harm her daughter’s eyes. He had been slightly unnerved when, and as if sensing his scrutiny, his niece had opened her eyes and stared steadfastly back at him. He’d snapped her picture and then, lowering the camera, he’d smiled at her. He was sure he’d read something about newborn babies not being able to see beyond a few inches, but the smile had been an instinctive response; she was, as Cecily had described her the day before, as cute as a button. Her dark bluey-grey eyes had held his steadily, and then she’d opened her mouth, wiggled her lips a little, blinked twice, relaxed her tiny fists and flexed her fingers, and then returned her efforts to the strenuous job of sleeping. ‘I think she’s just said hello to me,’ he’d joked with Scarlet. ‘Either that or goodbye.’

Shortly before he and his mother left, Rosco turned up. And not on his own; he had an attractive girl with him. Her name was Laura. Lloyd had met only a few of Rosco’s girlfriends over the years, but this one definitely seemed a cut above the usual selection, in as much as she didn’t appear to be the fluff-headed bit of arm candy he generally went in for, the type of girl to whom he could feel superior. For once it looked as if Rosco had found himself a decent girlfriend.

Lloyd gave the two cushions on the sofa a final positioning thump for good measure, checked his watch, then went to make a start on the preparations for the Jamie Oliver piri-piri chicken with which he was endeavouring to wow Katie.

Depending on traffic, she was due any minute. He poured himself a glass of wine and tried not to feel nervous. Stupid really to feel jittery, but there it was, he was jittery. Anticipation did that to him. The more he wanted something, the more anxious he became. Katie was staying for a few days, so there was plenty of time and opportunity for things to go wrong, for her to realize that she’d made a terrible mistake when it came to being with him.

She had given him no real cause to think this was on the cards – their weekend together in Brighton had gone well, and all their subsequent conversations this week had been positive and fun – but he’d always been suspicious of anything that came too easily or felt too good to be true.

But as Dad often used to say, if it isn’t to be, then it isn’t to be. Better to have tried a thing and realized it wasn’t right than never to have been brave enough to take the step and spend the rest of your life wondering and regretting. It was why, and with his father’s help and encouragement, he’d started up his own business. Not once had he regretted the decision. But the advice now had a painfully disconcerting ring to it. His father should never have taken the steps he had in the last year or so.

In the car coming home from the hospital last night, Mum had asked him if he felt angry at all. She’d said that Cecily had asked her the same question earlier in the week when they’d been at Dad’s grave. ‘At times, yes,’ he’d said simply. ‘How about you?’

Without answering him, she’d said quietly, ‘I just wanted to check how you were feeling. That’s all.’

Sensing she was holding back, but not wanting to push her, he said, ‘Don’t worry about me. I’m fine. But you must promise me something. If at any time you want to talk about Dad, if there’s something really upsetting you, you must tell me. Don’t keep it to yourself. It doesn’t matter what time of day or night it is, you pick up the phone and talk to me. Do you promise?’

She’d smiled sadly. ‘That’s the second time this week I’ve been asked to make a promise.’

‘Oh?’

‘Cecily made me promise to look out for Stirling when she’s no longer with us.’

What Lloyd found most alarming in what his mother had told him was that Granza was talking about not being around. He couldn’t think of a time when she’d spoken in such terms. He supposed that losing one of her sons, the natural order of things therefore defied, had made her morbidly consider her own demise. Maybe even wish it to come sooner rather than later.

But why was Granza so concerned about Stirling? Was it simply that Katie’s showing up out of the blue had thrown a spanner in the works of his marriage? Was that what she was so worried about? He’d seemed right enough last night at the hospital. But mothers, as his own often said, always had the heads-up on their children’s well-being. Pen had admitted last night that she had known very early on that there was something between him and Katie. ‘I probably knew it before either of you two did,’ she’d said with a small laugh. More seriously, she’d added, ‘Take care, though. It’s not going to be easy for you to make things work, bearing in mind the situation. There are going to be people who won’t be overjoyed at Katie being a fixture in your life.’

‘Katie and I both know that,’ he’d assured her, ‘which is why we’re being as discreet as we are. And who says anything about Katie being a fixture? She’ll soon see through my carefully polished act to the real me, and that will be that.’

‘Don’t be silly; she’ll see the real you and love you even more. Now, are you coming in for something to eat?’ He’d pulled into the drive and had parked in front of the house.

‘No thanks. Too much to do. I have a stack of VAT paperwork to wade through, and then I need to muck out the house ready for Katie tomorrow night.’

Kissing his cheek, she’d said, ‘It’ll be fine. Don’t worry. Just enjoy the time together. Give her my best wishes and tell her to come and see me. Cecily as well. Or there’ll be hell to pay.’

Lloyd was just about to pour himself a second glass of wine when he heard a car outside. His heart bounced against his ribcage. OK, nice and calm. Nice and easy. This is no different to last weekend. That had gone perfectly well, hadn’t it? He smiled, thinking of Katie in bed with him in Brighton. Without any clothes. Just that lovely sexy body of hers lying next to his. He wondered if he would be considered a very poor host if he whisked his guest straight up to bed without offering her a welcome drink.

He quickly checked his reflection in the mirror by the front door – freshly shaved, hair still damp from the shower, best hole-free jeans and decent shirt on. Oh, and no sawdust in his ears. Definitely no sawdust.

He opened the door.

Oh hell!

Not Katie, but the last person on earth he expected to see.

‘Rosco. What brings you here?’ He couldn’t remember the last time his cousin had paid him a visit.

‘You left this at the hospital last night,’ Rosco replied. He held out Lloyd’s digital camera.

‘Thanks. I hadn’t even missed it. Thanks,’ he repeated.

A moment passed. A very awkward moment.

‘Aren’t you going to invite me in, then?’

‘Er . . . yes, of course. Sorry. I just assumed you’d be on your way somewhere.’

‘I am, but not until later. I’m meeting Laura.’

‘Oh, Laura. Right. She seems nice. Have you known her long?’

‘A few weeks. It’s a relatively new thing.’

They were now in the sitting room, and Lloyd watched anxiously as his cousin looked about him, taking in the lighted candles in the empty grate, the matching pair of coasters on the coffee table, and the bowls of olives and pistachio nuts. His gaze then returned to Lloyd, an eyebrow cocked. ‘Expecting company?’

Lloyd shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. ‘I might be.’

‘Anyone I know?’

‘Not really,’ he said.

‘Not really?’ Rosco echoed with a mocking tone. ‘That suggests there’s a possibility I might. Come on, Lloyd, who’s the lucky girl? Who are you hiding from me?’

‘I’m not hiding anyone,’ he said defensively. Please, Katie, he thought, don’t turn up now. Be stuck in traffic. Be anywhere but here.

‘So why the secrecy?’ Rosco asked. ‘Why the huge deal?’

‘It’s not me who’s making a huge deal out of it.’

Rosco laughed. ‘You should take a look at yourself in the mirror; your body language is giving you away big time. What have you done, phoned up Dial-a-Tart for the evening?’

‘What, and make do with your leftovers?’

‘Hey, I’m joking! Come on, why are so uptight?’

Same old Rosco, thought Lloyd. He never could leave well alone. It was a wonder he hadn’t won the Nobel Prize for Persistence. On and on he’d goad, prodding and poking until he’d got what he wanted. Usually a rise from his victim. Usually a feeling of having got the better of someone. Well, in this case, he might get more than he bargained for.

Rosco had goaded him. Check.

Rosco had riled him. Check.

But he hadn’t got the better of him. Not this time, because however cross Lloyd felt, it was nothing as to how Rosco was about to feel. Because as much as he wished it wasn’t going to happen, it was happening. From outside he could hear the unmistakable sound of a car coming to a stop, and unless his guess was way off the mark, he was damned sure that Katie was about to answer Rosco’s question for herself. He just hoped she was going to be able to handle what was likely to be a difficult situation.

‘That’s my guest,’ Lloyd said, playing it cool and tipping his head towards the hall. ‘I’ll go and let her in and you can meet her properly. I don’t believe you’ve had that pleasure yet. Oh, but wait, you have already, haven’t you, at Mum’s?’

Katie knew that Lloyd had someone with him because of the Range Rover parked outside his house, and so she took the precaution of dispensing with the X-rated entrance she’d been fantasizing over in the car all the way from Brighton.

‘Sorry,’ Lloyd whispered in her ear when he opened the door to her, ‘but Rosco’s sprung a surprise visit on me.’

Her heart sank. Putting a brave smile on her face, she prepared to play along and act as normally as she could. ‘Hi,’ she said, all breezy lightness and as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late.’

‘That’s OK,’ he said with the same artificial level of breeziness. Any breezier and the Met Office would be reporting strange localized winds blowing in the area. ‘Come on through, Rosco’s here.’

‘Oh, really?’ she said. She swallowed and stepped into the lion’s den. ‘Hi, Rosco,’ she greeted him. ‘It’s good to see you again. I hear you’re an uncle now. Congratulations.’

Rosco’s face said it all. His mouth opened, his eyes widened and he looked first at his cousin’s arm around her shoulders – clearly Lloyd wasn’t bothering with any kind of pretence – and then at her overnight bag, which Lloyd had taken from her. ‘I see,’ he said. He breathed in, then exhaled slowly. Katie had to stifle a sudden urge to laugh as she pictured him pawing the ground like a bull making ready to charge. ‘It seems as if the entire family is currently obsessed with secrets,’ he said.

‘It’s no secret that Katie and I have been seeing each other,’ Lloyd said. ‘My mother and Granza know about us. As does your father.’

Rosco’s expression hardened. ‘How long? How long has this been going on for? And doesn’t the whole cousin issue make a relationship between the two of you altogether inappropriate?’

‘Nice try, Rosco, but I would have thought you’d be the first to raise the spectre and stigma of me being adopted. As for our seeing each other, and to quote you earlier, it’s a relatively new thing.’

Make it end, thought Katie. She thrashed around inside her head trying to conjure up something helpful to say, something to defuse the situation. ‘How’s Scarlet?’ she asked. ‘Are she and the baby out of hospital yet?’

Rosco switched his gaze to her. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’

Lloyd dropped Katie’s bag and stepped forward. ‘Don’t you dare speak to Katie like that. Apologize and then go.’

‘I’ll go. But I shan’t apologize. In any case, it was a fair enough question. What has any of our business got to do with her?’

‘She’s a member of our family.’ Lloyd’s voice was low and controlled, but Katie could hear the depth of anger to it as surely as if he’d hurled a ton of raging abuse at his cousin. A muscle was ticking ominously in his tightly clenched jaw. He looked like he wanted to punch Rosco into next week.

Rosco shook his head. ‘She’s no more a member of the family than you are. The same was true of Uncle Neil, that so-called loser father of yours.’

Katie put a hand out to Lloyd, convinced that things were about to escalate to the point of a brawl. But she was wrong. Lloyd calmly took a step backwards and indicated the door and the hallway beyond. ‘Thank you for dropping by with my camera. Have a nice evening with Laura. I hope she has a thick skin; she’s going to need it to stay the course with you.’

Rosco opened his mouth to say something but seemed to think better of it. Instead he swept past them. Seconds later the front door slammed shut.

‘I’m sorry you had to witness that,’ Lloyd said tightly, his hands pushed into his pockets, his shoulders hunched. Katie could feel the tension vibrating off him.

‘I think I’m developing a serious case of hero worship,’ she said. ‘You were fierce.’

His expression grim, he said, ‘I wasn’t. I should have hit him.’

‘Not on my account. But maybe for your father’s. He crossed a line there. Another time and I’ll hit him.’

Lloyd’s face softened and a smile flickered across his handsome face. ‘I like you, you know. In fact, I like you a lot.’

She moved closer to him and linked her hands at the back of his neck and kissed him lightly on the mouth. ‘That’s good, because I like you. A lot. Was that a typical exchange between you and your cousin?’

‘It can be.’

She kissed him again. ‘I think I’ve heard quite enough about Rosco. Why don’t we start the evening all over again?’

‘Good idea.’

‘I’m full of them. Here’s another: why don’t you give me a guided tour, starting with upstairs?’

He smiled, and she felt him fully relax in her arms. ‘I like your thinking, Miss Lavender.’



Chapter Forty-four

With no sign of Mum’s car on the drive, Rosco ground his finger against the doorbell, keeping it there for a full twenty seconds. He wanted his father to be in no doubt how he felt. He pressed the doorbell again. And again.

Upstairs, having just changed out of his work suit, Stirling was on the phone. ‘I’m sorry but I’m going to have to go, there’s somebody at the door. I’ll speak to you tomorrow . . . No, I told you, I can’t see you again this week . . . It’s just not possible. And please, Simone, don’t ring me at home again. Look, I really must go; whoever’s at the door is about to break it down by the sound of it.’ He ended the call hurriedly, wishing he’d had the courage to finish things there and then. But Simone ringing him whilst he was at home had thrown him off stride. Tomorrow, he promised himself. Tomorrow he would ring her and make things clear.

Alarmed by the insistent ringing at the door, he rushed downstairs to answer it, thanking God that Gina wasn’t at home, that she was visiting Scarlet. It didn’t bear thinking how she would have reacted to overhearing that conversation with Simone. Knowing he was going to be home late – he’d had a genuine meeting with a client lined up this evening – he’d suggested to her that she should go to the hospital without him. She hadn’t believed him. He’d seen it in her eyes. Suspicion. Suspicion that he didn’t have a client to meet, that he was having an affair. But he wasn’t. He hadn’t. Whatever had been going on between him and Simone – and he really wouldn’t call it an affair – it was over. The madness was over. Now if he could just sort things out with Gina, life would feel like it used to. Or something close to it.

‘I’m coming!’ he shouted when he’d reached the bottom step and the bell started being pumped again. He wrenched the door open. ‘Rosco! What the hell’s got into you?’

Rosco pushed past him. ‘I could ask the same of you, Dad. In fact, that’s exactly what I am going to do. I take it Mum’s not here?’

‘She’s visiting Scarlet.’ His alarm turning to fear, Stirling closed the door. ‘You look and sound like you need to calm down. Do you want something to drink?’

‘Don’t treat me like a child. I haven’t come here for a drink or to be patronized. I’ve come for the truth. Though I suspect you’ve lost all notion of what that means.’

Stirling’s fear multiplied. ‘If I had half an idea what’s bothering you,’ he said calmly, ‘I might be able to help you. Let’s go into the kitchen. Have you eaten yet? I was about to throw something together ready for when Mum gets back from the hospital.’

Rosco gripped his car keys, the knuckles of his hand white. ‘Are you being deliberately obtuse, Dad? Deliberately trying to make out you don’t have a clue what I’m angry about?’

‘You’ve always been the hot-headed member of the family, Rosco.’ Somehow Stirling managed to produce a light-hearted chuckle. ‘You’re angry quite often. It’s one of your less than endearing qualities. So what’s on your mind? A problem at work?’

They were standing in the middle of the kitchen now, and Rosco was looking at him in a way he’d never seen before. His mouth dry with dread, Stirling tried once more to lighten his son’s mood. ‘Are you sure I can’t tempt you to a beer? There’s some in the fridge. I think I’ll have one.’

Rosco shook his head. ‘Tell me about Simone Montrose,’ he said. ‘Tell me why you’ve been exchanging text messages, and why you’ve been visiting her in Oxford.’

The fear and dread increased and a rushing sound filled his ears. He played for time. He went over to the fridge and helped himself to a beer. He took the bottle over to the drawer where they kept the opener. He levered the top off. He went over to the other side of the kitchen, opened the cupboard under the sink and dropped the metal cap into the bin. At last he forced himself to turn and face his son. He leant back against the worktop, put the bottle to his mouth and took a long, calculating swallow, hoping the liquid would quell the queasy knot of panic in the pit of his stomach. ‘Have you been checking my mobile phone?’ he asked, doing his best to keep his voice steady and controlled, at the same time trying to remember the exact words he and Simone had exchanged. God, what a fool he’d been to keep the messages. He’d enjoyed rereading them. He’d been like a lovesick teenager, relishing the illicit excitement of their communication. But the texts hadn’t been explicit. He was sure of that.

‘Any reason why I shouldn’t?’ Rosco asked, switching his car keys from one hand to the other, then back again.

‘Lots of reasons. All to do with respecting another person’s privacy. I would never, under any circumstances, do something like that to you.’

‘You haven’t answered my question.’

‘I don’t think I have to.’

‘I’m not going to leave here until you do.’

Stirling shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’ He took another long swallow of the beer. Outwardly he knew he was doing a reasonable job of appearing composed, just as an innocent man would, but internally he was a mess. His heart was beating fast and he could feel pools of sweat forming between his shoulder blades.

‘I’m serious, Dad. I know you’ve been seeing that woman. I want to know why. Why are you having an affair with a woman who your own brother had an affair with? Who’s next to have a go at her? Me? Is it my turn next? What is she, the family shag?’

Stirling fought hard to keep his anger in check. ‘How dare you,’ he said.

‘I dare because I don’t trust you any more. That stopped the day Katie Lavender popped up into our lives.’

‘You leave Katie out of this.’

‘The hell I will! Just how many affairs have you had over the years? How many other brothers and sisters do I have out there? Do you even know?’

‘Katie is the only child I’ve fathered outside of my marriage to your mother. It happened at a time in our lives when things weren’t going so well for us. I admit it was a mistake, but I can’t undo that. And I refuse to keep on justifying myself.’

‘And what about Simone Montrose? How do you explain her? Don’t even try to deny you’ve been to Oxford to see her. I know that you lied to us that Bank Holiday weekend when you disappeared for the day, when you said you were in the office. How do I know? Because I was in the office that day.’

Shaken at how simply he’d been caught out, Stirling said, ‘Why didn’t you say something at the time?’

‘I was curious. I wanted to know why you’d lied so blatantly and what it was you were hiding from us. I suspected a woman was at the bottom of it. I just never dreamt that you’d sink so low.’

‘So you decided to keep tabs on me, did you? What a devoted son you are.’

‘At least I’m honest. Unlike you.’

‘Except you’ve jumped entirely to the wrong conclusion. That’s the problem with being so hotheaded.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You assumed that I was in contact with Simone because I was having an affair with her. Whereas in fact I’ve been helping her.’

‘Helping her? How? And why?’

‘She’s fallen apart since Neil’s death. She loved him and has no one else to turn to. All I’m being is a shoulder for her to cry on. I felt I owed it to Neil. Whatever you think of him, he was my brother and I’ll always stand by him.’ Pressing his point home, Stirling thought he saw a flicker of doubt pass across his son’s face.

‘Why didn’t you tell us about her?’ Rosco asked.

‘I didn’t think it would go down well with you or your mother. And anyway, it wasn’t anyone else’s business. Are you sure you wouldn’t like that beer now?’ The internal shaking had lessened and his heart rate was slowing. Unbelievably, it looked as if he might get away with it. Thank God he’d always been able to improvise and think on his feet.

‘No,’ Rosco said. His tone was less aggressive, but there was still an edge to it. ‘There’s something else you’ve been hiding from us. Katie. You’ve been in touch with her all this time. Secretly emailing her, haven’t you?’

Stirling sighed. ‘Discreetly, Rosco. Not secretly. I could hardly talk openly about writing to her, could I? Not without starting yet another fight with your mother.’

‘If you really cared about Mum, you’d do as she wants and wouldn’t have anything more to do with that girl.’

‘How would you feel if you were in Katie’s shoes and I turned my back on you?’

Without hesitating, Rosco said, ‘I’d be angry and I’d resent you. I’d hate you.’

Stirling frowned. ‘And you think that’s a healthy state to be in?’

‘What the hell do I care how she feels? She means nothing to me. Do you know where she is right now, this very minute?’

‘No.’

‘She’s staying with Lloyd. And I don’t suppose for one moment she’ll be sleeping in the spare room. But then you know all about them, don’t you? Probably given them your blessing. No better way to ensure she gets her feet well and truly under the table.’

‘I knew she and Lloyd had hit it off, but I didn’t know she was here.’ Absurdly, given the circumstances, he felt slighted that Katie hadn’t let him know she was coming.

‘You’ve clearly figured out,’ Rosco went on, ‘that if they get serious about each other, we’ll be stuck with her in the family. But you know what, I don’t believe a word of what you said about being a shoulder to cry on for Simone Montrose. No man in your position would do that. Not unless he was getting sex into the bargain.’

Stirling felt his heart pick up speed again. ‘Don’t judge others by your own standards,’ he said.

‘I think my standards are pretty high, Dad, compared to yours. I’m not the one with a bastard child and a woman in Oxford who I’m screwing on a regular basis. A woman who just happens to be my dead brother’s mistress. It’s about as sordid as it gets, I’d say.’

‘Enough!’ Stirling shouted, banging his bottle of beer down on the work surface. ‘Enough. If you can’t be civil, get out. Just leave me alone.’

‘Touched a nerve, have I?’

‘I said enough.’

‘I’m not a child. You can’t tell me when to speak and when not to. You disgust me. You disgust me almost as much as your precious brother did. Well, I tell you this. You can have Katie in your life. She can take my place in the family, because as far as I’m concerned, I don’t want anything to do with it. And I don’t think Mum will either when I tell her about your trips to Oxford.’

‘It’ll be your word against mine.’

‘That’s right. And whose word do you think she’ll be more inclined to believe?’

Stirling shook his head in disbelief. ‘Why would you do that? Why would you be so malicious? Why would you deliberately hurt your own mother so cruelly?’

‘To protect her. To keep her from being hurt by you any more.’

‘Please, Rosco. Don’t. Don’t do it. I’m begging you, please.’ His voice cracked. It was all too much. He couldn’t keep the act up any longer. He didn’t have the strength. He took a deep breath and realized as his son stared back at him that he had wedged himself into a corner of the kitchen cupboards. Physically and mentally he felt trapped. ‘All I want is for things to be how they were,’ he said. ‘I want to put all the bad stuff behind us. I . . . I admit I’ve been a fool with Simone, but please believe me when I say it’s over and I want to make it up to your mother. I just don’t know how at the moment.’

Rosco continued to stare at him. ‘I’ll help you, Dad. All you have to do is get rid of Katie from our lives and your dirty secret stays strictly between us. But don’t you dare ever hurt Mum again. Do you understand?’

Unable to move, Stirling felt as if a heavy weight was crushing him, making it difficult for him to breathe. He began to panic, gulped for air. But still he couldn’t breathe. Shaking, a black terror ripped through him. It was in his stomach, his chest, his head, his hands. He was paralysed by it. The kitchen began to spin, and suddenly everything was slipping away from him and he was letting out a gut-wrenching cry. It was the cry of an animal howling in pain. And he was in pain. Huge convulsions of it racked his body as, dry-eyed, he sank slowly to his knees and wept.



Chapter Forty-five

Gina was driving home from the hospital. Every now and then she had to wipe her eyes with a tissue. Heaven only knew what she looked like. Her mascara would be shot. For the first time since Louisa-May had been born, she had been allowed to hold her. Gently cradling her grandchild had been poignantly evocative of Rosco’s birth and then Scarlet’s, and had reduced her to inexplicable tears.

If she was honest, she had approached grandparenthood with trepidation. Even reluctance. She had been happy for Scarlet when she had announced she was pregnant – happy because Scarlet was so ecstatic – but not happy at the prospect of becoming a grandmother. She had never been one of those women who went all gooey-eyed over babies and who, when they hit the menopause, started applying pressure to their offspring to repeat the process of procreation just so they could get their hands on a baby.

Not so long ago she had read a piece in a magazine written by a journalist about the same age as her, who’d said she was dragging her heels reluctantly towards becoming a grandmother because she was terrified she would suddenly wake up one morning ‘old and undesirable’ and have to swap her trademark high heels for sensible flat Ecco sandals. I won’t be so much a style icon as a ‘Landslide Ahead’ warning sign, the woman had written, summing up exactly how Gina had felt. Which was why each time she visited Scarlet in hospital, she made sure she wore her most stylish and flattering outfits, did her hair and applied full make-up. This evening she was wearing her favourite black Armani trouser suit with a silvery-grey silk blouse and pearls. One of the nurses had asked her if she’d just been somewhere special or was on her way out for dinner. In comparison, Charlie’s mother – Caroline and John were now back from Tuscany – had been wearing a mud-coloured corduroy skirt with the hem coming down at the back and a misshapen turtleneck sweater that was badly felted. Her thatch of coarse greying hair looked like she had tried cutting it herself, which she probably had, and with a pair of dog-hair trimmers.

Being as reluctant as she was to embrace this new phase in her life and, horror of horrors, turn into a version of Charlie’s mother, Gina hadn’t been prepared to feel such love for her grandchild. Holding Louisa-May this evening had been one of the most emotional experiences of her life. She had wanted to hug the child close, to wrap her in love, to pour every ounce of her love and protection into that small vulnerable body. Or had she, she wondered now, wanted to absorb the essence of what a newborn represented – a new beginning?

It was what she and Stirling needed: a fresh start. If only Stirling would see things from her point of view, that it was expecting too much of her to have a reminder near her that rubbed salt so excruciatingly into the raw wound of his betrayal. Why couldn’t he see that? She would forgive him for what he’d done if he would just get rid of that wretched girl from their lives. The only way she could move on was to pretend that Katie Lavender had never existed. Was that so very awful?

Home now, she brought the car to a stop and switched off the engine, surprised and pleased to see Rosco’s car parked alongside Stirling’s.

Her key poised to let herself in, the door flew open and she was nearly knocked off her feet by Rosco bursting out of the house. ‘You’re in a hurry,’ she remarked good-humouredly. ‘Where’s the fire?’ As soon as she’d uttered the words, she realized something was wrong. ‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘You’d better ask Dad.’ And then he was off, marching towards his car.

‘Rosco,’ she called after him. ‘Come back!’

‘Just ask Dad.’

She watched him get into his Range Rover. Drive carefully, she wanted to say as his headlamps lit up the driveway and he revved the powerful engine and took off much too fast.

The red tail-lights gone, she closed the door and went to look for Stirling. What on earth had been going on here?

She found him in the kitchen. On the floor, his knees drawn up to his chest, his head in his hands, he was emitting an ugly groaning sound. It was guttural. Like nothing she had ever heard before. Her first thought was that he and Rosco had had a fight and that Stirling was hurt. She threw down her handbag and keys and crossed the kitchen. She knelt on the floor in front of him. ‘Stirling, what is it? What’s wrong?’

His hands batted her away. ‘No,’ he said hoarsely, not looking at her. ‘Leave me alone. Just go.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going anywhere.’ She grabbed his hands, held them firmly. ‘Talk to me. Did you and Rosco have a fight?’

He shook his head, tried to snatch his hands from hers. She held on tight.

‘Stirling. This is absurd. How can I help you if you won’t tell me what’s wrong? Are you hurt? Do I need to call for a doctor?’

He shrank away from her. ‘You can’t help me. Nobody can.’

‘Why? What have you done?’

‘I’ve ruined everything.’ He groaned and started to rock, backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards. He still hadn’t looked at her. He was crying now.

Oh God, what had he done? What could he possibly have done to reduce himself to this awful state? Frightened, Gina could only think that he was having some kind of breakdown. ‘I’m going to call for a doctor,’ she said firmly.

He stopped rocking. ‘No!’ he cried.

‘But you’re ill.’

‘No! Please. No doctors.’

‘But I’m scared, Stirling. I don’t know what to do to help you.’ She put her arms around him. He started rocking again. She moved with him, gentling him as if he was a baby. She rubbed his back, trying to soothe him. Confused and frightened, she began to cry as well. How had they reached this awful point? How had they gone from heaven to hell in one such easy step? She felt Stirling’s head raise and then it came to rest on her shoulder. He slipped his arms around her. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he moaned, ‘so very sorry. Forgive me, please.’

Rosco hadn’t heard his mobile ringing when he’d been in the car – he’d hiked up the volume on the CD player to block out any thoughts of his father – but now, at home, a second large glass of Jack Daniel’s in his hand, he saw that he’d missed three calls, all of them from Laura. Oh shit! They were supposed to be having dinner, weren’t they? He’d forgotten all about it. He pictured her patiently waiting for him at the restaurant he’d booked, then giving up, mad as hell. He didn’t dare check his voicemail.

He threw himself down into the nearest chair and drained his glass in one long mouthful. Now he definitely couldn’t drive to the restaurant to put in a late and apologetic appearance. In all probability he’d just thrown away any chance of seeing Laura again.

He leant back into the chair. In his mind’s eye, he saw his father shuddering and bawling like a child. Repulsed by the sight of him, he’d been unable to do anything but walk away. He just couldn’t stand to see his own father reduced to such a pitiful state. That wasn’t the father he’d known.

But then nothing about Dad now bore any resemblance to the father he’d known. That man on the kitchen floor was a stranger to Rosco. He would never be able to respect or admire him in the way he once had.

Always he would think of that pathetic creature begging him to keep quiet about his affair with Simone Montrose.

Always he would think of him sneaking around behind their backs, keeping secrets. Not just his sordid affair, but the relationship that he was encouraging between Katie and Lloyd. Encouraging it because then, if they were serious about each other, the family would never be rid of the girl.

On the coffee table in front of him, his mobile pinged. This time it was a text. He picked it up and read the message. It was from Laura: Have gone home. Hope all is OK with you. Speak soon. Goodnight. X

He read it again, searching it for any sign of thinly disguised subtext, such as Sod off! Don’t ever think of getting in touch with me again! He found none. To all intents and purposes, she didn’t sound angry with him. Perhaps he hadn’t blown it with her after all. He’d give himself a few more minutes to fully calm down and then he would ring her back and apologize. He would explain that he’d had a family crisis to deal with and that he would make it up to her.



Chapter Forty-six

‘We should get up.’

‘Really? Says who?’

‘Says I, the one and only Katie Lavender!’

Lloyd laughed. ‘Sorry, you’re overruled by a massive majority. As I told you before, I’m bigger than you, so therefore my say out-says your say.’

‘Say there, you’re making the rules up as you go along.’

‘Is there any other way?’

‘Hmm . . . remind me not to play Monopoly with you.’

‘I can think of plenty of other games we could play instead.’

She pushed his hands away, laughing. ‘Oh no you don’t.’

‘But you know you like it.’

‘I’ve been pretending. I’m a world-class faker.’

‘In that case, I need to up my game. I’d hate for you to miss out on one of life’s greatest pleasures.’ He kissed her and rolled her on to her back.

‘Well,’ she said later, when she lay exhausted and content with her head resting on Lloyd’s chest while he traced languid circles on her back with his hand, ‘ten out of ten for effort; you did indeed up your game.’

‘But you still faked it, right?’

She sighed. ‘I’m afraid so. I really can’t see what all the fuss is about with this sex lark.’

‘I know what you mean; I’m beginning to go off it too. If we’re going to continue seeing each other, we’ll have to find something else to amuse ourselves with.’

‘Just not Monopoly.’

‘How about Scrabble?’

‘How about we scrabble out of bed?’

‘Hey, what’s the hurry? It’s Saturday.’

‘Oh, you know, things to do, people to see.’

‘I thought you’d come to see me.’

She wriggled out of his arms and pushed back the duvet. ‘I’ve seen lots of you, Lloyd. Lots and lots of you.’ She widened her eyes and smiled suggestively.

‘I feel so used,’ he said, in a mock-trembling voice.

She laughed. ‘You better get used to it. OK if I have a shower?’

‘Be my guest, but only if I can share it with you.’

Showered and dressed and watching Lloyd cook breakfast – a man-sized fry-up of bacon and eggs, tomatoes and sausages – Katie set the table that was against the wall in his small kitchen. Above the table were four pine shelves that were home to a couple of cookery books – Jamie Oliver and Nigel Slater – but were mostly packed with paperbacks and CDs. Happily his musical taste coincided with hers. Right now they were listening to Arcade Fire’s Funeral. When he’d stayed with her last weekend, and in view of previous occasions when she’d pretended to like something for the sake of the relationship, she’d told him outright that she didn’t like U2 and if that was a deal-breaker, so be it. There would be no pretending with Lloyd, she’d promised herself. Smiling, he’d said that since he wasn’t a fan either, it wouldn’t be a problem. Just so long as she didn’t expect him to listen to Mariah Carey or Justin Bieber. ‘You’re safe on both counts,’ she’d told him.

The table set, she poured out two mugs of tea and passed one to Lloyd. ‘You don’t mind me going to see Stirling, do you?’ she asked.

‘Of course I don’t. I was only teasing you upstairs. It would be wrong for you not to see him. Whilst you’re out, I thought I’d go to the workshop and check on a delivery of timber that came in yesterday. I’m not convinced the order is correct.’

She sat down at the table and watched him cook, a tea towel draped over his shoulder. Unshaven, and dressed in old jeans and a white T-shirt, he looked as sexy and divine as he always did. She had never seen him wear anything other than jeans and a shirt, and she wondered if he even possessed a suit.

Sipping her tea, her thoughts turned to Stirling, and how surprised she’d been yesterday when, and while Lloyd was at work, he hadn’t replied to any of her attempts to contact him. Deciding he was simply too busy, she had tried not to dwell on it or admit to herself how disappointed she was. It was her own fault, she further concluded; she should have got in touch with him sooner to let him know she was coming, but somehow in all the excitement of seeing Lloyd again, she had forgotten. However, late in the afternoon, while she was visiting Cecily, the old lady had asked when she was planning to see Stirling, and her response to Katie’s reply that she didn’t know was to say, ‘We can’t have that. Why don’t we give him a little tinkle now and see what he’s up to?’ This time Stirling had answered his mobile almost immediately.

Twenty seconds into Cecily’s robust interrogation of him, it became evident that he wasn’t at work but was at home not feeling well. Cecily had then handed the phone over to Katie, and straight away she could hear he didn’t sound right. He was muted and distant, as if all the energy had been sucked out of him. Thinking that perhaps he wasn’t alone, that maybe his wife was with him, she had told him not to worry about meeting. ‘There’ll be plenty of other opportunities,’ she’d said, ‘I’m sorry for bothering you.’

‘No,’ he’d replied hurriedly, ‘it’s better that we do, there’s something I want to discuss with you.’ He’d suggested they meet in the car park at the Riverside this afternoon, and that they go for a walk along the river and then afterwards have a bite to eat or a drink, whatever suited them best.

Now, as the time drew nearer, Katie felt anxious about seeing him. What was it that he wanted to discuss with her? She hoped it wasn’t anything to do with the trust fund. Her mind was made up, so he needn’t waste his breath. She had told Lloyd about the fund and he, to his credit, had agreed that if he was in her shoes, he would feel awkward about accepting the money.

‘You’re looking very serious all of a sudden,’ Lloyd said as, with a pair of oven gloves, he put her breakfast plate in front of her. ‘Don’t touch, it’s hot.’

She immediately did what he’d told her not to. ‘Ouch,’ she said.

‘I did warn you.’ He tossed the oven gloves over to the work surface and sat opposite her. ‘So why the solemn face?’

‘I was thinking of Stirling. I have this niggling feeling about him.’

‘You said yourself that he’s not well at the moment.’

‘I know, but it’s more than that. I can’t put my finger on it, but there was something in his voice on the phone yesterday. Something jarred. But what do I know? I hardly know the man.’

Lloyd looked at her thoughtfully. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything, but I know for a fact that Cecily’s concerned about him. Perhaps you could draw it out of him. He might talk to you in a way that he doesn’t feel able to do with the rest of us.’

‘Why, because I’m an outsider?’

‘No,’ he said firmly, ‘because you’re his daughter. And where the hell did that come from, you being an outsider? You’re new to the family, like Louisa-May; you’re not an outsider.’

‘But unlike Louisa-May, I’ll never be accepted by everyone, will I?’

He continued to frown at her. ‘The people who matter have accepted you. Isn’t that enough?’

Annoyed with herself for having single-handedly destroyed her good mood so thoroughly, she said, ‘It’s not nice knowing there are people who wish I didn’t exist.’

‘Three people you’re talking about: Gina, Rosco and Scarlet. Forget about them. Otherwise you’ll drive yourself crazy. Now eat your breakfast.’

‘Yes, boss.’

He smiled. ‘That’ll be the day.’

One look at Stirling as he got out of his Aston Martin and Katie could see he wasn’t at all well. He looked agitated and nervy, almost feverish. His hair, usually stylishly pushed back from his forehead, was messy and sticking up in places, as if he had been continuously pushing a hand through it. His sickly pallor emphasized how red-rimmed and bloodshot his eyes were. He looked like he should have been at home resting in bed.

‘Should you be out?’ she asked.

‘I’m fine,’ he said.

She didn’t believe him. ‘Would you rather we just had a drink and forgot about the walk?’

He shook his head. ‘No, a walk might help.’

Help what? she wondered.

He seemed reticent to talk as they walked along the towpath, and Katie found herself gabbing for England, asking about Scarlet and the baby, and how he felt about being a grandfather. His responses were clipped and lacking any real enthusiasm, as if she was tiring him. Or worse, boring him. ‘What’s wrong?’ she finally asked.

‘There’s . . . there’s something I have to tell you,’ he said.

They both stopped walking at the same time. Both looked at the other. Both quickly looked away. It was as if they were mirroring each other. And from the troubled look on Stirling’s face, it was obvious he had something awful to say. Better to let him get it off his chest, Katie thought. ‘Go on,’ she said.

A cyclist came into view ahead of them with a small panting dog running alongside, and after they’d stepped back to let them pass, Stirling started walking again, his pace faster now. Katie fell in step. They passed a pair of swans on the water, and he said, ‘The thing is, Katie, everything’s got out of hand. I’ve made a spectacular mess of things. I’ve done something so stupid I can hardly believe I did it. But I did. And please don’t ask me what it is, I’m too ashamed.’ He took a breath. Then continued. ‘The only way I can make amends and to keep everything from falling apart is to do something I don’t want to do. But I can’t see any other way round it. If I do what I want to do, I’ll destroy my family. And you must believe me, I’ve hurt Gina enough as it is.’ He took another breath. And another.

Katie looked at him closely. There was an expression of real anguish in his face. He seemed to have aged since she’d last seen him.

‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ he said quietly. ‘Truly I don’t. I don’t want to hurt anyone. But I can’t see a way out of the mess without hurting someone.’

Suddenly Katie knew what the problem was. Or rather who the problem was. It was her. She was what was making Stirling so ill. Before she’d come to Sandiford, his life had been happy and trouble-free. OK, she had nothing to do with his brother killing himself and the ensuing difficulties the family was facing, but she was the main cause of distress for him now. She had known that his wife had wanted him to make a choice – Katie or her – but naively she hadn’t thought the woman would force him to choose. She realized now that she had seriously underestimated Gina and what she was going through. She had dismissed the poor woman’s reaction as nothing more than a hissy fit, something she could easily get over.

But if Katie was in Gina’s place, would she really be able to behave any differently? The answer was no. Which made everything crystal clear. She knew exactly what had to be done. She had started this; she had to be the one to end it.

She slowed her step, put a hand on Stirling’s arm and stopped him. ‘Stirling,’ she said, ‘are you talking about me?

His gaze rested on hers and he nodded. ‘I know it’s unfair, but I . . .’ His voice broke, and he faltered. He turned his head to look at the river. But not before Katie saw his eyes mist over.

‘This isn’t right,’ she said. ‘You shouldn’t be feeling this way because of me.’

He didn’t speak.

‘I’m the cause of making you so unhappy, so it seems only fair that I should be the one to resolve the problem.’

He turned to face her again.

‘It’s simple,’ she said. ‘I disappear. I go back to Brighton and you forget all about me. You tell Gina and Rosco and Scarlet that I no longer exist.’

‘But you do exist. I can’t un-know you.’

‘I’ve always existed in your head, and always will, but as for knowing me, that’s only been for a few months. And you haven’t got to know the real me, have you? There hasn’t been time.’

‘I want to, though.’

‘You can’t. To do that you have to make too great a sacrifice. And I won’t let you do that.’

‘But—’

‘No,’ she said, cutting him off. ‘I can’t bear to see you like this. So unhappy. It’s making you ill. I won’t be responsible for that.’

He blinked. ‘I don’t want it to be like this.’

‘Nor do I, but I should never have come. It was wrong. I was angry, though. Angry at Mum and Dad for keeping something like this from me. I was angry with you as well – the unknown man who hadn’t cared enough to come and find me. Somebody very clever once said that whatever begins in anger ends in shame. And I started all this because I was angry.’

‘You must never think that I didn’t care. I did. And I care now.’

‘I believe you do, but the thing is, it’s not going to work, is it? I know that and you know that. It’s why you wanted to meet me here today. You needed to tell me you couldn’t see me again, didn’t you? For the sake of your family and your grandchild, you have to be rid of me.’

He swallowed and pushed his hand through his hair. ‘Don’t say that.’

‘Even though it’s the truth?’

He lowered his head. ‘I didn’t think I could feel any more ashamed, but I was wrong. I feel utterly ashamed and unworthy of you. At least now you know you’re better off without me.’

Katie didn’t want to hear any self-pity from him. Her tone brisk, she said, ‘I’m glad we met, but now it’s time for us to resume our lives as they once were. Don’t worry, you won’t hear from me again. You must assure your family of that.’ She cleared her throat. ‘This is supposed to be a time of happiness, the birth of your first grandchild, and I can see that I’m spoiling it for you.’

He looked genuinely pained ‘What about Lloyd?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, you and Lloyd.’

She hesitated. But then forced herself to go on. ‘As from now, there is no me and Lloyd.’

‘You can’t just end it with him.’

‘Yes I can.’

‘But Katie, that’s not—’

She cut him off again. ‘That’s none of your concern. Now please, let’s just get this over with. Let’s say goodbye. And before I change my mind.’

‘I . . . I can’t.’

She opened her arms. ‘A last hug. Come on.’

‘I can’t do this.’

‘Yes you can.’

He did as she said and hugged her tightly. On the verge of crying, she released herself from his hold. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘But what do I tell Cecily and Pen?’

‘Tell them whatever you want. I can’t do everything for you. Goodbye.’

There were tears in his eyes.

She walked away.

And kept on walking.

She didn’t look back.



Chapter Forty-seven

Long after Katie had left him, Stirling stood looking at the river. He stared at the same spot with the intensity of a man hoping it held the answers to all of life’s mysteries. He stared and stared. Not seeing. Not really thinking. Just staring.

Eventually, when the surface of the water was disturbed and the silence shattered by a cruiser chugging by, he shook himself out of his trance-like state. When the boat had gone, he put his hand into his pocket and took out his mobile. He held it for a moment and then raised his arm and threw it into the river. Now Simone wouldn’t be able to text or ring him.

Retracing his footsteps to where he’d left his car, he waited for a sense of relief to settle on him. After what he’d done, wasn’t that his due? He had kept his bargain with Rosco and done what his family wanted. He had eradicated Katie from their lives. They could go back to how things used to be. Just as they wanted. Just as he wanted. Because deep down he wanted it too. He wanted the simplicity of his old life back.

Maybe it would take a day or two before he felt any relief, he pondered morosely as he unlocked his car and got in. Settled behind the wheel, he thought back to Thursday, to that dreadful night when it had all become too much for him.

Too much for him. What a colossal understatement that was! It had been like an earthquake inside him when he’d broken down. As though the very ground beneath him had rumbled and shaken and then ripped apart, dragging him down into a hellish place of dark pain. At the blurry faraway edge of his consciousness, he’d been aware of Gina holding him, of her wanting to help him.

The depth of her compassion since that night had touched him. Yesterday she had fussed around him constantly, insisting he stayed in bed and rested. She had wanted to call a doctor, but he had put a stop to that. Instead he had let her call the office to say he wouldn’t be going in to work, and screen his phone calls. She had put his mobile and laptop out of reach. The only call she had allowed him to take was the one from Cecily. Which was when – and when Gina had left him alone – he had spoken to Katie.

This morning at breakfast – having refused to stay in bed any longer – he had told Gina that he was meeting Katie later that day. She had cried when he had explained the reason why. Her only comment was to suggest that he speak to Katie on the phone, that he might find it less painful. ‘No,’ he’d said, ‘it’s the least I can do. I have to do it face to face. I owe her that much.’

But when he’d been face to face with Katie, he’d been a coward. He’d stood back and allowed her to decide things. What kind of a father did that? What kind of a man had he turned into? He was cowed by his shame, sickened at what he’d done and by what he hadn’t done.

Whatever begins in anger ends in shame, Katie had quoted to him earlier. Benjamin Franklin had said it. The man was right. Anger had brought Stirling to this point. Anger had made him use Katie as a weapon against his family the day of Neil’s funeral. And anger had propelled him to Oxford and Simone’s bed.

But none of this was about his feelings. It was about the feelings of his family – Gina and Rosco and Scarlet. And little Louisa-May. He had to stay focused on that. He had promised Rosco he would do the right thing. The thing that he’d known all along in his heart he had to do, to make up for betraying Gina, not just with Fay thirty years ago, but with Simone.

How was he ever going to justify his actions to Cecily?

Gina was on the telephone in the kitchen when he arrived home. ‘It’s Charlie,’ she mouthed at him.

He went out to the garden, taking the key to the boathouse with him. Brian, their gardener, waved to him from the other side of the garden, where he was raking the grass. From an age ago, Stirling recalled him mentioning something about the need to tackle the moss situation. When he thought about it, it was only last week that they’d had the conversation. He had a vague recollection of Brian being quite insistent on the matter, as though their lives depended upon it. Maybe in Brian’s world moss wasn’t the insignificant thing it was to Stirling. Especially now.

He’d got as far as putting the key in the lock of the boathouse door when he heard Gina calling to him. He turned and watched her hurrying across the lawn towards him. From a distance she looked as young as the day they’d first met. Simply but elegantly dressed in straight-legged jeans and a white blouse with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, a pale pink cardigan draped over her shoulders and a string of pearls around her neck, the sight of her caught in his throat. She was still a very beautiful woman. Better than he deserved. The thought reverberated in his head, crashed against the very same thing he’d said to Katie about her. It was what he’d thought about his baby granddaughter as well. He didn’t deserve any of them.

‘How did it go?’ Gina asked breathlessly. There was none of the combative hard edge to her voice that he had grown accustomed to hearing of late.

‘It’s done,’ he said flatly. ‘You don’t need to worry about Katie any more.’

‘It’s for the best,’ she said. ‘You know that, don’t you? Look how ill it was making you. You couldn’t go on as you were.’

‘Yes,’ he said. He had allowed her to think his breakdown was due to losing his brother and Katie showing up and disrupting the balance of their lives. In a nutshell it was true. ‘You’re right. I couldn’t go on as I was.’ He swallowed. ‘I’m sorry I’ve been such a poor husband to you.’

‘I know of far worse husbands.’ Her voice was soft, almost tender. There was a sadness in her eyes, and new lines of strain and tiredness around them.

‘I’ll try and make it up to you,’ he said.

‘You have already. By doing what you’ve done. That’s enough for me.’ She put a hand to her necklace and played her well-manicured fingers lightly over the pearls. ‘I know it wasn’t easy for you, but now we can put it behind us and move on. Can’t we?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s what I want to do. I want to put it all behind us.’

She smiled. ‘Do you think you’re up to a little family get-together? With Scarlet and the baby leaving hospital and going home today – that’s what Charlie was telling me on the phone just now – it would be nice to have them over for lunch tomorrow. Charlie’s parents as well. And Rosco, of course. I just think we should celebrate our granddaughter’s arrival, especially now that she’s well enough to leave hospital. How do you feel about the idea? I’ll keep it low-key. You won’t have to do anything.’ She was treating him as if he was an invalid.

‘It feels symbolic,’ he said.

‘Perhaps that’s what we need. What we all need.’

A party to jolly us all along, he thought. Never before had he felt less like being jollied along. ‘I think it’s a great idea,’ he lied. ‘Just what’s required.’

Her smile widened. It pained him to see how keen she was for his approval and how easy it was to please her now. ‘Excellent,’ she said, shifting the cardigan around her shoulders. ‘I’ll make some calls and go to the supermarket and then get cracking with the preparations.’ She turned to go, but hesitated. ‘By the way, did you have something to eat whilst you were out?’

He shook his head.

‘Do you want me to make you a sandwich?’

‘I’m not hungry.’ He turned the key in the lock of the boathouse door and pushed it open.

‘If you change your mind, there’s plenty of bread and some of that applewood Cheddar you like in the fridge,’ she said. But again she hesitated. ‘What are you going to do? You’re not taking the boat out, are you?’

‘I thought I might. Or is there something else you’d rather I did?’

‘No. I just want you to rest. I don’t want you tiring yourself.’

Her consideration and the gentleness in her voice sliced through him. ‘I won’t,’ he said.

It wasn’t until she was safely inside the house that Gina lowered her guard and dropped her act of calm composure. Exhausted, she leant with her shoulders against the wall between the conservatory and the kitchen, and tipped her head back. Her heart was beating too fast and her whole body felt jittery. She was light-headed too. She had expected to feel relieved – maybe even a little triumphant – at the news that Stirling had finally done what she’d wanted. But she didn’t. It was a hollow victory. There was nothing victorious in seeing Stirling in the state he was now.

But he would get better. She would help him to recover. They would work as a team. Just as they always had. He may have been the financial brains of their marriage, the one with the business acumen, but she had been there every step of the way with him. She had given him her absolute loyalty and unswerving support at all times. There was no reason why it couldn’t be like that between them again.

Feeling stronger and more in control, she stepped away from the wall. Tea. A nice cup of Assam tea to settle her jittery nerves. That was what she needed. She filled the kettle and put it on the Aga, careful – as she’d been ever since Thursday night – to avoid looking at the spot where she’d found Stirling on the floor. It was akin to trying not to look at the scene of a road accident.

She didn’t think she would ever forget how frightened she’d been that night. She never wanted to go through an experience like that ever again. That wreck of a man hadn’t been her husband. That man, who she’d helped upstairs and put to bed – in their bed – had been a stranger. Even now, he wasn’t his normal self. He was the shell of the man he’d once been. Worse, it was as if he was trying with excruciating effort to go through the motions of pretending to be Stirling Nightingale. In turn, she was playing her part, pretending to be calm and sure and strong, but all the while terrified that she would find Stirling huddled on the floor again howling like a wounded animal.

She had got no sense out of him that night, other than him apologizing over and over for everything he’d put her through, and she’d lain awake in bed beside him wondering what on earth had taken place between him and Rosco.

The next morning, and while Stirling was still sleeping, she had phoned Rosco. He’d been on his way to meet a client in Worcester and when pressed he had admitted that he had argued with Stirling and that it was a private matter. ‘A private matter?’ she had repeated. ‘Is that a euphemism for a fight? What kind of a private matter would reduce your father to the state I found him in? And how could you leave him like that?’ She had been so cross with her son.

‘How is he now?’ Rosco had asked.

‘He’s asleep. But it’s good to know that you are at least concerned.’

‘Of course I’m concerned,’ he’d said.

‘Then tell me what happened.’

And Rosco had, explaining that he had gone to Lloyd’s the evening before and found that Katie was staying with him, that apparently they’d been seeing each other for some time now, and not as cousins. He had gone on to say that Lloyd had said that Stirling had known about the relationship all along. ‘It was the fact that he was keeping it from us, Mum, that made me so mad,’ Rosco said. ‘I’m sorry, but I was so furious I went to have it out with him. I guess it was the straw that broke the camel’s back,’ he added. ‘But Mum, I confronted him about it because I was angry, not only for me, but for you and Scarlet. I couldn’t just stand back. I hope you can understand that. By the way, has he said anything about what he’s going to do with regard to Katie?’

‘No. But frankly he wasn’t in any condition to talk coherently last night. I thought I was going to have to call for a doctor.’

Before she’d rung off, she’d made Rosco promise that he wouldn’t breathe a word of Stirling’s breakdown to Scarlet. ‘Your sister’s got enough on her plate without worrying about your father,’ she had said.

Then at breakfast this morning, Stirling had announced that he was meeting Katie to sort things out today. He’d said that he saw things very clearly now, that it was seeing his granddaughter for the first time that had helped him to come to the decision he had. That the only way to put the lie right – a lie that he’d lived with all these years, and indirectly forced her to live with – was to nail his colours to the mast and prove to those he held most dear just what they meant to him.

His words had moved her to tears. And because he had proved his love to her so unequivocally, she would do whatever she had to to make him well again. She would continue to be strong and capable and would take care of him for as long as it took. Anything rather than see him as broken as he’d been on Thursday night.

In the kitchen, she shrugged off her cardigan and got on with making a list. A list of things to do for tomorrow’s lunch. A list to stabilize her. A list to stabilize the family. She would do it. She would drag the family back to the way they’d been before Neil killed himself.



Chapter Forty-eight

In his small cramped, extremely untidy office at the workshop on the outskirts of Marlow, Lloyd had gone through the paperwork for the timber order he’d been concerned about, and found that everything was as it should be. Better safe than sorry, he told himself as he filed the delivery docket.

But that was him all over: cautious and suspicious to the last. He’d always been like it; it was in his nature to take things slowly. Just as it was to commit one hundred per cent to something once he was convinced it was the right thing to do.

And he supposed that was where he was with Katie: he felt committed to her and their relationship. Something he hadn’t ever felt before.

From the moment he’d set eyes on Katie he’d been drawn to her, and under normal circumstances that would have given him cause to hesitate. He would have been suspicious that it was merely a superficial attraction that wouldn’t stay the course and therefore wouldn’t be worth the bother. He’d grown tired of jumping through the relationship hoops of getting to know someone, only for it to end with recriminations and bad feeling.

Looking back on it, there had been none of that carefully finding-one’s-way with Katie. He realized now that from the off, it had felt as if he knew her already. They fitted together well. He was tempted to say they fitted together perfectly, but he was reluctant to go that far. It was tempting fate to slap him down for getting above himself.

Better to err on the side of caution and say there was always room for improvement, especially on his part. Doubtless any number of past girlfriends would rush to agree with that sentiment. He’d been criticised for many things over the years during break-ups, often unjustly in his opinion, but then he would say that, wouldn’t he? But was he really expected to justify himself for condemning the Black Eyed Peas as being as cerebral as a bag of dolly mixtures? Not likely. One girlfriend had been annoyed with him because he walked too fast. Another had accused him of being on a par with Jack the Ripper because he wouldn’t convert to vegetarianism. And the last one had claimed he was laddish and immature. His crime? He’d been resistant to taking their relationship to the next level, which amounted to her moving in with him. They had only been seeing each other for a month when she had started leaving her things in his bedroom and bathroom after staying the night. ‘Easier to have them here instead of dragging them backwards and forwards,’ she’d said when he had mistakenly used her shower gel instead of his own. He’d spent the rest of the day smelling like a sickly banana milkshake and working up the courage to tell her he didn’t want to see her any more. For weeks afterwards he couldn’t eat a banana without thinking of her.

But with Katie it was different. For the last two mornings he had liked seeing her things neatly placed on the windowsill in his bathroom, along with her red-spotted (complete with black furry ears on the hood) Minnie Mouse dressing gown hanging on the back of the door. ‘Minnie Mouse?’ he’d asked, amused.

‘Don’t ask,’ she’d said.

‘But I just did.’

‘A silly present from Zac. All his presents are silly.’

Recalling Katie wearing her comical dressing gown as she brushed her teeth that morning, Lloyd couldn’t help but think that when it was the right person leaving their shower gel in your bathroom, it didn’t matter.

As he switched off the computer and tidied away some files, he wondered how Katie would react if he suggested she left some of her things with him, just so that she wouldn’t have to carry them backwards and forwards from Brighton. Would she think he was jumping the gun?

Out in the workshop area, he went over to his bench, where yesterday he’d laid out the drawings of a new range of garden furniture he was planning to make. Harking back to the smooth, sensual lines of the art deco period, he was putting together a new range of luxurious daybeds, tables, chairs and swing seats. It was an ambitious project, but one that excited him. Everything would be made of reclaimed oak, which he was sourcing from a supplier in France who was salvaging it from old agricultural buildings.

He thought of Katie’s courtyard garden and Cecily’s suggestion that he should make something for her. He already had something in mind from this new range and planned to surprise her with it as a Christmas present. Again, was that jumping the gun? Thinking ahead to Christmas when it was only September?

It was four o’clock when he arrived home. He was disappointed to see there was no sign of Katie’s car. He let himself in and wondered about ringing her, just to find out an approximate time when she thought she would be back. He decided not to. He didn’t want to look like he was pestering her. This was her day to see Stirling.

He checked the answering machine for messages. Nothing of any importance. He then made himself a ham sandwich, realizing that he hadn’t eaten since their late breakfast that morning. Sandwich in hand, he flipped open his laptop at the kitchen table and dealt with a string of emails.

That done, he then slipped into the frustrating limbo land of trying to decide what to do with himself while he waited for Katie to return. His arms folded behind his head, he leant back in the chair and thought how eerily quiet the house was. And how empty. Katie had only been here two days, hardly any time at all, but the place suddenly felt incomplete without her. If she were here, he would know exactly what to do. After all, he’d been thinking of little else in the car driving home. The thought made him smile. And at once aroused in him the by now familiar desire for her. He sighed deeply. Only one thing for it, he’d go for a run. He hadn’t been running in ages. There just didn’t seem enough hours in the day or enough days in the week to spare the time.

He went upstairs to change. It was when he was sitting on the end of the bed and about to kick off his shoes that he noticed Katie’s overnight bag wasn’t where she’d left it this morning. He glanced round the room. He then noticed that the bedside table on her side of the bed was bare – her make-up bag was gone, as was her hairbrush and small pot of lip salve. He crossed the landing to the bathroom. Her Minnie Mouse dressing gown was gone. So were all her other things. There wasn’t a sign of her having been here.

He rushed downstairs to the hall and snatched up his mobile from where he’d left it on the bookcase with his keys. There were no missed messages from her. No texts either. Despite having checked earlier, he rechecked the answerphone. Nothing.

He rang her mobile. It went straight to voicemail.

He rang Stirling’s mobile. Nothing. Not even voicemail.

His heart thudded in his chest. It had done the same thing just minutes ago when he’d thought of Katie, but now it was a different type of thud. Now it was a hollow, aching thud.

He sat at the bottom of the stairs and stared at the front door, as if willing her to come through it. He replayed their conversation at breakfast and when her mood had changed so abruptly. He hunted through the minutiae of what had been said, hoping to find a clue, some kind of hint that would make sense of her disappearing without so much as a word. All he could think of was the moment when she had described herself as an outsider. He had dismissed the description out of hand, but had he been too flippant in his response? Had he been insensitive? But even if he had, why had she gone?

Not just gone.

She had left him. He knew it with every ounce of his being.

She must have seen Stirling and then come back here, let herself in with the key he’d given her and packed her things. Had she known she was going to do that when she’d said goodbye to him?

The key, he suddenly thought. Where was the key he’d given her? If it wasn’t here, did that mean she still had it and meant to return with it?

Clutching at straws, he told himself.

Even so, he went over to the front door and looked down at the mat to see if she had pushed it through the letter box. Nothing, of course. Anyway, he would have spotted it straight away when he let himself in. And the door had definitely been locked. He hadn’t imagined that.

But then he saw a glint of metal sticking out from beneath the bookcase to the left of the door. He got down on his hands and knees and fished the key out. It must have bounced off the mat and skittered a few inches across the tiled floor to the bookcase.

He stood up. He may have solved the mystery of the key, but it didn’t explain Katie’s disappearance.

And why hadn’t she left a note, some kind of explanation? Something for him to make sense of.

First Dad not leaving a note.

Now Katie.



Chapter Forty-nine

Sunday morning and thirty minutes into the journey, and it had begun to rain.

The wipers on Lloyd’s car were doing little more than smearing the windscreen with dried-on dead flies and whatever else was stuck to the glass. Even the weather was conspiring to make him think of Katie, reminding him of the first time they made love. He remembered what he’d said to her about the rain, and felt a curdling mixture of foolish anger and sadness. Mostly sadness.

I’m a world-class faker, she’d said in bed yesterday morning. Had she been pretending? Could she be that devious, or that clever an actress? He didn’t think so. It had been real between them. He just knew it.

He’d left numerous messages on her mobile and landline last night, but she hadn’t replied. Just let me know you’re all right, he’d texted her at midnight. Still nothing. He felt hurt. And worried. What if something had happened to her?

He had to know.

Which was why he was driving to Brighton at six thirty in the morning.

Gina was up early. She had lots to do. She wanted everything to be perfect. She wanted to look back on this day and remember it as being the day everything began to feel right again. She wanted Stirling especially to remember it. She wanted him to sit proudly at the head of the table during lunch and think, This is what counts. This is what I so very nearly lost. She wanted him to be proud of his family. And of her.

She’d had a few moments of awkward dilemma over the guest list, but all was in hand now. Which was more than could be said for the weather: it had turned unseasonably chilly and was raining.

The weather aside, she had everything else under control. As she’d promised Stirling, it would be a small family get-together – Charlie and Scarlet and little Louisa-May, John and Caroline, and Rosco, who had asked if he could bring his new girlfriend with him. Gina was particularly pleased by this; it suggested Rosco had met someone he was serious about. Previous girls had come and gone with increasing rapidity and often without Gina ever meeting them. ‘You wouldn’t have approved of her, Mum,’ Rosco would say when she asked how things were going with his latest girlfriend only to learn that she was history. She had long since accepted that she was on a need-to-know basis when it came to her son’s love life.

Her dilemma had been whether or not to invite Cecily. The trouble was, if she invited Cecily, it would look bad not to invite Pen and Lloyd. But she didn’t want Pen and Lloyd here, not when she considered them as Katie Lavender allies. Cecily was one too, of course, but being Stirling’s mother, Gina felt she didn’t have much choice about including her in the luncheon party. She had no such qualms about Pen and Lloyd. Quite the reverse, given that Lloyd and Katie were carrying on together. Rosco had been right when he’d foreseen the danger of that liaison continuing; it could only ever be divisive and result in creating a massive schism in the family. But frankly, she didn’t care. What did it matter to her if she never had to speak to Pen and Lloyd again? And as brutal as it was, how much longer would Cecily be with them? Gina still hadn’t forgiven the appallingly high-handed way the imperious old woman had spoken to her.

Having decided she had no choice but to invite Cecily, she had called her last night only to be told by her mother-in-law that she had come down with a cold and had declared herself to be in quarantine for the sake of her great-granddaughter. Much relieved, Gina had said with considerable magnanimity that if there was anything Cecily needed or if she was feeling particularly poorly, she mustn’t hesitate to ring. In her customary off-hand manner, Cecily had told her not to fuss, that she had nothing more life-threatening than a light head cold. Gina had said goodbye, relieved also that the brief conversation had revealed that Cecily knew nothing about Stirling and Katie’s meeting yesterday, or the outcome. Doubtless that particular storm was yet to arrive. For now, Gina was happy to put it to one side. They would deal with it when Stirling was feeling more like his old self and was strong enough to explain matters fairly and squarely. She would support him in that whole-heartedly. She didn’t care how the old woman reacted, but she would not allow Cecily to bully Stirling into changing his mind.

Lloyd deliberately parked a few houses down from Katie’s, suspecting that if she saw his car and knew it was him, she might not answer the door.

The rain pelting down on him, he walked the short distance and rang the bell.

There was no answer.

He rang the bell again.

And again.

He hated the idea that she was inside the house hiding from him. And she had to be here; her car was right there on the road behind him in the deserted street. The sight of her Mini Cooper lessened his anxiety. It meant she was all right; she hadn’t had an accident in it.

He bent down and pushed open the letter box, half hoping, half fearing that he might see her sitting at the bottom of the stairs looking back at him.

There was no sign of her.

‘Katie,’ he called out, straining to make himself heard, but not wanting to arouse attention from the neighbours. ‘Katie, it’s me, Lloyd. Please let me in.’ He risked raising his voice. ‘I just want to talk. I want to know what I did wrong.’

Nothing.

‘I’ll tell you what you’re doing wrong, mate,’ said a voice to his right.

He stood up straight and saw an elderly man in his pyjamas and dressing gown leaning out from the doorway of the adjoining house. ‘You’re disturbing the peace, that’s what you’re doing.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Lloyd said, wiping the rain from his face. ‘I’m worried about Katie.’

The man looked suspiciously at him. ‘Why’s that, then?’

‘I can’t get hold of her.’

‘Maybe she doesn’t want you to.’

‘Do you know if she’s OK?’

‘She looked right enough last night when I saw her.’

‘Did you speak to her?’

‘What’s it to you?’

‘I’m her boyfriend.’

‘Doesn’t sound much like you are. If you were, you’d know how she was.’

‘Something happened yesterday,’ Lloyd said patiently, wishing he could take the old man by his scrawny neck and wring whatever truth out of him he was trying to withhold. ‘She was staying with me and then suddenly disappeared. All I want to know is that she’s OK. I’m worried.’

The old man tugged on the belt of his dressing gown. ‘Like I said, she looked fine to me last night when I saw her passing my window.’

‘Did she come back?’

‘Look, I’m not one of those nosy neighbours always peering out of my window. I’ve got better things to do with my time. I didn’t see her come back, but that’s not to say she didn’t. She did have a bag with her. I remember that.’

‘An overnight bag?’

‘Could’ve been. Mind you, could’ve been an ordinary handbag for all I know; some of the handbags girls lug round with them these days are the size of coal sacks. God knows what they find to put in them.’

‘Thank you for your help,’ Lloyd said, keen to cut the old man off. ‘I’m sorry to have disturbed you.’

He set off quickly down the street to where he’d left his car. If Katie had gone somewhere with her overnight bag, there was a strong chance it was either to London to see Tess or to Zac here in Brighton.

But the old man wasn’t finished with him. ‘If I hear she’s come to any harm, fella,’ he called out, ‘I’ll remember your phizog. I’ll be able to give the police a full description. Just you remember that!’

Lloyd put his hand in the air and gave him a cheery no problem-with-that wave.

When he reached his car, he did a quick rethink and put his keys back in his pocket. Katie had shown him Zac’s salon when they’d gone out for lunch during his stay with her. All he had to do was remember the way. It shouldn’t be too difficult; it was in the North Laines, the trendy boho part of town. If he got lost, he could ask for directions. His hopes raised, he followed his nose, on foot, looking out for familiar landmarks.

Within no time, he saw the salon. It was closed. It would be, it was Sunday. Lloyd wasn’t deterred. Katie had said that Zac lived above the salon; she’d talked about how he’d converted the office space above into an amazing apartment.

The rain still pouring down, Lloyd stared at the windows above the salon, then looked to the left of the shopfront, where there was a door. A firmly shut door. There were three bells, each with a nameplate and an intercom. His hopes raised yet further, he pressed the buzzer alongside Zac’s name. He didn’t really think Katie would be here – why stay the night with Zac, when her own place was within walking distance? But Zac, he was sure, would help. He would find a way to get Katie to talk to him.

‘You won’t get any joy there, he’s not in. He’s gone out for some milk.’

Startled, Lloyd spun round. ‘Zac!’

From beneath a large black and white leopardprint umbrella, Zac grinned. ‘I thought it was you. I’d know those strapping shoulders anywhere. What brings you here? Katie not with you?’

Upstairs, and while he towelled himself dry, Lloyd told Zac everything. What little there was to tell.

‘And you swear that’s what really happened?’ Zac asked when he’d finished. ‘You didn’t have a big bust-up argument? You didn’t hurt Katie in any way?’

‘Why would I do that, Zac? I’m crazy about her.’

‘Yes, but crazy can lead to all sorts of things. Sugar in your coffee?’

‘Just milk. And I swear, I’m not keeping anything from you. She went out to see Stirling. I went to my workshop, and when I came back she, and all her things, was gone. There was no note. Nothing. And she hasn’t replied to any of my calls or messages. She’s ignoring me.’

Zac frowned. ‘So something must have happened between her and her biological father.’

‘That’s the conclusion I’ve reached.’

‘What does he say? I presume you’ve spoken to him?’

‘No. I can’t get a response from his mobile. And for all sorts of reasons, I don’t want to ring the house.’

Zac handed him a cup of coffee, which he’d made with a state-of-the-art machine that would not have looked out of place in a Starbucks. But then everything in Zac’s loft-style apartment looked state-of-the-art, from the Alessi kitchen gadgets to the stunning black-and-white photographs on the whitewashed walls.

‘Waffle?’

‘Sorry?’

Zac smiled. ‘I was going to make waffles for my breakfast. Do you want one?’

‘I’m not really hungry.’

‘You will be once you smell them cooking.’ He began opening cupboards and drawers – a bowl, a whisk, flour, milk, sugar, baking powder and eggs. ‘So,’ he said, ‘odds on Katie got back from yours yesterday and went to Tess, either for comfort or to hide from you. Or a combination of both, perhaps.’

‘It certainly looks that way.’

‘Then stop worrying. We’ll have breakfast and then we’ll give the girls a call and have this settled in no time.’

‘Couldn’t we call them now?’

‘Goodness me, no! It’s much too early. If I know my sister, she will have got out the hard liquor last night and they’ll be sleeping off a stinker of a hangover.’

Normally if Cecily was ill, even with a cold, Stirling would go and see her to make sure it was nothing serious. But in this instance, Gina had persuaded him that visiting her would put Louisa-May at risk and that it was better to keep away for today. So instead, he had phoned her. ‘You don’t sound right,’ his mother said to him now.

‘I’ve been a bit under the weather myself,’ he admitted.

‘A cold?’

‘No. I think everything’s caught up with me.’

‘Neil’s death, you mean?’

‘That and other things.’

‘What things?’

‘Katie.’

‘Why should Katie make you ill?’

He stared out of the window at the rain. The lawn was sodden. ‘Don’t be disingenuous, Mum,’ he said. ‘Her showing up the way she did has had a big effect on everyone.’

‘You’re talking specifically about Gina, I take it?’

‘And Rosco and Scarlet.’

‘They’ll come round in the end.’

He fought to suppress a flash of irritation. ‘So you keep saying,’ he said stiffly.

‘Stirling?’

He closed his eyes, then opened them. ‘Nothing, Mum,’ he said tiredly. ‘Forget I said anything.’

‘Stirling, I do appreciate the strain you’re under – I’ve been concerned about you for a while – but she’s your daughter. Please don’t forget that.’

He heard the warning tone in his mother’s voice and backed off. He had hoped to tell her about yesterday, to come clean, but he couldn’t. He just couldn’t face it. ‘I won’t,’ he said, utterly defeated.

‘Good. Don’t lose sight of that. Oh dear, I’m going to have to go. That’ll be Marjorie at the door. She said she’d call round with some Vicks VapoRub for me. She’s feeling very guilty, as she’s the one who’s given me this wretched cold. Give my love to everyone, especially Scarlet and the baby.’

Oh, to feel guilty about something as insignificant as passing on a cold, thought Stirling when he’d hung up.

Not until they had eaten and tidied everything away did Zac put Lloyd out of his misery and say it was at last time to ring Tess.

The telephone in London rang and rang and was eventually answered. Zac had his phone on speaker so that Lloyd could hear both sides of the conversation.

‘Hi, little sis,’ Zac said. ‘How’s things?’

‘Keep your voice down, will you?’

‘You sound like you’ve been gargling with Cillit Bang. Heavy night?’ Zac gave Lloyd a told-you-so look.

‘You could say that.’

‘I’ve told you before, your body is a temple, you should respect it more.’

‘I think Ben does enough worshipping of my body for the two of us.’

‘Ooh, hark at you with your boasting. Not all of us are so fortunate to have such an attentive lover.’

‘Voice and lower, please, Zac. But look, there’s some serious mad shit going on. I’ve got Katie here. She turned up last night in floods of tears. She’s dumped Lloyd.’

‘No! Why’s she done that? I mean, the boy is seriously gorgeous. He’s sooo the one for her.’ Zac was looking straight at Lloyd as he said this. Lloyd felt his face redden. And then redden some more.

‘I agree with you,’ Tess went on. ‘And I think she knows that. I haven’t seen her this upset in ages, not since her mum died. To be honest with you, I reckon she’s crying more over this than she did with her mother. I’m not saying she didn’t care about her mum, but you and I both thought the same, she didn’t really get all her grief out then. It was the same with her dad, she thought she had to hold it all in to help her mother.’

‘So what’s going on? Why has she dumped poor Lloyd without telling him? Why did she just run off? That’s so unlike her.’

There was a pause. And then Tess said, ‘How do you know she didn’t tell Lloyd what she was doing?’

Zac glanced at Lloyd. Lloyd nodded.

‘Because he’s here with me. And he’s not a happy bunny. Far from it.’

‘You haven’t got your phone on speaker, have you?’

Zac squeezed his eyes shut and crossed his fingers. ‘No.’

‘Good. The thing is, Katie says she’s done it because of her biological father.’

Lloyd froze.

‘Why? What’s it got to do with him?’ Zac asked.

‘He was being made to choose between her and his wife and other children. Apparently he couldn’t have both. From what Katie says, it was making him ill. She says she hated knowing that she’d done that to him. She could see he didn’t want to make the choice, so she did it for him.’

‘But what the hell has that got to do with Lloyd?’

Good bloody question, thought Lloyd.

‘Use your head, Zac. She can’t walk out of Stirling’s life but be seriously involved with Lloyd. If she ends it with Stirling, she has to end it with Lloyd, it’s as simple as that.’

‘I don’t think Lloyd is going to think it’s as simple as that. In fact, I know so.’

Lloyd couldn’t keep silent any longer. He gestured to speak to Tess for himself. Zac gave him the go-ahead.

‘Tess, it’s Lloyd.’

‘Oh,’ she said. Then: ‘Zac, you were lying, weren’t you? You’ve had this conversation on speaker the whole time, haven’t you?’

‘Don’t be cross with him,’ Lloyd said. ‘Can I speak to Katie?’

‘She’s still asleep.’

‘When she wakes up, then?’

‘I don’t know whether she’ll want to. She made me promise I wouldn’t get in touch with you. She knows I think she’s made a mistake, but I have to respect her wishes.’

‘Please, couldn’t I come and see her?’

‘Oh Lloyd, don’t put me in an impossible situation. Katie’s my best friend; please don’t force me to break a promise. You see, she must have known that you’d try and change her mind, so she made me swear I wouldn’t let you talk me into seeing her. All I can suggest is that you wait. Let her calm down and maybe, given time, she’ll realize she’s done the wrong thing.’

It’s not Katie who’s done the wrong thing, thought Lloyd grimly when he was driving back to Henley.



Chapter Fifty

Pen had woken up that morning with the unexpected urge to go to church. By no stretch of the imagination could she be called a regular attendee of St Oswald’s, but over the years she had gone often enough to feel comfortable there. Though not since Neil’s funeral.

Today, however, she’d had a sudden longing to enjoy a sense of peaceful communion in the familiarity of the age-old liturgy. But it was not to be. The Reverend Roger Batley was away on a fortnight’s holiday and the service, extraordinarily long and drawn out, and led by the lay readers and team ministry, hadn’t provided the quiet solemnity she had hoped for. It had been a scrupulously modern affair, a family service that had covered everything but touched nothing. The hymns were all modern and naively simplistic and tediously repetitive. There had been too much clapping, too many squeaky recorders and far too many rattling bean-filled shakers in the hands of far too many uncontrollable children. A play had been acted out by the older members of the Sunday school, put together, one presumed, to bring to the complacent middle-class attention of the congregation the plight of the homeless, along with prostitution, drug addiction and gang warfare. It had gone on for an eternity – or, more accurately, purgatory – and had laboured its point of hard-hitting edginess to the nth degree. Pen hadn’t been the only one to wonder if it wasn’t just a touch too near the knuckle. What next for Sunday school: incest and paedophilia? During coffee and biscuits, which she was roped into helping with, there was much tutting and murmuring of just-wait-till-the-vicar-hears about-this amongst the more traditionally minded.

A wasted morning, Pen thought now as she tactfully withdrew, having also been roped into helping in the kitchen afterwards to wash up. It was very nearly one o’clock, and she felt cross and snappy for being cheated out of what she’d come here for. During the long reaches of the interminable service, her irritation had grown and her patience had been tested. Every time the children had rattled their shakers or hit a piercing note on their recorders, another layer of angry disappointment had compounded her frustration. It’s not the children’s fault, she had told herself. Then whose fault is it? she had wanted to know, her hands itching to take those wretched instruments of musical torture and smash them to smithereens.

To the sound of Andy Wilson – the organist, who exerted more zeal than actual skill – thumping out something she didn’t recognize on the organ, Pen shook open her umbrella in the porch and braved the rain. There was only one way to salvage the time lost and maybe sooth her jagged mood, and that was to go and talk to Neil for a few minutes. The thought that he would have felt the same about the service as she did comforted her.

Just as Cecily had remarked, Pen knew very well that Neil wasn’t there in the churchyard. Not the real Neil. He was no more present amongst the tombstones than God had been inside St Oswald’s that morning. No, if God had any sense, he was on holiday in Normandy with Roger Batley, drinking Calvados and eating delicious crêpes. But talking to Neil was a euphemism for remembering the Neil she had known, certainly not the Neil she hadn’t known. She didn’t want to know anything about the man he had been when he was with Simone Montrose. Simone was welcome to that man. She just wanted to remember the Neil who had been her husband and best friend. The man she still missed with all her heart.

The rain coming down even harder, she hurried through the churchyard. As the sound of the organ grew fainter, not only with distance, but drowned out by the pitter-patter of rain against the taut fabric of her umbrella, she caught the sound of boisterous voices. And laughing. It was an ugly, jeering kind of laughter. And quite out of place.

When she came upon the source of the noise, she stood stock-still. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. It went beyond any form of decency that she knew. And she would not stand for it. She absolutely would not let these young louts get away with desecrating a grave. She opened her mouth and screamed at them. She screamed and screamed. Unleashing God knew what, she rent the air with all her might. They just stood there, slack-jawed and eyes popping, staring at her as if she were quite mad. Then they took to their heels and were gone.

And in that moment, with the rain hammering down on her – for some strange reason for which she couldn’t account, her umbrella was no longer in her hand – Pen knew that she was mad.

She was mad with grief.

She was mad with anger.

She was mad with an indescribable fury that these mindless savages could so wantonly defile a child’s grave. It was more than she could take.

Simone had promised herself she wouldn’t do it. She had sworn she would stay away.

But she had broken that promise.

It was Stirling’s fault. He was entirely to blame. He shouldn’t have fobbed her off with a lie about ringing. She had waited and waited and he hadn’t called. She had tried ringing him, but he must have switched off his mobile. He was avoiding her. Ignoring her. And it was unfair and wrong of him to do that. She had expected better of him. If he’d wanted to end things, why not simply say so? Why be so needlessly cruel?

Because he was a coward! That was why. He’d had his fun, he’d used her and now he wanted nothing more to do with her. But he had to know that he couldn’t get away with that. She deserved to be treated with respect.

Her plan had been to come here and speak to him face to face. It was a plan that was fast disintegrating. She had found Sandiford without any difficulty, having been here for Neil’s funeral, but it was beginning to dawn on her that driving round in the pouring rain looking for a house for which she didn’t have an address was the behaviour of a very foolish woman, who, if she wasn’t careful, ran the risk of tipping over into the realms of insanity. What had she imagined? That his house would be helpfully signposted with the words Stirling the Adulterous Coward Lives Here?

And what precisely had she planned to do when she did find his house? Make an embarrassing spectacle of herself?

When it came down to it, all she’d wanted, and still wanted, was an explanation and an apology. She could accept it was over, that whatever it was they had experienced wasn’t sustainable; it wasn’t ever meant to go on indefinitely. She knew that. But he couldn’t just shrug her off as if she counted for nothing. That was what hurt, knowing that he cared so little about her feelings. She had thought he understood, that they’d shared something that had mattered, that they were helping each other. When all along he’d only been helping himself. ‘You’re not half the man Neil was!’ she wanted to yell at him. ‘Neil wouldn’t have treated me so shabbily! Neil would have had had the guts to end it properly.’

Realizing what she’d just said, and that she’d said it aloud, she brought the car to a stop.

Neil hadn’t had the guts to end it properly, had he? He had abandoned her, just as Stirling had done. No word of explanation. No apology.

The windscreen wipers swished slowly and rhythmically from side to side in a now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t fashion. The truth, she now saw, was that unable to take out her feelings on Neil, she had come here today to do so with Stirling. Retribution by proxy.

She laid her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes. How had she got into this mess? She was an intelligent woman. She had a satisfying and successful career, was even respected for the work she did. She had a lovely home. She had money in the bank. What was the matter with her that she attracted the wrong man every time? Her husband had been an alcoholic and a gambler. Her lover had committed fraud and killed himself. Now her substitute lover – how else could she describe Stirling? – had dumped her.

She banged her fists on the steering wheel and cried out, ‘Why do I attract these men? What’s wrong with me?’

She forced herself not to cry. The degrading self-pity had to stop. Be glad that you did nothing silly, she thought, as she pulled back out on to the road and drove on. Be glad that you can go home and face yourself in the mirror.

Ahead of her was a T-junction and a church. It was, she remembered, the church where Neil’s funeral had taken place: St Oswald’s.

Another moment of clarity struck her. It would be a final goodbye. A way for her to start living again.

She parked on the verge opposite the church, found an umbrella in the boot and crossed the road. She hadn’t been back since the day of the funeral. How could she come back? How could she do that when there was the risk of bumping into Neil’s wife?

But now it felt right. And on such an awful day, who else would be mad enough to be in the churchyard?

She pushed open the lychgate and walked up the path, her shoes grinding the gravel underfoot, the rain drumming on her umbrella overhead. She turned right, just as she remembered doing before, and followed the path round to the side and almost to the back of the church. She could hear the sound of an organ playing.

Her heart began to beat faster at the thought of seeing Neil’s grave. A great weight of sadness and remorse surged through her. Oh Neil, forgive me for what I’ve done since you died. Forgive me, please. Forgive me for everything I . . . She broke off. What was that noise? She slowed her step, suddenly unsure whether to go any further.

Don’t be a coward, she told herself. Somebody’s hurt. They need help. She walked on, but stopped abruptly.

An opened umbrella lay discarded on the ground, and sitting in a crumpled heap between two graves was Pen Nightingale. She was sobbing, her shoulders heaving, and on her lap was a collection of broken toys. Strangest of all, she was cradling a small furry donkey that looked like someone had tried to rip off its tail and legs; white stuffing oozed from the broken seams. Simone thought it was the saddest sight she had ever seen, and nothing in the world would have allowed her to leave Pen in this dreadful state.

Knowing that she was oblivious to her presence, Simone approached with care. She didn’t want to alarm the poor woman – no more than her appearance was bound to anyway. ‘Pen,’ she said softly. It sounded wrong to call her by her Christian name, but what other term of address could she use? The formality of ‘Mrs Nightingale’ seemed even more inappropriate. ‘Pen,’ she repeated, crouching on the sodden ground next to her and holding her umbrella over their heads. It was then that she noticed that the grave the other side of Pen was Neil’s. She swallowed. Help me, Neil, she implored. Help me to help your wife.

She put a hand out to the other woman. Pen started and looked up, rain dripping off her face, her hair plastered to her scalp. She clutched the bedraggled donkey to her chest as though frightened Simone would snatch it away from her. Recognition slowly flickered through her expression. ‘You,’ she murmured.

Simone nodded. ‘Yes, it’s me.’

The bleak wretchedness with which Pen stared back at her made Simone’s own sadness shrivel to insignificance. She was ashamed of her own petty feelings; Pen’s anguish was so much greater. Guilt and regret shivered through her.

Pen finally glanced away, her gaze coming to rest on the other grave. Not Neil’s, but the one on her left. ‘The children,’ she murmured. ‘They were . . . I found them destroying these toys . . . The family left them there for their little boy . . . He died of leukaemia . . . How could they be so wicked?’

Simone’s heart cleaved. She had no answer. All she could do was put her umbrella to one side and offer physical comfort to this shattered woman. She put her arms around her and held her in the same way that Pen was cradling the mangled and sopping-wet donkey.



Chapter Fifty-one

With everyone gathered around the table and with Laura at his side, Rosco felt more cheerful and positive than he had in a long while. He took a long, appreciative sip of his wine – a particularly excellent Amarone that was big and bold and full of complex character – and allowed himself a metaphorical pat on the back, for in some small measure he was partly responsible for making today happen. If he hadn’t stepped in when he had, Dad may well have continued down the path he’d been on and made the worst decision of his life, a decision that would have made today – and future days like it – impossible.

He turned to glance at Laura and found that she was looking at him. She was, he’d decided, a vast improvement on any of his previous girlfriends. She was intelligent, easy-going and fun, and he liked being around her. Dark-eyed and dark-haired, and with a great body, she also just happened to be one of the most beautiful girls he’d dated. Scarlet had commented on this earlier, whispering to him, ‘She’s gorgeous, Rosco. Bet you any money you like you can’t hang on to her.’

Not prepared to put a price on Laura, he had whispered back to his sister, ‘I bet I can.’

‘Ooh,’ she’d said with a laugh. ‘That must be because you really like her.’

It was true, he did. And after their somewhat shaky start, with him cancelling one dinner and forgetting all about another, he wanted her to see him – and his family – in a good light.

‘You OK?’ he asked her, his voice low. Beneath the table, he linked hands with her and laced his fingers through hers.

She smiled. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Not too awful being thrown in at the deep end with my family, then?’

‘Not at all. I’m really enjoying myself. Your family’s great, your mum and dad are lovely.’

He looked down at the other end of the table, where his father had got to his feet and was going round refilling wine glasses. Mum had told him in the kitchen before lunch that she was still worried about Dad, and Rosco thought she was right to be concerned. Dad didn’t look himself at all. He hadn’t looked this bad since the days following Uncle Neil’s suicide.

Whilst Rosco was glad that his intervention the other night had brought Dad to his senses, he hated to think back to what he had reduced him to. That had never been his intention. He was ashamed now of his reaction to his father’s breakdown; he should never have walked away as he had. He had tried to reason with himself that no son wanted to see his father fall apart; that he had acted out of a combination of anger, vengeance and confusion, but he couldn’t really justify his behaviour that night. What if he’d pushed Dad too far and he’d had a heart attack?

But as brutal as the exchange had been, it had brought about today. It had made Dad get his priorities in order. As of yesterday, Katie Lavender had been dispatched to where she belonged, which was outside the walls of the Nightingale family. How could Dad have thought it could be any other way? He had to see from this gathering today to celebrate Louisa-May’s arrival that Katie could have no place in it. Apart from anything else, it simply wasn’t fair to Mum.

‘More wine, Rosco?’

Dad had worked his way round the table and now stood at Rosco’s shoulder. He let go of Laura’s hand under the table and shifted his glass to an easier spot for his father to reach. When the glass was full, he looked directly up into his father’s face. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ he said. His father stared back at him, and noticing that Laura’s attention had been diverted by something Gina was saying to her, Rosco lowered his voice and added, ‘Perhaps we could talk later, just the two of us?’

His father blinked. ‘Of course.’ He then moved on to Charlie’s mother’s wine glass.

It was the nearest they’d got to a private conversation since that dreadful night, which meant it was the nearest they’d got to referring to the deal Rosco had struck with him – get rid of Katie and he wouldn’t tell Mum about Simone Montrose. Hopefully, later in the afternoon, when everyone was once again focusing their attention on Louisa-May, he would be able to have a quiet word with his father, to reassure him that he would uphold his end of the bargain, that he wouldn’t breathe a word of his affair. Providing it was well and truly over and that it really had been a moment’s madness as his father had claimed.

Until now, Rosco hadn’t realized just how much he wanted that to be true. He wanted his parents to be happy. He wanted to see them the way they used to be around each other, relaxed and natural. Laura might think his parents were great and didn’t have a care in the world, but to his eye they were a shadow of their real selves. He could see the strain on both their faces. It stood to reason, though: what they’d been through couldn’t be rectified overnight, it would take time. But today was a step in the right direction. He was sure of it.

Stirling was watching his family as if through the lens of a camera. Or perhaps more accurately through a telescope but the wrong way round. He felt horribly distanced from everyone.

He was so disappointed in himself. He’d woken up this morning determined to enjoy himself today. Possibly that had been his mistake. But for everyone’s sake, he was throwing what little energy he had into the role of genial host. Despite his efforts, he was convinced it wasn’t working, that people could see through the pretence. Surely they knew he was hitting a false note with almost everything he said?

The only place where he felt he could lower his guard and be himself was in the kitchen. He kept making up excuses for being there – taking out the dirty crockery, fetching more wine and soft drinks, or simply checking on his granddaughter.

He was doing that now. Scarlet had placed the car seat containing Louisa-May safely in the middle of the central island unit directly opposite the Aga. She was sound asleep and looked as snug as a bug. Her tiny head was covered with a pink cotton hat that was tied loosely under her chin, and her skin was smooth and creamy-pale and thankfully devoid of all trace of the jaundice she’d had. Her eyelashes were incredible. So astonishingly long. As were her fingers. The rest of her tiny body was swaddled in clothes and a white fleece blanket. Unable to resist the opportunity, and while supposedly stacking the dishwasher with dirty plates, he had taken heaven only knew how many photos of her. He planned to get one of those albums put together online and present it to Scarlet and Charlie when their daughter was a month old – on the date she had been officially due to arrive. One day, when she was older, Stirling would sit down with his granddaughter and go through the album with her. He would tell her how beautiful she had been and how she was the absolute apple of everyone’s eye. Little girls loved being told things like that. He’d done the same thing with Scarlet when she’d been small. ‘Again!’ she would say, her hands eagerly flicking through the pages back to the start of the photo album. ‘Tell me again how pretty I was in this picture. Tell me again how much you loved me.’

Filled with a sudden wave of sadness, he bent down closer to Louisa-May. ‘Tell me that I’ve done the right thing,’ he whispered, breathing in the sweet milky smell of her. ‘Tell me that Katie won’t hate me from now on.’

‘Hello, Dad. You’re not trying to wake her, are you?’

Stirling started. He straightened up and smiled at Scarlet. She looked radiant; motherhood clearly suited her. ‘No,’ he said, ‘just telling her that she has the most beautiful mother in the world.’

Smiling, Scarlet came and joined him. He put his arm around her. ‘She’s quite perfect, isn’t she?’ he said.

‘I still can’t believe she’s here. Or that she’s mine. Or more amazingly, that anyone thinks I’m to be trusted with her.’

‘From what I’ve seen, you’re doing just fine. I’m so proud of you.’

‘Thanks, Dad. You know, and this might sound a bit wacky, but I feel as though I’ve found what I’ve always been searching for. I’ve never known what I really wanted to do with my life, and now I do. I want to be the best mother I can. I know some people will think that it’s a cop-out, that I’m using motherhood as a reason not to pursue a proper career, but this is a career, isn’t it? Mum was always happy doing it, so why shouldn’t I be?’

‘I don’t think that sounds at all wacky. I think it’s wonderful. But how are you feeling? You seem to have bounced back so fast. You’re not overdoing it, are you?’

‘I get tired pretty quickly, and I’m a bit sore, but on the whole I’m OK. And it’s just so lovely to be out of hospital and at home with Charlie.’ She laughed. ‘He’s completely dotty about his daughter. He talks to her all the time, calls her his little Lulu-May. Do you know what he said to me this morning?’

‘Go on, tell me.’

‘He said that he’s glad I’m normal again. According to him, I turned into the Pregnant Mother From Hell, and was driving everyone crazy. Did I?’

Stirling smiled affectionately at her. ‘You were a little zealous maybe, but with good reason.’

She smiled too and nestled in closer to him, tucking herself in under his shoulder, something she had always done, but hadn’t in ages. ‘I’ve missed you, Dad,’ she said, her voice suddenly sad. ‘Ever since Uncle Neil . . . and . . . and Katie turned up, you haven’t been my dad. You’ve been someone else.’

He swallowed. ‘I don’t think any of us have quite been ourselves since Uncle Neil’s death.’

She turned her face to gaze up to his and gave him a long, searching look. ‘Mum told me what you did yesterday. Was it very awful?’

He suddenly couldn’t speak. He swallowed again and watched his sleeping granddaughter stretch out the delicate fingers of one of her hands, and then do the same with the other. They’d all seen her do this many times over and it had already become the family joke that she was destined to grow up to be a virtuoso pianist. Funny how no parent ever wanted their child to be an average pianist or an average footballer. Always the expectation was for it to be the absolute best, to reach the pinnacle of high achievement. Was that wrong of parents? Probably it was. It was too easy to categorize children and not see beyond the label. He and Gina had done it themselves with Rosco and Scarlet – Rosco had been labelled the brains of the family ever since he could recite his times tables at the age of five, and Scarlet, well, Scarlet with her fondness for melodrama had been the drama queen. Had they done their children a disservice? Could they have been different people had they not been labelled and treated as such?

‘It’s all right, Dad,’ Scarlet said. ‘If you don’t want to talk about it, you don’t have to.’ She looked at her sleeping child and lightly touched Louisa-May’s delicate cheek. ‘It’s just that . . . well, having a baby of my own has . . . it’s made me think differently about all sorts of things, and I really want you to know that I can appreciate now how hard it must have been for you to do what you did yesterday. I don’t think I would be strong enough to do it. But don’t tell Mum I said that. She’d have a fit.’

His throat constricted, and knowing that his emotions were too raw and too near the surface to carry on with this conversation, he kissed the top of Scarlet’s head and said, ‘Come on, we’d better get back to the others before we’re missed.’

‘You go ahead; I need the loo.’

With a heavy heart he reluctantly left the warmth and safety of the kitchen and returned to the dining room, where once again he would have to face his son.

How was he going to repair the damage he’d done to his relationship with Rosco? Could things ever be the same again between them?



Chapter Fifty-two

The drive back to Henley might have had the effect of taking the heat out of another person’s anger, but Lloyd was not that other person, and by the time he entered the village of Sandiford, he was fully pumped up and ready to lay waste to the individual responsible for putting him in this mood.

He swung through the gates of Willow Bank and tore up the long drive. He saw and recognized the collection of cars parked in front of the garage block and pulled in behind the Benton-Norrises’ Land Rover. So what if Stirling and Gina had company? So much the better! Let them know what Stirling had done. Let them know what a miserable coward he was.

The rain coming down, he rang the doorbell long and hard. Not once. Not twice. But three times.

He could hear voices from the other side of the door. Lighthearted voices debating who the devil it could be and a single voice saying that he would go and see. The voice belonged to Rosco.

The door opened, and Rosco looked at Lloyd with an expression of puzzled bemusement. ‘What’s with all the hammering on the bell?’ he asked. ‘It’s not like we didn’t hear you the first time.’

Lloyd had no intention of humouring his cousin with an answer. Instead he pushed him aside and marched through to the hallway. He stood in the middle of the wide-open space and shouted, ‘Uncle Stirling, I want a word with you.’

‘Hang on! Just what the hell do you think you’re up to?’ Rosco demanded. ‘What gives you the right to burst in—’

Lloyd turned on him, a hand raised, his forefinger in Rosco’s face. ‘Save the self-important act for someone who gives a shit. I’m not interested. Now close the door and get your father’s sorry arse here, right now. I’m not leaving until I’ve—’

‘Lloyd, whatever is the matter?’

Lloyd spun round. It was Stirling.

‘As if you don’t know!’ he shouted. ‘I’m here about Katie. Your daughter. The daughter you’re prepared to turn your back on and pretend doesn’t exist. The daughter who is a better person than you will ever be. The daughter who has more morality and backbone than you’ll ever have.’

The colour drained from Stirling’s face. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘I can see you’re upset, Lloyd. Now why don’t we go into my study and discuss this?’

‘Dad, let me throw him out.’

Stirling shook his head. ‘No, Rosco. Lloyd’s perfectly entitled to an explanation.’

‘It’s not an explanation I want,’ Lloyd said, his voice still raised. ‘There’s nothing you could say that could make me think you did the right thing.’

‘What do you want, then?’

‘Everything all right here?’

It was Charlie, along with his father and Scarlet, her baby draped over her shoulder. ‘What’s going on, Dad?’ she asked.

‘Go back and join everyone else,’ Stirling said. ‘Rosco, take them back to the dining room, please.’

It was too late. Gina and Rosco’s new girlfriend and Charlie’s mother had now joined them in the hall. They all stared in puzzled astonishment at Lloyd. All except for Stirling. Because Stirling knew. He knew what this was about. Lloyd looked at his uncle in disgust, daring him to refute the truth in front of everyone.

Then something happened which he hadn’t bargained on. He suddenly felt sorry for Stirling. He could see the pain of regret deeply etched in his face. And seeing that, the fight went out of Lloyd. He had wanted so much to hurt Stirling, but he couldn’t go through with it. How could he when there was Gina, stricken to the core, her customary expression of cool politeness congealing on her tired face; Scarlet anxiously clutching her newborn baby; Charlie and his parents just their usual absurdly affable what-in-the-world-is-going-on? selves; Laura glancing nervously at Rosco, and Rosco looking like he might take a swing at Lloyd. But most of all, it was the expression on Stirling’s ashen face that held him in check. His uncle was a beaten man and he knew it. And whatever else Lloyd might be, he could not kick a man when he was down.

Moreover, he could not put a slur on his parents’ integrity, dead or alive. His mother was the gentlest and most kind-hearted woman he knew, with not a malicious bone in her body. What would she think of him coming here like this? And Katie. She had walked away with her dignity and integrity intact, able to know that in years to come she had behaved with impeccable strength.

But even so, Lloyd had to make his position clear; he had to do that much. ‘I just want you to know that because of you, Uncle Stirling, I’ll never see Katie again. She’s not only left you in peace, just as you wanted, she’s left me as well. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive you for that. And now I’ll leave you to get back to your lunch. I’m sorry to have disturbed you.’

‘Who the dickens is Katie?’ asked Charlie’s father in the stunned silence.

‘She’s no one,’ Rosco said bitterly.

The barbed dismissal was too much for Lloyd. He might not be able to bring himself to thump Stirling, but Rosco was a different matter altogether.

The punch landed squarely on Rosco’s jaw and before he even saw it coming, causing him to lose his balance and tumble backwards, landing ungainly on his backside, his hand catching against a vase of cut flowers on a console table and knocking it flying.

‘She’s your half-sister,’ Lloyd said, looking down at his cousin on the floor, amidst gasps of shock. ‘And don’t you ever forget it.’

Rosco got to his feet, making a great play of picking off several stems of roses from his clothes. He squared himself up to Lloyd, as if ready to take him on.

‘Stop it!’ cried Scarlet tearfully. ‘Daddy, make them stop.’

Stirling put himself between the two of them. ‘Enough,’ he said quietly. ‘This has gone too far.’

‘Not for me it hasn’t,’ snarled Rosco.

‘Careful,’ warned Lloyd. ‘You don’t want your new girlfriend to see the real you, do you?’

‘I said enough!’ Stirling then turned to face everyone. He focused in particular on Charlie’s parents. ‘Katie is my daughter from an affair I had thirty years ago. It was a mistake on my part, but I can never describe Katie as a mistake.’ He looked at his wife, then at Rosco and Scarlet. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘but Lloyd is right. I’ve behaved badly in bowing to your wishes to cut Katie out of our family. I thought I could do it, but I just can’t go through with disowning her.’ He hesitated.

Could he go on? Yes, he told himself, he had to. Witnessing Lloyd’s own act of stoicism, of stepping back from the brink of what he’d obviously come here to do – spoiling for a showdown for the sake of the girl he cared about – was the final nail of shame in the coffin. If Lloyd could behave with such strength of character, then he had to try and match that strength. Or at least come close to it. And it was now or never. He might never find the courage again; he needed this heat-of-the-moment opportunity to make a clean breast of things. If he didn’t, he could see no future for himself. Just as his beloved brother hadn’t been able to.

He took a deep breath. ‘There’s more I have to tell you,’ he said to the group. ‘Gina, this is going to hurt you far more than Katie’s appearance in our lives, and it would be easier and perhaps kinder to you if I kept quiet about it, but I can’t. Selfishly, I’m putting my feelings before anyone else’s, because if I don’t, the alternative is too awful to contemplate. The thing is, I—’

‘Dad, don’t! You don’t have to do this.’

Stirling looked at his son. ‘Oh, but Rosco, I do. I know we had a deal, but the price is too high. To see it through would take what scrap of respect I still have for myself and crush it completely.’

He went over to his wife and put a hand on her arm. ‘I’m sorry, Gina, but I made the same mistake again recently that I did thirty years ago. I stupidly slept with another woman. And not just any woman; it was Simone Montrose.’

‘Who the devil is—’

‘She was my brother’s mistress,’ Stirling said with weary patience to Charlie’s father.

‘Why?’ whispered Gina. ‘How . . . how could you?’

He shook his head slowly. ‘I don’t know. I really don’t know. When you gave me your ultimatum about Katie, I drove around on my own then went to see Simone, and . . . it just happened. I never intended it to happen. But it did. And not just once. It’s over now. Now I have nothing left to hide from you.’

Her lips trembling and her face deathly white and wreathed with yet more pain and shock, Gina said, ‘And you knew, Rosco? You knew and kept it from me.’

‘I didn’t want you to be hurt, Mum.’

‘So you made a trade-off?’ Lloyd said quietly. ‘Katie in exchange for your silence on your father’s affair with Simone?’

‘I wanted to keep the family together,’ Rosco said. ‘And if you hadn’t got involved with that bloody girl, it would have worked.’ He glanced at Laura, who was staring hard at him. ‘I did nothing wrong,’ he said. ‘Nothing. It was for the good of the family.’

Stirling heard the lack of conviction in his son’s voice and felt a pang of sympathy for him. ‘I don’t blame you for what you did, Rosco,’ he murmured, ‘but the truth is, I think we’ve all said and done something wrong. Lloyd,’ he went on, ‘please tell Katie that whenever she wants to, she can get in touch with me. That’s if she still wants to. And . . . and you did the right thing in coming here. Don’t ever think otherwise, no matter what transpires. Your father would have been proud of you.’

Lloyd got in his car and drove to the end of the drive. The engine idling, he hesitated there. Home, or go and see his mother. With all this rain, she was probably at a loose end and might appreciate some company.

Yes, he would go and see her and tell her first-hand everything that had happened, rather than her hear it from somebody else.

Your father would have been proud of you.

Would he?

Lloyd wasn’t so sure. If he hadn’t gone to Willow Bank, would Stirling have made that confession?

And just what would his father have thought of Stirling sleeping with Simone?

Stupid question. It would never have happened if his father hadn’t died. But hypothetically, what would he have thought? Would he have gone looking for a punch-up with Stirling?

No matter what transpires.

He couldn’t begin to think what the fallout would be. Could Gina put a second bombshell behind her?

More important than anything, could he convince Katie that she should continue seeing him? Would she want anything to do with the family? Not if she had any sense, he thought gloomily.

He turned left for The Meadows.

There was no sign of his mother’s car, but there was a red two-seater Mazda in front of the garage, which he didn’t recognize.

He went round to the back of the house, and as he always did, he knocked on the door. He had his own key but he refused to use it. He’d told his parents it didn’t feel right letting himself in once he’d left home. It was a respect thing.

The door opened, and as if he hadn’t had enough shocks that day, he found himself staring into the face of Simone Montrose.



Chapter Fifty-three

‘Don’t look so worried, Lloyd.’

‘Worried doesn’t come close, Mum. Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘I’ll survive,’ Pen said. ‘Now sit down and tell me what you know.’

He did as she said. ‘All I know is that Simone found you in the churchyard in a terrible state and brought you back here and put you to bed.’

‘Yes, she’s been very kind. And I suppose you think that’s a ridiculous thing for me to say, because by rights I should hate her. But I don’t.’

He gave her one of his soft smiles. ‘You’re not the hating kind, Mum.’

‘Don’t you believe it. I came close to it in the churchyard.’ She told him about going to church that morning, and then about the little lad’s grave and what the teenage boys, who only earlier had been acting out that awful play, had done to it. She could feel her eyes filling and her throat tightening as she remembered how she’d reacted. ‘It was terrible, Lloyd. I went berserk at them. I felt such a surge of uncontrollable violence. What really frightens me is that if they hadn’t run off, I might have hurt them. I was so angry. I mean really angry. I’ve never experienced such a fury before. It makes me shake to think about it. Look.’ She held out her wavering hands.

Lloyd wrapped his own around them. ‘It’s all part of grieving for Dad. The way he died was a massive shock. It’s going to take time for you, for us both, to get over it fully. If we ever do.’ He inclined his head towards the door. ‘And what about Simone? What was she doing at St Oswald’s?’

‘What do you think? She’d gone to see Neil’s grave. You’re giving me that look again.’

‘What look?’

‘The how-can-I-be-so-reasonable look.’

‘No I wasn’t. But since you mention it, you are being extraordinarily reasonable. I don’t think many widows would be as generous as you.’

Pen let go of his hands and shrugged. ‘I feel sorry for her. I believe she’s lonely. I certainly don’t think she deserves our animosity. Forget about all the rights and wrongs of it, the truth is, she loved your father and doesn’t know how to go on without him. I can empathize with that. You’re giving me another of your looks.’

‘Which one is it this time?’

‘The there’s-something-I-need-to-know look.’

‘You’re incredible.’

She shook her head. ‘No I’m not, I just know you too well. What’s wrong? What are you hiding from me?’

‘It can wait. For now, I’m more concerned about you resting. You look tired.’

‘Tell me, Lloyd. Or I’ll only worry. And then I won’t be able to rest. By the way, where’s Katie? Is she downstairs?’

He turned his head, towards the window, where the afternoon light was fading fast. ‘She’s gone,’ he said.

‘Gone where? Back to Brighton?’

He returned his gaze to hers. ‘Gone for good.’

‘Now I am worried. What’s been going on? Have you argued?’

‘I’m not sure where to begin. One way or another, it’s been a hell of a weekend.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Katie, you really don’t expect me to agree with you, do you?’

‘But it’s true, I’m a malign force when it comes to that family. That’s why I have to stay away.’

‘Now you’re exaggerating. I’ll stand for most things, but not hyperbole.’

‘Well bully for you!’

‘Don’t go taking it out on me.’

‘I don’t see anyone else round here who’s winding me up, so hey, I guess it must be you who’s been touched by the Big Mouth Genie.’

‘Jog on, girlfriend!’

Katie could count on one hand how many times she and Tess had argued over the years, and the few times it had happened had always been over something trivial, such as her cream leather jacket, which Tess had managed to ruin by spilling red wine over it, or Tess’s favourite Ugg boots, that Katie had left out in the rain. But this was different. This really mattered. And Katie couldn’t find it within her to climb down, for no other reason than she was right and Tess was wrong.

In the continuing silence – broken only by the sound of Ben hiding in the sitting room watching the telly – Tess suddenly grinned. ‘Is this when we have fierce make-up sex?’ she said.

In spite of everything, Katie smiled as well. ‘Only if you admit that I’ve done the right thing.’

‘Not gonna happen. And I’m not going to apologize for talking to Lloyd.’

‘But you and Zac have ruined everything by talking to him.’

‘We’ve been over this I don’t know how many times already. Talking to Lloyd was inevitable. And you’ll never convince me that it was fair of you to walk away from him without any kind of an explanation. Yes, I’m all too aware that you knew you wouldn’t be able to go through with it if you’d had to look him in the eye, but it still doesn’t make it right. And so what if he has gone haring off to Henley at top speed to have it out with Stirling? Another inevitability. You can’t control other people’s behaviour. And I hate to break it to you, you’re not in charge of the universe. Not yet, at any rate.’

‘Speech over?’

‘For now. But start whingeing and I’ll come right back at you with some more.’

Katie gaped. ‘Whingeing? You think I’m whingeing?’

‘Yeah. Lots. Big-time.’

‘That’s so unfair.’

‘So is what you did to Lloyd.’

‘Wow! When did Lloyd get to replace me in your affections? When did you switch allegiance?’

‘Don’t be an idiot. I just feel for the poor guy. And what does it tell you about him that he went looking for you in Brighton at crazy-o’clock this morning?’

Katie crossed her arms defensively. ‘It doesn’t matter what he feels for me; I’m looking long-term. It won’t ever work between us. Me being with him will ostracize him, it’ll divide his family and I won’t be responsible for people taking sides. Too many would get caught in the crossfire.’

‘Romeo and Juliet but without the tights and swordfights, eh?’

‘Don’t joke about it.’

‘I’m sorry. I just think you’re not the one to solve the problem. That wretched family has to do that. They need to grow up and sort themselves out.’

‘Ever thought that maybe I don’t want to be a part of that wretched family, as you so aptly describe it? Why put myself through the bother? They’re never going to accept me, so why give them the chance to keep ramming it down my throat?’

‘You didn’t think it was such a bad thing when you were all loved-up and getting ready to stay with Lloyd. I distinctly recall you on the phone sounding like you were on cloud nine.’

‘I wasn’t thinking it through. I’d got caught up in the madness. It’s been a summer of high emotion, what with finding out Dad wasn’t really my father and meeting Stirling and then Lloyd. And don’t forget my doubts about getting involved with Lloyd in the first place.’

‘The cousin thing?’

‘No. That whilst he was still grieving for his father, a relationship wasn’t a good idea. I don’t want him to do to me what I did to Ian.’

‘Again, you’re second-guessing him.’

Tired of justifying herself, Katie turned away and looked out of the window at the heavy rain. It was a horribly dismal day. The view from Tess and Ben’s second-floor flat – where she used to live – was never good, even on a sunny day, but today it had never looked more depressing. Down on the rubbish-strewn street, cars swished by, their headlights on, although it was only the middle of the afternoon.

She suddenly wanted to be home in Brighton, to hear the gulls screeching, to go for a walk on the beach, to trudge over the shingle and feel the wind snatching at her hair.

Still looking out of the window, she said, ‘Summer’s over, it’s time to get back to reality. I have to chalk Lloyd up as nothing more than a holiday fling.’

She turned round and faced her friend. ‘And that’s my final and absolutely definitive word on the subject. From now on, I’m going to put all my energy into carving out a new career for myself.’

After everything that Lloyd had told her – about Katie, his going to Brighton and then what had happened at Willow Bank – Pen couldn’t remain in bed in a self-absorbed state of inertia a moment longer, despite Lloyd making her promise she would stay put and rest.

Instead, she got dressed and went downstairs. She was surprised to find Simone standing at the Rayburn; she had expected her to leave once Lloyd got here. ‘Where’s Lloyd?’ Pen asked.

‘He’s gone to fetch your car from St Oswald’s, I offered to drive him so he wouldn’t get wet, but he insisted the walk would do him good.’

‘Did he indeed?’

‘I thought you might be hungry,’ Simone said, looking at the pan she was stirring, ‘I found some carrot and lentil soup in the cupboard.’

‘That’s very kind of you. Now what’s all this I hear about you and Stirling?’

The other woman’s jaw dropped. She stopped stirring the soup. ‘Oh my God, how do you know about that?’

‘I’m afraid everyone knows about it. Well, that’s not entirely true, but Stirling’s wife and children know. Lloyd has just told me.’

‘But how? How do they know?’

‘Stirling made a big announcement of it today.’

‘Why? Why would he do that? Oh my God, he’s not thinking of leaving his wife, is he?’

‘Is that what you want?’

‘No!’

Pen went over to the cooker. She took the spoon out of Simone’s hand. ‘I think I’d better take over now, don’t you?’ She gave the pan a stir, could feel where the soup had just started to stick to the bottom of it. To see better, she switched on the overhead alcove light, and that was when she noticed the donkey. He looked a lot better than when she had last seen him – his legs and tail were properly attached, and he was cleaner.

Simone said, ‘Lloyd found your sewing box for me and I had a go at mending the donkey. I gave him a wash, too. I thought the Rayburn was the best place for him to dry out.’

Pen had to take a moment to compose herself. So silly that a toy should upset her. ‘Thank you,’ she said at last. ‘That was a very thoughtful thing to do. I’ll take him back to St Oswald’s later. When it’s stopped raining. Hopefully he won’t have been missed.’

‘I’m afraid the rest of the toys are beyond repair. Perhaps we could find some replacements.’

Pen stirred the soup. ‘I knew it was a mistake for the family to put them there.’ She glanced at the donkey; he seemed to be watching her, his head tilted with intense concentration. ‘He’s got such a sad expression on his face, hasn’t he?’ she said. ‘But then donkeys do. Can you honestly say you’ve ever seen a cheerful-looking donkey?’

‘I can’t say I have. Where do you keep the bowls?’

‘Over there, the cupboard to the right of the dishwasher. Cutlery in the drawer above.’ Pen watched Simone open the cupboard door and locate the bowls, and then some soup spoons. When she had everything and was setting the table, Pen said, ‘Why did you really come here today to Sandiford? Was it to see Stirling?’

‘You mean did I come here to cause trouble for him?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m ashamed to say that in some ways I did. I wanted to tell him exactly what I thought of him.’

‘And did you?’

‘No, my anger fizzled out. Plus I didn’t know where he lived, only that it was this village. As missions of retribution go, it was poorly executed.’

‘Why did you want retribution?’

‘Call it a cliché, but it was unfinished business. I felt he’d used me and then tossed me aside when he no longer needed me. It wasn’t that I was looking for a real relationship with him, but I did expect him at least to behave as a gentleman and let me know when it was over; to have the decency to say the words. But he simply refused to speak to me. He made me feel as if I was desperate and was hounding him.’

Pen lifted the bubbling pan of soup off the hotplate and lowered the lid. ‘To be fair, it looks like you did become desperate.’

‘Well yes, but only because he wouldn’t speak to me.’

‘I heard he hasn’t been feeling too well; maybe that’s why he didn’t return your calls.’

‘Maybe,’ Simone repeated doubtfully.

‘And the “using” part of your relationship,’ Pen continued. ‘You’re talking about sex, I presume?’

‘It was a release and a relief for us both. I’m not proud of that. And I would imagine neither is Stirling.’ She frowned. ‘Why do you want to know so much about it?’

‘I want to try and understand you. In particular, how you could sleep with my husband and then his brother. For some strange reason I want to think well of you, but I’m having trouble doing so.’

Simone’s expression dropped and her shoulders sagged. ‘Join the club. Nobody could think less of me than I do myself. I’m not the woman I’ve become, if that makes any sense. Truly I’m not. Despite all the evidence to the contrary, I don’t go around having affairs at the drop of a hat with married men. I tried not to fall in love with your husband, but I did. And I still love him. With Stirling, it was . . . it was a means of escape, a way to feel whole again and to stop feeling so alone and isolated. I think also there was a part of me that was angry that Neil had abandoned me, and sleeping with his brother was a way to say, “This is how much you’ve hurt me by what you’ve done!”’ She closed her eyes briefly. Then: ‘If I could turn back time, I would erase what happened with Stirling, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t with Neil. If I met Neil all over again, I’d still fall in love with him. Do you hate me for saying that?’

Pen carefully filled the soup bowls. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I don’t hate you. I think it was wrong what you did with Stirling, but I think I now understand why. I also admire you for your honesty. Now then, if that’s enough soup for you, I’ll leave the rest for Lloyd for when he gets back.’

When they were both sitting at the table, Simone said, ‘I don’t think your son likes me very much. Not that I blame him.’

‘Lloyd has problems of his own at the moment. Come on, eat your soup whilst it’s hot.’

Simone smiled faintly. ‘Somewhere along the line things have become skewed. I was meant to be looking after you.’

‘I’m fine now. Maybe I needed that loss of control in the churchyard. That final cry of anguish. I meant what I said earlier: it was very kind of you to look after me. And to mend the donkey. I think that says all I need to know about you to know that we could be friends.’

Simone looked up from her soup. ‘Really? You want to be friends with me?’

‘Would you rather we were enemies?’

A cautious smile appeared on her face. ‘Friends would be better. Friends would be good.’

‘Excellent. So that’s that settled. Next I have to find out what’s going on at Willow Bank. And then I want to speak to Katie.’

‘Katie?’

‘Lloyd’s girlfriend. Or she was until yesterday afternoon. It’s a long story. And one that I’m determined should have a happy ending. His father would have wanted it too. He so loved a happy ending.’

They shot each other a look. They didn’t speak, not until they heard Lloyd knocking at the back door.



Chapter Fifty-four

‘I knew there was something you were hiding from me,’ Cecily said, with a weary shake of her head.

Stirling hated to see his mother look so troubled. In the last forty-eight hours he seemed to have upset everyone he cared about.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ve made everything a hundred times worse. But I couldn’t keep the lie to myself any longer.’

‘I understand that, but it might have been better if you had.’

‘Mum, I tried. You must believe me. I wanted to bury it so deep I would never think of it again, but it was tearing me apart.’

‘I know, I saw the change in you. I wish you’d told me before now.’

‘I couldn’t, I was too ashamed. Are you very disappointed in me?’

Cecily looked at him sharply. ‘Is that what you’re worried about, my being disappointed in you?’

‘Aren’t you?’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous! Do you really think I would be capable of condemning you for what you’ve done when I’ve lost a son because he dug himself into a hole from which he believed there was no climbing out? My love for you and Neil has never been conditional, and that’s not about to change because you’ve done something stupid.’

‘Having an affair with Simone Montrose rates as being a little more than merely stupid.’

‘Oh, do stop feeling sorry for yourself! That isn’t going to help anyone. Now tell me what you’re going to do next; that’s far more important than raking over the rights and wrongs of what you did. Have you broken it off with Simone? Or is the relationship ongoing?’

Stirling shook his head. ‘It’s not ongoing. I’ve spoken with her and everything has . . .’ His words trailed off. How to describe his conversation with Simone late last night? Extraordinary was the nearest he could get. Awkward at the thought of speaking to her, but knowing he had to, he had rung her to explain the point he had reached, that things couldn’t go on as they were between them. They had spoken for a good half an hour, she saying how upset she had been with him, and he explaining how he’d hit rock bottom and realized the enormity of what he’d done. ‘Everything has been resolved between us,’ he said eventually to his mother. ‘Did you know that she was with Pen yesterday?’

‘Yes, Lloyd told me.’

Stirling suddenly couldn’t look at his mother. He knew how fond she was of Lloyd and how she felt about Katie. He went and stood at the window and looked down on to the communal gardens of South Lodge. Yesterday’s rain had given way to a blue sky patched with ragged white clouds; a blustery wind was blowing. A gardener was hoeing one of the circular rose beds – or he would have been had he not had a mobile pressed to his ear.

‘What are you going to do about Lloyd and Katie?’

He turned back to answer his mother’s question. ‘I’ve tried ringing Katie but she’s not answering her phone. Not for calls or texts. I think she might have put a block on my number.’

‘That wasn’t what I asked.’

Stirling tried to hold his ground. ‘I’ve told Lloyd to tell her how things now stand.’

‘And from what Lloyd says, she’s not responding to his calls or texts either. Honestly, Stirling, what were you thinking, letting her walk away? She’s your daughter. What’s more, she’s my granddaughter.’

‘You don’t need to tell me I behaved badly,’ he said tiredly. ‘I have to live with the knowledge that I looked Katie in the eye and said goodbye. That I was prepared to go through with what Gina had asked me to do. But I honestly thought it was for the best.’

‘The best for you, certainly.’

‘For the family. Not just for me.’

Cecily looked at him sternly. ‘I can forgive you for sleeping with Simone, but casting Katie aside, that’s altogether a different matter.’

‘But I didn’t in the end, did I?’

‘If Lloyd hadn’t challenged you, would you have changed your mind?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. It might have taken a few days or even weeks for me to admit I’d made a terrible mistake, but I would have done so eventually.’ He kept to himself that he also now believed that Scarlet’s views regarding Katie had softened, and that if he had her support, he might be able to win over Rosco. He said none of this for fear his mother would think he wasn’t brave enough to do the right thing by himself.

‘So back to my question. What are you going to do to put things right?’

‘I have to go and see Katie.’

‘And Lloyd?’

‘How receptive do you think he is to talking to me right now?’

‘I think the urge to black both of your eyes has passed, but you need to speak to him. As far as I can see, he’s serious about Katie and doesn’t want to lose her. If he does, goodness only knows if you’ll ever be able to make things right between you. Don’t look so surprised; you knew perfectly well that you’d have to find a way to placate Lloyd, and that it wouldn’t be easy. And yes, you might well think I’m being overly harsh, but I’m just being honest with you. I’ve never lied to you before and I’m not about to start now.’ She paused for breath. ‘You look like you could do with a drink. Shall I make us some tea?’

‘I’ll do it.’

Out in the kitchen, Stirling busied himself with the task of boiling the kettle and placing cups and saucers on a tray. All the time he thought how true to form his mother was behaving. Fiercely honest, but fair. That had always been her modus operandi. If she behaved any differently, Stirling would have cause to worry.

Back in the sitting room, he sat opposite Cecily and suspected that he was in for Round Two. He wasn’t wrong.

‘Now then, what’s the state of play with Gina?’

Where to begin? thought Stirling. The one intractable truth in what yesterday had revealed to him was that when he had been craving for his life to return to how it had been, he had been wishing for the wrong thing. Only now did he have the courage to admit that something had changed in him since Neil’s death and Katie’s appearance – that it wasn’t the security of the past he wanted; it was the unknown: the future. More precisely, he wanted a different future to the one the past had assigned him.

‘I love Gina but I’m not in love with her,’ he said carefully. ‘You may think that that is beside the point at my age, but actually I can’t think of anything more to the point at my age.’

His mother lowered her cup and stared hard at him. ‘Why would you think I wouldn’t understand the distinction and the importance of it?’

‘Because most people would say I should be thankful for what I have, and that love becomes irrelevant after so many years of marriage.’

‘So now you disregard me as being “most people”. Really, Stirling, I despair of you. Why on earth would you think that I would expect you to stay married to someone for the sake of merely retaining the status quo? All I want is for you to be happy. I can’t say that I’ve ever been Gina’s greatest fan, but until now I’ve held my tongue because I thought she made you happy. Perhaps I should have spoken my mind sooner.’

Stirling shook his head. ‘Sooner wouldn’t have been the right time. I’m beginning to think that I needed to be taken to the brink before things became clear to me. I’ve told Gina I’ll make it as painless as I can for her when it comes to the divorce. None of this is her fault. I don’t want the good years we’ve shared to be destroyed by what’s happening now.’

‘Presumably she doesn’t see it quite that way. Has she insisted you move out again?’

‘No, she’s being remarkably good about it all. I think she’s beyond fighting now. She’s had enough.’

‘And you really think you’re doing the right thing in parting? There’s nothing that could be done to salvage the marriage?’

‘For the first time I feel that I’m doing absolutely the right thing. I keep coming back to the same crucial point: that if I loved Gina as I should, I would never have gone to bed with Simone.’

Cecily tutted. ‘There are no shoulds or should nots in a situation like this. You were upset over Neil and behaved entirely out of character.’

‘Was it out of character, Mum? Who knows, maybe that was the real me.’

Driving away from South Lodge, Stirling felt better than when he’d turned in at the gate two hours ago, full of dread at what he had to tell his mother.

But now that was behind him. Another hurdle cleared. And even though he knew there were many more ahead of him, he felt more in control and better able to cope. No longer did he feel as if his life was slipping through his hands like quicksilver.

In the last twenty-four hours his brother had been a constant presence in his thoughts, and always those thoughts bounced back and forth between wishing that Neil had found the courage to own up to what he had done, and wondering how he had hidden his state of mind from everyone. Because to all intents and purposes his brother had appeared entirely the same person; there had been no clue as to the desperate point he’d reached. Only Cecily, with her highly tuned mother’s intuition, had been aware of a difference in Neil’s behaviour. Just as she had noticed there was something wrong with Stirling. Ninety years of age, and still nothing got past her.

He hated knowing that he had put his elderly mother through yet more family turmoil. Only one thing could make amends, and that was to do the right thing for Katie. And to do that, Stirling needed help. He hoped he would find it at The Meadows. But before he asked Pen for help, he needed to explain himself to her with regard to Simone, and more importantly about Lloyd and Katie.

Rosco decided to finish work early. He’d had enough. He unlocked his car and got inside.

It had been a long and tiring day. People were anxious. They had every reason. Rumours were circulating. Not just within the office, but amongst clients. With Stirling absent from the office yet again, everyone wanted to know if he was all right. Rosco had done his best to cover for his father, but it hadn’t been easy. Bottom line was, he didn’t know if Dad was all right.

He pulled out of the car park and rubbed his jaw where Lloyd had punched him yesterday. The sting of his humiliation outweighed any actual physical pain – being hit by his cousin in front of his new girlfriend wasn’t the outcome to the day he’d been expecting, but then nor was witnessing his father confessing to his affair with Simone Montrose. Something else he hadn’t expected was to feel responsible for that confession. If he hadn’t pushed Dad the way he had, maybe it would have stayed buried and forgotten. Wouldn’t that have been better than what was going on now?

It had shaken him when both his mother and Scarlet had criticized him for knowing about Dad’s affair and using that knowledge to reduce him to breaking point. ‘What if you’d driven him to what Uncle Neil did?’ his sister had said. He wished whole-heartedly that he hadn’t gone looking for trouble by checking on his father’s movements. It had been a big mistake. He should have stayed well out of it.

On the up side, Laura hadn’t kicked him into touch as he’d assumed she would. She had left Willow Bank minutes after Lloyd had gone, along with Charlie’s parents, who had politely excused themselves on the pretext that the family needed to be alone at such a difficult time. Rosco had been sure he’d seen the last of Laura as she drove away.

But not so. She’d texted this morning to invite him to join her for dinner this evening; a simple home-cooked meal, she’d further texted when he’d responded. He was on his way there now. An evening in her company was a hundred per cent preferable to an evening of his own morose company. He had to admit, though, that he was slightly uncomfortable about seeing Laura again. He felt she knew just a little too much about his family. And him. He didn’t feel proud of himself right now.

Whilst he hadn’t been to her place before, he knew where it was in Henley, and knew that the view overlooking the river was particularly good; he had even contemplated buying one of the apartments in the development himself two years ago. Laura had explained to him that she would never have been able to afford it without her father’s help. He didn’t know much about her family, other than that her mother and father were divorced, but one thing he was confident of: they had to be a lot more straightforward than his own was proving to be.

Armed with a conciliatory bottle of wine and a bunch of flowers, he took the lift up to the third floor of the modern building and rang Laura’s bell. The door opened almost immediately. She looked genuinely pleased to see him. He stepped inside and kissed her on the cheek. ‘For you,’ he said, ‘by way of apology for yesterday. It must have been horribly embarrassing for you. A regular freak show.’

‘I think it was more embarrassing for you than me. How’s your face?’

He automatically rubbed his jaw. ‘It’s OK. Worst thing is, I can’t joke about how bad the other fella looks.’

She smiled and took him through to the sitting room, which had a large picture window looking on to the river and a sliding glass door leading to a balcony. ‘I’m afraid it’s too cold to sit outside,’ she said when he went over to look at the river.

‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘I can admire the view from here.’

‘Well, you do that while I put these lovely flowers in some water. They look very extravagant; I hope you’re not expecting me to be some kind of master chef. I did say it would only be a very simple supper. I hope you like shepherd’s pie.’

‘It’s my favourite dish.’

‘And you lie so easily,’ she said with a smile. ‘What would you like to drink? A glass of wine, or maybe a beer?’

‘A beer would be great.’

Minutes later she reappeared with their drinks and suggested they sit down. ‘It’s a lovely apartment,’ he said, having had a discreet prowl in her absence.

‘I like it, and as I told you, I couldn’t have bought it without my father’s help with the deposit. Cheers.’

They chinked glasses. ‘Tell me about your parents,’ he said.

‘What do you want to know? How they shape up compared to yours?’

He should have known she would see through an attempted fishing exercise. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I suppose I do.’

‘In that case, take a good long sip of your beer and brace yourself. Your family has nothing on mine. My father once took a swing at a vicar over a sermon about adultery and nearly got himself arrested for it. You see, Dad considers himself to be something of an expert on the subject, and with good reason. He’s been married four times, and the first three all ended in divorce because he couldn’t stay faithful. So far so good with wife number four. But maybe that’s because he’s slowing down.’

‘He sounds . . . erm . . . interesting.’

‘Wait till you hear about my eight brothers and sisters.’

‘Eight!’

‘Oh yes. And there’s another on the way.’

‘My God! When does your father find the time? Or the energy? How old is he?’

She laughed. ‘Old enough to know better! He’s seventy this year. And a grandfather five times over. We’re having a big party for him in November. All those wives and their new partners and children will be there; it’ll be a riot.’

‘Do the ex-wives get on with each other, and with the new wife?’

‘Amazingly well. But that’s largely down to Dad doing his best to look after everyone. He’s very generous. Not just with his money, but with his help and support. Just because he falls in and out of love at the drop of a hat, it doesn’t make him a bad man. He is what he is. He’s human. And just a bit bonkers. But we all love him. We accept him, and each other, for what we all are.’ She shrugged. ‘Why wouldn’t we? Besides, life’s so much simpler that way.’

She got up and went over to an occasional table, where there was a framed A4-sized photograph. She brought it back to the sofa. ‘There’s my family. That’s Dad in the middle, and the girl who looks young enough to be his daughter is Natalie, wife number four.’

Rosco studied the photograph. ‘She looks the same age as you.’

‘She’s actually five years older.’

He frowned. ‘And you really don’t mind?’

‘Not a bit. Natalie doesn’t alter the relationship I have with Dad. I’m not jealous, if that’s what you mean. I’ve never felt that I’m in competition with anyone for my father’s attention, or my mother’s for that matter. She’s also remarried. Look, that’s her there, and that’s her new husband.’

When he didn’t say anything, she said, ‘After what I witnessed yesterday, I gather you’re not entirely happy about the idea of a half-sister.’

Rosco rubbed a hand over his chin, then winced. ‘It’s a long story.’

She put the photograph down on the coffee table in front of them and smiled. ‘We have all evening.’

‘But I don’t want to spoil it by boring you with my family troubles. Especially as I don’t think I’ll come out of it well. In fact, you may well think I’m a bit of a shit.’

She touched his bruised jaw gently with her hand and then kissed him equally lightly on the mouth. ‘I promise you I won’t be bored. And as for you being a bit of a shit; who hasn’t been one at some stage in their life? But you know what you need right now?’

‘What?’

‘You need loosening up. And I’m just the person to do that.’ She removed his beer glass from his hand and then took hold of his tie. ‘This can go, for a start.’

He allowed her to undo his tie and the top button of his shirt.

‘Laura?’ he said, when later they were lying in her bed.

‘Yes?’

‘When you said I needed loosening up, did you mean that in a good way?’

‘I meant it in all sorts of ways. Mostly I think – and this is based on the little I’ve so far seen of you, and throwing in a handful of speculation – that you’re like one of my stepbrothers: you’ve spent the greater part of your life in competition with those around you, yourself included, and you need to learn how to channel that energy in a different direction. I also think you take life far too seriously.’

‘Bloody hell! What are you, some kind of smart-arse psychologist?’

‘No, I’m your smart-arse girlfriend who knows best.’

He smiled. ‘And why would you want to be my girlfriend? Why take me on when you see so much room for improvement?’

‘Because I’m a sucker for a challenge.’

‘What if you’ve taken on more than you can handle?’

‘What if you stop asking so many stupid questions and kiss me?’

He laughed. God, he was glad she’d invited him here tonight. He placed his hands either side of her face and kissed her very deeply; he felt as if a great weight was being lifted from his shoulders. Perhaps she was right: maybe he did take life too seriously. ‘What are you doing next weekend?’ he asked.

‘Nothing in the diary as yet.’

‘Good. Let’s go to Rome.’

She held his gaze and he could see he had surprised her. Which gave him a nice feeling. ‘I bet you take all your girlfriends to Rome,’ she said with a raised eyebrow. ‘To impress them.’

‘Only the really beautiful ones.’

She punched him playfully on the shoulder. ‘I’m starving; let’s have something to eat. And then you can tell me about your family troubles.’

‘Only if you agree to come to Rome with me.’

She sat up and wagged a finger at him. ‘Bad negotiating, Rosco.’

‘How do you work that out?’

‘Because in your head you’ve already booked the flight tickets and pictured the hotel room where we’ll spend hours and hours having amazing sex. It’s going to happen whether I agree to your terms or not.’

He smiled and kissed her again. She was right, of course. And about the sex. It would be amazing. Because, as he was beginning to realize, everything about her was amazing.



Chapter Fifty-five

Since leaving London that morning, Katie had spent most of the day working in the garden. Making good the damage of her neglect over these last weeks had given her something to think about other than the events of the weekend. It had also helped her to see her future more clearly.

Now out of the shower and wearing her pyjamas and Minnie Mouse dressing gown, she was curled up on the sofa taking comfort in a mug of hot cocoa and a bag of marshmallows. On the sofa next to her were two photograph albums that contained countless happy memories of her and her parents from a pre-digital era. On her laptop on the coffee table were more recent pictures; most poignant of all, a series of photos taken several weeks before Mum died. They’d been for a walk on the Downs, a place that both Mum and Dad had loved. It was where their ashes had been strewn. They had both said that that was what they wanted when the time came.

Just as she had neglected her mother’s garden lately, Katie felt she had neglected the memory of her parents. She had become so caught up in the lives of the Nightingales, she hadn’t had Mum and Dad at the forefront of her thoughts. But now, sitting here on her own, she missed them more than she had in a long time.

She took another marshmallow out of the bag and, just as she’d done as a child, dunked it into the mug of cocoa. She knew perfectly well what she was doing, that she was retreating to her childhood, to that happier time when the worst she’d had to worry about was if her mother was going to cook broccoli for tea and make her eat it, a regular tea-table battle of wills. It had been Dad who, in the end, had found a compromise – if Katie ate the floret part of the vegetable, she didn’t have to eat the stalk, which was the bit she hated most. Dad had always been good at finding a compromise. Presumably that was why he had been able to bear the weight of Fay’s affair with Stirling and accept Katie as his own child. What incredible and unconditional love that must have taken, and how easily his love could have turned to hatred. Knowing that she could not have had a better father, and that she would forever be grateful for his selfless act of love, Katie was determined to follow his example and let the Nightingales get on with living their lives without her as a constant thorn in their sides. If that was what it took for Stirling to be happy again, then so be it.

She reached for another marshmallow and thought how much she would have liked her parents to meet Lloyd. Dad had never been one of those overbearing fathers who had routinely, as a point of principle, disapproved of any boyfriends she had brought home. ‘I’m prepared to give the lad the benefit of the doubt,’ he would say, ‘until proved otherwise.’ Mum, on the other hand, had been only too ready to voice her opinion and condemn an unsuitable boyfriend on any number of grounds, such as that his eyes were too close together, his clothes were too scruffy, his clothes were suspiciously too smart, he had too many piercings, he was too quiet, or he was too full of himself. Katie just knew that Lloyd would have met with Mum’s total approval.

Leaning forward, she stared at the screen of her laptop. After scrolling through various files of photographs, she stopped at one of her mother. Katie had taken the picture herself, and it showed Mum – her hair messily scooped up on top of her head, the sleeves of her chunky cardigan dangling well past her hands – with a look of intense concentration on her face as she set about redesigning the small garden here. Katie could remember how her mother had been so lost in the moment, she had been oblivious to Katie taking any pictures of her.

She smiled sadly at the memory. She wished her mother was here now to share in the plans she had for herself. Mum would have been full of encouragement and enthusiasm. Dad, too.

This morning in London, and as if the idea had come to her in her sleep, Katie had woken up knowing exactly what she was going to do next. With Ben and Tess rushing around getting ready for work – crashing about in the kitchen and bathroom before coming to a stop in the hall to kiss her goodbye with pieces of toast in their hands – there had been no time to share her news with them. She hadn’t minded; her news could keep. She had waved them off, and an hour later she had been on the train for Brighton.

She had needed to be back at home. For all sorts of reasons. One of them was that she wanted to feel closer to her parents. Her father had never lived in this house, but his presence was all around her in the framed photographs she had of him, along with his books and CDs that Mum had kept. And which, in turn, Katie had kept.

There was no question in Katie’s mind that Mum had loved Dad, but what she wasn’t so sure about was whether she had ever been tempted to tell her about Stirling after Dad had died. In those awful days when they’d been reeling with shock from the suddenness of his death, had Mum ever come close to blurting out the truth? Katie didn’t think she would be able to keep such an enormous secret, but Mum, she supposed, had done it because she loved Dad. Perhaps a promise made out of love was far easier to keep than one made out of duty. Wasn’t that what Stirling had said he’d done when he’d given in to Fay’s terms: he’d agreed to let her go because he’d loved her?

What Katie had done for Stirling on Saturday could not be described as a true act of love, as such, but it came close. She had only known him for a short time, yet she had begun to feel close to him. Seeing him so distressed, and knowing she was the cause of it, had upset her deeply. What else could she do but make the problem go away for him? That he had struggled to make the decision himself was good enough for her; it showed that he did care. It meant that she didn’t feel entirely rejected. Disappointed, yes. But not rejected.

Poor Mum. She had written that letter in the hope that Katie would meet her biological father and not feel alone in the world. ‘It didn’t work, Mum,’ she murmured. ‘I feel even more alone now.’ And it wasn’t just because she knew she would never see Stirling again; it was also because of Lloyd. She missed him already. So quickly she had got used to sharing things with him – a joke, a thought or even a whinge. It was the sign of a good relationship, Mum had always said, wanting to share the trivial as much as the important stuff.

She chewed on another marshmallow, then another, and reluctantly pushed Lloyd from her thoughts. It was no use dwelling on him; she would only start crying again if she did. She had to look to the future. And that future lay in a career change. She was going to go back to school to study. What was more, she would use a small part of Stirling’s trust fund to finance herself through the course. She had appeased her conscience by coming to the conclusion that to refuse to touch the money would be tantamount to throwing it back in Stirling’s face, and that seemed unnecessarily unkind to him. Coincidentally, a letter had arrived in the post today from Howard Clifford, asking her to get in touch about activating the fund. She had rung him immediately and arranged an appointment for later in the week. Next, she had sent off for a selection of brochures and application forms.

She was moving in the right direction, she had told herself when she went out to the garden to do battle with the weeds that had taken over in her absence. It was a shame she would never have the chance to thank the person who had inspired her to go down this route. But again, there was no point in dwelling on that.

She reached for another marshmallow and found that there was just one left; she’d eaten a whole bag. By rights she should be buzzing with sugar overload, but she wasn’t. She was bone-weary tired. She drank the last of her cocoa and put the empty mug next to her laptop on the table in front of her. She ran her finger over the mouse pad and the screen sprang to life. No new emails. And no chance that one from Lloyd or Stirling would pop up and take her by surprise – she had put a block on them both. A terrible thing to do, but it was for the best. She had done the same with her mobile, and had deliberately not switched on the answering machine. Hearing Lloyd’s voice would be too upsetting. Especially if he was angry with her. Which he had every right to be. She hoped he wasn’t angry with Stirling; that he could appreciate the impossible situation his uncle had been in.

She yawned. She should really go upstairs to bed, but she didn’t have the energy. She wriggled down on the sofa to get more comfortable and closed her eyes. Just five minutes, she told herself.

‘She might not let us in,’ Lloyd said, and not for the first time.

Stirling looked at him in the rear-view mirror. ‘As I said before, then we’ll have the conversation on the doorstep.’

‘She might not even open the door to us.’

‘She will. What’s more, we’ll stay there until she does.’

Lloyd thought of the grumpy neighbour he’d encountered early yesterday morning and had visions of the police being called. He also thought how this expedition in Stirling’s Aston Marton DB9 had all the makings of a very peculiar road trip.

Squashed in the back with Pen, whilst Cecily rode up front with Stirling, Lloyd kept hoping that Katie really was back in Brighton. At lunchtime today he’d got a call from Tess to say that she had gone home. ‘You mustn’t tell her I told you, though,’ Tess had said.

‘But how did you get my number?’ he’d asked.

‘I sneaked a look at her mobile when she was in the bath last night.’

‘I owe you,’ he’d said.

‘Yeah, you do. Just be sure to keep me out of things. Or at least until you’ve got it sorted with Katie. Then I’ll be happy to take the credit.’

That had been his first surprise of the day. Later, when he’d been locking up the workshop to go home, Stirling had appeared. ‘I know you won’t want to talk to me, Lloyd,’ his uncle had said, ‘but hear me out. Please.’

He had. Moreover, he’d agreed to Stirling’s plan, that of turning up in Brighton unannounced with both Pen and Cecily. The logic being that Pen and Cecily would be sure to convince Katie that she should listen to Stirling, along with anything Lloyd might want to say. Two grown men using two women, one of whom was ninety years old, to hide behind? Oh, Lloyd was more than happy to do it. The alternative had been for either Pen or his grandmother to ring Katie – assuming that Katie hadn’t put a block on every member of the Nightingale family – but Stirling wouldn’t listen; he’d said that this way, appearing en masse, would have far more impact and would convince Katie they meant business.

‘You OK, Granza?’ he said, worried that this might all be a bit much for her.

‘I’m as right as rain, Lloyd. Don’t you worry about me. In fact I’m rather enjoying myself. I can’t wait to see Katie’s face. Just make sure you have a winning speech up your sleeve when the time comes.’

Despite the mounting apprehension that was churning away at his stomach, Lloyd smiled. ‘I’m not going to give a winning speech with an audience, you know.’

Next to him, his mother put a hand on his knee. ‘Stop worrying, it’s all going to work out just fine.’

As Stirling followed the directions on the satnav and pulled into Katie’s street, Lloyd wished he had his mother’s certainty. The plan was for Pen and Cecily to knock on the door while Stirling and Lloyd stood to one side unseen, and only when Katie had recovered from the shock and invited the women in would he and his uncle reveal themselves.

Helping his grandmother out of the car, Lloyd gave her her walking stick and then rested a hand under her elbow as they walked the short distance to Katie’s house in the light cast from the street lamps. It was almost ten thirty, much too late to be making unexpected house calls. What if Katie had already gone to bed and was fast asleep? What then? Would they keep knocking on the door until she woke up?

When they were level with the grumpy neighbour’s house, Pen took over from him, and together the two women took the remaining steps. Noting the light glowing faintly through the closed curtains, Lloyd’s hopes rose. At least it looked like Katie was at home.

Pen rang the doorbell, and the four of them waited.



Chapter Fifty-six

Gina was thankful for one very important thing: that she had wrested control of this day. Had it been left to Charlie’s parents, heaven only knew what hellishness they’d have been in for. Actually, she knew perfectly well what they’d have been subjected to – an afternoon of shivering with cold and avoiding food as edible as old leather boots, only less flavoursome.

Whilst she may have managed to ensure that her granddaughter’s christening party wasn’t held at Wilton Park, there was no avoiding lunch there on Boxing Day in three weeks’ time. Already she was dreading it and planning how many layers of clothing she would have to wear to survive the icy draughts. But she would do it for Scarlet. And for her granddaughter. She would even put a smile on her face.

She scanned the sitting room, checking that everyone had something to eat and drink, that the waitresses from Elite Caterers were doing their job. Over on the other side of the room, next to the Christmas tree, she spotted Rosco and Laura talking to Cecily. Laura had won the old lady’s approval – the first of Rosco’s girlfriends to do so. More to the point, she was the first to gain Gina’s approval. She seemed to be good for Rosco. She appeared to challenge him, yet at the same time anchor him. Gina wouldn’t be at all surprised if the relationship became permanent. She had yet to meet Laura’s parents, but would do so over New Year at a drinks party in Pangbourne. Laura had described her family as being conventionally unconventional. A short while ago Gina might have raised an eyebrow at such a remark, but now she didn’t.

She continued to observe Rosco as he chatted with his grandmother. Gina couldn’t remember the last time she had seen her son look so relaxed. Or so happy. Which troubled her. It meant that he hadn’t really been happy before. Something had changed in him since he’d met Laura. But then they’d all changed since June. Since Neil’s death, nothing was the same. Even Cecily, who had always been the defining rock-solid constant within the family, had altered. She had aged more in the last few months than at any other time – she had far less energy and moved with increasing frailty. Gina might not have always seen eye to eye with the old lady, but she could accept that the family would be the poorer without her; she would be missed.

‘You okay, Mum?’

It was Scarlet.

Gina gave herself an exaggerated little shake. ‘I was miles away,’ she said. She absently picked off a white thread from the sleeve of Scarlet’s dress. ‘I was just thinking how happy Rosco looks.’

Scarlet smiled. ‘You mean he behaves like he’s almost human now. Laura’s done wonders with him. Plus he’s got what he’s always wanted.’

Gina frowned. ‘You don’t think it’s going to prove too much for him?’

‘Lord, no. He’ll love every minute of it.’

‘You’re probably right. Where’s the guest of honour?’

‘Still asleep upstairs; I’ve just been to check on her.’

‘A shame she’s missing her own party.’

‘She was exhausted. All that crying in church wore her out.’ Looking over to the Christmas tree, Scarlet said, ‘Thanks again for putting up the decorations. I know how you hate to do it too early. You’ve always had a thing about that.’

‘I think my first grandchild’s christening is a worthy exception to the rule, don’t you?’

Scarlet laughed. ‘Well, I’m going to grab myself something to eat before Lulu-May wakes up. Have you eaten? Knowing you, you haven’t, have you? Shall I put a plate together for you?’

‘I’ll get something in a moment.’

And there’s someone else who’s changed, thought Gina as she watched her daughter go. As unlikely as it was, Scarlet had at last grown up. Being a mother had been the making of her; it was as if finally she was the person she was always meant to be. During Scarlet’s pregnancy, there had been times when Gina had feared that her daughter would grow away from her after giving birth, but the reverse had happened: they had grown closer, as if bonded by motherhood.

Just as instantly and naturally as Scarlet had come to being a mother, so too had Gina taken to being a grandmother. The joy of having Louisa-May in her life – or Lulu-May, as Scarlet and Charlie now called her – could not have surprised Gina more. It was extraordinary how much she enjoyed bathing and dressing her granddaughter, rocking her to sleep, or simply trundling her round the garden in her peculiarly shaped pram. Unbelievably, she had turned into something she would never have imagined possible: a doting grandmother. She had goodness knows how many photographs of Louisa-May stored on her mobile phone, including a few short videos. She also had one of those small granny-boasting albums, which she carried around with her in her handbag, never missing an opportunity to show off her granddaughter.

She was also fiercely protective of Louisa-May, and couldn’t bear to see the slipshod and cavalier way Charlie’s mother treated her, as if she was nothing more than a puppy. There were times when Gina had to fight the urge to snatch Louisa-May out of Caroline’s coarse and careless hands. She never held the baby correctly, and as for hygiene, well, she didn’t have a clue. The woman saw nothing wrong in stroking her revolting slobbering dogs and then touching Louisa-May without washing her hands. And as for the ghastly nickname she had given her, Gina despaired. Really, how could anyone call such a beautiful and precious child Spud?

As if knowing Gina was thinking about her, Caroline chose that moment to approach. She was dressed in a horror of a tartan frock that was probably a size too small and made her stout body look stouter still. ‘Lovely do,’ she bellowed, her face flushed, the plate in her hand piled high. ‘Super nosh. But then you always serve up a first-rate feed. Where’s Spud?’

Gina recoiled within the silk and cashmere mix of her Karen Millen suit and fixed a smile on her face. ‘She’s upstairs having a nap. Do excuse me, Caroline, I must see about getting myself something to eat, I’m simply starving.’ As rude as it was, she hurried away.

Pen watched Gina move elegantly across the sitting room before coming to a stop to speak to one of the young waitresses. Funny to think that Katie had passed herself off here as a waitress for Cecily’s ninetieth birthday party. How things had changed since that appalling night. And how she still missed Neil, especially on a day like today. Well of course she did! What an absurd thought, as if she would ever stop missing him.

All these months on and she could still be taken unawares and reminded that Neil was never walking through the front door again; never again would he call out to her, or ask how her day had gone. It was the silliest of things that could stop her in her tracks and reduce her to tears. Yesterday a holiday brochure in his name had dropped through the letter box. The stark realization that he would never again look forward to a sailing holiday had left her feeling hollow for the rest of the day. He would always be there in her thoughts; she would remember him for the good things he’d achieved, for the happy years they’d had bringing up Lloyd together. For that she would always be grateful. She refused to think of him in any other way. Some would say she was denying the truth of what he’d done, but she didn’t see it that way. She knew exactly what he’d done – he’d lied and cheated clients out of their money and slept with another woman – but that didn’t diminish the love she continued to feel for him. If people couldn’t understand how she felt, that her love was unconditional, that was their problem, not hers. She just wished he’d come to her and explained that he’d met someone else and wanted a divorce. She would have been heartbroken, but at least he wouldn’t have got into the mess he had, and more importantly, he’d still be alive.

It didn’t happen too often, but if she ever started to feel sorry for herself, she thought of the family whose little boy was buried next to Neil. She couldn’t begin to imagine how she would have coped if Lloyd had died at that young age.

The day after she’d broken down in the churchyard, she had spoken to the churchwarden and found out the boy’s name and where the family lived. She could so easily have just returned the mended donkey to his grave, but she had wanted to meet the family. Perhaps it was interfering on her part, but she had wanted them to keep the donkey safe, not to leave it at risk of being damaged again.

Eddie and Ros Tate lived on the outskirts of the village, and had been tearfully relieved to be reunited with the donkey – they had been to the churchyard only that morning and had been beside themselves when they’d found that the toys had disappeared. It turned out that the donkey belonged to the boy’s sister; she had wanted it to keep Ryan, her brother, company. They were a nice family, but a devastated one. To compound their misery, Eddie Tate had recently lost his job as a builder. Pen’s heart had gone out to them. But one thing she had always believed in was that sentiment, no matter how genuine, wasn’t enough; practical help was of far more use. What Eddie needed was not her sympathy, but a job, even a temporary one.

And that was when Stirling had come up with his proposition. Of course, it had always been there at the back of her mind, but hearing him actually say the words out loud made everything seem possible and real, and very exciting. From there their ideas just kept on growing, and as Lloyd had said, it was a win-win situation for everyone concerned. She couldn’t wait to get going with it all.

In the meantime, they had something looming on the horizon that the whole family was dreading. A date had been set for the inquest: the third week of January. Pen was going to have to stand in front of a jury in court and be subjected to the most awful and intimate questions. She would have to discuss the state of Neil’s mind prior to his suicide, their marriage, his affair with Simone, and whether or not she had been a party to the fraud.

Their barristers had warned them that the case could drag on, and that it would be horribly unpleasant. Everything would have to be laid bare; Pen’s feelings, or anyone else’s for that matter, would not be spared. Stirling would come under intense scrutiny as well. As would Rosco. Other employees of Nightingale Ridgeway would also be called to answer questions. No stone would be unturned. As his mistress, Simone would attract a particularly vile level of prurient interest.

The people Pen felt most sorry for were Lloyd and Cecily. It wasn’t fair that they should have to go through this. ‘It’s not fair for anyone to go through it,’ Cecily had said, ‘but we’ll do it, and we’ll provide a strong, united front.’

Looking about her here today, surrounded by the family – Charlie’s family too – and friends, Pen could feel the strength of that united front as palpably as the warmth coming from the fireplace where she was standing with Stirling. He looked very much his old self as he added more logs to the grate. He’d told her that for a short while, at his lowest point, he’d lost all respect for himself and had come close to what he’d described as unravelling. For peace of mind, he’d known that he had to come clean about Simone; he couldn’t lie to Gina about that. Pen admired him for his honesty. But then she had always admired honesty. Perhaps that was why she had forgiven Simone, and why they had become such unlikely friends. She had made it very clear to the family that when the inquest got under way, Simone was not to be isolated or ostracized. Regardless of what outsiders would think, she was to be part of the united front; they would all stand together.

A flurry of movement had Pen turning to the double doors that led out to the hall. She smiled. Louisa-May, the guest of honour, had finally made her entrance. She was being carried by her proud mother, with her godfather on her right and her godfather’s girlfriend on her left. Everyone noticed the group at the same time, and led by Charlie’s mother, a cheer went up, followed by a round of applause. As Charlie joined the small group and kissed Scarlet on the cheek, Pen tried not to think how much Neil would have enjoyed this moment.

Lloyd had been astounded when Scarlet had asked him to be Louisa-May’s godfather. ‘I don’t want any animosity,’ she had said. ‘I want Lulu-May to be part of a happy family, not one at war with itself. I know I behaved badly about your father and about Katie, but I really want to put that behind us. So, I was wondering if you’d like to be Lulu-May’s godfather. What do you think?’

‘I think I’d be honoured.’

‘Really? You’re not angry with me any more?’

‘As you say, let’s put all that behind us.’

She’d given him a small hug and then said, ‘I’m genuinely sorry how Rosco and I behaved about Katie before. It was very wrong of us. If she’ll accept my apology, I’d like to get to know her. After all, she is my half-sister. And that makes her at least a half-aunt to Lulu-May.’

This conversation had taken place a week after Lloyd had gone down to Brighton with Stirling, Cecily and his mother. When Katie had opened the door, Lloyd had heard her intake of breath, and only when Cecily had said why they were there had he and Stirling shown themselves. The look of astonishment on Katie’s face had been a picture. A mental picture he still liked to replay in his head. With the four of them working to persuade her that they weren’t leaving until they’d got everything sorted, she hadn’t stood a chance. She had put up a valiant show of resistance, but Stirling was having none of it. He was adamant that his mind was made up and that he knew exactly what he was doing, and that now he knew what he wanted, he felt infinitely better.

In the end, when they’d worn her down, Katie had taken Lloyd outside to the garden so they could talk in private. She was dressed in her pyjamas and dressing gown, and he’d tucked her in close to him. He had planned to say so much, but when it came to it he’d got sidetracked by kissing her. And then he’d just blurted out how he felt.

In the early hours of the morning, the journey back to Sandiford had been a lot less tense than the drive to Brighton. Both Cecily and Pen slept for most of the way home, but Lloyd and his uncle had talked, their voices low. They had spoken mainly about Dad, the good stuff, the bad stuff. Not once did Stirling mention Gina and what lay ahead for the two of them. And Lloyd didn’t ask.

The first he knew of a family thaw regarding Katie was when Scarlet rang and asked if they could meet up, as she had something important she wanted to discuss with him. It seemed obvious yet overly simplistic to say that motherhood had changed Scarlet, but how else to explain the transformation in her? According to Cecily, it was Scarlet who had talked her mother and Rosco round, asking them to reconsider and accept that it would be wrong for Stirling not to be able to treat Katie as a proper daughter. Apparently she had even said that the three of them were responsible for pushing Stirling to breaking point, and that she personally felt guilty about that.

It was supposition on Lloyd’s part, but he had the feeling that Stirling’s affair with Simone, as brief and as inconceivable as it was, had overshadowed the whole business with Katie. As Katie had said herself, perhaps she was the lesser of the two evils for them to cope with.

Whatever the truth was, Lloyd felt sorry for Gina; she’d had a hell of a lot to contend with lately. Having everything under control was her default mode, so the last few months must have been a nightmare for her. Looking at her today, though, you’d never guess at what she’d been through, or was continuing to go through. She hid her emotions well. Better than he ever could. But then he wasn’t sure he wanted to be that kind of person. He preferred being honest with himself and with others. Which was why he’d laid his cards on the table with Katie; he wanted her to know how much he cared for her, and to hell with any of her doubts about him using her as a crutch whilst getting over his father’s death. He knew he wasn’t doing that. He knew what he felt, that it was real; it wasn’t a passing phase.

Just as he knew that the love and respect he’d always had for his father had not been diminished in any way. Nor would it when it came to the inquest in January. He would stand by his father no matter what. As he hoped Dad would have done for him.

Six months on since his father’s death, and rarely did a day go by when Lloyd didn’t think of picking up the phone to ring him to get his advice on something, or to chat about nothing in particular, just as they always had. Katie said she regularly had the same reflex with her parents. He liked knowing that she understood; he felt he could share anything with her.

Now that they were alone – Scarlet and Charlie were posing with the baby, whilst Rosco took some photographs of them – Lloyd turned to Katie and slipped his hand through hers. ‘Let’s get a glass of champagne and go and talk to Granza,’ he said.

Stirling looked fondly at his mother. With Lloyd on one side of her and Katie on the other, it was a perfect tableau of a loving grandmother with her grandchildren. Always at the heart of this family, always rock-sure in her love, never blinkered by sentimentality, never afraid to stand up for what was right, Cecily was an exceptional woman. He was glad that Katie was having the opportunity to get to know her. Was it this that Fay had had in mind for her daughter? A sense of belonging?

He had come close to letting Fay down, but thank God he’d done the right thing in the end. The cost had been high, but he didn’t regret it. He was beyond regret. Or perhaps not entirely; he regretted hurting Gina. That she had forgiven him to the extent she had showed that she was also an exceptional woman.

‘You look very thoughtful.’

He turned to see Gina at his side. She held out a glass of champagne for him. He took it and smiled. ‘I was just thinking that this family would be nothing without one very important element.’

‘What’s that then?’

‘Its extraordinary women. Without you, Cecily, Pen and Scarlet, we’d be nothing.’

‘It’s good to be appreciated.’

‘I always did appreciate you, Gina, just not to the extent I now do.’

‘I hope you’re not going to say that you have to lose something to know its worth; that would be too trite.’

‘It’s true, though.’

Her expression softened. She held her glass up to his. ‘Well, here’s to being appreciated. As friends.’

‘Good friends,’ he added.

She nodded. ‘As good friends,’ she repeated.

They each took a sip of their champagne, and then Gina said, ‘Won’t you miss the office when you step down?’

He shook his head. ‘Not really. Working reduced hours as I have been these last few weeks, I feel even readier to leave. It’s time for me to go. Better for Rosco as well.’

‘You’re sure he’s ready to take over? These are difficult times.’

‘It doesn’t matter what I think. It’s what Rosco thinks that counts. But I have evry confidence in him meeting the challenges ahead.’

‘He’ll still feel the need to prove himself to you, you realize that, don’t you?’

‘Of course, and to do that he’ll want to make the firm bigger and better. I’ve decided that just as soon as the court case is over, I’ll resign. I won’t hang around. I’m looking forward to getting stuck in with the plans Pen and Katie have come up with for The Meadows. It’s a long time since I felt so excited about something. How about you? Do you have any plans?’

She laughed. ‘I’m enjoying being a full-time grandmother too much to think about doing anything else. But I have decided not to sell this house, once we’re divorced.’

‘I thought you were set on doing that?’

‘Thanks to Scarlet, I’ve had a rethink. Odds on there’ll be more grandchildren to come, and Willow Bank is ideal for having children to stay. And for hosting occasions like this.’

‘I’m glad you’ve changed your mind. I hated the thought of you leaving here. The house is yours; you made it what it is.’

She suddenly looked serious. ‘Perhaps I should have put as much effort into our marriage.’

He laid a hand on her arm. ‘Don’t say that.’

‘What if it’s true? I’ve talked about this with Pen. She’s adamant that she let things slide with Neil, that she kidded herself he was happy with the way things were because that’s what she wanted to believe. All along I thought that she was being weak and pathetic, but I can see that I underestimated her, that I always have. It took courage for her to admit her part in Neil having an affair. She could so easily have played the victim card, but she didn’t. Something I’m guilty of doing.’

‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘You mustn’t think that. Our situation was different to Pen and Neil’s. I acted badly. There’s no excuse for what I did.’

‘Do you really believe that, or are you trying to make me feel better? I’ve noticed you doing a lot of that lately. There’s no need, you know. I’m strong enough to face up to the truth. I just wish I’d done it sooner; it might have saved us both a lot of misery.’ Without giving him a chance to respond, she said, ‘Well then, I’d better circulate and make sure everyone is having a good time.’ Her tone was brisk and businesslike.

Stirling watched her walk away, her movements as fluid and distinct as ever. In recent weeks, every so often he would catch a glimpse of a woman he didn’t really know – a refreshingly honest and vulnerable Gina – and then, just as she had now, the old Gina surfaced and took over, her hand firmly on the tiller of her emotions once more.

As he’d explained to his mother, he still loved Gina, he just wasn’t in love with her. He’d never set out to hurt her, but he had, and that was why he was trying to make everything as easy as he could for their divorce. To his surprise and relief, she was making things easy for him too. She had told him that so long as he played it straight, she didn’t want to fight him. ‘What’s the point?’ she had said. ‘I don’t want us to end up hating each other. But I do know I can’t stay married to you. Not now. Not after Simone. I still don’t understand how you did that, and doubt I ever will. What I do understand, and accept, is that for you to do that, I had already lost you.’

At Pen’s suggestion, Stirling had recently met up with Simone at The Meadows. ‘You both need to talk face to face about what happened,’ she had said. ‘Unfinished business is what they call it, I believe.’ What an extraordinary woman Pen was. Some would say she was too forgiving for her own good, but he disagreed; the world needed more people like her. She had been right, of course. Talking to Simone over a cup of coffee in Pen’s kitchen had given them both the chance to explain what they’d done and the reasons why. They had gone to the churchyard at St Oswald’s afterwards and apologized to Neil; neither of them believed for a single second that he was there, but it felt symbolic. And apposite.

For the last two months Stirling had been renting a two-bedroom apartment in the same building as Rosco’s girlfriend. He had settled in well to his new pared-back lifestyle and had been invited several times now to join Rosco and Laura for dinner at Laura’s. She reminded him a little of Katie, in that she was practical and cut straight to the chase. ‘Laura’s doing a fine job of smoothing away Rosco’s rough edges,’ Cecily had said to Stirling in church earlier that morning. ‘Let’s hope he has the sense to realize that she’s a keeper.’ Stirling hoped so too. He wanted Rosco to be happy. But then he wanted everyone to be happy.

Across the room he heard John, Charlie’s father, say, ‘Come on, everyone, nice and close. That’s it. Move in a bit there, Rosco. That’s it. Perfect.’ At the centre of a group photograph was Cecily with her great-granddaughter in her arms. Gathered around her were Scarlet and Charlie, Rosco and Laura and Lloyd and Katie. ‘Smile!’ John instructed them.

And everyone did. Stirling might have been imagining it, but even Louisa-May, her tiny hands flexing in the air, seemed to manage a perky little grin.



Chapter Fifty-seven

‘It feels almost cold enough to snow,’ Katie said when they left the party and got into Lloyd’s car.

‘Snow would be good. Mind you, a white-out blizzard would be even better. It would mean you definitely wouldn’t be able to leave tomorrow morning.’

Katie looked at Lloyd but she didn’t say anything. Neither of them liked it when she had to go back to Brighton. She used to leave on a Sunday evening, but then they slipped into the routine of her staying the extra night and getting up early the next morning so she could arrive in time for her ten o’clock lecture.

‘What?’ he said. ‘You don’t fancy the idea of being snowed in with me?’

She smiled. ‘I like the idea too much.’

He smiled back at her. ‘Me too.’

‘Eyes on the road, mister, or we’ll end up in a hedge.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

They’d only driven a short distance when his face turned serious and he said, ‘Do you mind if we stop off somewhere before going home?’

She liked it when he used the word home. ‘Of course not,’ she replied.

He parked the car and took her hand as they crossed the road to St Oswald’s. With the moon hidden by a cloud-filled sky, the churchyard was in total darkness and they had to pick their way carefully along the gravel path.

They stood beside Lloyd’s father’s grave; fresh flowers had been carefully arranged in a pot in front of the headstone. Katie knew that Pen came every week. She knew also that Lloyd didn’t. She had wondered this morning when Louisa-May’s christening had finished if he would want to visit the grave before going on to Willow Bank, but he hadn’t. He’d told her once before that he didn’t like it here, that he didn’t feel any real connection. But he was here now. With her. His grip on her hand tightened and she saw that his eyes were closed.

When he opened his eyes, he turned to face her; he took hold of the ends of her scarf and gently pulled her towards him. His arms around her, they stood very still. It wasn’t the time for words. Resting her cheek against the expensive soft wool of his coat – his father’s coat that Lloyd had kept, along with Neil’s treasured Patek Philippe watch – she reflected how dramatically their lives had changed in the last six months. Lloyd could never have predicted the way in which his father would die, and she certainly would never have foreseen the consequences of coming here to Sandiford.

She thought of the night in Brighton when she had been woken by the ringing of the doorbell, and how, when she had cautiously opened the door, she had found Cecily and Pen on the step. And then Stirling had appeared, followed by Lloyd. One look at Lloyd’s anxious face and his hands pushed deep into his pockets, his shoulders hunched, and her heart had all but bounced out of her ribcage. They had swarmed into her house like a SWAT team, leaving her in no doubt as to why they’d come, and that they wouldn’t leave until she had seen sense. ‘It’s not fair to do this to me when I’m half asleep and in my pyjamas,’ she had pleaded in vain, at the same time wanting to giggle at the absurdity of it all.

‘This is a take-no-hostages situation,’ Stirling had said. ‘I want you in my life as a daughter, a real daughter and properly recognized as such, and Lloyd wants you—’

‘I can speak for myself,’ Lloyd had interrupted, his blue eyes fixed on hers with that frank and questioning stare of his. But he didn’t speak, not until they were out in the garden, just the two of them. He had kissed her for the longest time, and when they’d finally parted, he’d said that he loved her. He’d looked as surprised to say the words as she was to hear them. Her chest had suddenly felt so tight she had struggled to breathe. ‘You’re not saying anything,’ he’d added.

‘I’m too shocked.’

‘That sounds bad.’

‘No, it’s good. Very good.’

‘That’s a relief. I thought I might have just messed up.’

Now, as the icy cold seeped through her coat, she pressed in closer to him.

‘I wish you’d had the chance to meet my father,’ he said quietly. ‘The man he really was.’

‘I wish I had as well, and that you’d met my parents.’

Another moment of silence passed, and then Lloyd tugged on her scarf. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go home.’

That word again: home.

Changed out of their grown-up clothes – as Lloyd had referred to his seldom-worn suit and her dress – and lying on the sofa in front of the log fire, Katie lifted her head from Lloyd’s chest. He opened his eyes. ‘I thought you were asleep,’ she said.

He stroked her hair away from her face. ‘I was pretending. I was waiting for you to nod off, and then I was going to sneak outside and disable your car.’

‘Now why would you do a mean thing like that?’

‘Because I don’t want you to leave in the morning.’

‘But I have to go.’

‘Doesn’t mean I have to like it.’ He shifted her off him and stood up. ‘I’m hungry. Party food never satisfies. How does a chicken tikka masala sound to you.’

‘It sounds delicious. I’ll come and help you.’

‘I think I can manage to ring for a takeaway on my own.’

She affected a look of disappointment. ‘And there was me thinking my man was going to cook for me.’

‘And there was your man thinking he was going to strip you naked and make love to you in front of the fire whilst we waited for the food to arrive.’

‘Ooh, I like that idea.’

He shrugged. ‘Like I say, I was only thinking about it.’

‘We’ll see about that.’

An hour later, when the delivery man knocked on the door, Lloyd hurriedly pulled on his jeans and went out to the hall. Katie stayed where she was on the rug in front of the fire and covered her body with the throw from the sofa. How tempting it was to stay here for ever, just as Lloyd wanted, but she couldn’t. Not yet. She had to complete the garden design course she had started in Brighton; then in the summer, next year, when she had sat her exams, everything would change. She couldn’t wait.

The Meadows was being turned into a fully fledged business concern with Stirling and Pen at the helm, and she would be a part of it. In the spring, and for six months of the year, the garden would be open to the public every Friday and weekend. Planning permission had been granted and Eddie Tate was in the process of converting and extending the outhouses into a café. At Stirling’s suggestion, and with Pen’s full approval, Katie would be in charge of running a small on-site nursery so that visitors could buy plants just like the ones growing in the garden. Katie had had no idea, but the land adjoining The Meadows, to the left of the house, had always belonged to Lloyd’s family; they just had never had a use for it before. Now it would be where the nursery would be created, along with space for cars to park. As well as being in charge of the nursery, Katie would offer her services as a garden designer. She doubted she would earn as much as she had at Stella Media, but the happiness she felt at being a part of something new and exciting far outweighed the drop in salary. And who knew how things would progress?

Learning all that she could from Pen, she was soaking up in-depth horticultural knowledge fast. Any free time she had, she would spend poring over the books Pen had lent her. Tess and Ben and Zac kept saying they couldn’t recall seeing her so happy. ‘One part intellectually fulfilled and two parts carnally satisfied,’ Zac teased her. ‘It’s the perfect combo and makes for a very happy Katie.’

Out in the kitchen, Katie could hear Lloyd humming to himself as he put the delivered food into the oven to make sure that it would be hot. He detested lukewarm food; it was one of his pet hates.

Her thoughts returned to The Meadows, and in particular to Stirling, who had carried out hours of online research as to how other gardens that were open to the public operated. He was coming up with all sorts of ideas, such as offering guest-lecturer days and specially guided tours. He also wanted to use the garden to better promote Lloyd’s outdoor furniture.

Lloyd had always had a few pieces of his furniture on view at The Meadows – it was what his mother used on a daily basis – but Stirling wanted to give his new range more prominence, to showcase it properly. Lloyd wasn’t so enthusiastic. He said that a dramatic increase in orders would mean that he would be too stretched and he’d have to employ a third person in his workshop. He said he wasn’t convinced he wanted to do that; he was happy as things were. Katie liked that in him; that he was not only so content, but that he was fully at ease with what he had and who he was. In that respect, he reminded her of her father. Her real father. She didn’t mean that unkindly to Stirling, but Dad would always be Dad to her, and Stirling would always be Stirling. There was no ambiguity.

Which couldn’t be said of her relationship with Scarlet and Rosco. There was no hostility between them these days, but having been an only child all her life, it felt weird trying to think of them as her brother and sister. Genetically linked as she was to them, she had yet to detect anything of herself in either of them. Of the two, she found Scarlet the easier to get on with, but maybe that was because she knew it was Scarlet who had been the first to support Stirling and accept Katie as her half-sister.

‘Hey, who do you think you are, lying there on the floor in a wanton state of erotic undress when there’s food to be eaten?’

She turned to look at Lloyd as he stood in the doorway in only his jeans. Her heart lurched. The sight of his strong, beautifully defined body never failed to have an impact on her. There were moments, such as now, when she could look at him and be so overwhelmed by her feelings, she felt tearfully euphoric.

In the heat of the moment, back in June after she had read her mother’s letter, she had set out to find her biological father to discover who she really was. It hadn’t crossed her mind that she would end up falling in love as a result. But she had. And not just any old falling in love. This was the real thing. With absolute conviction she knew that she belonged with Lloyd. With his family, too. Her family, as he frequently reminded her.

She sat up. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, as he came towards her. ‘You tell me who you think I am.’

His blue eyes intense, he knelt on the rug in front of her. ‘That’s easy,’ he said with great solemnity and letting his warm lips touch hers lightly. ‘You’re the girl I love.’

She slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

Six months ago, she had questioned who she was. Yet the answer had been staring her in the face all along: she was the same Katie Lavender she had always been.

Just infinitely happier now.
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