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Out of Sight


For my daughter




PROLOGUE

A neat sign fixed to the fresh white stucco of the Victorian terrace read ‘Seafront B&B’. Ed Fowler glanced up at the house number over the front door, one of those modern transfers that looked like etched glass, and rang the bell. He turned for a final look out to sea. It was an idyllic summer evening and the view could not have been prettier. He hated these calls. Most missing person enquiries were quickly resolved, but as he’d left the office his inspector had reminded him of the ACPO guidelines: If in doubt, think the worst.

The guidelines meant that for the next hour he’d have to be both reassuring and suspicious. It had happened in enough cases across the country that the worried parent – or more often step-parent – who reported the kid missing turned out to be its killer. It was important to take nothing for granted.

The door was opened by a tired-looking man in his early sixties. ‘Mr Parker?’ asked Ed.

‘No, Hugo Brooks,’ the man said, clearly encouraged by the sight of a police uniform. ‘Tessa Parker is my daughter. Thank you for coming. We didn’t know what else to do. We’re all downstairs.’

Ed followed him to a large basement kitchen where Hugo made the rest of the introductions. ‘My daughter Tessa. And Mitch’s father, Sam Parker.’ Ed noted that Hugo declined to identify the father of the missing boy as Tessa’s husband. ‘This is my wife Pamela,’ finished Hugo, taking a seat at the big pine table beside a thin, colourless woman.

Ed turned to Tessa Parker; she was probably in her mid-thirties, dark brown hair cut to frame her face and direct grey eyes that contrasted with her delicate features. ‘It’s your son, Mitch Parker, who’s gone missing?’

‘We’ve not seen him since yesterday evening.’

‘How old is he?’

‘Seventeen.’

‘Has he gone off like this before?’

‘Never.’

‘He’s very reliable,’ said Hugo. ‘Very conscientious.’

‘Do you know what his plans were when you last saw him?’ Ed picked up on the guilty looks exchanged by Tessa and her presumably estranged husband. It could be that there’d been a row and the kid had run off – happened all the time – but he’d have to wait to see it proved before he could relax. Meanwhile Tessa Parker was taking just that bit too long with her reply.

‘He was upset,’ she said. ‘A problem with his girlfriend. He ran off.’

‘Then he’ll probably be back any minute,’ Ed suggested with deliberate optimism. ‘Have you tried phoning him?’

‘His phone’s turned off.’

‘Have you spoken to his girlfriend?’

‘She left for America yesterday.’

‘Is she American?’

‘No, English. But her mother’s working over there.’

‘Could Mitch have tried to follow her? Teenagers do sometimes get crazy ideas. Have you checked to see if he’s taken his passport?’

The brightness in the mother’s eyes made Ed hope, too, that this one was just a runaway, but he could also see from the father’s unease that he was burning up with shame over something. Sam Parker didn’t look the type to be violent – a boyish sort of man – but Ed knew enough never to trust appearances. The grandparents seemed to be in shock, but at least they weren’t the interfering type: they sat mutely together at the end of the table, watching and listening.

Ed took a closer look around. The rear windows of the half-basement were wide open, and warmth seeped out of the Aga, but it wasn’t a homely room; this was a place of business, filled with stainless steel machines, labelled storage boxes and efficiently stacked bulk catering packs. On one wall was a whiteboard with names listed beside room numbers and boxes ticked to indicate choice of newspaper or vegetarian options. There were no fridge magnets, family photos, school projects or even postcards. ‘What about your guests?’ Ed asked. ‘Are you able to give me a list of who’s been staying recently?’

‘Yes, of course. It’s all on the computer upstairs.’

‘Was Mitch particularly friendly with any of them?’ Ed asked.

‘No.’

‘Any regulars who took an interest in him?’

‘No.’

‘Do you mind if I take a look around, Mrs Parker?’ This was always a tricky moment, when it first dawned on families that, however genuine the police officer’s concern, they might also be considered as suspects.

‘No,’ she said weakly. ‘No, of course not.’

‘I’ll need to search the guests’ rooms as well,’ he told her.

‘Most of them have gone out for dinner, I think.’

‘Perhaps you could go up ahead of me and check who’s there? Let them know?’

But Tessa sank into the nearest chair, and Ed watched as Sam, the husband, went to her, was about to touch her shoulder, but then rested his hand on the back of the chair instead.

‘I’ll go,’ said Pamela, the grandmother of the missing boy.

As she slipped out of the room, Hugo also got to his feet. ‘I’ll show you around,’ he offered.

Ed followed Hugo from room to room. Next to the kitchen was a laundry room with massive machines and wooden pulleys on which hung white sheets and pillowcases. He rather liked the dry smell, thought it evoked order and cleanliness. Next were a storeroom, a larder, and then what Hugo described as the ‘snug’ – a dim, cheerless little place with a battered couch and shelves of folders and box files.

Upstairs, four light and airy double guest bedrooms and an interconnecting family suite occupied the first floor, where it became clearer how the three terraced houses had been knocked into one, the space once occupied by staircases now taken up by additional bathrooms. The three front rooms looked directly out to sea, and all were decorated in misty blues and greens. All were occupied, suitcases, clothes, shoes and magazines strewn across beds and chairs. Ed searched thoroughly but as swiftly as he could, while Hugo remained each time in the doorway, answering any questions but offering no distraction. Only once, as they passed a landing window, did Hugo remark that it would be getting dark again soon.

The low-ceilinged attic flat bore no traces of bloody confrontation, and Mitch Parker’s narrow room seemed typical enough for a teenager, as did his sister’s. The kitchen arrangements up here were rudimentary and the family’s living room, though tidy and bright, was little more than a couch, easy chair, coffee table and television. Ed never ceased to be amazed by what he learnt from people’s homes. Sometimes it was squalor, with dogs all over furniture that wasn’t yet paid for and kids with no sheets or blankets on their beds. Here it was as though the family had neatly squeezed itself into as small a space as possible in order for the business to thrive. All the best rooms, decked out with obvious love and care, were for visitors – the rest didn’t seem important.

He completed his search on the ground floor – reception area in the wide hallway, office and guests’ breakfast room – finishing in the guests’ pleasant lounge. The bay window looked out to sea and the blue walls drew the last of the evening light inside. Beside the empty fireplace stood a substantial wooden doll’s house. Ed went to open it but discovered that two small padlocks secured its hinged door. He turned to Hugo, who seemed to understand immediately. ‘I’ll go and ask Tessa for the key,’ he said, and disappeared.

Ed felt rotten. He knew it was ridiculous to insist, but evidence such as murder weapons had been hidden in more bizarre places, and it was his job to check. The front of the doll’s house had been painted to replicate the windowed facade of a wide Victorian terrace identical to the house in which it stood. Ed squatted on his heels to peer in through the miniature windows, and could make out a staircase with tiny spindles and a curved and winding balustrade. Three and a half rooms on each floor, one above the other, led to an empty attic. Opposite the front door a woman’s coat lay over the banister; on the floor beside it sat a white vanity case small enough for a mouse.

Expecting a quaint Victorian stage set, Ed was surprised that the immaculately detailed furnishings were at once both modern and old-fashioned. He failed to understand why anyone would go to such trouble over the kind of dull, second-hand stuff his grandparents had, but though his spying gaze felt oddly intimate, he could see nothing significant or unpleasant inside. He became aware of Tessa Parker behind him and, as he straightened up to take the tiny key from her, knew he must look as foolish as he felt.

‘I found Mitch’s passport,’ Tessa told him. She looked dejected at the elimination of a possible explanation.

‘Right. We’ll circulate his details on the Police National Computer.’ He forced himself not to avoid her anguished gaze. ‘Juveniles are automatically assessed as Medium Risk and all cases reviewed after forty-eight hours,’ he went on, desperate to offer her something to cling to. ‘The vast majority are quickly resolved.’

Ed opened up the doll’s house as swiftly as he could, double-checked, then gave her back the key. ‘I’ll leave you to lock up.’

‘It belonged to my grandmother,’ she told him. ‘She tried to pretend that life could be kept tidy and in order like that. But it can’t, can it?’

‘I’m sure he’ll be home soon.’ Ed tried to sound reassuring, but she shook her head.

‘If something terrible has happened, then it’s my fault.’

‘Is there anything you’d like to tell me, Mrs Parker, while there’s no one else present? Anything that might help?’

She stared at him in obvious torment. ‘Whatever’s happened, I’m the only one to blame.’

‘Why? Do you know of anyone who might have harmed your son?’

She nodded. ‘Me. I’m responsible,’ she said. ‘I’m his mother, and I failed him. Now he’s gone, and it’s too late. I don’t know how to bring him back.’


ONE

Four months earlier

Each snowy cotton pillowcase was the size of a postage stamp, the frilled edging almost invisible. The satin coverlet on the tiny double divan had to be nestled back under the pillows, never over them. The padded fabric on the scalloped bedhead – a replica, Grandma Averil had told her, of one she’d admired in a Doris Day movie – was held in place by twenty-six microscopic fabric-covered buttons. Tessa knew this because she had begun trying to count them before being taught her numbers properly at school.

The annual spring-clean of Grandma Averil’s doll’s house had been a special event ever since Tessa could remember. Her mother had seldom joined in, making Tessa’s own initiation into the ceremony all the more special. To her knowledge, no ‘people’ had ever occupied the house, but nevertheless it contained a haphazard selection of their possessions. The only piece she hadn’t been permitted to touch was the white vanity case in the hallway, but over the years Grandma Averil had told her the history of every piece, from the coloured plastic bathroom suite she had bought at a special fair, to the white-painted wooden cradle on its delicate rockers that she bought when she was pregnant with Pamela, years before there was a doll’s house in which to put it, to the horn-handled carving knife, smaller than an old-fashioned bodkin, that had arrived anonymously in the post, presumably from a guest who had peeked in at the imaginary rooms. One of Tessa’s favourite games had been to chant a list of random things that weren’t there (a cake tin, school books, a violin), then listen as Grandma Averil patiently enumerated the reasons why their presence was unnecessary. As a small child she’d loved the despotic logic of this tiny universe, and found such arbitrary authority satisfyingly absolute.

Nothing had been added or moved for nearly four decades and never would be now. The story went that Averil had declared the doll’s house complete when Tessa was born, though even as a child Tessa had accepted this compliment as a partial fiction. As she replaced the delicate cradle in its exact spot, she sighed with a mixture of satisfaction and irritation: she knew she would never abandon this duty, yet was aware that the annual dusting, washing or polishing of these rather ugly and outmoded toy furnishings contained a fetishistic element that was also tawdry and ridiculous. Her own daughter, Lauren, often begged to have the doll’s house in her bedroom, and to be allowed to help look after it, but Tessa remained in two minds about passing on the questionable ritual to another generation.

Stiff from kneeling and stretching into the back of the doll’s house, she rolled her neck, taking a contented look around the refurbished room. When she had inherited the bed-and-breakfast after Averil’s death two years ago, she had felt no guilt about the speed with which she had immediately swept aside her grandmother’s red carpets and gilt-framed mirrors, replacing them with seagrass flooring, duck-egg blue walls and squashy armchairs with loose covers in off-white linen. Tessa knew with utter certainty that despite their very different styles they had shared the same quiet passion, and that what Averil would most want was for her only grandchild to make a new generation of guests comfortable.

One thing was missing: Sam’s return. When Tessa had married Sam, straight out of college and already pregnant, Averil had willingly vacated her attic flat and even declared herself content to ‘retire’ and hand over the day-to-day running of the B&B. It had been fun at first, but Averil never did let go of the reins, and although she bought a tiny bungalow where she washed, dressed and slept, she continued to spend all her days keeping an eye on things from her lair in the basement snug. For years Tessa and Sam had felt stifled and stir-crazy, unable either to afford a place of their own or, from enforced gratitude, to rebel. Both longed to make something of their own, so when, soon after Averil’s death, an old college friend had offered Sam experience in a Michelin-starred kitchen in London, Tessa had encouraged him to spread his wings and go. Sam was a wonderful chef, and it had been right to accept such a prestigious offer, but now that he was back in Felixham their arrangements were threatening to slip out of control and end up dangerously adrift.

The doorbell rang just as Tessa closed the doll’s house door and was about to hook it shut. In the hallway she glanced at her watch – 2.15. Guests were encouraged to arrive between five and six o’clock; even those staying more than one night were not permitted to remain in the house between eleven and three. She opened the front door and made a quick assessment of the woman on the threshold: well dressed, in her mid-fifties, with stylish blonde hair, scarlet lipstick and glitzy jewellery. The woman smiled and took a step forward, already peering eagerly over Tessa’s shoulder into the hallway beyond.

Like all her fellow Felixham proprietors, Tessa was vigilant about strangers on the doorstep and only ever accepted confirmed bookings or occasional recommendations from colleagues who were fully booked. She shifted sideways to block the open doorway. ‘Can I help you?’ she asked pleasantly.

‘I’m hoping you might have a room free?’ The woman spoke with a discernible Australian twang.

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘And tomorrow night?’

Tessa shook her head. ‘It’s coming up for Easter. We’re fully booked. I expect everyone is.’

‘Are you Tessa Parker? It gave your name on the website.’

‘Yes.’ Tessa waited for the woman to introduce herself, but while she continued to gaze at Tessa, she offered no name.

‘Well, might I take a look at the rooms anyway, for future reference?’

The woman took another step forward, once again glancing over Tessa’s shoulder. Tessa stood her ground, leaving little personal space between them. As the woman backed off, Tessa noted that her handbag was expensive and her smile professional, and decided it might be politic after all to give her a quick tour; for all Tessa knew, she might be a scout for a new holiday guide, someone it would be best not to offend.

‘Come in,’ she said with a welcoming smile. ‘I’ll fetch you a brochure.’

‘Great. Thanks.’

When Tessa came back out of her office with the brochure the woman was standing motionless in the doorway to the guests’ sitting room. There was something about her stance that made Tessa pause, but the woman, feeling herself observed, gave a quick smile and followed Tessa upstairs to be shown one of the bedrooms.

‘So it’s across three houses now?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ said Tessa, surprised. ‘Why, have you stayed here before?’

‘Oh, a lifetime ago!’ The woman walked further into the room, running a hand along the back of a chair then going to look out at the view. ‘The beach hasn’t changed. It’s just like I remember.’ She turned and sank down on the window seat. ‘You’ve done a fabulous job,’ she said, her eyes on Tessa rather than the decor.

‘I’m sorry that we can’t accommodate you,’ Tessa responded politely. ‘Let me show you the breakfast room.’ She moved encouragingly towards the door, but the woman continued to sit and take in her surroundings. ‘All our food is organic and locally sourced,’ Tessa added, taking another step backwards. This time the woman rose and followed her.

The breakfast room, in neutral creams with classic chintz curtains, was big enough for one large and four small tables with twelve matching chairs, all modern and the least ostentatious Tessa had been able to find. Although the woman’s gaze travelled approvingly around the room, Tessa again had a sense that her thoughts were elsewhere. Perhaps, Tessa thought, she was remembering some family holiday here long ago and this visit was not professional after all, but merely nostalgic.

‘Our email is on the brochure and the website. Do get in touch if you’d like to make a future booking.’ Tessa spoke briskly, glancing deliberately at her watch.

The woman gave a deep sigh. ‘Thanks, but I’m only over for a few days.’ She nodded to herself, and then led the way back to the front door. There she turned and held out her hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Tessa.’

Noticing her expensive fashion rings and varnished nails, Tessa shook the offered hand but avoided the slightly searching gaze. ‘Goodbye. Have a safe trip home.’

Tessa closed the door with relief. She doubted the woman had truly wanted to stay here, imagining rather than she had rung the doorbell on a passing whim. Repeat business was good, but one of its hazards was that people often wanted to share their memories – of first meetings, honeymoons, long-dead parents, grown-up children. At least the woman hadn’t produced photographs over which Tessa would’ve had to fake some interest. She remembered she hadn’t shut the doll’s house properly, and went to fix the little padlocks top and bottom that prevented any curious guest from rearranging its contents. With a final satisfied glance that everything was properly in order, she resumed the tasks of her busy day.


TWO

As the nearest road bridge was several miles inland, it was almost as quick for Tessa to walk to her parents’ house as to drive. The next morning she set out along the footpath that led to the narrow metal bridge over the river. The sea, a distant freshness, lay to her left; she’d noticed as she left the house that the tide was on the turn. She’d lived by the coast all her life, growing up half a mile inland in her parents’ Edwardian semi but always adoring Grandma Averil’s seafront terrace. She had been surprised, during her few years away at college, by how much she missed the sea’s constant and pervasive presence. Even indoors a quick glance out at the sky, the gulls, the wind animating garden hedges and bushes, and she could predict the colour of the water and the size and appearance of the waves. Out of doors she could tell by the smell and dampness of the air when a storm was brewing miles out to sea.

Her grandmother’s attic room, in which she used occasionally to sleep as a child, now belonged to her son, and she was pretty sure that Mitch loved it as much as she had at his age. When he was a baby and she’d needed to feed him during the night, she’d loved to sit there enclosed in the darkness with him in her arms listening, even in the wildest weather, to the familiar sounds of the sea. And even now, when he was at school and she had a little time to herself, she would sometimes rest on the window seat, stare out at the mesmerising waves and clouds and allow herself to be soothed.

As she walked, Tessa’s thoughts once again became occupied with the conversation she needed to have with Sam. When had they stopped truly sharing their lives? She had to admit that it was probably some time before Grandma Averil had died. In her will Averil had, with Pamela’s full approbation, left everything to Tessa, and while Sam was in London Tessa had been excited to pour her energies into a complete makeover of the B&B, cherishing the house she’d always loved and finally making real all the ideas that Grandma Averil had dismissed as unnecessary. On Sam’s irregular visits home it had seemed easy enough to ignore their lack of physical intimacy; after all, they’d been married fifteen years by then. Equally committed to building on their talents now they had the freedom to do so, they’d simply never questioned that each passionately supported the other’s potential. And yet something had been lost.

On Sam’s eventual return to Felixham, Tessa’s inheritance had enabled him to secure a mortgage on an abandoned joinery in the High Street. It had always been his dream to open his own restaurant, and she wholeheartedly applauded his decision. The town centre needed a bistro-diner that would please both locals and weekenders and draw those tourists attracted by Felixham’s retro chic, and the synergy of recommending his brasserie to her guests for lunches and dinner was perfect. She and Sam had even insisted to their sceptical kids that he’d rented the studio flat only to avoid getting drawn back into the day-to-day running of the B&B and to be next door to the joinery while he concentrated on its conversion. But she had been foolish to believe in the fiction they’d spun to everyone else. The brasserie was due to open in a matter of weeks, and it was time to put a stop to the pretence and get their marriage back on track.

Leaving the estuary marshes, Tessa now turned onto the lane that served the ribbon of sixties houses that fringed South Felixham, picking out her parents’ driveway by the clump of pampas grass in the middle of their lawn. Hugo and Pamela had moved into the small detached house soon after Hugo’s retirement. He’d worked all his life for the local brewery, ending up as a senior manager, and Tessa suspected that he still missed the company.

She spotted a pile of discarded twigs on the lawn and Pamela’s grey head bobbing about behind a flowering shrub where she was cutting away dead winter wood.

‘Hi, Mum,’ she said, returning Pamela’s preoccupied wave as she made for the front door.

Hugo responded swiftly to the chiming front-door bell. ‘Hello, Tessie,’ he said. ‘Come on in. Got something for you to try, a new bread recipe. Used a different sort of flour this time, and …

He petered out, and Tessa turned to seek the reason for his distraction. A local taxi had drawn up by their driveway and inside it Tessa could make out the blonde woman who had wanted to look around the B&B yesterday.

‘Who is that?’ she asked, faintly annoyed. ‘What is she doing here?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Hugo, peering short-sightedly. ‘Must have the wrong house.’

But the woman paid the driver and got out of the car. She wore a smart pink tweed suit and gold earrings, and her nails were the same scarlet as yesterday. Catching sight of Tessa standing beside Hugo, she looked almost as if she might retreat. But the taxi drove off, so she settled her handbag firmly over one arm and came forward, an uncertain smile on her face.

‘Hello again,’ said Tessa.

‘Hello,’ she replied. ‘I didn’t expect to find you here.’ The woman turned to Hugo, who stood mystified beside Tessa. ‘It is Hugo, isn’t it?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Do I know you?’

Pamela emerged from behind the shrubbery, staring at the woman, who smiled tentatively back. Pamela dropped her secateurs and handful of cuttings and ran forward. ‘Erin!’

Hugo and Tessa both looked more sharply at the woman.

‘Aunt Erin?’ Tessa asked.

Erin, abashed, nodded in confirmation. Pamela pulled off her gardening gloves and threw her arms around her sister.

‘Oh, Erin! My God, you gave me such a shock!’ she cried. Tessa had never before seen her mother so elated. ‘When did you get here? You never said you were coming! Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Last-minute decision.’

Seized in her sister’s embrace, Erin closed her eyes and held tight for a long, long moment.

Tessa kept her eyes on Hugo, who turned ashen and took a step back, unconsciously clenching and unclenching his hands. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked as soon as the women finally let go of one another.

‘Hugo, I promise you I’m not here to upset anyone,’ said Erin. Tessa could see how nervous and pale she was under her suntan and glossy hair. ‘I only came to … I had a chance to come to London on business,’ she recovered herself, ‘and I wanted to see Felixham again. I didn’t plan on disturbing any of you. I really didn’t.’

‘Disturbing us?’ interrupted Pamela, clearly hurt. ‘Oh, Erin, don’t be ridiculous! How could you think it?’

‘We appreciate that, Erin,’ said Hugo, his voice carrying a note of warning that Tessa did not understand.

‘Seeing the old house yesterday …’ Erin went on.

‘She came to look round,’ Tessa explained.

Hugo looked furious, but Erin nodded and laughed. ‘I just had to see the old place again. Couldn’t help myself. So I rang the bell.’ She smiled apologetically at Tessa.

‘But why didn’t you say anything?’ Tessa asked. ‘You told me you’d stayed there before. You should’ve introduced yourself.’

Hugo clenched his hands into fists again, and Erin looked in appeal at Pamela before she spoke. ‘I wasn’t sure what to say. Whether you’d know who I was.’

‘Oh, Erin!’ said Pamela again, reaching out to stroke her arm. Tessa could make no sense of the anguish in her mother’s voice. ‘When did you arrive? Why on earth didn’t you tell me you wanted to come?’

Erin turned to Tessa. ‘Your mother—’ she shot a look at Hugo, ‘has sent me lots of photos over the years, of you, and of Mitch and Lauren too, of course. And Sam – what a dish! Pamela’s been wonderful about keeping me up to date.’

Hugo appeared to relent slightly. ‘You’d better come in,’ he said, holding open the door.

‘I’ll make some coffee,’ said Pamela. ‘I can’t believe you’re actually here! After all these years.’

The normally undemonstrative Pamela took hold of Erin’s hand to lead her inside, leaving Tessa and Hugo on the doorstep. Tessa looked to him for an explanation but he shook his head and turned to follow them indoors. She detained him. ‘Dad?’ she asked. ‘What’s going on?’

Hugo seemed to collapse inwardly, his spare features suddenly gaunt. He gripped her shoulders. ‘You know how much we love you, don’t you, Tessie?’

‘Of course.’ Tessa was taken aback; though generous in his affection, Hugo seldom spoke about his feelings. ‘But whatever’s the matter? I don’t understand.’

He made an effort to smile, though his grip on her shoulders tightened. ‘Nothing! It’s just the shock of seeing her here again after so long. I didn’t expect it. I don’t see why she’s suddenly decided to come back.’ He sighed and stroked Tessa’s hair – an unaccustomed gesture. ‘You’d better come in.’


THREE

When Tessa entered the kitchen she found her mother and Erin standing side by side at the worktop, a steaming kettle, open biscuit tin and plate half covered with Pamela’s homemade shortbread beside them. Erin looked around guiltily, and Tessa saw that she was comforting Pamela, who was weeping, oblivious to Tessa’s presence.

‘I couldn’t bear it,’ Pamela was saying between sobs. ‘It was the worst day of my life. I’ve never got over it, what we did to you. I’m so sorry, Erin. So sorry.’

Erin flapped her hand at Tessa, urging her back out of the kitchen. Tessa obeyed, closing the door behind her. She stood in the empty hallway, the low sun shining through the ribbed glass of the front door, muddy marks from Pamela’s gardening shoes on the usually spotless oatmeal carpet. She listened to the ticking of the old-fashioned clock on the hall table. It had been presented to Hugo’s father on his retirement from the brewery, where he had been a driver, as had his father before him, though her great-grandfather had taken care of horses rather than engines. She looked at the picture hanging on the wall above it, a reproduction of an Edwardian flower painting that used to hang in the guests’ breakfast room at the Seafront B&B and that Pamela had salvaged from Tessa’s refurbishment. Tessa had known these items all her life, but never before had she seen her mother cry like that.

She went into the lounge where she found Hugo standing at the picture window looking out onto the muted April colours of the sheltered back garden. He turned to her with a stricken expression she could not read.

‘What’s going on, Dad?’

He seemed unable to find words. Instead he came and wrapped his arms around her in the kind of bear hug he used to offer when she was a little girl. Letting go, he said merely: ‘We’d better wait for them.’

Out of habit, Tessa plumped some cushions on the couch before she sat down. She had never met Erin before, but her long-lost aunt’s clandestine visit to the B&B yesterday and her decision to turn up unannounced here today seemed to Tessa not only pointless but also mean and unfair. Although Grandma Averil used to talk about her younger daughter, and showed pride in Erin’s life in Australia and her career in the travel business, Tessa had always assumed everyone was content with little more than the sending and receiving of Christmas cards. Certainly she could recollect no plans to visit, nor even any regular phone calls. But it was obvious now that the apparent placidity of these relationships had not been due to indifference. Tessa felt deeply wary of this unknown woman; the fact that Erin could provoke such strength of feeling in her normally reserved parents left her cross and resentful. She hoped her aunt would soon go back where she belonged.

Erin came in carrying a tray laden with coffee, cups and plates. ‘Pamela’s nipped upstairs to change out of her gardening clothes,’ she told Hugo brightly, and then took charge of serving the coffee.

‘So what took you to London?’ Hugo asked with studied politeness when Erin had settled with her own cup. ‘Have you been over before?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Always avoided it.’ She flushed. ‘I mean, most of my work is with the Far East. Hong Kong, Singapore, Thailand, rather than Europe.’

‘So why now?’

‘One of the airlines had a promotion. My company puts a lot of business their way. And a first-class seat makes everything so much easier!’ Erin spoke with a professionally friendly manner that Tessa recognised from her own interaction with guests. The familiarity made her look at her aunt with fresh interest; maybe now that the first shock was over, they would all be their normal selves again. ‘I’m not even sure if I’ve ever been to London before,’ Erin went on. ‘Strange. Somehow, being an expat, I automatically imagined I knew it well.’

They fell silent, and sat sipping their coffee until Pamela came in carrying the plate of shortbread. She had brushed her hair and put on a little powder and lipstick, though Tessa could discern faint traces of puffiness around her eyes. Hugo, too, looked closely at her as she handed around biscuits for which no one had any appetite.

Pamela took a seat on the couch beside Erin. Both sat straight-backed. They were of almost identical height, and had the same clear foreheads and wide mouths, though Erin’s features seemed somehow stronger, less faded. Pamela, nine years older, was grey-haired and narrow-shouldered, but Tessa could see that they would be immediately recognisable as sisters.

As Hugo asked more inconsequential questions about Erin’s flight and where she’d stayed in London, Tessa was soothed by the evident intention to smooth over the shock of her arrival. Yet she couldn’t help being curious about what she’d overheard in the kitchen. ‘What made you decide to go to Australia in the first place?’ she asked.

The others stiffened and exchanged furtive glances. Once again Tessa was piqued by the ability of a stranger to arouse in her parents a force of emotion they had never shown towards her. No one answered, so Tessa let the question hang in the air for a moment before probing further. ‘You must have been quite young?’

‘Sixteen,’ said Erin. ‘Same age as your kids, right? What, Lauren’s fourteen and Mitch seventeen?’

‘Yes,’ confirmed Tessa, surprised that she was so well informed.

‘So young,’ murmured Pamela.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Erin went on. ‘Last time I was here, you were a babe in arms. And look at you now – all grown up, kids of your own, flourishing business.’

Tessa shrugged politely, suddenly wondering if perhaps Erin had come to make trouble over Grandma Averil’s will. If so, she would fight: the B&B had been left in its entirety to her because for the past decade, without the hard graft she and Sam had put in, it would not have survived. Besides, Sam’s new restaurant depended on the security of her inheritance and she wasn’t about to have that interfered with.

‘What made you change your mind? Why have you come back now?’ pressed Hugo.

‘Cousin Brenda died,’ Pamela answered for Erin. ‘That’s why, isn’t it?’

Erin nodded, her expression sad as she smoothed her pink skirt over her knees. Recovering, she turned to Tessa. ‘Brenda was my second cousin,’ she explained, ‘and a second mother too. I lived with her family when I first went to Sydney. She was wonderful to me.’

‘I’m glad to hear that,’ said Hugo.

‘She passed away three months ago,’ Erin told him, ‘of breast cancer.’

‘My condolences,’ he said awkwardly.

‘Thank you.’

‘If Erin had stayed, our lives would have been very different,’ said Pamela.

‘She could have come back any time she wanted,’ Hugo told her sharply. He turned to Erin. ‘We never stopped you.’

‘Mum didn’t want me here,’ said Erin.

‘That’s not true,’ objected Pamela.

‘She made me promise to stay away.’

‘No!’

‘Yes. You weren’t supposed to know, but … She did what she thought was best.’

‘We thought you might’ve come to her funeral,’ said Hugo.

‘It was too difficult, after so much time.’

Tessa observed the look of appeal Erin made to Pamela, saw Pamela nod in sympathy and reach out to press her sister’s hand. She felt exasperated by these concealed undercurrents. ‘Will someone please tell me what’s going on?’ she demanded.

Pamela looked intently at Hugo, who met her gaze with stony eyes. Crestfallen, Pamela stared at the floor.

‘Oh, it’s nothing – the usual story,’ said Erin, her Australian twang more accentuated. ‘I was a delinquent teenager, and Mum couldn’t cope. She’d just managed to buy the house next door and was going to knock through. It was such a big risk. If it hadn’t worked out she’d have lost everything, and then who knows what would have happened to us. She couldn’t afford any hint of scandal.’

Erin spoke so airily that Tessa was sure she was lying. She glanced at Hugo who was staring sightlessly out at the garden and was shocked by how wretched he looked, by the sorrowful lines in his face that, she realised with a jolt, had always been there.

‘What sort of scandal?’ Tessa asked.

‘Oh, nineteen-seventies Felixham! Nothing anyone would bother about in this day and age. Tell me about Mitch and Lauren. Are they doing well at school?’

Tessa ignored the question. ‘What happened?’ she insisted.

A sort of hush fell. Pamela gazed at Hugo and he glared back hopelessly with a faint shake of his head.

It was Erin who spoke, with a firmness that Tessa suspected was professional. ‘Nothing. I was difficult, so Averil packed me off to stay for a while with the only family she had. As it turned out, I adored my cousin Brenda, discovered I’m a city girl and was only too glad to shake the dust of this place off my feet, so I stayed put.’ Erin turned to Pamela, touching her arm. ‘I’ve been fine, really. No need to worry about me. I’ve got a fantastic life in Sydney.’

Pamela burst into tears

‘What on earth’s the big mystery?’ demanded Tessa, beginning to feel afraid.

Hugo sighed and sat back, defeated. He nodded to Erin. ‘Tell her, if that’s why you’re here. Don’t drag it out.’

But Erin shook her head, occupying herself in comforting Pamela.

‘Tell her,’ he ordered.

‘There’s no need,’ she protested. ‘Really.’

‘Then why are you here?’ he asked coldly.

Pamela took a deep breath, trying to control her tears, and turned to Tessa. ‘Your grandmother sent Erin away soon after you were born,’ she said finally. ‘Because you were born.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Tessa, hearing her own voice as if from very far away.

‘Erin was barely sixteen,’ said Pamela. ‘Little more than a child herself.’

‘But what has that got to do with me?’

‘I had a baby,’ said Erin.

Except for birdsong from the garden, the room was silent. Pamela’s face softened and her shoulders dropped as if a huge burden had been lifted.

‘What happened to it?’ Tessa asked, already dreading the reply.

‘We wanted you, Tessie!’ Hugo’s voice shook uncharacteristically. ‘Welcomed you!’

‘I knew Pamela would take good care of you because she’d always looked after me so well,’ said Erin. ‘Loved me.’

‘But that’s ridiculous! You would’ve told me. Why wouldn’t you?’ Out of habit, Tessa looked to her father for verification. Hugo’s answering look of shame was terrifying. She turned back to Erin. ‘You’re saying that I was that baby? That you’re my mother?’

Erin looked to Pamela for permission before she answered. ‘Yes.’

Tessa sought wildly for some escape. ‘But there’s nothing on my birth certificate.’

‘No,’ said Hugo. ‘The adoption went through just before the law was changed.’ He looked accusingly at Pamela. ‘When people still believed it was best to ignore the truth.’

Pamela uttered a wail of contrition. ‘I took you away from her. I stole my sister’s child.’


FOUR

Refusing Hugo’s offer of a lift, Tessa took the footpath home through the tall reeds, grateful for some space in which to process her shock. At first she had expected Erin to leave, to offer her and her parents some private time together; but Pamela had been adamant that her little sister would not be cast out a second time, and so it was Tessa who had said she must get back to work, and had left their house feeling unfairly usurped.

Piecing together her scant knowledge of the past, Tessa tried to make some headway against her astonished sense of betrayal. All the years they must have guarded her so assiduously from any suspicion of the truth; all those conversations – innocent childish questions or remarks about family traits and resemblances – that had been steered so firmly away from difficult waters. How carefully her parents must have monitored themselves, how false so many of their words and gestures!

She knew how hard it was to defy Grandma Averil: she’d been a tyrant. From the moment Averil had decreed – as Pamela had just explained – that the disgraced Erin was to disappear and Pamela and Hugo should pass her baby off as their own, it would have been useless to argue against her. But why, after Erin’s banishment, had it remained so impossible to share the secret with the person most closely affected by it, to ignore a child’s right to know who she was? Had there really been no point during the past thirty-seven years when she couldn’t have been trusted with the truth?

Tessa felt bitterly disappointed that Hugo and Pamela had failed to take charge. Their lack of certainty, of ownership, left her exposed and defenceless. No wonder she had grown up with a sense of not fully belonging, of being kept at arm’s length.

What hurt most was that Pamela’s grief today had not been for the sacrifice of her family to this divisive and inhibiting secret, but remorse at stealing her sister’s child. Even when Tessa left the house it had been Hugo who accompanied her to the end of the driveway, who promised to call. Pamela had hung back, giving precedence to Erin, who had laid a powdered cheek next to Tessa’s and kissed her lightly goodbye.

Had either of her parents ever really wanted her? Clearly Erin, her real mother, had not. And maybe Pamela had resented having her sister’s illegitimate baby foisted upon her. Perhaps even Hugo, always so decent and loyal, had had no choice but to support his wife and make the best of it. The horrible idea that maybe all these years they had merely tolerated a child who meant very little to them made her want to run away.

As she walked, she tried to let the familiar movement of clouds and water claim her attention and untangle her emotions. The tide was flowing out in earnest now, and as she approached the metal footbridge she saw how the river’s central channel had narrowed to expose the mudbanks to the attention of wading birds. A wind blew in off the sea, whipping up the water rushing in the opposite direction, echoing her overwhelming sense that the elements surrounding her were dangerously in flux.

She stopped on the footbridge where her thoughts reverted to Sam: did this lack of authentic connection at the very heart of her life explain why she had always feared an emptiness at the heart of her marriage too? She realised suddenly how hungry she was to talk to him, how he was the only person in the world she wanted to tell, or who could possibly comfort her.

Tessa dialled his number on her mobile and he picked up after a couple of rings, greeting her by name. Deciding not to burden him immediately, she spoke with false optimism: ‘Sam, you’re never going to believe what I’ve just been told! Can I call in for five minutes?’

‘Sure,’ he agreed. ‘I’ve been wanting to speak to you about something anyway. See you soon.’

Tessa walked on feeling a tiny bit lighter. However horrible and unsettling, perhaps Erin’s revelation would help her to understand herself better, might even add an extra dimension to her existence. After all, nothing had actually been lost – Hugo and Pamela remained her mum and dad, and Sam was still her husband. But now maybe there could be room for her to grow, to gain new perspectives, to discover parts of herself that, busy with marriage and kids and remodelling the business, had become enmeshed and lost. Listening to the racket of the gulls swooping across the shallow current and fighting over whatever food was to be found, she reflected that there was, after all, a strange elation at being at the centre of such unexpected drama, an enticing sense of ever-expanding horizons. She couldn’t wait to talk to Sam, to explain why things had gone wrong and persuade him to come home for a fresh start together.

She found him in the brasserie – in what was going to be the brasserie – looking more youthful than ever in a dusty boiler suit, his hair flopping over his eyes. The major structural work on remodelling the former joinery and its cobbled courtyard out front was nearing completion, and he was hoping to open in good time for the summer season. Tessa calmed herself by admiring how well the shiny slickness of the bar would eventually work against the cleaned-up brickwork and sanded wood floors before telling him about Erin and her revelation.

‘Wow,’ said Sam. ‘How do you feel?’

‘Confused. Hurt. Amazed. Don’t know what to feel yet.’

‘And your poor parents. Pretty tough on them, her just turning up out of the blue like that, dropping such a bombshell.’

‘If she hadn’t, I might never have found out.’

‘No, but she could’ve warned you all that she was coming. Given them a chance to tell you without being bounced into it like that.’

‘Maybe it had to happen this way. Though it’s pretty weird to think they might never have told me otherwise. Not sure quite how I get my head round that, how to go on trusting them.’

His shrug reminded her how easily he always sidestepped confrontation, even other people’s. ‘So what’s she like?’ he asked.

‘Don’t know yet. She’s not here for long, though.’

‘Right.’

‘She’d love to meet you. And the kids, obviously.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes! Why not?’

‘Do the kids need to know?’

‘Of course!’

‘They’ve a lot going on right now, and it doesn’t really affect them, does it?’

‘I’m not keeping it a secret,’ she declared stubbornly.

‘Fair enough. But it might be an idea to make sure you’ve got used to the idea first and are Ok with it all.’

‘I am. I think it helps make sense of stuff.’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know. Like that I never one hundred per cent belonged. That I wasn’t complete in some way.’

Sam shrugged. ‘All kids are like that, aren’t they? Go through the fantasy of imagining they’re adopted. You and your mum and dad always seemed pretty tight to me.’

‘I’m not saying we weren’t. It’s how I felt.’

‘Ok.’

‘And in my case, turns out that adoption isn’t a fantasy.’ She looked at him, hoping for more of a response.

‘Sure. But it’s not really adoption, is it? It’s not as if your family gave you up, handed you over to strangers.’

‘No. That’s right.’ Tessa assumed they were both inevitably recalling the same moment in their own lives: Pamela and Hugo was been delighted when she’d confessed that she’d accidentally fallen pregnant with Mitch when still at college. Even though her parents had only met Sam a couple of times, and she and Sam had not imagined a life together, Pamela and Hugo had made everything fall perfectly into place. Erin, on the other hand, had been sent packing thousands of miles away from home, only weeks after giving birth. ‘No,’ Tessa agreed, feeling some sympathetic kinship with the younger Erin. ‘It was Erin they gave up. Not me.’

‘So you’re Ok with it?’ Sam repeated. ‘It’s not going to ruin your life or anything?’

‘No. I’m angry that they never told me, that I’ve had to live such a lie all these years, but I’m glad that’s over. I think they’re relieved too. And I’m sure in the end it’ll explain things, open stuff up.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Maybe about us too.’

‘Yeah?’ Sam looked her warily.

‘About maybe why I find it difficult to say what I want.’ She moved closer, touched his arm. ‘I’m sure it’ll be good for us,’ she said. ‘Make it easier to start over.’

‘Right.’ He licked his lips. ‘Because I’ve got something to tell you as well.’

‘What?’ She hadn’t meant to snap at him, but she was tired, and had expected him to enter more fully into what all this meant for her. After all, it wasn’t every day you discovered you weren’t who you thought you were. But she saw the shutters come down and wanted to shake him.

‘You’ve probably already guessed.’ He gave a feeble laugh. ‘I’m moving in with Nula this week.’

‘Nula?’

‘Nula Simmonds,’ he reminded her, striving to sound patient. ‘She’s part of the company that did all the design work here. You’ve met her.’

The mist cleared: Sam had been complaining for a while about the lack of space in his one-room flat. ‘But that’s what I wanted to talk to you about,’ she said eagerly. ‘There’s no need for you to go on renting, is there? Not now this place is nearly done. Come home!’

His hesitation was like a siren going off. ‘You mean you really don’t know?’ He looked hurt, as if she were deliberately making this harder for him.

‘Know what?’ asked Tessa, realising that she did indeed already know what he was going to say.

‘We’re going to live together.’

Her distress burst out of her: ‘What about us?’

‘It’s been almost two years since
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