

CHAPTER ONE

Alex quickened the pace because a tube train was due in two minutes, according to her app. The sky was grey, and mizzle lay thick in the air on this cold December morning, but at least it was only two days until the Christmas break. 

Alex and the other flat-owners had done their bit outside the front door, but they couldn’t make the whole street safe; it was littered with slippery wet leaves that the council had failed to sweep away. A jogger in a neon beanie hat came by and skidded on one as he swerved to avoid a woman holding a toddler on one arm and pushing a baby in a buggy with the other.

‘Shit,’ he muttered to himself.

The toddler turned to his mother. ‘What’s shit?’ he asked.

‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘Not a nice word.’

‘Shit, shit, shit.’ The toddler started to sing the words to a tune he had created. 

Even on a grim day like this, Alex enjoyed the walk to the tube station. There was always something to see in London. People to observe, houses to stare at, now with their oversized seasonal wreaths hanging from the front door, cars to check out and, best of all, dogs to watch and greet as they headed towards the park for their morning walks.

A miniature schnauzer with comical white eyebrows on a steel-grey face was straining at the lead as it recognized Alex.

‘Hello Monty!’ She grinned, bending down as Monty’s whole body danced with joy. 

‘I’m so sorry. He’ll make your trousers dirty,’ Monty’s dog walker, clad head to toe in waterproof clothing, warned.

‘Oh, don’t worry about that. I’d rather have a cuddle than clean trousers. Are you picking up a few others?’

‘Yeah. I’ve got a noisy dachshund called Dave and a cockapoo called Kevin on this road, then Pip the Cavapoo on Devonshire Road. Four is the max, so that’ll keep my hands full for this morning.’

Not for the first time, Alex thought how blissful life as a dog walker would be. Endless fresh air and exercise, with different dogs to share it with, all of them treating you as if you were the most important, joy-giving person in their life. She relished the freedom of walking without a care in the world.

As a child, she had been asked at school what her idea of success was. Where other pupils had talked about earning millions, owning a racehorse or a super-yacht, buying a football club or running a huge business, she had answered ‘having no responsibility’. To her, that would mean she was winning at life.

Until that dream day, there was a career to manage in a job that didn’t always leave Alex wagging a metaphorical tail, thanks to a demanding boss and unsociable hours.

She heard the tube rattling over the bridge and ran up the stairs, but she was just too late. The train doors closed in her face. Bollocks. She looked up and saw the next train wasn’t due for six minutes. Ah well. It had been worth the delay for the cuddle with Monty, which was always a highlight of her day. She sat on a bench in the middle of the platform, tucked her shoulder-length brown hair behind her left ear and made the best use of the time, scrolling through the social media posts of the infamous, taking screen grabs when something piqued her interest for a potential story.

Being a freelance society reporter for Rizz magazine had its benefits: travelling the world, discounts on clothes, free food at parties, an endless carousel of new people to meet, some of them interesting, some of them beautiful, some of them beddable even. 

It was supposed to be the perfect life for someone who had made it her mission to have no ties and no responsibility, to ensure there was nothing to worry about. Best to enjoy it, thought Alex, and ignore the voice that sometimes whispered, Is this it? It had certainly been enough through her carefree twenties and most of her thirties, but now, as she approached her fortieth birthday, the world around her looked very different, and it didn’t feel as satisfying as it once had. 

Her friends were married, and most had children now. Her younger brothers were also settled at home with well-paid jobs. Meanwhile, Alex had no relationship and a one-bedroom flat with a mortgage. Paying that off was her only motivation to keep working in a job that required little emotional or intellectual investment, and which she no longer enjoyed like she once had. 

Still, there was only another couple of days to get through, and then she could head home to her parents for Christmas. 

The Rizz office was part of the new development at White City, where BBC Television Centre had stood for decades. ITV had since moved into the new studios, taking over the iconic horseshoe and reaping the benefits of a recognizable hub, as well as the new restaurants and shopping centre. There was even a swimming pool up on the roof of a private members’ club. It was all very LA, although looking out at the cars streaming into town on the Westway didn’t have quite the same cachet as the view of a Californian sunset. 

When Alex had been here as a trainee, the area had been very different, even a little seedy. Now, it was full of hipsters in spotless white trainers wandering around with wireless headphones and backpacks. 

Rizz magazine fed off the social posts that the notorious, the illustrious, the fêted few shared with their fanatical followers. It was easy work for Alex to sift through the updates and photos, harvesting interesting information and working it into her weekly column. The small team of reporters all thought of themselves as farmers, cultivating the seeds they were offered and turning them into a crop upon which the readers could feast. 

It always amazed Alex how these same individuals who always talked about protecting their privacy would willingly share so much online. It was like a jewellery store paying a fortune for an alarm system and then leaving its best gems out on the pavement for passers-by to stick in their pockets. 

The real skill of a society reporter, like a good detective, was not just to follow the accounts of famous people but also those of their siblings, children, friends and associates. That was where the gold dust lay. Celebs might be careful in their own feed, but their friends were never quite so disciplined, particularly at the end of a fun night out, which could make for much more candid material. Scanning the feed in the hour around and after midnight was always worthwhile, jotting down details and taking screenshots before posts were deleted in the cold light of morning.

Some of Alex’s best stories had come from late-night detective work, including discovering a treasured and supposedly happily married political correspondent approaching young men at a nightclub, and a celebrity chef surrounded by girls younger than his daughters. For all the celebrities who might want to edit their lives into the perfect Insta story, Rizz could see through the sepia-tinted glow. It was the magazine that no one wanted to be featured in but everyone wanted to read; it wasn’t sycophantic like some of the other glossies, and that was what gave it its edge.

As Alex walked through the large foyer towards the security gates, she realized that trying to wipe Monty’s muddy pawprints away with a tissue had only created a grey smudge. She would just have to style it out. 

Alex’s phone buzzed as the lift doors opened. It was a text from the parentals. 

What time you home tomorrow?

There always had to be a bloody timetable with them. She put her phone back in her bag as she walked into the office. She looked around for someone to greet, but seemingly everyone was either away or ‘working from home’.

The office was supposed to be all hot-desking, but she flung her bag onto what had become hers by virtue of regular use and keeping a few personal items – mainly chewing gum and a notepad she’d taken from a hotel room – in the accompanying drawer. 

As Alex rummaged around in her handbag, looking for the phone she had put in there only seconds ago, she wondered again why anyone paid hundreds of pounds for a designer bag that barely fitted a phone and a set of keys. Hers was a multi-coloured large tote she had picked up for cheap in a market in Guatemala City. It had endless space, although that did mean everything always got lost at the bottom. 

‘Oh god, I’m turning into my mother,’ she said out loud.

It was the fate she dreaded most of all. 

Having retrieved her phone, she typed her reply.

About 6 I hope. Slightly depends on a deadline but I’ll do my best. Can’t wait to see you. Any last min purchases you want me to get?

Alex knew better than to stand there waiting for a reply, even though she could see the message had been read. It wouldn’t happen. One thing she always agreed on with her brothers was that their mother must think that texts were charged by the word. They were rare, short, one might even say terse. Alex pictured their mother in the kitchen, surveying the contents of the fridge and trying to work out whether she had enough food to get through the oncoming family avalanche. 

‘Save the pennies, and the pounds will take care of themselves’ was her mother’s favourite saying, which didn’t even make sense now that no one carried cash. 

Alex had inherited traces of that presbyterian outlook but tried hard to suppress it. 

She wandered to the coffee machine with her Thermos mug, grateful that one of the perks of coming into the office was limitless free caffeine to help her get through the day. Jack, the only other person at work this morning, greeted her with a cheery smile. He was wearing a tight red jumper featuring a reindeer whose antlers and nose sparkled with sequins. On anyone else, it would have looked ridiculous, but somehow on his twenty-something muscular frame, it was fashionably ironic. He was the photo editor for Rizz, and Alex loved providing the copy for the photos he found. It took so little effort, with the shots already telling the story themselves. 

Jack asked Alex about her plans for Christmas.

‘Oh, just the usual. Heading down to the family to be infantilized,’ she replied. 

‘I know what you mean.’ Jack sighed. ‘My mother still offers to put name-tapes in my clothes so they don’t get lost. But hey, it’s useful to get the washing done and have my shirts properly ironed, so I can’t complain. And she spoils me rotten, cooking all my favourite things.’

‘Mums and their boys, eh?’ Alex mused, filling her cup with black coffee then opening the fridge to find the oat milk. ‘Unconditional, never-ending love. Lucky you.’

Jack laughed and headed back to his computer to download the latest set of celeb Christmas party photos. 

‘I’ve got some good ones for you,’ he shouted back over his shoulder. 

Alex stirred her coffee and felt vaguely nauseous as she wondered which celebrities she would be ordered to roast on an open fire.




CHAPTER TWO

Christmas Eve Eve or, as some people might call it, the twenty-third of December, was a dank day in Hampshire, with only the dark filigree of tree branches providing context and shape to the milky-grey sky. Any hope of a white Christmas had disappeared in a sticky mess of mud, after a thoroughly miserable December during which rivers had burst their banks, causing untold damage to thousands of houses, and a permanent thick grey smudge of fog had hung around like the last guest at a party, refusing to go home. 

The kettle bubbled in the kitchen of a large 1970s red-brick house, situated high enough to have avoided the worst of the flood damage but close enough to the river to be wary of the power of the raging torrent. Alex’s parents had lived at the grandly named Riverview Manor for over forty years, and all three of their offspring had spent their childhoods being warned not to mess about near the river. Even though they had all ignored the instruction, they had lived to tell the tale.

Isobel and David had talked for years about modernizing the house, putting in patio doors from the kitchen to make use of the generous south-facing space at the top of the garden, but they had never got around to it, nor had they changed the butter-lemon colour of the walls inside. Isobel had got more paint than she needed in a sale at B&Q and topped up as and when required. There were brushmarks all over the place, as every new patch-up was a bit stronger in lemon colour than the rest of the wall, but she didn’t see the point of paying a decorator when she could do it herself. 

The shop assistant had told her the paint would make her feel as if the sun was always shining; although that definitely wasn’t true on this grim December morning, Alex’s mother liked it well enough, and she couldn’t see the point of change for the sake of it. After all, who really noticed interior design apart from interior designers – and they were paid to care about it. The upheaval would be a pain in the arse and would just make David even grumpier than usual. As she poured boiling water into the teapot, he was already complaining. 

‘Honestly, I don’t understand why we have to invite the Palmers for dinner. Can’t it just be drinks? That way, we can get rid of them by eight o’clock latest and I can watch the Attenborough documentary,’ David chided, breathing heavily through his nose and inhaling coffee through his mouth, seemingly at the same time. 

Isobel opened the day’s Christmas cards with a knife, resisting the temptation to stab him for slurping. The noise was unbearable. There were many reasons to kill him, but she concluded a defence plea that ‘he was breathing, m’lud, and I just couldn’t stand the racket any more’ was not likely to spare her jail time. 

Isobel had sent Jacquie Lawson email cards, which were much better for the environment, and postage was just a rip-off these days. You couldn’t even guarantee it would arrive in time, and she was damned if she was going to spend over a pound on a stamp and then worry about whether it would actually get there. She hand-delivered to the locals from a stash of cards she’d bought years ago in a post-Christmas sale.

The Palmers, who were coming to dinner that night, had switched to email long ago, as that way they could write their godforsaken updates on their grandchildren and send them to as many people as possible, as if people had willingly subscribed to this family newsletter. Isobel was always tempted to write a truth bomb Christmas update in return, detailing her daughter’s series of failed relationships, her elder son’s naked ambition, her younger son’s jealousy, plus her own daily frustration with being married to a man she increasingly could barely tolerate. 

She adjusted her navy-blue woollen jumper so that it fell just over the waistband of her Marks and Spencer jeans. She worried that she was technically too old to wear jeans, but this new high-waist cut was the most comfortable she had found and didn’t have the ridiculous flared bottoms that seemed so popular. She rather regretted that it had taken her six decades to find a pair of jeans that she liked. 

She watched David reading the newspaper, grunting and tutting at regular intervals. His thick salt-and-pepper hair was flopping forward. He had just celebrated his seventieth birthday, and she was a couple of years younger, although the wrinkles on her face betrayed the years of worrying about things that never seemed to bother David. He lived life while she had to deal with it; that was why her hair was greyer than his and why she found increasing grooves either side of her eyes, on the corners of her mouth and even across her cheeks. Her pale-blue eyes scanned the lengthy shopping list. 

Isobel had to cajole her husband through Christmas. She knew he hated the large gatherings, as it meant too many people, too much chat about children, too many mince pies, and she had to suffer the after-effects of turkey and Brussels sprouts on his digestive system. 

‘Father Christmas is basically an overweight alcoholic given free rein to break into the house,’ he had told the children when they were still young enough to believe in the global benefactor. They were terrified ever after, and Isobel had had to reveal her own role in filling their stockings long before she wanted to destroy the harmless fantasy. 

David flicked from the back of the paper to the front and paused.

‘Jeez Louise,’ he huffed.

‘What is it, darling?’ Isobel paused opening the envelope. 

‘“CEO in charity fraud scandal”,’ David read aloud. ‘People think they can get away with anything. All that money raised by good honest folk, running and making cakes and setting up auctions, and this sharp-suited wide boy decides he’ll use it to build a swimming pool. The bloody cheek.’

Isobel noticed her husband’s face was turning a brighter shade of pink and sighed. He had a problem with his blood pressure, but he ignored her protests not to stress himself out.

‘That’s why I never give to charity.’ She shook her head. ‘Those CEOs are all on six-figure salaries, you know. It’s a disgrace. It’s not like it used to be when we were out there shaking tins for the Guide Dogs. We did that for love, not money.’

She glanced at the plastic pill box. It had little dividers in it to mark the days, and she could see that David had not yet taken his pills for today. She popped the multi-coloured collection into her hand and took them over to the kitchen table. 

‘Take these with your coffee. It’ll help swill them down,’ she reminded him. 

David rolled his eyes and huffed even more noisily.

‘Yes. I know you’re not a child.’ Isobel tried to sound warm and encouraging. ‘And I am not your nanny, but the doctor said you mustn’t forget, especially if you know you might get stressed.’

David’s face started to turn even redder, and she realized it was another losing battle.

‘I do not get stressed!’ David said tersely, as he stood up too quickly and banged his knee on the table. ‘Coco!’ he called. ‘We’re going for a walk.’

Their caramel-coloured Norfolk terrier obediently trotted towards him, tail wagging. She stopped and cocked her head on one side, looking towards Isobel with an expression that, if you thought dogs could show emotion, suggested sympathy. Coco turned to follow her master, who had stomped towards the back door and was now pulling on his boots, grimacing.

Isobel opened the fridge and took out a large dish of chicken in a sauce.

‘Married the wrong one,’ she muttered under her breath as the back door slammed shut.

‘What’s that, Mum?’ Alex had appeared behind her in checked flannel pyjamas. Her dark hair was sticking up as if she’d had an electric shock, and she had smudges under her deep-brown eyes where she hadn’t taken her mascara off properly. She shuffled towards the kettle. 

‘Marinaded the wrong one.’ Isobel pointed at the chicken. 

‘Oh well, never mind. I’m sure it’ll be delicious. I’m starving.’

‘You look tired,’ Isobel told her.

‘Thanks, Mum. Always useful to know.’

Alex had arrived too late for supper last night, and Isobel had been so keen to go to bed that she’d turned off the downstairs lights as soon as Alex had got her bag inside, so she hadn’t seen her properly. 

She watched her daughter put two pieces of bread in the toaster and yawn at the same time as asking, ‘Who’s coming tonight?’

‘The Palmers. Your father is in a huff, but I thought it would be good for us to have some company. I read an article that said it’s important to keep stimulating the mind with different conversations.’

‘Right.’ Her daughter pulled out the teabag and left it crushed on a spoon on the counter. ‘Well, I’m not sure how “different” your conversation with them will be. I can give you the list of topics you’ll cover now: pension funds, inheritance tax, Brexit, where the grandchildren are going to school, and – for a bit of light relief – a long discussion on why England keep kicking every time they get the ball. What’s happened to free-flowing rugby, eh? I can draw up an agenda if you like,’ she teased.

‘Very funny.’ Isobel rolled her eyes as she automatically scooped the teabag into the food bin and slammed the lid, hoping her daughter might notice. 

‘When are you back to work?’

‘It’s Christmas, Mum. I’ve got four days off, but don’t worry, I can tell you want rid of me even though I’ve only just got here. I’ll be out tonight, and I’ll make sure I’ve left long before the Palmers get here. I don’t need Daphne’s disapproval and Michael’s over-friendly greeting as he pats my bum and then holds me at arm’s length to stare at my tits.’ She shuddered. ‘That might have been acceptable in the Seventies,’ she added for her mother’s benefit, ‘but now it’s classed as harassment. You really ought to tell him.’

Isobel sighed. Honestly, in her day she’d have taken it as a compliment, but Alex was so sensitive about these things. She’d add ‘woke’ to the list of topics to discuss tonight.

‘I will have time to go through your fridge and larder if you like? Check those sell-by dates and chuck out anything that’s a year or more over …’

‘Don’t you dare. No one will die from eating marmalade that’s a month or two over. Anyway, those dates mean nothing. It’s just a guide.’

‘Yeah but three years, Mum. That’s a bit much. Remember that time I found a ketchup bottle in there from 1997?’

Isobel tutted her disapproval, knowing that she had got the tomato ketchup in a job lot, and it was discounted so heavily it was virtually free. If one of her children got a little runny tummy because of it, who was going to complain? A bargain’s a bargain.

‘Before you disappear, Miss Best Before, this one’s for you.’ Isobel handed her a letter addressed to Alex Roberts, Esq.

‘Another one who can’t work out if I’m a boy or a girl.’ Alex sighed as she examined the shape of the envelope. It didn’t look like a Christmas card.

‘I thought you’d told me that in this day and age, gender should not define anyone?’ Isobel challenged her daughter. 

‘Well, yes, that is what I said, but that doesn’t mean I want to be mistaken for a man. I am quite happy with my identity, thanks very much.’

Alex was studying the postmark – Monmouth. She ripped it open while taking bites of toast. It had some kind of official letterhead. Davies and Davies Solicitors. Alex quickly scanned the contents.

‘Holy shit,’ she said. ‘Who the hell is William Griffiths, and why would he have left me a farm?’




CHAPTER THREE

‘This has got to be a prank.’ Alex read the letter again and laughed. ‘I’m going to call Ethan right now. That’s just the best joke ever.’

Isobel stared out of the window and watched a robin sitting on the ledge looking back at her. It nodded its head. The back door swung open, and Coco dived straight towards Alex, who scooped her up into her lap and started kissing her face while Coco happily wagged her tail.

‘Oh, please don’t let her lick you. We’ve been trying to stop her doing that,’ Isobel implored.

‘I don’t mind. It’ll save me having to wash it, won’t it, Coco Pops? Clever girl. Have you had a nice walk with Daddy? Have you?’ Alex lavished her love on the Norfolk terrier. ‘You don’t care if I look tired, do you? No you don’t, because you love me just as I am. Good girl,’ she fussed.

David slammed the door shut as he stomped back in. 

‘That was quick,’ Isobel said.

David was flushed from the exertion and the biting cold wind outside. He leant on the counter for support.

‘Coco seemed to know Alex was up and about,’ he explained, between laboured breaths. ‘She turned around up by the woods and just started heading home, so I had to follow.’ He checked his watch. ‘About time too. You never were an early bird.’ 

‘Morning to you too, Pops. It’s so lovely to be home and to feel like a teenager again.’ Alex smiled at her father, and it had the desired effect of calming his bad mood.

He ruffled her hair and sat down at the kitchen table next to her. Despite the mop of dark-brown hair on her head, the sleep in her eyes and the lack of make-up, she still radiated warmth and light. Alex had never been as thin as she would have liked, nor as tall and certainly not as elegant or as beautiful. To her own eyes, she was average in every regard, but to her father, she was luminescent. 

‘So, tell me all your news. How’s work? How’s Ethan? Any wedding bells I need to hear about?’

Isobel started making a list of the things she needed for tonight’s dinner party, but she stayed in the kitchen, listening to Alex’s answers. She never asked her personal questions, mainly for fear of the replies, but she stalked her daughter on social media, so she knew as much as anyone about the stories Alex chose to tell. 

‘Work’s fine, although my editor is on my case. I’ve got a trip to Dubai coming up in January. That footballer you say is dodgy is opening a restaurant so, you know, that’ll be fun.’ Alex’s updates flowed easily with her father. He listened and occasionally smiled or laughed to encourage her. ‘I got a Christmas bonus, so that was good. They particularly liked my story about that politician – you know the one – taking cocaine in the kitchen with the daughter of the host who caught them both and kicked him out.’

David laughed and confirmed that he had indeed seen the story, albeit its second iteration in a respectable broadsheet where a journalist had picked up on Alex’s scoop and rewritten the story, without crediting her. He tried not to read magazines like Rizz.

‘And what about Ethan? You two going on holiday or moving in together or anything like that, hey hey?’ David winked at his daughter, always teasing her about him.

Isobel could never have that sort of conversation with her daughter without Alex accusing her of being ‘judgy’, or taking umbrage at some perfectly well-meaning bit of advice. She never knew why Alex reacted that way. 

‘I’ve told you before, Ethan’s gay,’ Alex admonished her father. 

‘Ah, but that never stopped anyone. I know lots of gay men who are happily married to women.’ David’s eyes shone with a naughty twinkle. 

‘Yes, Dad, but that’s because they had to. We’ve got equal marriage now, you know. It makes far more sense to live as a same-sex couple, to be honest.’

Here we go again, Isobel thought, raising an eyebrow but deciding it was best to stay quiet as Alex eulogized on her favourite subject. She let the words float as bubbles above her head, because she’d heard on the radio that if she imagined them that way, they couldn’t annoy her. 

‘Society sells us heterosexual relationships as the ideal, but they’re really not. Men and women don’t like the same things.’ Alex was just getting started. ‘Most of the time, they don’t even want to be in the same room, let alone live together, so it’s a conspiracy to keep the world in a wretched state of constant frustration.’ 

Some of us, Isobel thought, have to make do with our lot. Lucky old Alex to have the choice of how she wanted to live her life. 

Isobel was hardly some kind of secret lesbian who hated her husband and would rather be living with Muriel down the road. She did like Muriel, even quietly considered her rather attractive when she was wearing dungarees, but the last thing on earth Isobel would ever do is be the subject of village gossip for upping and leaving her husband. Far better to soldier on, put on a good show and be secretly miserable than to be a happy non-conformist. 

She finished her shopping list by underlining Lemons.

‘Right, you two, I’m off to the supermarket. Anything you want?’ Isobel asked.

‘Oat milk please, Mum.’ 

Isobel could swear she saw Alex smile at David as she made her request. Was she doing it deliberately to wind her up? That’s what came of Alex living twenty years in London, soaking up all its stupid bloody fads when, before, old-fashioned dairy milk from an actual cow had been good enough. 

‘I’ll try, but I don’t know that they’ll have it.’ She stretched her lips into a thin smile, not voicing any of this.

‘Well, almond or soya would do if they don’t have oat,’ Alex replied, quick as a flash.

Isobel tried to stop herself from swearing out loud. Next she’d be asking for vegan cheese and stevia instead of sugar. Alex really could push all her buttons. 

‘You all right, Mum?’ asked Alex.

‘Fine. Just fine,’ Isobel replied, without even moving her lips, and tried to suppress the heat from her cheeks. She rolled her shoulders and stared out of the window again. That robin was still there, watching her and bobbing its tail up and down.

‘Don’t you start,’ Isobel muttered.

‘What?’ asked David.

‘Nothing. Just talking to the robin in the garden.’

David looked at his daughter and waved his forefinger in a circle by his left ear. Alex giggled.

‘Right, I’ll leave you two to laugh at each other’s jokes while I go and do something useful. Alex, try to be dressed by the time I get back. You look an absolute mess.’ 

‘Sure thing, Mum. Anything you say, because I’m not at all a grown-up woman with my own life and old enough to make my own decisions. Can I have some sweeties if I’m a good girl?’

Isobel carried on her breathing exercise as she shut the door firmly behind her.

David sighed. ‘Honestly, you two. You just wind each other up.’ He was a little short of breath so took a sip of coffee before speaking again. ‘For all that stuff you say about men and women not being able to live together, you and your mother …’ He paused again. ‘You two would kill each other if you were left on your own for more than an hour.’

‘Well, at least the boys will be home tomorrow and it’ll take the pressure off me.’ Alex sipped her tea with one hand and held the Norfolk terrier with the other. Coco let out a little mumbled bark, having made herself comfortable in Alex’s lap and fallen asleep, dreaming of chasing imaginary bunny rabbits. Alex couldn’t move even if she wanted to. ‘She won’t look at me once Kit and Hugh arrive.’ 

She noticed her dad looked a bit peaky, so decided to show him the letter to cheer him up. ‘Anyway, I’ve got to ring Ethan and congratulate him on the best prank ever. Look at this!’

She passed the letter from the Monmouth solicitors to her father, who wheezed and coughed loudly while she dialled her best friend. There was no answer, as always, so she left a voicemail telling him how clever he was. Next to her, her father read the letter slowly in silence but, rather than perking him up, the contents seemed to make him look even more off-colour. 

‘Dad?’ 

Coco jumped off her lap and went straight to David, nudging his leg. David’s breathing rate increased, and his eyes lost focus. 

Alex looked up from her phone. Her father’s face was now the colour of an overripe beetroot.

‘Dad, what’s the matter? What’s happening?’

David grabbed his chest with his right hand and started rocking back and forth. His left arm was hanging limply. Alex followed Coco’s lead and knelt by her father’s side.

She put her hand to her father’s forehead. It felt cold but clammy. 

‘Shit, how do I know if it’s a stroke or a heart attack? Hey, Siri,’ she shouted at her phone. ‘Google symptoms of a stroke.’

Her phone started talking to her. 

‘Keep looking at me, Dad. You’re going to be OK. Just stay with me.’

Alex reached for his wrist to take his pulse. 

‘Siri, call 999,’ she ordered. 

‘Calling Fine and Dine,’ Siri replied.

‘No. Fuck. No. Stop.’ She dropped her father’s wrist and grabbed the phone. 

Alex punched in the numbers 999, cursing voice recognition and her obsession with Fine and Dine caterers. 

A female voice answered the call and asked Alex various questions. 

‘It’s my father,’ Alex explained, trying to stay calm. ‘I think …’ Her voice cracked as she said the words. ‘In fact, I’m pretty sure … he’s had a stroke.’





CHAPTER FOUR

The paramedics, who came surprisingly quickly to the house, were efficient and capable. Isobel had turned the car around once she’d ensured Alex wasn’t making a fuss over nothing, and she climbed into the ambulance with David, leaving Alex to follow.

When they got to Accident and Emergency at the hospital, Isobel groaned. It was chaos. 

The waiting room was crammed full of people of all ages, with more arriving every minute. A man was shouting at reception, complaining about his four-hour wait without seeing a doctor, and from the pained look on the faces of the nurses, it was clear he wasn’t the only one.

The paramedics carried David into a side corridor and magically turned the stretcher into a bed. There was no chair, so Isobel stood with him. She didn’t hold his hand or do anything that might be interpreted as a public display of affection. Instead, she paced up and down the corridor as they waited for a doctor, occasionally walking into reception just to make sure they hadn’t forgotten all about them.

One paramedic came back half an hour later to explain that she had filled out the paperwork but they were at capacity right now. If nothing had happened within another half an hour, she promised to take him to the MRI scan herself.

‘We need to see what’s happened up there.’ She pointed to David’s head. ‘There could be a blood clot but, don’t you worry, we’ve seen all this a million times and we’ve got the best doctors in the world. They’ll sort him out, and by New Year’s Eve, he’ll be right as rain and ready to party.’

‘I doubt that,’ Isobel said in her iciest tone. ‘Even on a good year, he struggles to make it past ten o’clock.’ Isobel leant into the stretcher and addressed David. ‘You always said you’d rather be in A & E than face roast turkey with all the trimmings, so well done on that score.’

She saw the side of David’s mouth twitching, which gave her hope he could hear her. 

Isobel heard a kerfuffle in reception and recognized the voice.

‘But I organized a fundraiser for this building only last summer, and I think you’ll find that if you call your senior consultant he knows exactly who I am. Diana Roberts-Cooper.’

Moments later, in a blaze of brightly coloured cashmere, David’s older sister Diana appeared, dragging by the hand a doctor who looked too exhausted to protest. 

‘Darling! How are you? You look wrung out.’ Diana enveloped Isobel in a citrus-scented hug and loudly air-kissed each cheek. Her suspiciously grey-free hair was blow-dried and hair-sprayed into a perfect dark curve that framed her face and stopped just before the turned-up collar of a starched white shirt. Isobel could have sworn there were frown lines around her eyes and deep grooves in her forehead last week, but now the surface of her face was as smooth as the skin of a nectarine. Other than a slight sheen, she was flawless, and her large eyes were framed by long dark eyelashes and perfectly curated eyebrows.

Isobel explained her frustration at the lack of progress, and Diana turned to the doctor to issue a charming yet chilling rebuke.

‘It’s been two and a half hours since the episode. You and I both know you need to move fast here or – and yes, you can write this down if you like – there will be consequences.’ She smiled her most winning smile before adding, ‘For my dear brother and for you.’

The poor man looked terrified as he consulted the notes attached to the end of David’s stretcher-cum-bed. Isobel wanted to berate Diana for bullying, but she was simply relieved that someone who cared less about making a fuss had taken over to get David the attention he clearly needed.

‘Have you seen, he’s got lovely eyes?’ Diana whispered in Isobel’s ear, pointing at the doctor. 

Isobel shook her head in disbelief. ‘Honestly. This is hardly the moment.’

‘Are we making progress?’ Diana smiled at the doctor again. 

Flustered but stung into action, he dived into a side room and returned immediately with a nurse.

‘Well done,’ Diana said. ‘I knew you looked the sort of man who would get things moving.’

‘Stop it,’ Isobel hissed.

‘We’ll take him for a scan now and get him comfortable on a proper bed if we can find one,’ the nurse explained, pushing the trolley towards the lift.

‘Got results, didn’t it?’ Diana winked. 

Diana lived about five miles away in a crumbling but classy Georgian mansion. She was due to be hosting the family Christmas Eve gathering tomorrow. They always played party games, and the evening usually ended in a drunken row, with someone accusing someone else of cheating. Everyone said the Roberts family were competitive, and there was nothing like party games to bring out the worst in them.

‘We’d better leave them to do their job,’ Diana said briskly. ‘You look like you need a strong cup of coffee, so let’s do that while we wait for the scan. You’re probably in shock, darling. It happens to the best of us.’

Not normally one to sit and have coffee with another woman, Isobel was strangely happy to be led. She could listen to Diana’s stories and let the words just wash over her while she thought of anything but the events of this morning and her husband now lying on a cold hard surface, being shoved into a noisy, beeping tunnel.




CHAPTER FIVE

Having thrown on some presentable clothes and left messages for her brothers to explain what had happened, Alex drove to the hospital. 

In the car park, she spotted Aunt Di in a cloud of vape smoke next to her mother, paper coffee cup in hand, looking as if her patience was wearing thin. Diana raised her hand with a flourish to signal the end of a story just as Alex drove into a parking space. 

There was something about Aunt Di’s combination of drama and decadence that felt like a throwback to the 1920s. She was willowy and elegant, always wearing a scarf with its designer label arranged to be seen, or a pair of shoes that cost more than Alex’s monthly mortgage payment. Alex loved being around her, hoping some of her golden glow would rub off. She embraced her favourite aunt warmly.

‘What’s the latest?’ Alex asked. 

She was encouraged to hear that her father had been taken for an MRI scan. Now they were waiting for the results. 

Her mother was factual and unemotional as always, swiftly changing the subject. 

‘Are you OK?’ Alex asked her. 

‘Me? Nothing’s wrong with me. Of course I’m OK.’ Isobel seemed almost offended by the question, to the point where Alex regretted trying to be nice. ‘Your aunt was telling me about her latest date. You must hear about this one.

Alex wondered if her ability to divert and distract was a coping mechanism.

‘You’re better at it than me.’ Alex turned to her aunt. ‘Tell me everything.’ 

‘Oh, he was called Bill or Bob or Balthazar. Something like that. He looked nothing like his profile picture, and I’d suggest that using adjectives to describe himself like “fun”, “fearless” and “fascinating” broke all the rules of the Trade Descriptions Act.’ Aunt Di took a long suck on her vape. 

‘You met him on a dating app?’ Alex was intrigued. She’d never been brave enough to try any of them for herself and was still relying on the age-old method of meeting someone in the flesh to see if there was a spark. 

‘It’s called Nifty,’ Aunt Di told her. ‘It’s for the over-fifties. Nifty at Fifty, I suppose it’s meant to mean. I lie about my age, obviously. No one has challenged me yet.’

‘I bet they haven’t,’ Alex said, her mind wandering to her dad. 

Even at seventy-two, her aunt barely looked out of her forties. She’d had a few little lifts and tucks here and there. Nothing too obvious, and only if you looked at the papery skin on the back of her hands or the slight tortoise texture of her neck could you tell that she was older than she admitted.

Alex’s phone pinged. 

Heard yer message. WTF? Not me, babe.

Her father’s sudden seizure had rather distracted her from the letter. If Ethan said it wasn’t him, then who else would’ve constructed such an elaborate joke? 

‘It wasn’t Ethan,’ Alex announced. 

‘What wasn’t?’ Aunt Di asked. 

‘The letter from the solicitors this morning.’

‘I’d better head back in,’ Isobel interjected. ‘I’ll see if Dad’s back from the scan. I’ll text you if he’s out.’

‘He’ll be a while yet, and I haven’t finished telling you about my date,’ Di offered. 

‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ Alex shouted after her mother as she went back inside, clearly more worried about her dad than she was letting on.

‘Aunt Di.’ Alex leant towards her aunt as if she were a spy trying to elicit secret information. ‘Have you ever heard of a man called William Griffiths?’

Aunt Di paused, as if straining for a memory. 

‘I don’t think so, darling. Not unless he’s one of the ones I met on the singles cruise. There were a lot of dancing partners on that one. There might have been a “Will”, and I’m not sure we even bothered with surnames!’ she replied. 

‘No, he was named on a letter I got this morning from a solicitors in Monmouth. It says he’s died and he’s left me a farm.’

‘Oh, well done, darling!’ Aunt Di exclaimed, embracing Alex with such a forceful hug that she nearly fell over. ‘There’s nothing better than a gift from beyond the grave. They can’t chase you for a thank-you letter, and you don’t have to provide them with anything in return, if you know what I mean.’ Aunt Di patted her on the back as she released her. ‘Honestly, well done you!’

Alex hadn’t thought of the letter as some kind of winning lottery ticket. It was clearly a mistake. And if it wasn’t a mistake, then she had a massive problem on her hands, given that the last thing she needed was to be responsible for a farm. Besides having to pay a mortgage on her flat, Alex had very few commitments in her life, and that was exactly the way she liked it.

She thought about the money that Aunt Di had made over the years from minor roles in film and theatre; these always seemed surprisingly well-paid, despite the fact Diana Roberts-Cooper had never been the star of anything. Or maybe they hadn’t been her main income source, and the big house, the designer clothes and the flash cars were all provided for by long-gone lovers. And, although horrifying, perhaps that was not so unusual a way to build your fortune. 

‘It’s not that sort of a bequest,’ Alex said firmly. ‘I have never met the guy. Never even heard of him.’

‘Even more impressive if you didn’t have to – you know – service the loan,’ Aunt Di remarked.

Alex tried very hard not to visualize her aunt in any sort of servicing role. 

‘The only Will I remember was a friend of your dad’s from uni. I didn’t see a lot of him in those years. I was off on tour doing Shakespeare in the provinces. Gosh, those were wild days, let me tell you.’ Aunt Di took another puff on her vape. 

Alex’s phone buzzed. 

‘He’s out of the scan,’ she reported to her aunt, frowning down at the text from her mother. ‘It’s good news by the sounds of things, but there’s not a lot of detail. She just says, “Not as serious as feared. Ward F”.’

Her mother maintained her relentless economy with her texts, even in a situation like this. 

‘Are you sure you don’t want to hear about my time touring Shakespeare?’ Aunt Di offered, seemingly happy to distract Alex for a bit longer. 

‘No, I’d better go see Dad,’ Alex replied. 

‘I’ll leave it to you, darling. Anyway, I’ve got things to be getting on with for tomorrow night!’

Alex paused. ‘Are we still going to do Christmas Eve?’

‘What? Of course we are. Wild horses and wars wouldn’t stop us, let alone a mild stroke. Your father will be fine, and he’d hate to think we missed out on all the fun just because he couldn’t be there. What are we going to do instead? Gather round his bed and sing carols? That would be as quick a way as any to kill him.’

Alex headed into the hospital and found her mother on Ward F. Her father was finally in a proper bed and was attached to various machines, wearing an oxygen mask, with a tube coming out of his left hand, connected to a drip. The heart-rate monitor beeped regularly, and she thought he looked strangely peaceful. 

Alex held her father’s hand, relieved she’d been there when it happened and had been able to respond so quickly. She exhaled as her mother relayed the doctor’s update: the scan had shown a clot that was now being treated, rather than a much bigger stroke. She knew her dad hadn’t looked right, and her mother was always going on about her dad needing to lower his blood pressure.

She leant forward and kissed her father’s forehead, then stroked his hand and uttered a silent prayer. She didn’t believe in God but, at moments like this, prayer seemed appropriate, if only to thank whichever higher power had saved him.

‘You can leave him in our hands.’ A flustered nurse bustled in. ‘I promise we will look after him. You can come back in visiting hours this evening or tomorrow morning when he should be more responsive. He just needs a bit of time. The doctor is confident he’ll make a full recovery, so you can go and get ready for Christmas.’

‘Thank you,’ Alex said, patting her father one more time on the hand. Isobel flicked her head sideways, indicating let’s go. 

‘That’s one way of avoiding tonight’s dinner party.’ Isobel rolled her eyes as she jabbed at G for the ground floor in the lift. ‘Typical. I’ve told the Palmers what’s happened, but they still want to come, so I’ve asked Muriel to make up the numbers. She’s on her own, and it’s a kind thing to do at Christmas.’ 

‘Wow, Mum. Priorities, eh?’

Her mother’s capacity to soldier on was legendary, but Alex couldn’t believe she was contemplating hosting a dinner party when her husband was in hospital after a stroke. 

‘When you plan something and make a promise to people, it’s important to go through with it,’ Isobel said firmly, before adding under her breath, ‘You wouldn’t know.’ 

Alex bit her lip; it was just another barbed comment from her mother that always made her feel like the wild child, just because she hadn’t conformed to the rules of polite society. By her mother’s standards, she should have been married by the age of thirty and dragging around two children by now. There were so many things she wanted to say, but she had learned the basic rule of don’t say what you can’t recover from.

‘Bit judgy, Mum,’ was all she managed.

‘You’re thirty-nine, for god’s sake. You shouldn’t be behaving like a teenager any more, as if sticking with anything is a weight around your neck.’ 

Isobel motioned her right index finger from left to right, to signal the hand of a clock, adding a ‘tick-tock’ for good measure.

As the lift doors opened and Isobel strode on ahead, Alex hung back, taking a deep breath to compose herself. She would give her mother the benefit of the doubt. Maybe her dig was just a way of releasing the stress and worry about her father. It had been a frantic morning – and she still had to go to the supermarket. 
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