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WHAT IS THE worst present you’ve ever received for Christmas?

A pair of socks?

A pair of scratchy socks in a vile colour?

A pair of scratchy socks in a disgusting colour that rub your big toes with every step you take?

A pair of coarse socks in a foul colour that rub your big toes and you’re forced to wear them because your grandmother gave them to you and she’s coming to stay?

That’s pretty bad. But for Will and Ella Sullivan, the worst thing they ever got for Christmas was a dead mother.

Apologies for going so dark before the first page is even over. Apologies if, in your shock, you allowed your biscuit to plop into your tea. But the simple truth is, people die every day. Statistically speaking, someone unfortunately has to die on Christmas Day. For Will and Ella Sullivan, it was their mother.

So when Christmas rolls around – as it does every year – and all the houses on one particular modestly gentrified London street are festooned with Christmas lights and decorations, one large, decaying Victorian end-of-terrace house with chipping paint remains unadorned. This is the house where Will and Ella Sullivan live with their father, Henry. It remains an island of sombre darkness that seems to deny the existence of Christmas, fortified by a seasonal gloom against any encroachment of jollity that may try to breach its borders. For at this time of year in the Sullivan house, stockings go unstuffed, tinsel unstrewn, gifts unbought, mistletoe unhung, chestnuts unroasted, holly undecked, carols unplayed, puddings unbrandied and a tree un-visible.

Not only did Will and Ella lose their mother five years ago, they also lost Christmas. (To be absolutely clear, though, they didn’t technically lose their mother. They know exactly where she is. In a tastefully decorated burial plot in the cemetery. At least, she’d better be there because, if she’s not, she’s a zombie or something and these poor children – who have surely suffered enough – risk being subjected to a whole different kind of emotional trauma.)

The house itself is not to blame. It was built in another century – pre-TV and internet, if you can imagine such barbarous times – with adequate rooms and space to absorb the bustle, noises and smells associated with a busy, vibrant family who had to amuse themselves without the help of Instagram or Netflix.

It was the generous proportions and original features of the house that attracted Henry and Katie Sullivan. It certainly wasn’t the colony of obstinate mice who had taken up residence. Or the peeling wallpaper. Or the pipes that rattled and popped when taps were turned on. And off. Or the kitchen full of the most modern, space-age and technically advanced appliances that money could buy … around the time of Elizabeth II’s coronation.

Despite those negatives, which had chased away all previous sane potential buyers, Henry and Katie Sullivan knew the house was the one for them the moment that they walked in with little Will and Ella toddling around their knees. The task ahead of them was daunting, but they would have a lifetime to fix it up.

Unfortunately, ‘a lifetime’ in this case was to be just four short years.

Not knowing they had so little time, Henry and Katie slowly did what they could afford to do to make the old house a home. Modern plumbing and moderately priced new appliances were a good start. And new paint, rugs, curtains and comfortable furniture went a long way to brightening up the place.

But the key ingredients were love and laughter. You may not know this, but it’s an accepted fact that no room is completely done until furnished with a child’s giggle. And there was no shortage of those at the Sullivan household.

While Henry was responsible for most of the work on the interior of the house, Katie spent her time outside. Not because she’d forgotten her key or wasn’t house-trained. But because the house had an unusually large walled private garden behind it. Big enough for flower beds, vegetable patches, paths, trees and a fountain. Big enough for children to play long, exhausting games of tag or even hide-and-seek. This was where Will and Ella’s mother spent her days and her energy, up to her elbows and ankles in soil, turning the overgrown, muddy patch of scrubland into an Eden.

A unique, jazzlike energy and rhythm had surrounded the four Sullivans whenever they were all together, which was almost constantly. But after their mother’s death, that energy and rhythm ground to a halt as the ensemble, over the weeks and months, drifted apart.

Those happy days seemed like a long time ago to Will and Ella, who each now retained a diminishing number of increasingly foggy memories from those laughter-filled years. And Will and Ella, who had once been as thick as thieves, had grown apart … Will having grown louder and Ella having grown quieter.

Nowadays, even when they were technically together, they were essentially apart. Mealtimes were quiet affairs with tepid food and equally tepid conversation, to be endured rather than enjoyed as they had been in the past.

Restaurants, cinemas, clothing boutiques, sweet shops and parks – in addition to Christmas – became luxuries for other people and not for the Sullivans. As did hugs, understanding, enthusiasm, and a general interest in each other’s thoughts, dreams and problems.

Unable to confront his own emotions, Henry was tragically unequipped to understand his children’s. Not that he felt he ever had time to try. He was at his wits’ end just keeping them fed, watered, clothed, healthy, educated, safe and largely polite.

The lovely big garden behind the house had two entrances. A back door allowed access from the kitchen, and a gate allowed entry from the alley that ran alongside the house. Soon after his wife’s death, Henry added a heavy dead bolt to the first and a forbidding padlock to the second. As with so many parts of his life that he had once enjoyed, Henry now ignored the garden. He was too sad to cultivate it himself and too protective to let anyone else. Untended, it soon grew dark and wild, which is nature’s way with almost anything that doesn’t receive the attention it craves.
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FAVISHAM’S, IN THE leafy London borough of Greenwich, is a large department store which has stood at the centre of that area’s commerce for over one hundred years. One of the reasons for its longevity is its well-earned reputation for offering excellent value on most of life’s necessities.

A group of four boys, all aged around sixteen years old, certainly thought so. They milled about, intent on taking advantage of Christmas bargains. Bargains that the store, however, had not anticipated. Cuz, Bean, Fash and Noodle had been friends since they met in detention several years ago. They were brought together by a shared love of rule-breaking, baggy clothes, beanie hats and odd nicknames.

When Cuz entered the store, he was athletic and trim, verging on skinny. But the more he walked around the aisles with his friends, the fatter he seemed to become. Soon his long coat bulged and strained until he resembled a textbook candidate for type 2 diabetes. In fact, he looked a lot like his friend, Noodle, who was born weighing an eye-watering fourteen pounds and hadn’t met a morsel of food since then that he didn’t like.

Noticing this unusual group of boys shopping as a pack, a keen-eyed sales assistant made his way towards them. Before he could get there, however, he was spotted by another, younger boy standing on the other side of the store.

This boy was about fourteen years old, but smallish for his age. He had a mop of unruly dark blond hair that he regularly pushed out of his face, and keen, darting, light brown eyes that turned green in certain lights and moods. This boy was Will Sullivan. Pulling his hoodie up over his head, he smiled his trademark mischievous grin and kicked the bottom suitcase in an oversized tower of luggage. The stack promptly toppled over with an almighty crash, taking with it two racks of reasonably priced sunglasses.

The moment they heard the noise and saw that the sales assistant’s attention was diverted, the group of boys knew it was time to get out of there. They ran. And were soon joined by Will.

‘Stop them! There! Those boys!’ the sales assistant shouted to the security guard, who immediately chased after them. The guard had been on his school’s athletics team fifteen years ago. And he was determined not to let the blue polyester uniform trousers that clung annoyingly to his thick thighs hamper his thief-catching abilities.

The boys skidded down aisles and through departments. Hot on their heels was the security guard like a lion after a group of gazelles … who had stolen from the lion. Running down escalators, they knocked shoppers out of the way until they burst out of the shop and into the cold, wet London afternoon as if shot from a cannon.

Cuz reached into his coat and pulled out a couple of T-shirts. He thrust them into Will’s hand and said, ‘Good job, Will.’ The other boys patted him on the back. Bean gave him a playful punch on the arm, which actually hurt quite a lot, but Will grinned through the pain, happy to be one of the gang. His enjoyment was cut short when the security guard skidded out of the store and spotted them.

‘Everybody split up,’ barked Fash.

With that, the gang dispersed in all directions. The last one to go was Will, who was hurriedly trying to unlock his bike from a railing, but his cold, anxious fingers seemed to have a mind of their own. Finally, just as the security guard was reaching out for him, Will whipped his bike away, swung a leg over it, and pedalled away as fast as he could. As he disappeared around the corner, he looked over his shoulder at the gasping security guard and gave a cheeky little wave.

If he hadn’t turned around to give that unnecessary wave, Will might have seen the post-box right in front of him. As it was, he didn’t and, spotting it only at the very last moment, swerved, pinballing his bike from a wall into a lamppost and down to the ground. Hard.

Will lay there for a moment as pedestrians, muttering at the inconvenience, stepped over and around him. He painfully picked himself up and limped away with his bike, disappearing into the crowds before the security guard could see his quarry had been injured.

Will had luckily escaped with nothing more than a few minor scrapes. His bike, on the other hand, had not been so fortunate. The frame looked like it had been specifically designed for cycling around corners. He silently cursed Royal Mail for destroying his sole means of transportation and freedom. This was clearly their fault and not his.

Dragging his crooked bike home, he crossed the threshold from elegant Greenwich into the slightly grittier greyness of Deptford, and grappled with how he might explain the dilapidated state of the bike to his father. But he was soon distracted by pleasanter thoughts. As he passed houses, Will found himself craning his neck to look through their windows. He observed the lush Christmas trees colourfully hung with baubles and tinsel. He saw extravagantly wrapped gifts piled high under trees. He saw long, thick stockings hanging from mantels and smelled cakes baking in kitchens. He sighed deeply.
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CARELESSLY GATHERING DUST on shelves in Henry Sullivan’s small, dark, cluttered office at the University of Greenwich was an eclectic collection of items from his travels, mainly with Katie, who had encouraged Henry to overcome his innate frugality to acquire fascinating and rare artefacts. Among them, you would find a large carved stone snake head that once adorned an Incan palace, a block of jet-black lava rock from Hawaii, a taxidermy armadillo in a particularly ferocious pose, a smooth (much used) three-hundred-year-old Fijian war club, and a pair of long wooden poles topped with baskets that farmers in nineteenth-century Normandy had used to pluck apples from high branches. It was a collection that might bring joy to any antiquarian – especially a professor of history like Henry – but Henry hadn’t looked at the items in years.

Instead, absently finishing off a small glass of whisky, he stared at the stack of exam booklets looming on his desk before him. In truth, Henry did not look out of place among all the other worn and obsolete curiosities that populated his office. In their prime, all the objects had been fine examples of what they were. Likewise, Henry had been a fine example of a young man. Vibrant, tall and square-shouldered with a physique that appeared more athletic than his abilities warranted. He’d had a sharp wit and a boyish laugh. But now his dusty blond hair was thinner and unkempt, his jacket was frayed, his tie was stained, his beard was scraggly, and his warm blue eyes, dulled by time and worry, were not as shiny as they had once been.

He took a deep breath and opened the top exam booklet. Having read a few lines, he gently massaged his temples. Then, without reading another word, he took the top off his red pen and began to rapidly and randomly mark up the pages. He put a question mark here and an exclamation mark there. He circled paragraphs and wrote intelligent-sounding words like trite, lazy or conjecture at regular intervals until he arrived at the last page, where he scrawled ‘C+’ and closed the book.

Satisfied that the whole process had taken less than a minute, he grabbed a second and third and fourth exam booklet and did likewise until he was interrupted by a knock on the door.

‘Come in!’ Henry shouted.

The door opened and in strode a broad-shouldered man, slightly older than Henry, with a melodious voice and an electric smile that warmed any room.

‘Henry, my boy,’ he boomed.

‘Hastie,’ Henry greeted his friend, who, despite his name, moved quite slowly. ‘To what do I owe the honour?’ Henry continued, and motioned for Hastie to take a seat opposite him.

Dr Hastings Fringe gently lowered himself into the cracked leather chair with a brief, involuntary groan. Fixing his deep brown eyes on Henry, Dr Fringe ran a massive hand over his springy mane of grey and black hair that added at least two inches to his height. After taking a moment to decide how to begin, Dr Fringe finally came out with it.

‘Henry, did you, um … did you discuss Dean Grumpf’s new book in your class?’

‘I did.’

‘Okay. Okay. Um, what exactly did you say about it? Nothing … bad, right?’

‘Not at all,’ Henry reassured Dr Fringe, who was in fact the provost of the faculty as well as the world’s greatest living authority on the Beer Act of 1830, an obscure but fascinating piece of parliamentary legislation that laid the groundwork for some of the great liberal reforms of law and society in nineteenth-century Britain.

‘Oh, good.’ Dr Fringe let out a relieved laugh while removing his glasses and polishing the lenses with a large red-polka-dotted handkerchief. ‘So glad we cleared that up.’

‘I, uh … I might have mentioned, however,’ Henry continued, ‘that his premise was entirely false, built upon implausible hypotheses and lazy research.’

Dr Fringe rubbed his eyes. ‘When you say you “might have mentioned” it, what exactly do you mean?’

‘I mean that … I dedicated roughly thirty minutes of my class to a thorough verbal shredding of every word printed in his book.’

‘Henry!’ Dr Fringe exclaimed in a chastising, exasperated manner. ‘You just said you didn’t say anything bad about it.’

‘It’s not bad if it’s true,’ Henry countered.

‘You are aware that Dean Grumpf is the head of your department? And is responsible for the hiring and firing of his professors?’

‘And I’m responsible for the education of my students.’

Dr Fringe looked sceptically over the top of his clean glasses at Henry.

‘Hastie,’ Henry said, leaning forwards in his chair, ‘the book is drivel. I’m not kidding. It’s an insult to paper.’

‘At least he’s published,’ Dr Fringe pointedly pointed out. ‘Where’s your book?’

This was clearly a sore subject for Henry, who retreated into his seat. Years ago, during a trip with Katie to the Dominican Republic, he had discovered a cache of never-before-studied letters in a dilapidated library. They were written by one of Napoleon’s generals and cast a revolutionary and critical light on the emperor’s legendary military abilities.

Henry had been three-quarters of the way through writing his groundbreaking, revisionist history of Napoleon when Katie died. In fact, he had printed out the pages the very morning of her death. Needless to say, he’d never picked those pages up off the printer and couldn’t tell you what had happened to them.

‘If you had just finished and published your book, you’d be head of the department right now instead of Grumpf. I wish it had been you. I genuinely do. But that’s not what happened.’

From the moment he was appointed, Vilander Grumpf had wanted Henry’s head on a platter. Not literally. That would be far too messy. And, quite frankly, difficult to explain to friends and visitors when they arrive at your house and see a severed head on a shiny tray dripping blood onto the floor in the entrance hall. Grumpf simply didn’t like having Henry around. It reminded him of the fact that he only held his position because it slipped through someone else’s fingers.

‘He is your boss, Henry. And you don’t publicly insult your boss. Not if you like having a job … no matter how right you may be … which I’m not saying you are … although I did read a few pages of Grumpf’s book and am not unsympathetic to your point of view.’ He paused, then added forcefully, ‘But that’s not the point!’

‘It’ll all blow over, Hastie,’ Henry said with a shrug.

‘Not this time. He has demanded that we convene a disciplinary peer review.’

‘A disciplinary review?!’ Henry exclaimed, suddenly grasping the gravity of the situation. ‘Is that really necessary?’

‘Your department head seems to think so and it’s his call.’

As Dr Fringe hoisted himself out of his chair, he looked at Henry’s unkempt hair, heavily lidded eyes and carelessly trimmed beard. He looked at the accumulation of dust on the cluttered desk and the messy pile of exam papers topped by a glistening empty glass.

‘Have you been drinking?’

‘No,’ replied Henry, pushing his desk drawer shut with a soft rattling of bottles.
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BUT WHERE WAS the third Sullivan who resided in that quiet, unadorned, empty house in Deptford?

In the house, actually.

In her room, to be more precise. Unseen. Unnoticed. Which was par for the course, since most people didn’t notice Ella. Had anyone actually taken the time to look at her, they would have seen a tall, slender girl with expressive blue eyes and a shy but bright smile. At least that is what they would have seen had she stood up straight, brushed her long black hair out of her face and actually made eye contact with them.

But she didn’t and so they wouldn’t. And that was the way she liked it. Or, at least, everything that she did would lead an observer to believe that that was the way she liked it. But, deep down, she was simply worried by what people would see if they noticed her.

Would they, like the confident girls in school, make fun of her hair that just hung there without bounce or style? Would they disapprovingly scrunch up their faces at the dark, shapeless clothes that she wore? Or would they take offence at something she said that was taken out of context? It seemed to Ella that being seen was just not worth the risk. And, as you’ll learn, avoiding risk was of paramount importance to Ella.

Ella’s room was clean. Not clean like she made her bed and put away her toys. Clean, like a hospital operating room designed by a Scandinavian minimalist Buddhist monk with a crate of bleach wipes that were about to expire.

The fact was, soon after her mother’s death, the thought of germs and the appearance of anything out of place began to irk Ella. It started small. Toys, dolls and crayons needed to be put in drawers, and surfaces needed to be free of obvious dirt. But before long, all items deemed ‘unnecessary’ were ruthlessly discarded, surfaces were disinfected multiple times each day, clothes were folded to exact dimensions, and books were arranged by colour and height, their glossy covers having been studiously wiped clean. Clutter and disorder were where bacteria and disease could live and spread, and Ella could not allow that.

She took it upon herself to keep all common areas of the dark old house obsessively disinfected. None of the furnishings, curtains or decor had been upgraded since her mother’s death, and they were therefore showing signs of age and wear. Ella couldn’t help that. But what she could do was make sure they were sanitised, cleansed and, where possible, sterilised to the best of her germ-fighting ability. Her bedroom, however, became Ella’s special sanctuary of pristine cleanliness.

Ella squirted hand sanitiser into her palm and rubbed her hands together, looking at her paintbrushes, which were all lined up and evenly spaced on a piece of kitchen roll. Picking up the brush furthest to the left, she swirled it in a glass of clear water and then dabbed it on the square of brown paint. She then applied the brown watercolour paint to the clean white paper held in her tidy wooden easel. She looked out of the window and, in measured strokes, lost herself in capturing the untamed, twisting foliage of the garden behind the house.

Her peaceful world, however, was soon rudely shattered by the noise of her brother, Will, bursting into her room. Wherever Ella was, she desired quiet. Wherever Will went, he created noise. Such was the yin and yang of these siblings.

‘Knock, Will! You knock before you enter a room,’ Ella instructed. ‘And take your filthy shoes off!’

Kicking off his ragged trainers, Will rapped his knuckles twice on her forehead. ‘Knock-knock.’

‘Get off!’ Ella pushed him away.

Will sat on the bed, creating creases that caused Ella to wince.

‘Open up the website. Go on. Open it up. Come on.’

Ella paused, looking at her brother’s annoying, eager face. She knew he wouldn’t let it go and would keep pestering her until she did as he asked. So, with deliberate slowness, she carefully cleaned and placed her paintbrush back where it had been next to the others and reached for her laptop. As she opened it up, the computer zoinnnnnged to life.
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ON-SCREEN WAS SPLICE.COM, a dating website that described itself as ‘a site for people specifically interested in marriage’.

You might think that Will and Ella – being fourteen and twelve years old – were too young to be interested in marriage. But you’d be wrong. They were very interested in marriage. The sooner the better. Not for themselves, you weirdo. Is that where your mind went? No, they were interested in marriage for their father.

The fact was, Will and Ella wanted their father to be happy. Why? Was it because they cared about his fragile emotional state and general decline since the death of their mother? In part, maybe, yes. But mainly it was because the last time they had Christmas was when he was happy. And the last time he was happy was when he was married. So, they figured, the best way to get Christmas – and more crucially, Christmas presents – back was to get their father married.

They had gone as far as creating the profile page for Henry, using a photo from seven years ago when Henry’s hair was a little thicker and his waist a little thinner. They’d already filled out most of the questions on his behalf but were now focusing on the ‘interests’ section.

After a certain amount of debate, Ella typed in tango dancing, car racing and nineteenth-century romantic poetry. The siblings were aware that they were stretching the truth somewhat, but they couldn’t put complaining about the neighbours, TV watching and getting annoyed with his children.

And anyway, they justified, the ‘interests’ they put in were based in truth. Their father had performed something approximating a tango dance when Will spilled a box of thumbtacks on the floor where Henry was passing barefoot. And he did drive too fast, generally speaking. And just the other day, Henry had pulled a thick poetry book off the shelf … and put it under the broken leg of the TV console. So they weren’t total lies.

Their biggest worry, though, was how to pay the subscription required by the website. They could build Henry’s profile, but no potential wives could communicate with them until they had actually activated the account with a credit card … which neither of them had. Will told Ella not to worry about it. When the profile was ready to go, he’d think of something. Probably stealing Henry’s credit card and hoping he never noticed the £8.99 charge each month from Splice.com.

‘Are you sure we’re doing the right thing? Going behind his back and all?’ Ella asked.

‘Do you want Christmas presents or not?’ Will responded. She did. That was the whole point of this exercise. Will and Ella wanted presents. They deserved presents. They were going to get presents.

‘When he’s married and we have Christmas again,’ Ella dreamed, ‘what present do you want?’

‘Present? Singular? Are you crazy? I’m not doing this for one stinking present. I want lots. This year, Cuz’s parents are getting him a new PlayStation, a TV for his bedroom, Bose headphones, and a week at rock camp.’

‘Sounds like his parents just want him to stay away from them,’ Ella pointed out. ‘And I don’t blame them. Cuz is an idiot.’

‘Hey, he’s my friend.’

‘Is he?’ she asked. ‘Anyway, if he gets everything he wants from his parents, why does he steal so much from shops?’

‘’Cause it’s cool. Look what I got!’ Will, beaming, held up his two new T-shirts.

‘You’re shoplifting, too? Oh, Will.’

‘I’m just the lookout. But the guys say it’s a really important job.’

‘Dad will flip.’

‘Dad won’t even notice. He doesn’t notice anything these days. Which is lucky ’cause I totally bent my bike during my audacious getaway.’

Their conversation, however, was cut short when the computer suddenly and miraculously pinged. Ella and Will looked at the profile page they had created for Henry.

‘Oh my God …’ Ella marvelled, hardly able to believe it. ‘We’ve got a message! How is that possible? It’s not activated yet.’

‘Maybe it’s a glitch. Maybe they’re doing a special free trial. I don’t know. But let’s not question it. We got a hit! Click on it! Click on it!’ Will shouted excitedly.

Ella did. It was their first contact of any kind and they had no idea what to expect. The sender called herself Ms Truelove, which sounded promising. They couldn’t tell what she looked like as her profile picture was from quite far away and her face was obscured under the shadow of a wide-brimmed hat. The children hoped that she didn’t have a series of warts in the shape of the Hawaiian Islands on her cheek or something. Regardless, both siblings found her profile page inexplicably comforting. Maybe it was the simple fact that she seemed interested in their father. Maybe it was that she mentioned in her blurb that she liked to give gifts. Whatever it was, Will and Ella immediately liked Ms Truelove.

‘Ask her what type of gifts she likes to give,’ Will suggested. ‘We should probably weed out the nuts who don’t believe in electronic devices.’

‘You can’t start out by asking about gifts. It’ll make Dad sound shallow.’

‘Why do I feel like you just called me shallow?’

‘You are shallow.’

With that, Ella typed – pretending to be Henry, of course – a brief message back to Ms Truelove. And, to their joy, a response pinged into their inbox almost immediately. As Ella and Ms Truelove wrote back and forth, Will excitedly looked over his sister’s shoulder offering enthusiastic advice. Some of which Ella took.

‘Mention he’s a professor … she should know he has a job and isn’t a freeloader … maybe specifically say “I’m not a freeloader” and “I own my own house in a very up-and-coming neighbourhood” … Tell her’ – Will put on a deep voice to imitate Henry – ‘“I have two adorable scamps …”’

‘Scamps?’ Ella stopped typing.

‘That’s how grown-ups talk to each other,’ Will insisted, before resuming his deep voice. ‘“My son, Will, is particularly handsome and might be a genius.”’

Ella stopped again to look at him, her lips pursed sceptically. ‘If you keep stopping,’ Will complained, ‘we’re never going to finish.’

Ella continued typing, including that ‘my daughter shows some promise as an artist’, which was as close as Ella ever got to believing in herself. As the instant messages flew back and forth between Ella’s bedroom and wherever it was that Ms Truelove resided, the two Sullivan siblings were drawn more and more into it. So much so that they didn’t hear Henry’s car pull up. Nor did they hear his key in the lock. Nor did they hear his footsteps on the stairs. Nor did they hear Ella’s bedroom door swinging open.

‘What are you two doing?!’ Henry demanded of his children huddled excitedly over the laptop.
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HENRY STOOD IN the doorway to Ella’s pristine room. He had only been listening for 4.3 seconds, but in that brief span of time, he’d heard enough to know what was going on. Will and Ella immediately shrank back and swallowed.

‘It’s a school project,’ Will blurted out, his innate instinct for worming his way out of trouble kicking into overdrive.

Ella looked at him, a little impressed, wondering if this might work.

It wouldn’t.

In fact, Henry beat his previous record of 4.3 seconds by figuring out his son was lying in 0.002 seconds, which is faster than a cheetah can blink.

‘Let me have that.’ Henry gestured for Ella’s laptop.

She reluctantly handed it to him and he looked at the profile and at the instant message conversation his children had been enjoying with Ms Truelove. Without saying another word to Will and Ella, he sat down and began typing.

‘Dear Ms Truelove,’ Henry spoke as he typed. ‘This is Henry. The real Henry. Because, until now, you have been communicating with my twelve-year-old daughter and my fourteen-year-old son, who are now officially grounded until early next year.’

Will and Ella simultaneously let out disappointed groans.

‘That’s unfairly harsh on me,’ Will said.

‘How? It’s the same punishment for both of us.’

‘Yeah, but you don’t have any friends, so it won’t make any difference to you.’

‘Shut up! I do have friends.’ Ella pushed Will.

‘Do not.’ He pushed her back and she fell into her easel, breaking it.

‘Look what you did!’ Ella shouted at Will.

‘You fell into it. Not me.’

‘Will broke his bike!’ shouted Ella to Henry.

Will inhaled sharply in shock at Ella’s betrayal. But before he could respond, Henry shouted, ‘SIT!’

They did.

Henry continued calmly typing and talking. ‘I appreciate that there are people out there in the world who feel compelled by loneliness and boredom and a general sense of sadness to reach out to total strangers on the internet in a desperate – pathetic even – search for love in the shape of some kind of mutually beneficial human companionship.’ He paused. ‘I am not one of them. I had love. A great love. A once-in-a-lifetime, fireworks-exploding, every-fibre-of-my-being, overwhelming, all-encompassing, rare and exotic love. I would go on, but it was a love that simply cannot be explained to those who have not experienced it. But that love has ended. It’s gone away. Cut short by the cruel whims of the universe … and a series of shameful misdiagnoses that wasted precious months.

‘I’m not looking for another love. I would be wasting my time. Having experienced real love, anything else would be a pale, weak, unsatisfactory imitation. Besides, I don’t have time to look for love, as all of my spare time is taken up trying to keep my errant children from deceiving vulnerable women on the internet. But I do genuinely wish you all the best in your search
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