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Chapter One

It was a perfect March day and spring had arrived in all its glorious splendour. Leaf buds were fattening on the hawthorn and cherry trees and in the glittery bright sunshine patches of buttery-yellow cowslips were shyly showing themselves in the grass verges. Daffodils were gaily bobbing their heads as though in time to some secret rhythm playing on the breeze.

Everywhere Louisa Langford looked as she drove home from the farm shop there was a sense of better things to come. Only a few months ago and she would have cheerfully declared it one of those days in which to rejoice and count one’s many blessings. Now it took a little more effort on her part to do that, but she did it all the same because the alternative was she might end up howling at the moon like a vengeful madwoman.

So far, and in possession of an iron-willed self-control, she had managed to avoid shaming herself by behaving like a lunatic. Friends and neighbours had offered shoulders to cry on and lavﾭished swathes of sympathy on her, which was kind of them, but it wasn’t what she needed. It was divorce she was going through, she wanted to tell them, not a terminal illness.

This was, she knew all too well, a typical character trait of hers, the desire to remain stoic in the face of excruciating bewilderment that this could have happened to her. Divorce was what happened to other people, not her. Not when she had truly believed that she and Kip had defied the odds, that they had done everything right to ensure that while the marriages of their friends and acquaintances sadly came unravelled, they were the lucky ones. How stupid she now felt for holding such a disgustingly smug and complacent view.

Every couple had their storms to weather and Louisa had taken pride in the fact that whatever had been flung at her and Kip, they had coped. When they’d had money problems, they’d tightened their belts and lived accordingly. When the children had been young and pushed them to the outer limits of their patience, they had gritted their teeth and dug deeper for further patience. Health problems and the death of their parents had all been an intrinsic part of family life and, as worrying and as upsetting as those events had been, they had pulled together as a couple and survived them. You could only do that if the foundations of your marriage were rock solid with love.

So what had gone wrong? That was what Louisa couldn’t understand. Why, when they were on the verge of enjoying what other friends referred to as the ‘golden years’ of retirement, had Kip thrown it all away? And for what: a stupid, self-indulgent late mid-life crisis?

Nearly home now, she slowed her speed to round the bend of the tree-lined lane and was met with a sight that had her letting out a cry of shocked disbelief. There in the front garden of Charity Cottage, her home for over thirty years, was a for sale board. She had been gone for less than an hour, but in that short space of time somebody had come here and pounded a wooden post into the flowerbed. It might just as well have been hammered into her heart.

She drove through the gateposts and came to a stop on the gravelled driveway. Switching off the engine and willing herself to stay calm, she stepped out of the car, retrieved the shopping from the boot, and let herself in at the front door. Slamming the door shut with her foot, she carried the bags through to the kitchen. There she dumped them on the floor, not caring about smashing the eggs or bruising the fruit and vegetables she’d just bought. Sinking into the nearest chair, she took a long shuddering breath and let out a wail of despair. Her head in her hands, she wept at the injustice of it all. She wept too for the loss of the man she had loved – the man she still loved – but who she feared was in the process of making her hate him.

How could he do this to her?

How could he be so cruel?

Wasn’t it bad enough that he’d left her for a girl younger than their own daughter?

Wasn’t it bad enough that the girl had been their youngest son’s ex-girlfriend?

But now this, forcing her from her beloved home. Had he become so ruthlessly fixed on carving out a new life for himself that he had lost every trace of compassion for how this would affect her?

Or was it a mistake? Had the for sale board been put up in the wrong place? Was that it? Was she working herself into state and thinking the worst for no real reason? Ever since the pandemic, for sale boards had sprung up like weeds in the area. Properties in Suffolk villages, particularly those with good rail links to London, had been selling at astronomical prices in the last few years. Her eldest son, Ashley, was an estate agent and he had benefited enormously from city folk rushing to live in the country. He had even sold a beautiful barn conversion in a nearby village to his sister and her husband after they’d decided country living would suit them and their young daughter better than London.

Wanting desperately to believe that the man to whom she had been married for nearly forty years would never behave so heartlessly towards her, Louisa clung to the hope that a quick telephone call would have this all sorted and the estate agent who had arranged to have the board put in her garden would apologise and send somebody to remove it. But by the sickening dread that was lodged in the pit of her stomach, she knew she was deceiving herself. Hadn’t Kip said that there was a strong possibility they would have to sell the house so they could both move on, that financially they would both benefit from the sale? Her divorce lawyer had said as much too.

But naïvely Louisa had imagined that he would realise how much this would hurt her, and Kip would do the decent thing by letting her keep the house into which she had poured so much of herself. Everyone knew that it was a woman who made a house a home, that it was where a mother could nurture the family. It was women who made an emotional connection to a home; for men it was often little more than bricks and mortar, an investment to be cashed in at the appropriate time. Which was what Kip was now doing. He would doubtless claim that he needed to take this step so he could build himself a secure future with the new love of his life. Never mind what he was doing to his old family.

It was the thought of how Kip must have gone behind her back to put the house on the market that brought an abrupt end to her sobbing. Couldn’t he at least have kept it in the family and asked Ashley to sell it? But of course not, that would have meant Ashley would have told her straight away what Kip was up to. Instead he must have secretly met with an estate agent here to have the house assessed and photographed at a time when he knew she wouldn’t be around. Like last week when she was up in Harrogate. And what story had he given the agent, who would have been rubbing their hands at the prospect of selling one of the most attractive houses in the village of Ashbury St Clare?

‘Oh, my wife is fully on board with selling up, we’re divorcing but it’s all very amicable,’ he’d probably said, adding with a shrug, ‘it’s a shame, but just one of those things.’ Louisa knew just how charmingly engaging and persuasive Kip could be. It was why everybody loved him.

So appalled was she at the idea that he could behave so duplicitously, Louisa sat in stunned shock at the table. She should have changed the locks, just as her sister had advised. But she had said no. She hadn’t wanted to appear confrontational; Charity Cottage was still Kip’s as much as it was hers. Damn fool her for being so trusting and gullible!

And damn fool her for thinking that Kip would never want to part with Charity Cottage, that if nothing else, it might be the one thing that would tempt him back. Hadn’t he always joked that the only way he would ever leave was when he was carried out feet first inside a coffin? She could almost wish that he’d left her by dying rather than leaving her for another woman half her age.

Twenty minutes later and having pulled herself together, Louisa had organised for a locksmith to come later that afternoon to change the locks. She would have three extra sets of keys made up to give to the children, but no more would Kip be able to let himself in whenever he chose. She pictured him putting his key in the lock and the expression on his face when he realised what she had done. The thought should have brought her malicious pleasure, but it didn’t. It made her feel hollowed out that it had come to this.

With the shopping put away she rang the young woman with the irritatingly upbeat voice who was acting on her behalf to ensure that a fair divorce settlement would be agreed. It still staggered her that Kip had initiated divorce proceedings with such indecent haste. But that was him all over; once he made a decision that was it, there was no going back.

The receptionist at the law firm who answered the phone to Louisa informed her that Ms Bailey was out of the office until Monday, but she could leave a message if she wanted. Louisa declined. What she wanted was for this nightmare not to be happening.

She then telephoned the estate agent whose for sale board had made such an unwelcome appearance in the front garden. Keeping her voice as level and as composed as she could, she made it clear that she’d had no prior knowledge of her husband’s definite intent to put the house on the market, it had previously only been a possibility, and she was far from happy the way things had been done. She saw no point in demanding that the sign be removed; the house was a jointly owned asset, and although it would break her heart to leave it, she suspected it was a battle she would lose if she tried to fight the sale of it.

After ending the call, she then contemplated ringing one of her children but decided against it. Ashley and Angus would both be working, and Arabella would be busy with little Heidi.

In the weeks immediately after their father had made his shocking announcement on – of all days – Boxing Day that he wanted a divorce and was moving out to be with his absurdly young girlfriend, not only did the children call her at least twice a day, they visited her as often as they could.

Understandably, they were as shocked as she was by what their father had done and each in their different ways was still coming to terms with the situation. Anger seemed to be their number one emotion, especially for her youngest son, Angus. But then he had a lot to come to terms with: his father embarking on an affair with his ex-girlfriend.

Of the three children, Angus was the more self-contained and reserved one. His position within the family had not always been easy, as from a young age he’d had to accept that he would never be able to penetrate the close bond Arabella and Ashley shared as twins. Consequently, he tended to keep his emotions to himself.

To Louisa’s knowledge he hadn’t yet been able to bring himself to speak to his father since Boxing Day. She couldn’t blame him for that.

To keep her mind from picking away at the raw hurt of Kip’s latest act of betrayal, Louisa set to with peeling potatoes to make a fish pie with the cod and smoked haddock she’d bought at the farm shop. It was a favourite dish of the family, one that she had made for many years and which they would have for lunch tomorrow.

The children – she still thought of them that way, even though they were all in their thirties – were coming to spend the day with her. She wasn’t planning on going to a lot of trouble; her days of spending hours cooking complicated meals were behind her, she really couldn’t be bothered. But she would dress everything up by using the best crockery, which before had only been used for special occasions. Now she used it nearly all the time.

‘Mum, you can’t put those in the dishwasher,’ her daughter had recently chided her, ‘the gold will come off!’

‘I don’t care,’ Louisa had said, ramming the plates into the dishwasher with a wilful excess of force. ‘What does it matter? It’s only a bit of china.’ In the past Louisa had washed the dinner service – a wedding gift – by hand, treating it as though it were as delicate as a newborn baby.

When the fish pie was made and put in the fridge, and with an hour to go until the locksmith would arrive, Louisa made herself a mug of coffee and took it through to the timber-framed orangery which they’d had added on to the sitting room ten years ago. It was a beautifully bright and airy space and had instantly become Louisa’s favourite room in the house. It was now where she spent most of her time. Before Kip had left her, her workshop had been confined to the box room at the top of the house, but since January she had brought everything downstairs and turned the orangery into her workshop.

It was here that she could lose herself in creating the miniatures which she sold under the name of It’s the Little Things either through her Etsy shop or at the various doll’s house fairs around the country. That was why she’d been in Harrogate last week; she had been at the Miniaturist Fair selling her miniature watercolours as well as a selection of hand-painted 12th scale furniture. She bought the furniture in kit form and put it together before decorating each item in tiny detail. She also bought pre-loved items on eBay to repaint. The work was intricate and immensely absorbing and by abandoning reality in favour of a perfectly controlled world, albeit a 12th scale world, it had enabled her to hang on to what was left of her sanity after Kip had left her.

But was that the source of the problem: had she spent too long focusing her attention on the minutiae of life – just as she had to concentrate on the tiny details of what she created – and lost sight of the bigger picture? Was that why she hadn’t noticed her husband falling out of love with her and falling in love with somebody else?






Chapter Two

‘Mum, I’ve just been told by a work colleague that there’s a for sale board at the house. What the hell’s going on?’

The vehemence of his words bounced back at Ashley in the confines of his car and he immediately regretted how he’d spoken. He’d sounded like he was blaming his mother and she was the last person who should be blamed. The person he should have rung was his father, because doubtless he was the one who had instructed Barston and Bright to put Charity Cottage on the market.

‘I can assure you I had nothing to do with it,’ his mother said.

He heard the hurt defensiveness in her voice and wished he’d spoken with more care. ‘Of course, I didn’t think you had,’ he said more gently. ‘When did the board appear?’

‘It was there when I came back from the farm shop at about midday today. Can you imagine the shock I had when I drove home and saw it?’

Ashley could. ‘And Dad hadn’t mentioned anything to you before?’ he asked. ‘He hadn’t warned you?’

‘No. Other than some vague stuff a while ago that the house might have to be sold. But I never thought he’d go through with it. I thought he would at least leave me with my home. And the worst of it is that he did all this behind my back. He must have met with the estate agent here while I was away last week. I don’t understand him, I really don’t. Do you, Ashley?’

The anguish and confused disbelief in his mother’s voice filled him with an impotent rage. ‘No,’ he said grimly, wanting very much to punch something very hard. ‘I don’t understand him any more. Shall I come over and see you? I’m on my way home, but I can easily call Caro and explain.’

‘That’s kind of you, darling, but you’ll be here tomorrow, and we can discuss it then. Go home and enjoy your evening and give little Peggy a kiss from her Grammy.’

Knowing that Caro wanted him home early so she could go to her book group this evening, Ashley took his mother at her word and said goodbye. With a small stab of guilt, he was relieved not to have to spoil his wife’s plans for the evening, but equally he felt guilty that his mother was facing this latest act of family sabotage alone.

That’s how it felt to Ashley, as if his father was deliberately lobbing live hand grenades at them as a family and with each one that landed and exploded, another level of trust and love was lost. Putting the house on the market the way he had was the last straw. Although who knew, maybe there was worse to come.

Before Boxing Day, and when he last saw his father, Ashley had thought him one of the finest men he knew. Fair-minded, generous, always encouraging and supportive, open-minded and never judgemental, and always fun to be around; that was the man Ashley had known and admired. Yes, Dad had displayed occasional flashes of temper and irrational obstinacy, who didn’t, but that aside Ashley would have described him as the perfect father, and the perfect husband too. He was what Ashley had aspired to be in his own marriage, but now he felt that he had been duped. Everything about his father had been a sham. He simply wasn’t the man Ashley had believed him to be.

His father’s choice of Barston and Bright, a rival estate agent, to sell Charity Cottage was a real kick in the guts for Ashley. If his old childhood home was ever going to be sold, then it should be Taylor Marks who took on the job, and with Ashley as an associate partner at the helm. Not that he’d thought Mum would be forced to sell. He’d trusted his dad to have his finances sufficiently in order to live comfortably enough without breaking Mum’s heart any more than it already was.

Or was it Zoe who had pushed him to take this step? Was she the one pulling the strings in their relationship?

When Angus had first brought Zoe home to meet the family last spring, Mum had gone out of her way to make his girlfriend feel welcome. Mum always wanted people to feel at ease and part of the family. She hated for anyone to feel uncomfortable or unwelcome.

At the time, and this wasn’t with the benefit of hindsight, Ashley and his sister, Arabella, had discussed in private that they thought Zoe wasn’t warming to the fuss that Mum made of her. But then Angus shared with them that Zoe wasn’t used to a close-knit family like theirs. Her father had died when she was a child and then her mother had died a few years ago. Naturally, when Mum knew this, it made her want to lavish yet more affection on Zoe.

Five months after that first visit of Zoe’s to Charity Cottage, Angus pitched up on his own for a family barbecue. He made out it was no big deal that Zoe had just dumped him, easy come, easy go, he’d said, but he’d got badly drunk that night and Mum had found him lying on the grass in the garden staring up at the sky as the rain came down. Mum never went into details about the conversation that had passed between them, but it was clear that Angus must have cared for Zoe a lot more than she did for him.

Fast forward to Boxing Day and Dad’s shocking announcement, and when he’d sworn blind that he and Zoe hadn’t started their affair while she was still seeing Angus. He’d said it as though that made everything okay, that that was a line they wouldn’t have dreamt of crossing. Everything else was just fine.

Ashley didn’t think he would ever forgive his father, who in one fell swoop had fractured them as a family. He’d broken Mum’s heart, tainted the love both Ashley and Arabella felt for him and crushed Angus. His selfishness ensured that they would never be the same again. Every family occasion would now be different. Every family memory distorted.

Yet somehow Dad expected them to accept the new situation and move on. The child in Ashley – the boy who had idolised his father – wanted to do that, but his anger and disappointment, and his loyalty to Mum, wouldn’t allow it. His wife, Caro, took the view that sooner or later they would have to accept the situation because otherwise it would only become a lot more difficult for them.

Caro spoke from experience. Her own parents had divorced when she was a child and after they realised the harm they were causing their two daughters with their arguing and petty disputes over whose turn it was to have the children, they sought counselling. From then on, they managed to put their own feelings aside so they could concentrate on their children’s happiness. With that achieved they were both happier themselves and eventually found love with new partners. All four of them had come to Ashley and Caro’s wedding and had seemed perfectly at ease with each other.

Ashley couldn’t imagine anything remotely like that happening with his parents. How could Mum ever feel comfortable in Zoe’s presence? For that matter, why the hell should she? And why should the family go along with it as though Dad had done nothing more than trade in his old car for a new one?

Grinding his teeth – something Caro said he’d started doing in his sleep these last few months – Ashley stopped at the temporary traffic lights on Chelstead High Street. The road was being dug up yet again, the second time in twelve months, and waiting impatiently for the lights to change, he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. He supposed he should ring his brother and sister to discuss this latest news, but he decided it could wait.

With the lights now green, he drove on and made another decision. But as so often happened when he called his father, he was diverted to voicemail.

‘Full disclosure, Dad,’ he began, ‘I didn’t believe I could think any less of you, but then you go and do this, go behind Mum’s back to sell the house from under her feet. And of all the agents you could have chosen, you appoint Barston and Bright who are not known as Bastard and Shite for nothing!’

He rang off and clamping his mouth shut, he ground his teeth. He didn’t stop grinding them until he arrived home. Switching the engine off, he stared up at the detached house which he and Caro had moved into four years ago. He could remember their excitement that first night in their new home, surrounded by packing boxes and eating fish and chips and drinking Moët. Despite being exhausted, they’d made love and slept the sleep of the dead until woken in the morning by bright sunshine streaming in through the bedroom window that had no curtains.

They’d loved their new home, and with its weatherboarding and mellow brickwork, and what any estate agent worth their salt would describe as being a highly desirable individual property in a sought-after village, they had poured every spare moment they had into renovating and decorating it, making it theirs. But whatever pride and delight they’d derived from the months they’d spent knocking walls down, rebuilding and painting and tiling, putting in new flooring, and installing bi-fold doors to the kitchen, it all paled into insignificance when their daughter was born. In a heartbeat, the world changed for Ashley. Nothing mattered more to him than Caro and Peggy: they were his all.

They were also his Achilles heel. Life without them would be unbearable. That was why he could relate to the pain his mother was going through. All too easily he could imagine himself in his mother’s place, losing the most important person in his life, and it terrified the hell out of him. Which made him hate his father all the more. Caro said that was an emotion that would ultimately be destructive and would do him no end of harm. Perhaps to their daughter as well. ‘Hating your father indefinitely is not an option,’ she’d warned him.

He was just about to push open the car door when his mobile rang. Caller ID showed that it was his father. His hand on the mobile, Ashley ignored it and let it ring. He suddenly didn’t want to speak to him. In mutinous silence he stared at the screen and then when Missed Call appeared followed by a Voicemail alert, he listened to the message his father had left for him.

‘Ashley, I know you’re angry with me, but you must understand, I simply couldn’t face your mother, that’s why I did what I did. I know that makes me a coward but sometimes life makes cowards of us all. I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry doesn’t cut it, Dad,’ Ashley muttered, shoving the mobile into his coat pocket. ‘Not by a long way.’

His two-and-a-half-year-old daughter wearing her much-loved unicorn onesie came running towards him when he let himself in and she threw her arms around his knees with such force he almost toppled backwards.

‘Dada, dada!’ she squealed excitedly as he lifted her up and hugged her.

‘Peggy, Peggy!’ he responded, echoing the animated joy of her greeting.

Coming out of the kitchen, and still dressed in her work clothes, black trousers with a cream blouse, her tightly tied-back hair giving her a severe, and to him a very sexy look, Caro smiled at him. ‘Somebody’s pleased to see you,’ she said, her voice low and teasing.

‘Not as pleased as I am to see you two,’ he said. Still holding Peggy, he went over to kiss his wife. Not on the cheek but on the mouth, and not just a peck, but a long, lingering kiss.

‘Not that I’m complaining,’ she said with a raised eyebrow, ‘but what’s that for?’

‘Does there have to be a reason?’

‘With you, Ashley, there’s always a reason.’

‘Then how about I love you?’

‘As good a reason as any. Now hold the fort while I go upstairs and change for my evening out. How was your day, by the way?’ she added as she moved towards the stairs.

He thought of his mother and how traumatic it was going to be in the coming months for her to leave the house she loved so much. There was no doubt that as a family they would pull together and help her all they could, and he’d personally do everything possible to find her the best house to buy, one that she could turn into a beautiful home just as she had with Charity Cottage, but it wouldn’t be easy.

‘Ashley?’ said Caro in a quizzical tone, her hand on the newel post. ‘Everything okay?’

‘It can wait,’ he said lightly. ‘You go and change while Peggy and I catch up on her day at nursery before I give her a bath and put her to bed.’

Caro gave him a long hard stare. They knew one another well enough for her to know that whatever he had to say, he wouldn’t share it until they were alone.

‘I shall hold you to that,’ she said before disappearing upstairs.






Chapter Three

All his life, well, for most of it, Christopher Langford had been known as Kip.

A boy at school had for some unknown reason given him the name of Kipper, which in turn had been abbreviated to Kip. As is so often the way with these things, the name stuck and before he knew it, it was as though he had always been called Kip, and always would be. Which was more or less how he had lived his entire life, living according to how other people perceived him and what their expectations or their needs of him were.

At a young age, and after a hit-and-run accident left his father confined to a wheelchair and his mother forced to take on the mantle of breadwinner, Kip had seen how a single moment in time could change a person’s life for the worse and how it could fill them with bitter disappointment. He had hated the unfairness of it, that life could treat anyone – his father in particular – so badly and it set him on a lifelong course to try to make everything better for his parents. In time it was inevitable that he would want to do the same for others, to make their lives easier too.

The loss of his dad’s pride, a man who had always believed it was his job to care for his family, had been terrible to witness. His mother did her best to stay strong and optimistic, working part-time as a telephonist for a large insurance company and doing dressmaking on the side, as well as caring for Kip and his father, but he saw the light slowly go out of her. So he did all that he could to bring that light back and to make both her and his father proud of him. Helping as much as he could at home, he studied hard at school too. He had a plan, and that was to earn enough to be able to make his parents’ lives better, but more importantly, to make them happy.

Having previously set his sights on university, he suddenly changed tack and, much against his teachers’ advice, left school at eighteen with an impressive set of O- and A-levels and applied for a job at a travel agent’s office. For his first day in his new job, he turned up in a second-hand charcoal-coloured suit his mother had found at a jumble sale and which she’d altered to fit him, along with a pair of black brogues, which were two sizes too big for his feet and required him to wear two pairs of socks. His mother said they were handmade shoes and would therefore lend him an air of polished sophistication.

It turned out that the girls in the office joked behind his back that he looked more like an undertaker than a travel agent and after he’d heard them laughing about him he jazzed up his appearance with a red tie and matching silk handkerchief – more items his mother had sourced for him. Tall, with a thick head of hair that he swept to one side of his broad forehead, he was physically assured and looked older than his years and with his naturally persuasive manner combined with a hunger to do well, he was soon out-earning his colleagues.

Within six months he was promoted and before long he was transferred to the London office where he found he could do even better. There were no more second-hand suits or worn-before shoes for him, and that was despite sending money home to his parents back in High Wycombe. The streets of London weren’t necessarily paved with gold back then in the early 1980s, but the opportunities were certainly golden. People had the travel bug and the more upmarket the holiday, the better the commission for him.

He was still in his twenties and had yet to visit the exotic holiday destinations he was selling, but he had the gift of the gab and having cast himself in the role of dream-maker, he could effortlessly sell stretches of bleached-white sand and azure blue skies all wrapped up in five-star luxury. If you couldn’t sell that dream, then frankly you couldn’t sell anything and didn’t deserve to be in the business!

Many years on and he took the plunge to set up his own company called Uniquely You Villas. By this stage he had an in-depth understanding of the travel industry along with a network of specialists who were keen to work with him. His customers had one thing in common: they wanted to avoid the popular resorts where everybody else went and were prepared to pay for something special that was off the beaten track.

It was a massive risk, given that he was married by then with two young children – Arabella and Ashley – and he was still supporting his parents, but by leaving London and moving the family to Suffolk where their money would go further, he was able to set up an office with much lower overheads than if he’d stayed in London. The first year was a struggle, but with a great team around him, both on the ground in Corfu and in the office, he kept his nerve, determined to make a success of it; he wasn’t a quitter by nature.

Which was why he had found it so hard to give up on his marriage, something he never thought he would do. Louisa didn’t deserve the pain he was putting her through, but if she was really honest, she would admit that they had been drifting apart for some time. A relationship never came undone overnight, it was always over a period of time, a slow and steady decline, the stitches of a relationship worked loose by a series of niggling disappointments that on their own meant nothing, but when accumulated they meant everything.

He couldn’t recall when he and Louisa had last done anything together, just the two of them, something for themselves and not for the children, or the grandchildren. He didn’t begrudge doing anything for his family, but as he’d tried to explain to Louisa, somewhere along the way they had lost who they were, they were just Mum and Dad now.

‘But that’s who we’ve been nearly all our lives,’ she’d said. ‘Why feel that’s such an awful thing after so long?’

There was no pain-free way to break it to a partner that you no longer loved them, and certainly Kip could have found a gentler way to go about it, to tell his wife why he couldn’t carry on as they were, but he had been heartlessly blunt and told her the truth, that he loved somebody else. He’d been as brutal as he had to make her understand that there was no way back, no way to undo the decision he had made. For the first time in years, he wanted to be completely honest with her. He owed her that much. He had believed that in being straight with her he was getting the worst over with. Now he knew better. It had been the beginning of the pain.

When that moment came to tell Louisa he was leaving her, he’d sat her down and said that he had something important to tell her. It was Boxing Day evening, and the children and grandchildren had all left that morning after spending Christmas with them and selfishly he wanted to get on with starting his new life. It had been naïve of him, but he’d imagined that by making his announcement then, he would start the New Year without his decision hanging over him. He wanted it done. He wanted everything out in the open. But most of all he wanted the strain of living a double life over.

Perhaps in response to seeing the serious expression on his face, Louisa had jumped to the conclusion that it was something to do with the business. ‘Is the recovery not going as well as you’d hoped?’ she’d asked, ‘I know the pandemic followed by the economy taking a—’

‘It’s nothing to do with the business,’ he’d interrupted impatiently. Then without giving her a chance to come up with anything else, he’d said, ‘I want a divorce.’

At first, she’d looked at him as though she didn’t understand, and maybe she didn’t. Once again, he seized the initiative.

‘I’m in love with somebody else and I want to spend the rest of my life with her,’ he’d said. ‘And I know what you’re thinking, that I must be having some kind of breakdown and have lost my senses, but I assure you, I know exactly what I’m doing and while I know the months ahead are going to be difficult, I promise not to make it any more painful than it already is for you.’

The well-rehearsed words had tumbled from him while the colour had drained from Louisa’s face, her lips quivering, and the knuckles of her fingers bone white as she clenched her hands into tight fists. He’d wondered if she was going to do something totally uncharacteristic and hit him. He couldn’t have blamed her if she had.

‘Who is it?’ she’d demanded, her voice barely audible. ‘Somebody from the office?’

‘It’s Zoe. Zoe Pearson,’ he’d added superfluously.

At that her eyes had widened, and she’d let out a laugh that bordered on hysteria. ‘You mean you’ve been having an affair with your youngest son’s ex-girlfriend?’

‘I want you to know that she’s not the reason I no longer love you,’ he’d said firmly, not answering her question, ‘but she is the reason I want a divorce. We’ve been seeing each other since August … after she’d finished with Angus.’

From then on, all attempts to discuss things rationally fell apart. Louisa leapt to her feet and through tearful sobs shouted at him to go. He didn’t. Stupidly he thought he would be able to calm her down, to offer comfort and assurance that it wasn’t the end of the world, that they could work things out amicably.

He’d been a fool to think it would be that simple. But the trouble was he’d prepared his script for this moment so well he’d lost sight of the fact that Louisa had no such preparation and raw shock would fuel her reaction.

When she showed no sign of calming down, her emotional state escalating at an alarming rate, he accepted that his presence was only making her even more upset. So he’d gone upstairs, thrown some clothes into a suitcase, grabbed several files of paperwork and his passport and driven the six-mile journey to where Zoe lived.

Part way through the journey he’d had to stop as his vision was too blurred with tears to drive safely. His heart was hammering painfully in his chest too and the air seemed to have been sucked out of him. Trying to catch his breath, he’d told himself he’d done absolutely the right thing, Louisa just needed time to accept that for years now they’d been in what he regarded as a state of perpetual motion, constantly moving forward to the next stage, whatever it might be. It was what couples did when they didn’t want to give themselves time to think if they were still moving in the right direction together, if their shared goals were still the same.

This was the thought that was with Kip now as in the white glare of the security lights of the car park in front of his office, he placed his laptop case behind the driver’s seat of his car and slid in behind the wheel. Driving out from the business park, he had to remind himself to turn left and not right as he’d done for the last twelve years, since moving the company here from the centre of Bury St Edmunds when more spacious premises at a reasonable price became available.

Turning right would take him to Louisa.

Turning left took him to Zoe.

He hadn’t meant to fall in love with Zoe, and even when he’d felt the attraction, he had fought it. Some would say he hadn’t fought it hard enough, that he should have respected his marriage vows and put a stop to the direction in which he was willingly moving.

But when he’d been with her, he had felt something he hadn’t experienced in a long time: the excitement of scorching desire and the feeling of being truly alive. He’d been sensible enough to acknowledge these were feelings not to be relied upon, they had no substance, they were not lasting. But very soon what he felt for Zoe was so much more than physical attraction. She made him feel young again, which he knew was a cringeworthy cliché, but she did, and he was only being honest. That’s how he wanted his life to be now, full of honesty. For too long he’d known he didn’t love his wife but had pretended he did, for the simple reason he didn’t want to hurt her or the children.

He loved his sons and daughter and living now with the rift between him and them was as painful as he’d feared it would be. Every day he told himself that they just needed time to come to terms with the situation and to understand that it wouldn’t have been fair to anyone for him to pretend that he still loved Louisa. She deserved better than that, and so did he.

And being with Zoe his life was infinitely better; it was as if through loving her he had rediscovered himself. Or maybe in loving her he had discovered his true self.

In the time before Zoe, he had merely been going through the motions of being married, of it being little more than an act of diligence. He could remember the exact moment when he’d first acknowledged a sense of discontent, it had been on the day of Ashley’s marriage to Caro when he’d experienced an emotion that at the time he hadn’t been proud of: it was envy. He’d put it down to some kind of male ego which had broken free, making him want to feel as alive and full of love and hope as his eldest son so obviously felt as he stood in front of the altar with his beautiful bride.

Something else Kip wasn’t proud of was the way he’d gone about putting Charity Cottage on the market, and Ashley had had good reason earlier in the message he’d left on his mobile to be so cross with him. He’d acted with deplorable cowardice because he genuinely couldn’t face Louisa. He knew what the house meant to her, but as one of their shared assets it had to be sold. He had previously discussed it with her in the vaguest of terms, that selling it might be necessary in the not-too-distant future when sorting out the finances. It had been a mistake on his part to underplay that possibility; he’d known all along that it would happen. He should have left it to his divorce lawyer to make the case on his behalf to sell the house, that it was an asset that had to be taken into account when dividing everything up.

He didn’t want to be greedy; he was a fair man and if there was another way, he would let Louisa keep the house, but times had been tough ever since the pandemic and the subsequent economic situation, just as Louisa had referred to it on Boxing Day, had also hit him badly. Before Covid had all but destroyed the travel industry he had contemplated throwing in the towel and selling up for a stress-free retirement, which was what Louisa had been keen for him to do. That was no longer an option.

When he’d phoned Rob Shaw, his divorce lawyer, to let him know what he’d done in appointing Barston and Bright to sell the house, Rob had sucked in his breath. ‘Okay, I’d have preferred it if you hadn’t done that. That’s going to give the other side every cause to accuse you of an overly aggressive act.’

‘I jointly own the house,’ Kip had said defensively. ‘I had every right to let myself in and show the agent around.’

‘We’re in a negotiating situation,’ Rob had said, ‘and handing over any kind of advantage to the other side is a bad move.’

It pained Kip that Louise was referred to as ‘the other side’ but he knew that was lawyer-speak, that it helped to maintain a distance and keep things civil and impersonal. But how could the dismantling of two profoundly bound-together lives be anything but a deeply personal process?

As much as he wanted the process to be over, to be free and moving forwards to his goal, there were occasional moments when he missed the familiarity of his old life. He wouldn’t be human if he didn’t feel that, surely? He likened those odd moments to how an amputee felt when a limb had been removed, the sensation of it still being there. That was how it felt to be away from Charity Cottage and his family, he couldn’t help but feel the pull of it. But equally he couldn’t resist the stronger magnetic pull of Zoe and the exhilarating new life she offered him. He still couldn’t believe that she felt the same for him as he did for her.

Just thinking of being with Zoe that evening, of music playing in the background while they cooked their supper together – something he’d never really done with Louisa as the kitchen had been her domain and she had often accused him of being too messy to be trusted – caused him to smile and without intending to, he pressed his foot down on the accelerator to reach Zoe that much faster.

To have this second chance at this stage in his life made him the luckiest of men. Which was a haunting echo of what he’d said when Louisa had agreed to marry him all those years ago.

‘I’ll marry you on one condition,’ she’d said.

‘Name it,’ he’d said, ‘and I promise to do whatever it is if you’ll make me the happiest and luckiest man alive and say yes.’

‘I want you to give up smoking, and no pretending,’ she’d added, ‘no sneaking off for a sly smoke behind my back.’

He’d been an enthusiastic smoker back then, but such was his determination to claim Louisa as his wife, a girl whose very allure was her confidence and strength of character, as well as her independent nature, he agreed only too readily. It was a promise he kept; a cigarette never passed his lips again. It was worth it to be with this fantastic girl who possessed a fun and generous warmth, but also a wall of detached self-containment, which he took as a challenge to break down.

It was only nearly forty years later that he realised that as tantalisingly close as he’d come, he had never quite managed to break down that wall and have the whole of Louisa. He knew it sounded pathetic, but he’d felt excluded, as though he wasn’t worthy of the whole of her. He’d wanted so much to believe that she needed him, but he came to suspect that she didn’t. Not in the way that he’d wanted to feel needed.






Chapter Four

Saturday afternoon in the kitchen at Charity Cottage, and while her sister-in-law was clearing up the dining room following lunch, Arabella was filling the dishwasher.

Some of her earliest memories were of boisterous mealtimes with her family – plates being scraped, cutlery dropped, drinks spilled, and excitable voices raised to make themselves heard. ‘You’re noisier than a rookery of squabbling rooks!’ Mum would say, but never with any heat, her emotions were always kept to a low simmer. Dad, on the other hand, would occasionally boil over and let rip at them, but once his anger was spent, it was gone and with no bad feelings left to linger.

If only that were true now, thought Arabella as she reflected with sadness on how the lingering effects of her father’s selfish actions would be with them for ever. Nothing would be as it once was.

As her husband’s second wife she had first-hand knowledge of the consequences of divorce and how nothing about it was ever in isolation. Giles had married his first wife when he’d been in his mid-twenties after she discovered she was pregnant, and because they thought they loved each other, and as brief as their relationship had been, they decided to get married. There were problems from the start, so Giles said, but they stuck at it for the sake of the child. Until, that was, he met Arabella. He didn’t lie when they met, he made it clear that he was married with a young daughter but was planning to divorce his wife just as soon as the moment was right.

To lessen her guilt at what she was doing, involving herself with a married man, Arabella rewrote their relationship in her head and became virtually convinced of it. When she told her parents about Giles – an international tax lawyer – she said that he had already left his wife. Well, mentally he had, she told herself in an effort to neaten the edges of her relationship with him.

At no stage did Mum and Dad show any disapproval towards Giles; far from it, they welcomed him into the family with open arms as they did with everyone, but they did ask Arabella if she was sure she wanted to take on a man who already had a child. ‘He’s the man I want in my life,’ she told them. ‘I love him.’

As determined as she was to have Giles for herself, she had to wait patiently for him to go through with his divorce. They married just as soon as they could and now they had Heidi, their beautiful two-and-a-half-year-old daughter. As Arabella often told herself, all good things come to those who wait.

Giles hadn’t come with them today, he had gone instead to Ely to take his daughter out for the day, something he did as regularly as he could. Lexi was twelve now and made sporadic visits to stay with them. Her visits were invariably a challenge for Arabella, but one she was determined to meet and with as much good grace as she could muster. Not easy these days as Lexi seemed to have hit what was euphemistically called a ‘difficult age’. Bloody awkward, in other words! But at least the girl seemed genuinely fond of her half-sister. In turn, Heidi adored Lexi.

Given her own experience of falling in love with what might be considered as forbidden fruit, Arabella knew that she should feel more sympathetic towards her father, but she couldn’t bring herself to do that. It was obscene, not to say embarrassing, what he’d done, leaving Mum for Zoe who was even younger than Arabella!

And now he was breaking Mum’s heart even more by forcing her to leave Charity Cottage. It seemed that he only cared about himself and to hell with anyone else and their feelings. Didn’t he know how much this would hurt, not just Mum, but them all as a family, their childhood home being sold? Yes, it would have to be sold one day, way off in the future, but not like this in this disgusting money-grabbing manner.

With the last of the pots and pans placed in the dishwasher, Arabella set it going and stood for a moment to look out of the window at the garden. Over by the old woodshed, her brother Angus was chopping logs for the fire. She watched him swing the axe high above his head before bringing it down on the log with an easy, fluid swing. Bending, he picked up the chopped wood, tossed it into a large wicker basket and then began the process again on another log. He looked like he was in a world of his own, but what, Arabella wondered, was going through his head with each rise and fall of the axe? He was taciturn at the best of times, but lately he’d been quieter still.

Coming into her line of vision now was Ashley with the lawnmower. Mum had never been one for ‘primping’ the garden in the way Dad would have liked. He’d favoured a bowling green lawn with perfect stripes and precisely cut edges, everything neat and tidy, but Mum had preferred the more naturalistic approach – ‘lazy gardening’, as she liked to refer to the way she allowed everything to grow wild and abundant.

Arabella’s gaze moved from watching Ashley as he emptied the grass box from the mower onto the compost heap and then settled on her mother at the far end of the garden where amongst the daffodils, and in the glittery bright March sunshine, she was hunkered down to be on the same level as her two granddaughters who were standing either side of her and staring up into the flowering forsythia to where she was pointing. Arabella could tell from the body language of the two little girls that they were fascinated by what they were looking at. They loved being with their grandmother and always behaved so well for her, probably because she gave them her undivided attention, but then she had been a teacher and had a knack for making everything interesting to children.

Even today when she was still reeling from the shock yesterday of finding the for sale board in the front garden, Mum hadn’t let it stop her entertaining Heidi and Peggy. To look at her playing with them, you’d think she was perfectly happy, that she didn’t have a care in the world.

Around the lunch table the girls had provided a welcome diversion from the topic of conversation that had gone on before, namely was there anything that could be done to prevent Dad from forcing through the sale of Charity Cottage? Could one of them convince him to act with more compassion, and if so, which one of them should try? ‘I vote Arabella should be the one to do it,’ Ashley had said.

‘Me?’ she’d replied.

‘You’re the obvious choice,’ he’d insisted. ‘You’ve always been able to twist him around your little finger.’

‘I hate to correct you, Ashley,’ Angus had muttered caustically, ‘but there’s a new kid on the block doing that now, and her name’s Zoe.’

It had saddened Arabella to hear her younger brother sound so sharp and bitter, but she didn’t blame him. Who would when your girlfriend dumps you to start sleeping with your own father? They didn’t know for sure that this was true, and Dad had denied it when accused of it, but Arabella knew that it was what Angus believed, which had to be so humiliating.

Ever since this whole sorry mess had begun, she had been overwhelmed with the need to protect Angus, something she had never felt when they were growing up. Back then she’d bossed him about or deliberately excluded him from anything she and Ashley had wanted to do on their own. Pondering on how unnecessarily cruel children could be, she watched Heidi and Peggy run over to the Wendy house which Mum had built for the girls last autumn. Dad had promised to do it but had never got around to it. Too busy falling in love with Zoe, no doubt!

At the sight of the girls pushing open the door of the Wendy house and going inside – Mum having painted the interior as an homage to Beatrix Potter – Arabella hoped that as cousins they would always be friends and never behave meanly towards each other. Or to any future siblings who might come along.

Arabella was very keen to have another child, but Giles was resistant, he said he was perfectly happy as they were. ‘Aren’t you happy as we are?’ he’d asked her. ‘You, me, Heidi and Lexi?’ She’d told him she was, but it was a lie; her mind, body and soul were crying out for another child.

Another movement in the garden caught her eye: it was Caro shaking out the tablecloth from the dining room which the girls had managed to cover with squashed peas and carrots and daubs of fish pie as well as smears of strawberry ice cream.

Arabella doubted that her coolly efficient sister-in-law would have a second child. Following Peggy’s birth, a few months after Heidi was born, and as soon as her maternity leave was over, Caro had returned to work in the HR department of a large health care provider in Stowmarket. Arabella had no plans to return to work in the immediate future, not when she hoped to have another baby, but she had the distinct feeling that Caro disapproved of her being a stay-at-home mother, as though she wasn’t quite pulling her weight.

When she and Giles had made the decision to leave London and move to Suffolk, Heidi had been a year old, and the move had made perfect sense for them as a family. With Giles’s law firm still supporting hybrid working, he was all for the move as, much against his wishes, his ex-wife had recently moved from Watford to Ely to be near her sister. Being just a short drive away from her parents and her twin brother was a big plus for Arabella too.

Coming in through the door that led to the utility room, Caro interrupted Arabella’s meandering thoughts. ‘I’ve put the tablecloth in the washing machine,’ she said. ‘It beats me why Louisa bothers with one when the children visit, they always make such a mess.’

Privately Arabella agreed that tablecloths and small children were not an ideal mix, but she couldn’t help but defend her mother. ‘I know what you mean,’ she said, ‘but it’s a distraction for Mum, you know, making everything nice for us.’

‘Are you going to wash those?’ Caro asked, inclining her head towards the wineglasses that were partially hidden by a large pottery jug of tulips. ‘If so, I’ll dry.’

That was another thing about her sister-in-law that irritated Arabella, the way Caro could so easily undermine her and make her feel as though she didn’t know what she was doing. She wanted to say that of course she was going to wash the glasses, she wasn’t some kind of slacker that left a job half done, but holding her tongue, she ran the hot tap and filled the sink while to the left of her Caro selected a tea towel from the three hanging on the rail of the Aga.

‘So how do you think she is?’

‘Who, Mum?’ asked Arabella.

‘Who else?’

‘Hard to say really, she hides her emotions so well. Almost four months on from Dad leaving her and destroying us as a family, I think she was just beginning to get over the shock, but after yesterday and finding that for sale board in the garden, it’s doubtless set her
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