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      Madeline Fellow’s train was three hours late.

      What should have been a relatively straightforward two and a half hours of reading a generic airport paperback turned into a near six-hour marathon, exactly what Madeline hadn’t wanted from her first day back in England in more than two years. However, despite being far from the ideal start, it had been made semi-tolerable by the train driver’s increasingly erratic ongoing commentary.

      A delivery driver had suffered a flat tyre while crossing the line just outside of Exeter. Having inexplicably failed to charge his phone, he had decided to walk to the nearest village, only to fall into a river while attempting to get a look at a pair of swans, resulting in a hastily galvanised rescue operation which left no emergency vehicles to move the stuck delivery lorry from the line. He had apparently been pulled out of the Dart Estuary some time later, babbling about mermaids and fish that could talk.

      At least, that was how it had been relayed over the train’s announcement system, in such excruciating detail that the passenger sitting beside Madeline had torn pages out of his book, stuffed them into his ears, and attempted to go to sleep. The notification board at Brentwell Station, warning of delays caused by a fallen tree, was something of an anti-climax.

      Madeline’s father, Jonas Fellow, was waiting for her at the station, which brought both joy at seeing him for the first time in so long, and regret at the absence of her mother. He saw her the moment she alighted, threw his arms open wide and pulled her into a warm bear hug. In an instant she was a little girl again, finding safety and comfort in her daddy’s arms. Then she pulled away, noticed how much he had aged, and remembered just how many years had passed.

      ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t come home sooner,’ she said. ‘I wanted to come back for the funeral. I really did.’ She sniffed, wiping away a tear. ‘I’m kind of a little … angry that I wasn’t told.’

      Jonas looked down, giving a little shake of his head. ‘I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you, but … it was what she wanted. She knew what you were doing was important to you.’ He sniffed. ‘I know we were divorced, but I was still fond of your mother. And the way she would never let her health put a dampener on anyone else was just her all over. She didn’t want anyone to wear black at her funeral. It was all Hawaiian shirts and floral dresses. We looked ridiculous, but your mother would have loved it.’

      ‘I still would have liked to be there. I could have ended my contract sooner.’

      ‘I know. I’m sorry. I only did what your mother asked. And really, when you think about what she always said—that a funeral was a little bit late to be saying goodbye—it makes perfect sense. You spoke to her on video call the night before she died. She died in her sleep, Madeline. You were the last person to see her alive.’

      ‘The last thing she said was that she loved me,’ Madeline said. ‘And I said, “Mum, don’t be so soppy.” I wish I’d told her that I loved her instead.’

      Jonas put an arm around her shoulders. ‘It’s just words,’ he said. ‘She knew. Anyone can say the words, but love that’s been growing over a lifetime doesn’t need any. She knew you loved her.’

      ‘Thanks for saying that.’

      Jonas clapped his hands together. ‘So, you’re back in England. My little girl. And you’ve lost weight, by the look of things. I imagine it’s all that running on Australian beaches. Don’t worry, we’ll soon sort you out. Pasties or fish’n’chips for your first meal back home?’

      ‘How about pasties with a portion of chips, and a fish to go halves on?’

      Jonas grinned. ‘That’s my little girl.’
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      There were a couple of good takeaways across the street from the station, so they picked up their order then walked to a little park nearby and sat on a bench beside the river. The sky was clear, the air crisp, with clouds building behind the hills on the far horizon threatening rain later in the evening.

      ‘Are you sure you’re all right, Dad?’ Madeline said, as they started to eat. Out across the river, a couple of ducks twisted among the reeds.

      Jonas nodded. ‘Don’t worry about me, love. It’s been a little strange getting used to retirement, that’s all. Your mother’s death didn’t help.’

      ‘I can imagine.’ She patted him on the knee. ‘You’re your own man, now, though, aren’t you? No more business meetings or weekends at the office.’

      The words probably came out a little more bitter than she intended, like a coffee with not enough milk. Jonas looked at her.

      ‘I wasn’t that bad, was I? I gave you and Eric as much of my time as I could.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.’

      Jonas sighed. ‘I know. It was always on my mind, you know, while you were growing up. Am I working too much, am I spending enough time with you and your mother? I never forgave myself for missing your netball final with that stupid client golf day.’

      Madeline laughed. At the time she had been gutted not to see his face in the crowd, but by the end of the game it had felt like a relief.

      ‘We got hammered,’ she said. ‘I was kind of glad you weren’t there.’

      Jonas gave a dismissive shrug. ‘You know, your mother often felt like you went overseas because you harboured some sort of resentment towards us,’ he said. ‘I think that’s natural that parents think their kids hate them.’

      Madeline shook her head. ‘Of course not. I just wanted to travel, that’s all. It’s been eight years, though. It might be time to settle down, at least for a bit.’

      Jonas tossed a chip into the river. Immediately, half a dozen ducks came racing towards it, quacking like maniacs, water splashing up behind them.

      ‘Well, me and Brentwell are glad to have you back,’ Jonas said. ‘Even if it’s only temporary.’

      ‘Probably not my little brother, though. I imagine he’ll start with the whole return-of-the-golden-child thing as soon as he sees me.’

      Jonas laughed. ‘I think he has other things on his mind.’

      ‘I can’t believe he’s getting married. My slimy little brother is actually getting married. What’s she like? Does she keep paper towels in her purse to dry his sweaty palms?’

      ‘Don’t be unkind,’ Jonas said with a smile. ‘She’s actually very nice, is Amy. She’s a little bit OCD, though. He told me she organised his sock drawer, lining them all up by their order in the colour spectrum, with the toe bits all pointing inwards. He said it makes his eyes go funny to look at it.’

      ‘Good on her for taking him off the streets,’ Madeline said. ‘I imagine there were street parties among the single women of Brentwell when they found out.’

      ‘Don’t be horrible,’ Jonas said. ‘They look very happy together. So, let’s talk about you. How long are you planning to stay? Are you going to get a job now you’re back? Of course, you’re welcome to your old room at mine for as long as you like.’

      ‘Thanks, Dad. I don’t know, though. I really just came to pay my respects to Mum. I’ll probably get a job for a bit, but I’m not sure how long I’ll stay. I’ve been away a long time, but most of the people I knew before I left are still here. It’ll be weird seeing them again. I don’t know if I’ll fit in anymore.’

      ‘Well, let’s take it a day at a time.’ Jonas put his empty chips carton into the plastic bag the shop had given them. ‘Wow, that filled a hole. Are you ready? Let’s get you home.’
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      Redfield, their suburb of Brentwell, to the southwest of the town centre, looked almost spookily like Madeline remembered it. Mr. Davies at Number 14 still had his purple Robin Reliant, and the broken hinge on the hanging sign outside the Redfield Tavern still hadn’t been fixed, even though Matt, the landlord, had been promising to get it done since Madeline had been old enough to buy a drink. One of the trees along Redfield Canal, which joined up with Willow River, had been replaced by a sycamore sapling, but the other nine in the row on the embankment on the tavern’s side still stood as they always had.

      ‘A lorry slipped on ice last winter and ran into it,’ Jonas told her by way of explanation as she craned her neck out of the car’s side window to look. ‘It was all right, but one of the roots on the road side got disturbed, and kids kept tripping on it. A shame, really.’

      ‘I imagine Amy struggles with it.’

      ‘She closes her eyes when they drive past, Eric told me,’ Jonas said. ‘By the way, are you planning to catch up with any of your old friends while you’re home?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      They pulled into Lock Keepers Lane and came to a stop outside Jonas’s quiet suburb house. ‘I saw Lucinda the other day in Tesco,’ Jonas said. ‘She had a newborn with her.’ He grinned. ‘I assume it was hers.’

      ‘I saw she was pregnant last time I stalked her on Facebook,’ Madeline said with a smile. ‘I don’t know. We haven’t really kept in touch.’

      ‘Come on, you have loads in common. She sells holidays. You go on them.’

      ‘It was a working holiday,’ Madeline said. ‘As in, I only get to bum around pools on weekends. It’s not quite the same, though, is it? I mean, I’ve been out of the country a while.’

      ‘She’s put on weight too,’ Jonas said. ‘I doubt you’ll be running any cross-country races together like you used to.’

      ‘That’ll be having kids for you,’ Madeline said.

      ‘You know, I wouldn’t be disappointed if you found out,’ Jonas said. ‘I’m not holding out on Amy putting up with Eric long enough to provide me with some grandchildren I can hammer at chess and Connect 4.’

      ‘Don’t give up, Dad.’

      ‘Not for a couple more years. Talking of children, are you going to see Rory while you’re home?’

      ‘Dad … are you suggesting that Rory is a child, or that he’s the closest person I’ve so far come to having a child with?’

      Jonas, having finished reversing up the drive, leaving the car pointed like an arrow down at the kerb, switched off the engine and shrugged.

      ‘Ah … maybe both?’

      ‘He wasn’t that bad, Dad. We were just at different stages of our lives.’

      ‘You mean that you wanted to be an adult while he wanted to continue getting hammered and attempting to jump across the canal on a Friday night? If he’d got a couple of feet closer to the far edge, it might have knocked some sense into him.’

      ‘You remember that time he broke his ankle on a submerged shopping trolley? He was convinced it was you who put it in there.’

      Dad opened the side door. ‘Not guilty. Wish I was.’

      They got out of the car. Evening was coming on, and a gentle breeze was shaking the trees and shrubs in the front gardens along Lock Keepers Lane. Madeline glanced up at the sky, already streaked with purples and oranges as the sun slowly sank towards the west. She’d get a couple of nice weeks, for sure, to wander around Brentwell, perhaps take a stroll through Sycamore Park like she used to, maybe see if the Oak Leaf Café was still there and get a maple latte, just for old time’s sake. Then the evenings would draw in, the leaves would fall, and it would be cold and gloomy for the next six months.

      She had never liked autumn. It was thRoryguard for winter, a little teaser for the horrid days to come. Summer was good for a visit, but Madeline was usually back on a plane and safely stowed away overseas somewhere by now. It was strange to be coming back at the exact time she normally went away.

      ‘I’m taking your silence as an “I don’t want to talk about it slash yes. I mean, I know your mother didn’t like him, so by default I should have thought he was the best thing since the four-slice toaster, but it was hard not to agree.’

      Madeline sighed. ‘I’m not planning to contact him,’ she said. ‘Is he even still around? We don’t exactly keep in touch. When I turned down the thrilling opportunity to live in a caravan with him on his parents’ front lawn in order to go and work overseas, it didn’t go down well.’

      In fact, Rory had thrown a tantrum, quite literally throwing his toys out of his pram—although in this case it was his cups and bowls out of his caravan—and then gone up to the Tavern to get drunk, before heading down to the canal for another attempt to jump across the width of its green, murky waters.

      She was yet to know whether he had made it or not, but during the last eight years, through the course of which she had—among other things—worked as a private English teacher for an Indonesian diplomat, washed dishes in a Japanese ski resort, spent some time as an English-speaking tour guide at Anchor Wat, picked durian on a farm in Vietnam, and most recently worked as an au pair, nannying two delightful infant daughters of an Australian politician—Rory and his issues had been a long way from her mind.

      ‘That’s good,’ Jonas said. ‘I mean, he might have changed his spots, but a leopard can’t change its internal organs, can it?’

      ‘Huh? What on earth are you talking about?’

      Jonas just gave an uncomfortable shrug. ‘You’ll see. Well, hopefully you won’t. Anyway, let’s get you inside. Are you hungry? Because I can order a pizza or something if you are.’

      ‘We only had dinner half an hour ago.’

      Jonas shrugged. ‘Well, got to keep your strength up, haven’t you? Who knows what surprises might be waiting for you now you’re home.’

      ‘Not too many, I hope.’

      Jonas just gave her another pained look, but this time he said nothing.
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      Dad wanted to come with her up to the churchyard, but having missed out on the funeral, Madeline preferred to say a private goodbye to her mother.

      All that was left of Elizabeth Claire Tremaine—known for most of her life as Beth Fellow—was a granite plaque embedded into a concrete wall at the back of Redfield church, in the shadows beneath a towering sycamore tree. Jonas and Eric had chosen a nice spot for the woman who had brought Madeline into the world and then spent the next thirty-two years hassling her through it. Childhood had never been easy, but neither had it been an unmitigated disaster. While her brother Eric, younger by four years, had always been her mother’s favourite, and the perennial baby of the family, a situation which had led him to grow up into a slimy wannabe heartbreaker whose greatest asset was the ability to drive flies away whenever he came too close, her father had always been more measured about his love for his children. Madeline suspected, although Jonas would never admit it, that due to the virtue of her mother’s obvious slant towards Eric’s side that she might just edge ahead on his. Mum had never missed an occasion to shower Eric with affection, but if Madeline came home with a good school report or won a trophy in cross-country running, Mum had been quick enough to get in the cakes or insist they went out to celebrate. Madeline didn’t miss her like she would miss her father when he died, but she did still miss her. And that was enough.

      ‘Nice flowers, Mum,’ she said, pushing a bunch of foxgloves aside to slide in the carnations she had bought from the Tesco Metro up on the high street. She suspected the foxgloves were her brother’s work; they looked sponged from a park flowerbed. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for your funeral. But, you know, that was technically your fault for insisting that no one tell me. I would have come back, you know. You weren’t that much of a dragon, and I did always feel guilty that I left Eric to care for you all these years.’

      She felt guilty, yes, but Eric had volunteered and been happy about it. Dad had done his bit to help, too, even though they had been divorced five years before her health started to fail. Eric had consumed himself with caring for Mum, moving her into his little two-bed semi a mile north of Brentwell Primary School where he worked. In truth, while it pained her to admit it, at twenty-eight and about to get married he was probably doing far better financially than she was: after all, the kind of short-term overseas jobs she lived for didn’t pay particularly well, and what money she did manage to save generally got burned up the next time she had a couple of weeks off for free travelling. Having found herself back in England in September, she was in the unenviable position of actually needing to get a job and earn some money before she could afford to go back overseas. There were always teaching jobs, but nowhere paid well these days, and there were startup costs everywhere. She had her eye on South America this time, planning to leave late autumn or early winter, to get out there before Christmas. She had already invited Dad to visit wherever she was, although Eric and his soon-to-be-wife had also invited him, meaning an inevitable tug-of-war would soon start. Of course, none of that would be a factor if she didn’t start earning some money.

      Tesco was hiring, and she’d seen a sign up in the window of the local fish’n’chips shop. Evans Carpets up on Fore Street was looking for a delivery driver, but she needed to update her license details. She’d planned to do a bit of English teaching, but it seemed that Brexit had caused the only local community classes to shut down.

      What to do? She wandered up to the Job Centre, but even here in Brentwell there were a handful of scary benefits types hanging around outside, so even though they dressed a lot nicer than they did in other cities and there wasn’t a can of Special Brew to be seen, she was too nervous to go inside. Instead, she wandered up the high street for a while, stopping for coffee in a boutique café where the owner stared at her for so long Madeline began to wonder if she had a spot on her forehead, then doing some window shopping, picking up a couple of interesting bits and bobs in one of the charity shops, and an Eagles CD for Dad.

      By the time she got back to Dad’s it was half past five. To her surprise, a posh BMW was parked in the driveway.

      Voices drifted out from the living room as she came in the front door. She took off her shoes and hung her jacket on a hook. She recognised Dad’s voice, and when a second male voice rose, she felt an urge to put her shoes back on and make a run for the nearest pub.

      Just get it over with.

      ‘Hello,’ she said, pushing open the living room door. ‘I’m back.’

      Her brother, Eric—who had insisted on Rick since secondary school as though that would somehow make him less of a dweeb—stood by the sideboard behind the sofa, holding a bottle of Dad’s whisky in his hands. To the best of Madeline’s knowledge, he had only drunk it once, when he was seventeen, and had been sick all over the kitchen table.

      Dad was sitting at the dinner table by the wall, holding a cup of coffee. And on the sofa in front of Rick was a young woman. She was shorter and rounder than Madeline had expected, but a bob of hair and spectacles made her look sweet. She was tugging at the nearest armrest cover as though trying to realign it.

      ‘Ah, look, the wanderer returns,’ Rick said. ‘Nice to see you again, Madster.’

      Madeline winced. It was starting already. Like an old car cranking back into life, the bickering that had defined them from childhood through young adulthood was about to begin. She opened her mouth to snap at him to call her Madeline, knowing that the words would be some kind of magic spell which would cause him to spend the rest of the evening calling her Madster or Madman, or Maddiloops, or Madelinifer, or one of a dozen other made up versions of her actual name. Then, with the words still on her tongue, she closed her mouth again, and smiled.

      ‘Hi, Rick. How are you? And this must be Amy?’

      Rick was still staring at her, a look of disappointment in his eyes at her failure to rise to his challenge. Amy snapped up off of the sofa, brushed herself down—spending an overly long time adjusting the cuff of the shirt she wore—then gave a genial smile.

      ‘Hello, my name is Amy Clairmont,’ she said. ‘You must be Madeline? Rick’s sister? It’s lovely to meet you.’

      She stuck out a hand. Madeline came forwards and gave it a little shake.

      ‘And you,’ she said, immediately feeling sorry for this poor girl who had a lifetime of living with her brother ahead of her. But perhaps one man’s trash was another’s gold, and all that.

      ‘I do hope we can be friends,’ Amy said, shaking Madeline’s hand a little too hard.

      ‘Sure,’ Madeline said. ‘I’d like that.’

      ‘I thought it would be nice for Rick and Amy to come over for dinner,’ Jonas said. Then, with a grin, added, ‘I’ve ordered some Indian from the takeaway on Fore Street.’

      ‘Sounds great.’

      ‘So, Father, this is the dram you ordered in from Japan?’ Rick said, turning the bottle of whisky around. ‘I can tell just from the feel of the bottle that it’s exotic.’

      ‘That’s right,’ Jonas said, catching Madeline’s look and giving her a smile. ‘Via the shop on the corner.’

      Amy was still standing up, like a soldier waiting for orders. Madeline didn’t feel appropriate telling a woman she’d only just met to sit down, so in an attempt to change the topic, she wandered to the window, peered out at the BMW, then said to Rick, ‘Nice wheels. Is that yours or Amy’s?’

      Rick put the bottle of whisky back in Jonas’s drink’s cabinet and turned to face Madeline, a smug grin on his face.

      ‘Mine,’ he said. ‘Of course. With the promotion I got a credit deal up at Jake’s Motors.’

      ‘So it’s not actually yours?’

      ‘It’s a new scheme,’ Rick said, adopting the condescending tone he’d been using with her since he’d first climbed out of his cradle. It wasn’t a new scheme at all, but it was easier to humour him than get into an argument. ‘Plus, I have a few more points in the bank with the promotion.’

      She could see in his eyes how desperate he was for her to ask about this promotion. Jonas’s eyes were flicking back and forth between them with a grin on his face that suggested he was delighted to have his children back together, while Amy had finally sat back down and was now fiddling with the tassels along the bottom of the sofa cushions, trying to straighten them.

      ‘It’s quite a jump from a Ford Fiesta to a BMW,’ Madeline said.

      Rick shrugged. ‘A car’s a car at the end of the day,’ he said. ‘I mean, automatic mirror tilting, parked car ventilation, home pathway lighting functions … they’re all just bells and whistles, aren’t they? I have to admit, there was probably a little vanity involved with the upgrade, but they really had to push it on me. I was happy enough with the last old thing, but with the promotion comes a certain expectation, you know? Such is this materialistic world we live in. I mean, in our shallow, shallow world, it’s the car that defines the man, isn’t it?’

      It was best just to get it out of the way. ‘So, you got promoted, did you? Are there many promotions available for primary school teachers?’

      Rick’s smile could have made birds fall from the sky. ‘Only to acting head,’ he said.

      ‘Acting head,’ Amy echoed her voice filled with pride.

      ‘Quite the achievement at your age,’ Jonas said, sipping his coffee. ‘A bit of experience in the role now and it might be yours permanently one day.’

      ‘I see the emphasis is on “acting”?’ Madeline said, trying so hard not to sound patronising.

      Rick shrugged. ‘It’s admittedly short term,’ he said. ‘Mr. Downton, our current figurehead, got himself hooked up with the broad who owns the café up in Sycamore Park. He’s taking a sabbatical so they can go off travelling in India for three months.’

      ‘The broad?’

      ‘Her name’s Angela,’ Amy said. ‘I think they’re in love.’

      ‘Which means he might not come back,’ Rick said. ‘Or you know, there’s malaria. And tigers. So I think it’s best if I treated this position as though it could become permanent.’

      ‘How lucky for your staff to have you as a leader,’ Madeline said.

      ‘Quite, quite.’

      Amy actually gave a little clap. ‘He’s going to be great. Everyone likes him.’

      The world really had turned, unless Amy lived in some kind of alternate reality. Madeline turned to her and said, ‘It’ll be nice showing up in a Bimmer every day, won’t it?’

      Before Amy could answer, Rick said, ‘Oh, no, Amy will still be going to work in her Golf. It wouldn’t do for the children to know that two of the staff are involved with each other.’

      ‘It wouldn’t do,’ Amy said, sounding disappointed.

      Madeline was just preparing another dig, when Jonas clapped his hands together. ‘Right, let’s get the food out, shall we?’
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      That she managed to avoid having a full-blown argument with Rick over the next two hours either proved they were both maturing, or that she had finally learned how to bite her tongue where her brother was concerned. Still, when Rick announced that he and Amy ought to leave because he began training for his promotion in the morning, Madeline wasn’t sad to see him go. He had spent all evening ribbing her about being currently unemployed, suggesting all manner of alternative short-term jobs from “one of those grubbers outside the train station trying to sign you up for a charity” to “that guy who walks behind the rubbish lorry picking up all the bits that fall out”. With Dad’s eyes warning her to keep on her best behaviour, she had refused to let him rile her, even when he’d suggested that in his new position he might be able to wrangle her a part time janitorial position at Brentwell Secondary.

      Throughout, Amy watched Rick with utter adulation, hanging off every word when she wasn’t adjusting the straightness of the placemats and cutlery. By the time they left, Madeline—who had drunk a little more wine than either Amy or Jonas, while Rick, who was driving, had maintained that condescending look that sober people loved to use when in the company of tipsy people—was starting to feel a little pining for a taste of true love. Having had her youthful optimism ruined by Rory, she had gone out into the world hoping to find it, but despite a couple of short-term relationships, the real thing had managed to elude her.

      ‘Right, I’m off to bed,’ Jonas announced, shortly after Rick and Amy had left.

      ‘I’m just going to watch a bit of TV,’ Madeline told him.

      He gave her a kiss on the cheek. ‘I’m very proud of you,’ he said. ‘I’ve never known you to have such powers of restraint. My little girl really has grown up.’

      ‘I’m unemployed, Dad,’ she said.

      Jonas laughed. ‘So am I. You don’t hear me complaining, do you?’

      ‘You’re retired. That’s different.’

      ‘You might be unemployed right now, but you’ve already done things in your life that most people can only dream about. Remember that when you next go looking for work. Don’t sell yourself short. Bits of paper with letters and numbers on them are worth nothing. Experience … that’s priceless. Set your bar a little higher.’

      Madeline felt a sudden burning love for her father. She pulled him into a tight hug.

      ‘Why are you so wise?’

      Jonas shrugged. ‘I’m
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