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            From Book 3 to Book 4

          

        

      

    

    
      For new readers: it’s difficult, though not impossible, to follow the plot if you start reading here. Far better to get the full story from the start. Book One is What He Needed to Know, and you could even find it discounted.

      In Book 4, Terry’s story continues, not just in his voice, but in four others: Claire, his aunt; her husband, Vavrinek; Terry’s half-sister, Betty:  and Honor, who is co-parenting little Malcolm—a polyphonic novel.

      For existing readers, a reminder. Two sections following this give you first, the character list.

      Second, the end of Part Three again to put you in Terry’s current situation. He has just been caring all day for Tabitha, the little daughter of Petra, his friend (and in the past, potentially more.) This is so that Petra and his twin, Gerry, can have an uncluttered, lengthy lunch with his parents. It’s the first time they have met her: an important meeting.

      Now all successfully achieved, Terry is about to chill in the pub.
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      TERRY AND FAMILY

      TERRY STEDMAN: Our protagonist,

      GUDRUN; his wife. Assistant social worker, would-be artist/sculptor. Now she’s left for Africa in a van full of arty friends, but leaving her dark shadow behind. You could say, Gudrun is our antagonist. She’s been absent since Book Two, and she’s still absent in this book. Perhaps not forever?

      WILL and EILEEN STEDMAN: Terry’s worthy adoptive parents.

      LEON: Terry’s best mate of long-standing. He has developed his hobby as illusionist into a successful career, now.

      THE BOURNEMOUTH FAMILY

      VAVRINEK; Known as Vee because no-one can pronounce his name, his surname also begins with V and without vowels where Brits would like them to be. He’s from the Czech Republic, having emigrated after political problems there. He’s married to Claire, living in Bournemouth, and works for the County Council in business intelligence.

      CLAIRE, English as a foreign language teacher. Estranged sister of Connie, and Terry and Gerry’s aunt.

      REBECCA: Adopted daughter of Claire and Vee, parenting Malcolm.

      HONOR: Her partner, who bears more than equal parenting of Malcolm.

      THE BABY, MALCOLM: the hidden subject of Books One and Two.

      

      THE CROMBY FAMILY

      CONNIE CROMBY: Terry and Gerry’s birth mother. Approach with caution. Her first four children are known as the Bobs to save Connie the trouble of recalling their separate names. At the end of Book Two, Terry had the shock of seeing she was actually pregnant again.

      SHERALEE; Connie’s youngest child, aged fourteen, with a learning disability. She’s now in foster care after being abused by Stewart, Connie’s partner.

      BOB: Robert, the eldest of Connie’s children. Tall and aggressive, army trained, and putative boy-friend of Danielle.

      BETTY: Roberta, the second Bob. Claire, on a visit, insisted Connie changed “Bobbie” to Betty, a different shortening of her name. Betty is a protective sister to all her siblings, especially Elsie who becomes Gudrun. Betty is also the rescuer of Malcolm.

      BOB: Robin, Connie’s second son, third in the family. Occasionally in prison. He has an impaired sense of ownership. That is, he helps himself and from time to time, and sometimes pays the price.

      BOBBY: Roban, The third of the four BOBs.  Shoe repairer.  It was his childish scrawl on the back of his photo that gave Terry the lead enabling his birth family search.

      

      GERRY’S FAMILY

      GERRY COUTRON-OULD: Terry’s identical twin, but a more upmarket upbringing has wrought certain personality and social differences between the two.

      FIONA: Gerry’s wondrous girl-friend, is now an ex-  Fatally loved by Terry, who was the source of the split.

      MARIAN and PHILIP COUTRON-OULD: Gerry’s adoptive parents and tremendous support figures for Terry.

      RICHARD: Their eldest son, sportswear business owner, very successful. He provides Terry with a good job when he fails at his pharmaceutical firm. (Gudrun’s fault).

      SIMON: The second son, a vet with a dry sense of humour.

      AIDAN: Patent agent. The dark-haired third son.

      

      NEIGHBOURS

      DANIELLE: Connie’s young neighbour, who lives on the same landing in their multi-occupancy house. When she tells a gossip magazine about Terry’s story, enhanced by Connie, this causes him the most terrible trouble.

      PETRA: Terry’s neighbour from Colliers Row, who has been a great help. Before she started dating Gerry, it had seemed as if a romance might develop especially as …

      TABITHA: Petra’s little girl, has latched onto Terry as her favourite person.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            End of Book Three

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Here we are, Tabby.’ Terry pulled up at the station. Gerry and Petra were already standing outside.

      ‘Mummy! I’m high, look at me,’ Tabitha shouted from her new perch.

      Petra opened the rear door. ‘A car seat!’  She unbuckled her daughter. ‘Look at you, lucky girl. Thanks, Terry, where did you get that?’

      ‘Oh, I just thought…’

      ‘It’s new.’ She smiled at him, her face soft. ‘You are a dear. You bought it specially.’

      ‘Just for me!’ Tabitha echoed, treating both her mother and Gerry to a triumphant smile.

      Terry shrugged. ‘You might need it when you take them out,’ he said to his twin. ‘Did you have a good lunch? How are Marian and Philip; it’s weeks since I went over there?’

      ‘Yes. They said.’ Gerry was frowning.

      ‘It was a lovely lunch,’ Petra said. ‘Such a gorgeous home, and they’re both so kind. Gerry’s very lucky in his parents. Tabby, were you a really good girl for Terry? Did you wear poor Terry out?’

      Tabitha was wearing a knowing expression.

      Gerry said, ‘The park seemed a good solution. Lots for kids to do. Was it fun, Tabitha?’

      She nodded, pressing her lips together to postpone the huge rush of news she was dying to relate.

      Petra smoothed down Tabitha’s jumper. ‘All that time, Terry. A long child mind! You’re marvellous. I bet you’re whacked now. I don’t know how you managed.’

      ‘Tabitha’s been fine. Glad to help.’

      Tabitha tugged at Petra’s jacket. ‘Mummy, we did running, and racing, and I held the guinea pigs, and Terry pushed me on the swings lots, and on the bouncy elephant and whizzed the roundabout and we went in the cafe and he did his tricks and then…’ she took a deep breath, ‘I went to see Terry’s Mummy and Daddy and had tea.’

      ‘Oh, wow! How lovely,’ Petra said.

      Simultaneously, Gerry said, ‘So you went, anyway! Taking your substitute.’ But he said the last in a low voice so that only Terry heard, especially as Tabitha was still spurting excited bits of news into her mother’s face.

      Terry turned away, his child-minding gesture suddenly tainted by Gerry’s suggestion that Tabitha was a substitute for his own child.  ‘I thought it best to take her there to prolong the time you and Petra had without her.’  He removed the child’s car seat and handed it over. ‘Here. Best use this for returning them home, and future days out.’

      Tabitha’s voice was raised to its maximum. ‘Mummy! I went to Terry’s Mummy and Daddy and you went to Gerry’s Mummy and Daddy. Now I know why Terry’s got different ones. AND I know why some ladies aren’t Mummies.’ She nodded twice.

      Gerry looked at him, ‘You have been busy!’

      Petra pressed her lips, half-concerned, half-amused. ‘Whoa, Terry, it sounds as if you’ve dealt with difficult questions, on top of chasing her around. I know what that’s like!’

      ‘No worries. Glad you’ve both had a good day.’ He made to leave them, waving away Petra’s thanks and Tabitha’s pleas to come to their home soon.

      ‘I’ll be four and I’m having a big cake!’

      He waved, and slid quickly into his car. He needed a beer and some quiet solitary time before he returned home to hear what was on Gerry’s mind; not praise and thanks, he could tell.

      He needed a drink somewhere earthy and anonymous. His car seemed to know where it was going, for the Saintly Pig sign shone ahead in a very short time. He’d have a quiet pint and then he might contact Leon, even if he couldn’t safely confide in him anymore. In their late teens, they’d used this pub when their Badminton team played up the road. Badminton! How long since he’d played that!

      He sat down with his pint and moved his backpack to one side. The bulky pocket reminded him he’d had no chance to read his post. He flicked through the business mail, stopping at the handwritten envelope. He was just about to open it when his mobile vibrated. ‘Hallo?’

      ‘Terry? This is your father. Vavrinek.’

      He took a long pull at his beer to gain a moment’s adjustment. ‘Hallo again. How are you?’ It was all he could think to say.

      ‘Are you free to talk at the moment, Terry?’

      He took note of the foreign accent, slight, subtle, ignorable when he’d just been Claire’s pleasant husband. Now it sang out to him, foreign. That was what he was himself, then, foreign. “Foreign” was how Mum would have termed it, and how Connie had described Vee. “German? Foreign, anyway.”

      ‘You are not free?’

      He came to, ‘Sorry.’ He gave a quick look around. No-one was sitting near him, no-one was showing any interest in him. ‘Yes, I am free to talk. I am in a pub. No-one is near.’ Heck, he was talking like a foreigner himself. ‘I—don’t know what to call you.’ It wasn’t going to be Vee. He wasn’t going to reduce a birth father to a single consonant. On the other hand, he didn’t fancy his chances at pronouncing the full christian name without sounding ridiculous. And anyway, using a christian name would seem like turning a birth father into just a mate, a pal.

      ‘What do you call the good man who adopted you?’

      ‘Dad. I’ve always called him that. I’ve always known him as Dad.’ His voice dropped as he recognised how defensive he sounded.

      ‘Then you have never called anyone “Father”?’

      ‘No.’ And he didn’t feel like starting now, with someone who was a virtual stranger.

      ‘Perhaps…if you think about it like this.’ His voice was gentle. ‘Suppose Father is the name on my birth certificate. Then we had been introduced that way. This is Father, like This is Terry. I say, Hello, Terry. And you say, Hello Father, in return?’

      ‘The problem is, I connect “Father” with occasional church visits, a bit of religion at school. Our Father, and all that. And I’m not religious. I don’t buy into any of that. Neither does Gerry. Are they mainly Catholic in the Czech Republic? Sorry, I don’t know anything about the country.’

      ‘We are similar, then, you and I. Unlike Slovakia, Czechs - perhaps three quarters of us - do not have religious beliefs. But I understand how the word “Father” may seem wrong, as if you are addressing God. I would not want that.’

      ‘And I don’t feel comfortable trying to pronounce your Christian name. By the way, I ought to know your surname, now. Since it might have been mine, had things been different.’

      ‘I am afraid you would find that much worse to pronounce.’ He named it. Five syllables, mostly consonants.

      ‘Ouch. You’re right. I don’t think I could ever get near that. No problem, I wasn’t going to suggest I called you Mr anything. That would be ridiculous.’

      ‘Yes, it would. I have a better idea. Could you feel comfortable saying “Otec”?’

      ‘Otec, sure. Short and easy enough.’

      ‘Well, that is Father in Czech.’

      Otec. He had already spoken the word. It ran easily off his tongue, and it in no way took away from Dad. He wouldn’t do that to his excellent, if adoptive, father. ‘Otec, then. That solves it, Otec.’ He could think of it as a name he’d not come across before. Otec. Yes, that was fine. He took another sip, feeling much better.

      ‘How happy it makes me feel, hearing you say that word, I can’t tell you. My chest swells.’

      Terry took another large swig of his beer. He raised his glass to his not yet visible father. Good job no-one was watching him.

      ‘It is so good to speak with you, Terry, and on such an important matter. But it would be much better if we were sitting together. When can we meet?’

      He wasn’t sure he was ready for that yet. ‘Honor asked to meet me next Saturday. I gather it’s on behalf of you all.’

      ‘That is correct, Terry. You would like to wait until after that meeting?’

      ‘Yes. I think that’s best. I—I’ll ring you about it.’

      ‘Very well. Meanwhile, I need to know something. Can I ask if you told your twin about me?’

      Terry’s hands were warm and moist around the beer mug. Best be frank. ‘I did, Otec. I showed the photo, he saw the likeness. As I warned you, he’ll need time. The unexpected information was a shock. And he’s been very wary of any contact with birth family, so far, plus—’ was he going to tell Otec about the contact with Connie, and all the fall-out? No, and most probably Gerry would dislike any discussion about him.

      ‘Plus—?’

      ‘Nothing. Just, Gerry will need time. I’ll tell him about this conversation, about your name. He may come round to the idea. It’s best not to push him right now.’

      There was a small sigh. ‘I understand.’ A pause. ‘So, you will phone me and arrange a meeting in a week or so?’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Then, I’ll let you go. You’re in the pub, you say. You may have friends to meet. But it has been so good to have this conversation. So very good. I look forward to hearing from you, Terry.’

      ‘Yes. Until then.’

      ‘Goodbye, my son.’

      He finished his drink. No, he wouldn’t have another, and he didn’t feel like contacting Leon, not just now. He would, later, but at this moment he wanted to be with Gerry, to talk of Otec in a warm and comfortable togetherness. Could it come tonight when he got back? Gerry had enjoyed a happy day. He’d want to tell Terry how his parents had loved Petra and Terry would urge him to take her again…with Tabitha, next time. He could pass off his own visit to his parents as testing out how well she behaved, so when she went to Gerry’s parents, it would go well. That idea might reduce Gerry’s pique . He hadn’t liked that she’d been introduced to Terry’s parents first.

      A sudden thought. He’d agreed with Otec they’d get together after his meeting with the brusque, down-to-earth Honor. If she was coming to announce his fate over contact on behalf of all the family, shouldn’t he meet Otec before…to help his chances? Otec would surely argue his case, that Terry should be seeing Malcolm, often, and taking a part in his upbringing?

      Yet, meeting Otec would be so much better if Gerry was there. When he’d had to tell his parents, then Gerry’s parents, the awful truth of his relationship with Gudrun and that a  magazine article would be outing it, Gerry had been beside him, supporting. This time, it was highly unlikely Gerry would be there, given his fury at the sight of the photo of their father. He also remembered that frown when he’d passed over Tabitha’s car seat. His role with Tabby and Petra annoyed Gerry, and the recent tensions between them over Fiona weren’t even a month old.

      If only he had someone sympathetic he could discuss his situation with. Not his parents, they’d be too raw about his meeting a birth father. Because of Fiona, it was awkward to tell Leon about how he and Gerry were close to Petra. In different ways of course, he told himself. And he didn’t really want to admit to anyone else that Gerry was averse to the whole idea of a birth father. It diminished Otec.

      The one person he’d confided in when he was hounded by the journalists, the one who understood about Gudrun without condemning him, was someone he really could open his heart to. Petra.
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      Terry found he was still holding the letter when the phone call ended. He pushed it into the front pocket of his backpack. Unknown handwriting, forwarded from Colliers Row by the estate agent. He’d read it later. The surprise conversation with Vee - Otec - was far more important. Here, sitting in the pub, reviewing his day child-minding, the mobile buzzing - that call had been short, but as dramatic as hearing he’d won the lottery or achieving a major breakthrough in some research study. Terry grinned to himself.  His mates might have such experiences, never him. Not until now. Whereas they’d known their father all their lives, Terry had only just discovered his. 

      He swallowed, shaking his head. This was amazing: to think he’d just discussed names with the father unknown, absent, almost mythological for his entire life. Otec - father. It was only right that this should be the first word he learned of the Czech language, one that could easily have been his—and how great they’d lighted on a name that recognised their relationship, but didn’t take away from Will, who had been, would always be, his Dad.

      He should spill to Gerry right now—after all, this was Gerry’s father, too. Leaping to his feet and then to the door, Terry’s sudden exit was so rapid he nearly trapped a hefty man in the double doors. A stream of abuse followed. He hardly registered it.

      Outside, his mobile juddered in his hand - Petra. 

      ‘Terry. Tabitha and I are back now. Gerry dropped us off, and he’s making his way home. Just—thanks enormously for everything. She’s full of her day with you—really enjoyed herself, and it made our day so easy. You’re a star.’ 

      ‘No problem.’ She was easy to please. ‘Petra?’ He couldn’t prevent himself spurting it out. ‘You’ll love this. My birth father’s just phoned. You know. Gerry will have told you the weird coincidence…’

      ‘What? No! Gerry hasn’t said. Your birth father?’

      ‘Yes. Yes!’ So Gerry hadn’t even bothered to mention the facts to her. He gripped his mobile under his chin and made for his car. ‘Well, look, if you don’t know, my—our birth father was right there, in Bournemouth, married to Claire. That’s where I found him. Amazing, unbelievable, and now he’s rung me. I’ve just been chatting to him.’

      ‘Goodness…that’s a⁠—‘ 

      ‘But I can’t stop now. Get Gerry to fill you in. Bye.’ 

      That sounded terse, but let her press Gerry about not being open with her.

      He paused, his hand on his car door, feeling thwarted. Learning she hadn’t known about this discovery took away the wild pleasure of announcing the name, Otec. It would’ve been great to tell Petra. She’d be excited for him, just as she had been about Malcolm. Who better to fully understand what this meant to him? Instead, he’d forced the conversation on Gerry, who’d find it awkward. Now there’d be a resentful twin when he got home. He sighed. Although he’d done the right thing: not stood in Gerry’s way of a lasting, loving relationship with Petra, helping out today, Gerry would still find him in the wrong.

      Something else. He gave a moment’s thought before starting the car. If Gerry didn’t even think finding his father worth a mention, he wouldn’t want to hear about this telephone call. That was such a downer. He shoved his hands down on the steering wheel. When he’d broken the news to Gerry that he’d accidentally found their birth father, they’d nearly had a row. So Gerry would likely see any mention of a birth father as spoiling his day. He’d set great store on introducing Petra to his adoptive parents, his signal of cementing their relationship as serious. 

      He put his foot down; the accelerator responded. It was about time Gerry faced the fact of his birth father and was suitably inspired by the idea of meeting him: such a historic opportunity. 

      A twin was as close as you could get. Gerry should feel all the thrill that he did. Furthermore, by now he should be asking to set eyes upon his nephew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Vavrinek put away his mobile phone and entered the long path that would eventually take him out of the little wood. He truly was an “Otec” and had heard that label from the mouth of Terry, the son he’d never imagined having. He’d spent his whole adult life wishing to be an Otec, believing it could never happen. Because of Claire’s infertility, he’d submerged this instinctive wish for his own child. Much as he adored his adopted daughter, delighting in being Rebecca’s “Daddy”, her dark hair and eyes were so different from his own wiry light hair, and from Claire’s blonde waves. He’d never suggested Rebecca call him Otec. Occasionally he dreamed of a child calling in Czech, “Otec, Otec, Come and find me, Otec.” 

      But today was no dream. He had found his son, one of his twin sons, or rather, they had chanced across each other in the most weird way. A complete stranger was to visit Malcolm, no connection to himself dreamed of. He would never forget the sight of this young man walking around his sideway with a stride like his own, a head, a shape, a face that could have come from an old photograph of himself. If Terry’s strange wife had not abandoned her baby, and if Betty had not rescued Malcolm and brought him to Claire, Vavrinek, the Otec of Terry, would have remained totally ignorant of Terry’s existence.

      Although then having to tell Claire and Rebecca about his night with Connie, Terry’s mother, had been the most difficult time of his life, only matched by the day he’d left Czechia for good. Hurting the people he loved brought the most dreadful grief and regret. Yet finding a son, knowledge of two sons, had brought the most wonderful joy.

      He had an app on his phone that taught him one new English word a day. Business jargon or technical words were in his everyday vocabulary, but sometimes an unfamiliar word confused him. In his line of work, it was vital he was never misled about a person’s true meaning. Today’s word had been ox-bow, a part of an old loop, abandoned. That spoke to him: his old loop in Czechia, a loop long abandoned. Suddenly, his river of life had cut a new channel. Thrilling for him; but for his wife - devastating.

      He was an Otec. Sadly, he had not been in Terry’s childhood to act the part. Terry had not enjoyed an Otec’s devotion. All these years he’d loved an adoptive father whom he called “Dad”. But—stop. Not good to focus on the lost decades; but celebrate the miracle of now. Soon, Terry would telephone him to arrange a meeting. Perhaps he’d bring his twin. They would spend the day together, begin to learn about each other’s lives. He could not wait for that day to come.

      He imagined his first full conversation with his son. He longed to hear and share everything. Everything?

      True, there were things, way in the past, Vavrinek would rather not have Terry know. It was shameful the way he’d separated from his family, from Prague, from his Czech homeland. But should Terry ask about this, he must tell the truth. He had led a good life ever since arriving in Britain when he was still very young. Perhaps there were events Terry was not proud to own. It could be—as Honor had wondered—that Terry was responsible for his wife abandoning their baby. But surely, nothing could explain a woman’s wish to be free of her newborn, and to remain willingly out of touch, forever?

      He side-stepped a patch of wet mud and parted the spurs of a low bush. Was there fungus at the base of this tree? It was a miracle that something several centimetres wide could appear overnight when it had revealed no clue of its presence the day before. And yet, couldn’t he detect that particular aroma, part fresh, part rotten, that might mean fungi tomorrow even though the tree had nothing there today? He strode on, damp nettles brushing his trousers, towards the small path leaving the wood. 

      He turned into the cul-de-sac. Time to return to Claire and face the tension caused by the revelation that, although she was barren, he had produced a natural son. Moreover, that son was the father of their adopted grandson.
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      It took him only forty minutes to reach the apartment after the near clash with the man in the pub’s revolving doors, and Terry was still in a breathless state when he arrived. He expected to find Gerry in his usual chair, the brown leather recliner with wide arms and drink holder, the side reading lights on, the latest issue of Mainstream Management journal on his lap. He was still hoping for a belated sign of pleasure, even gratitude, for occupying Tabitha to ensure Gerry’s important day was trouble-free. He could then say, No worries, Tabitha was fine, and press on to tell him about Otec’s call…and follow that up with, So you hadn’t even told Petra about him? Then, Gerry wouldn’t like Petra having contacted him, or that he’d answered at greater length than Okay. Even so, after everything Gerry had done for him, Terry was glad to have begun the payback. 

      As he opened the door, he saw the side lights were on but he could hear voices: Gerry and—‘Leon! Hi! What are you doing here?’

      Leon was on the sofa, wearing the Topkit trainers Terry had given him after Milan. But unusually, he wasn’t lounging or laughing. He turned, ‘Greetings, mate.’ None of his usual flamboyance. 

      Four things rushed through Terry’s mind: he’s here to tell Gerry about Fiona (thank God Gerry already knows); Leon doesn’t look his normal ebullient self; he doesn’t look that pleased to see me, and this isn’t the first time Leon’s been here. He could answer the last: Leon had hinted he was often with Gerry and Fiona, even before the fateful night of his party. 

      Terry sat down at the other end of the sofa and waited to be informed about the other three points. He asked Gerry, ‘Petra and Tabitha returned happily?’

      ‘Yes. Thanks for child-minding. I found Leon waiting outside when I got back. He’s got stuff on his mind.’

      ‘Things have happened,’ added Leon tragically.

      Terry felt his muscles relax. His fears lessened. ‘I thought you’d be on location, mate. Last time I saw you, you said…’

      ‘Yes, I was on location. If I hadn’t been, perhaps I wouldn’t be in this state now.’ He really didn’t look like his normal self. 

      ‘No? Better fill me in.’

      Gerry said, ‘That’s why he’s here, to swap notes, or rather, compare with my own experience. It seems Fiona has commandeered the star⁠—’

      ‘—and dumped the bit part.’ Leon flopped forward, chin on his hands, the picture of desolation.

      In the next ten minutes, Leon detailed how Fiona had wanted him to detail the filming at length. Leon, exhausted after leaving home at four a.m. to be on set, still had his evening performance on stage. He hardly had time to meet up with Fiona at all. She’d used the pretext of bringing Leon an essential illusion he’d left behind to enter the filming location, but once introduced to the actors, she spent little time with Leon. Her answer to the query from Harston Amber,  the bare-chested star, was that she and Leon were “enjoying time together but not committed.” Now he’d finished his stint on the film and was free to meet up, Fiona wasn’t. He suspected she was hooking up with Harston. ‘I thought we were a pair. We’d been going everywhere together. We were even filmed having breakfast together for the TV show’s preamble. Did you always feel Fiona was committed when you were a couple, Gerry?’

      Terry exchanged glances with Gerry. So his twin had said nothing about Terry’s brief but devastating part in Fiona’s life. 

      Gerry passed Leon a beer. He said, ‘Commitment? Not entirely.’ Was he about to expand on this? It was excruciating. Terry sat very still, as if this might make him invisible to Leon, waiting for the words to come.

      ‘In retrospect, I think Fiona regretted moving in with me. She didn’t see off admirers, even though we were known and seen to be a couple. There was this guy in her company who was besotted with her, but although she had no time for him, she never told him to get lost. I think she enjoyed the adoration, so he was always hanging around her at work, and we often seemed to bump into him accidentally when we were out.’ 

      Leon’s eyes closed to slits. ‘You saying Fiona’s not likely to be a one-man girl?’

      Gerry shrugged. ‘Just—I’m not entirely surprised to hear about your problem with her.’

      Terry was. Very surprised. He’d imagined Fiona as immaculate, unreachable, a goddess Gerry had once landed and whose relationship he, Terry, had wrecked. He’d assumed she had paired off with Leon, seduced by his flamboyant personality and growing fame. Now, hearing Fiona’s changes of heart, he wondered if he’d got things wrong. Poor old Leon. He looked shattered. Terry should display sympathy, but from Gerry’s point of view that would look so hypocritical. Instead, he said, ‘What can I get you, Leon? Are you hungry?’ Food was the best way of providing comfort and of excusing his presence. He left the two of them exchanging Fiona experiences and insights while he prepared a beef, tomato, mustard and pickle three-tier sandwich, an odd creation Leon favoured. He remembered it well from the days when they were living together.

      The sandwich was well received and enjoyed, but it was only after another hour or so of painful confidences that Leon took himself off, oblivious to the embarrassment he was causing his old mate. ‘I’ll see myself out. Thanks for listening, mates.’

      The door clicked shut. Gerry remained where he was, sitting opposite Terry and wearing an ironic expression. ‘We’ll be seeing Fiona in the celebrity pages now. Marston Amber’s a much bigger fish than our good mate, Leon.’

      Terry was surprised to hear Gerry imply any criticism, but he went on, ‘Can you see why I wouldn’t want to have Fiona now? She’s fantastic to be with, looks sensational, warm, perfect in any kind of company, but she’s too ambitious. Brilliant at her job, but it’s not enough for her. She wants a glittering social life to go with it. She wants both, and she’s likely to achieve both.’

      Did this make Terry’s own invasion—no—cuckolding any less awful?  ‘Are you saying you’re more able to forgive me?’

      Gerry’s lips pursed. ‘It’s more that I can understand how it happened. Fiona leads people on. I’ve seen her do it, but shut my eyes to it before. You’re unworldly. I suspect Fiona wasn’t entirely unaware of what she was doing…an excitement, the idea of having us both. Double a man, so to speak.’

      What Terry remembered was her tears outside the lift, and her saying, Don’t want you both. 

      It seemed Gerry knew what he was thinking, for he added, ‘Fiona’s silence all the days following, and her signs of distress were probably guilt. She’s not normally an unethical person, but when it came to the crunch, Leon’s stage fame, and now the glamour of a film star—she can’t resist.’ He sighed. ‘Anyway, moving on, I now  have Petra, whom I’m one hundred per cent certain would never waver.’

      ‘Agreed.’ Terry breathed a small sigh of relief. He mustn’t  make a wrong step where Petra was concerned. And now he could change the subject. ‘It went well at your parents’, then? They loved her?’

      Gerry got up. ‘Yes, I think. All fine. I haven’t eaten since lunch, although that was substantial. I’m peckish now, are you? You didn’t offer me a beef and mustard sandwich.’

      ‘Sorry, I’d assumed we’d be having our meal after Leon left. I didn’t want to be out in the kitchen cooking while he was here, but thought he might need a bite. His meals are at crazy times, especially now he’s performing night and day.’

      ‘Does he really like pickle and mustard together?’

      ‘Are you surprised?’

      They exchanged a chuckle. 

      Gerry said, ‘I’m starving now. Have we got anything quick?’

      ‘There’s some cooked rice left over from yesterday. Shall I whip up a fried rice thing with prawns?’ 

      As Gerry seemed happy with that, Terry busied himself in the kitchen. Was the atmosphere warm enough, safe enough, to mention the phone call from Otec? Was it too soon after the reference to his incident with Fiona? He didn’t want to risk re-charging bad feelings. Leon’s visit made it harder to assess Gerry’s mood. He hadn’t elaborated on the visit to his parents, only saying “Fine.” Odd. He’d expected a cheery rundown of how warmly Philip and Marian had welcomed Petra.

      Over their light supper dish, he broached the subject again. ‘A good afternoon, then? I expect Marian was interested - helpful - re Petra’s job hunt. She knows a lot about mortgage companies and the like, doesn’t she?’

      ‘Sure. Mother’s always helpful to people.’ Gerry forked another mouthful.

      ‘And your dad? He must have taken to Petra?’

      ‘Yes, all that.’ Gerry continued eating, and because he said nothing more, once they both had clean plates, Terry said exploratively, ‘Yeah, well, I’m glad you had a carefree day. Looking after Tabitha went smoothly for me,’ (hint for a thank you) ‘and it sounds as if things went well for you.’

      No answer beyond a grunt. 

      ‘But you’re not sounding that cheerful.’

      There was a pause. Gerry pushed his plate away. ‘Mother wanted to know how I got on with Tabitha. I said, “Very well”, of course, but she twitched when we said you were looking after her.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Yes. Dad said, “That’s a long time for Terry to hold the fort” and Petra said, “Yes, but Tabitha so loves him, it will be like a huge treat for her.” I saw my parents exchange a look.’

      ‘Didn’t you say it was fine by me?’

      ‘Sure. That’s not the point. Or I suppose, it is the point. It’s because it’s SO fine with you that it matters.’

      Terry puckered his forehead. Again, Gerry seemed to mind that he could look after Tabitha satisfactorily. ‘Would it have been better if I’d made a mess of it?’ 

      ‘Petra wouldn’t have asked you to have the child if she hadn’t been certain you’d enjoy it.’

      ‘So? Relax. I managed okay and kept Tabby happy. You had your child-free day, so you should be happy, too.’

      Gerry was almost scowling. ‘Not. Mother thought Petra charming, but said if I was intending to make the relationship a serious one, I was going to have to think about Tabitha. It can sour a relationship, her words. Mother’s advice is usually sound. So that’s where things stand. Before I get too serious with Petra, what do I do about the child?’

      Terry felt his heart thud against his ribs. (“The child?” ) Wouldn’t Gerry want her, if he was serious over Petra? And unwanted, Tabitha would change from her happy, untroubled little self. How to express this diplomatically? But Gerry was pressing on:

      ‘You must have thought about that problem, at least vaguely, when you pushed Petra my way?’

      ‘No. It hadn’t occurred to me.’ 

      ‘’I mean, there we were just visiting your parents, my introduction to them. You told them she was my girlfriend although I’d only just met her. I didn’t know what to say. You had no reason for mentioning my love life, or lack of it.’

      ‘No, well…’

      ‘No apparent reason - and I did wonder at the time - but now I see you’re hot under the collar. You can’t hide it from me, of all people.’

      Terry gritted his teeth but couldn’t meet his twin’s eyes. 

      ‘Be honest, Bro. Why did you tell them that?’

      Oh God. He was going to have to come clean. ‘I could see you’d taken to Petra. I—suddenly wanted you to have her.’

      ‘Why? Because I’d lost Fiona?’

      ‘Fiona came into it. My parents knew what happened.’

      ‘What! They knew? I can’t believe you’d want to admit a one-night stand to your parents.’  

      A half-groan escaped his mouth. ‘No. Fiona told them. She tracked them down, knocked on the door and told them.’

      ‘Never!’ There was a lengthy silence while Terry pressed his hands dry on his jeans, and Gerry tried to make sense of what he’d heard. He walked to the window, then walked back, shaking his head. ‘That true?’

      ‘Yes. You can imagine their reaction. They even cut me off for a while, insisting I had to put things right for you. And they were pissed off already because I’d been so slow to bring you to see them, to introduce you. They said I acted as if I were ashamed of them.’

      ‘Huh. I felt the same. I did rather expect you to take me around early on. Even after you got so in with my parents, you never suggested it. You only took me over when you were in deep trouble. So then you shoved Petra my way to cover your guilt about Fiona.’

      Terry’s head was in his hands. ‘I hated the idea of you knowing what had happened. Not just guilt, but the hurt to you. I did a lot of thinking while I was in Milan, and it’s been a priority to put things right with you ever since. For starters, fessing up to what happened.’

      ‘All right, all right. You did. Guess we’ve gone through this already. And Leon’s experience bears on what you did, what Fiona led you to do.’ He seemed to be digesting the fact. Then he poked Terry using his whole hand. ‘But what I don’t know, is how big a gesture you were making when you virtually gifted Petra to me.’

      Terry raised his head as Gerry peered close into his face. ‘How much did it hurt, giving Petra up? That’s what I mean. Although you weren’t exactly dating her, she told me that,  you were taking her and Tabitha out for meals, going to her place, and so on.’

      ‘Yeah,’ he struggled not to avoid Gerry’s eyes, ‘but only like friends. We—I hadn’t progressed anything. There was no romance; we just socialized. Petra was refreshing as a neighbour after all the drama with Gudrun and how she left. Tabitha was light relief, and Petra liked seeing her amused. So we were just good neighbours, helping each other out a bit. Then her support in the crisis over On Your Doorstep. She was sterling.’ His mobile buzzed. Thankful for the interruption, he gave it his full attention. 

      ‘Terry. Honor here.’  She never wasted words.

      ‘Hello, how are you?’ It’s Honor, he mouthed to Gerry. 

      ‘I’m fine, but Vee’s revelations have left Claire and Rebecca reeling. Bad enough, your birth mother being Claire’s sister! I mean!’

      ‘Understood. A shock to me, too.’

      ‘Sure. But you could do worse than Vee as a father.’

      Terry paused. Gerry could hear this. But Honor went on, ‘Remember, when you left Claire’s party, I said I’d phone about arrangements? There’s much more to discuss now. The family has asked me to do it. The week after this, can you make a Saturday? You needn’t come all the way here. Halfway somewhere? Okay?’

      Gerry gestured he wanted to say something.

      ‘Sure, Honor. Just a moment, can you hold on?’ He covered his mobile with his hand while Gerry butted in.

      ‘Saturday week? Listen, I was going to ask you if you could give us some space again. If you’ve got to trek down to see Honor, can you stay overnight after meeting her, not come back until Sunday night?’

      Again! Annoyed, Terry managed to stop his eyebrows from flicking up. However, he’d only just narrowly escaped another row; he wasn’t in a position to refuse. He nodded to Gerry and told Honor, ‘Can it be Saturday week? Say, Hart's Hotel, it’s not far from Andover. I’ve been there before. Hang on, I’ve got its website on my phone.’ He gave her the location details. ‘Suppose we meet at two-thirty? It’ll be quiet then, and we’ll probably have the lounge to ourselves…’

      ‘That’ll suit me. I’m not coming for myself, you know. It was agreed it’s easiest if it’s me coming to meet you to discuss matters.’

      ‘Yes, I understand that, Honor. I’m happy to meet you.’

      ‘Fine. Two-thirty.’ 

      ‘Right. I’ll look forward to seeing you then.’ He ended the call and gave a rueful half-smile to Gerry. ‘Honor.’

      ‘Doesn’t mince words, does she?’

      ‘No. She said this meeting is on behalf of them all; it’s about arrangements for me seeing Malcolm again. But my guess is she wants me on her own, to quiz me. Last visit, she was at work while I spent time with Rebecca, so she didn’t get a full chance for her penetrating analysis. At this meeting, I’ll be under the microscope, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Grim.’ Gerry sat back, his expression more sympathetic now. ‘Let’s hope she’ll bring good news if you handle her well. It fits in well for me if you stay over. I’m at the Manchester conference most of next week, so I want the whole weekend with Petra when I get back. If she comes here, I can take her to the Barbican, Saturday, and then that new film centre on the Sunday.’

      ‘It’s Tabitha’s birthday on the Friday.’

      ‘I know. There’s a party, apparently. Then she’s having a sleepover with a little friend, so Petra can come here Saturday.’

      Terry didn’t answer. Tabitha’s birthday. He’d expected Gerry would do something with her. “Apparently” meant he was not even going to the party. For himself, he’d half hoped for an invite so he could give the robot dog to Tabby himself. Also, after a Saturday negotiating with Honor, he would be in no mood for another night stuck in the Andover area, no-one to discuss such an important meeting. All Sunday he’d be kicking his heels…unless— yes. He could ring Otec and  suggest spending the day together. He rubbed the palms of his hands together and looked over at Gerry. This was the moment to tell him about their father’s phone call, flag up the idea of Gerry meeting him. 

      But Gerry was fingering his phone, probably planning to text Petra about the weekend, his expression eager. It was the wrong time to talk further about their birth father. He’d leave it to a work evening when Gerry was off-guard. He said, ‘I’d better unpack this,’ and he pulled up the backpack he’d taken to the park with Tabitha. 

      He removed her food titbits and took the backpack to his room, his mood dulled. It was such exciting news and he couldn’t share it. He’d cared for Tabitha all day, and now Gerry wanted him to stay away again. It couldn’t keep happening. This was his home now. There were things he’d like to do around here on weekends. He must face Gerry with the unfairness of it. Not tonight; too much had gone on. His relationship with Gerry was what mattered most. 

      He emptied the last items from the backpack, his props for the little magic tricks he’d amused Tabby with, and patted the pockets. He felt the letter in the front one and pulled it out. Neat writing he didn’t recognise. No stamp. It was probably another hate letter, fall-out from the magazine feature. Today had been a long day. Best to end on the high note of getting Otec’s call, not on the sadness of Leon, the embarrassing issue of Fiona, his frustrations with Gerry, or anxiety over anonymous letters. He stashed the envelope away and threw the backpack into the wardrobe. Enough troubles. He had next week’s work to think about.
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      Betty got back from work about six. Monday, so she’d been on the second shift. She took off her LoPrice overall, reminding herself she should always do this before leaving. No need to advertise to every passer-by where she worked. And it didn’t look smart to have its lower edge hanging below her coat. She was trying to up her image, wasn’t she? She looked in the small mirror on the kitchen wall. Bev from work had given her some pressed powder she said was too light for her but just right for Betty. Her face did look smoother, a better colour. Yes, it was an improvement, especially with the soft red lipstick she’d bought from LoPrice’s cosmetic counter with her staff discount card. No point in refreshing lipstick now. She’d better think about tea. Or dinner, as they called it at Claire’s—fishcakes, boiled potatoes and green beans, anyway.

      She hadn’t heard from Auntie since her birthday party, and not even a Thanks for coming when she left. After all, she’d had to take a whole day off work as well as make the long drive down for the birthday. She’d expected they’d say, You’re staying the weekend? The bed’s made up, as usual. But they didn’t, even though Auntie had looked glad to see Betty when she arrived. Perhaps the present she’d brought wasn’t what she wanted. It was a metal tray, pale blue, with a kitten and flowers all around. Betty liked it herself. Actually, she could do with a tray. But probably Auntie had lots. 

      The party hadn’t been the nice family event she’d expected: playing with baby Malcolm while they had a special tea, with Terry included like he belonged. More—she hadn’t reckoned on Auntie’s friends being invited. She couldn’t feel easy with these clever, educated women. She’d eased away from them to talk to Rebecca and Honor, but they seemed rather tense, not their usual selves. Luckily, the Tethringtons were there, Grace and Doug, a nice older married couple who’d always been kind to her.

      Standing by Terry, she’d been about to pick Malcolm up so he could play with both of them when Auntie had shot her a long look from the other side of the table. She recognised the warning: not to show Terry was Malcolm’s father. Well then, Rebecca shouldn’t have invited Terry at the same time as Auntie’s friends. Bless her, she didn’t always think things out. 

      Everyone else seemed to be enjoying themselves until that Amanda wittered on about Vee and Terry looking so alike, grasping Terry with one hand and Vee with the other,  all very embarrassing. She’d been the one to help divert things by asking Terry to check her car, pretending it was showing a warning signal. Not long after that, the party broke up. No invitation to stay. If the Tethringtons hadn’t been there, she’d have been driving back all the way home in the dark.

      The couple had lived next door when she was a girl, having respite stays with Auntie. She’d always enjoyed popping round the hedge to their place, and they’d spoiled her, finding fudge in their larder or chocolate biscuits in a tin, or a pretty skirt or dress. Grace must have found these in a charity shop with Betty specially in mind. Doug always wanted her to judge which was best of all their ice-cream flavours. They were so kind. And this time, as she started to leave, Doug grabbed hold of her arm. ‘Surely you’re not going back this evening, my lass? You’ve driven a long way for just an afternoon.’ 

      When she hesitated, not knowing the best answer, he said, ‘Come over to us. We’d love to have you stay.’ 

      And Grace had followed that up, ‘Yes, do, Betty. We’re going to Branksome Chine, tomorrow. Remember how you used to love it there?’ 

      She did remember. She’d enjoyed several such afternoons, times that seemed like fantasy once she was back home with Ma and the Bobs, scratching around the kitchen, trying to clean it up or find something for them all to eat.

      The Tethringtons were uncomplicated people, never asking awkward questions, nor having expectations, making no criticisms, whatever she did. They always seemed satisfied with just how she

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/logouptake.jpg
Uptake publications





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        From Book 3 to Book 4
      


      		
        Character list
      


      		
        End of Book Three
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Author note
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/what-should-be-forgotten-cover.jpg
Some secrets just will not stay hidden






