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            LONDON, UK

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tea, Hannah?” Mandy asked, holding up the swanky stainless-steel kettle as she leaned against the kitchen island. She poured water over the teabags in the two mugs in front of her without waiting for an answer.

      “Sure. I’ll get the milk.” Hannah opened the red SMEG fridge, the only bright thing in the white, minimalistic designer kitchen, took out the milk and added a splash in each mug. “How was your day?” she asked as she grabbed a pack of chocolate biscuits from one of the cupboards and followed Mandy up the narrow spiraling staircase onto the roof terrace.

      “Oh, you know… same old.” Mandy took a careful sip of her tea as she sat down at the table. The sun was setting over the pastel-colored houses of Notting Hill, but it was still stifling hot. Hannah wasn’t complaining though. The sudden heatwave that had taken London by surprise in the first week of April meant that she’d had plenty of work through the temp agency, and the six days she’d busted her ass this week serving drinks at the Serpentine Bar in Hyde park hadn’t been that bad, with well over five hundred pounds in tips. She sat down next to Mandy and put her feet up on the chair opposite her.

      “Same old?”

      “Yeah. Mondays are always bloody unpredictable,’ Mandy continued. “I’ve been putting out fires all day long. One of our featured stars cancelled on the cover shoot last-minute, so we only had two hours to get someone else to fill in, and that’s not easy on a Monday morning. I managed to get Deliah la Beau in the end, you know that Instagram kid who built an empire with her fitness range.” She put her mug down and rubbed her temples. “She was a nightmare, but at least she was on time. Our intern went home in tears because the young princess threw a tantrum about the lunch she’d ordered her, so I ended up taking her out for lunch after the shoot to keep her happy until one of my editors arrived to do her interview, even though I still had a million other things on my plate. Imagine sitting through an hour’s conversation with a spoilt seventeen-year-old. As you can imagine, it wasn’t exactly stimulating. Then, as soon as I got back to the office, I had a line of people in urgent need of sign offs on just about everything. I used the kids as an excuse to get out of there early, even though they won’t be back until eight.”

      “That bad, huh?” Hannah gave her a smirk. “Sounds like hard work, being an editor-in-chief. A celebrity photoshoot, a fancy lunch, people begging for your approval,” she joked.

      “Very funny.” Mandy rolled her eyes and swept a lock of raven black hair out of her face with a perfectly manicured hand. “Running a fitness magazine is harder than you think. Anyway, how was your day?”

      “Well, I got my first pay check, so that’s a start.” Hannah took a sip from her tea. “I’ll finally be able to pay you and Annabel some rent now, until I find somewhere cheap to live.” She felt a little hopeless saying that out loud. “Thank you for helping me get back on my feet, Mandy. I can’t believe I have to start from nothing all over again at my age. It all seems so pointless.”

      “Hey, you’re doing well.” Mandy placed a hand over Hannah’s. “I’m proud of you, Hannah. For not giving up, for getting on with your life after all the shit you’ve just been through. Losing your restaurant is no joke.” She gave Hannah a warm smile. “And don’t be silly, you don’t have to pay rent. You can stay as long as you need. It’s not like we’re in a student flat anymore, and you sure are a lot tidier now.” She laughed. “But most of all, Annabel and I are really grateful that you help us out with the girls. Our marriage has been better than ever since we’ve been able to go out on dates again, so don’t feel bad about it.”

      “Child minding in return for a roof above my head is not exactly a chore,” Hannah retorted. “I love your kids. And I love Annabel, you’re lucky to have her.” She rolled her shoulders, that were stiff from lugging a heavy tray around all week and nodded towards the view. “Not to mention I get to live in my favorite part of London.” She loved the view from here. The neighborhood was both eclectic and upmarket, friendly, multicultural and creative, with diverse restaurants, galleries, antique stores and bookshops strewn across the lively streets that were lined with the iconic colored houses and their pretty little front yards.

      “Did I hear someone say my name?” Annabel’s face appeared in the doorway as she stepped out with a bottle of chilled white wine in one hand and three polished wineglasses in the other. “I knew I’d find you here.” She put the wine and the glasses on the wooden table and gave Mandy a loving kiss before planting one on Hannah’s cheek too. “Why are you guys drinking tea?”

      Hannah raised her eyebrows and smiled. “It’s Monday. We’re trying to be good.”

      “Nonsense.” Annabel opened the bottle and filled the glasses, then sat down next to Mandy. “It’s not every day that we get home and have the chance to drink a glass of wine at sunset without having the kids running around screaming our ears off. Especially not on a Monday.” She held up her glass and clinked it with Hannah’s and Mandy’s. “Cheers ladies. Here’s to kids’ birthday parties and at least an hour of blissful calm and adult conversation. Let’s enjoy it while it lasts.”

      “What’s got you in such a chirpy mood?” Mandy asked her wife. “And why do you look so smart? I mean, you always look smart, but you hardly ever have make-up on. And your hair looks different.” She ruffled a hand through Annabel’s short blonde hair and inspected it from the front and the back. “I don’t know… styled? Or did you have a cut?”

      “Hey, don’t mess with the hair.” Annabel chuckled as she pulled Mandy’s hand down and slapped it playfully. “Some lady spent a lot of time on that today. And yes, she even trimmed it a bit. We had headshots taken this afternoon, for our new website. It’s launching next week. I told you, remember? The launch party?”

      “Oh God, I completely forgot.” Mandy winced and turned to Hannah. “Annabel’s company is re-branding. She’s making the shift from just PR to PR and marketing.”

      “I know. She showed me the new logo last week. Exciting times. Five new members of staff, huh?”

      “Yes. We’re launching next Thursday. Would you be able to…”

      “Of course I’ll watch the twins,” Hannah interrupted her. “I’ve got another two weeks of dayshifts at the Serpentine Bar, so I’ll be home before you leave.”

      “Thank you,” Annabel said with a grateful smile. “Only if you have the time. I don’t want you to feel like you have to watch them just because you live here now. It’s not like that.”

      “I know.” Hannah took a sip of her Chablis and twirled it around in her mouth before swallowing it. She didn’t indulge in quality wine much anymore, now that she was broke, and she didn’t like raiding Mandy and Annabel’s wine-fridge, even though she knew they didn’t mind. “You really need to stop saying that, Annabel. As long as we’re both getting something out of this arrangement, I won’t feel so bad about intruding in your space.”

      Annabel shrugged and smiled. “Okay, I won’t mention it again. Hey, have you contacted that lawyer I recommended?”

      “I did. Thank you for that by the way. But he told me that as long as my name was on all the paperwork, there’s no way I’m going to get out of this mess unless Beth confesses to stealing from me. Short term, it’s not going to make any difference. The tax needs to be paid three years back, and the restaurant was in my name, so unless she suddenly appears and offers to give it back, I still owe the tax office twelve-thousand pounds, even after selling my restaurant. At least they settled for the monthly payments. That way, I won’t have to keep looking over my shoulder.” She shook her head. “I still can’t believe how stupid I’ve been. How could I not have realized that she was taking the money she told me she’d set aside for tax payments? No small restaurant owner can afford the designer clothes she bought for herself, or the trainers she got me every month. It all seems so obvious in hindsight.” Hannah bit her knuckle in anger. “Why the hell did I trust her with my finances? I’m clearly a terrible judge of character.”

      “Because you trusted her,” Mandy said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “And because you’re a kind person, who would never think anything bad of the people you love.”

      “If I ever see her again, I’ll kill her,” Annabel said coolly and took a sip of her wine. Then she shot Hannah an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I know how worked-up you get about the subject. With good reason I might add.”

      “It’s okay.” Hannah picked up her glass and stood up. She was getting worked up, Annabel was right about that, and she needed something to do so she wouldn’t explode into an angry monologue again. No one liked to listen to that, especially not on a daily basis. “How about I make us a quick dinner? I assume you guys haven’t eaten yet?” She looked from Mandy to Annabel and back.

      “Thanks Hannah, but I don’t think we’ve got anything in the house, apart from baked beans and those awful sausages the kids like. Shall we just order something?”

      “No, we’ve got plenty.” Hannah walked over to the herbs she’d planted alongside the edge of the roof terrace and picked a bunch of parsley. “We’ve got some good pasta, garlic, capers, chili and this.” She held up the parsley. “I even think there’s a chunk of parmesan left in the fridge. Combined with your amazing olive oil, that will be more than enough to make a mean pasta.”

      “Really?” Mandy’s eyes widened. “You know I’m not going to say no to that. I love your cooking. Want some help?”

      “No, I’m good. You two just stay there and enjoy yourselves.”

      “Wait!” Mandy yelled after Hannah as she was about to descend down into the kitchen. “I forgot to tell you, your post has finally been forwarded. I put it next to the fruit bowl, it’s quite a pile.”

      

      “Alexa, play Hannah’s favorites.” Hannah tried to calm herself by humming along to the music while she put water on the boil in a big pan and threw in a pinch of salt. Then she started chopping the garlic and the chilies, sipping from her wine. It was the first day in months that she’d felt close to normal again, despite having lost her restaurant and living in the spare bedroom of her best friend’s house. Finally having some money in her account again helped, and a day off had done her good too, but once again, just the mention of Beth’s name was threatening to put her in a rage. Just over three months ago, life had been so good and simple. She’d had her restaurant, something to focus on, something she loved. She’d met an amazing woman during her Christmas vacation in Norway, and the memory of Beth, who had left her out of nowhere, had started to fade. She’d even stopped thinking of her during that week, the last week she’d felt truly relaxed and happy. Her week with Kristine had been nothing short of magical, and every moment of it, was still vivid in Hannah’s memories. They’d seen the northern lights together, hiked through the most surreal snowy landscapes, watched the countless stars and made love for hours on end. Yes, she’d been happy, and Kristine had made her feel that way. Beautiful, sweet and sexy Kristine from Louisiana with that cute Southern drawl. And if it hadn’t been for the shocking surprise in the form of an astronomical tax notice that awaited Hannah at home, they might have still been in touch. It was lucky she’d even opened the letter. The previous two had been consigned unopened to a growing pile of post in her kitchen, as she kept telling herself she was finally going to find an accountant to take over the admin work that Beth used to do. Little did she know that Beth had been putting their monthly tax reservations into her own private account for the last two years, saving up to make her big escape and embark on the world trip she’d always wanted to take. Hannah hadn’t known then what had been worse – the fact that her ex-girlfriend had been scamming her for years, meticulously planning to leave her right up to the very day she did, or the fact that she’d had to sell her beloved restaurant that she’d worked so hard for. Betrayal was a bitch, and it made her both stressed and depressed. Contacting Kristine had been the last thing on her mind, back then. Being caught up in a losing battle to save her restaurant and trying to cope with the constant anger at what Beth had done to her, had left her no choice but to email Kristine and tell her she wasn’t able to meet up in March. She hadn’t elaborated as to the reason – she’d simply told her that she had urgent matters to deal with and that she wouldn’t be in the right headspace to meet up. It was a shame, but it was what it was and with every day that passed it seemed less likely that they’d ever see each other again. Finding out that the one person she’d trusted her whole life and heart with had scammed her, hadn’t exactly fueled her enthusiasm to start a new relationship of any kind either. Maybe if Kristine had lived nearer, they could have worked something out and taken it slow, but never having been a big believer in long-distance relationships anyway, it was hard for Hannah to take the first step until she felt like her old self again. Her eyes shifted to the unopened pile of mail on the breakfast bar. She didn’t want any more bills and letters from the tax office ruining her mood. They could wait just a little bit longer, right? Don’t ignore them, Hannah. That only got you into trouble last time. Hannah sighed, picked up the pile and looked through it. Just what she’d expected. Another letter from the tax office and a couple of letters from her old restaurant’s suppliers, still addressed to her. One of the other letters had a funny stamp on it. She studied it closer, then turned it around and saw that the return address was a US one. Houma, Louisiana? It was stamped two weeks ago. Despite the dread about opening her post on a reasonably good day, her curiosity got the better of her, and she tore open the expensive looking envelope, pulling out a watermarked solicitor’s letter. The color drained from her face as she read it.

      

      “Are you okay?” Annabel asked when Hannah came back up with three plates of pasta. “You look a little green around the gills.”

      Hannah put the plates down, produced cutlery from her back pocket and gave them each a set. Then she took the letter out of her other back pocket and sat down, holding it up with a trembling hand.

      “I got this in the post,” she said. “It’s from a solicitor in the US.”

      “What? Let me see that.” Mandy snatched the letter from her, leaned back in her chair and folded it open. A deep frown formed between her eyebrows as she read it. “How bizarre. It looks legit,” she said, clearly puzzled about its contents. She passed it on to Annabel. “It says Hannah’s birth mother passed away, and Hannah’s inherited her estate in a town called Presley in Louisiana. In the US,” she added. “Which includes a house and a restaurant.”

      Annabel took her time, studying the letter carefully.

      “Well, we wouldn’t know if was genuine, would we?” Annabel said after she’d read it through. “But then again, I don’t see why someone would go to all this trouble to pull some kind of mean prank.”

      “What if they’ve got the wrong Hannah Hudson?” Mandy asked cautiously.

      “Yeah. There’s that.” Hannah poked her fork into her pasta and moved it around, the mystery letter shocking the appetite out of her. “But it clearly states my date of birth and the names of my adoptive parents.”

      “True.” Mandy nodded deep in thought, then looked up at Hannah. “How would you feel? If this all turns out to be real, I mean?”

      “How would she feel?” Annabel barged in. “What kind of question is that? Hannah’s in serious financial trouble and if this letter is authentic, she’s likely to inherit more than enough in real estate to pay off her debts and start a new business if she sells those properties. Plus, there’s a nice lump of cash included too.”

      “Mandy’s got good reason to ask that,” Hannah said, turning to Annabel. “I’ve always said I wanted nothing to do with my birth mother. She gave me away and I blame her personally for my miserable youth. Still... I’ve been thinking about it lately, about looking her up. I’ve had this urge since I came back from Norway, to find out where I came from. I had some time to think there and I’ve seriously been considering getting her details from the adoption agency. I kept putting it off, thinking I’d do it as soon as I had my life back in order.” She paused. “But this means she’s dead, so actually, I’m not quite sure how I feel about it. The money is exactly what I need right now, sure. It would save me years of playing catch-up and slaving away for minimum wage. But still…” She shook her head. “It’s not exactly like winning the lottery.”

      “I’m sorry. I was being insensitive.” Annabel bit her lip.

      “No... it’s fine. It’s just weird reading the letter. It makes it all so real... It makes my birth mother real. Her name is right there. Hannah Radley. Hannah, just like me. I mean, is that a coincidence? Surely my adoptive parents would have named me.” She sighed. “Assuming any of this is real, of course.”

      “Call them,” Mandy suggested. “Call the solicitor’s number in the letter. We’re ahead of the US, so the office should be open. Unless... would you like me to call them for you?”

      Hannah thought about that. There was so much going through her head. She felt sick with nerves now and terribly curious at the same time. And then there was also a strange, sad undertone, knowing that the idea of looking up her birth mother was redundant now. That it was too late. Nausea settled in her stomach when it started to sink in.

      “Would you mind?” she asked.

      Mandy stood up, took the letter and searched for her phone in her bag. “No... no, I don’t mind at all.”

      Hannah and Annabel listened in, on the edge of their seats, as Mandy got through to the office and spoke to the solicitor responsible, pretending to be Hannah.

      “Uhuh,” she said, just before she hung up. “Okay, I understand. Thank you very much for clearing that up for me. I’ll email you my address, a copy of my passport and my NI number as soon as possible.”

      “And?” Hannah followed Mandy with her eyes as she sat back down. “What did they say?” She looked for her wineglass, all nerves, then realized she’d left it in the kitchen and took a sip of Mandy’s wine instead.

      Mandy topped up her wineglass and pushed it over to Hannah. “Take it.” She frowned in concentration, the way Hannah imagined her to frown in meetings at work. “It sounds like everything is correct. They seem certain that they have the right Hannah Hudson. If you send over a copy of your passport and National Insurance number along with our address, they’ll send over the paperwork by post. The cash, which amounts to…” She studied the letter again. “Just over ten thousand dollars, will be transferred to your account after you’ve filled in and signed the paperwork and sent it back. The ownership of the real estate in Presley will be transferred into your name too, and it’s up to you what you want to do with it. They said the process could take up to four weeks.”

      “Just like that?” Hannah was silent, numb under the sudden bombshell that had been dropped on her. “That would make life a lot easier. I could pay off a big part of my debt.” She played with a lock of her dark, shoulder length hair, both her mind and her heart racing. All of a sudden, a whole lot of questions came to the forefront of her mind, so many things she wanted to know. “Does that mean she never had any other kids?” she heard herself asking out loud. “If she left everything to me, then that means she probably didn’t. It’s strange... I always pictured her with a happy family. That thought made me hate her even more, and in some twisted way that satisfied me because it justified all the anger inside of me.”

      “She could have had other kids.” Annabel put her fork back down after taking a small bite. Their food was getting cold but eating somehow didn’t seem appropriate anymore. “Maybe they didn’t get along.”

      “It’s unlikely, though,” Mandy said. There was a stunned, confused silence at the table. “I know it might be too soon to ask,” she carefully continued, “but would you consider going there? I mean, if you’re going to sell the properties, I assume you’d want to see them first, right? It’s doable from here, of course, but surely you must be curious. She was your birth mother after all.”

      Hannah nodded slowly, taking a long drink of the wine. “Of course I’m curious. I’ve now got hundreds of questions that have never even crossed my mind before. It feels like everything’s changed since I went down to make dinner and opened that letter. Everything.” She sat back, taking deep breaths in an attempt to stop her hands from trembling. Shaken up didn’t even begin to describe how she felt.

      “Don’t you think it’s interesting,” Mandy said, “that your birth mother had a restaurant, just like you? You never met her, but you have that in common already.”

      “Yes, I was just thinking the same thing,” Hannah mumbled. The doorbell rang, but she barely registered it.

      “The kids.” Annabel got out of her chair. “Why don’t you two stay up here, I’ll put them to bed in half an hour and I’ll bring you some more wine. I’m sure there’s a lot you want to talk about.” She pressed a button on the intercom, buzzing open the front door two flights of stairs below them. “Hey girls. Don’t forget to shut the door behind you,” she yelled through the speaker. Then she walked over to the balcony wall and leaned over, waving at the woman on the pavement below, who was just about to get back into her car. “Thanks for dropping them off, Bibi. Our turn next time.”

      “No problem,” the woman shouted back. “They’ve had a lot of sugar, so apologies in advance if they won’t go to sleep.”

      Annabel laughed and waved again. “Hey, sweeties! How was the birthday party?” she asked when her and Mandy’s eight-year-old twin girls came tearing up the stairs to the roof terrace, each with a goodie bag in their hands. Teachers sometimes had trouble telling them apart, as they insisted on wearing the same clothes at all times. Today, they were wearing white shorts and white t-shirts with a glittery grey butterfly pattern, completing their outfits with white socks and Converse high-tops that looked cute on their skinny, sun-kissed legs. Even their hair was done up in the same way, their blonde ponytails high on the back of their heads, tied up with pink scrunchies.

      “Look, we got our ears pierced,” they shouted in unison, ignoring Annabel’s question.

      “You got your ears pierced?” Hannah asked, opening her arms after they’d given their mothers a kiss. She pulled them in close to her, grateful for the distraction. “Come here, let me see that. You’re way too young to have your ears pierced.” She shot them a look of disbelief, making both girls giggle as they showed off the tiny glittery stickers on their earlobes. “Ouch. That must have hurt.”

      “It didn’t hurt at all,” Savannah said, laughing.

      “And we’ve got more, so we can wear them every day,” her sister Aria filled her in, opening her goodie bag and taking out a pile of stickers. “Would you like earrings too, Auntie Hannah?” she asked, holding out a sheet of blue star-shaped stickers for her.

      “Oh, yes please. I’d love to look as pretty as the two of you.” Hannah lowered her head, allowing them both to place a sticker on each of her earlobes. “Thank you. How do I look?” She turned to Mandy and Annabel, who both sniggered at the sight of Hannah. Earrings, stickers, or anything jewelry-like for that matter, weren’t part of Hannah’s usual attire. If the weather allowed, she usually wore denim shorts and a t-shirt - a black one today - her tattoos sticking out both underneath her sleeves and her neckline. Getting tattoos had always been a way of dealing with pain for Hannah, and in the past three months, a tattooist friend of hers had added five new ones to her collection, almost covering her left arm entirely. Her black hair that ended just above her shoulders was often topped with a beanie, but it was too warm for that now. For years, her skin had been pale, giving her an almost goth like edge, but after serving drinks on the terrace for weeks now, she had a healthy tan and even a faint blush on her cheeks.

      “You look nice,” Savannah said, studying Hannah with renewed interest.

      “Come on, girls. Let’s get you showered and dressed for bed. It’s almost eight, and it’s a school night.” Annabel clapped her hands, indicating she meant business. “And Auntie Hannah is feeling a little tired, so you’ll have to do with me reading you a story.”

      “It’s fine, really,” Hannah said, giving Savannah and Aria a kiss on their cheeks.

      “I know.” Mandy stood up and shot Hannah a sweet smile. “But you need some time to yourself right now, let it all sink in. Wait for us? I’m just going to give Annabel a hand wrangling the little munchkins into bed.”

      

      Hannah propped her feet up on a chair and finished her wine as the sun lowered itself behind the rooftops. She’d never imagined herself having a family like Mandy and Annabel, but after living here for three weeks, she was starting to see the charms of domestic life. She loved the twins and was proud to be their godmother. She’d seen them grow up into the tiny people they were now, and she’d always been the cool ‘auntie’, even though they weren’t related. And they were the only family she’d ever had. Hannah had grown up in the foster care system after her adoptive parents died in an accident when she was only two years old, and although she rarely spoke about the fact that she was adopted, she’d always blamed her birth mother for the rough time she’d had growing up. How a mother could give up her child was beyond Hannah. She’d never given much thought to who her biological father was, assuming he was some loser who had run off as soon as he found out his girlfriend was pregnant. But a mother… that was an entirely different thing, wasn’t it? Mothers she knew wouldn’t stop going on about how strong their bond with their children was, and even Mandy drove her to distraction with it sometimes. ‘Unbreakable’, she called it. Ever since Hannah had started thinking about looking up her birth mother, she’d been fantasizing about confronting her one day, telling her exactly what she’d been through and asking her to explain herself. But now, she’d never get the chance. Although she knew it was silly, as her intentions had never been to rekindle and build a happy relationship, the stabbing sense of sadness that had settled deep in the pit of her stomach since she’d opened that letter, seemed to grow by the minute and was almost choking her now. Hannah got out of her chair and made her way down to her room. She was in no mood to talk anymore.
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            COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey Mom. How are you?” Kristine Miller gave her mother a kiss on the cheek and waved at the party around the big kitchen table at her parents’ farmhouse. The whole family had come together for her brother’s birthday dinner tonight, and she was over an hour late. She greeted and kissed her brother Joe, whose birthday it was, his wife Brenda, and their kids Joe Jr and Janine, who were nine and five. Then she walked around the table and greeted her other brother Jed, his wife Betty and their toddler Jed Jr, who had just turned two. And then there was her father, at the head of the table. He barely acknowledged Kristine when she said hello, but he did wince when he noticed she’d brought Belle, her golden retriever, along. As usual, there were no birthday decorations. The Miller family considered them a waste of money, and Kristine had known better than to bring some herself. She’d been accused of all sorts of things over the years, and being a ‘show-off’, after decorating the living room for her mother’s birthday one year, had been one of them. She took off the black blazer she’d been wearing at work all day, hung it over a chair, then sighed when she realized it was impossible to cool off in the kitchen with the sun low on the windows. It was only mid-May, but the temperatures were already in the mid-eighties and it was only going to get worse from here on in. The air-con was only ever handled by her father, who made sure no one switched it on before mid-June, no matter how warm it got.

      “Thank you, baby.” Kristine’s mother Martha took the flowers Kristine handed her and placed them into a vase. “Brenda asked if we could start eating because the kids were getting hungry. Why are you so late?”

      “I’m sorry, it was really busy at work today.” Kristine held up a plate, covered with plastic wrap. “Happy birthday Joe. Belle and I made you a rhubarb cheesecake. That’s your favorite, right?”

      “Yeah, I love cheesecake. Thanks Kristine.” He gave her a smile but dropped it quickly when his wife Brenda cast him an angry look.

      “Oh, so now cheesecake’s your new thing, huh?” Brenda said bitterly. She turned to Kristine. “I already got him a cake, sweetheart. A pumpkin pie.” She straightened her back. “It’s his favorite.”

      “Okay.” Kristine shrugged, trying not to antagonize Brenda any further as she seemed to have a problem with everything she did these days. “Put it in the freezer then.” Sweetheart. Kristine had never really enjoyed their family get-togethers, but she was a loyal daughter and sister and staying home would have been unthinkable. They had always bickered as a family, but ever since her brothers had gotten married things seemed to have escalated, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a nice, peaceful dinner with them. However, Kristine had come mentally prepared. She composed herself, smiled and sat down in between Joe and Brenda’s kids, who were delighted to have her there.

      “You look so pretty, Auntie Kristine,” Janine said. “I like your dress.” She ran a hand over Kristine’s crème-colored, silk, sleeveless top.

      “Thank you, honey. It’s a suit, actually.” Kristine ignored Brenda, who was rolling her eyes. “And you look really pretty too.” She pinched Janine’s cheek, then gave her a kiss on her forehead. “All you kids do.” Kristine was considered one of the most beautiful women in Covington, her little hometown. Even now, aged thirty-six, she was still invited by the town council every year to participate in the annual beauty pageant, where women competed for the coveted title of Miss Covington. Kristine had never been tempted by the idea of parading around the local community hall in her bathing suit, so she politely declined each year. Still, she couldn’t deny that she felt flattered, especially now that she was getting a little older. She looked like a typical Southern Belle, with long, naturally blonde hair, a golden tan and big, blue eyes. Her build was not as typical though, especially when it came to her height. She was tall and slender, something the much shorter and stockier Brenda just couldn’t seem to forgive her for.

      “Boys can’t be pretty,” Joe Jr. said with a chuckle. “That means they’re gay.”

      Kristine raised an eyebrow as her mother started piling food onto her plate. It was always more than she was capable of eating, since she didn’t work on the land all day, like her family did. Her brothers had each taken over half of her parents’ farm, after her father had hurt his back and their appetites were befitting their jobs.

      “It doesn’t mean they’re gay, Joe Jr. It just means they’re handsome. And there’s nothing wrong with being handsome, just like there’s nothing wrong with being gay. Right, Daddy?” She looked at her brother, who was too focused on wolfing down his food to follow the conversation. Brenda had heard it though. Kristine could tell by the fierce look in her eyes. Fucking homophobe.

      “Corn,” her brother grunted at their mother instead.

      “What was that dear?” Martha Miller smiled at her son. Despite her resolve not to get upset, Kristine was already sitting on the edge of her seat. Stay calm, Kristine. Just smile and stay calm.

      “I think what he meant Mom,” she said through gritted teeth, “was ‘Mother, could you please pass me the corn? And thank you for cooking for us, it’s really delicious.’”

      “Stop trying to raise me, Kristine. Just mind your own business,” Joe said without even looking up from his plate.

      “Are you gay, Auntie Kristine?” Janine asked, interrupting her obnoxious father.

      “Yes I am, sweetheart.”

      “Am I gay?” The little girl continued her interrogation, clearly intrigued by the sensitive subject.

      “I don’t know, Janine. You’ll find out when you grow…”

      “Enough, Kristine!” Brenda slammed her water glass down on the table. “Don’t you dare sit there in your fancy suit and try to educate my kids.”

      Kristine looked Brenda in the eyes, her face still pulled into a polite smile. She’d been through this scenario countless times and although she was annoyed, she had stopped caring what Brenda thought of her a long time ago.

      “I’m not going to argue with you in front of the kids, Brenda,” she said in a calm voice. “In fact, I’m not ever going to argue with you because I’ve got better things to do, so you can stop trying.” She didn’t expect her parents to back her up, they never had. “Now, let’s all be nice to each other, shall we? Just for once, please.”

      “Yes, let’s be nice,” Janine repeated after her, to Brenda’s horror.

      Kristine laughed at her little niece and turned to Joe again in a second attempt to make small talk. “So, how’s your birthday been so far?”

      “Usual.”

      “Okay...” Kristine looked around the table. No one seemed to find the reply odd, or rude. God, why am I even here? She decided to give up on Joe. “What about you, Jed? How was your day?” she tried.

      “Was okay. Betty bought a microwave in the sale down at Walmart. Showed me how to make a meal in under three minutes. Them things are like magic.”

      “That’s cool. How did that go?”

      “Did you stop cooking for him?” Joe interrupted them as he turned to Betty with a smug grin.

      “No. But she’s got women’s club on Mondays, so she won’t be there when I get home,” Jed said before Betty had the chance to answer for herself. Betty rarely answered for herself. Just like Kristine’s mother, she was just always there, quietly in the background, doing all the hard work without anyone noticing. Kristine watched her take a small bite of food as her cheeks flushed. It wasn’t fair, and she felt for Betty. Nothing was ever fair in her family home.

      Their father grunted, echoing Joe. “Why’s she going to women’s club?”

      “Sweet Jesus, Dad, why don’t you ask her yourself?” Kristine said sharply. “She’s sitting right here at the table with us.” She noted that she was feeling more worked up than usual, and she took a deep breath, so she wouldn’t lose her temper entirely.

      “Calm down dear, he’s only making conversation,” Martha Miller said, sticking up for her husband, which seemed to be her second nature.

      Kristine shot her mother the first furious glance in a long time. “And why do you always defend him? Can’t you see he’s being condescending?” She shook her head. “You know what? Never mind. I’m just going to sit here and keep my head down until dinner’s over.” They ate in silence for a while, with only Joe Jr. and Janine chattering and Jed Jr. squeaking with delight while he played with his food. Kristine reminded herself once again that she didn’t have to be here and wondered why she kept coming back. Deep down, she loved her family, but she always felt like an outsider and found herself being continuously disappointed with their narrowmindedness. She wasn’t even sure why, she knew they wouldn’t miraculously change overnight. Yet here she was once again, in her childhood kitchen, fighting her way through another birthday dinner. She could drive to the only lesbian bar in the county and try to make herself feel better about her life by drinking and perhaps flirting with other women, but she knew from experience that it never helped. The morning after was always a struggle, with the women in question asking her out again or even worse, sticking around. Kristine didn’t like that part. Awkward conversations over breakfast, letting them down gently… She liked her privacy and had no intention to commit until she met ‘the one’. And she had the feeling she might have already missed that boat, after losing touch with Hannah, the charismatic English woman she’d spent a heavenly week with in Norway last Christmas. She allowed herself to daydream for a moment, remembering Hannah’s face and how her lips felt on hers, how her body felt, naked and…

      “Stop feeding that dang dog under the table!” Her father suddenly blurted at Jed, who was giving chicken bones to Belle, jerking Kristine back to the present.

      “Why not? Are you going to eat the bones, Dad? Cause I don’t think you can chew them with the three teeth you’ve got left,” Jed retorted, only half joking.

      Their father shot him a furious look as his face turned red. “The dang dog’s as fat as a tick full after a meal and it shouldn’t be here in the first place. If your Ma and I had wanted a dog, we would have gotten one, but we didn’t now, did we, Martha?”

      Martha looked down at her plate in silence.

      “Now take her outside until we’ve finished our food,” their father continued.

      Kristine stood up abruptly, took her blazer and headed for the door. They could mess with her, but they sure as hell weren’t going to mess with Belle.

      “Come on, Belle,” she said. “Let’s go home. I’ll roast you a big-ass chicken that you can have all to yourself.”
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      “Are you sure that’ll be enough for a three-week stay?” Mandy stood in the doorway of Hannah’s bedroom, eyeing the single suitcase she’d packed.

      “I think I’m good.” Hannah placed her leather duffel containing her laptop, passport and travel documents on top of her suitcase and sighed. “I’m sure they’ll have a laundry service around there somewhere.”

      “Okay.” Mandy walked up to Hannah and surprised her by giving her a tight hug. “I feel bad that you have to do this on your own, Hannah. If it wasn’t for the kids, I’d take some time off work and…”

      “I’d never expect that of you, babe,” Hannah interrupted her. “You’ve been too good to me already. Besides, this is something I have to do on my own.” She gave Mandy a smile. “At least you’ll have your own space back for a little while. And when I’m back, I’ll be able to find a place of my own. I might even be able to start a new business soon, if I manage to sell the house and the restaurant.”

      “Yeah. It’s all going to be fine.” Mandy stepped back. “Hey, isn’t that woman you met in Norway from around there somewhere? Have you thought about meeting up with her? It might be nice to see a familiar face if you’re out in the sticks on your own.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember where she lives and anyway, I doubt it will be close enough for a visit,” Hannah lied. She knew very well where Kristine lived. Covington. She’d looked it up numerous times, and walked its streets on Google Maps, imagining where she lived. Hannah shook off the memory of Kristine, which brought her nothing but regrets now. “Besides, I doubt she’ll want to have anything to do with me after I blew her off.”

      “Have you ever explained to her what happened? That you were up to your ears in problems and trying to save your business?”

      “Not in detail, but yes, I did tell her I had things I had to deal with that couldn’t wait.” Hannah shrugged. “I could hardly function at the time, let alone face her in the state I was in. I wasn’t exactly my cheerful self, and it would have only ruined the beautiful memories we’d made.”

      “And now?” Mandy asked.

      “And now what?” Hannah arched a brow.

      “Could you face her now? I mean, it seems like the perfect opportunity to see her again, even if she’s a few hours’ drive away. It’s still relatively close, right?”

      “Maybe. We’ll see. But for now I’m out of my depth as it is, so I’m just going to focus on inspecting the house and the restaurant and finding out what the real estate market is like in Presley. And if it they need doing up before I can sell them, I’ll need to make arrangements for that, too.”

      “I understand.” Mandy gave her arm another quick squeeze. “Will you text me the address of your hotel?”

      “It’s a motel.” Hannah chuckled. “And there’s only one in Presley, so it won’t be hard to track me down in case my phone gives up.” She demonstratively put an extra power pack in her duffel. “There’s only one diner too, I found out during my online research. Apart from my birth mother’s restaurant. Apparently, that one closed over a year ago.”

      “Sounds like a lively place,” Mandy joked. “Be careful not to party too hard.”

      “I think I’ll manage that.” Hannah reached out for Ziggy, her cat - or rather Beth’s cat, that she’d abandoned when she left – and tried to stroke her. As usual, Ziggy moved away and turned her back to Hannah. “Thank you for looking after Ziggy. I know she doesn’t like me, but I can’t bring myself to take her to a shelter. She never asked for any of this.”

      “It’s no bother,” Mandy reassured her. “The kids love her. We might try to let her out on the roof terrace, if you don’t mind. She’s been here long enough now to find her way home if she decides to explore the rooftops.” She picked up Hannah’s duffel and flung it over her shoulder. “Come on, I’ll drive you to the airport.”
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      “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard flight CN8787 to Charlotte Douglas International Airport, Charlotte. My name is Captain Alfarsi, flying with first officer Weldon and second officer Fletcher-Hunt. We are currently cruising at an altitude of 32000 feet and an airspeed of 380 miles per hour. Current time is 1.30 pm and landing time in Charlotte as it stands will be 6.10 PM. We’re expecting quite a bit of turbulence during the flight, so please keep an eye on the fasten seat belt signs. I’ll keep in touch until we reach our destination but for now, please sit back, relax, and let our wonderful cabin crew take care of you while you enjoy your flight.”

      Hannah chuckled at the last part of the announcement. It wasn’t easy to relax with the limited leg space, especially after the passenger in front of her had reclined his seat all the way back.

      “Coffee Madam? Tea? Or something stronger perhaps?” The flight attendant leaned towards Hannah and gave her a friendly smile.

      “Coffee, please. Milk, no sugar.” Hannah pulled out the little folding tray and slumped down further in her seat in an attempt to stretch her legs a bit more in the cramped space. It was going to be a long journey, with a six hour stop-over in Charlotte, before her connection to New Orleans. Nerves kept her wide awake though, and there was no chance she’d be able to get any sleep on the flight. Thankfully the seat next to her was empty, so she’d used it for the paperwork that she’d received from the American lawyer. The brown envelope on the top contained the proof of transfer—confirming that Hannah Radley’s funds were now sitting in her account. That had certainly been welcome, as she’d been able to make a large payment to the tax office and buy the ticket to New Orleans. On arrival, she would pick up her rental car and drive to the small town of Presley, where Hannah Radley used to live. Her birth mother. It still hadn’t sunk in entirely, and if anything, Hannah had even more questions now. Neither the will, nor the supporting paperwork contained an explanation as to how she’d ended up in the US. There was a short paragraph in the will, stating that Hannah Radley had claimed the right to include Hannah in her will through the adoption agency, who would inform the lawyer of Hannah’s whereabouts if she was traceable. The envelope containing Hannah Radley’s will was the thickest. She was by no means a wealthy woman, but she had properties, and they came with title deeds, land deeds, taxes, insurance and much more. Then there was an envelope with Hannah Radley’s death certificate, stating that she passed away on the eighteenth of February 2018, at the age of forty-nine. Cause of death had been a cardiogenic stroke, which seemed awfully young to Hannah. Under ‘method of disposition’, ‘burial’ was ticked, leading her to assume that Hannah Radley was buried in Presley, since she’d lived there for so long. The death certificate also contained her date of birth, the names of Hannah Radley’s mother and father, and a whole string of formalities, such as her social security number, her address, and her marital status, which had been marked as ‘divorced’.

      Hannah thanked the flight attendant for her coffee, took a sip of the bitter airline brew and started reading through the paperwork once more. There were no other beneficiaries in the will. No one. No siblings, no parents, no husband, and no other children. Hannah wondered if she’d been alone all her life. It was mid-May now, just over five months since she first started toying with the idea of trying to find her birth mother. That magical week in Norway, and being in the presence of the northern lights, something close to a miracle, had gotten her thinking about things bigger than her own contained life, perhaps for the first time ever. The connection she’d felt with Kristine had played a large part in this awakening as she’d never felt so close to someone that instantly before. She’d started wondering who she actually was, and it was as if some higher power had been watching her, deciding she was ready to find out. Sadly, it was too late. The many questions she had for Hannah Radley would never be answered now and the hope of meeting her one day was gone. She was scared of what she might find in Presley and yet, she was perhaps even more scared of finding nothing. Although Hannah had prepared herself for a lonely three weeks, she also felt a hint of excitement at the possibility of seeing Kristine again. Of course she would ask her to meet up, how could she not? Mandy didn’t need to know everything, and so she hadn’t told her she’d only be a ninety-minute drive away from Covington. The thought of not only being on Kristine’s continent soon, but to also being that close to her, had awoken an excitement in Hannah she hadn’t felt in months. She’d considered emailing Kristine before she left but had decided to wait until she was in Presley. She had no idea what to expect there after all, and she wanted to get her personal affairs sorted out first, before she even attempted to apologize to Kristine for letting her down.

      Hannah was woken out of her thoughts by the ding of the seat belt sign turning on. She quickly put the paperwork back in her duffel, before putting her seat back in the upright position. Then she folded the tray up and held onto her coffee as the plane started shaking.
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      “I’ve missed you, Kristine. I feel like I haven’t seen my bestie in years,” Kate said, kneeling down and fussing over Belle, who was delighted with the attention. “And you too, girl. I’ve missed you the most, yes I have!”

      “I know, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Kristine counted the months since she last went to visit Kate in New Orleans. “Six months now. God, I’ve missed you too, Kate.” She filled a bowl with roast chicken leftovers for Belle and put it on the floor, giving Kate the chance to get back on her feet. “How long are you staying with your grandma?”

      “Just for the weekend. I’m driving back on Monday morning for my ten am appointment.” Kate grinned. “She doesn’t know I’m here yet, though. I told her I was coming straight from work and that I had a long day. She won’t let me go anywhere once I’ve walked through that door, so I thought I’d try a different strategy this time. I hope no one sees my car in your driveway and grasses me up. Gram will kill me if she finds out I came here first.”

      “Yeah. Word still travels fast around here.” Kristine poured them both a coffee, added milk, and handed one to Kate. “So, how is your grandma?”

      “Oh, you know, still the same mean, offensive witch, but I love her. I never thought the day would come, but I’m starting to feel sorry for her. It doesn’t help that my parents haven’t been home in a while, and that Gram’s getting too old to travel to Jamaica to visit them. I think she’s lonely and I feel like all the pressure is on me now. She calls me almost every day.” Kate chuckled. “Not that she ever has anything nice to say.” She sat down on the porch couch and turned to Kristine. “How are your folks?”

      Kristine groaned. “God, I had dinner with them yesterday. It was Joe’s birthday, so I baked him a rhubarb cheesecake, with rhubarb from the yard. It was really good by the way, I made a small one for myself too.” She put two coffees on the porch table and sat down next to Kate. “Want a piece?”

      “No thanks.” Kate waved a hand. “A Gram special awaits me, so I’d better save myself.”

      “Those dry, soapy grits of hers, huh?” Kristine arched a brow, the corners of her mouth pulling into a smile. “Good luck with forcing them down. Had them once and I was spitting sawdust for a week.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Anyway, as I was saying, I made a rhubarb cheesecake for Joe, but his wife Brenda had bought a pumpkin pie from Walmart and obviously – this being my family - I was accused of trying to upstage her. I mean, not in those words, but I sure got the message. Can you believe that?”

      “Really?” Kate’s eyes widened. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “I know, right? I don’t even know why I bother with them anymore.” Kristine stroked Belle’s head that was now resting on her lap. “After that, she accused me of trying to raise their kids and also made a snarky remark about my outfit. I should have left then, but for some reason I didn’t, until my father made poor Belle feel unwelcome.” She gave Belle a kiss on her nose. “And we can’t have that now, can we Belle?” Belle opened one eye and let out a deep sigh. “See?” Kristine joked. “She’s still really upset.”

      “Wow, you’ve got your hands full with that family of yours.” Kate shot Kristine a sympathetic smile. “At least mine rip each other’s heads off in Jamaica, so I don’t have to listen to them.”

      “Have you seen them lately?” Kristine asked.

      Kate nodded. “My sister came to visit me. It was fun. She says Dad is a little homesick for Covington, so I expect it won’t be too long before my parents come over too, relieving me from Gram duty for a while.”

      “That would be nice. Let me know when they do, I’d love to see them again.” Kristine was always a little envious of Kate, growing up. With an American father and a Jamaican mother, she’d been the epitome of exotic to her, and her looks certainly reflected that. Kate’s golden skin tone and wild, dark, curly hair turned heads everywhere. Add to that the fact that Kate’s parents and sister had moved to Jamaica to run their family rum empire when Kate was seventeen, giving her the freedom and money to study whatever she wanted and eventually start her own business, Kristine had always looked up to her a little bit. While Kristine had gritted her teeth and continued to go to church with her parents until she was eighteen, Kate had traveled the world and partied before studying interior design, then built a successful design company in New Orleans once she had a couple of years’ experience with prestigious agencies on her résumé. Kristine, who came from a farming family, had studied finance and ended up at a bank. That had been her form of rebellion against her father, who had wanted her to join the family business like her brothers. And some rebellion it had been. Kristine couldn’t think of anything she regretted more than pursuing small town banking as a career, but she did count her blessings, and she was grateful to have a steady job, her family close and Kate, who made her let her hair down once in a while, so she didn’t feel so boring.

      Kate pointed to a box of trinkets next to the door. “Finally getting rid of that snow globe, huh?” The snow globe with a reindeer inside was sitting on top of some old books and a rusty jewelry box.

      Kristine felt a stab when Kate mentioned it. It had been a gift from Hannah, and it was the only reminder of their time together. Staring at it each morning, constantly being reminded of what would never be wasn’t exactly helping her move forward though.

      “I’m not getting rid of it. But it’s May now, so I figured maybe it’s time to move it into the shed. I still haven’t heard anything from Hannah, so…” Kristine pulled her feet up underneath her. She knew there was a good chance that the snow globe would be back on her bedside table by sunset. She’d already attempted to put it away twice.

      “Well I think it’s about damn time.” Kate paused, trying to think of a gentle way to drop the harsh truth on Kristine, but then decided to just spill it. “Putting that thing away is a great first step, you can’t keep pining for that woman forever, Kristine. And I know that’s exactly what you’re doing. Don’t you see she lost interest the moment she landed back in London?” She winced as she scooted a little closer to Kristine. “I’m sorry, but if she hasn’t contacted you since her last email, that probably means she’s moved on with her life, and so should you.”

      “You’re probably right.”  Kristine put her mug down and turned to face Kate. “The thing is, I can see where you’re coming from, but I can’t seem to let it go. I’ve never felt what I felt with her, and maybe you are right, maybe I am a sad person for still thinking about her… but we had this connection I can’t even begin to explain, and I find it hard to believe that she didn’t feel the same way. I mean, what if she really was dealing with something big? What if it wasn’t an excuse?”

      “Bullshit. You’re just telling yourself that because you want to believe in the fairy-tale so badly that it’s blurring your judgement. She obviously just wanted a vacation hook up and I can hardly blame her. I mean look at you, you’re gorgeous and you shouldn’t be keeping all those beautiful curves to yourself. It’s selfish, I say. Don’t you think it’s time you started dating again?”

      Kristine laughed when Kate squeezed her thigh. “It’s not like I’m dismissing the idea of dating. I did go on a date, remember? Last month, with that friend of yours.”

      “Exactly, and you didn’t even give her a chance. She’s good looking, funny, smart, she’s got a good job and she only lives half an hour from you. What more do you want?”

      “Chemistry?” Kristine said, raising an eyebrow “Sparks? In fact, that’s all I want.”
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