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Chapter One 
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“WHAT’S THE PROBLEM with mum and dad?” 

“Nothing, silly,” Imogen Wise said to her sister Tilly. Desolately, she bowed her head and fidgeted with the key to her case. It was difficult to find the correct words to explain the unease in the house to a girl of twelve who had come to expect a contented and safe life. After all, she was also coming to terms with the changes in the atmosphere, her parents’ chilly manner towards each other and the shadow which had slipped between them, keeping them apart. How much does Tilly know? Imogen considered. And how much should I tell her?  

Tilly was lying on her back, her feet climbing the wall, as she played with her grey kitten Smokey. “When you’re a little kid, you don’t notice your parents' faults; you think they’re Gods,” Tilly said in a vulnerable tone.  

“Whatever’s bothering them, it’s not our worry,” Imogen replied, concerned that she was abandoning her sister to an uncertain fate. “Look, I’m packed,” she added, attempting to sound jolly. Then she wondered if the adventure she was embarking on was an escape from the problems heaping up behind her and an opportunity to find a substitute for her crumbling family life. 

“I don’t want you to go,” Tilly whined, lifting Smokey to her face and kissing him on his wet nose. “I’ll be left with them, and they’ll want me to be as brilliant as you.” “Think about it – you can have this room.” Imogen smiled kindly and then slid her large case through the doorway and onto the landing. “I’ve left you all my books and music.” Then she re-entered the room, slumped onto her bed, pressed her back against the wall and reached down for her guitar. 

“I’m surprised they gave you permission to go,” Tilly said, and Imogen noticed the quizzical look in her sister’s eyes.  

“Me too – they do seem distracted lately, which takes their minds off us, and that has to be a good thing.” 

“Yes, I like that, but maybe Dad has lost his job, and we’ll be made homeless?”  

“No, Dad is a building manager, and he’s been in the same company for years.” Imogen smiled reassuringly. “Look, don’t worry – it’s probably mum’s depression. She gets like this every winter.” 

“I’m always scared they’ll split up,” Tilly said. “I hate it when they argue.” 

“All married people are like that,” Imogen replied confidently. 

“You are coming back home?” 

“Of course, I will when I’ve finished travelling. Then I’ll be at music school and will see you on the weekends,” Imogen said enthusiastically. “I don’t want a dull routine life like mum and dad. I want adventure and to see the world.” She laughed dramatically, threw her arm into the air, and then strummed her guitar. “I don’t think I’ll ever marry. I’m not like Mum, too scared to do anything. When we all go on holiday, all she ever does is moan.”  

“I think Mum would be fine on a luxury cruise or in a posh hotel; it’s the camping she hates,” Tilly giggled. “I can’t sit on the sand – it blows everywhere. I hate small boats 

– they make me sick,” Tilly said, laughing as she mimicked her mother.  

“I could cook better food at home,” Imogen added as she joined in with her sister’s attack. “Ewe, camping all flies and mud.” The sisters sniggered, united in their disapproval of their mother’s lack of adventure and dislike of the unfamiliar. Tilly sat up and wiggled to her sister’s side. Smokey jumped onto the floor and began chasing a small ball. 

“Poor Dad, he works so hard and loves going away,” Imogen muttered. “I think what upset Mum was when he bought the boat and kept going fishing with his mates.” 

“I thought the fishing was fun,” Tilly said. 

“That’s because you’re a tom-boy.” Imogen idly plucked the strings of her guitar. “Soon, I’ll be sunbathing on paradise beaches with my mates.” 

She looked adoringly around her room at the brightly painted walls and the posters of pop stars she’d worshipped for years and who’d seen her through her darkest days of school bullying. She brushed her long russet hair from her shoulders and sang her favourite song. As she concentrated on picking out the tune and hitting the correct notes, she was hardly aware of Tilly staring up at her, mesmerised. 

“That’s amazing!” Tilly said as Imogen hit the high notes. “I’m going to film you,” she said, scurrying off the bed and running into the hall where she knew her sister had placed her camera, ready to record her travelling experiences. 

Jubilantly, Tilly danced back into the room. “Start again,” the younger sister instructed admiringly and pressed record. 

Imogen’s voice was full of depth and contrasts, sad and sweet one moment and powerful the next. Her father had taken her to one side and taught her to play when he was escaping her mother’s endless silences. Now, it was normal for her to spend time lost in a sublime bubble where nothing else on earth mattered.  

“I’m going to put it on the net,” Tilly said, running over to the laptop and keying in her sister’s password. 

“You can’t—you know the rule!” Imogen said, bending over, trying to reach her sister and the camera without moving from the bed. “If Mum and Dad find out, there will be no end of trouble, and they’ll probably ban you from using the computer.” 

“I must do it now because you’re taking the camera.” Tilly pulled out the chair and sat down. 

Imogen was about to jump off the bed and launch herself onto Tilly when her phone beeped, and she paused to read the message. 

Marty is going fishing with his workmates overnight on Thursday. Let’s get away. I love you, Pips. 

“Well, it’s live now!” Tilly said, gazing satisfied at the screen. 

“What, what have you done?” Imogen said in a trembling voice as she stared at the words on her phone. Her mind was split between her sister’s delight and a feeling of doom as her heart thumped alarmingly. She looked over at Tilly’s back, at the closely cropped mop of hair and felt a pang of pity for the sweet, innocent little tom-boy whose main concern in life was Zoo Club and all her adored animals. Then, she was enveloped by deep, burning compassion for her father. She sat stunned, unable to move or speak. Tilly swivelled around. 

“What’s up – you look like you’ve seen a ghost?” 

“Oh, it’s nothing – It’s all just a bit scary. I wish you were old enough to come with me.” 

“Even if I could, I wouldn’t. Abbie and I are needed to help the animals, and I would miss Jack.” 

Imogen laughed, “Oh yes, of course – I forgot, the silver back.” 

“Come down and say goodbye!” her father shouted.

Imogen immediately fell silent and listened intently, trying to gauge the tone of her father’s voice. “It’s nearly time to take you to the airport.” 

With a racing mind and a surging apprehension, she walked to the door and picked up her case. Tilly followed behind, placing the camera back into the hand luggage as she struggled to lift the bag. 

The two girls entered the large kitchen extension; the one Uncle Marty had generously and too enthusiastically helped their father build, sometimes insisting he should stay overnight to be on-site and get an early start. 

Still seated among the remains of the anniversary meal, the adults were toasting Malachi and Pippa’s marriage. From the head of the table, Malachi greeted the girls with a smile. He’d always been a happy man with a cheeky grin on his face and was forever telling bad jokes. Imogen noticed that although his lips curled up, his eyes remained sullen and sad. He knows something, she thought.  

Their mother also looked in their direction, “sit down, girls,” she said as her full lips stretched into a dazzling smile. “We have something to give you both.” The sisters sat down next to Marty’s wife, the frumpy but kind Kat, who seemed relaxed and unaware that anything was amiss as Pippa’s eyes darted back towards Marty, who was seated at her side. 

Greg, the eldest sibling, had come home from university for the weekend to join in with the special occasion. He was sitting at the opposite end of the table from his father and was attempting to explain his future to Uncle Marty. 

“When I leave uni, I want to start up a company that assesses the effects of solar flare activity on businesses,” he said, glancing to his right and flashing his acknowledgement at the girls, then back to his primary audience. “We will tailor our assessments and solutions to meet a company’s specific needs and to keep them moving forward in case of an attack. We are developing ways of protection against the complete shutdown.” He looked along the table to Malachi, who was sitting back, listening and smiling proudly. “There could be heaps of money to be made. And essential for the aviation industry. Can you imagine the catastrophe if planes instantly ceased functioning?” 

“I don’t think anyone would invest in something so unlikely,” Marty said, losing interest and smiling sardonically at Pippa.” 

“The chances are higher than you think,” Greg continued, his eyes ablaze with enthusiasm. “In 1859, the sun erupted, and a huge solar flare shot to Earth. Telegraph lines caught fire; sparks leapt from poles, and buildings went up in flames. The sky was so bright people rose and had breakfast in the middle of the night.” 

“Hardly a common event,” Marty mocked. “Don’t you think you should apply yourself to something more Earth-bound? You research people are always after funding and only too happy to take our hard-earned public money without really doing anything. I resent the fact that you do it by scaring the hell out of everyone.” Marty looked directly at the girls.  

“Even if it is an unlikely event, businesses want to be sure they’re fully protected,” Greg said, smiling at Tilly, who grinned back. “We have ACE, which is in the direct path of any solar storm and would immediately alert Earth. 

Plus, there’s a camera which takes pictures of all the different types of X-rays and beams them back to Earth every ten seconds. The forecasters at Boulder, Colorado, would instantly notify the satellite companies and the National Grid. There’s absolutely nothing to fear these days.” 

“Sounds like it’s all covered – no work for you then. I think the public is sick of hearing about all these doomsday scenarios, pandemic disease, global warming, the ozone hole, global freezing and all the other end-of-world theories. 

You’re no better than greedy, fraudulent cult preachers,” Marty continued intent on making a point. “How about being a useful contributor to mankind? There are enough students out there with their heads in the clouds protesting and causing trouble without understanding the real world. I might just own a cleaning company, but at least I provide a needed service, and it’s surprisingly profitable.” Marty again grinned broadly at Pippa. “I now have a whole fleet of vans, and we will clean up absolutely anything,” he said, beaming with pride. 

“I suppose a terror attack is more likely – dirty bombs full of Gamma rays,” Greg shot back”. 

“That’s enough, Greg,” Pippa said, scowling in his direction. 

Greg glanced at his father, whose face was still glowing with pride, which in return filled him with pleasure. Unperturbed, he gave up on the conversation, bowed his head and started playing with his smartphone. 

Thinking of Marty’s ‘We Clean Anything’ van parked outside, Imogen awkwardly glanced around the spotless room as if taking a last look. At least you have something in common with your lover, she thought bitterly. The wood floor gleamed, dust-free pictures of happier times hung on the wall above the wood burner and neatly displayed on the mantelpiece were numerous cheap ornaments collected from their many holidays. Placed in the centre of the large wooden table was an extraordinarily beautiful and expensive vase of flowers, a token of Malachi’s love on their anniversary. 

Her attention was brought back to the gathering when she noticed two presents being passed along. Tilly opened hers enthusiastically while Imogen froze with resentment and brooded. She felt that the sudden display of generosity was a ploy to keep them occupied and away from their secret. 

“A tablet! Thanks, Mum and Dad,” Tilly said, screeching with excitement. 

“Now you can keep in contact with each other,” Pippa said. 

“Not if there’s a solar storm,” Marty added, his voice loaded with derision. 

Imogen didn’t bother unwrapping her gift and placed it on her empty plate from earlier in the evening. I wonder what he knows, she thought as she glanced over at her father, who was rising from his chair. With his head and shoulders drooping, he collected the plates. Imogen turned her attention to her mother, who was picking up a crystal glass; she held it to her lips, took a sip, placed it down on the white tablecloth and, turning, began talking to Marty. Abruptly, Kat stood up and went to help with the dishwasher. 

Imogen lowered her head out of embarrassment and slowly peeled the paper off her gift. As she peered up, to her horror, she saw her mother’s arm stray over towards Marty’s lap. It appeared as though she’d rested her hand on his leg. As they chatted and laughed, they gazed at each other with their faces almost touching. Suddenly, her father’s large body stepped into view. He was standing over the lovers and reaching for the wine bottle. As he lifted the container, the heavy bottom clanged into the glass, which tumbled into Pippa’s lap. 

“Sorry, dear,” her father muttered without any real sign of an apology. “I can be so clumsy at times.” 

Imogen watched as her mother panicked and, outraged, jumped into a standing position. 

“You fool! You’ve ruined my new dress,” she cried as she ran to the sink to get a cloth. 

Imogen sensed all the emotions in the room rising and was waiting for everyone to explode into an argument, but instead, everything went rapidly back to mundane normality. The only reminder was blood-like drops of red on the white tablecloth. 

“Imogen, it’s time to go, love,” her father said, glancing at his watch. “You don’t want to miss an opportunity of a lifetime.” Malachi smiled broadly, and as he scratched his bald patch, Imogen thought she spotted a glint of triumph in his eyes. 

Pippa staggered over on her heels to kiss her daughter goodbye. She pulled Imogen into an embrace. The girl cringed and wished she dared tell her mother she knew her secret. At that moment, she resolved to keep silent about the mistaken text message until she was certain her father knew his wife was having an affair with his brother.
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Chapter Two 
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THOUGHT I’D BETTER tell you, last night I caught your bitch of a wife sleeping with our father. 

A deep hush dropped over the kitchen. Feeling weak, Malachi strolled into the extension and dropped limp onto an upright chair. He placed the smartphone on the table and stared incredulously at the screen. Of course, he’d suspected for a long time that they were having an affair and had tolerated much humiliation, but now he had indisputable evidence. Marcia, his brother’s illegitimate daughter, wouldn’t lie. 

Sorrow flooded in as the rain lashed against the glass roof, the wind moaned, and the darkness pressed down. The first spots had started to fall just as Tilly and Abbie were finishing cleaning out the Guinea pig’s hutches at the pet’s corner, and they’d rushed laughing to the car. Tilly, poor Tilly. What am I going to tell her she will have to know before I confront her mother? Malachi glanced up at the clock on the mantelpiece. Shit, she’ll be back from the gym soon. I don’t want Tilly involved. 

The years of blunt suppressed hatred that had lain festering inside were suddenly released. “Fucking bitch! I’m gonna kill you for this!” he shouted, and, in a fury, he raised his giant clenched fists and repeatedly hammered them down onto the table as he recalled all the times she’d told him he was paranoid. He was aware of his phone beeping and, glancing down, saw messages coming in from various family members. Without reading, he switched his mobile to silent. 

“Now, I’m the one who will have to watch as my daughter's heart is ripped out,” he said through gritted teeth as he imagined the colossal damage he was about to inflict. There would be no cushioning the blow. His innocent daughter’s future would be altered forever by the terrible flow of events inflicted on her by her mother. 

Malachi breathed in deeply several times, allowing the oxygen to return to his lungs. He needed to be calm and more in control than he’d ever been before. He placed his palms flat on the table, eased himself up and stood for a moment, steadying his nerves. 

Then he crossed the room as though he were stepping on glass. His swirling confusion of emotions was sharp-edged, painful, and hard to suppress. In his mind, the past was folding over like the pages of a book blowing in a breeze, and the only words he could see were guilty, guilty, and sentenced to exile for allowing his marriage to become such an outstanding failure. 

Hurriedly but quietly, he climbed the stairs. Tilly’s bedroom door was standing ajar, and she was talking. With trepidation, Malachi stood listening as his youngest child chatted to her sister. 

“I was right; there is something wrong with Mum and Dad,” Tilly said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“They’re not talking to each other, and neither of them looks happy.” 

“Look, sis, don’t let their problems get to you—they’re for them to sort out. Just concentrate on helping out with Pet’s Corner—remember you want to have your own zoo one day.” 

“How're things with you?” 

“Look!” Imogen turned her tablet so her sister could see the scene from her window. 

“Wow! It’s a jungle.” 

“I’m sharing this cabin with Fay; she’s next door with the boys. James and Stefan have both been ill since we got here. They’re saying they’ve got sunstroke, but we know it’s because they’re coming down from dope. They’ve been warned that there’s no way you can smoke out here without ending up in jail or dead. Little sis, don’t you ever touch anything like that – it makes you so ill and bad-tempered.” 

“I won’t; I’m not stupid.” 

“I’ve got to go; it’s late here – remember the time difference. It’s best to call in your mornings.” 

“Okay, well, keep having fun. I wish I could join you and get away from this dreary place. Love you.” 

“Love you too. Oh, and I hope to see the treehouse finished when I get home. Help Dad with it. He’s getting old.” 

Malachi listened to the girlish laughter and then the silence. 

“Imogen, your songs went viral,” Tilly said into the heavy hush, but it was too late. Her sister had gone. 

Clearing his throat, Malachi wandered into his daughter’s room. She twisted around and jumped up from the chair. 

“Dad, I wanted to tell Imogen about all the fuss over her song, but she’d gone.” 

“You can tell her tomorrow; it will all be there when she returns.” 

He walked closer, placed his hands on his daughter’s shoulders, and looked at her with steadfast eyes. " We need to talk,” he said. 

“It’s serious, isn’t it, Dad,” she said as the blood drained from her face. 

“Sit down,” Malachi said, smiling sympathetically. 

Tilly followed his instructions, and Malachi perched on the edge of the bed. He was calm, but a pang of sadness caused his pulse to quicken, and he wished there was a way to steer past such devastating news. 

“You know both your mother and I love you more than anything in the world,” Malachi paused as Tilly nodded dumbly. “I’m afraid we’re not getting on very well now and are going to separate.” 

Malachi watched as his daughter flinched under the crushing blow. Her jaw dropped open, tears began to spill from her eyes, and she looked alone. 

“You can’t, Daddy – where will I live?” she said, her expression a mingling of sorrow, betrayal, and anger. 

“Why?” Tilly protested. “I know mum can get angry, but it’s because she’s a teacher, and you never want to discuss her kind of stuff. You should show an interest in the things she likes.” 

“It’s too late for that, sweetie,” Malachi said, standing and walking up to his daughter. Full of remorse, he knelt and reached out his arms. Tilly fell into his embrace and, sitting on her father’s knees, sobbed into his chest. 

“Dad, please don’t do this – you can fix everything.” 

“It isn’t my choice. Just remember, none of it’s your fault, and we both still love you as much as ever.” 

“You don’t have to say that! I’m not a baby.” Tilly looked up at Malachi with inflamed but angry eyes. “That’s just what parents say – none of it’s true. If you both loved us, you wouldn’t do this.” Tilly shoved her father in the chest and angrily rose. “I want to be alone now,” she said, rushing over to her bed and lying face down. 

Respecting his daughter’s wishes, Malachi turned his back on the weeping girl and left the room. Quietly, he shut the door just as the tears streamed down his cheeks. His introspective examination of his bitterness and her betrayal was interrupted by the sound of a key turning in the lock. Wiping his tears away with his sleeve and gaining composure, Malachi swiftly descended the stairs. 

He found Pippa standing in the hallway, taking off her wet coat. She turned to face him, and they stared at each other eye to eye. To Malachi, she looked triumphant, her complexion shimmering and her eyes bright. He remembered how outsiders, on first meeting his wife, viewed the petite rusty blonde as sweet and compliant. Lat, they discovered that her pleasant persona was a mask thatch she couldn’t maintain.  

“You need to get some of your things and leave,” he said firmly without any doubts in his mind. “It’s over – you can get someone else to collect the rest of your stuff.” Malachi saw his wife squirm under his threatening stare. As the chasm opened before her, she became less self-possessed and more diminished. 

“You don’t believe other people’s stupid gossip – they’re all jealous,” she said, unsure of her method of defence. “Seriously, it’s you that’s going mad – you should get some help.” 

“That won’t wash anymore,” Malachi said, reaching into his pocket, pulling out his phone and shoving it in her face. “You can’t play dumb – look, undeniable evidence.” 

“Okay, I will tell you everything, but let’s go inside and talk about it properly so Tilly can’t hear,” she whispered. 

Malachi moved around her and blocked her entry to the rest of the house. “I’m not budging until you’ve left – you no longer belong here.” 

“We don’t need to wreck years of marriage,” tears of frustration welled in her eyes. “I slept with your brother a few times, but it meant nothing. You’re always working, and I got lonely. This isn’t insoluble – I swear I will never see him again.” 

“You’ve wrecked this family.” Malachi watched as his wife averted her gaze. “Neither of you thought this out. You must have made plans for when you were caught.” 

“We can work it out. If you let me stay here, I’ll continue to do the washing, cleaning, and cooking. I’ll sleep in Greg’s room.” 

Malachi felt her vulnerability and desperation pulling at his heart, urging him to relent.  

“I’m sorry!” she said, stepping forward with her arms open, ready to embrace her husband. 

Repulsed, Malachi thrust her against the wall. “If ever I loved you – I don’t now!” he hissed into her face. “I can’t forgive you. Nothing reaches your heart. What about the kids?” 

“Well, fuck you! I’m taking the house and the kids – you’ll have nothing. Nobody will ever want you.” 

The change in her attitude was frighteningly swift, and Malachi felt a raging surge into every cell. His fist struck the wall a fraction from her face. The years of longing for something better crumbled into a pile of greed. 

“Daddy! Daddy! Stop fighting.” 

“It’s okay; everything’s okay, Malachi shouted, hurriedly running up the stairs. 

“Tilly, get some things together. You’re coming with me!” Pippa screamed after. 

Feeling utterly helpless, Malachi lifted his daughter into his arms and hugged her tight. “Tilly, this is your home – you don’t have to go with her – this will always be your home,” he said, carefully placing his daughter down.  

“Dad, I will have to go.” 

“No, you don’t.” Malachi watched as, through a veil of tears, Tilly stumbled around her room, collecting her most precious possessions. Shortly after, his daughter was standing at the front door with her night bag in her hand. 

“Look after Smokey, daddy.” 

Malachi bent down and kissed his daughter's damp cheek, “I will, and you can return whenever you want – we will soon get everything sorted out. The door slammed, and shortly after, he heard the engine roar. Desolate, Malachi sunk to the floor, bent over and with his hands covering his face, wept, swore revenge, and howled.
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Chapter Three 
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“GO INTO MY OFFICE, sit down – I won’t be long,” Mrs Osmond, the Headmistress, instructed Pippa.  

The office was far away from the chaos of school life and was situated down a small corridor that ended in the staffroom. Everything was outwardly normal; the room was tranquil, with all items neatly arranged and in order. Pippa pulled the chair away from the desk, sat and waited anxiously. After a week of crazy action at home and struggling with work, it was a relief to have a moment to herself, and she was enjoying the thought that it was Friday. Tomorrow, when Malachi and Tilly were at the zoo, she would send Marty and his mates around to her old house to pick up all her belongings and the white goods she would need for their new home. 

Pippa’s meditations were interrupted when Mrs Osmond walked into the room. 

“I saw my first crocus today,” she said. Pippa twisted around to face the woman and smiled, then she followed the heavy sway of her body as she wobbled towards her seat on the opposite side of the desk. “Spring is coming,” the headmistress said, hunching over the table and peering through her wire-rimmed glasses. 

“Yes, it has been a lovely day,” Pippa replied obligingly. 

“We’ve known each other for a long time, so I will get straight to the point, and I don’t want to keep you late on a Friday,” she said, smiling falsely. “There’s been some complaints from a number of the parents.” 

Pippa’s heart pounded, and she turned her head to the window and gazed into the distance. 

“They’ve reported some instances where you shouted at the whole class and individual children, making them cry. This was also backed up by members of staff. Whatever is happening outside here, we must always focus on the needs of the children. They’re not here to meet our needs.  Pippa, are you listening?” 

Pippa turned her attention back towards the intense blue eyes, fixed a half-smile and inwardly cringed. 

“I’m afraid I’ve had a rough week.” 

“Is there anything bothering you, here or on the home front?” 

Pippa glanced down and focused her attention on a container of paper clips. She remembered how one of her special-needs children enjoyed linking them together. I might not be a good wife, but I’ve always been an excellent teacher and mother, she thought as tears brimmed in her eyes. 

“Malachi and I are getting divorced, and I’ve had to move out of the family home.” 

“Oh, I see,” she said as the smile instantly dropped from her face. “I was surprised by the reports as you’ve always been a trusted member of staff.” Mrs Osmond reached her arm over the table and lay her palm over Pippa’s hand. “Pippa, take some time off – this is a life-changing situation that must be dealt with seriously. I will find cover until you feel able to return.” The hand withdrew, and the headmistress sat back in her chair. “Go to the Doctors and seek help wherever you can. You have my sympathies; even the best men seem to stray. Abandoning a wife and children – it’s disgusting. I hope Tilly is coping.” 

Abruptly, Pippa stood, “thank you so much for your kindness,” she muttered and smiled awkwardly as the tears flooded down her face. The sting of her shame and disapproval pierced deeply. She turned swiftly, left the room, and rushed to the staff toilets. 

Standing in front of the mirror, a strange sensation washed over her, and she grew burning hot. Perhaps I’m going through the menopause, she thought. That might explain my fluctuating moods and the warping of my morals. 

I don’t even know who I am anymore. She splashed cold water on her face and looked into the glass. The rusty blonde hair had been replaced with bleach, and it was now streaked with grey. 

“Idiot! Idiot! Idiot!” she shouted at the reflection. It had all been too easy. Marty was there, busy on the extension, while Malachi was frequently absent from home and working, and when he was back, he slept. The younger brother was quite different, attentive, interested in art and culture and behaved as though he adored her. It wasn’t all her fault the bitter gulf between them had grown out of the imposed boredom. Marty was an antidote to the tedium of her
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