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      Reuben Faulkner stared at the papers spread out on the desk in front of him. All those years, and nothing, then… out of the blue… this. He couldn’t decide how he felt but guessed he shouldn’t be surprised. Leaning back in the chair he pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to release some of the tension. He would have to tell Jake. News of this magnitude could not be ignored or pushed under the table. Plus, he had a right to know — she was his mother after all.

      

      Standing, Reuben walked over to gaze out of the window onto the stark beauty of the wintry garden with unseeing eyes. His vision was turned inward to the day before Erin left.
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      Thirty-four years earlier.

      “Please Ben, just for once can we do something I want to do?” Erin’s tone had taken on a grating, whiny quality, causing Reuben to frown.

      “You know I can’t get leave in the middle of semester, sweetheart. It’s only a couple of months and we’ll have the whole of the summer. We can go then. I can probably wangle six weeks.”

      “Yeah, you say that now, then there’ll be a conference, or a dig or something you just have to attend or lead. Face it, Ben, you’re more interested in lecturing and your PhD research than me.”

      Reuben gaped at the unfairness of his wife’s accusation. “Erin, that’s not true. We take holidays every year, none of which have remotely involved archaeology or conferences.” His thoughts winging to their last break, less than three months ago, when they’d visited her family and toured California. “We just came back from a month in the States. I can’t afford to go away every few weeks, love. You knew that when you married me. I am not some rich oil tycoon.”

      Erin pouted and, closing the gap to her husband, stretched up to brush a kiss to his lips, simultaneously walking her fingers up his shirt, fiddling with the buttons. Reuben drew her against him to kiss her long and thoroughly, the ever-present desire flaring. At the same moment Erin began to undo his shirt, they were disturbed by a wail.

      “Every time, it’s like he knows… brat,” Erin complained.

      Reuben chuckled and disentangled himself. “Wait here, he probably just needs settling.” He strolled along to the nursery, to spy their son standing at the rails of the cot, scrubbing his nose with his fist, his face flushed with temper. “What’s up, Jake?” Reuben lifted the child into his arms, taking the opportunity to rest the back of his hand on Jake’s forehead. It felt a little warm but not overly so. “Did you have a bad dream?” he cooed, rhetorically, while rocking the child gently.

      Jake snuggled into his father, nudging his head under Reuben’s chin. In minutes he was fast asleep again. Reuben laid him carefully in the cot, and tucked a sheet around him, before covering half of his stocky little body with the blanket so he would not get hot. He stood for moment studying his son. The familiar yet inexplicable joy, he was somehow partly responsible for producing such a perfect child, washed over him and, unable to help himself, he ran a tender finger along Jake’s cheek.

      “He always responds better to you.” Erin’s voice drifted to him from the doorway. He turned to see his wife leaning on the door jamb, her lovely features marred by discontent. Reuben swallowed a sigh.

      “Pure imagination, darling. He loves us both the same, it’s just he sees me more because I drop him at the Uni childcare centre.”

      

      Erin, who hadn’t worked a day since their marriage and had no other call on her time, refused to be a stay-at-home mother. She declared she had no intention of being tied to a kitchen sink or a squalling child. That’s what day-care was for.

      Thankfully, Reuben’s job entitled him to make use of the childcare facility on campus and, although he hated leaving Jake there while he was lecturing, at least the child was well looked after. He felt the frown returning. Erin had changed so much. Gone was the carefree spirit he fell in love with. She was always irritated either with him or Jake, and he couldn’t remember the last time she had done anything spontaneous, not even a smile. He didn’t know what was wrong; when he asked, she shrugged and said she was fine.

      He knew she chafed at the quiet of Moorview, their home in the village of Rosedale Abbey. She had begged him to move several times, but he could not bear to sell up. The Yorkshire moors were his solace and, especially after a busy term, his haven. They had talked about buying a flat in Durham, so Erin was closer to Newcastle and all it had to offer, but so far it had not come to fruition. Everything they looked at was too small.

      Erin was from San Francisco. Her family’s home was huge, two stories, with a tennis court and a pool. Compared with North Yorkshire, where the weather had a tendency to be unpredictable, San Francisco always seemed warm and sunny — quite attractive, he supposed, if you liked that sort of thing. Reuben much preferred the four definite seasons. In actual fact, when he really thought about it, Erin and he were vastly different in outlook. That was probably what drew them together, they were the epitome of opposites attract. They fell in love, at least Reuben had, but lately, he was not so sure about Erin. They married very young, and for the last four years he thought they were happy. He certainly was. As he scanned Erin’s face, he realised she was miserable, and his heart cracked a little.

      

      With a final glance at Jake to make sure he was asleep, Reuben walked over to his wife and took her in his arms. “I’m sorry, love. I know you struggle being here all day. How about we go check out some apartments this weekend?” He deliberately used the term Erin was more accustomed to, because it made them sound considerably larger than they actually were. “Might be worth going down to York and seeing what they have available. It’d be just as easy for me to get to work from there as here.” He kissed her nose, her cheek, then scattered light kisses along her throat. He heard her sigh as she angled her head exposing the soft skin of her neck, and felt her fingers worming under his shirt.

      Lifting Erin, Reuben carried her along to their bedroom and spent the next little while demonstrating just how much he loved her.

      

      When he woke the next morning, she was gone.

      

      At first, Reuben tried to persuade himself Erin had just decided to take an early morning stroll, or perhaps a drive. Hours ticked by and, with no evidence she was returning any time soon, he conceded his wife’s disappearance was far more serious.

      Even now, over three decades later, he recalled his sense of absolute shock and fury that she had walked away, after their night of passionate lovemaking. Then the questions began hammering into his mind. Why had she gone? Was there someone else? How had she managed to leave without him hearing her? What about Jake? Their beautiful son had slept through his father’s panic, supremely oblivious to the confusion.

      Reuben had rung his widowed mother, who dropped everything to come and stay. Sarah Faulkner never trusted Erin, whom she believed had anticipated being the wife of an academic would be glamorous. Lecture tours to exotic places, wining and dining in the hallowed halls of prestigious universities, black-tie balls, long holidays to faraway lands. Instead of which she found herself married to a hard-working, rather reserved lecturer, who enjoyed a peaceful existence on the edge of the moors and who, other than participating in the occasional archaeological dig, seldom left England. Children had not been part of Erin’s plan either. She wanted to be free to come and go as she pleased, not be restricted by a pesky, needy, clingy rugrat… her words.

      From the moment Jake was born, Reuben had done everything for their son. Even in the hospital, Erin showed little interest in the child she had brought into the world. She rarely held Jake, and Reuben could not recall her ever cuddling him, or rocking him to sleep when he was teething or unwell.

      Now, just when Jake was about to turn three, his mother had upped and vanished.

      

      When he looked back, Reuben could not fathom how he muddled through those first few days, which fast became weeks. He informed the police of Erin’s disappearance and, after waiting the obligatory forty-eight hours — Erin was an adult and entitled to do as she pleased — they instigated a search. Her car was found at York train station and it was quickly established she had travelled to Kings Cross and onto Heathrow, where she had boarded a flight to San Francisco via New York. There the trail ended.

      Reuben rang her family, sent letters, and telegrams. It was as though she had never existed, no one would tell him anything. Eventually, her grandmother bowed under his constant calls, and confirmed Erin was safe and well, but she wanted nothing to do with him. There was no accusation of ill-treatment, no claim he had not been a doting husband, Erin simply did not want to be married to him anymore.

      

      Initially, Reuben had sent updates about Jake, but they petered out when he received no response. Neither did he hear from a lawyer with regards to Erin wanting a divorce. After a few years, she faded into the background. He did not forget her, he had loved her too much, but it was easier to cope if he consigned her to his past.
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      Now she was suddenly very much a part of his present.
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      A door slamming and the sound of dogs barking jolted Reuben back to his office at Moorview. Jake and Alex were home, their return bringing an odd sense of relief, of normality. He could deal with this.

      Walking through to the kitchen, Reuben noticed the table was groaning under the weight of several bags filled with goodness knows what. Christmas was still a few weeks away, but Alex liked to start preparing early. For someone who until two years ago avoided any form of celebration, Alex Faulkner had become almost obsessed with ensuring this particular festival was perfect. It wasn’t that they hosted wild parties, or had large gatherings, in fact, for the most part, it was just the three of them, but this year, Kassie and Gabriel St Germain were coming. Alex was determined nothing would be left to chance, or the last minute — preparations for an imminent zombie apocalypse would seem inadequate in comparison!

      Alex, currently petting the five dogs who were winding themselves around her legs yipping in delight, looked up at Reuben’s entry and greeted her father-in-law with a bright smile.

      “Sorry, Reuben. I think I got carried away, but the shops are full of so many wonderful things,” she acknowledged ruefully, indicating the pile of bags. “The only thing left to get is the tree.”

      It was a long-standing tradition for the Faulkner household to go to one of the Christmas Tree farms. They would wander along the rows of pine trees inspecting each one, weighing up size over spread, and whether the branches would display the baubles to their best effect. There was always a stall serving hot mulled wine and other tasty treats to ward of the chill of a winter’s afternoon — all in all a wonderful way to set the tone for the Christmas season.

      “We should leave that until next week at the earliest, otherwise all the needles will have fallen off before we get to Christmas.” Reuben tried to smile but it was not his best effort. “When you’re sorted, may I have a word?” his request seemed casual, but even to himself he sounded flat. “I’ll be in the office.”

      

      Alex and Jake exchanged puzzled glances when Reuben left the room.

      “Go on, Jake. I’ll make us all a coffee.” Alex nodded towards the closed door. “Your dad might appreciate a private word. You can tell me later.”

      Jake smiled and dropped a kiss on her nose. “Sure?”

      “Absolutely. I have never seen Reuben look so…” she paused, searching for the right word, “…defeated. Something is very wrong.”

      Drawing his wife close for a quick hug, Jake kissed her again, this time on the mouth, the moment lengthening.

      Alex broke their kiss and leaned back, her eyes a little glazed. “Go on,” she husked, shoving him in the chest, “this is not helping Reuben.”

      Jake grinned wickedly and patted her on the butt, then strolled out of the kitchen and along to the office. “What’s happened, Dad?” he asked, as he walked into the room and shut the door behind him.

      Reuben, standing by his desk, opened his mouth to speak, closed it again, and dropped into his chair. “This came today.” He lifted a sheaf of papers and wafted them at his son.

      Jake grabbed them and flicked through the sheets, too many to read quickly. A letterhead caught his eye and for moment his mind flew back two years, to when Alex had received the news about her parents, who had been killed in a freak accident. He had not been there for her, in fact, he almost lost her following a misunderstanding of which he had no awareness at the time. A cold finger traced down his spine and he made a concerted effort to read the words.

      

      It was from a solicitor — no, an attorney — in California. In unemotional terms it declared Erin Faulkner was seeking a divorce on the grounds she and Reuben had been separated for more than five years. Attached herewith documentation proving the aforementioned separation… on and on it went. Jake couldn’t take it in. Never mind coffee, he would need to sit down with a large whisky and peruse it properly.

      “What the hell, Dad?” Jake’s voice reflected his shock. “I assumed you asked her for a divorce years ago.”

      “Never got around to it, I suppose I thought…”

      “What that she’d come to her senses and decide she couldn’t live without us?” Jake’s bitter tones echoed around the room. He paused, dampening down his anger. “Dad, she was the one who walked away. After seven years, you could have had her declared dead.” He began pacing the room, unable to vent his frustration.

      “I know, son, I know.” Reuben raised his palms placatingly. “And no, I couldn’t, I knew where she was and that she was alive. In all honesty I just forgot.”

      “Forgot? How could you for—?” Jake stopped his pacing and studied Reuben. His father looked as though he’d been punched. “What are you going to do?” An unpleasant thought struck him. “What is she after? Has she heard about your new book? I guarantee she’s seen some of the publicity online or a TV report, and thinks she’s entitled to some of your royalties?” Jake knew he’d hit a nerve when he saw the muscle in Reuben’s jaw tighten. “Well she can sing for that. We have proof she abandoned us.”

      “Jake surely she can’t exp—?”

      “Of course, she can,” Jake interrupted. “You’re still married. Geez, Dad!”

      

      At that moment the door swung open, to reveal Alex bearing coffees. Catching Jake’s last words, she paused in the doorway. This was none of her business, but she loved both men, currently glaring at each other. Reuben had become the father she always dreamed of, and Jake… well he was her heart. Unsure, she hesitated, thinking it was best to leave them to it.

      Reuben spotted her. “It’s fine, Alex, come on in, you’ll need to know what’s going on, and Jake will tell you anyway. Erin has served me with divorce papers.”

      Alex was so surprised, her mouth fell open. “Wait… you’re not already divorced?” Reuben shook his head. “Okay, well, just make sure you read it thoroughly, sign and return, unless you… surely you aren’t… oh, Reuben. May I read the papers?” she asked, putting the tray down.

      Reuben nodded, and Jake handed the documents to his wife.

      Perching against the edge of the desk, Alex began to read, while Reuben and Jake sipped their drinks. Although not wholly conversant with legal jargon, she had a grasp of the basics. It all seemed fairly standard and innocuous until she came to the section about division of assets. She raised her head and locked eyes with her father-in-law.

      “She wants half.” Alex heard Jake hiss when she said this, and saw Reuben’s shoulders slump.

      “Bloody, bugger and sod.” Reuben groused.

      “It’s easy enough to contest. You can gather plenty of witnesses to attest to her abandonment when Jake was a child,” Alex assured him. “In fact, give me ten minutes. Okay to use your office, Jake?” She asked her husband.

      Jake nodded and the two men watched Alex stalk out of the room in a purposeful manner. Time ticked by. Jake went to make another coffee for the three of them, although he felt his father would do better with something stronger.

      

      It was well over half an hour before Alex came back into the study, where she gulped down her lukewarm coffee, grinning her thanks at Jake who offered to make her fresh one.

      “Love one, thanks. Right…” She turned to Reuben. “I know Richard…” referring to Richard Tomlinson, senior partner at the law firm of Tomlinson, Draper and Vaughan, and a personal friend, “…is property, but they have a department which handles divorce cases. I’ve scanned and emailed the documents. They’ll read, discuss, and then contact us tomorrow. He thinks someone will come up to have a proper chat with you, probably on Monday.

      “Alex. You don’t need to do this. I’m sure I can handle it.”

      “I’m sure you can too, but Richard said the firm she’s engaged are notorious for railroading the opposing side. You need a team acting on your behalf who are not emotionally involved and have no qualms about being aggressive in response. You are too caring, Reuben, and she does not merit a single penny from you, never mind half. Half, cheeky cow.” Alex glowered at the papers in her hand, appalled Erin assumed she had any claim at all, her heart aching for Reuben and Jake.

      Her husband came back into the room with three more steaming hot coffees — they would be floating in it shortly — and a plate of biscuits. “You okay, hon
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