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So you’ve finished Book Two and think it’s a happy ending...or perhaps you’ve spotted a potentially sinister note? If you haven’t read Book Two, then don’t read this book yet. Haven’t even read Book One? Better Never Lie is one of those series you really MUST read in order. Otherwise, you won’t understand the words or actions of the many characters in this story. So please, before turning the next page, go straightaway to the first book What He Needed to Know. 

But if you’ve finished Book Two, Who Should Be Forgiven, and now strain to remember all the dilemmas the characters now face...for no-one gets away scot free in my novels...here are the reminders!

TERRY, our protagonist (we can’t quite call him a hero) has just set eyes on MALCOLM, the baby he’d first been led to believe no longer existed, then told he was alive but in an unreachable place adopted away. Now Betty’s just revealed he’s alive and well, being brought up by a good family member, one Terry’s never met. 

Readers will realize from the last chapter of Book Two that this is the family first encountered in the Prologue to Book One, as well as inserts later. These chapters were written in italics to indicate their separation. Now in Book Three, the italics are gone. This family comes right into the main story.

GUDRUN, Terry’s wife, has travelled far, far away with her artist cronies, leaving Terry to face the music about his illegal marriage. He’s still reeling from the shock of her revelations. Incest! Gudrun swears she’ll never come back. She’s undertaken never to seek contact with the baby she’s birthed and ditched. That’s her way of wiping out all the problems she’s caused. Only, of course, they are still all there for poor Terry.  She’s written to tell him she’s changed her surname by deed poll. Terry’s relieved. At least she’s not Mrs Stedforth anymore. She has also changed her christian name. No longer is she “Gudrun”, the name her adoptive parents called her, or Elsie, her original name, but has adopted the name of Goody! (How inappropriate!)

GERRY, Terry’s twin, has been keeping an eye on  Terry’s marital home, which is now up for sale. Predatory journalists from a sleazy magazine, On Your Doorstep were hassling Terry after they’d learned his sensational story from Danielle, neighbour of his birth mother, Connie. Danielle outed the story as revenge when Terry rejected her sexual advances. 

Gerry’s also been keeping more than an eye on Terry’s friend, PETRA and her little girl, TABITHA. Petra befriended Terry when he was at his lowest, having lost his job as well as his wife. Romance seemed a possibility. Petra was the person Terry most trusted. He loves spending time with her, and has formed a strong bond with her little girl. Yet Terry’s pushed Gerry towards Petra - a generous or guilty gesture? It’s because of that night he’d spent with Gerry’s glamorous fiancee, FIONA, a guilty sin which caused the couple to split up soon afterwards. Gerry doesn’t understand the split and is suffering from the loss of Fiona. Terry really should fess up, but will he get round to facing such a horrific confession? It’s a fact that identical twins have pretty identical tastes in women so will Gerry fall for Petra? 

LEON, Terry’s long-term best mate, was his confidant throughout the traumas in Book One. They’ve not seen each other in a while because soon after Fiona and Gerry split, Leon started dating Fiona. Terry’s furious— just on his twin’s behalf, or because of his own jealousy? He’s also very scared Fiona will spill the beans about that night to Leon. That would be catastrophic because Leon will dine out on the story, and goodness me, that mistaken identity coupling was scandalous enough. Even if he doesn’t feature much in this book, we’ll see more of Leon in Book Four, so don’t forget him.

CONNIE, Terry’s birth mother, has caused too many problems for him to keep contact. He’s disgusted about her casual attitude towards her youngest child, SHERALEE, sexually abused by STEW, Connie’s man friend (now in prison), while poor Sheralee has been placed in foster care. Further, Connie’s in the family way yet again, despite her age (fifties). She doesn’t want to let go of Terry, her newfound dream son. When her young neighbour, DANIELLE,  sought out a journalist and outed the story of birth twins reunited, he winkled out the incestuous relationship and rushed to make it a gossip magazine feature. What a horrendous situation for Terry!

Gerry’s parents, PHILIP and MARIAN OULD, helped Terry escape the worst of the attention. They have contacts.

EILEEN AND WILL STEDFORTH, Terry’s adoptive parents, were horrified to learn Terry’s marriage has ended, let alone why. They would adore a grandchild, but Terry must protect them from knowing there’s a child born of his incest. So he keeps Malcolm secret.

Can Terry steer clear of the BOBS, his three half-brothers, each with their own claim to him? They are Robert, Robin and Robard, but Connie’s always called them all Bob to save effort. Again, don’t forget them although they’re hardly mentioned in Book Three.

BETTY, (Roberta) Terry’s older half-sister, has been the Crosby prop all her life. She has rescued Gudrun’s situation as best she can. She took Gudrun’s unwanted baby to her aunt, CLAIRE, (Connie’s successful sister) whose adopted daughter, REBECCA is bringing the baby up as her own. Rebecca was adopted by Claire in infancy when Connie wasn’t coping with the kids she already had. Rebecca’s also half-sister to Terry, although they only met in the last scene of Book Two.

Rebecca’s partner is HONOR, baby Malcolm’s other replacement parent. 

And the final member of that family is VAVRINEK, a Czech, whom we’ve just discovered is none other than that “German” hunk, who Connie said was the twin’s father. So, just as Terry sets eyes on his son for the very first time, so Vavrinek sets eyes on his. 

And that’s where Book Three begins. But no, not quite. 

Let’s start back a few days. RICHARD, Terry’s new boss (Gerry’s oldest step-brother) had sent Terry to Milan to save him hassle following the On Your Doorstep sleazy magazine feature. Dreading the fallout, Terry’s kept very busy in Milan. Now, after a sufficient number of weeks, he returns, longing to be given a date when he is allowed to see Malcolm.

So far, this series has been wholly through the eyes of Terry Stedforth, but now the story’s taken on by other characters as well: Claire, Vavrinek, Honor, Betty tell some chapters from their perspectives, while Terry continues his dramatic story.
Who’s Who

A further reminder, or character call.

All these characters! It’s not just the twins, Terry and Gerry. You’ve probably forgotten who Will is, or Petra, for instance.  It’s bad enough that Connie called all her first four children Bob, to save herself trouble. Further, minor characters you’ll hardly remember from Books One and Two, now have an important role.

So here is a head-count with reminders. Don’t expect them all to appear in Book Three, but none of my characters will be allowed to creep away for long. If they are not in this book, they may well be in the next.

THE BOURNEMOUTH FAMILY

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

CLAIRE, English as a foreign language teacher. Estranged sister of Connie.

THE BABY: MALCOLM the hidden subject of Books One and Two. He is being brought up by Rebecca, supported by her parents.

REBECCA: Their adopted daughter, parenting Malcolm.

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

TERRY AND FAMILY

TERRY STEDMAN: Our protagonist,

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

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

LEON: Terry’s best mate of long-standing. A touch of rivalry causes stress to their relationship. This increases when Leon dates Fiona.

THE CROMBY FAMILY

CONNIE CROMBY: Terry and Gerry’s birth mother. Approach with caution. At the end of Book Two, Terry had the shock of seeing she was actually pregnant again. 

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

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

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

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

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

GERRY’S FAMILY

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

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

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

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

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

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

NEIGHBOURS

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

PETRA: Terry’s neighbour, who has been a great help. It seemed as if a romance might develop especially as TABITHA: Petra’s little girl, has latched onto Terry as her favourite person.

Is that it?

What a large cast! I hope I have remembered them all. This page should provide you with a ready check. 

You could put a coloured paperclip on this page to easily find it again.
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Monthly Sensations Magazine

ON YOUR DOORSTEP, 

Headline: HIS WIFE IS HIS SISTER! 

Page 15, Centre spread illustration

Below L. Terry S. rapidly packs an overnight bag for his escape before the WORLD and his neighbours learn the TRUTH! 

Terry thanked Dame Fortune that this photograph only showed his back view and hopefully no view to work colleagues, past friends, anyone whose lifestyle did not normally include reading the salacious gossip magazine, On Your Doorstep. He hadn’t even risked packing the copy in his hold luggage as he prepared to return to Heathrow, but shoved it inside his cabin bag and within that, inside a drawstring tote holding his dirty washing—where it belonged, he decided. Since this issue outed, the magazine had published two further issues. Each contained dirt connected with other unfortunates, whether guilty of some monstrosity or innocent victims of others’ misdeeds, like himself. Much as he’d have loved to chuck his copy, and every copy into landfill, he packed it safely. He might need it as some kind of evidence some day. Who knew?

Heavy clouds outside the plane window showed they were now well away from the continent. Goodbye Milan! The work placement had been a welcome avoidance of any further intrusion on his privacy. He had Gerry’s family to thank for this escape: not least, Richard, the oldest brother, for whom he now worked, who’d sent him to Italy before publication of the dreaded issue.

Terry leant back in his seat and took a long draught of bottled water. Time to think of something totally different. Ahead, perhaps within days, was something immense, something potentially life-enhancing. He hardly dared think of it until the plane wheels touched down in case it never came true. He was soon to set eyes on his son.

It wasn’t long before Terry was freshening up in the Gents after passport check. He'd bought a suede jacket in Milan, forest green, same tone as the stripe in his shirt. It looked good, a satisfactory buy. He'd had a comfortable flight, particularly as he'd been upgraded to business class to sit with more important, or at least, richer passengers. He collected his hold luggage, and made for the exit. Could this really be a new beginning, returning home but without the problems? Gudrun was far distant, he was another month nearer to annulment or divorce; "home" was no longer the two-up, two-down terraced house in Colliers Row but a share of Gerry's designer apartment in a leafy avenue; he was now an up-and-coming executive in Richard's sportswear firm instead of a demoted admin guy at Lings Pharmaceuticals. Could he hold on to the positives?

Gerry was waiting for him at Arrivals. 'Over here!' He gave him a bear hug. ‘I like your new gear!’

‘From my one and only shopping trip: to buy one jacket and one young person’s toy.’

‘So Milan was no holiday? I see you've no tan.’

‘I hardly left the office to witness any sunshine. It was a slog the whole time! Richard should be pleased with what I've achieved there. How about you?'

‘Same old. Managed a couple of fresh contracts. All good, really.’

‘Brill.’ Terry nodded. All the heavy stuff, both thrills and anxieties, were his. He followed his twin through the crush of people and suitcases towards the exit. ‘What's new on my plate, then?’

‘No new disasters to divulge.’

‘That's a relief. Not that I can put the whole shit behind me.'

‘The slag mag? At least you weren’t recognisable from the photos.’

‘Could've been worse, I suppose.’ 

Gerry had kept him up-to-date. As soon as the issue was published he'd sent it to Terry. The feature - predictably sensationalised - was a double-spread. 

Terry had examined it at night, cringing alone in his hotel room. He said, ‘What's the score today?' as they made for the carpark.

'Some hate mail on your doormat. I burnt that straightaway. A note from The Sun asking you to call them.' 

Terry snorted. 'Yeah! I'm frantic to do that!'

'Thought you'd be amused. Otherwise, collecting your mail caused an interesting confrontation with  a couple of female neighbours who assumed I was you. I hadn't parked in Colliers Row so it was easy to stride off and ignore them.'

'Sorry you had to experience that.'

Gerry shrugged. 'Wasn’t too bad. I picked up some of your personal stuff from the mantlepiece and shelves. It’s in the small suitcase on your bed.’

‘Thanks.’ They’d reached the pay machine. Terry automatically scrabbled in his pocket for coins before spotting Gerry's ironic glance.

'I imagine you didn't use many pound coins in Milan, Bro.' He fed the machine. 'By the way, I checked progress with your estate agent.’

'Any joy?'

'Quite a lot of viewings, apparently. I phoned him, obviously. Didn't want to spark any fascination with twins by appearing at his office in person.' 

Terry grimaced. 'It'll be a relief when the place sells and my link’s cut with it. Then I can sort financial things properly with you.' 

'No sweat. Rent's fine. You covered the necessary with your last cheque.'

'Good. Richard reckons the gossip should've died down by now. What do you reckon?'

They'd reached Gerry's Audi and were loading it up. 'Petra says there's been some chatter at the local shops. Unfortunately, the newsagent spotted the article. You can imagine him telling customers: "I know that guy well. He used to buy his Sunday newspapers here, until recently." '

'Ha.' Terry grimaced. Gerry had it spot on.

'But Petra's done her best to divert gossip. She's been in to wave around a Telegraph cutting about some other victim who’s suing the mag. Court proceedings—misrepresentation. She thought she’d sow the seeds of mistrust about whether the feature was true.' 

'That's good of Petra. Resourceful.’ Terry loaded his suitcase into the boot. ‘You've been over to her place, then?' He'd been trying not to think of her other than as Gerry's new woman. Gerry didn't answer for a moment, probably too busy getting into the car. So as the engine purred into life, Terry went on, ‘Did you fix the damaged paper animal for Tabitha?'

'I have indeed. It was a lengthy procedure.' Gerry adopted a formal, ironic tone. Was that to hide his interest in Petra? 'I let Tabitha help, so that slowed the whole thing down long enough for Petra to clear her backlog of chores, so she said.'

'I'll be amazed if you managed to salvage the thing. Gudrun only slung it together briefly, I think, in a morning session on paper and cardboard craft.'

'But I did salvage it, good as new. Nothing like a glue gun! I've never seen a child so thrilled. Not that I've seen many children close up, thrilled or otherwise. You'd better have that Italian version of an animal in your luggage, because there's no way Tabitha's forgotten.'

It sounded as if Gerry had warmed up towards Tabitha. That was vital if he had intentions towards her mother. ‘No, I did manage to find something, but it’s not a giraffe. I don't know whether she'll take to it.'

'Petra will be grateful you've remembered, given all your woes.'

'And excitement ahead.’ Did he need to spell it out that seeing his child was uppermost in his mind?

'Of course. How soon, your initial visit?'

'Soon. I rang Betty from Linate airport while I was waiting to board. She's contacting the family to fix a time. I can't wait. But whether they'll allow further visits...'

'Depends on how open they are towards introducing a birth father.'

'Don't I know it! Betty hasn't been clear about how willing they were.  My visit could be solely down to persuasion by Vee, Claire's husband. He's in the grandfather role. He suggested a growing boy brought up by two women will need a male role model.'

'Seems about right. Not that I'd know.'

Terry kept quiet while Gerry negotiated heavy traffic. One airport, one motorway seemed much like another, Italian or British, whether sitting on the left or the right. When they were on the main route, he said, 'I'll have to call in on my parents tomorrow or the weekend to let them know how things went. It’s a nightmare worrying about consequences from people seeing the sleaze mag. My parents will be mortified. I need to know if they suffered much from neighbours. Also, remember my commitment to replace Gudrun's monstrosity?’

'Yes, the replacement statue. Petra and I nipped into a large garden centre because she wanted some plants, so I had a look at garden ornaments. I took a few photos of possible stone figures and jotted down the details. They’re on the pad at home.'

'You're a gem. I must sort a time to take them to look. You'll come over, won't you, and remember, I was going to include Petra and Tabitha.' 

Gerry didn't answer. Mind on the traffic, no doubt. His own mind was full. He had a briefcase of work to discuss with Richard the next day, plus the hefty issues around his son. He’d been imagining his first sight of Malcolm, what he’d look like.  He hadn't even seen a photo; Betty didn't have one.  'Too risky, in case Bobs spot it and get on my case. You know.'

He did. If the Bobs saw a baby photo in their sister’s home when she didn't even have a man-friend, they'd be hot on the trail. With luck, his oldest two half-brothers were out of his life. Betty, though, was very much in it. How he'd under-estimated her! He’d been so damning when he first saw her accompanying Gudrun that fateful day, when he’d hidden in the small bedroom while she collected her belongings to move out. He’d just seen Betty as an ill-dressed drudge. What sort of turd was he, judging someone purely on their clothes? 

Betty had sounded thrilled to hear his voice when he phoned her. He imagined her in that dingy kitchen at the end of her narrow hall. The poor architectural design allowed one house space to be occupied by two separate dwellings, making both uncomfortable homes. He imagined Betty wearing a shapeless sweatshirt and trousers, probably in maroon or brown, her Lowprice overall hanging neatly over an indoor airer, her eager round face and tilted eyelids a heavier version of his wife's. Betty, such a good soul, her whole life skivvying for her mother and brothers, sorting out her sister's problems. And now the means of his seeing his son. He should find some way to improve her lot.

Gerry pulled into the parking space and they made their way indoors. It was good to be back in the flat, everything easy on the eye and well organized. While Gerry put together a meal, Terry unpacked. Then he opened the small suitcase with the stuff Gerry had brought from Colliers Row: the post, nothing important; the items off the shelves, mostly work-related...except for one thing. He picked it up with his finger-tips: Gudrun’s worry dolls.
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‘He’s definitely been back, for two days at least.’ Eileen was checking the date Terry had written on their postcard from Milan. ‘Quite clear from this,’ and she waved it towards Will. ‘You’d have thought he’d have come straight here to see his Mum and Dad.’

They were in the kitchen where they spent most of their time, despite a living room and a dining room, a conservatory and a good-sized garden. Will spread his hands on the back of a mahogany chair.  ‘Terry may have had to check out how the land lies, any precautions he has to take in where he goes. Who’s to say what’s emerged since the feature was published? He’ll have needed a couple of days to check whether there’ll be any—‘ He stopped himself. ‘For reactions.’

‘Reactions? You mean, police calling, getting hold of the story? I thought you said the journalist wasn’t going to spell out that she’s his sister.’

‘Half-sister, that may make a difference.’ His wife hadn’t badgered Will for legal details, so far. She’d assumed the problem was more a matter of embarrassment: a shocking story that a low-life woman had provided journalists so that Terry’s - their - surname was at risk of salacious interest. He tried to shrug anxiety off. ‘You saw the magazine, Eileen. The feature wasn’t that bad. Could have been worse; such a grotty rag, full of sensationalized stories.’

‘Even so. Incest’s about as bad as you can get, isn’t it? Did you go to the library and find out what would happen if Terry got charged? I mean, he’s back from Milan, and he hasn’t come here. For all we know he could be at the police station right now.’

‘No, no. I’d guess the lad’s avoiding places he’s known, including here. Who’s to know which neighbour has read the thing; which of them are whispering behind their curtains? That’s folk.’

Eileen shook his sleeve. ‘Will. He hasn’t come, he hasn’t phoned. What’ll happen if the police visit him?’

Will pursed his lips. ‘That’s very unlikely.’

‘Are you sure? Did you find out what the punishment—would be. If they found out, you know?’

‘Don’t worry. Terry would use a solicitor who’d explain how he’d been trapped.’

‘But if the court didn’t believe him, what’s the worst that could happen?’

Will said, ‘Wait a minute, I wrote it down.’ He opened the desk drawer.’ Here,’ he waved a sheet of lined paper. ‘The charge happens if - quote - “the defendant knew or could reasonably have been expected to know that he was related in that way.’ We’d give evidence that our son never had the slightest inkling. Leon would give witness. Terry said he’d met Gudrun through him, and Leon knew how shocked Terry was when he found out.’

Eileen put her hands on her hips. ‘It’d all be down to whether any of us were believed...unless she admitted what she’d done. No wonder she’s sailed off to far lands. Luckily for her—because I could strangle her! It’s a blessing they didn’t start a family—think of that!’ Her cheeks sagged. ‘And it’s a curse. So there’s no chance of a little grandchild for the foreseeable future.’

Will detected tears were not far below the surface. They’d both longed to be grandparents ever since Terry’s marriage. He leant forward and stroked her hand.

‘Why hasn’t he phoned, Will?’

He picked up his mobile. ‘I don’t know. I’ll ring him, though he’s probably at work.’ He nodded across to her as Terry answered, then sat down. ‘Glad you’re comfortably back, Son. All okay? Right, right. Good in Italy, was it? Well I’m glad. You stayed much longer than we expected. Yes, probably wise.’ He mouthed to Eileen, His boss didn’t want the risk of his being interviewed.  ‘Yes, we read the thing. Not a serious problem here, so far as we know. No-one we know has mentioned it or looked oddly at us, so perhaps we’ve been lucky and no-one reads that mucky stuff around here. The main thing is the article’s out and over. Their readers will be busy with the next piece of sensation and will soon forget you.’

Eileen had her head cocked to one side, listening. When she heard Terry was safely at home she busied herself getting their tea: smoked haddock, tinned mushy peas, brown bread and butter. 

Will was nodding. ‘Anyway, when can you come over?’

She put the fish in the microwave, but didn’t switch on, her hands suspended while she waited for the answer.

‘Of course we’ll be here! Come whenever. Just say. If Gerry’s with you, even better.’

The microwave started simultaneously with Will’s mobile being replaced on the worktop. She said, ‘You didn’t tell him  Leon had been round here and left him a letter. Fancy Terry leaving Leon without  either of his new numbers.’

Will narrowed his eyes. ‘Think, Eileen. Leon’s dating Fiona now. That’s the likely reason why Terry’s left his best mate without any means of contact. He’ll be worried Fiona might say about...’

‘Oh dear me. Do you think she’d tell Leon? I think she’d be too ashamed.’

‘Let’s hope you’re right. Leon didn’t seem to know about it. No embarrassment or hesitation about mentioning Fiona. Mind you, his own news was exciting enough to keep us entertained.’

Eileen chuckled. ‘He always did keep us entertained. My favourite of Terry’s school friends.’

‘He was here often enough, celebrating your cooking.’

‘Yes, and you can, too, if you sit down.’ She put the two plates of food on the table. ‘Sad when those two grew up and had their fun in the wide world instead.’

‘Sad for us, love, not them.’ He picked up his knife and fork.

‘Yes,’ she sighed. ‘But I’m proud to say how well we know him now he’s getting well known. Terry’s going to be impressed with Leon’s lates show - Haymarket, no less.’

‘We must let Terry talk about his time in Milan first. Then I’ll give him Leon’s news and the letter.”
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Betty fussed around her wardrobe, pulling out one garment and putting it back again. Her clothes were a worry now she had an Event. It had never mattered how she looked before, she’d never thought much about being well-dressed. At work she was always in an overall, and when with her family it wouldn’t even be sensible to look smart! Auntie Claire passed on clothes that were still good, and she wore them, but their fit wasn’t perfect and perhaps Auntie’s best colours weren’t Betty’s. 

But now Terry was back from Italy and she’d be seeing him real soon. He’d rung from the airport and asked her to find out when he could meet his little son. That made her feel important, receiving a call from a businessman who’d flown in from Milan. She was proud such a man was her youngest brother, such a different kettle of fish from Bobs, and it was great she was getting on well with him after such an awful start. She went hot remembering the awful moment she first came face to face with him. Else had needed her her stuff from the marital home. When they got to the spare bedroom, there was Terry inside, awaiting them...he’d found the Betty Box and the baby’s birth tag. She’d ending up admitting Else was Gudrun, his wife and his sister. 

Betty hunched her jumper up so it rucked round her neck—that had been one of the worst moments of her life. But after Elsie up and left for abroad with her arty mates, Terry had gradually got friendlier, especially since he learned how she’d rescued Malcolm. She was so drawn to him, the kind of person he was. Now she longed to meet his twin, but Terry hadn’t even hinted at introducing her. He’d said Gerry was smarter than him, more successful. Help! Perhaps Terry wouldn’t want to take her along wearing pass-me-downs and a baggy anorak. She needed to smarten herself up.

Straight after Terry’s call, she phoned Auntie. The family had had the whole month to think about Terry visiting. Obviously it was a big thing for them. Rebecca was bound to feel threatened, the biological parent on the scene. Not just that, but Terry was one of the twin nephews they’d only recently discovered existed. They’d clearly discussed the visit as a family. Auntie, in a fairly steady voice, told Betty next Sunday after lunch would be good. Betty exchanged some detail of the arrangements and rang off, feeling suddenly exhausted. So she would go with—no, take Terry, to meet their aunt and cousin for the first time. And he would gain his first precious sight of his baby. Huge! To think that she’d made this possible! The occasion deserved her best efforts.

So what should she wear? She needed to buy something new, not just a jumper but perhaps a complete outfit. Not fancy, but smart. All these years she’d been sloshing around wearing any old thing, buying in charity shops. After all, that’s what she’d been brought up to wear, and after all again, no-one ever looked at her. But they might notice her now, as she walked beside Terry. She didn’t want to let him down, worse, embarrass him. All Ma’s children had either been let down, or let themselves down. Mostly, both. Could she be different?

Terry was the first person on Earth to say she was important. Had he really said that?  A Wednesday it was—she felt she’d always remember it—he looked at her so... friendly, as if he truly liked her. That was a big something for her. Given she’d helped Else cover up the shameful birth, she’d been resigned to him hating her. Come to think of it, Elsie’s doings had dragged Betty down, at fault by being the one there to cope. But more than that, after all her years with Ma, and Bobs, them taking, taking, never a word of affection let alone helping, suddenly to have a new brother, actually thanking her"! The moment was staying in a special place in her memory.

Betty pulled herself together. Standing in front of her bathroom mirror, she pulled in her tummy for starters, stood up straighter. Turning this way and that, she checked what was wrong with what she was wearing. The skirt was the right length and her jumper wasn’t that old. It had looked nearly new in the charity shop. Did that dull yellow suit her? Would pink or green look better? Was a jumper smart, anyway? If it hung looser, or if it was the same colour as the skirt? It wasn’t too late to improve the way she looked, was it? 

If only she had a friend or older sister to advise. The only person possible was Beverley, a part-timer at work, married, no babies, smart. It was embarrassing, but she was going to make herself ask her help. She raked through the schedules to see when Beverley was due into the store.
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Chapter 4
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The day had dawned brightly enough to be motivating. Soon after Gerry left for work, Terry decided he must call on his parents before everything began happening. He couldn’t decently delay his return to normal duties at Topkit any longer with a full report to Richard post-Milan. More overwhelmingly, the possibility of setting eyes on his son was imminent. Once arranged, let alone once happened, that would prevent him from looking and acting normally at his parents’. That would lead to questions he was not at all ready to answer. Meanwhile, he would have to hear the backlash his poor parents might have suffered from publication of the dreaded feature about his fated and unsavoury marriage situation. 

His parents’ clear delight in seeing him at all shamed his reluctance to call in. There had been a time, not very long ago , in fact, when he’d often been at their kitchen table. And prior to Gudrun, he must have come round once or twice a week. He thought back. As recently as two years ago he would have dinner there regularly. Once she’d moved in, Gudrun made it awkward,and then he’d gone to the Middle East for months, and on his return - ugh - he couldn’t let his thoughts linger on that time. Finally, after Fiona had called round to inform them about that shameful night, his parents hadn’t wanted him round there at all. Only when he’d resolved things with Gerry—as far as anyone could—and had brought him round to introduce him, did his parents simmer down. The magazine article would have been the last straw for many parents, but after the shock of learning exactly who Gudrun was, they had been really sterling about any embarrassment to themselves. “No-one we know would want to read a magazine like that,” Mum had said. His dad was predictably unshakeable, at least on the surface.

Terry was able to spend a good two hours chatting about Milan, the cultural differences,, the style of the homes he’d been invited to by colleagues there, the sophistication of the shops and the highlights of the city.  Eventually the magazine was mentioned, but any impact on them, downplayed. Apparently, there had been interest at the newsagents where staff read everything on the shelves in slack times, but not many had been local long enough to know, perhaps even have seen, Terry. It had been over eight years since he lived with his parents. There had been comment from other acquaintances, but Will shrugged it off. ‘There’s more important matters in this world, son. We’re just glad you had a productive time in Milan, and now-what-back to work as normal?’

‘Yes, tomorrow, in fact. I’m looking forward to it.’

Altogether, it was a positive visit. He was glad and relieved he had made the time and he left his parents’ house somewhat reassured. He also left with a letter in his hand. Apparently Leon had called round to see his parents. They’d been happy to see him and hear about his latest successes. Was it ominous that curiously, Leon had written him a letter. Written! Had he ever had a letter from Leon before? Even email from him was rare; Leon communicated by telephone as a matter of course. 

Better open it before driving off, just in case there was something he needed to clarify with his parents. His hands were clammy. Was it about Fiona, worst scenario—she had told him about that night? He opened it gingerly. It might be the notification of a funeral—Leon’s mother (alcoholic poisoning, liver failure) or his father, (some dreadful avoidable accident. But it wasn’t.


Hiyer. How’s my Yesterday’s Man today? How was Milan? Have you returned as Sophisticated Man? Yeah! But seriously, I’m actually writing you a letter, safeguarded by your brill parents, as I don’t trust email for this sort of stuff. Google’s following me everywhere. I only have to admire my neighbour’s goat or wonder cooker, mobile in pocket, for every site to be throwing adverts for goats and cookers at me. I can’t have any hacker picking up the Gudrun/incest line, can I? So herewith: written letter with stuff you probably can’t get anywhere else. What are mates for, hahaha.

Look, dude, I read the wearisome mag. Bought a copy, to my shame, and then found an excuse
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