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Prologue

‘There’s a secret hiding place in here,’ the little boy said, leading the way. ‘My uncle showed me where it is. He used to keep all his special things here when he was young, so did my granddad. Even Elodie doesn’t know about it.’

‘Do you think there are spiders?’ Natalie asked, keeping close behind.

‘Oh yes, lots. I can catch some if you like and you can give them names.’

Natalie’s eyes were searching the darkness. ‘There are beds in here,’ she said. ‘Does someone sleep in them?’

‘Only me and Elodie, when we want to.’

The little boy, Antoine, stumbled on the corner of a frayed rug, then stopped in front of a large mahogany chest that was mistily lit by a few rogue rays of daylight coming in through a small roof window. ‘Are you ready?’ he asked as Natalie joined him, his voice resonating importance.

‘You’re not going to do anything nasty, are you?’ she asked. ‘If you do, I shall scream and hit you.’

‘Don’t be silly. Watch,’ and kneeling in front of the bottom drawer he used its fancy iron handles to ease it forward. There was a bump as the drawer fell onto the floor.

Natalie looked down at it, then back to Antoine who seemed swollen with mystery. ‘So? It’s just a drawer,’ she scoffed. ‘We’ve got drawers all over our house.’

‘Yes, but I bet you don’t have one hidden away behind another,’ he said, and reaching into the empty space he pulled another drawer forward.

More interested now, Natalie dropped to her knees to inspect it. ‘It’s empty,’ she said, annoyed and disappointed.

‘Yes, because I took my secrets out before you came, in case you found them.’

Slightly bored again, Natalie looked around the dim attic space. ‘I’ve never been up here before,’ she said. ‘I think Harry and I should sleep here.’

‘You can’t in the summer, it’s too hot.’

It was summer now, and the drawer had no secrets, so they didn’t hang around for long.

The next time Natalie came was at Christmas, so it was too cold for her and her brother Harry to sleep in the attic then, and at Easter, when her grandmother brought her, she was too afraid to sleep there alone. However, she wasn’t afraid in the day, so it was where she sometimes went to write her secrets in her very own diary which she kept tucked away in the hidden drawer.

One rainy morning, as she sat under the roof window, writing down her most private thoughts about Antoine, she heard a car pull up outside, and a moment or two later her grandmother called out for her to come down and see who’d arrived. Quickly she wrote a few more words in her diary, then after sliding it carefully into the secret drawer she went downstairs. The kitchen door was open and because she didn’t mind the rain she skipped outside. She would go back to her diary later, she decided, and write about everything they did today.

But Natalie never went back to the diary again.


Chapter One

‘Jessica? Jessica Moore?’

Jessica turned round, half-expecting to see someone she knew, but the flush on the age-crushed cheeks in front of her and the soulful look in the watery old eyes were enough to tell her that she’d never seen this woman before.

Jessica smiled at her vaguely. She didn’t want to be rude, particularly when the old lady looked quite a dear with her fluffy white curls and warming smile, but nor did she want to engage with the air of tragedy that was emanating through the kindness in what Jessica felt to be almost suffocating waves.

As the woman began to speak Jessica continued to smile, and even nodded once or twice, but her mind had quickly switched to another place, another time, where she could no longer be reached.

They were standing halfway down the pet-food aisle in Sainsbury’s on the Cromwell Road. It was odd for Jessica to be there, since there were no animals at home, nor had there ever been. When she was a child she’d been so desperate for a dog that she used to walk around pulling a ball of string behind her, calling it Timmy. The memory flitted through her mind now as softly as a whisper. She was seeing a lonely little girl with no brothers or sisters, a father who was unknown and a strikingly beautiful mother who sometimes wanted her, but usually didn’t. Her grandparents, with whom she’d lived most of the time, would have allowed her a dog, but her mother, from the end of a phone, or during one of her sweeping, gift-showering visits, would never permit it.

‘She’ll be coming to live with me any time now,’ her mother used to gush, all corkscrew curls and cherry-red lipstick, ‘and I’m sorry, but I can’t have a dog too. They’re the worst kind of tie, and with all this quarantine business... What if we go to live abroad? No, no, a dog is just another complication, and that is something I really don’t need.’

They did go to live abroad, she and her mother, for two agonisingly lonely years, during which Jessica had missed her grandparents so much that in the end she’d stopped eating and even speaking. She’d known, in her eight-year-old way, that her mother didn’t really want her there, that she was a liability every bit as inconvenient as a dog, probably even more so, and the man her mother was living with didn’t seem interested in her either.

In the end, her mother and her French-Canadian lover had broken up, and Jessica had been packed off back to Dorset to her lovely gran and big, strong grampy. And that was where she’d stayed, discounting a couple more disastrous attempts on her mother’s part to be a full-time parent, until she and her best friend, Lilian, had left for university at the age of eighteen.

All best forgotten now, though. It was a long time ago, and really had no bearing on today at all.

Feeling a slight pressure on her arm, Jessica looked down to see the old lady’s arthritic fingers touching her kindly. Jessica’s eyes came up to the woman’s gentle gaze. She smiled again, then after whispering a polite thank you, she began wheeling her trolley on down the aisle. For the next few minutes she focused only on what she’d come for: Greek yoghurt, muesli, fresh pasta, artichokes... She’d made a list and most items were ticked off by now, so it only remained to pick up some bread before she could join a queue at the checkout.

It was a Thursday morning in early July. There weren’t many people around, but even so, as she moved quietly about her business she could feel the glances following her like ghosts, seeming to cling to her even after the curious, sympathetic and even embarrassed eyes had turned away. This was one of the very worst parts about being ‘known’: it allowed her no refuge in anonymity, nor any real privacy to call her own. At least not while she was out in public, and this was the first time she’d braved even a supermarket trip since the terrible event that had shattered her life. Had three months really gone by already? Sometimes it felt as though it was only three days, while at others it might have happened a lifetime ago.

Should she get a French stick, or a pain de compagne? She was thinking about Charlie now and wishing she’d let him come with her. He’d offered, but he hadn’t really had the time, and Nikki, their seventeen-year-old, had merely looked at her and shrugged, as if to say, don’t ask me, I don’t know what you’re making all the fuss about anyway, it’s only a supermarket, for God’s sake.

Jessica hadn’t told her she was afraid of breaking down in public. Nikki didn’t need to know that. For a few crazy minutes she’d considered keeping eight-year-old Harry home from school so he could come with her, but apart from being a selfish and even cowardly idea, it would have totally defeated the purpose of this visit, which was to start getting back to normal.

Strangely, now she was here the only thing she really felt was vaguely distanced from herself, almost as if she were another shopper watching Jessica Moore’s progress and wondering what it was like to be her. Do well-known people feel things as deeply as everyone else? Is it easier for them because they’ve got money, or fame, or beauty, or successful husbands, to fall back on?

‘It’s not her,’ she heard someone whispering nearby.

‘I’m telling you, it is.’

‘Who? What are we talking about?’ a third voice asked.

‘Jessica Moore,’ came the reply.

‘Jessica who?’

‘Moore. You know, the one who does the arts programme on Wednesdays, after the news. She’s on the radio too, I think, but I’ve never heard her. It’s terrible what happened. Makes you want to go up and hug her, doesn’t it?’

‘Why, what happened?’

‘Don’t you ever read a paper? Honestly, I wonder if you even know what day of the week it is sometimes.’

Jessica dropped a French stick into her trolley and turned towards the checkout. That was another thing about being ‘known’, people seemed to discuss you as though you were unable to hear.

As she waited to pay she picked up a magazine, opened it and stared down at the words. She didn’t want to catch anyone’s eye, or hear any more whispers, she just wanted to be left alone. If she could, she’d tell them how she was trying to get her life back together, and coming here was one of the first small steps. So please don’t look at me any more, just try to pretend you’ve never seen me before.

She detested self-pity, but she knew that the envy she felt of those around her was rooted in it, for she longed to be free to go about her business in a normal, unnoticed way, untouched by curiosity, barely even registering in people’s consciousness, except as a tall, slim woman in white jeans and a plain T-shirt, who was paying for her groceries in cash, and taking a little too long to pack her bags.

As she wheeled her trolley across the upper level of the car park she could feel the summer sun on her skin and hear the nearby roar of traffic. Then someone whistled – a long, tunefully appreciative note, swooping up, and then down, before ending in a small staccato burst that made those around him laugh.

Though she didn’t look up, she guessed the whistle had come from the scaffolding nearby, where a small group of men with bare chests and hard hats were, apparently, not paying too much attention to their work. Of course, the whistle might not have been for her, but instinct, and the fact that no-one else was around, told her it was.

At thirty-nine she might have felt flattered by the attention, but she didn’t. In fact, it almost upset her to be reminded of how attractive she was. It seemed so superficial and irrelevant, and so very out of kilter with the way she felt inside. Who cared that her lithe figure and subtly exotic looks could still turn heads? Certainly not her. As far as she was concerned nothing could matter less.

As she approached her husband’s Jaguar she caught a glimpse of her reflection and felt a moment’s surprise. Then a small flutter of emotion broke into the numbness of her heart, like the tiny wings of a moth making ready to fly. She’d cut her hair so radically that she almost hadn’t recognised herself. She didn’t mind – she felt she’d like to be a stranger – but it seemed odd to see this different person looking back at her. She wondered if she’d been trying to make herself less attractive by chopping off the sleek blonde mane she’d always had. If so, she wasn’t sure it had worked, because the wispy strands that now curved and curled like feathers around her face and scalp seemed to make her dark, almond-shaped eyes appear even deeper and more lustrous, while lending a new softness to the precise symmetry of her delicately flared nostrils and sumptuously wide mouth.

Nikki had cut her hair short first. In fact, Nikki had gone a step further and totally changed the colour, so now she was a brunette, instead of the scrumptious teenage blonde her father had so adored. It was a rare event to hear those two quarrel, but Charlie had been so upset by Nikki’s new look that he’d been unable to hold back.

‘It doesn’t suit you at all,’ he’d shouted, his pale, handsome face darkening with fury – though Jessica had known it was pain. He didn’t want anything to change, even though everything already had, irrevocably, and suddenly Nikki’s new hairstyle was too much for him to bear.

Was it really only a week since that explosion? It seemed so much longer, but time had lost all meaning since Natalie, their younger daughter, had been so cruelly taken from them.

Because of the way Charlie had reacted to Nikki’s new hair, Jessica had been sure to warn him about her own plans to cut hers. Instead of protesting, as she’d expected, he’d merely nodded, as though already half-expecting it.

‘Just please don’t change the colour,’ he’d said, lifting the hair from her shoulders and letting the cool softness of it run through his fingers. So she hadn’t, but even so, Charlie’s angels, as he’d teasingly called his three blondes, were no more.

As she loaded her shopping into the boot of the car the sound of rap music suddenly crescendoed beside her. She took a quick step to one side, as though to avoid a collision, then half-smiled when she realised it was the mobile phone in her pocket.

‘Hello, Charlie Moore’s number one fan,’ she said into it.

‘Jessica?’ Charlie said. ‘Is that you? Where are you?’

‘In the supermarket car park. Where are you?’

‘At the office, looking for my phone.’

Humour was lighting her eyes. ‘Well, seems you found it,’ she said. ‘You left it in the car when I dropped you off earlier. Sorry, I should have called to tell you.’

‘No problem. Has anyone rung?’

‘No. You’re your own first caller and it’s already past ten o’clock.’

‘No-one’s rung me at all?’ he said incredulously.

‘Seems you’re not quite as much in demand as you thought,’ she responded dryly.

He chuckled. ‘So how did it go? Was Sainsbury’s as bad as you feared?’

‘I’m not sure. It felt odd, but I’m glad I did it. I need to get back to normal. You and the children need me to get back to normal.’

‘You’ve done a lot better than you give yourself credit for,’ he told her. ‘It’s been a difficult time.’

‘For you too,’ she reminded him, while thinking ‘difficult’ had to be the understatement of the year. However, there was no point in trying to put it into words any grander than that, because no matter how descriptive, accurate, or cleverly metaphorical they might be, they wouldn’t lessen the pain, or change it in any way. If anything they were more likely to make it worse, so it was best to keep to the trusty old euphemisms which they were now becoming quite good at.

‘So what are you doing?’ he asked.

‘I’m on my way home. I’ve decided to write a couple of reviews. It’ll keep me busy.’ Her career as a presenter was over. She’d been unable to continue as though nothing had happened, so she’d withdrawn from the limelight completely, though lately she’d realised that for the sake of her own sanity she must do something to help fill her days. Book and art reviews were an obvious choice, but staying focused was hard, so a few days ago she’d applied for a full-time job in TV that would make her part of a team again – behind the scenes though, because nothing in her wanted to return to the public eye. ‘What shall I do about your phone?’ she said. ‘Do you want me to bring it over?’

‘No. If anyone rings, just tell them I’m at the production office all day, so they can get me here. Unless you want to bring it, and I’ll take you for lunch.’

‘You have time for lunch?’ she teased.

‘No, but I’ll make some if you want me to.’

She was touched by the offer, not only because they didn’t always find it easy to be together these days, but because his commitments to the news channel, as well as to his own independent company, meant that he rarely had time to grab a sandwich in the middle of the day, never mind break for lunch. She was about to respond when she realised she was being watched, and her expression instantly sobered. She was afraid the woman in the next car would be thinking that someone in her position should have nothing to smile about – unless, of course, it was true that celebrities, even minor ones such as Jessica Moore, simply didn’t feel things as deeply as the rest of the world.

The sun suddenly seemed too hot, burning into her skin with the same scalding intensity as the guilt that all too often blazed in her heart. Then the blessed numbness returned and sliding into the driver’s seat, she said to Charlie, ‘I’d love to have lunch with you, darling, but that would hardly make it a normal day, and as that’s what we’re trying for now, I shouldn’t duck out at the first opportunity.’

She wasn’t sure if he’d heard, until he came back on the line and said, ‘Sorry, Carl just put his head in. So, was that a no I heard? You’re turning me down?’

‘Try not to sound too relieved,’ she chided. ‘Are you in the studio tonight, or will you be home for dinner?’

‘Definitely home for dinner. I’ll try to get Nikki to join us. It’ll be nice for us all to sit down together.’

Would it? No, of course not, because one of the angels was missing, creating a hole in their lives and an empty space in the house that nothing would ever fill, but since it was all about getting their lives back on track, and somehow accepting that they were four now, instead of five, perhaps it was a good idea.

After ringing off Jessica drove carefully out of the car park, onto the Cromwell Road, then turned up towards Kensington High Street. There were closer supermarkets to their home in Notting Hill than this one, but it was the Sainsbury’s she’d come to know while she was working, so it had seemed easier to go back there for her first venture out alone.

As she turned into the crowded shopping street full of trendy boutiques, mobile phone shops and open-top buses, she was mulling over Charlie’s invitation to lunch and wondering if he’d guessed the real reason she’d turned him down. Probably he hadn’t given it a second thought, but if he had, he’d be likely to realise that it was his fame, much more than her own, that was making her head for home instead of an expensive eatery in Knightsbridge or Soho. As a newsreader his face appeared on television screens on an almost daily basis, so he could go virtually nowhere without being recognised, and whilst he seemed to handle the attention perfectly well, even now, after ‘the tragedy’, Jessica was growing increasingly resentful of the consequent intrusions into their lives.

‘I’m just not cut out for fame,’ she’d informed him on several occasions during the last few years. ‘I never was. In fact, I could almost be tempted to give it all up and become a full-time housewife. Or better still, I’d like to go back to Dorset to live the same kind of normal, uncomplicated life my grandparents had.’

‘If that’s what you want,’ Charlie sometimes replied, ‘let’s get a house there and go as often as we can.’

His answer could be annoying, because it showed that he’d failed to understand that no matter where she went with him, recognition would always be theirs. Or maybe he deliberately avoided the issue, since there was really nothing he could do about it, for not even changing jobs would allow him to blend in with the crowd now.

Their home in Notting Hill was a four-storey townhouse in one of the white stucco crescents that made the area so desirable. They’d moved in a little over eight years ago, from a much smaller end-of-terrace in Chiswick, mainly because Charlie had fallen in love with the place. And who wouldn’t, when it was so stylish and spacious and full of light, even on the gloomiest day. Of course it had cost a fortune, and they’d onlybeen able to afford it because Charlie’s mother, Rosa, had died, leaving them her large house in Kew. It was where Charlie and Jessica had lived for the first six years of their marriage, with Rosa taking care of Nikki while her youthful and ambitious parents made a start in the world. Jessica missed Rosa a lot, probably as much as her grandparents who’d both died before Nikki was three.

Since Notting Hill was where many of the up-and-coming were setting up home these days – and the Moores were certainly part of this elite – it had come as no surprise to Jessica when Charlie had focused his search there. And it wasn’t that she didn’t love the house too, or the glittering social life that had come with it, she’d just never really felt as comfortable with it all as Charlie seemed to. Perhaps if she could have bonded with one or two of the women, or seen something worthwhile in their astonishing need to be considered important, it might have helped her feel more at home, but she never quite managed this. Charlie, on the other hand, had no problem fitting in at all, though he insisted it was because he had no need for any bonds beyond the one he had with her and the children.

‘But I understand it’s different for women,’ he readily conceded. ‘I know how much your friendships mean to you, so I won’t take offence that you need something more than me.’ Could she have been so generous, she wondered, if she’d felt he needed something more than her? Once, she knew she’d have found it hard to take, now it was different.

If only Lilian hadn’t moved to Paris. She’d never needed her best friend more than she had these past months. Of course Lilian was always there, at the end of the phone, and whenever she could she’d talk for hours, but she was generally so busy and anyway, it wasn’t the same as having her here. However, she mustn’t begrudge Lilian her new life, for if anyone deserved to be happy it was her, even though it could be said that were it not for Lilian’s new life none of it would have happened. She wouldn’t allow herself to think that way though, because when Lilian had married Luc Véron, last Christmas, she couldn’t possibly have known what a terrible route fate was opening up for them. No-one could have known, which was why no-one was to blame. Jessica told herself that over and over. It wasn’t anyone’s fault that Natalie had died – but still the guilt ate at her like a cancer, for she knew in her heart that she should never have allowed her mother to take Natalie to France. If she hadn’t Natalie would still be with them, she was in no doubt about that, because she of all people knew how selfish and irresponsible her mother could be, how incapable she was of putting a ten-year-old’s needs before her own.

So why, dear God, why had she agreed to let Natalie go? It didn’t matter that Natalie had begged to show her grandmother the quaint little village where Lilian and Luc had married, to be able to stay in the same grape-picker’s cottage they’d occupied for the big occasion that Natalie had loved so much. What Natalie wanted and what was wise for her to do were two different things, and being put into the care of her maternal grandmother was definitely not wise. Which was why, in spite of Charlie’s support for the scheme, she, Jessica, should have put her foot down and refused to let Natalie go.

And she might have, had it not been a convenient answer as to who was going to take care of Natalie during the first part of the Easter break. Both she and Charlie were working, Nikki was studying for her A levels and Harry was going camping with the school.

So Jessica had put her job before her daughter, farmed her out to a woman she knew she couldn’t trust, and now, God help her, she would never see her little girl again.

‘Who was that on the phone?’ Jessica asked, coming in from the garden just as Harry went on tiptoe to put the receiver down.

‘It was Dad,’ he answered, turning his impish, freckled face up to her. With his deep blue eyes and unruly mop of sandy hair, he could be no-one else’s son but Charlie’s, he even pulled the same expressions as his father and was fast developing, Jessica had noticed, a similar sense of humour. ‘He said,’ Harry continued, trotting back across the kitchen to his art homework, ‘that he’s just picked up your car from the garage and he’ll be home... Um, I forget what time he said. No, I know, he said in about ten minutes.’

‘Did he mention if Nikki was with him?’ Jessica asked, starting to rinse the handful of tarragon she’d just picked from the herb pots she kept on the patio.

When she received no answer she glanced over to the long, ten-seater table that took up most of the kitchen’s conservatory extension and smiled to see how engrossed Harry was in the choosing of another crayon. They were spread out all over the place, along with his pencil cases and a drawing pad, while for once his Gameboy lay idle on top of his school bag beside him.

The conservatory, with its tall succulent plants and assortment of toys, was where the children ate their meals, often did their homework, occasionally watched TV and threw boisterous parties for friends on their birthdays. When they were just family Jessica and Charlie generally ate there too, since it was much easier than carrying meals upstairs to the formal dining area that was part of the large, elegantly furnished drawing room that ran from front to back of the house.

Harry’s head suddenly came up. ‘Did you say something?’ he asked, frowning curiously.

‘I asked if Nikki was with Dad?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ His frown deepened. ‘Is she going to be reading the news too?’ he asked.

Jessica smiled. ‘No. She’s just helping out at the studios to earn some money for the summer.’

‘Oh,’ he said, then put his chin in his hand and stared thoughtfully into space. ‘Mum?’ he said after a while.

‘Yes,’ she answered, selecting a knife from the heavy wood block to start chopping.

‘I’ve been thinking.’

‘What about?’

‘Getting married.’

‘Really?’ she replied. ‘Do you have anyone in mind?’

‘No, but it’s up to me to carry on the family name, because I’m the only boy. So if I’m going to have children I have to get married.’

‘There’s no rush,’ she assured him.

He was clearly still deep in his reverie. ‘I think I’m probably into older women,’ he said, quite seriously.

Jessica choked back a laugh. ‘Why do you say that?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘Girls my age are just stupid. I mean, Sophie Towers is all right, sometimes, and I suppose Elinor Curtis is OK, when she’s not picking her nose or trying to make me say I love her...’ His dark eyes moved to his mother’s. ‘I want to marry someone like Natalie,’ he declared. ‘She was the best person in all the world, when she wasn’t beating me up, and locking me out of the bathroom. And I didn’t really mind when she bossed me around. And that’s what wives do, isn’t it? They boss their husbands around, and then the husband lays down the law and they have a fight. You know, like you and Dad.’

Jessica laughed through the tears in her eyes. ‘You think I boss Dad around?’ she said.

He nodded earnestly. ‘All the time. I think he’s a bit scared of you, actually.’

There was such a light of mischief in his eyes now that Jessica dropped the knife and went to scoop him up in her arms. ‘You are a terrible little rogue, Harry Moore,’ she told him, hugging him hard.

‘That’s what my teacher said,’ he cheerfully replied, hugging her back.

Jessica’s eyes closed. ‘And what did you do for her to say that?’ she enquired, standing him on his chair so they were eye to eye.

He was a picture of innocence. ‘I don’t know,’ he answered, ‘she just said it.’

Jessica regarded him suspiciously.

‘Honest,’ he cried. ‘I didn’t do anything.’ A moment later his eyes went down. ‘Well, it might have been because I told her she should stand in the corner for swearing. She said bloody, Mum, and that’s swearing, isn’t it?’

‘It could be, depending on the context.’

Harry’s eyes opened wide with indignation. ‘She said that we were all going to visit the Bloody Tower next term. Honest, that’s what she said. So I put up my hand and told her she should stand in the corner.’

Jessica watched him and waited for the grin. It wasn’t long in coming. ‘You knew very well she wasn’t swearing, didn’t you?’ she said, starting to tickle him.

‘She thought I was serious though,’ he laughed, and yelped as he tried to break free. ‘Let me go, or I’ll fart,’ he cried.

Jessica laughed again and pulled him into a bear hug. ‘You are such a boy!’ she told him as he howled with laughter. Then suddenly he was leaping to the floor as the front door slammed upstairs. ‘Here’s Dad,’ he shouted. ‘Dad! Dad! Guess what?’

As he thundered up to the hall Jessica turned back to the chopping board, still smiling, but aware of the constant heaviness in her heart that she knew would never go away. Natalie should be running up there with him, fighting to get to her father first, the way she always had. Then, hearing Charlie’s shout of triumph as Harry told him how many runs he’d scored in cricket that day, Jessica found herself almost resenting the way they were able to behave as though nothing bad had happened to their family at all.

Looking up as Nikki came into the kitchen, she said, ‘Hi darling, how did it go today?’

Nikki was scowling down at her mobile phone, then her cheeks suddenly turned crimson as she shouted, ‘Dad! Did you send this?’ She spun round as Charlie came down the stairs behind her.

‘Send what?’ he asked, all innocence.

‘It was you,’ she cried, laughing in spite of herself. ‘Oh Mum, he is like soooo embarrassing.’

The fact that Nikki had stormed off in a strop this morning, without even saying goodbye to her mother, was clearly forgotten, and Jessica found herself smiling at the twinkle in Charlie’s blue eyes as he looked at his daughter. As usual he seemed to be filling the room, not only with his imposing physique, but with the very energy of his presence. She’d often thought how everything felt safe when he was around, and almost anything seemed possible. That was before, of course, because now almost nothing felt safe. However, that still didn’t change the fact that he was a strikingly good-looking man, with strongly defined features that even in repose showed his inherent good nature, while the unruly thickness of his lustrous sandy hair was the delight of many a cartoonist – and apparently an irresistible magnet to female fingers, an imposition Jessica had been forced to live with over the years, to the point that she barely even noticed it any more.

‘What is it?’ Harry was demanding, jumping up and down as he tried to grab the phone from Nikki’s hand. ‘Let me see.’

‘No way.’ Her deep brown eyes darted back to her father. ‘That is so not true,’ she told him.

‘What isn’t?’ Harry wanted to know. ‘What did he say?’

‘It’s got nothing to do with me,’ Charlie informed her.

From his expression Jessica knew that whatever it was, it had everything to do with him.

‘How do you know that, when I haven’t even told you what it is?’ Nikki challenged.

Jessica laughed as Charlie staggered back. ‘I walked right into that,’ he conceded, his eyes full of mischief and his smile as roguish as his son’s.

Nikki banged his arm with her clenched fist. ‘It is so not true,’ she said through her teeth.

‘Then what are you getting so worked up about?’

She blushed again. ‘I’m not. When did you send it? Oh my God, no-one saw you taking his picture, did they? Dad, please tell me no-one else knows, or I’ll never be able to go back there.’

‘I was very discreet,’ Charlie promised.

‘But he’s looking straight at the camera!’ Nikki protested. ‘He must have known you were taking it.’

‘Of course he did. I told him it was for me.’

Nikki’s head fell back as she groaned. ‘That is it. I’m never setting foot in those studios again. Mum, he’s totally out of order this time. You’ve got to speak to him. Look!’ she demanded, shoving the phone at Jessica.

When Jessica saw the heart-framed picture-text of Freddy Crossland, the new trainee reporter on the programme Charlie presented, though she understood Nikki’s embarrassment, she had to smile. ‘He is pretty gorgeous,’ she said, handing the phone back.

Before Nikki could take it Harry grabbed it. ‘That’s Freddy!’ he declared. ‘He’s really cool, Nik. I think you should marry him.’

Charlie’s eyes were brimful of laughter, but as they met Jessica’s she couldn’t help noticing how they sobered again. Was her expression unwelcoming, she wondered, or had the pain stolen into her eyes without her realising? He hated to see it because it reminded him of his own, and though she had not a moment’s doubt about how much he was suffering, he was becoming quite practised now at avoiding it. In fact, they almost never talked about what had happened, at least not in a direct sense, and it sometimes scared her to think of the grief he had bottled up inside, for he had still barely allowed any of it to come out.

‘Hi, honey, I’m home,’ he drawled, in a bad American accent.

‘Cue the gin and tonic,’ she replied, rolling her eyes.

‘Don’t forget the pipe and slippers,’ he reminded her, as Harry darted to the fridge to dispense some ice.

‘If you really smoked a pipe I’d leave home,’ Nikki told him. ‘I think they’re revolting.’

Charlie was opening the drinks cupboard as Jessica filled a bowl with nuts. ‘It’s time you left home anyway,’ he told Nikki. ‘You’re eighteen next month, and I can’t afford you any more.’

‘Take no notice of him,’ Jessica said, unable to tolerate even a joke about Nikki going.

‘Mum, what am I going to do about this picture?’ Nikki wailed, her lovely gamine features drawn and desperate. ‘If Freddy knows Dad took it for me... Oh God, I can’t bear it. I mean, I am like so not interested in him...’

‘Oh yes you are,’ Harry informed her, plonking a bowl of ice down next to his father. ‘I heard you telling Sonya the other day how fit you think he is...’

‘You little devil, you’ve been eavesdropping again!’ Nikki cried, advancing on him.

‘I was not,’ he shrieked, running round the table. ‘Your bedroom door was open, so I couldn’t help hearing. Mum! Mum! Get her off, she’s going to kill me and I can’t help it if she’s in love with Freddy Crossland, can I?’

As he dashed out into the garden with Nikki hard on his heels, Jessica took the drink Charlie was passing her, saying, ‘Well, what do you know? She seems to be speaking to me again.’

Charlie smiled and touched his glass to hers. After they’d both taken a sip he said, ‘She’s in the throes of first love. Remember what that feels like?’

‘Mm, I think so,’ Jessica responded, looking at him.

To her dismay his eyes moved away, showing again his reluctance to engage with her, so going to put her arms around him she said, ‘Don’t I get a kiss?’

As his mouth came to hers she was aware of how tense he was, but he didn’t try to pull away, nor did he protest when she tightened her embrace, he merely held her and kissed her until she broke away.

‘So is Freddy interested in her?’ she asked, turning to watch Nikki rolling Harry about on the grass.

‘When she bends over in front of him like that, exposing a pink lacy thong and all that ripe young flesh,’ Charlie answered, ‘I think it would be hard for him not to be.’

‘So you decided to help things along?’

‘Let’s just say Isensed he was having a bit of a problem with me being her father, so I thought I’d set him straight. I took the picture, told him she’d asked me to, and now he knows I’m cool with it he’ll probably get round to asking her out.’

‘Subtlety was never your strong point,’ she commented, turning aside to check the chicken she had slowly poaching on the hob. ‘Anyway, I thought you were at your own office today, not the studio.’

‘I was, I just popped across the road to pick up Nikki when we’d finished.’ Then, eyeing her critically as she bent over to put a bowl in the dishwasher, he said, ‘Have you lost more weight?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, straightening up. ‘Do I look as though I have?’

He shrugged, and took another sip of his drink. ‘Incidentally, I ran into Pru Janssen outside. She invited us over for supper tonight, if we want to go. Just a few of the gang. Impromptu, dead casual.’

Jessica turned to him in surprise. ‘I thought you wanted to have dinner as a family,’ she said. ‘I’ve started preparing it now.’

‘It’s OK. I told her we probably weren’t free,’ he replied. ‘It was just if you didn’t feel like cooking...’

‘Do you want to go?’ she said, feeling herself starting to tense.

‘No. I’m just saying...’

‘If you want to go, I’ll happily eat with the children.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I don’t want to go without you.’

‘But you do want to go.’

‘Just leave it, Jessica. We’re having dinner as a family and that’s fine. God knows we get little enough opportunity, with my schedule and the children’s social lives.’

Jessica was shaking her head in confusion. ‘I’m sorry, but am I missing something here? It was your idea. You asked me earlier...’

‘Mum!’ Harry shouted, racing in the door. ‘She’s confessed. She really, really likes him and she wants to snog him, you know, like they’re going to eat each other all up, the way you and Dad do...’

‘I’ve got to be out of my mind ever to tell you anything,’ Nikki declared, coming in behind him. ‘You are totally incapable of keeping a secret.’

‘I know,’ he answered cheerily.

Nikki’s smile suddenly drained as her eyes moved from her mother to her father and back again. Then grabbing her phone from the table she stalked past them, heading for the stairs.

‘Nikki, what’s the matter? Where are you going?’ Jessica demanded.

‘It’s you!’ Nikki cried, spinning round. ‘You think I’m stupid, don’t you? Well, I know what’s going on here. You can’t hide it from me, so you’re wasting your time trying.’

‘Darling, don’t talk to your mother like that,’ Charlie said. ‘No-one’s trying to hide anything from you...’

‘She is!’ Nikki shouted, pointing at Jessica. ‘She thinks I don’t know what’s going on in her head, well you’re wrong, Mummy dearest, because I do. You’re planning to go back to work, aren’t you?’

Jessica’s eyes darted to Charlie.

‘I didn’t say anything,’ he assured her.

‘He didn’t have to. It’s all over the studios, and now you’re blaming him because they don’t want to give you a job. Well, it’s not his fault. It was your decision to give up your own programme, and now you’re trying to push your way into his and you shouldn’t be doing it, because we all know what happened the last time you were working. Don’t we?’

As Jessica’s face paled, Nikki pounded up the stairs, leaving a stunned silence behind her. Jessica started after her, but Charlie pulled her back.

‘I’ll go,’ he said. ‘She’s obviously got hold of the wrong end of the stick, so it’s for me to straighten her out.’

Still shaken by the outburst Jessica stood aside, then seeing Harry’s bewildered expression she put on a smile and went to fold him in her arms. ‘It’s all right,’ she soothed, as he hugged her back. ‘Nikki’s just a bit overwrought. Like Dad said, she’s misunderstood something...’

‘Yes, she always does that,’ Harry said, clearly wanting to cheer his mother up. ‘You mustn’t take any notice when she gets angry. It’s probably the time of the month.’

Jessica had to laugh. ‘Who on earth told you about that?’ she asked, tilting him back to look into his cheeky face.

‘You did,’ he reminded her. ‘Remember the little chat you had with Natalie, before, well,’ a flush spread under his freckles, ‘you know before... You let me join in too, remember, even though I’m a boy, because you said it was important for me to know about girls.’

As a lump formed in Jessica’s throat she said, ‘You’re right, I’d forgotten about that.’

‘So what I want to know,’ Harry said, ‘is if I can have a time of the month too.’

Again Jessica laughed. ‘You, my darling,’ she told him, ‘can have anything you like.’

‘Oh cool! Can I make a list?’

‘As long as it only covers one sheet of paper.’

In a flash he was back at the table, and as he opened up his A3 drawing pad Jessica stood smiling down at him, watching him write as fast as his clumsy little fist would allow. She was barely registering the words, however, for her mind was still full of Nikki’s outburst, and the shock of finding out that her job application had been turned down. She hadn’t mentioned it to Nikki, because she’d judged it wiser to break it to her once she knew what she’d be doing. That way she’d be in a much better position to calm Nikki’s fears, and reassure her that no matter what her commitments, Nikki and Harry would always come first.

Well, there didn’t seem to be an issue now, did there, at least not of the kind she’d expected. She put a hand to her head and pressed her temples. It had never even occurred to her that the news channel would turn her down, not only because of Charlie, but because Melissa Kingsley, the executive editor, was a close friend of theirs who’d frequently said what a great asset she’d be to their schedule. So what had changed? It was true she hadn’t offered herself up as an on-screen presenter, which was what she was known for, but her skills as a producer and interviewer would be just as valuable behind the scenes, so she couldn’t think why Melissa had taken a negative decision. More to the point, at least right now, was the fact that if Nikki knew she’d been turned down for the job then surely Charlie must have known too, so why was she finding out like this?


Chapter Two

‘I don’t know what else to say, except I’m sorry,’ Charlie told her later.

By then dinner was over and Nikki had gone to take a shower, while Harry was revising for a spelling test the next day. ‘I didn’t expect it to come out like that, obviously,’ he continued. ‘Christ, it didn’t even enter my head that people would talk about it...’

‘How did they even know?’ Jessica demanded, embarrassment heating her anger. ‘Whatever happened to confidentiality?’

His eyes sharpened as he looked at her. ‘I hope you’re not accusing me...’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, but someone must have told them, and as Melissa was the only one I spoke to...’

‘She’s not a gossip and you know it.’

‘All I know is that she led me to believe there was a job waiting for me any time I wanted one, so I asked if she’d consider me as a producer, or even a researcher, something low key and not on camera, and as far as possible, not on the same shift as you. I have to get out of this house, Charlie. I’m driving myself crazy, sitting here thinking and hurting and longing for her in ways I can hardly even begin to describe.’

His face immediately paled, the way it always did when any mention was made of Natalie. ‘I know, and I understand,’ he said, ‘which is why you’ve got my full backing...’

‘Really?’ she challenged. ‘Because frankly I don’t think you want me to go back to work any more than Nikki does. In fact, you probably blame me too, for putting my job before Natalie.’

At that he jerked up from the table and stormed over to tear open the fridge. ‘I’m not going there again,’ he growled angrily. ‘No-one blames you...’

‘You know damned well Nikki does.’

‘Because you put it into her head. You’ve got to stop this, Jessica. You’re punishing yourself for something you had no control over...’

‘But if I hadn’t put my job first she’d still be here...’

‘And now you want to work again,’ he cried, throwing out his hands.

‘You see, you do want me to stay at home.’

‘No, I just don’t understand your reasoning. You keep reminding me of how it’s too late for Natalie, but there’s still Harry. He needs you too.’

‘Which is why I asked Melissa for something undemanding and flexible, something I could even do from home if need be.’

‘What about your own programme? I’m sure Derek would give you a job producing, instead of presenting, if you asked.’

‘How many times do I have to tell you, I can’t go back to how it was before,’ she exclaimed. ‘It would be as though nothing had happened, and though you might be able to carry on like that, I can’t. Besides, it wouldn’t be fair to Felicity. She’s done a fantastic job stepping into my shoes. It’d make her uncomfortable to have me around and she doesn’t deserve that.’

Charlie took a deep breath, and bringing the wine back to the table he refilled both their glasses. ‘There are other options,’ he reminded her, sitting down again. ‘I know the radio show’s off the air until October, but there are still reviews you can write...’

‘I don’t need you to tell me what my options are,’ she snapped. ‘I just thought the news would work, since Melissa offered... Anyway, I clearly thought wrong, so let’s forget it.’

‘I can have a word with her,’ he said. ‘If that’s what you want.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, I don’t want a job because you forced someone to hire me.’

Sighing, he sat back in his chair and stared at her in something close to helplessness. After a while he said, ‘Am I allowed to change the subject?’

‘Of course,’ she replied, more stiffly than she’d intended.

‘Actually, I’m not sure this is going to do much to improve your mood, but I had a call today from someone called Rufus Keane.’

She looked at him blankly. ‘Am I supposed to know him?’

‘Not necessarily, though it’s you he’s trying to get hold of. Apparently he’s a friend of your mother’s. He wanted to know if we’ve heard from her lately.’

At the mention of her mother the light vanished from Jessica’s eyes. ‘So what did you tell him?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘The truth, as far as I know it, that we haven’t had any contact with her for at least two months, so we’ve no idea where she might be.’

Jessica looked away. ‘You could have added that we don’t even care where she is, but we hope she’s rotting in hell.’

Charlie took a breath.

‘OK, conversation over,’ she snapped, before he could go any further, and jumping up she started to clear the table.

Though he kept his silence, he knew very well there was more to come, and it didn’t take long. ‘My mother is hiding something about what happened that day and you know it!’ she suddenly shouted. ‘She says Natalie fell down the stairs...’

Struggling to hold onto his temper he said, ‘All the findings are consistent with that...’

‘But Natalie called me, seconds before it happened...’

‘You only think it was seconds. You weren’t there...’

‘I heard her fall, for Christ’s sake...’

His face was chalk-white now. ‘Jessica, please stop torturing yourself like this. Your mother might have been a hopeless parent, but you know she was trying to make it up with her grandchildren. She cared about them...’

‘Don’t defend her to me. Something’s not adding up about that fall and you know it.’

‘No, I don’t. It’s only you who thinks so...’

‘No! You do too!’ she shouted. ‘You just won’t admit it.’

‘That’s absurd,’ he cried. ‘Of course I accept what she’s saying, and everything in the police and paramedics’ reports bears her out.’

‘So where is she now? And why didn’t she come to the funeral?’

‘You told her to stay away,’ he reminded her. ‘You made it very clear she wouldn’t be welcome...’

‘Because she was lying. I don’t want her anywhere near me until she’s prepared to tell the truth. Don’t look at me like that!’ she yelled. ‘I’m not crazy and I’m not in denial. I know there’s more to it – call it a mother’s instinct, a suspicious mind...’

‘I wish you’d stop this!’ he exclaimed. ‘Whatever you’re telling yourself, nothing can bring her back...’

‘I know that, but if we knew what really happened we might at least be able to stop blaming ourselves...’

Immediately he looked away.

‘You see,’ she cried, ‘you can’t even talk about how guilty you feel, but it’s eating you up, Charlie. It’s there with you, every minute of the day. You keep telling yourself you should have been there for her, or you shouldn’t have talked me into letting her go...’

‘That may be true,’ he growled, ‘but no matter how I might feel inside we can’t change the past, and punishing yourself and your mother like this...’

Her eyes flashed. ‘For Christ’s sake, you know what she’s like. She’s only ever been interested in herself, and now she’s trying to protect herself, or someone else for all I know, by lying about what happened that day in France.’

Since they’d been down this road too many times before for him not to know where it would lead, Charlie bit back his anger and took refuge in a silence that they both allowed to simmer on until the phone suddenly rang. ‘Are you going to answer, or shall I?’ he said.

‘It’s bound to be for you or Nikki,’ she replied brittlely, and pulling open the dishwasher she started to load.

A few minutes later Charlie put the phone down, and going to pick up his wine again, he said, ‘That was Paul Kingsley wanting to know if we’d like to watch the big match over at his place. A few of the guys are already there. Girls are invited too, obviously.’

‘How lovely,’ Jessica responded tartly. ‘I’ll go and fetch my knitting.’

He cast her an exasperated look.

‘Well what do you want me to say?’ she cried. ‘The boys sprawl out drinking beer and watching rugger, or football, or whatever the hell it is, while the girls sip wine in the kitchen, talking kids, recipes and all kinds of domestic goddess stuff.’

‘You know very well it’s not like that,’ he retorted. Then with a sigh, ‘They’re decent people, Jessica. If you’d just give them a chance...’

She stopped what she was doing and pushed her hands through her hair. ‘I know, and I’m sorry,’ she said, forcing herself to calm down, ‘but honestly, I really don’t feel like it tonight. You go. You’ll enjoy it.’

‘Not if I’m thinking about you sitting here on your own.’

‘I’ve got plenty to occupy me. I still haven’t finished the reviews I started today, and I promised to have one ready by five tomorrow.’

Though he was looking at her anxiously, he was clearly keen to go. ‘Are you sure?’ he said.

She smiled. ‘Of course I am. You’ll enjoy it, and it’ll do you good to chill out with the guys for a couple of hours. You work too hard, so you deserve some down time.’

He glanced at his watch. ‘Kick-off’s in ten minutes so I should be going.’

She was about to answer when Harry came bouncing down the stairs in his ink-stained pyjamas and a flowery shower cap. ‘I’ve done my revision,’ he announced. ‘Will you come and test me, Dad?’

Charlie pulled a face as he looked at Jessica. ‘Son, I’ve just arranged to go and watch the game with Tom Kingsley’s dad.’

‘Oh cool, can I come? We can have beer as well. I like beer, don’t I, Mum?’

‘I’ve no idea, but I hope not,’ she answered. ‘And I’m afraid it’s too late for you to watch the match. You’ve got school in the morning...’

‘So’s Tom and I bet he’s watching it.’

‘Tom happens to be fourteen.’

Harry gave a shrug. ‘Then will you come and test me, Mum?’

‘Of course. Now, kiss Dad goodnight before he goes...’

Even before she could finish he’d rushed into his father’s arms to embrace him brutally, then in response to Nikki’s, ‘Harry! What have you done with my shower cap?’ he raced back up the stairs again.

‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ Charlie said, going to the fridge to collect some beer to take with him.

‘Sure, just promise not to go on the rampage after the match,’ she teased, and linking an arm through his she walked out to the back gate with him. As they stepped out into the lane she reached up to put her arms around his neck. ‘We’re going to be all right, aren’t we?’ she said, looking up into his eyes. ‘You’re not starting to think you want out?’

Meeting her gaze, his expression softened as he said, ‘You talk such rubbish sometimes. We’re fine, and no I don’t want out. I love you, remember?’

She smiled. ‘I love you too,’ she said, ‘but you have to talk about what happened. You can’t keep carrying it around inside the way you are...’

‘Darling, I have to do this my way,’ he interrupted. ‘I know you’re not finding it easy to cope with, but not everyone’s as able to open up as you are.’

‘I accept that, but maybe if you’d just listen to what I have to say...’

His expression instantly closed down. ‘I’ve heard it,’ he said. ‘I know you can’t accept the real version of events so you’re trying to make your own, but whatever it is it won’t be real. It can’t be, because I saw the reports and spoke to the emergency teams myself, so I know what happened...’

‘But did you ask the right questions?’

He groaned and let his head fall back. ‘Jessica, please please let it go,’ he implored. ‘You’re just making it harder for yourself and I can’t bear to see it.’

Swallowing her next words, she said, ‘I’m sorry.’ Then she added, ‘The last thing I want is for this to come between us.’

‘It won’t,’ he promised, touching the tip of his nose to hers. ‘We’ll get through it, it’s just going to take some time.’ Kissing her gently on the mouth, he started to turn away.

‘Pleasedon’t mention anything to Melissa about the job tonight,’ she said. ‘Not with everyone there.’

‘Of course not,’ he assured her, and after kissing her again he headed along the lane to the Kingsleys’ place, just four houses away, while she stood watching him until he disappeared through their gate.

As she wandered back into their garden she was thinking glumly of how many marriages broke down after the death of a child, and though she didn’t really believe theirs was in too much trouble yet, she was all too aware of the cracks that were starting to weaken it. She just wished Charlie wasn’t finding it so hard to trust her instincts, or was at least prepared to listen to why she believed her mother was hiding something, but he was as resolutely determined not to indulge her on that as he was not to give in to his grief. It was as though he was shutting everything out, keeping it all at a distance, which was something that had never happened between them before. However, they’d never even come close to experiencing anything like this, so they really had no idea how to handle it, or one another – and though his withdrawal might be causing a part of their problems, she knew that her fear of some kind of cover-up concerning Natalie’s death was only increasing the pressure.

‘Mum!’ Harry called from his window. ‘Are you coming?’

Breaking out of her reverie, she abandoned the hose she’d started to unravel and shouted back, ‘On my way,’ then after stopping to rinse her hands in the kitchen she ran upstairs to test him.

Everything was going to be fine, she told herself firmly. Like Charlie had said, it would take time, obviously, and there were probably many more difficult and unexpected phases for them to get through yet, so she should try to stop worrying so much and keep on reminding herself that come what may she wasn’t going to allow her family to fall apart.

It was past midnight by the time Charlie came home. Jessica was already asleep, but as he clambered into his side of their six-foot bed she stirred awake and turned drowsily towards him. He smelled of beer and toothpaste and the uniquely musky male scent that was him.

‘Did you win?’ she murmured as he drew the sheet up around him.

‘Mm,’ he responded. ‘Three–two.’

They lay quietly for a while, listening to the night and feeling the comforting presence of one another, even though neither of them made a move to close the small gap between them.

Soon she fell into the rhythm of his breathing and found her thoughts drifting back over the years they’d been together, how they’d been introduced at a student party, and how mad she’d been about him from the start. Within a week they were sleeping together, and a month after that she’d left the small flat she’d shared with Lilian to move in with him. He’d always sworn that even if she hadn’t fallen pregnant with Nikki ten months into their relationship he’d have asked her to marry him anyway, and though she doubted he’d have done it quite that soon, she had no reason not to believe him. They’d always been good together, sharing the same kind of temperament as well as ambitions, supporting each other’s careers and never seeing their children as anything other than the most wanted additions to their lives.

They still were, it was just that there were only two children now, instead of three.

She turned her head to look at him, then reaching across she felt for his hand.

As he took it he lifted it to his lips. ‘I’m pretty tired,’ he said, ‘and I’ve got an early start tomorrow.’ To her dismay he turned away, though keeping her hand in his so she was snuggling into his back.

This was another part of how things had changed between them, because in the past they’d never shied away from making love. If anything, it had been one of the mainstays of their marriage, but now he’d become almost as resistant to it as he was to his grief. On a couple of occasions he’d actually been unable to work himself up to it, which hadn’t so much surprised her as enraged him, particularly when she’d tried to explain how emotional issues could manifest themselves physically. She hadn’t made the same mistake the next time the problem occurred, instead she’d done what she was doing now, holding him close wanting him to feel her love, while reassuring herself that was another phase that would pass. She didn’t really crave the physical release herself, it was enough just to feel him there as she fell asleep, and to know he’d still be there when she woke up.

‘Mum! Muuuum!’

‘Natalie, no!’

Jessica came awake with a start. Her heart was pounding, her limbs trembling as sweat broke from her pores. The words had torn with such clarity through her dream that even though she knew she was awake now, their echo still resounded in her head. They were the last words she’dheard Natalie utter, shouting down the phone. ‘Mum! Mum!’ And then had come her mother’s voice yelling, ‘Natalie, no!’

After that there had been some kind of muffled banging before the line went dead.

She’d called back immediately, but there was no answer from Natalie’s mobile, nor from the phone at the cottage where they were staying. She’d been about to go into the studio, the guests were assembled, the cameras were ready, so she’d had little choice but to hand her phone to her assistant, telling her to keep trying until she got a reply. By the time the recording was over, an hour later, her assistant still hadn’t got hold of anyone, so, worried – though nowhere near as worried as she now knew she’d needed to be – Jessica had called Lilian at her office in Paris to ask for Luc’s father’s number. He owned the cottage, along with the nearby manoir and surrounding vineyards.

As it turned out Luc himself was at the manoir, and had wasted no time in going to the cottage to find out what he could. It seemed an interminable time before he’d called back, and the instant Jessica heard the graveness in his tone her insides had turned to ice.

‘I am afraid Natalie has had a fall on the stairs,’ he’d said, speaking fluent English with a pronounced French accent. ‘The police and paramedics...’

‘But she’s all right!’ Jessica cried, as though her words could make it so. ‘She’s not badly injured.’

There was a pause before he said, ‘I am very sorry... her neck was broken.’

In all her life Jessica would never forget those words, or the terrible silence that followed them. It was as though the world fell away, leaving her stranded, unable to function. She tried to hold on, but there was nothing to hold onto. She told herself she hadn’t heard correctly, that he’d got something wrong in the translation, but even if he hadn’t, it didn’t necessarily mean...

‘Is she... Is she... ?’ she’d whispered hoarsely.

His voice was cracked with emotion as he’d said, ‘I am afraid so.’

The next hours were blurred in her mind now – all she really remembered was the overpowering need to get to her baby, to make it all right, as though the combined power of her will and her love could somehow bring Natalie back to life. Since Charlie was filming it had taken a while to reach him, but luckily he’d been in Paris, so he’d been able to get there much quicker than she could.

In the end Jessica hadn’t arrived until the following day, taking Nikki and Harry with her, because they hadn’t wanted to be left at home. All three of them were still in deep shock when Lilian collected them from the airport in Lyon. Charlie, accompanied by Luc, was at the local gendarmerie, dealing with the formalities surrounding the death.

When Jessica walked into the manoir her mother, Veronica, was sitting in a capacious fireside chair in the vast open kitchen appearing agitated and upset, but Jessica noticed right away that her make-up was unsmudged, and not a strand of her immaculate silvery blonde hair was out of place. A dangerous fire immediately leapt into Jessica’s eyes, for she knew her mother well enough to see straight through the facade of a shocked and grieving grandmother to the nervous, guilty woman lurking behind.

‘What happened?’ Jessica demanded, havingto struggle for breath. ‘What did you do to her?’

Her mother’s bewitching eyes grew wide with alarm. ‘I didn’t do anything,’ she cried, her hands fluttering upwards as though to ward off an attack. ‘It was an accident. She fell...’

‘She called me,’ Jessica seethed. ‘She was afraid, and I heard you scream. So what the hell happened?’

‘She was on the phone,’ Veronica sobbed helplessly. ‘I saw her going towards the stairs... There was a pile of newspapers... I realised she hadn’t seen it and I shout... Shouted to her... But it was too late. I wasn’t quick enough... Oh God, Jessica, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry...’

She reached for Jessica’s hands but Jessica slapped her away. ‘You’re lying!’ she cried. ‘She was afraid when she called me – something was wrong, so what was she calling me about?’

‘I don’t know,’ her mother insisted.

‘Who else was in the house?’

Veronica looked stunned. ‘No-one,’ she cried in confusion. ‘There was only us. We’d been for a walk and got caught in the rain, so we were upstairs changing our clothes...’

At that moment the door opened and as Fernand, Luc’s father, came in, Jessica saw her mother’s glance in his direction and the little coquettish light that peeped into her eyes. That was when Jessica lost it completely.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ she screamed, grabbing her mother’s hair. ‘Even now you can’t stop flirting... You think it’s all a game...’

‘No, no, let me go,’ her mother protested, struggling to break free.

‘I want to kill you,’ Jessica seethed. ‘You’ve taken away my baby...’

‘It was an accident! An accident!’

As Jessica’s hands closed around her mother’s throat, Lilian took her firmly by the shoulders, while Fernand prised her fingers apart.

‘Come and sit down,’ Lilian said, leading her away. Then, whispering in her ear, ‘You’re frightening the children.’

Jessica had forgotten Nikki and Harry, and seeing their pale, anguished faces she’d gathered them to her, and asked Fernand if he could suggest somewhere for them to stay, because she couldn’t remain under the same roof as her mother.

In the event Veronica had been the one to leave, moving into another of the nearby cottages, while Jessica, Charlie and the children had stayed at the manoir until they were able to take Natalie home.

Now, as Jessica pushed back the sheet and slipped soundlessly out of bed, she was still finding it hard to shake the horror of the hours and days that had followed that terrible scene with her mother. And it hadn’t been the only one, for there had been plenty more as Jessica had struggled to get to the truth of what had happened, forcing her mother to go over and over it, needing to know every single detail, no matter how difficult it was to hear. Veronica had never deviated from her story, but Jessica had seen the panic that kept coming into her eyes, and heard the fear in her voice. It didn’t matter that the police and everyone else believed her, Jessica had known there was more to it, but it seemed nothing would drag it out of Veronica. In the end, half-mad with despair, Jessica had told her to get out of her life and never come back until she was ready to tell the truth.

The day after Veronica had left the tiny hamlet of Valennes the press had arrived, flocking in to cover the tragedy that had befallen one of Britain’s best-known couples. Even the children had been unable to go out without being photographed or having questions thrown at them, so in the end Luc and Lilian had taken them to Luc’s sister’s, where their privacy was restored. Jessica would always be grateful to Luc and Lilian for the way they’d stepped in then, since she’d been so beside herself with grief it had been almost impossible for her to deal with Nikki and Harry herself.

Worst of all though, during those nightmare days – worse than anything she’d ever experienced in her life – was the morning Charlie had taken her to see their little girl laid out in her coffin. Even to picture it now unsteadied her, for Natalie had looked so perfect. Not broken at all, or even bruised. Just as if she were sleeping.

Struggling to push the image away, Jessica wrapped a robe around her and started quietly down the stairs. Her and Charlie’s bedroom was on the first floor, along with two guest rooms, while the children’s rooms were all on the top level. There were no sounds coming from up there, but as she stepped into the wide marble entrance hall down below she realised that someone was either in the den, or had gone to bed forgetting to turn off the TV.

Finding Nikki huddled into the corner of one of the sofas watching a pop channel with the sound down low, she said, ‘Are you OK? What are you doing down here?’

Keeping her eyes on the screen, Nikki said, ‘I couldn’t sleep and Harry’s in my bed – and since you won’t allow him to have his own TV yet, I had to come down here.’

‘Harry’s in your bed?’ Jessica said, going to perch on the arm of the sofa.

‘He comes in sometimes,’ Nikki replied with an offhandedness that didn’t quite work. ‘He has dreams... about dying.’

Jessica’s heart turned over. ‘I didn’t know that,’ she said. ‘Why doesn’t he come to me?’

‘Because I told him not to. It’ll only upset you and anyway, I don’t mind him coming in to me.’

Appalled to think they’d kept this from her, Jessica made a mental note to check with Harry’s teachers that there were no problems at school, and said, ‘You know, darling, if either of you ever want to talk about Natalie...’

‘I don’t,’ Nikki cut in.

Jessica flinched at the abruptness.

Nikki’s eyes darted to her, then away again.

Jessica waited to see if she’d look again, but she didn’t, so she said, ‘Nikki, why are you so angry with me? Is it because...’

‘I said I don’t want to talk,’ Nikki growled, her face growing taut.

Jessica looked around the room, as though searching for another way to approach her.

‘Anyway, it’s not your fault,’ Nikki suddenly snapped.

Jessica looked at her.

‘It’s mine,’ Nikki said. ‘If I hadn’t been so wrapped up in my exams she could have stayed home here...’

‘No, no,’ Jessica interrupted, going to sit beside her. ‘You had to study...’

‘Like it was more important than her?’

‘We didn’t know it was going to happen,’ Jessica said, trying to hold her.

Nikki pulled away. ‘I told you, I don’t want to talk about it,’ she said, and hugged her knees to her chest so Jessica couldn’t come any closer.

Jessica looked at her fresh young face and felt her torment as though it were her own – sharp and harrowing, deep and relentless. If only she could take the pain from her completely, instead of sharing it, then Nikki could be free, and not have to carry this terrible burden any more.

‘Do you think she’s all right where she is?’ Nikki whispered brokenly, and as tears welled in her eyes Jessica had to blink back her own.

‘Yes, of course,’ she responded. In truth, she wasn’t sure if she believed it, for the days were long past of having trust in a merciful God and his heaven, but it was what she had to tell herself, and what Nikki needed to hear.

‘I keep thinking what if she didn’t die straight away?’ Nikki said shakily. ‘What if she was crying and needed us...’

‘Sssh,’ Jessica said, pulling her into her arms. ‘They said it was instant. That she didn’t feel anything...’

‘But she must have known she was falling.’

‘Of course, but you can’t torment yourself like this. It won’t bring her back, and it’s not helping you at all.’

‘I know, but I can’t seem to stop,’ Nikki replied, tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘I keep thinking about all the times I was mean to her...’

‘And she was mean to you. Sisters are like that.’

‘But I was older...’

‘And what about how lovely you were to her? The way you used to take her shopping, help with her homework, keep her secrets, show her how to do her hair... Think of all the happy times you shared, when you used to laugh and laugh, and Dad and I never knew what you were laughing at...’

A smile wavered onto Nikki’s lips. ‘She was such a giggler, wasn’t she? It was always so easy to make her laugh.’

Jessica smiled too. ‘I remember you telling her that a comedian should have an audience full of Natalies, he’d think he was a massive success.’

Nikki chuckled. ‘She was really noisy too,’ she said. ‘Everything she did... We all knew about it...’ Her voice faltered. ‘I suppose that’s why we miss her so much, it seems so quiet without her.’

‘Quiet? With Harry?’ Jessica teased.

Nikki rolled her eyes. ‘Maybe not.’ She took a breath that came out shakily. ‘Did you see him in my shower cap earlier?’ she asked. ‘He’s got it on now, while he’s asleep. He’s such a fool.’ She swallowed hard, then her voice was ragged again as she said, ‘I love him so much, Mum, I just couldn’t bear it if we lost him too.’

‘Oh darling,’ Jessica said, holding her tightly. ‘That’s not going to happen.’

‘I know, I mean, I think I know, but I feel so afraid sometimes. Don’t you?’

‘Of course. We all do, but it doesn’t mean there’s anything to be afraid of. It’s only natural that we’d be feeling insecure now – something happened that shocked us deeply, and it’s hard to trust after you’ve had your world shattered like that. But it will get better. I promise. Soon we’ll be able to put it behind us, and live our lives normally again. In some ways we already are.’

‘But I don’t want to leave her behind.’

‘Oh no, we’ll never do that,’ Jessica assured her. ‘It’s only the grief we need to let go of, not the love. That will always be with us.’

Nikki sighed and rested her head on her mother’s shoulder.

They sat quietly for a while, barely listening to the music, simply feeling the comfort of one another.

‘Mum?’ Nikki said finally, twisting her fingers round Jessica’s. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Well, is... I mean, like is everything OK with you and Dad? You’re not going to break up or anything, are you?’

Startled, and disturbed that Nikki should be thinking that way, Jessica said, ‘No, of course not. Whatever put it into your head?’

Nikki shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s just... I suppose you don’t seem as close as you used to.’

Jessica smoothed her hair. ‘Like I said just now, we need time to get back to normal, all of us, including me and Dad, and I promise you, we’re not going to break up.’

Nikki lifted her head and looked uncertainly into her mother’s eyes. Then seeming reassured by what she saw there, she changed the subject again. ‘You know, I’m really worried about my results. If I don’t get the right grades...’

‘I’m sure you will,’ Jessica said soothingly, ‘so your place at uni will be safe.’

‘But what if I don’t?’

‘You know we’ve made arrangements for you to resit, if the worst has happened. Everyone understands what pressure you were under, how difficult it was for you to sit them at all considering what you were going through.’

Nikki sighed. ‘Actually, they were kind of like a lifesaver at the time,’ she confessed. ‘It gave me something else to think about, but now they’re over...’ She shook her head, apparently at a loss.

‘What about Freddy?’ Jessica ventured. ‘Isn’t he something else to think about?’

A blush accompanied Nikki’s smile. ‘He really is cute, isn’t he?’ she said. ‘I mean, I know he’s like nearly four years older than me, but I really think he might be interested.’

‘Dad seems convinced of it.’

Nikki glowed. ‘You know, I really love Dad,’ she said. ‘I mean, he gets on my nerves sometimes, but he’s usually so cool with everything.’

‘He’ll be very glad to hear you love him,’ Jessica smiled. ‘I’ll be sure to tell him. In fact, I’ve been thinking about doing something to let him know how special we think he is.’

‘Really?’ Nikki responded, intrigued. ‘Like what?’

‘Well, you know how much he loves to entertain and it’s been a while since we had anyone round, I mean in any kind of numbers.’

‘You’re thinking about throwing a party?’

Jessica grimaced. ‘Not a party, exactly, a dinner. It’s more his kind of thing to sit around the table with lots of wine and friends, putting the world to rights.’

Nikki nodded. ‘So how many are you thinking of?’

‘Well, we can seat fourteen comfortably, so why go any higher? Will you help me put together a guest list? I was thinking we could start with you and Freddy, if you don’t think us oldies will be too boring.’

‘Oh my God, you are like so ahead of yourself,’ Nikki gasped, flushing deeply. ‘He hasn’t even asked me out yet.’

‘But he will, I’m sure. So now we need to come up with another ten... But not tonight. It’s past three already, and if you’re getting a lift with Dad in the morning you’ll need to be up at seven.’

As they walked up the stairs with their arms round one another, Nikki said, ‘Do we have to invite Melissa to this dinner?’

Jessica’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘I think it would look a little odd if we didn’t,’ she said. ‘Why? Is she coming on a bit strong with you at the office?’

‘No, it’s not that exactly, but she didn’t give you a job and I think that really sucks when she knows what a hard time you’ve been having.’

Jessica laughed. ‘I can hardly keep up with you, Nikki Moore. I thought you blew up at me earlier because you didn’t want me to go back to work.’

‘Yeah, well, I had a chat with Dad after, didn’t I, and he made me see how important it is for you to have something to do. So I think it’s really mean of Melissa to turn you down.’

‘Actually, so do I,’ Jessica conceded, ‘but I’m sure she has her reasons, so before we strike her off the guest list, let’s wait and find out what they are.’
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