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‘I understand more and more how true Daddy’s words were when he said: “All children must look after their own upbringing.” Parents can only give good advice or put them on the right paths, but the final forming of a person’s character lies in their own hands.’

Anne Frank, Diary of a Young Girl


PART ONE

Good Friday
2019


ONE

Ceri

Ceri watched as the man with the ginger curly hair and scuffed leather jacket inched his way past a group of young girls outside on the terrace, indifferent to their flirtatious banter and perky Easter bonnets. He nodded as they lurched forward to give him an Easter kiss, laughing politely as he slipped in through the door. He was an intense, bone-thin middle-aged man who seemed edgy even when he smiled. He was dressed in a red jumper, reminding her of her custom to wear red on her birthday at Christmas, a tradition that went back to the day she was born.

He’d been in a few times and always looked tired. His five o’clock shadow and unruly hair made him appear younger than he was up close. He rarely ate anything, although he was always cheerful. Instead he sat slumped over the bar, his body like a sack of chiselled stones, talking to Jack the barman. Recently, he’d been in the bar three times and each time she’d caught him smiling at her, as if they were already acquainted. She felt as if she should know who he was, but couldn’t place him. He was too old for this place, she thought.

It was Saturday, Bar South’s busiest night. She cleared two tables and went back to collect some napkins at the bar. She was covering ten places that night.

‘Couple at number four are paying by card,’ she said to Jack. Jack bent down to look for the card machine.

The café, with its rustic chic and scrubbed wood and view to the beach, had always felt familiar, she’d seen versions of it all over: Bali, Thailand, Vietnam. The clientele varied, though. In Bar South entitlement rang in the air, inducing a lot of eye-rolling among the staff. The oscillation of voices, the rise and fall of emotions, matched the pitch and roll of the waves of the Pacific outside – the constant throb of life.

The girls outside were getting rowdy. The summer was over and it was Easter. To Ceri, the idea of Easter felt incongruous against the air of late summer, the smell of suntan oil and the approach of autumn. But in Australia everything was reversed, winter was summer, night was day, even the water went down the plughole anticlockwise. She didn’t miss England, though. Not yet. She didn’t miss London or her high-powered job as a lawyer. She missed her family, that was all. She realised then that the chiselled redhead was talking with an English accent.

‘Christ, why are they so bloody cheerful.’ He was perched on a stool next to where she was standing.

‘Nothing a few days in Bangladesh wouldn’t knock out of them,’ Jack said, laughing, his blond salt-sprayed hair dropping over his eyes as he handed the card machine to Ceri.

Either that or their thirtieth birthday, Ceri thought as she swivelled on her heel and went to take table four’s bill. She was thirty-four. Turning thirty had been life-changing.

She wiped down table number six, a pile of dirty plates balanced on the other arm, the cutlery rattling. The restaurant was a cacophony of celebration, not just Easter but somebody’s twenty-first birthday party, and the buzz propelled Ceri through. A group of students were waiting to sit down and were blocking the doorway. She could see her boss, Tim, was getting impatient, knew she had to be quick with the clean-up, signalling to him that the table was ready. She’d almost forgotten the redhead until she met his eyes as she walked back to the bar.

She was so focused on his kind smile she didn’t notice a customer’s handbag which was hanging on the back of a chair, its handle unbuckled so that it trailed across her path. She tripped, tried to steady herself but failed and the plates came tumbling down, cascading onto the floor, food spinning off in all directions like splashed paint, the crockery smashing together with the cutlery in a sonata of tinkling china. The smell of ketchup, burger and fried fish wafting up towards her.

The room went silent.

Then the students applauded and a cheer rang throughout the café as Tim blundered across the room, knocking into chairs, weaving in and out of the overcrowded tables, sidestepping oblivious customers in his path, arms stretched out like he was playing blind man’s bluff.

Ceri felt tears sting her eyes.

‘What happened?’

‘I’m fine, thank you,’ she snapped.

‘You’d better get a plastic bag and a mop.’

‘Hey, it was an accident, mate.’ The redhead was beside her. ‘You okay?’

Tim fired a glance at them both. ‘She’s fine.’

Ceri patted the guy’s arm and rolled her eyes. Tim turned on the woman whose handbag caused her to fall.

‘Could you place your handbag under the table, please?’

The young woman did as she was told, apologetic, but Tim wasn’t interested. Ceri went to fetch the mop as Tim bent down to pick up the pieces of broken china and everyone settled back into their evening, the event quickly forgotten. She noticed the redhead picking up a stray broken plate, his mop of hair dropping over his eyes, before going back to the bar.

Ceri returned and Tim threw everything into the bag along with the remnants of food. He snatched the broom and mop out of her hand and told her to get back to work, but she was curious. ‘Do you know that man?’

‘Who, Jude the dude?’ he said gesturing towards the redhead.

She nodded. ‘Why Jude the dude?’

‘Some name Jack came up with. His name is Jude. You know what Jack’s like, has a name for everyone. Calls me slim Tim.’ He laughed at the irony. Tim was a barrel of a man.

She dug out her electronic pad to take the drink orders from the group of students, then handed out the menus before going to see Jack.

‘Four Coronas, one Sauvignon – large – a gin and tonic and peppermint tea,’ she said.

Jack nodded, looked at Jude and then her.

‘No boyfriend with you tonight?’ Jude said. Ceri felt anxiety run like hot metal through her body. A spark fired up in her chest. The restaurant was crowded and hot. Her boyfriend, Pepe, worked in the kitchen, but he was off that night.

‘How do you even know I have a boyfriend?’ she said. ‘Have we met before?’

‘Kind of. When you were very little. I’m a friend of your parents.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realise. Sorry, I just can’t place you.’

‘We drifted apart, your parents and I. I’ve been working here, in Sydney, and realised you were living here after seeing one of your mum’s Facebook posts.’

She was trying to piece it together. So they were connected on social media, she thought, deciding to pay closer attention to her mother’s Facebook page in future. Tim came up to the bar. ‘Sorry to interrupt the get-together but I think table six are waiting.’

‘Sorry.’ As she went to leave Jude grabbed her hand.

‘Any chance we could meet afterwards?’

Ceri felt unsure. There was something about this man that made her feel uncomfortable. She looked down at her hand and he let go. ‘I don’t finish until late. I need to get back, Pepe will worry.’

‘Sure, but this won’t take long.’

‘Maybe another time,’ she said.

An hour later, the café was thinning out yet still the high-pitched sound of celebration resounded outside, girls in short dresses and yellow feather boas, a long weekend ahead. Ceri was taking an order for desserts when she caught Jude looking at her again. He had a beer in his hand. The dragging sensation that had settled in her chest fired up. She found him unnerving, although he’d been perfectly polite.

Twenty minutes later she arrived at the bar with the last bill.

‘Just one more drink,’ Jude said to Jack.

‘Nah mate. You’ve had enough.’

‘One won’t hurt.’ He turned to Ceri, looked at her with watery eyes.

‘Ceri, tell him.’

Ceri’s heart pounded. Had she told him her name? She retreated behind the bar, dipping down to check her mobile, trying to figure out if they’d met before.

‘Do you know him?’ she mouthed to Jack.

Jack beckoned her to his side. ‘Not really, he talks a lot but I don’t know him,’ he whispered. ‘He’s always pissed.’

As she walked past, Jude laid his hand on her elbow. She could smell stale alcohol on his skin. Jack was right, he was a drunk. Behind Jude, she could see Jack talking to Tim in the kitchen through the round window of the swing door. Tim was angry. She could tell that much.

‘Listen, I need to talk to you,’ Jude said. His face broke open into a smile, as if it was perfectly normal to express a need to discuss something with a stranger.

‘About what exactly?’

‘You don’t know me, but I know you.’ He kept smiling, revealing grey teeth. Ceri felt a prickle of sweat on the back of her neck. He wasn’t the kind of friend her parents usually hung out with.

‘Name’s Jude. Your parents and I were friends, once. Good friends.’ He tried to hold her gaze, but was unable to stay focused. He slipped a hand in his pocket, as if to steady himself. ‘Ceri’s a great name. Means love.’ He’d let go of her hand and was drawing on the wooden surface with the moisture left by his glass. ‘It’s Welsh.’

Ceri was making herself busy but she was running out of things to do. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘Because there are things you need to know that your mother hasn’t told you.’

She felt her stomach knot up. Ceri started to sweep the floor.

‘We’re closing, you need to get moving,’ Tim said, suddenly appearing at Jude’s side.

‘Sure.’ Jude stood up. She was glad to see Jack return, swinging the kitchen door so that it ricocheted, the rubber seal drawing it to a close.

‘Listen, dude, you’re not welcome in this bar, okay?’ Tim said. ‘I’ve been watching you and you can’t seem to keep your eyes off Ceri. If anything happens to her, I know who you are.’ He grabbed hold of Jude’s arm and guided him out of the bar.

‘No, it’s nothing sinister, I promise,’ Jude said.

‘Tim, it’s fine. He’s a friend of my parents,’ Ceri said.

‘Well, he’s still drunk.’

Once at the door, Jude wrenched his arm away and turned back to speak to her.

‘Ask your mother about me. Ask her where those luscious curls come from and the green eyes!’

She looked into his green eyes; hers were mostly hazel but green sometimes, depending on the light, but it was true about her curly hair. Nobody in her family except for her great aunt had curly hair.

‘You were born on Christmas Day. I know because I was there!’

And then he was gone.

Ceri felt tears prick her eyes. ‘I don’t think he was being offensive,’ she said. ‘He was a bit drunk, but not threatening.’ She wasn’t sure why she was defending him.

‘Sorry, but he’s not coming in this bar again. He drinks too much and he’s always trying to distract the staff.’

But Ceri wasn’t listening. She was thinking about her curly hair and the colour of her eyes. There was no doubt in her mind. He was implying he was her father.


TWO

Ceri

Ten minutes later Ceri was making her way home. The night air was balmy despite it being well past midnight. There was a brutality to the heat in Australia – dry and unforgiving – forcing everyone towards the shade, but she liked it. Now she could feel the season retreating, a mellowing in the air. Her mother had wanted her to go back for an Easter family holiday, kept nagging that she’d already missed Christmas and her birthday, but Ceri hadn’t wanted to end this journey, nor did she want to leave Pepe. They’d not been together long – eight months after meeting a year ago – and she didn’t want to upset the rhythm of their new life.

She could smell a sweetness in the air of ripened fruit, sea salt and beer. She walked up the tree-lined avenue towards the apartment, keys in her hand. This man, Jude, had left her feeling uneasy. She found distraction in the Victorian terraces with their iron balustraded balconies, squat palm trees poking out of tiny front patios. In style, Sydney’s Surry Hills was part British, part French, part American and finally, Australian. A mish-mash, she thought. She crossed the road feeling another stirring of fear, the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She was completely alone. The only sound was the heavy sigh of her own breath. She had a feeling someone was watching and turned abruptly, half expecting to come face to face with him again.

A dog trotted down the road, the foliage rustled with other life and she jumped. There wasn’t a soul to be seen and yet still she felt as if she were being followed. She jogged up the street, saw the yellow VW campervan that belonged to a friend and felt comforted by its proximity. Pepe had arranged to borrow it for their camping trip for a small fee. A soft breeze stirred her skirt and she relaxed a little knowing it was only a short distance until she reached home. She arrived at the gate, opened the door to the block of flats, ran down the hallway towards their condo, her feet echoing on the wooden floor. A bulb flickered up ahead, blinking light onto the grubby skirting. She went straight upstairs to their bedroom and tried to shake the feeling off like a cat would rain.

Pepe was in bed, the tangled sheet barely covering his naked body. Still breathing heavily after jogging up the hill, she crossed the room to open the French windows to let in some air. They’d filled their small terrace with potted plants and a cutting of jasmine which had begun to climb, its tendrils clinging to the lattice fencing. She closed her eyes, felt a wash of peace just listening to the sound of night. The cicadas had gone quiet, but in the darkness she could sense the restlessness of the dying heat. She walked back to Pepe, crouched down, watched as he slept. He looked sad, even in his sleep. His dark hair was swept back off his face, the stubble on his chin, black. She kissed his forehead. His eyes opened.

‘Estás triste?’ she asked.

Pepe smiled. ‘I missed you,’ he said. ‘You’re late.’

‘Some guy was giving me grief.’ Just the warmth of Pepe’s eyes was enough. She let the tears slip down her cheeks.

‘Cariño. Que pasa?’ Ceri felt herself break open. There was something so direct about Pepe, open and calm. His father was English and his mother Spanish, so his English was impeccable without a trace of an accent, but it was Spanish that came to him in moments of emotion.

‘He said he was a friend of my parents, and this sounds crazy, but he implied he could be my father. That he was the reason I had curly hair, he said. Okay, he was pissed, but it was very strange.’

‘Do you believe him?’ Pepe held her face.

‘No.’ She turned away, could barely speak. Her mouth was dry with shock. ‘I can’t bear the idea that my dad isn’t my dad. It just seems ridiculous to even say such a thing.’ Hot tears pricked her eyes. ‘But, if I’m honest, I’ve always wondered why I’m different from my brothers and sister – you’ve seen the pictures – and Jude was very convincing. So a part of me wonders, you know?’ She gulped back tears. A trickle of sweat rolled down her back. She felt a desperate need to talk to her father, have him reassure her, but he was still recovering from his operation and this was the last thing he needed.

He waited, holding her close until her shoulders stopped shaking and she was still. ‘You need to speak to your mother.’ He kissed her, unclipping her hair so that it fell over her shoulders onto his. ‘Breathe. In for five, out for six.’

She did as she was told, feeling calmer instantly.

‘Hold me,’ she said and quickly slipped off her clothes, climbing into the bed, pulling the cool sheet over them both. His body was hot and sticky and she felt safe. She held onto his face as if it were there to steady her, and he pulled her to the side so that she was beneath him, stroking her face, her neck. When he looked at her, she felt as if every part of her belonged.

‘Let’s not use a condom,’ she said.

Pepe raised his eyebrows.

‘I won’t get pregnant. I tried for two years, remember?’

‘This is very bad. To say this now when you know I won’t resist you.’ He shook his head but he was smiling.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Very bad.’

They kissed and Ceri felt a part of herself fall away, so that she was just her body: flesh and bones and blood.

As they lay side by side she told Pepe about Jude, how he’d come up to help her when she dropped the plates. Pepe pulled back the sheet.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To get some water. We need to sleep. We have a long day tomorrow. In case you’ve forgotten, we’re going on holiday. You should speak to your mum before we leave.’

She blew him a kiss.

Pepe went back to sleep immediately, his hand resting on her stomach. But Ceri couldn’t settle. She kept thinking about Jude, how he’d talked about her mother. Inevitably she thought of her father. He’d just had an operation on his heart. She felt a stab of guilt at not going to see him, but she wasn’t ready to go back, not yet.

She slept fitfully that night. Drifting in and out of sleep, thinking of Jude and the way his mouth stretched around his words and spittle flew from his mouth as Tim hauled him out. She remembered her mother’s response when she’d told her she was leaving to go travelling. Her mother had been sitting at her table in her studio in the garden, putting together some sketching she’d done on the computer. She always wore an apron when she was working, even if she wasn’t painting. Ceri had always loved her mother’s sketches, which were loose and colourful. There was something more urgent about her paintings though, they were darker.

‘What’s up?’ she’d said, as Ceri opened the door and leaned into the room. Her mother had always had the ability to read her face, especially when she was anxious. Ceri’s mouth was dry like sandpaper; her mother had that effect on her at times like this. She’d been glad her mother had picked up one of her oil pastels and started to give texture to one of her paintings. She was poised at her art desk that spread the width of the studio.

‘I’m leaving Fitzgerald and Williamson,’ she’d said, her heart bloated inside her chest. ‘I handed in my notice today. And I’m leaving Carl as well.’ There had been such an air of determination about her that she realised instantly that she’d sounded aggressive and regretted it.

Her mother stopped crayoning and looked up sharply. ‘Whatever for?’ She looked back down at the painting. ‘Bugger.’ She got down from her stool and went to put the kettle on. ‘Don’t stand in the doorway, you’re letting the cold in.’ Ceri closed the door, feeling immediately trapped. ‘If I’ve learned one thing in life, Ceri, it’s not to make rash decisions,’ she said. ‘And it seems you’ve made a rash decision. This is quite obviously a reaction to stress. Does Carl know about this?’

‘Of course, Mum, and it’s not rash. I’ve felt like this for a few years and I can’t not act on it.’

‘Tea?’

Ceri shook her head.

‘And how is Carl taking it?’

‘Not very well.’

Her mother threw up her arms. ‘Of course he isn’t, poor man. And why give up such a prestigious job, where you were earning so much money? You loved it.’

‘I hated it.’

‘Ceri, this whole thing with getting pregnant has gone too far, you can’t give up your life just like that.’ She was fumbling with a packet of peppermint tea. Ceri noticed her hands were shaking.

‘It’s not a life I wanted, Mum. It’s a life you chose for me.’

Her mother had a way of frowning that induced both fear and pity, her lips puckered and wobbled. Ceri could see something register, a thought that her mother put to one side.

‘Oh Ceri. How can you say that? You’re a successful lawyer, well respected in a male world, an inspiration. We’re so proud of you. How can you just give that up? Throw your marriage away at the first hurdle.’ All the while she was talking she was busying herself with arranging cups, then washing her paintbrushes that didn’t look like they’d seen a lick of paint, until finally she broke down crying, her hands, reddened by fervent washing, planted in the basin, her body shuddering. This was the moment Ceri had been dreading, the moment of emotional tugging when normally she’d back down.

‘I need to rethink my life, Mum,’ she flopped onto the garden sofa, buried her head in her hands. ‘I have one life and I’m as miserable as hell, and yes I know I should be happy but I’m not.’ She forced herself to look her mother in the eye. ‘Surely that means something to you.’

‘What is there to rethink for Christ’s sake?’ her mother said. ‘This is about having a baby, not your job.’

Ceri breathed deeply, as her therapist had taught her to do. ‘I’m unhappy.’

Finally, her mother looked up, turned. ‘Ceri, happiness is something that comes and goes, it’s a fleeting feeling, not something you can aspire towards on an everyday basis. Most of us settle for contentment.’

‘Well, I’m not content, either. And I don’t agree with you about happiness. I’ve ploughed my way through hundreds of self-help books, not that you would know, and apparently happiness is more likely to be achieved with a healthy work-life balance and less likely to be achieved if you’re in the wrong relationship. I work twelve hours a day, and have very little connection with Carl. His idea of connection is watching the “footy” together. I hate football. We have nothing in common.’

Lori rolled her eyes. ‘You’re both lawyers.’

‘Mum, you don’t realise this, but I can’t talk to you anymore. I find myself tiptoeing around your expectations. In the end I can’t tell you whether I’m happy, or sad, or depressed.’ Her voice had risen to the point of hysteria.

‘That’s not fair. I’ve been with you every step of the way with this whole fertility treatment thing. Her mother now had her back to the sink. She looked at Ceri with wide round eyes. ‘Maybe you just need a holiday.’

‘Well, that’s just it. I’m going travelling.’

‘For fuck’s sake, Ceri. What are you, nineteen? What about adoption? I thought that was the plan.’

‘It was Carl’s plan. It was your plan. It wasn’t mine.’ She looked at her mother and felt something tight in her gut, wrenching her insides into a knot. ‘I just don’t want to end up like you, Mum.’

She watched as the insult reached into her, this woman who she knew loved her. But love wasn’t always a comfort. The emotion exploded across her face so that she was all wrinkles and cheeks. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You think you’re happy, Mum, but you’re not,’ Ceri said.

Her mother threw her peppermint tea into the sink so that it smashed. Before slamming the door, she said. ‘This is an act of self-sabotage! Believe me, I of all people would know.’

Ceri got up from the sofa and picked out the broken bits of bone china, stained green with flecks of tea. Nothing was going to get in her way, not even her mum.

Ceri found herself weeping quietly into the pillow, hot tears that slid across the bridge of her nose. She heard the rustle of sheets as Pepe’s arm reached out to find her.

‘Que pasa?’ he said.

‘I was remembering a time when I was mean to my mother,’ she said. ‘Just before I left to go travelling. I was hateful, and cruel.’

‘Cariño, tranquila. We are made to hurt each other, sometimes. That’s part of being human.’ He pulled her closer, stroked her hair with his big fleshy hands. ‘We’re going on holiday,’ he said. ‘You just need to rest.’

Ceri had been needing to rest since forever.

She woke up the next morning to find the bed empty. Pepe’s pillow was scrunched tight, a dip where his head had been. On the bedside table was a wrapped present and a cup of tea. He pushed the door open just as she was untying the ribbon. Inside the box was a thin gold tree of life bracelet.

‘It’s beautiful, Pepe, I love it. But it’s not my birthday,’ she said.

‘It’s our eight-month anniversary.’

She smiled as he stood holding a plate, the contents hidden by his hand.

‘Happy Easter,’ he said, and revealed a bread roll covered in hundreds and thousands with a painted boiled egg beside it.

‘For breakfast?’

‘No, we have scrambled eggs and salmon for breakfast.’ He picked out the boiled egg he’d painted a bright green, held it in the tips of his forefinger and thumb. ‘For lunch.’ He bent down to kiss her. ‘It’s called La Mona de Pascua. Try some, you’ll like it.’

‘But I haven’t given you anything,’ she said.

‘Da igual. You’ve given me you,’ he said, striding out of the door with a spring in his step. She watched the back of his calves, the muscles pronounced.

Ceri was sitting at the breakfast bar drinking her coffee, the heat already creeping into the kitchen so that her thighs stuck together and thin strands of her hair clung to the back of her neck. Pepe was washing up the breakfast things so she was free to call her mother. A feeling of unease was settling in her stomach. She didn’t like speaking to her mother at the best of times. It was the disapproval.

Outside, the day was shimmering. A sliver of light cut into the kitchen, slicing the terrace in half with shadow. She opened up her computer and waited while it hummed into life. The parakeets were making a racket in next door’s fig tree and the sound of them seemed to echo an internal excitement. The bracelet looked delicate against her bronzed skin and although she felt vulnerable receiving all of Pepe’s gifts, she also felt loved. She realised the feeling was new to her, not the love, but the vulnerability that went with it.

‘Darling,’ her mother said. Ceri winced, grateful that Pepe couldn’t see her mother’s exuberant greeting.

‘Hi Mum. Is everyone around?’

Her mother shook her head, tucking her hair behind her ears. ‘They’re all on the beach playing Frisbee.’

‘What are they, twelve?’

‘It’s a serious sport in some places, Ceri.’ Her mother was uncorking a bottle of wine. It was evening in Europe. Ceri thought she could hear the waves breaking against the shore.

‘Where are you?’ she asked.

‘We got a house on a cliff, next to a beach in Paxos. It’s baking here.’ As if to illustrate the point she flapped her brushed silk blouse. ‘I really wish you’d come, Ceri. We miss you. Your poor father, especially. Promise me you’ll be back for Christmas. I couldn’t bear to miss another birthday.’

Ceri didn’t want to make promises she wasn’t sure she could keep. She’d enjoyed an Australian Christmas. A barbecue on the beach with friends. As was tradition, she’d worn red.

‘How’s Dad?’

‘Oh you know, refusing to be an invalid. Been swimming every morning. He’s with the others, taking photographs.’ And then on cue, her mother said:

‘I wish you’d come home soon, Ceri. A year’s sabbatical has turned into two.’ Her mother ruffled her hair, pushing it in one direction then another. It was cut into a loose semi-curled bob. Her hair had got lighter over the years. It was once dark brown.

Ceri wasn’t sure if she was up to a conversation about how travelling wasn’t really relevant at her age. She remembered her mother at Heathrow Airport all that time ago, eyes filled with tears, probably knowing deep down that she was part of the reason for Ceri leaving. She was grateful that Pepe was over by the sink, unable to see her mother flitting around, nervous and awkward, which Ceri felt had something to do with her.

‘Mum, something pretty bloody weird happened to me last night.’

Her mother was preoccupied with making a salad, her fingers tearing at a lettuce. ‘Really, what?’

‘This guy kept chatting to me. He said he was a friend of yours.’

Her mother frowned. ‘Who? I don’t have any Australian friends.’

‘He’s not Australian, he’s English. He’s been coming in over the past few days. He has red curly hair.’

This got her mother’s attention. She stopped attacking the lettuce and stared into the camera. Even though the screen was blurred, Ceri sensed her anxiety.

‘Last night he said he wanted to meet up, but he was so drunk Tim threw him out. That’s when he started pleading with me. Said there were things you hadn’t told me, implying in some roundabout way that, well, he was my father. That he was there on the day I was born. He completely freaked me out.’

Her mother’s face had fallen. Her eyes were wide, her voice shaky. ‘Go on.’

‘He had green eyes. I mean like mine, but more so.’ Ceri was tapping her fingers on the laminate worktop so hard that Pepe turned round to see what was wrong.

‘Your eyes are hazel.’

‘They’re green sometimes.’

‘It would help if I knew who he was, Ceri.’ Her mother seemed edgy, she tore at a piece of skin on her finger, then gulped down a swig of her wine, the salad forgotten. ‘What was his name?’ her mother said, curtly.

‘Jude.’ The feeling of anxiety returned, washing over her so that she felt weak. Pepe had come to stand close to her. ‘I’m fine,’ she whispered and squeezed his hand.

Her mother’s face was as still as stone.

‘It’s not true, is it – he’s not my father?’

‘Of course not, darling,’ her mother said but there was something odd about her tone. Her voice was shaky. She sucked at her finger where she’d torn the skin.

Ceri could feel Pepe’s impatience. ‘I’m here with Pepe, so I can’t talk long.’

Pepe was five years younger than Ceri, and she knew her mother would disapprove. Disapproval was her mother’s profession. Despite her art and her hip circle of friends, there was another side to her that was less free.

‘Come and say hello,’ she said, holding her hand out to him.

‘Voy,’ he said, wiping his hands on a tea towel in a rapid swift movement. ‘I’m coming.’ Pepe raised his eyebrows. He had a habit of doing this, so much so he already had two deep frown lines on his forehead.

Her mother scrunched up her nose, flapped her hands up and down shaking her head, but as Pepe came into view she snapped into a smile. ‘Hello,’ Pepe said putting on a Spanish accent, which was an in-joke between them. This made Ceri want to wrap her arms around his neck.

‘It is very good to meet you,’ Pepe said.

For once her mother didn’t say a word. She just smiled, nodding her head up and down. She reminded Ceri of a colourful toy bird with a nodding head she’d been given as a child. Her great aunt Marie-Claude had given it to her after a trip to Mexico. Ceri could read the surprise on her mother’s face, the way her mouth stayed clenched in a smile while her brain was figuring out who Pepe was. She hadn’t introduced them before, deliberately keeping her mother at bay, but then again, she didn’t usually chat to her mum when he was around. Her mother’s face was like an electrocardiogram, measuring her emotions rather than her heartbeat, her eyes getting bigger and rounder.

‘You are pretty, like your daughter,’ Pepe said.

Ceri could have kissed him. He knew exactly how to charm her mother after meeting her for two seconds. Her mother blushed.

‘Oh,’ she said.

‘I can see the likeness,’ Pepe continued. ‘How is your holiday?’

‘We’re having a lovely time, thank you.’ Her mother’s posture relaxed a little, she’d managed to pour more wine and was holding the stem of the glass, twisting it around. ‘We needed some sun so we came to Greece.’

‘Yes, it is just beginning to get warmer in Spain also. Here summer is ending.’

‘Yes, Ceri told me how hot it is, still.’

‘Okay, well I had better get back to preparing for our trip. Today we’re going camping. I have to prepare the food.’

Her mother offered a finger wave. ‘Lovely to meet you,’ she said. When Pepe had stepped away, she made a funny face to suggest she was surprised. Just then Ollie and Jake tumbled into the room, their faces over each of her mother’s shoulders. They weren’t identical, but they both had dark blond hair and their father’s bluish-grey eyes. Her mum sighed, her shoulders dropping.

‘Ceri!’ Ollie cried. ‘Babe, how’s things?’ Ollie was the dominant twin.

‘All good, come and meet Pepe.’

Pepe threw his hands up in the air, then stabbed his watch.

Twenty minutes later, her father was saying his goodbyes.

‘Make sure you don’t overdo it, Dad,’ she said.

‘Lori!’ Her mother arrived and everyone else jumped into the screen and waved, leaving her alone with her mum. ‘Finally! Can we chat about what happened last night?’ her mother said, her voice hushed. Ceri looked at Pepe, who had packed all the food, sorted the bedding and was now leaning against the kitchen worktop, arms folded, legs crossed, looking fed up. ‘Mum, I have to go, sorry.’

‘But we didn’t get a minute, Ceri.’

‘I know. Next time.’ She blew her mother a kiss.

‘I’m worried. This man, Jude ‧’

‘Yeah, I know. He said he wanted to get to know me. It was so invasive.’ Just talking about him set her off again. She’d been trying to push the feeling of anxiety away.

Her mother’s face visibly tensed.

‘Stay away from him, Ceri. He’s trouble.’ Her voice was so strained, Ceri felt a sense of terror, a deep burning in her sternum, and then a bolt of anger aimed at her mother.

Her mum turned sharply as if someone was behind her, anxiety ringing in the way her eyes darted about and her mouth wobbled. ‘I have to go.’ There was something about the pitch of her voice, a strained edginess which left Ceri feeling shaky. Suddenly the screen was achingly empty. Pepe was staring at her, arms folded, eyes full of concern.

‘Did you hear that?’

‘Yep, and I think you should try to see this guy, Jude,’ he said. ‘It sounds to me as if your mother is hiding something.’

‘For sure,’ Ceri said. ‘For sure.’
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