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About the Author

Shari Lapena worked as a lawyer and as an English teacher before writing fiction. Her debut thriller, The Couple Next Door, was a global bestseller, the bestselling fiction title in the UK in 2017 and has been optioned for television. Her thrillers A Stranger in the House, An Unwanted Guest, Someone We Know and The End of Her were all Sunday Times and New York Times bestsellers. Shari’s books are published in 37 territories worldwide, with global sales of over 7 million. Not a Happy Family is her sixth thriller.




Readers are gripped by

NOT A HAPPY FAMILY

‘A totally enthralling read. I could easily have swallowed it whole in one session.’

‘This is a book where you need to know the answers, so no need for a bookmark as this is a one-sitting binge read.’

‘Shades of Agatha Christie … You will not want to put this one down until you reach the perfect ending.’

‘One of the best whodunnits I’ve read in the past year. It kept me guessing up until the very end.’

‘Shari Lapena has done it again, kept me hooked from start to finish. Be prepared to lose sleep as you keep turning pages to get to the end.’

‘With red herrings aplenty, an unusual (but brilliant) present-tense narrative and a pitch-perfect ending, this is suspense fiction at its finest.’

‘Each novel this author writes is as compulsive as her last.’

‘A great, fun, suspenseful thriller from one of the new masters of the genre.’
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To the heroes of the pandemic – the scientists, the medical personnel, the frontline workers everywhere – thank you





All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina






Prologue

THERE ARE MANY expensive houses here in Brecken Hill, an enclave on the edge of Aylesford, in the Hudson Valley. Situated on the east side of the Hudson River, about a hundred miles north of New York City, it’s like the Hamptons, but slightly less pretentious. There’s old money here, and new. Down the long private drive, past a clump of birches, there it sits: the Merton home, on its vast expanse of lawn, presented like a cake on a platter. A glimpse of swimming pool to the left. Behind is a ravine, and thick trees on either side of the property guarantee privacy. This is prime real estate.

It’s so still and undisturbed. A weak sun is out, interrupted by scudding clouds. It’s four o’clock in the afternoon on Easter Monday; elsewhere, children are greedily finishing off their chocolate bunnies and foil-wrapped eggs, gauging what’s left and eyeing how much remains in the baskets of their siblings. But there are no children here. The children have grown up and moved away. Not far, mind you. They were all over just yesterday, for Easter Sunday dinner.

The place looks deserted. There are no cars in the driveway – they are shut away behind the doors of the four-car garage. There’s a Porsche 911 convertible; Fred Merton likes to drive that one, but only in the summer, when he throws his golf clubs on the back seat. For winter, he prefers the Lexus. His wife, Sheila, has her white Mercedes with the white leather interior. She likes to put on one of her many colourful Hermès scarves, check her lipstick in the rearview mirror, and go out to meet friends. She won’t be doing that any more.

A house this grand, this polished – glossy white marble floor beneath an elaborate, tiered chandelier in the entryway, fresh flowers on a side table – you’d think there must be staff for upkeep. But there’s only one cleaning lady, Irena, who comes in twice a week. She works hard for the money. But she’s been with them so long – more than thirty years – that she’s almost like family.

It must have looked perfect, before all this. A trail of blood leads up the pale, carpeted stairs. To the left, in the lovely living room, a large china lamp is lying broken on the Persian rug, its shade askew. A little farther along, beyond the low, glass coffee table, is Sheila Merton in her nightclothes, utterly still. She’s dead, her eyes open, and there are marks on her neck. There’s no blood on her, but the sickening smell of it is everywhere. Something awful has happened here.

In the large, bright kitchen at the back of the house, Fred Merton’s body lies sprawled on the floor in a dark and viscous pool of blood. Flies buzz quietly around his nose and mouth. He’s been viciously stabbed many, many times, his fleshy throat slit.

Who would do such a thing?




CHAPTER ONE

Twenty-four hours earlier

DAN MERTON SHRUGS on a navy blazer over an open-necked pale-blue dress shirt and a smart pair of dark jeans. He studies himself critically in the full-length mirror in the bedroom.

Behind him his wife, Lisa, says, ‘Are you okay?’

He smiles wanly at her via the mirror. ‘Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?’

She turns away. He knows she doesn’t relish the prospect of Easter dinner at his parents’ house any more than he does. He turns around and looks at her – his pretty, brown-eyed girl. They’ve been married four years, and in that time there have been challenges. But she has stood by him, and he knows he’s lucky to have her. She is his first experience of unconditional love. Unless you count the dogs.

He tamps down a twinge of uneasiness. Their financial troubles are a source of stress, a constant subject of discussion. Lisa always talks him around, though, and makes him believe things will turn out all right – at least while she’s still in the room. It’s when she isn’t there that the doubts creep in, the crippling anxiety.

Lisa comes from hardy, middle-class stock – that was a strike against her from the outset, but he didn’t care; his parents are snobs, but he is not – so she never had great expectations. When they met, she didn’t even know who he was, because they didn’t travel in the same circles.

‘She’s the only one who will have him,’ he overheard his younger sister, Jenna, say to his older sister, Catherine, when they didn’t know he could hear them.

Perhaps that was true. But his marriage, at least, has been a success – they have all had to admit it. And his family have grown fond of Lisa in spite of themselves and their prejudices.

‘Are you going to try to talk to your father?’ Lisa asks now, apprehension on her face.

He averts his eyes, closing the closet door. ‘If the opportunity presents itself.’

He hates asking his father for money. But he really doesn’t see that he has any other choice.

Catherine Merton – she did not take her husband’s surname – looks forward to Easter dinner at her parents’ place every year. And all the other occasions when they gather to celebrate holidays at the lavish house in Brecken Hill. Her mother will get out the special plates and the silver, and there will be a huge bouquet of fresh-cut flowers on the formal dining table, and it will all make Catherine feel elegant and privileged. She is the firstborn, and favourite, child; they all know it. She is the high-functioning one, the only one their parents are actually proud of. A doctor – a dermatologist rather than a cardiac surgeon – but still, a doctor. Dan has been a bit of a disappointment. And Jenna – well, Jenna is Jenna.

Catherine puts in a pearl earring and wonders what surprise Jenna might have in store for them today. Her little sister lives in a small, rented house on the outskirts of Aylesford and travels into New York City frequently to stay with friends. Her lifestyle is something of a mystery and causes their parents considerable distress. Dan says Jenna is out of control, but Catherine knows better. Jenna uses her lifestyle as a means of control. She has the power to shock and she doesn’t mind using it. Jenna is certainly not well behaved, like Catherine. Not respectable or predictable. No, she is an outlier. When they were kids, she would do anything on a dare. Now, their father is always threatening to cut off Jenna’s allowance, but they all know he won’t do it because she’d move back home and they’d never be able to stand it. The family suspects drugs and promiscuity, but they never ask because they don’t really want to know.

Catherine looks up from the seat at her mirrored vanity as her husband, Ted, walks into their bedroom. He’s been rather subdued all day – his subtle way of showing his displeasure, although he would never admit it. He doesn’t want to go to Easter dinner at her wealthy parents’. He chafes at their expectation of it, every holiday. He doesn’t like the tension rippling beneath the surface during these meals. ‘God, how can you stand it?’ he always says as soon as they’re in the car heading back down the driveway.

She defends them. ‘They’re not that bad,’ she always replies, trying to make light of it as they speed away. Now, she gets up and goes over to him and kisses him on the cheek. ‘Try to make the best of it,’ she says.

‘I always do,’ he replies.

No, you don’t, she thinks, turning away.

‘Fuck, I really don’t want to go to this,’ Jenna says to Jake, who is sitting in her passenger seat as she drives toward Brecken Hill. He had taken the train in from New York City and she’d picked him up from the Aylesford station. He’s going to stay the night at her place.

‘Then pull over,’ Jake says, coaxing, stroking her thigh. ‘We can waste some time. Smoke a joint. Get you to relax.’

She glances at him, raises an eyebrow. ‘You think I need to relax?’

‘You seem a bit uptight.’

‘Fuck you,’ she says playfully, with a smile.

She drives farther until she finds a turnoff she knows and abruptly takes it. Her car bumps along the road until she pulls over and stops under a large tree.

Jake is already lighting up a joint, sucking in deeply. ‘We’re going to reek when we get there,’ she says, reaching to take it from him. ‘Maybe that’s a good thing.’

‘I don’t know why you want to antagonize your parents so much,’ Jake says. ‘They pay your bills.’

‘They can afford it,’ she says.

‘My wild child,’ he says. He leans forward and kisses her, running his hands under her black leather jacket, up underneath her top, stroking her lightly, obviously feeling the buzz already. ‘I can’t wait to see what kind of people spawned you.’

‘Oh, you’ll gag. They’re so self-righteous you’d expect a pulpit to appear every time they open their mouths.’

‘They can’t be that bad.’

She takes another deep drag and hands him the joint. ‘Mom’s harmless, I guess. Dad’s an asshole. Things would be easier if he wasn’t around.’

‘Parents – they fuck you up,’ he says, quoting the poet Philip Larkin, getting it wrong.

He gets most things wrong, Jenna thinks, looking at Jake through a haze of smoke, melting into the feel of his fingers on her nipple. But he’s entertaining, and decent in bed, and that’s good enough for now. And he’s got the right look. Terribly sexy and rough around the edges. She can’t wait to introduce him to the family.




CHAPTER TWO

ROSE CUTTER HAS done something stupid. And the thought of what she’s done, and what she must do now, is always on her mind. She thinks about it late at night, when she should be sleeping. She thinks about it in the office, when she should be working. She thinks about it when she’s trying to numb herself by watching TV.

The prospect of sitting through Easter dinner with her mother and her Aunt Barbara, pretending everything is fine, seems almost more than she can manage. Her mother will see that something is wrong. She notices everything. She’s remarked often enough that Rose looks tired lately, that she’s lost weight. Rose always brushes the concern away, tries to deflect the conversation to something else, but it’s getting harder and harder to do. She has actually started to visit her mother less often, but she can’t skip Easter dinner. She studies herself in the mirror. It’s true that her jeans, once snug, seem to hang on her. She decides to compensate by putting on a bulky red sweater over her shirt. It will have to do. She brushes her long brown hair, puts on some lipstick to brighten up her wan face, and attempts a smile. It looks forced, but it’s the best she can do.

When she arrives at her mom’s house, it begins right away, the motherly concern, the questions. But her mother can’t help her. And she can never know the truth. Rose got herself into this mess all by herself. And she will have to get herself out.

Ellen Cutter takes one look at her daughter and shakes her head. ‘Look at you,’ she says, receiving her daughter’s coat. ‘You’re so pale. Barbara, doesn’t she look a bit pale to you? And honestly, Rose, you’re getting so thin.’

Barbara rolls her eyes at her and smiles at Rose. ‘I think you look great,’ she says. ‘Don’t listen to your mother. She’s such a worrywart.’

Rose smiles at her aunt and says, ‘Thank you, Barbara. I don’t think I look that bad, do I?’ She turns to look at herself in the hallway mirror and fluffs up her bangs a little.

Ellen smiles too, but inwardly she’s dismayed. And her sister sends her a quick glance that confirms she’s noticed the changes in her niece, despite what she just said. Ellen’s not imagining things – Rose does look worn out. She’s lost her sparkle lately. She tries not to worry, but who else is she going to worry about? She’s a widow, and Rose is her only child. Barbara doesn’t have any kids, so there aren’t any nieces or nephews for her to fuss over. Ellen is really rather alone in the world, except for these two, and her friend Audrey. ‘Well, we’re going to have a lovely dinner,’ Ellen says. ‘Come into the kitchen, I’m just about to baste the turkey.’

‘What have you been up to?’ Ellen hears Barbara ask Rose as they make their way into the other room.

‘Not much,’ Rose says. ‘Just work.’

‘That doesn’t sound like you,’ Barbara says. ‘What do you do for fun? Do you have a boyfriend these days?’

Ellen furtively watches her daughter’s face as she tends to the turkey, the smell of the roasting meat familiar and comforting. Rose used to be so popular, but she doesn’t talk about friends or boyfriends any more. It’s all just work, work, work.

‘No one at the moment,’ Rose says.

‘I guess running your own law practice is pretty demanding,’ Barbara acknowledges with a smile.

‘You’ve no idea,’ Rose agrees.

‘There’s such a thing as work-life balance,’ Ellen suggests gently.

‘Not if you’re a young attorney,’ Rose says.

But Ellen wonders if there’s more to it than that.

Audrey Stancik has been knocked sideways by a nasty spring flu. She didn’t bother to get the flu shot this year and she heartily regrets it now. Inside her modest home, she sits in bed in her most comfortable, faded pyjamas. Her hair is tucked back in a headband, but even ill, her manicure is perfect. She’s propped up by pillows, the television on in the background, but she’s not really watching. There’s a wastebasket full of soiled tissues next to the bed and a box of fresh tissues on her nightstand, beside the framed photograph of her daughter, Holly. She feels utterly miserable – her nose is running like a tap and she’s achy all over. Audrey was supposed to be celebrating Easter dinner at her brother Fred’s place with the family, and she had been particularly looking forward to it this year. She would have enjoyed it much more than usual, knowing what she knows. She’s going to miss that delicious meal with all the fixings, and her favourite, Irena’s lemon pie. It’s really a shame; Audrey enjoys her food.

But other than having the flu, Audrey is quite happy these days. She’s expecting a windfall soon. A significant windfall. It’s too bad someone has to die for her to get it.

She’s going to be rich. It’s about time.




CHAPTER THREE

CATHERINE STANDS ON her parents’ doorstep with Ted beside her, buzzing a little with nerves. She rings the doorbell. It’s always like this – wondering how everyone is going to get along, hoping for the best. But she’s not going to allow anyone to ruin the day for her.

She and Ted have a lovely home in Aylesford, but it’s nowhere near as impressive as this. They have the kind of house two professional incomes – a dermatologist and a dentist – can afford. Her parents’ home, where she and her siblings grew up, is more of a mansion. As the eldest, she would like to have this house when her parents are gone. She would like to live here, in Brecken Hill, in comfort and wealth, and host her siblings for holiday dinners, her own children around her. This is what she fantasizes about – and in her fantasy she’s never very old. Not much older than she is now. Certainly not as old as she would be if her parents lived a long life and died of natural causes. But then that’s the point of fantasies; by definition they are never realistic. She wants the house and everything in it – the dishes, the antiques, the art. Her parents have never promised her the house, or even hinted that they would leave it to her. But they wouldn’t leave it to Dan – he wouldn’t want it anyway. Jenna would probably trash the place, or if she didn’t, her friends would. Her mother would never inflict Jenna and her lifestyle on their wealthy neighbours, Catherine is sure of that.

The door opens and her mother is there, welcoming them in with a smile. She’s wearing black trousers and black heels, a white silk blouse, and an orange-and-pink Hermès scarf around her neck. Catherine briefly studies her mother’s face, looking for signs of what she herself will look like when she’s older. She sees watery blue eyes, good skin, well-cut hair. Her mother has aged rather gracefully – but money helps.

‘Hi, Mom,’ she says, leaning in to embrace her mother. It’s a polite hug rather than a heartfelt one.

‘Hi, dear. You’re the first,’ she says, turning to greet Ted. ‘Come on in. I’ll get you something to drink.’

She bustles into the dining room to the right of the foyer, saying, ‘What would you like? Champagne?’

Her mother always serves bubbly on holidays. ‘Sure,’ Catherine says, taking off her spring coat and hanging it in the closet as her husband does the same. They never take off their shoes.

‘Ted?’

‘Yes, sure,’ he says, smiling agreeably.

He always starts off well, Catherine thinks; it’s only after a bit of time that he begins to feel the strain.

Sheila pours champagne into flutes, and they take their fizzing glasses across the wide entry hall through to the living room on the other side and sit on the plush sofas, the spring sun slanting through the large bay windows. The view out over the lawn is lovely, Catherine thinks every time. And the gardens have begun to bloom with daffodils and tulips. She would do more with the garden, if it was hers. ‘Where’s Dad?’ she asks.

‘He’s upstairs, he’ll be here in a minute,’ her mother says. She smiles tightly, lowering her voice and putting her champagne flute down on the coffee table. ‘Actually, there’s something important I want to talk to you about, before your father comes down.’

‘Oh?’ Catherine says, surprised.

Something passes across her mother’s face, uneasiness perhaps. Catherine’s not sure what, but it puts her on guard. And then the doorbell rings. That can only be Dan, she thinks. Jenna is always late.

As if reading her mind, her mother turns her head toward the front door and says, ‘That must be Dan.’

She gets up to answer the door while Catherine raises her eyebrows at her husband. ‘I wonder what she wants to talk about?’ she whispers to Ted.

Ted shrugs and sips his champagne. They wait until Dan and Lisa join them in the living room, Catherine and Lisa quickly hugging, while the men nod greetings. Dan and Lisa sit down on the sofa opposite, while their mother fetches them glasses of champagne. Catherine thinks Dan looks more tense than usual. She knows he’s been struggling. She wonders if her mother is going to let them in on whatever the secret is too. But when her mother rejoins them, she directs the conversation to the general and superficial, and Catherine follows her lead.

The doorbell rings again a few minutes later – three short, sharp bursts – announcing Jenna. Their father has still not appeared; Catherine wonders uneasily if something’s wrong.

They remain in the living room, listening to her mother and Jenna at the door. ‘And who have we here?’ her mother asks.

Great, Catherine thinks sourly. Jenna’s brought someone. Of course she has – she almost always does. Last time it was a ‘girlfriend’, and they’d wondered through the entire gathering if she was just a friend, or perhaps a lover; it was hard to tell. They’d all been a little uncomfortable as Jenna and her friend draped themselves over each other, and they’d never really found out. Catherine makes a face at Ted and listens.

‘Jake Brenner,’ a man’s voice answers, deep and confident.

‘Welcome to our home,’ her mother says, overly polite, a trifle cold.

Then Catherine hears the heavy tread of her father coming down the elaborate front staircase. She stands up and takes a big swallow of champagne, gesturing at Ted with her chin to get him on his feet. He stands reluctantly, switching his champagne flute to his left hand. Together they move toward the foyer.

Catherine acknowledges her father first. As he reaches the bottom of the stairs, she steps forward and hugs him. ‘Hi, Dad, Happy Easter.’

Her father hugs her briefly, and as she steps back, he says his hellos and reaches out and shakes hands firmly with Ted. There’s nothing warm about it; it’s rather formal. Dan and Lisa hang back in the living room and attention shifts to the couple standing at the door. Catherine notices the heavy black eyeliner around Jenna’s eyes and the new purple streak in her hair. Even so, she’s a striking beauty. Tall and lean in her customary tight black jeans, heeled boots, and black leather biker jacket, she looks like something out of the edgy New York music scene, and Catherine briefly feels the usual stab of irritation – or maybe it’s jealousy. Catherine could never pull that off. Then she reminds herself that she would never want to. Catherine has her own look – tasteful, classic, expensive – and she’s happy with it. It reflects who she is.

Jenna is a sculptor, and a good one. But she’s not serious enough about it to be successful. She’s more like a talented dilettante, a party girl looking for an excuse to hang out in New York City. She knows her parents are afraid that the New York art scene will ruin her. None of Jenna’s works are on display in her parents’ house; they find them too obscene. Catherine knows her parents are in an awkward position – they want to be proud of their talented daughter, they want her to be successful, but they’re embarrassed by what all that obvious talent produces.

Jake looks like somebody Jenna would like. Dark and sexy and in need of a shave. He’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt and a battered brown leather jacket. Catherine can smell the weed coming off the pair of them from her position at the foot of the staircase. Their father gives them both a stony stare.

‘Hi, Dad,’ Jenna says breezily. ‘Jake, meet my dad.’

Jake just nods laconically, spliffed out, doesn’t even step forward and offer his hand to shake. He’s tall and lean, like Jenna, and, Catherine thinks, far too laid-back for the situation. He has no manners.

‘Come with me. There’s champagne,’ Sheila says, heading into the dining room.

Fred Merton glances at Catherine as if to say, Who the hell is he and what is he doing in my house? Then he greets Dan and his wife.

A short time later, Dan stands in the living room, sipping his champagne, and feigning interest in the gardens beyond the window. All the women are in the kitchen, getting the meal ready to bring to the table. They have been joined by Irena, the former nanny, now cleaning woman, who has been invited to dinner. And to clean it all up afterward. Ted is gamely involving the rather louche Jake in conversation on the sofa in front of the living-room window, while Fred, standing beside Dan, listens. They have learned that Jake is a ‘serious visual artist’ with various unnamed jobs in the gig economy that keep him from creating his own work. Dan can’t discern whether Jake is the real thing or a fraud, a wannabe. Knowing his sister, he could be either the next Jackson Pollock, or some loser she picked up last night at a party and spontaneously invited to their family dinner the next day.

Dan moves closer to his father and says in a low voice, ‘Dad, I was hoping maybe we could talk, after dinner, in your study.’ He meets his father’s eye, but then looks away. His father intimidates him. Dan has always felt, as the only son, that enormous pressure was placed on him. He was supposed to carry the family mantle, take over the business someday. He’d done his best to rise to the challenge – he’d worked hard. But his father, who’d made millions in robotics, had recently – and abruptly – sold the company rather than let Dan take over. He’d done everything asked of him – he’d been employed there in various capacities from the time he was in high school, expecting it to be his one day. He’d earned his MBA. He’d worked his ass off. But his father didn’t like the way he did things, and he was controlling and pigheaded, always dangling carrots and snatching them away. The sale of Merton Robotics had gutted Dan, left him unemployed and unmoored, and shattered his confidence. He still doesn’t know what he’s going to do. That was six months ago, and he’s been floundering ever since, getting himself into financial trouble. His job search so far has yielded nothing, and he’s getting desperate.

He’s never resented his father more than he does right now, this very minute – it’s because of his father that he’s in this mess, and he doesn’t deserve it. Dan even wonders whether his father meant to sell the business all along.

‘I’m a businessman first and foremost,’ he’d said to Dan the day he told him the shocking news that he was selling Merton Robotics. ‘A damned good one. This is a very good deal for me, an offer I can’t refuse.’

He hadn’t even considered what it might mean for his son.

Now, his father responds, more loudly than necessary, ‘What do you want to talk about?’

Dan feels a sudden flush starting up his neck. So much for trying to be discreet. He’s aware that the conversation between Ted and Jake has stopped. His father always humiliated him when he got the chance. He did it for sport. Dan feels the heat spread across his face. ‘Never mind.’ He won’t talk to his father today. He no longer has the stomach for it.

‘No, don’t do that,’ his father says. ‘Don’t start something you won’t finish. What did you want to talk to me about?’ When he doesn’t answer, his father says bluntly, ‘Let me guess. You need money.’

A feeling of impotent rage floods through Dan, and he wants to punch his father in the face. He doesn’t know what stops him, but something always does.

‘Yeah. I don’t think so,’ his father says cruelly.

Just then his mother’s voice calls, ‘Dinner’s on the table. Come be seated, please.’

Dan shrugs past his father, face burning, and makes his way into the dining room. He’s lost his appetite.




CHAPTER FOUR

IRENA DOES MOST of the work, bringing the food quietly and efficiently to the dining room – the vegetables, potatoes, side dishes and sauces, the gravy – while Sheila carries in the roast turkey on an ornate platter and carefully places it near Fred. Irena wonders when it will get to be too much for her. The bird is obviously heavy and Sheila’s not getting any younger. She fears the day when Sheila twists an ankle in those heels and goes down with the turkey on top of her. Fred always carves; it’s something he takes seriously, as the man of the household. Fred stands, while they all sit, waiting. He wields the carving knife while telling some story, pausing to make a point. He doesn’t care that the food is getting cold.

Fred is at the head of the table, with Sheila at the opposite end. Catherine, Ted, and Lisa are on Fred’s right, while Jenna, Jake, and Dan are on his left. Irena is closest to the kitchen, shoved in kitty-corner between Dan and Sheila.

It’s too much trouble, Sheila says, to add another leaf to the table, although it would be Irena doing it. If Audrey were here – Fred’s sister – the leaf would be added. But Audrey is not here tonight; she has a spring flu.

While Fred carves, Irena observes the others at the table without anyone taking notice. It’s easy enough to do if you’re the hired help who has been with the family since the children were in diapers. No one pays much attention to her, and she knows all of them so well. Sheila is hiding a tremor; she’s clearly worried about something. Irena knows about Sheila’s new anti-anxiety meds in the bathroom medicine cabinet. It’s hard to keep secrets like that from the cleaning lady. She’s wondering why Sheila has started taking them. Dan is a dusky red, as if he has suffered another rebuke, and he alone is not watching Fred carve the turkey. Jenna has brought another plaything with her – a man, this time. And Catherine – well, Catherine is luxuriating in the fine china and crystal and the glint of the silver. She’s the only one who seems to be enjoying herself. Ted is on his best behaviour; Irena can sense his restraint.

Irena feels a tug at her heart as she watches them all. She’s fond of the children, and worries about them, especially Dan, even though they have grown up and moved out. They don’t need her any more.

The food is served, and the meal begins. Everyone digs in – dark meat and white, stuffing and scalloped potatoes, cold ham, rolls and butter, salads and sauces. And they talk, just like any other family. Fred is going on about a friend’s new yacht. Irena notes that he is drinking a lot of wine – the best Chardonnay from the cellar – and quickly, which is never a good sign.

Jenna has finished her meal. She places her knife and fork diagonally across her gold-rimmed plate and casts her eyes around the table. Dan has been subdued; she notes that he hasn’t said a word. His wife, Lisa, sitting across from him, has kept a worried eye on him. Jenna suspects Dan and their father already had words earlier – there’s a familiar tension in the air. Her mother seems to be chattering more brightly than usual, a sure sign that something is wrong. She feels Jake’s right hand creeping up her thigh under the tablecloth. Catherine seems her usual self – such a princess, always, in her pearls, her conventionally handsome husband chewing politely next to her. Her father has been drinking wine steadily and seems like he has something on his mind. She knows that look.

Then he taps his glass with his fork to get everyone’s attention. He does this when he has an announcement to make, and he’s a man who likes to make announcements. He has such a monstrous ego. He enjoys dropping bombshells and watching the reaction on everyone’s faces. It’s the way he ran his business, apparently, and it’s the way he runs his family. Now, all eyes turn to him uneasily. Even Dan’s. Jenna knows Dan’s had a shitty time of it. Surely there’s nothing more he can do to Dan. So maybe it’s her turn. Or Catherine’s. She finds herself tensing.

‘There’s something you should know,’ her father says, looking at each of them around the table.

Jenna catches Catherine looking at her as if she’s thinking the same thing – it’s you or me. Their father takes his time, drawing out everyone’s discomfort. Then he says, ‘Your mother and I have decided to sell the house.’

Catherine then. Jenna quickly glances at Catherine. She looks as if she’s been sucker-punched in the stomach. She obviously had no idea this was going to happen, and it has floored her. Her face has gone slack, her expression flat. They all knew Catherine wanted this house someday. Well, it looks like she’s not going to get it.

She looks across to her mother, but Sheila is looking down, avoiding her daughter’s eyes. So this is why all the bright chatter, Jenna thinks. She knew this was coming. Jenna feels a surge of rage. Why is he so bloody mean? Why does her mother let him get away with it?

Catherine attempts to compose herself, but she’s not fooling anybody. ‘Why would you sell it? I thought you loved this house.’

‘It’s too big for just the two of us,’ Fred Merton says. ‘We want to downsize, get something smaller. Too much upkeep on this place.’

‘What do you mean, upkeep?’ Catherine says, her voice growing bolder, her anger showing. ‘You don’t even do any of the work yourself – you have a gardening company, a snow removal service, Irena does all the cleaning. What upkeep?’

Her father looks at her as if he’s just now noticing her distress. ‘What, did you want it for yourself?’

Jenna sees the wash of pink spread across Catherine’s fair skin.

Catherine says, ‘It’s just that … we grew up in this house. It’s the family home.’

‘I’ve never thought of you as sentimental, Catherine,’ their father says, casually refilling his wine glass.

Catherine’s face is now an angry red. ‘What about Irena?’ she asks, glancing at their old nanny at the other end of the table, then back at her father.

‘What about her?’ He speaks as if she’s not at the table, as if she’s not in the room.

‘You’re just going to let her go?’

Her father puts his wine glass down on the table with a clunk and says, ‘I imagine we’ll keep her, in a reduced capacity. But Catherine, she only comes here two days a week as it is. It’s not going to kill her.’

‘She’s part of the family!’

Jenna sneaks a glance at Irena. She’s perfectly still, watching their father, but there’s a flash to her eyes. Catherine’s right, Jenna thinks – surely they owe her something. She practically raised them.

‘I’m sorry to upset your expectations,’ their father says, not looking sorry at all. ‘But the decision has been made.’

‘I had none,’ Catherine says tartly.

‘Good,’ their father says. ‘Because let me tell you something about expectations. It’s better not to have them. Because you will be disappointed. Just like I expected Dan here to take over the family business someday, but I sold it rather than watch him run it into the ground.’

Lisa gasps audibly. Dan looks at his father, his face white, his mouth set in a grim line. Their mother is shaking her head, almost imperceptibly, as if telling her husband not to go there. He ignores her, as always. She is too weak for him, she always has been, Jenna thinks. At times they have all hated her for it. For not standing up for them, for not protecting them. Even now, it’s as if their mother isn’t even there. He has made this decision without her, despite what he says. Jenna can sense Jake beside her, watching in embarrassment. His hand has dropped away from her thigh.

But their father is just getting started. Happy Easter to all. This one will be memorable. ‘And Jenna here,’ he says, turning his heavy gaze on her.

She waits for it. She’s been the object of his wrath before. She will not shrink before him. He’s just a bully. A contemptible bully, and they all know it.

‘We had such high hopes for you too,’ he says, leaning toward her over the table and glaring at her. ‘All that supposed talent – what a waste. How much longer do you expect me to support you?’

‘Art takes time,’ she fires back.

‘You’ve been such a disappointment,’ he says dismissively.

She pretends to ignore it, even though it hurts to hear him say it.

‘As your parents, we had expectations too,’ he says. ‘It cuts both ways. We expected more of our children. We wanted to be proud of you.’

‘You should be,’ Catherine snaps at him. ‘There’s lots to be proud of. You just can’t see it. You never could.’

He replies, his tone patronizing, ‘It’s true, we’re proud of you, Catherine. You’re a doctor, at least. But where are my grandsons?’

There’s a short, shocked silence.

‘I can’t believe this,’ Ted says, surprising everyone. He stands up abruptly. ‘We’re leaving.’ He takes Catherine by the elbow and she rises beside him, unable to meet anyone’s eyes. Together they leave the table and march around Fred’s back and out to the foyer.

Fred says, ‘Yes, run away – that’s very mature.’

Sheila pushes back her chair and hurries after Catherine and Ted. The others remain at the table, still stunned.

Then Dan rises and, throwing his napkin down like a gauntlet, leaves the table as well, Lisa rushing after him.

Jenna says, ‘We’re leaving too.’ She gets up and Jake follows obediently. They will all miss dessert. From the entryway, Jenna glances back over her shoulder into the dining room. Irena has disappeared into the kitchen, but her father is still sitting alone at the head of the table, tossing back a long drink of wine. She despises him.

She turns her back on him. Catherine is pulling on her coat while their mother tries to get her to wait until she can pack some pie to take home. ‘No, it’s okay, Mom. We don’t want any pie,’ Catherine says.

‘Thank you for dinner, Sheila,’ Ted says. Then Catherine and Ted are out the front door as fast as they’re able.

Dan kisses his mother hastily on the cheek and he and Lisa depart just as quickly. The door closes behind them. Then Irena unexpectedly comes down the hall from the kitchen, puts on her coat, and leaves without a word, as Sheila watches in surprised silence.

And then it’s just her and Jake, alone in the house with her parents. Jenna changes her mind; she turns back to face her father.




CHAPTER FIVE

CATHERINE SOMEHOW MAKES her way to Ted’s car in the driveway without breaking down, but as soon as she gets into the passenger seat and fastens her seat belt, the tears start to flow.

Ted turns to her in concern. He leans over and pulls her into him to comfort her. For a moment, she presses her face against his chest. That comment – where are my grandsons? – cut her to the quick. They’ve been trying for a baby for almost two years now. It’s a sensitive subject. Her father doesn’t know that, but he might have guessed. He’s so cruel, she thinks, and so adept at finding vulnerabilities. And the house – she’s furious they’re selling it. It’s not because of the upkeep. He’s selling it so that she can’t have it. Just like he sold the business so that Dan couldn’t have it.

She pulls away from Ted so that he can drive. He fastens his seat belt and quickly starts the car, throwing it into reverse. He turns the car around, and speeds down the driveway, engine revving. For once she’s as eager to get away as he is. She takes a deep breath and says, ‘You’re right, I don’t know how I stand it. Although that was much worse than usual.’

‘Your father is a miserable prick. He always has been.’

‘I know.’

‘And your mother – for Christ’s sake, what’s wrong with her? Has she got no spine at all?’

They both know the answer to that.

‘I’m sorry about the house,’ he says as he calms down and the car slows. ‘I know how much you wanted it.’

She stares miserably out the windshield at the road ahead. She can’t believe it’s never going to be hers.

‘Is that what she wanted to tell you?’ Ted asks.

‘What?’

‘When we first arrived, your mother said there was something she wanted to talk to you about.’

‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

‘Your family is like a fucking soap opera. What more could there be?’ Ted says.

‘Maybe she’s ill,’ she says. ‘Maybe that’s why they’re selling the house.’

Lisa doesn’t even want to ask. She’s afraid of what she might learn. But on the drive home she screws up her courage and asks Dan, ‘Did you get a chance to talk to your father, before –’

‘No,’ he says curtly. Then he glances at her, softens his voice. ‘I tried, but he was in no mood. If I’d known what was coming, I wouldn’t have bothered.’

She looks out the window as her husband drives. ‘He’s such a shit,’ she says venomously, knowing her husband is thinking the same thing. She feels sorry for Catherine – he was awful to her. But as much as she feels bad about that, some small part of her is glad – or maybe relieved – that he has turned on one of his other children for once. It’s reassuring. It makes it look less like Dan’s fault that Fred sold the family business. She’s tried to keep the faith, but lately it’s been hard. Watching her husband flounder, unemployed, without direction. He’s done something unwise with their investments. Is Dan a good businessman or not? She doesn’t really know any more. But she has doubts.

When she married him four years ago, he had a good position in Fred’s company, with a generous salary, bonuses, and a bright future. He was never happy there – his father made his life miserable at work – but they thought Fred would retire and that Dan would run the company someday. The world was their oyster. When Fred sold it out from under them a few months ago, it was like – it was like a death. And Dan still hasn’t gotten over the grief. She’s done her best to comfort and support him, to prop him up, to help him find a new path. But he has always struggled with depression, and since the business was sold, it has become that much worse. Some days she hardly recognizes him.

Now she says, ‘That was a low blow, about the grandsons.’

‘Yup,’ Dan agrees.

‘Do you think he knows that they’ve been having trouble conceiving?’

‘I doubt it. It’s not like she’d tell him. She might have told Mom, but she would have sworn her to secrecy.’

‘Catherine told me in confidence. She said she wasn’t going to tell your mother, but I wonder if she did.’

Dan glances over at her. ‘She told you because you’re kind. You’re right – she wouldn’t tell them. It was probably a lucky guess.’

She’s silent for a moment. ‘She wanted the house, didn’t she?’

Dan nods. ‘She’s always wanted the house. I don’t care, one way or the other. The place could burn down as far as I’m concerned.’ His voice turns dark. ‘It’s not like we have a lot of happy memories there.’

She looks at him more closely. ‘Are you all right?’ she asks.

A car is coming toward them. It passes and the road is empty in front of them again.

‘I’m fine,’ Dan says, rigid at the wheel.

‘Okay.’ She watches him uneasily.

What are they going to do? They’d been banking on Dan’s father loaning them some money to tide them over until Dan got himself together. But that’s not going to happen.
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