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Chapter One


Jack


‘Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you! Happy birrrrth-day, dear Granddad Bill. You smell like a poo.’


‘Jack Benson-Edwards!’


That rising tone. Jack knew he was in trouble.


‘Don’t be so bloody rude to your great-grandfather,’ said his mother Ronnie.


‘Don’t say “bloody”,’ seven-year-old Jack countered.


‘Why, you little …’ Ronnie made a scary face at her beloved son. He ran for the cover of his Auntie Chelsea.


‘I’m sorry, Granddad Bill,’ said Jack from behind Chelsea’s legs. ‘You don’t really smell like a poo.’


‘He does a bit,’ whispered Lily, daughter of Chelsea’s boyfriend Adam. She was also seven years old.


Granddad Bill didn’t care. He was turning eighty-seven that afternoon. His entire family had gathered at his eldest granddaughter Annabel’s big house in the country to celebrate in style. The party comprised his son and daughter-in-law, Dave and Jacqui, his three granddaughters, Chelsea, Ronnie and Annabel, their partners, four great-grandchildren and Lily, who counted as one of the great-grandkids as far as everyone was concerned. Now Bill blew out the candles on his cake. Not eighty-seven of them, but twenty-two.


‘You’ll just have to multiply by four and minus one,’ said Annabel. ‘If we’d gone the whole hog, we might have burned the house down.’


And that would have been a big disaster. Annabel’s spectacular manor house was a listed building of special historical interest. During the English Civil War, two princes – the future Charles II and James II – had slept in the attic that was now Annabel’s teenaged daughter’s bedroom.


Annabel’s younger sisters, Ronnie and Chelsea, were both quietly impressed by the cake, which was in the shape of a shield, bearing the Coventry City FC crest. It was the first time Annabel had taken on the role of family cake-maker, which usually fell to Ronnie or to their mother Jacqui. She’d done a good job despite her protestations that she really couldn’t bake. Granddad Bill was delighted to see his beloved football team honoured in sky blue icing. He blew out the candles in just five breaths.


‘He’s full of wind, is Granddad Bill,’ said Mark, Ronnie’s husband.


‘Three cheers for Granddad Bill,’ suggested Annabel.


‘Hooray! Hooray! Hooray!’ yelled Jack without waiting for any ‘hip hips’.


Jack and Lily leapt forward to have the chance to cut the first slice of cake, each placing a hand on Annabel’s fancy silver cake knife like a pair of diminutive newly-weds. That afternoon, the two children were getting on famously. This was a huge relief to everyone, since, like a real married couple, Jack and Lily were usually more likely to be found bickering or plotting murder than playing nicely.


‘And now for the presents!’ Jack squealed, piling brightly wrapped packages into his great-grandfather’s lap as the old man sat in his electric wheelchair. ‘This is from Mummy and Daddy. This one is from Auntie Chelsea. This is from Cathy Next Door.’


Granddad Bill opened the gifts his family and friends had chosen so carefully. He was delighted with a CD of the greatest hits of Acker Bilk, that year’s Coventry City FC away shirt and a new pair of velvet carpet slippers to replace the old ones he wore every day. Cathy Next Door had bought Bill a packet of the small cigars he was supposed to have given up in the 1980s (they were swiftly confiscated by Dave). But Jack was sure that his gift was going to be the best of all.


‘Izzy and Sophie had to help me get it,’ he said. ‘Because it’s illegal.’


Illegal? The adults wondered what on earth Jack had asked his sixteen-year-old sister Sophie and his cousin Izzy to buy. Jack’s parents, Ronnie and Mark, shared worried glances. They had known Jack was planning something special for his great-grandfather’s birthday – he’d asked for an advance on his pocket money – but they would never have guessed it was something outside the law.


‘But I chose the numbers,’ Jack continued.


Jack handed Granddad Bill an envelope, decorated with the slightly wonky smiley faces that were Jack’s signature. Unfortunately Granddad Bill had trouble with envelopes and it wasn’t long before Jack grew impatient and opened his special gift himself. He pulled out the card he’d made with much secrecy the previous afternoon and waved it under the old man’s nose, far too close for Granddad Bill to focus on, even with his glasses.


‘Do you like the picture?’ Jack asked.


‘That’s a very fine Dalek,’ said Bill, making an educated guess.


‘It’s not a Dalek,’ Jack sighed. ‘It’s you in your wheelchair.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Bill. ‘I see that now.’


‘And look what’s in here. Look!’


Jack opened the card with a showman’s flourish. Stuck inside with a piece of sticky tape was …


‘A lottery ticket!’


‘Not a couple of spliffs after all,’ said Mark.


‘Mark,’ Ronnie scolded her husband. ‘Keep your voice down.’


‘What a clever idea,’ said Jacqui, Jack’s maternal grandmother. ‘How did you come up with that?’


‘Well, Granddad Bill is always talking about the lottery so me and Sophie and Izzy all went to Tesco and I wrote the numbers down and they went up to the till to pay because you have to be sixteen.’


Ah. That’s what he meant by illegal.


‘But it was mostly my money. I put in twenty pee.’


‘You’re a very generous boy,’ said Jacqui.


The other adults agreed.


‘I’ve got a good feeling about this one,’ said Bill, holding the card and the ticket so that he could read what was written on both. ‘How did you know thirteen’s my lucky number?’


‘It’s my lucky number too!’ said Jack.


‘Come here, lad.’ Bill opened his arms and Jack climbed onto his lap for a cuddle. ‘Whether it’s lucky or not, with a family like you lot, I’ve already won the bloody lottery.’




Chapter Two


Bill


Granddad Bill lived with his son Dave and his daughter-in-law Jacqui in a terraced house near the centre of Coventry. He’d lived in Coventry for as long as he could remember, never moving more than two miles from the Coundon Road Stadium, which was where his second favourite team, Coventry RFC, used to play. Like the stadium, these days Bill could almost be counted as a landmark.


Bill lived in the city through the Coventry Blitz and joined the army as soon as he was able, fighting in France at the tail end of the Second World War. When he came back, he worked at Dunlop for a while and, at twenty, he married Jennifer – a proper Coventry girl. Seven years later, they welcomed baby David into their lives. They were blissfully happy but alas, Jennifer died young, while Dave was still at secondary school. Bill always said that Jennifer was irreplaceable and indeed he never remarried (though he came close at the age of eighty-six after meeting a gold-digger in Lanzarote, but that’s another story).


Bill moved in with his son and daughter-in-law once all his grandchildren had flown the nest. It was ideal for everybody. Bill didn’t need the space he had in his old house and Dave and Jacqui could use the help with the mortgage on theirs. And while Bill was still relatively able, he also helped out in the garden. He had green fingers and suddenly there were carrots where Dave had cultivated only weeds.


In recent years however Dave and Jacqui had converted the front room into a bedroom for Bill, who was not as good on his feet as he had been. Though, on a good day, he could still get around using sticks, most of the time he used a wheelchair. He wasn’t great on stairs. He also suffered from dementia, which seemed to be much worse at some times than others. There were days – such as his birthday that year – when Bill seemed entirely ‘with it’: totally lucid and aware of what was going on. Other days he mistook his son for his brother and called Jacqui by his dead wife’s name. There were days, too, when Bill seemed to be living in a completely different time from everyone else, like when he asked why Jacqui wasn’t carrying her gas mask when they went out to the shops.


It could be hard work, caring for Bill, but Dave and Jacqui would not have had it any other way. Bill had always been so good to them. When they were first married and struggling to cope with the financial and psychological pressure of raising two small children, Bill was always there. He was forever pressing money for housekeeping into Jacqui’s hand, or offering them a few quid so they could have a night out. Ronnie and Chelsea were thrilled whenever they heard Granddad Bill would be babysitting. Bill never tired of dolly tea parties or adjudicating endless rounds of Happy Families and Go Fish.


Bill was such an important part of the family, Jacqui and Dave were determined to keep him out of residential care for as long as humanly possible. They were fortunate to have the support of a fantastic GP, who had recently put Bill onto a new medication regime that seemed to be working well. At least they’d not had any major incidents since that afternoon before Christmas when Jack commandeered Bill and his electric wheelchair for a cross-country adventure that ended up involving the police.


So, Bill was at home with Dave and Jacqui when the lottery draw took place on the Saturday after his birthday. They always watched the lottery show, though they never usually bought tickets. Mark, husband of Bill’s granddaughter Ronnie, bought a ticket every week and had only won about fifty quid in the sixteen years he’d been playing. Bill had once won thirty quid on the EuroMillions. But it was a mug’s game. A tax on the poor, Jacqui told Mark every time he mentioned his ‘investment strategy’. Even one ticket a week added up to a small fortune over the course of a year. And it wasn’t as though any of the Bensons were made of money.


But they still liked to watch Win Your Wish List and the draw itself. It was good entertainment. They all liked Shane Richie. And secretly Jacqui rather liked to reassure herself that she wouldn’t have chosen any of the winning numbers. As the draw was announced, she would put down her habitual Saturday night Sudoku for a moment and mentally check off the balls.


‘Twenty-eight? No, I wouldn’t have chosen that. Nobody’s birthday is on the twenty-eighth. Thirty-two doesn’t sound very lucky to me. Who’d pick thirty-two? Six? I might have chosen that last year because of Jack but now he’s seven, I wouldn’t have picked it this week.’ And so on.


Deciding that she would have merely wasted two pounds gave Jacqui a very warm feeling inside. It was almost as good as actually winning.


However, everything was about to change because that week, Granddad Bill had a ticket, courtesy of his great-grandchildren, Jack, Sophie and Izzy. Oh, and six-month-old Baby Humfrey, who was included on the card (as were the family cat, Fishy, and Izzy’s dog Leander). For once, the National Lottery show had altogether more meaning.


‘Let’s get that ticket out then,’ said Jacqui, sitting down on the sofa between Bill and Dave. ‘See how Jack did with his picks.’ She took up her special Sudoku biro, ready to tick the numbers off. The familiar music began to play as the multicoloured bouncing balls tumbled into the machine on-screen.


‘What are you going to buy us if you win, Dad?’ Dave asked Bill.


‘Don’t get your hopes up,’ Jacqui laughed. ‘If there’s even two numbers on here, I’ll eat my Sudoku pen.’


In the end, thirteen – Bill’s lucky number – was the only one of the numbers Jack had chosen that didn’t come up. At least, not in the main draw. It came up as the bonus ball.




Chapter Three


The Bensons


Jacqui, Bill and Dave all stared at the pale red ticket.


‘Time to eat your pen,’ Dave told his wife.


‘I feel a bit sick,’ said Jacqui. ‘Look!’ She showed Dave the goosebumps on her arms.


‘Did we win it?’ asked Bill.


‘We didn’t get them all,’ said Dave.


‘No, but we got five numbers and the bonus ball,’ said Jacqui. ‘Five. You still get something for that. If you get twenty-five quid for three numbers you must get something for five. How much do you think it is?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Dave. ‘We better call Ronnie.’


Over at Ronnie’s house, Mark was scrunching up yet another losing ticket. That week he’d managed to get just one number right. Hopeless.


‘I should give this up,’ said Mark. ‘I’d be better off throwing the money down the drain.’


‘Or down your neck,’ said Ronnie. ‘Think of the amount of beer you could have bought with all the money you’ve spent on lottery tickets over the years.’


‘Don’t,’ said Mark, as Ronnie’s mobile began to ring. ‘I can’t bear to think about it. And if that’s your mother calling to crow about my ‘investment strategy’, you can tell her where to stick it and all.’


‘Ssssh.’ Ronnie put her finger to her husband’s lips as she answered the call. It was her mother. ‘Hello, Mum. You all right?’


‘Oh Ronnie,’ said Jacqui, her voice shivering with something that sounded like distress over the bad mobile line. ‘Something’s happened.’


‘What, Mum? What?’


‘Are you sitting down, sweetheart?’


Ronnie, who had stood up to find her phone, quickly collapsed onto the sofa in preparation for the worst.


‘You’re not going to believe this.’


‘I wish you’d just tell me so I could find out whether I believe it or not.’


‘It’s Granddad Bill …’ Jacqui began.


‘Oh no!’ Ronnie cried. Since he had his pacemaker fitted, the Bensons were always waiting to hear bad news about Granddad Bill. Ronnie screwed her eyes tightly shut. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing him.


‘We think he’s won the bloody lottery,’ Jacqui continued.


‘What?!’


Ronnie immediately handed over the phone to Mark, who, having put so much effort into trying to win over the years since he was old enough to start playing, was rightly considered the family expert.


‘Tell me again what the numbers are,’ said Mark, checking them off against the Lottery app on his own phone. ‘And tell me what it says on the top of the ticket. We need to make sure it’s the right date. There are draws on a Wednesday too.’


Jacqui read out all the information. It definitely sounded as though she might be right.


‘Can you take a picture of it, Jacqui?’ Mark asked. ‘And send it to my mobile. That way we’ll know for sure.’


When the photograph came through, Mark and Ronnie stared at the picture on the screen as though they were seeing a newly discovered Dead Sea Scroll. They looked at it from all angles. Mark zoomed in on the figures. They so wanted to believe …


Sophie, who had been in her bedroom, talking to her cousin Izzy on Skype, came downstairs to find her parents thus absorbed.


‘What’s going on?’ she asked.


Ronnie pointed to the screen of Mark’s phone.


‘Five numbers,’ she mouthed. ‘Five. And the bonus ball.’


‘So?’ said Sophie.


‘So, we think Granddad Bill’s just won fifty thousand pounds. With that lottery ticket you all got him for his birthday.’


Sophie shrieked in surprise and delight.


Jack was in his room. He’d been playing up all day, whining from the moment he woke, and his bad behaviour had been rewarded with an early bedtime and no Doctor Who.


‘We’ve got to get him up,’ said Sophie. ‘He chose the numbers. This is huge.’


They didn’t need to wake Jack up. He had heard his sister shriek and was already standing at the top of the stairs, trying to work out whether the shriek was a good or a bad one and whether he needed to intervene with his Sonic Screwdriver. He was clutching it in his hand, already on high alert.


‘Jack!’ Ronnie called. ‘Jack! Come down here quickly. We’re going over to Grandma and Granddad’s.’


‘What? Now?’ said Jack. ‘It’s nearly midnight.’


‘Yes. Now. Hurry up.’


Ronnie didn’t even change Jack out of his pyjamas. She just put his anorak over the top. The Benson-Edwards family then piled into Mark’s old car and drove at high speed across town.


Fifty thousand pounds. Jack’s carefully chosen numbers had won his great-grandfather fifty thousand pounds.


But of course, the money wasn’t just for Granddad Bill. From the very beginning, the Bensons all talked of a communal win. That was the way it was in their family. All for one and one for all. It would have been the same if Mark’s ticket had come up, or Dave’s, or Jacqui’s, or Ronnie’s.


Indeed in the past, Jacqui and Ronnie had spent many a happy hour at the kitchen table, drinking tea and pondering how they would split a win on the premium bonds (though they only had fifty quid’s worth of bonds between them and hadn’t seen one win in thirty years). There was never any question that the person whose numbers came up would share the bounty with everyone else. If Jacqui won a million, she would pay off all her daughters’ debts. If Ronnie won, she would share with Chelsea (keeping just a little behind for some Jimmy Choos). So Granddad Bill’s sudden windfall was a windfall for them all.


When they got to Dave and Jacqui’s house, the celebrations were already under way. Jacqui had been on the phone to the people at the Lottery and they’d confirmed that Granddad Bill’s ticket was indeed a big winner. The holy ticket itself was in a biscuit tin between the mattress and box spring of Dave and Jacqui’s bed – the most secure place they could think of – awaiting such time as it could be handed over safely in exchange for a cheque. With the ticket safely stowed, Jacqui and Dave had opened the cocktail cabinet. Bill was drinking a bottle of Spitfire, though these days they tried to keep him off the booze. Even one bottle might disturb his sleep (though Dave was convinced Bill was actually more lucid when he’d had alcohol).


Jack rang the doorbell to his grandparents’ house. Having been briefed on what was happening during the car journey, he was fizzing with excitement. When Jacqui opened the door, he ran straight past her to find his great-granddad in his chair.


‘You did it, Granddad Bill. You won the bloody lottery!’


‘Don’t say bloody,’ Ronnie yelled from the hall.


‘I think he can say bloody all he likes tonight,’ said Dave.


‘We’ve won the lottery! We’ve won the lottery!’ Jack danced around the living room.


More alcohol was opened. There was a bottle of champagne left over from Christmas. It was a gift from the Bensons’ eldest daughter Annabel, whose husband Richard was very much into his wine. Dave and Jacqui weren’t so much into their wine and the champagne would probably have made it through the whole year unopened, but you can’t celebrate a lottery win without bubbles. Everyone was agreed on that. Dave got the bottle down from the kitchen shelf. Jack wanted to shake it like a grand prix champion. Jacqui let him do it, which was a mistake. When Mark got the cork out, the champagne exploded with such force it soaked the living room carpet and the curtains.


‘Never mind,’ said Dave. ‘You’ll be getting some new curtains now.’


‘New curtains! Can we? Oh, I can’t believe it.’


Jacqui took Ronnie by the hands and they polkaed around the coffee table.


‘Oh, Dave. Do you think we could get a new carpet too?’ Jacqui sighed.


‘I can get a new Sonic Screwdriver!’ said Jack. ‘Can I get it tomorrow?’


‘I’m sure we can sort that out,’ said Jacqui.


‘Can I get a new phone?’ Sophie asked.


‘I’m sure that will be possible,’ said Ronnie.


‘But we need to have a proper family talk about the money before we all start spending like crazy,’ Jacqui pointed out. ‘It’s got to be shared between everyone. Not just us lot here this evening but Chelsea and Annabel and Richard and their children too.’


‘It’s not as though Annabel needs any,’ said Ronnie.


‘No. But she’s your sister. And her children Izzy and Humfrey have exactly the same status in this family as Sophie and Jack. It’s what Granddad Bill wants, I’m sure.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Granddad Bill. ‘Everybody must have something.’


In truth, Granddad Bill wanted nothing more right then than another bottle of Spitfire. The sudden activity was making him dizzy. As Bill was sitting in his special television chair, his electric wheelchair was empty. Jack jumped in and took hold of the controls. He jerked the chair forwards and backwards across the plastic mat that covered the carpet by the door to make moving the wheelchair easier. He put on a deep voice and pretended to be his great-grandfather.


‘I’ve won the bloody lottery,’ he intoned.


‘Jack!’ cried his mother, grandmother and sister in exasperation. But Jack’s glee in that moment was something they would all remember for the rest of their lives. It was a truly wonderful night.




Chapter Four


Ronnie and Annabel


A year earlier, Ronnie would not have questioned for a second that the lottery win should be spread throughout the whole family. But then, a year earlier, Ronnie had not known she had more than one sister.


Not even twelve months had passed since the family holiday in Lanzarote, to celebrate Jacqui’s sixtieth birthday, when the startling truth came out. Jacqui had admitted to Ronnie and her younger sister Chelsea that there was a third Benson girl.


Born when Jacqui and Dave were still teenagers, Annabel, the baby Jacqui had called Daisy, was given up for adoption at just a few days old. It seemed like the only thing to do at the time. Jacqui and Dave had been going out since they were fifteen but they were broken up when Jacqui discovered she was pregnant and Jacqui’s old-fashioned parents encouraged her to give the child up and make a clean break with her past. The seventies were not as progressive as nostalgic television programmes would have us believe. Having a child out of wedlock and becoming a single mother was definitely not something nice girls did in 1971.


Jacqui didn’t have the emotional strength or the financial ability to defy her parents. She had only just left school. Without their support she would not have been able to raise a child. There was no social security net to fall back on. As Jacqui would discover, having a baby was no guarantee of hand-outs and a free council house. Jacqui even had to find the money to pay for Daisy’s foster care in the months it took for a permanent placement to be found. The whole experience was horrible and traumatising and of course the misery didn’t end once Daisy had been handed over to her new family. Feeling she’d been forced to give up her child, Jacqui became estranged from her parents. She moved to Essex where she lived like a nun for the next ten years, punishing herself daily by refusing to enjoy life, until Dave came back into it.


Dave didn’t blame Jacqui for what had happened in his absence. He was only sad and sorry that he’d not been there to support her. They married and went on to have two more children – Chelsea and Ronnie – but there was always a Daisy-shaped hole in Jacqui’s heart. Jacqui was relieved when the secret was finally out.


Annabel was raised by Sarah and Humfrey Cartwright, a wealthy couple from Warwickshire. She had an idyllic childhood, full of the sort of privileges and treats that would be on any child’s wish list. She went to private school. She had ballet and riding lessons. She was treasured and doted upon. Though she knew from an early age that she had been adopted, Annabel was certain she could not have grown up in a better family or been more loved. Daisy Benson seemed like some sort of ghost – nothing to do with her. Annabel felt every inch a Cartwright and later, after her marriage to Richard,  a Buchanan.


Annabel might never have known the rest of the Benson family at all had her own daughter Izzy not fallen dangerously ill. Aged sixteen, Izzy had gone to a festival with friends from her smart private school. Once there, she’d taken some dodgy ecstasy that damaged her kidneys beyond repair. Unable to donate one of her own kidneys to her little girl because she was pregnant with Humfrey at the time, Annabel sought out her biological family in the hope they might be able to help.


Subsequent events had almost torn the whole family apart. Ronnie was found to be the perfect tissue match for her new-found niece Izzy but was ultimately too scared to donate. Annabel and Ronnie fell out. Ronnie fell out with Jacqui too, when Jacqui tried to persuade her to go ahead with the transplant and Ronnie interpreted Jacqui’s actions as guilty favouritism towards the daughter she had given up.


It was Jack who brought everyone back together in the end. Jack and Granddad Bill, when they sparked a countywide police search by heading off in Granddad Bill’s electric wheelchair to deliver Izzy a kidney bought in a supermarket. Jack didn’t understand how transplants really worked and Bill was too out of it that day to put him straight. And they did make it as far as Annabel’s house. When heavily pregnant Annabel brought Jack and Bill home and promptly gave birth in Ronnie’s front room, it seemed silly for the sisters to continue their feud.


Jack’s crazy mission had made Ronnie change her mind about becoming Izzy’s kidney donor, but in the end, it made no difference. On Boxing Day, Izzy received a kidney from a stranger killed in a road accident.


It was a turbulent time. But half a year later, Izzy was doing well with her transplant and the Buchanans and the Bensons had a growing friendship. Though Annabel still called Sarah and Humfrey Cartwright her ‘Mum and Dad’ and would never use those names for Dave and Jacqui, she now saw the Bensons on a regular basis and referred to Ronnie and Chelsea as her sisters. Izzy’s immediate connection with her cousin Sophie had helped. The two teenage girls were extremely close. They spoke every day on Skype and saw each other whenever they could.


On the night that Granddad Bill discovered he’d won the lottery, Sophie piped up in support of her cousin. ‘It’s only fair we include the Buchanans,’ she said. ‘Like Grandma says, they’re family. Plus, Izzy did put the best part of a pound towards the cost of the ticket.’


‘I put twenty pee,’ Jack pointed out again.


‘Can we let them know now?’ Sophie asked.


So, Jacqui called Annabel while Ronnie called Chelsea to pass on the good news. Chelsea, as usual, didn’t pick up the call so Ronnie had to leave a message.


When she heard, Annabel immediately insisted she and her family didn’t need anything but it was agreed that the whole family should gather over lunch at Annabel’s house the very next day to talk about the division of the spoils.


By the time that was arranged – Chelsea took an age to call back – it was almost midnight. There was nothing left to drink except the remaining half bottle of champagne that nobody liked except Jack (who had been given a thimbleful but would be allowed no more). So, Ronnie and Mark loaded their children back into the car and went back to their house. Dave helped Granddad Bill into bed. Jacqui tidied up the living room and kitchen, double wrapping the champagne bottle in two carrier bags before she put it in the bin, in case one of the neighbours dropped round unexpectedly and wanted to know what they’d been celebrating. The last thing they needed was for people to start asking for money before they’d decided what, if any, they could spare. Fifty grand wasn’t much when it had to be shared between so many.


Jacqui and Dave finally got to bed around half one.


‘I still can’t believe it,’ Jacqui whispered in the dark. ‘Granddad Bill won the lottery.’


‘He always said he would.’


‘Oh Dave. This could change everything. Bill can have a new wheelchair. We could get a proper wheelchair-adapted car. It could go towards paying for the children to go to uni.’


‘It could go towards tickets to see England play in the World Cup,’ Dave mused.


‘If there’s anything left over,’ said Jacqui. ‘We’ve got to spend this money carefully. The whole family has to benefit. Oh, I’m so happy right now. Somebody up there is looking out for us.’


An hour later, Dave was sound asleep, but Jacqui lay straight as a board, with her eyes wide open. Beneath her were the biscuit tin and the winning lottery ticket. The responsibility weighed very heavy indeed.




Chapter Five


Chelsea


The next day, Chelsea drove up to Warwickshire from London with her boyfriend Adam and his daughter Lily. Though Adam and Lily weren’t officially family as yet, it seemed unfair to exclude them from a big lunch, especially as they had been there for Granddad Bill’s birthday.


Chelsea and Adam had been together for almost a year. They’d met on that fateful holiday in Lanzarote when Jacqui revealed the existence of Annabel. It was a trip for which Chelsea hadn’t had high hopes.


The tacky all-inclusive Hotel Volcan in Playa Blanca wasn’t the kind of place Chelsea would have chosen but it was the perfect location for the extended Benson family. It was inexpensive. There was wheelchair accessibility for Granddad Bill and an on-site kids’ club for Jack. The kids’ club was the main factor in Adam’s decision to go to the same hotel. He had hoped that Lily, an only child, would make some new friends there. As it was, she made a new enemy instead. Lily and Jack had hated each other on sight. The children’s subsequent battles had put Adam and Chelsea at loggerheads but eventually Chelsea decided Adam was rather nice – and handsome – and pretty damn sexy … He only got sexier when they were back in London, getting to know each other properly over a bottle of wine. Adam was everything Chelsea had wished for in a man. And goodness knows she’d done a lot of wishing.


Dating a father was very different from dating the average commitment-phobic single guy. Adam’s responsibilities meant there was little scope for spontaneity. They also meant that Chelsea had to think seriously about where the relationship was going rather earlier than she might otherwise have done because it wasn’t just Adam’s life she was becoming involved with. Adam and Lily came as a pair, with a ghost.


Adam hadn’t broken up with Lily’s mother Claire; he had lost her to an aneurysm when Lily was just a baby. Plenty of Chelsea’s friends had dated divorced dads and shared horror stories about ex-wives who made things difficult by constantly switching childcare arrangements. Suddenly dumping the children with the ex-husband on the new girlfriend’s birthday was a classic move. Dating a widower brought different issues, however.


Though at first, Lily had been prickly around her father’s new girlfriend, these days she and Chelsea were pretty close. Now whenever Chelsea was at Adam’s house around bedtime, it was Chelsea Lily asked to read her a story and tuck her into bed. Chelsea enjoyed these little moments of intimacy with Lily, though she understood that her role was never going to be ‘replacement mother’. She and Lily could have something different and just as satisfying. Chelsea didn’t need to obliterate all memories of Claire. She was there to compliment them.


At least, that’s what Chelsea told herself on a good day.


The first time Adam had accidentally called Chelsea by Claire’s name, Chelsea had taken it very badly indeed. She had gone off the deep end, telling Adam he obviously wasn’t ready to move on from the memory of his dead love. Adam, in a state of some shock at the violence of Chelsea’s reaction to his genuine mistake, had concluded that she must be right and called time on their budding romance.


The split didn’t last for long, thank goodness, and Chelsea had tried to be much more understanding since. Adam was certain he was ready to move on with his life. He’d attended counselling sessions for a year after Claire’s sudden death and, as far as he was concerned, that was all he needed to do. However, there were moments when Adam did seem to be a million miles away and though when Chelsea asked him what he was thinking he always answered ‘nothing’, she was pretty sure he was in fact thinking of his lost wife, the woman he had vowed to love until ‘death us do part’.


Chelsea herself was in counselling. Since her late teenage years, she had struggled with bulimia and still felt in danger of slipping back into its grip whenever she encountered stress in her outwardly glamorous London life as a fashion journalist. It was the love of her nephew Jack that had first persuaded her she needed to take her recovery seriously. He’d spotted that she was vomiting daily while they shared a room in Lanzarote and his innocent concern had made her feel ashamed and helpless. Of course, she didn’t tell Jack that she was making herself ill but the fact that he had noticed shook her into seeking help. Since then, she’d been religious about attending her therapy sessions and she was evangelical about the ways in which therapy could help with all sorts of issues.


‘I don’t have an issue,’ said Adam, when Chelsea dared to broach the subject. ‘I have a dead wife. She was Lily’s mother. Would you prefer that I never ever thought of her?’


‘Of course not, but …’


Adam and Chelsea had been talking about Claire when Ronnie rang with the news about the lottery win. Adam jumped at the chance to cut the conversation short but Chelsea insisted on ignoring her sister’s call so that they could continue to hash things out. That was why she hadn’t found time to return Ronnie’s call until midnight. Not that the conversation about Adam’s past was exactly finished by then.


As they drove in Adam’s car towards Annabel’s house, Chelsea wondered what her next move should be. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with Adam, but was there actually enough space in his heart for a second Mrs Baxter?




Chapter Six


Annabel


Annabel had grown up in an entirely different world to her two younger sisters. While they were living in a terraced house in Coventry, she lived in a sprawling mansion. She’d studied English Literature at Oxford, which was where she had met her husband, Richard. ‘Britain’s Only Non-Bastard Banker,’ as Mark liked to call his new friend and brother-in-law. Richard was very generous with his wine cellar. That was Mark’s idea of the ‘trickle-down effect’ in action.


At first, the Bensons had found Annabel’s grand house and her moneyed manners intimidating, but having known her for almost a year, and been through some serious drama with her during that time, the scale of Annabel’s luxurious life no longer overawed Ronnie, Chelsea and Jacqui. Ronnie in particular no longer waited to be shown where she should sit, worrying that she might accidentally choose a priceless antique. She threw herself down onto Annabel’s cream-coloured sofa, just as she would have done were she at home or at Chelsea’s.


Annabel, taking advantage of Ronnie’s relaxed manner, handed her Baby Humfrey and asked her to change his nappy. Annabel had a feeling it was going to be a particularly mucky one. Yep. They were proper sisters now.


That day, after the lottery win, Annabel cooked lamb for lunch. She wasn’t a great cook but since meeting the Bensons, she’d thrown herself into the joys of mass catering. She even let Jacqui into the kitchen now, no longer upset by the way Jacqui liked to insert herself into proceedings just as any mother would. The only mother Annabel had known until the previous year – Sarah Cartwright – had also come to welcome Jacqui into her life. They were quite good friends these days, sharing photographs of their ‘joint’ grandchildren, Izzy and Humfrey, on Facebook.


Annabel thought it might be a good idea for everyone to eat before they started talking about Granddad Bill’s lottery win but there was no chance of that. Everyone was so excited. Jacqui reprised the telephone conversation she’d had with the lovely people at the Lottery administration for the benefit of Annabel, Richard and Izzy. Jack told everyone what he was going to buy.


‘A real Sonic Screwdriver!’ he explained to Izzy. ‘Not a plastic one, a real one, that really works. It will probably cost a hundred million pounds.’ Jack had a loose understanding of maths.


Sophie kept her dreams a little closer to her heart. There was loads of stuff she wanted to spend the money on, but she guessed she wasn’t going to be handed a sum with which to go nuts in New Look. There were more important things to save up for. Sophie secretly dreamed of a place at university. Her cousin Izzy considered a place at uni her birthright but Sophie was daunted by the cost of tuition fees.


By the time everyone arrived at Annabel’s, Jacqui and Ronnie had already done some maths.


Jacqui smoothed the piece of paper out on the coffee table in Annabel’s family room.


‘So, this is what we’ve come up with so far. We’ve done the calculations based on the four great-grandchildren getting the largest share, then the three grandchildren, then me and Dave, then Granddad Bill. He says he doesn’t want much except a season ticket and a new wheelchair.’


‘Well, I can tell you right now that we don’t need anything.’ Annabel reiterated what she’d already said on the phone.


‘You’re not wrong,’ said Ronnie. ‘But you know what, Mark and me have got everything we need too, Mum. We’ve got a roof over our heads. We’ve got a car. We’re getting a new kitchen.’


Mark worked as a kitchen fitter and his boss had given him a ninety per cent discount on the country-style cabinets of Ronnie’s dreams.


‘We don’t need anything else,’ said Ronnie firmly.


Mark opened his mouth to protest.


‘So, you can take me and Mark out too.’


‘If Annabel and Ronnie don’t need anything, it seems to make most sense for the great-grandchildren to have the cash,’ said Chelsea magnanimously, though she actually could have used something, having just had some bad news that she wasn’t about to share.


‘Well your dad and I won’t be having any if you’re not,’ said Jacqui.


‘Maybe we should just say that the children will have the money between them,’ said Ronnie. ‘Sophie, Jack, Izzy and Humfrey should have a quarter each. The children did buy the ticket, after all.’


‘Izzy and Humfrey don’t need a quarter,’ said Annabel.


‘They’ll want money for their university fees.’


‘That’s taken care of,’ Annabel assured her.


Richard put his hand on Annabel’s arm. He had a much better understanding of where Ronnie was going with this. Annabel’s insistence on pointing out that her two children were already well provided for financially was causing an atmosphere. Ronnie wanted to think they were equal. If they could just get a rough deal worked out now, then Annabel and Richard could always get the money back to Jacqui later.


More to the point, if the discussion went on for much longer, lunch would be spoiled.


So it was decided over the smoked salmon blinis Annabel had prepared as a starter that the bulk of the money was to be split four ways between Bill’s great-grandchildren. They would get eight thousand pounds each. A further four thousand would be spent on an electric wheelchair and an upgrade to Dave and Jacqui’s car to make ferrying Granddad Bill around easier. But Granddad Bill said it was important that everybody got a piece of the action, thus the remaining fourteen thousand pounds would be spent on something that everybody could share in. A proper family treat.


‘How about a caravan?’ suggested Jacqui. ‘We can take it in turns to use it.’


Sophie and Izzy shared their mutual distaste in a glance. Ronnie and Chelsea too had unpleasant memories of wet summers in Granddad Bill’s old static van in Littlehampton.


‘A hot air balloon ride?’ suggested Richard.


‘You’re not getting me in one of those,’ Jacqui said. ‘They fall out the sky all the time.’


‘And I’m scared of heights,’ said Ronnie. ‘What about a trip on the Orient Express?’


‘Tiny carriages and shared bathrooms,’ said Annabel.


She and Richard had taken the Orient Express to celebrate their tenth wedding anniversary.


‘A racehorse,’ said Dave.


‘For fourteen grand?’ said Mark. ‘It’d be a donkey.’


‘Let’s get a donkey!’ said Jack. ‘It can live here at Auntie Annabel’s.’


‘We’re not getting a donkey,’ said Ronnie, spotting Annabel’s distress at that idea.


‘This is like being Aladdin with his three wishes,’ commented Chelsea. ‘So many possibilities.’


‘I would wish for ten more wishes,’ said Lily cleverly. ‘And a donkey.’


‘Yes! Donkey! Donkey! Donkey!’ chanted Jack. ‘That’s what we want!’


‘It’d keep the grass down,’ said Richard.


‘You could call it Princess,’ said Lily.


‘We’re not getting a girl donkey,’ Jack protested.


‘We’re not getting any bloody donkey,’ said Ronnie.


‘Don’t say b—’


Chelsea gently clamped her hand over Jack’s mouth before he could say the ‘b’ word himself.


The discussion raged over lunch and continued over coffee in Annabel’s garden. Tiring of the debate, Sophie and Izzy took Leander the Labrador for a walk. Jack and Lily tagged along. Sophie and Izzy were only too pleased to have the younger children there, since Jack and Lily still thought it was fun to use the pooper-scooper.


‘Imagine how much poo a donkey makes,’ mused Jack.


Later, Chelsea followed Annabel down to the kitchen garden to pick some strawberries. Richard took Mark down into his cellar to look at some new wine. Adam asked Dave if he wanted to join him for a walk to look at the war memorial by the village church.


By the time Chelsea and Annabel had finished preparing the strawberries, Jacqui and Ronnie had decided on the sort of proper family treat that would suit everyone.


‘Another holiday,’ said Jacqui. ‘That seems like the best idea.’


Chelsea winced as she remembered the Hotel Volcan with its scratchy loo roll and Turin Shroud-style sheets. She couldn’t imagine Annabel there.


‘And because Granddad Bill isn’t that mobile,’ Jacqui continued, ‘we’ve decided on a cruise.’


‘Gosh,’ said Annabel. ‘How lovely.’




Chapter Seven


Chelsea and Adam


A cruise.


Chelsea listened to her mother with a growing sense of horror. In the time it had taken Chelsea and Annabel to pick strawberries, Jacqui and Ronnie had got it all mapped out. They’d even found the perfect Mediterranean itinerary, sailing in and out of Southampton. The lottery money wouldn’t cover everything but it would mean that the cash Ronnie and Mark were planning to spend on a week in Cornwall, for example, could now take them all the way to the Med.


‘You’re to ask Adam and Lily to come along too,’ Jacqui told Chelsea. ‘It will be good for Jack to have some company his own age and they do seem to get along well these days. We’re going in the school holidays, of course, so you don’t have to worry about that. We’ve found an amazing ship. It’s called the European Countess. There’s so much to do: three swimming pools, entertainment for the kids, shows every evening, and the largest floating pastry shop in the world.’


‘What?’


‘That’s what it says on the website. I wonder if they make the world’s largest pastries?’ Jacqui mused.


Ronnie showed Chelsea and Annabel the cruise line’s website on her iPhone.


‘How long is this cruise?’ Chelsea asked cautiously.


‘It’s a fortnight,’ said Jacqui. ‘We could go for less time if we went from somewhere other than Southampton but that would mean getting on a plane and I don’t think your Granddad Bill is up to flying.’


A fortnight. Fourteen days.


Chelsea exhaled audibly. She shared a look with Annabel. She knew that Annabel had the same misgivings. A fortnight was a very long time to spend with your family, however much you loved them.


‘Where does it go?’ Chelsea asked.


‘All sorts of places! It goes to Barcelona, to Ajaccio – I’ve got no idea where that is but it looks nice.’


‘It’s in Corsica,’ Annabel chipped in.


‘Thank you, dear. Then it goes to Florence, to Rome, to Marseille … Gibraltar … Oh, Chelsea, it will be so glamorous. You’ll have to help me shop for something to wear before we go.’


Thanks to her job on a fashion magazine, Chelsea had a reputation as the family fashion guru.


‘And your dad and Granddad Bill are going to need dinner jackets.’ Jacqui was getting really excited now. ‘I still can’t believe it. I never thought we’d get to go on a cruise. To go on a cruise with the whole family, it’s a dream come true.’


It wouldn’t be quite the whole family. Annabel, her husband Richard, daughter Izzy and baby Humfrey quickly established that they would not be joining the trip. It was still only six months since Izzy had her kidney transplant and the Buchanans were nervous about travelling too far from the hospital that had taken such good care of them. Everyone was sad about that, especially Sophie, who regarded her cousin Izzy as one of her best friends. It seemed a sensible decision however. The last thing they needed was for Izzy to be taken ill at sea, even though the European Countess boasted world-class medical facilities.


Chelsea had no excuses. She knew she would have to go along. But would Adam want to? It was one thing to holiday with your girlfriend’s extended family in a resort. It was quite another to holiday with them on a ship, on the ocean. Where there was no possibility of jumping in a hire car and heading off for some much needed me-time. Chelsea had just about survived seven days in Lanzarote without going berserk. Could she survive fourteen days at sea?


Chelsea had a bad feeling about the whole enterprise so she was astonished when Adam said, as they drove back to London with Lily sleeping in the back of the car, ‘It sounds like a laugh, and Lily will love it. We can go up to the front of the boat—’


‘The bow of the ship.’


‘The bow of the ship, sorry. And pretend we’re in Titanic.’
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