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SUNDAY




CHAPTER 1


‘I hate airports.’


Hester, fingering the edge of the letter in her pocket, feels the cold of the metal seat seep through the layers of clothing. A greasy all-day breakfast—or at least as much of it as she had been able to swallow—solidifies in her stomach. ‘Fourteen pounds ninety-nine!’ she had hissed at Harriet as the waitress apologetically slid the bill under the ketchup and sprinted away, presumably anticipating the incredulous reaction. ‘I could feed a family of four for a week on that!’


Harriet, deep in her Kindle, does not reply. Either she is lost in her thriller or she wants Hester to believe that she is. Hester, who has long and vociferously resisted the lure of an e-reader, now throws covetous glances at the slim device, only too conscious of the weight of paperbacks clogging her case. Too thrifty (‘mean,’ said Harriet) to pay for excess baggage, she had jettisoned four tops, a spare pair of shoes and three pairs of knickers to accommodate the books. ‘For heaven’s sake,’ she had replied when her sister remonstrated, ‘I can rinse out my smalls! Or don’t they have washing facilities in Italy?’


Italy. Land of sunshine, pasta and Chianti. Birthplace of Donatello, Giotto, Caravaggio. Holiday destination of Hester and Harriet, who had discussed endlessly a change from their customary Scilly Isles sojourn until, exasperated, Harriet had suggested they toss a coin to break the stalemate. She had won, and now they are bound for Italy, to an hotel of Harriet’s choice, while Moldova, Hester’s somewhat outré first suggestion, had been comprehensively rejected.


‘Moldova?’ Harriet had snorted. ‘Moldova? Do you even know where Moldova is?’


Hester, stung, had retorted haughtily, ‘It’s sandwiched between Romania and the Ukraine, actually. I understand it’s supposed to be very beautiful and well worth visiting.’


‘Wasn’t there a Guardian article about it a month or so back? Appalling human rights record, as I recall. Anyway, Eastern bloc—the food will be atrocious.’


Hester had sniffed. ‘I know that, but the wine is supposed to be—’


‘The wine! Typical! Never mind murderous totalitarian states, people locked up without trial or worse, as long as the wine is good. Anyway, what’s wrong with Italian wine?’


Hester, who has absolutely no quarrel with Italian wine, save the unspeakable Asti Spumante, and was only (as she had secretly and shamefacedly admitted to herself later) resisting Italy because Harriet had suggested it, had bitten her tongue. She and her sister seemed increasingly at odds these days, each quick to take offence, if not actually pick a quarrel, over the most petty matters. Still, she had—hating herself—resolutely refused to show any interest in their destination, ignoring Harriet’s hints about the hotel, the cuisine, the local attractions.


Hester catches the baleful eye of a toddler sitting opposite. Trussed up in a violent orange anorak, he is methodically picking his nose and wiping the spoils on his mother’s coat as she, oblivious, thumb-texts at astounding speed. Hester flexes her arthritic fingers irritably in her lap; the envelope crackles in her pocket. ‘I hate airports,’ she repeats. Only this time a little louder.


What on earth is wrong with Hester these days? thinks Harriet, trying to re-immerse herself in her novel. She had managed to block out the incomprehensible announcements, delivered by someone apparently broadcasting from a mineshaft, the sudden irruptions of excited football fans en route to Hamburg, fortifying themselves against the horrors of air travel and tribal warfare with copious quantities of overpriced lager, and the fractious children milling around the concourse under the eyes of their exhausted parents. But Hester’s complaint has punctured her bubble and the airport’s cacophony now crowds in on her again. She knows she ought at least to acknowledge her sister’s remark. Hester has been snappy for weeks, complaining about everything: their nephew Ben’s inability to wash up after his frequent culinary experiments, the price of local vegetables, the postman’s refusal to snick the front gate shut, the cost of their impending holiday . . . even Milo, now of an age where he is able to sit up and grab whatever is within reach, ecstatically thrusting anything he finds—cups, biros, pieces of fluff (of which there is no shortage in their cottage) and once, gruesomely, a very large, very dead spider—either into his mouth or eager adult hands. Hester had been the unfortunate recipient of the desiccated spider.


Harriet shoots a glance at her sister beside her, arms crossed, glaring at a small boy who is wiping his fingers on the coat of the woman beside him. Were it not for Hester’s advanced years, Harriet might almost imagine her to be going through a midlife crisis. Still, presumably some hormones, however sluggish and enervated, continue to chug their disruptive way around her system. What could be better than a week under a warm sun to ease tensions?


‘Not long now,’ she murmurs.


‘You said that an hour ago,’ snaps Hester, thinking of the leisurely ferry crossing from Penzance to St Mary’s, the sun sparkling on the water, the salty tang of the sea air. She banishes memories of numerous crossings in near-gale conditions, the vessel rolling sickeningly, rain driving against the windows, the Scilly Isles blanketed in fog.


‘Read your book,’ suggests Harriet, adopting the head-down posture booklovers employ to repel interruption.


‘I’ve read my book.’


No point suggesting unpacking another as their suitcases have already been checked in and are even now probably being loaded onto a plane for Thailand or Abu Dhabi. As for foraging in WH Smith’s while they wait . . . she can imagine all too easily the derisive set of Hester’s face when confronted with row after row of gaudy covers promising sadomasochistic thrills, foul-mouthed detectives with complicated private lives or the ghosted autobiographies of airbrushed minor celebrities. Her phone trills in her bag. As she rootles for it through the depths of mints and tissues and crumpled receipts (what on earth is a piece of Lego doing in there?), she registers Hester’s tut: she knows, she knows, but try as she might, she cannot find a way to change the dreadful ringtone. Another thing she had intended to ask their nephew before they left. Perhaps this is him calling now.


But it isn’t.


‘Daria!’


Beside her, Hester tenses. Months on from the chance encounter at a bus stop on Christmas Day that led to their unofficial adoption of the young woman from Belarus and her infant son Milo, they remain on permanent alert about their two foundlings.


‘Everything all right?’


‘Yes! Yes!’ Daria, as ever, is shouting as though she doubts the technology’s ability to carry her voice all that distance. ‘I have to tell! Today there is a letter! From the immigration peoples.’


‘On a Sunday?’


‘Postman, he take to wrong house. So nice neighbour just come—’


‘What does it say?!’


Harriet sits up straighter, her heart doing an irregular and faintly alarming dance. ‘She’s heard from the authorities,’ she mouths at Hester. Her sister’s eyes widen.


‘What? What!’


Harriet flaps her hand at Hester and presses the phone closer to her ear as though this will deliver the news all the quicker. There is the crackle of paper down the line.


‘For heaven’s sake, tell us! What does it say, Daria?’


‘It say I have—what is this?—leave to . . .’


‘Leave to remain?’


‘Yes! Leave to remain. Yes! I can stay. In England. With Milo! Oh, Harriet! My heart is full, so full. I am crying. No, no, Milo, Mummy is happy! Happy! Thank you. Thank you. Thank God for Milo!’


Thank God for Milo’s English father, thinks Harriet.


‘Oh, Daria, this is wonderful. I wish we were there.’


‘I also. I think, as I am ringing, perhaps they are already on plane. And I have such news!’


‘The plane is late, I’m afraid. Three hours so far. We’re a bit fed up. Well, we were!’


‘Yes, but see! The plane is late but that mean I can tell you this.’


‘Ah, well, every cloud has a—’


‘You have cloud? Here is sunny. Like my heart.’


Harriet laughs. ‘Hang on, I’ll let you speak to Hester.’ She passes the phone over and sits, overwhelmed with relief and joy, as Daria yells at her sister, who is similarly wreathed in smiles, trying—and failing—to get a word in.


A thought cuts through her happiness. She grabs Hester’s arm.


‘Ask if there’s any news about Artem.’


Hester somehow manages to interrupt the torrent of words to ask Daria about the status of her brother, who is seeking political asylum in Britain. From her sister’s frown, Harriet deduces that the news is at best disappointing.


‘Well, tell him not to worry,’ Hester is saying. ‘Asylum applications take time. They did warn us.’


Harriet glances up at the departures board to see—at last—their gate displayed. She leans towards the phone. ‘Daria.’


The girl’s excited narrative rolls on.


‘Daria! We have to go! Our flight is called. ’Bye. We’ll text you when we arrive. Love to Milo and Artem.’


Hester closes the conversation and returns the mobile. They hurriedly gather their things and make their way towards the distant departure gate, gathering pace as their stiff limbs loosen, buoyed and rejuvenated by the happy news and, for the present, in harmony. Let it last, thinks Harriet. Please let it last.




CHAPTER 2


‘Wotcha,’ says Ben, poking his head around the kitchen door of Daria and Artem’s little cottage in Pellington.


‘Ben! Hello!’ Daria beams. She is busy spooning some indeterminate mush into Milo’s mouth. Or, rather, trying to: most of it seems to be smeared across his cheeks. Some clings stalactite-like to his wispy fringe. The baby’s face lights up with delight at the sound of Ben’s voice and, restrained in his highchair, he begins vigorously kicking his feet (and his mother). Frantic hands send the spoon and its contents flying across the kitchen floor, the clatter prompting a cry of triumph, followed almost instantaneously by a wail.


‘Hey! Hey, mate! No need for all that racket.’ Ben holds an admonitory finger in front of Milo’s face; in short order, it is grabbed and inserted into the baby’s mouth, where he gums it enthusiastically. Ben rolls his eyes at Daria. ‘A rusk, d’you reckon?’


Seconds later Milo is sucking away on a Farley’s while Ben fills the kettle. ‘Got your text. ’S why I rode over. Needed a break.’


‘Oh, Ben! Is dream come true.’


‘Serious? I don’t get it. What’s the big deal about England? Being allowed to live in this poxy sh—’


‘No,’ says Daria sternly, ‘do not insult your country. You are wicked boy who knows nothing.’


Ben, suddenly reminded of all she has endured, has the grace to look ashamed. ‘Yeah. Fair comment. Sorry.’


‘Yes.’ Daria’s eyes glitter. ‘Here is freedom, kindness. I can speak the words I want to speak. No police knocking at the door.’


‘Oh, I dunno,’ says Ben, remembering the interminable interviews and visits from the police his aunts and Daria had endured after the events at Parson’s Farm last Christmas. ‘Seen enough of the rozzers to last me a lifetime.’


‘Rozzers?’


‘The Old Bill.’


Daria looks even more bemused. Ben explains.


‘Is hard, this language. Poor Milo.’


‘Nah,’ says Ben, ruffling the baby’s hair, ‘he’ll be fine. He’ll be brought up with it. It’s only difficult for you ’cos you had to learn it as an adult. Anyway, look at Artem: his English is brilliant. ’Sides, Milo’s got his two grannies to keep him on the straight and narrow. Did you get hold of them, by the way?’


‘The babulki? I did. I am crying. They crying, I think. Was cloudy at the airport.’


‘Cloudy?’ says Ben, peering out the window at the sunshine. The tiny garden is planted in neat rows with vegetables, all Artem’s handiwork. He is still earning their keep with odd jobs around the village while he waits for his asylum application to be processed, with his customers paying in kind so as not to jeopardise his chances. ‘What’s Artem up to today?’


‘Putting up a . . . like a . . . what is it . . .?’ Daria mimes a barrier.


‘A fence?’


‘A fence, yes. It break in wind. For Hester and Harriet’s friend, Mrs Wilson.’ She glances up at the clock. ‘Soon he will be here. He is watching Milo while I clean.’


‘I thought you took Milo with you?’


‘Not to Mrs Wilson. He make her cry.’


‘Milo does?’


‘Yes. Tears all the time. She say, “Oh, such a beautiful baby. I had beautiful baby, but no more. My boy is never here. Always he is out.”’


Ben, who knows Molly Wilson by reputation and Josh only slightly, since he is away at boarding school for most of the year, is not surprised that her son keeps his distance. With his father on bail awaiting trial and his mother, as has long been her custom, taking refuge in the contents of the drinks cupboard, Josh is understandably eager to put as much distance between himself and the village as possible. There had been rumours of divorce proceedings when the full extent of Teddy’s dalliance with the vicar’s wife had come to light—in the aftermath of the police raid on the farm he owned and on which the tenant was discovered to be growing industrial quantities of cannabis—and he’s now holed up in a poky flat in nearby Stote, Molly having refused to let him stay in the matrimonial home.


Now Daria is saying severely, ‘This is a cruel boy. Children should honour their parents. Mrs Wilson is sad lady. Her boy should be with her.’


Ben, whose primary aim in life is to spend as little time as possible in the company of his own parents, reddens. ‘Yeah, well . . .’


Daria glances up at the clock. ‘Where is Artem? He promise me he will be here to watch Milo. I will be late!’


‘I’ll stay, if you like,’ says Ben, helping himself to one of Daria’s biscuits. He savours it. ‘Mmm . . . vanilla?’


‘Almond. You like?’


‘Prefer the chocolate ones you made last week.’ He takes another, all the same. ‘You want me to babysit or what?’


Daria moves the tray of biscuits out of reach. She reaches for a roll of foil and tears off a square, then wraps up half a dozen of the biscuits. Ben knows without asking for whom they are bound: Finbar, the village tramp, whom his aunts, and now Daria, keep regularly provisioned.


‘No school today?’ She is wise to Ben’s little tricks.


‘Half-term, innit? I gotta revise for my exams.’


‘You have books with you?’


‘God, you’re beginning to sound like the rents. Give us a break, will you?’


Daria frowns. ‘Education is important. If you want to be cook—’


‘Chef. I know, I know: I have to put the work in. Jesus!’


Daria tuts, gathers her things and unhooks her coat from behind the door.


‘Okay. But one day—’


‘I’ll thank you, yeah.’


‘Not me. Hester and Harriet. And your parents.’ She looks over at Milo, who is inspecting the stump of his rusk intently. ‘You sure you will be okay with him?’


‘Oh, thanks,’ says Ben indignantly. ‘I’ve only looked after him, like, a million times. Haven’t I, mate?’


Milo crows in assent.


‘We might go for a walk. Bit of fresh air. If that’s all right.’


‘Yes, yes, okay.’ Daria, late, flustered, swoops in to give Milo a kiss. ‘Be good, little one.’


The door slams behind her.


Milo’s face crinkles crossly and he bangs his fist on the tray in front of him.


‘Temper, temper,’ says Ben, thrusting his own half-eaten biscuit in Milo’s hand. ‘There you go. Get your gums wrapped around that.’


Grabbing a cloth, he wipes the food out of the baby’s hair and gives his hands and mouth a quick swipe, then lifts him out. ‘You’re getting to be a right tubby guts, you little monster. Now, where’s the buggy?’
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They’ve fed the ducks, had a rather unsatisfactory one-sided go on the seesaw and a much more successful swing in the special baby seats. Ben straps a sleepy Milo back into the buggy and starts to push him home. His phone rings.


‘Hi, Daria.’


‘Is Milo okay?’


‘No, he’s just been kidnapped by pirates and sold into slavery. Of course he’s okay. We’ve just been to the park. He loved the swing.’


‘Good. That is good. Fresh air for babies—good. Ben, do you have key to aunts’ house?’


‘Yeah.’


‘On way home, could you check heating? Hester say if it gets warmer to turn it right down to twelve. Can you do this?’


‘’Course.’


‘Did you see Artem?’


‘Nah. Left him a note, though.’


‘Thank you, Ben. You are kind boy, thoughtful. Well, sometimes you are. But I think your poor mother—’


‘Got to go, Daria. See ya.’
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Ben wheels the buggy up the path to The Laurels and parks it by the front door. Milo is fast asleep.


‘Oi, Ben, bro. What you up to?’


He turns to find his best bud Jez Nairstrom peering over the top of the hedge. Six months ago he would have been mortified to be caught in possession of a buggy and a baby, but since all the publicity following the furore at the farm, Ben’s standing has risen considerably and his newfound confidence has not only endowed him with a certain coolness among his peers but has also made him far less anxious about other people’s opinions. So he says with considerable sangfroid, ‘Just looking after Milo for a bit, aren’t I? Helping Daria out.’


‘Oh yeah,’ jeers Jez. ‘Helping Daria out, are you?’ Jez, like most of Ben’s circle, thinks Daria is both exotic and hot.


Ben ignores the jibe. ‘Anyway, what you doing over here?’


Jez pulls a face and raises aloft a pile of flyers. ‘Old man’s only got me delivering these shitty things.’


‘What are they for?’ Ben retraces his steps down the path.


‘Some crappy barn dance thing him and my mum are organising for our village. Or trying to. God only knows why. ’Cept they’ve hardly sold any tickets. He thinks people over here might be interested. As if! I told them no-one’s gonna be interested. But they won’t listen, will they?’


Jez thrusts a flyer at him. ‘Here, give this to your aunts, will ya.’


Ben thinks it highly unlikely either of his relatives would set foot at a barn dance, but he supposes taking one helps reduce the huge pile Jez still has to get through. ‘All right, only they’re away until next Monday or something.’


‘Shove it in the bin, then—it’s on Friday. What you doing here anyway?’


‘Gotta turn the heating down for ’em. Daria was supposed to do it, ’cept she was late for work so—’


‘You said you’d help her out. Quite the knight in shining armour, aren’tcha?’


‘Piss off, Jez,’ says Ben good-humouredly. ‘Catch you later.’


‘I’ll wait. Walk up to the main road with you.’


‘You sure? Someone might see you.’ Ben nods at the sleeping baby slumped in the buggy.


‘Yeah, well, I’m not the knob pushing the pram, am I?’


‘Buggy, not pram.’


‘Whatevs. Get a move on, I’ve still got hundreds of these fuckers to get rid of.’


Ben slips into the house and heads for the boiler. Returning to the front door a few minutes later, he’s surprised to find Jez in the hallway, peering into the sitting room.


‘Your shoes better be clean. The aunts’ll go apeshit if you get mud on the carpet.’


This is a slight overstatement because even Ben, young and unobservant, is aware that his aunts are not what you’d call houseproud.


‘Bigger than I remember,’ says Jez.


‘Yeah?’


‘I mean, if there wasn’t all this crap in here, chairs and that, and all them books and old newspapers, it’d be quite roomy.’


‘So?’


‘Just saying.’


‘Gonna be an estate agent, are you, when you grow up?’


‘Ha bleedin’ ha. Come on, I need to get going.’


Jez is in a markedly more cheerful mood as they make their way towards the main road, running up the paths to the few other houses along the lane and shoving several flyers at a time through letterboxes.


‘Why you so pleased with yourself all of a sudden?’ says Ben.


Jez smirks. ‘No reason. Anyway, there’s my bus. You just carry on babysitting, saddo.’ And sprinting up the road as the bus trickles to a halt at the stop, he just has time to shove the remaining flyers in the rubbish bin before leaping aboard.




CHAPTER 3


Hester has been trying to find a handle for her ill-humour ever since the plane took off but the flight has been uneventful, the cabin crew pleasant, the other passengers inoffensive. They touch down at Ancona in a textbook landing, the wheels smoothly skimming the runway and the pilot bringing the aircraft to a jerk-free halt. No delay with disembarkation, the stewardesses waving them off with a smile. The warm breeze as they emerge from the plane, carrying with it, under the inescapable smell of aviation fuel, that curious pine-scented, lemony Mediterranean perfume, hasn’t made her job any easier either. Nor the miraculously swift passage through the arrivals hall, to find their cases waiting by the carousel, or the ease with which Harriet identifies their courier (helpfully holding up a large, well-written sign bearing their names), who solicitously installs them in a comfortable people-carrier and hands them each a chilled bottle of water with a wide, engaging grin.


Finally, she gives up trying to find fault and relaxes into the seat. Beside her, Harriet sighs happily and fishes in her handbag for her sunglasses. ‘Bellissima!’ she calls gaily to their driver, Cosimo, waving a hand over the landscape as they leave the airport and city far behind them. He looks up into the rear-view mirror and nods approvingly.


‘You speak Italian?’


‘No,’ Hester cuts in. ‘She watches Montalbano.’


‘Ah! Il commissario! You like this?’


‘She likes Luca Zingaretti,’ says Hester drily.


Cosimo laughs. ‘All the ladies, they like Zingaretti. He is very bello, no?’


Harriet laughs; Hester snorts.


‘You have been here before, signore? Italy?’


Harriet has a sudden memory of herself and Jim on the balcony of a dilapidated hotel near St Mark’s Square over forty years before. They had been married the previous year and had saved religiously month after month, scraping together just enough money for the cheapest albergo, a strict food budget and stout shoes in which to weave their marvelling way through the secret alleys and over countless bridges. Tears spring unexpectedly to her eyes; she turns away to look out of the window. Ridiculous how these old memories can ambush you at the most unexpected moments.


‘I haven’t,’ says Hester, with a glance at her sister. ‘But you went to Venice once, didn’t you, Harry?’


Harriet can only nod.


Cosimo is scornful. ‘Tcha, Venezia! That is for tourists. This is Italy!’ He takes both hands off the steering wheel to gesture expansively at the countryside through which they are now travelling. To one side, carefully cultivated fields stretch away in neat rows to a distant farmhouse; to the other, a precipitous drop through swaying trees to a fast-running river. In the far distance, a line of mountains, wreathed in cloud, frames the horizon. Cosimo retakes the wheel to ease around a sharp bend, shaving past a vast lorry hurtling down the hill towards them. Hester, inured though she is to Harriet’s erratic driving, can barely suppress a gasp. Harriet is still staring fixedly out of the window.


Cosimo mutters a curse under his breath.


‘You know why is so special? Le Marche?’ he asks, catching Hester’s eye in the rear-view mirror. He doesn’t wait for her reply. ‘Because is secret! Nobody come. Nobody except special people! Like you! You will love. And soon,’ a faintly wolfish smile in the mirror reveals a large gold tooth, ‘soon we are at Il Santuario. You will like ver’ much. Marco and Alfonso, they are so . . . attento, yes?’


Hester scrabbles through her rusty Latin. ‘Ah! Thoughtful?’


‘Sì. Nothing is trouble to them. You want something, they get. What are you doing at Il Santuario?’


‘Doing?’ says Hester. ‘I’m not doing anything. We’re on holiday.’


Beside her, Harriet stiffens.


Cosimo frowns. ‘Of course, but—’


‘Oh, look!’ cries Harriet, ‘what a wonderful view!’


And Cosimo swings the car suddenly off the road and between crumbling stone pillars.
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Marco, squat, toothy, with extravagant pepper-and-salt eyebrows and suspiciously dark hair, guides the women into the cool of the foyer, ushering them with some ceremony to a small cream sofa. The walls are roughly but artfully painted; discreet lamps illuminate the abstract artwork. A snap of his fingers and a lanky youth is conjured to wheel their cases away. Then Marco is thrusting glasses of wine—a rich ruby red—into their hands, accompanied by a little plate of biscuits.


Hester sips. Marco raises an enquiring eyebrow as she rolls the liquid around her mouth. She swallows.


‘Is it . . . cherries?’


‘Of course! You know this, signora?’


‘I don’t think so—but it’s chilled!’


‘Sì. Is our very own dessert wine from Le Marche—Visciolata del Cardinale.’


‘And these—’ she takes a biscuit ‘—these are cantuccini?’


‘Tozzetti, we say. Almond. Traditional.’


Hester dips the biscuit in her wine and takes a bite. ‘Oh! They are perfect together! Harriet, do try one.’


Marco beams. He turns to Harriet. ‘You are enjoying the wine also, signora? As you said in your email, your sister is a true lover of the grape. I hope she will—’


‘Yes, yes,’ says Harriet quickly. ‘We are both very fond of wine. But Hester knows much more about it than me. I wonder: might we see our rooms now? The journey, you know . . .’


There is a brief flicker of surprise in his eyes at her response, then he recovers.


‘But of course. You must be tired.’


‘Tired? I’m not tired,’ says Hester with asperity, sensitive to any suggestion that the advancing years might be taking their toll. ‘For heaven’s sake, Harry, it was hardly a long-haul flight.’ She takes another mouthful. ‘This really is superb. Local?’


Marco smiles modestly. ‘Our own vineyards.’


‘Your own?’


‘Of course. We have been making wine here for over one hundred years. Well, not Alfonso and me, obviously! But you will learn all about this when you—’


Harriet is on her feet, wineglass in hand. She picks up her bag and says hurriedly, ‘Once we’ve settled in and relaxed a little, perhaps you or one of the staff would be good enough to show us around the grounds? I know my sister would love to see the vineyard.’


This time there is a definite coolness in the smile he turns on her. ‘It will be my pleasure, Signora Pearson. You must forgive my enthusiasm. Alfonso and I, we are very proud of our little kingdom—we like to show it off to our guests.’


‘Quite understandably,’ says Hester, glaring at her sister. What has got into her?


Marco indicates a stone corridor running off the foyer. ‘Please.’


In silence, he leads them to their rooms.
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Harriet takes in the thick cream cotton bedspread, the crisp bed linen, the simple but elegantly appointed bathroom with its basket of luxury toiletries: surely Hester can’t fail to be anything but charmed? She has spent so long studying Il Santuario’s website, she feels she knows it already, but the reality is even better than she had dared hope. From the window, there is a spectacular view across a patchwork valley dotted with ridge-tiled farm buildings and houses stretching away to the foothills of the Apennines. The air is still, sweet with the scent of herbs, the silence broken only by the murmur of voices from unseen guests in the garden. She knocks back the last of her wine and turns to lift her case onto the bed to begin unpacking. Her eye falls on a brochure on the dressing table, adorned with pictures of the hotel and assorted shots of various guests smiling beatifically. She opens it. Blenches. Tears open the door and hares down the corridor to the next room. Raps on the wood. ‘Hester?’


Silence.
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Alfonso is handsome, with the smoothly polished skin, hair and clothes that sophisticated Italian men seem to possess as a birthright. His teeth—straight and even as an American’s—dazzle like his shirt, his aftershave is subtle, while the linen trousers are creased to perfection. As for his shoes . . .


He had spotted Hester the minute she emerged onto the steps leading down into the garden, squinting against the sun reflected off the bleached stonework, and bounded over gracefully to introduce himself. Now he leads her to a shady loggia and installs her at a wrought-iron table.


‘Signora Greene, may I welcome you to Il Santuario. I am Alfonso. Your room is comfortable?’


‘Very.’


‘Your sister is unpacking, perhaps. May I get you something to drink? To eat?’


‘I’ll wait for Harriet, I think.’ Hester remembers her manners and softens her tone.


‘Of course. Food and drink is available throughout the day. And the night, also, should you be—what do you say?’ An enchanting smile. ‘Peckish? We hope not, after our magnificent meals! But I see you have our brochure.’ Hester is clutching a copy firmly. ‘You have already seen what wonderful things are on offer here.’


‘Indeed I have.’


‘Marco and I, we like to think Il Santuario is a very special place. You have perhaps seen us on TripAdvisor? One of the top hotels in Le Marche. Certificate of Excellence!’


‘Regrettably, no,’ says Hester through a tight smile, berating herself for so stupidly resisting all Harriet’s invitations to inspect the website. Hoist with my own petard, she thinks grimly, as Alfonso’s eyes sweep around the garden. ‘Please, don’t let me keep you. I’m sure you have other guests to look after.’


Alfonso checks his discreet but very expensive watch. ‘Not for another half an hour, happily. But, forgive me, I see a guest in the topiary garden. The gentleman left his spectacles in the lobby when he was filling in his details this morning and I must return them to him. If you will excuse me, I will bid you arrivederci, signora, for the moment. Oh, look! I think this is Signora Pearson, no?’


It is indeed Harriet, looking around the gardens anxiously. Alfonso waves, runs lightly up the steps and leads her down to join her sister in the shade, introducing himself as he does so. He excuses himself smoothly, promises to send over some chilled water—Hester having declined anything else and Harriet too apprehensive to disagree—and makes for a corner of the garden where the myopic guest is presumably cloistered.


The sisters sit for a moment or two in uncomfortable silence.


‘So!’ says Hester, unable to contain herself any longer.


‘Nice room?’ enquires Harriet simultaneously.


Hester sniffs. ‘I have no complaints about my room.’


Well, that’s a start, thinks Harriet. ‘Good,’ she says. ‘That’s good. He seems nice, Alfonso.’ No response. ‘So does Marco. Although, perhaps a little . . . unctuous? Do you suppose they’re—’


‘What exactly is this place?’ hisses Hester, trying—unsuccessfully—to maintain a veneer of calm.


Harriet, nonplussed, looks around at the buildings and the beautifully tended gardens. A gentle breeze begins to ruffle the leaves of the twisted olive trees in the nearby planters. ‘A hotel?’


Hester narrows her eyes. ‘An hotel?’ she corrects.


‘If you must. An hotel.’


The balmy air crackles with ill-temper. Harriet feels her blood pressure on the march. Was ever a sister so ungrateful? She has made every arrangement, sent every single email, checked and rechecked their departure times, looked after all the tickets and reservation forms, put up with Hester’s unaccountable grumpiness for weeks in the hope that a change of scene might restore her equilibrium or whatever it was that was making her such an unbearable curmudgeon. And they’ve been here less than an hour!


‘You’ve seen the brochure, I see,’ she says coldly.


‘Oh, yes, I’ve seen the brochure, thank you very much. It all looks the most marvellous fun.’


Fun, thinks Harriet bitterly, is not something one associates with Hester, however many other worthy qualities she may possess. Loyal, steadfast, dependable, practical, dry, acerbic: no-one who knows her will quarrel with these characteristics. But fun—in the mindless, mass-market meaning of the word—no, that is anathema to her, smacking of game shows, sitcoms, TV adverts and the host of other activities she scorns. Her sister is such a snob. And a killjoy. And an ingrate.


‘Painting, embroidery, ceramics, archaeology, cultural tours . . .’ Hester is flicking through the brochure, face wrinkled with distaste as though it were some trashy flyer shoved through the front door. ‘Unbelievable! You’ve brought me to a holiday camp.’


There are occasions in life when people so wilfully misconstrue one’s good intentions that it is impossible to respond rationally. This is such a one. Harriet finds herself breathless, almost speechless with outrage. All the planning, the delay at the airport, the journey itself, that unexpected reminder of her early married life, all these now culminate in feelings so strong it might be best to remove herself from the source of her fury. Hester. At this very moment, she could cheerfully see her sister plunge over a thousand-foot cliff; indeed, were one to hand, she might—in her view quite justifiably—shove her over herself.


Harriet wrenches her handbag open, extracts a thick envelope and slams it down on the table in front of Hester.


‘And a very happy birthday to you.’




CHAPTER 4


‘Be a laugh.’ Jez ambushes his friend outside the local sweet shop, where Ben has just replenished his revision provisions: a Twix, a Crunchie, two Flakes and a bag of wine gums.


‘Piss off.’


‘C’mon, Benji-baby, it will. Who’s gonna know?’


‘Fuck’s sake, Jez, it’s my aunts’ house.’


‘So?’


‘I can’t just use the place ’cos they’re out the country.’


‘Why not?’


Ben throws up his hands in disbelief and stomps off towards home. Jez follows, walking backwards in front of him.


‘Listen. We put everything out in those sheds in the garden, roll up the carpets, clean it all after. Be like it never happened.’


‘Oh yeah? Can just see you with a hoover and a duster.’ There’s a lamppost looming. Should he warn Jez? ‘Look what happened when your lot went on holiday that time.’


Some sixth sense alerts Jez to the imminent collision and he swerves around the obstruction just in time. ‘That was Hedge, not me. I wasn’t even there, worse luck.’


Henry, Jez’s older and even more wayward brother, for some unaccountable reason known to all and sundry as Hedge, is a legend locally among anyone under twenty. A prolific shoplifter, he had fathered a child at fifteen with a neighbour twice his age, written off his father’s car the day he passed his test and at one time or another been barred from every pub within a ten-mile radius of his home. Famously, a party he had hosted when his parents unwisely went to Florida for some winter sun a few years previously had culminated in the fire brigade being summoned at three am when one guest decided to deep-fry some Creme Eggs and then passed out. Hedge is now mercifully many hundreds of miles away at university studying, rather alarmingly in many people’s opinion, automotive design technology. Jez hero-worships him.


‘Awesome, that was.’


‘You said you weren’t there.’


‘No, but I seen the pictures on Instagram.’


So has Ben. ‘That’s what I’m saying. No way.’ He runs up the path and slams his front door before Jez can follow him in.


This conversation has been repeated several times, with minor variations, all afternoon via various social media before this latest encounter, but Ben remains adamant. Not only does he not trust Jez to make a cup of tea, let alone organise a trouble-free party, he does not even want to contemplate his aunts’ reactions to the presence of any of his peers in their home. Besides, his parents have woken kraken-like from their torpor—he guesses it’s partially due to the aunts’ absence and the lack of their stalwart support for his ambitions—and they are once again raising objections to his choice of career, with ever-increasing force. The last thing he needs right now is Jez badgering him with his half-arsed ideas when he needs to keep focused on outwitting his parents.


He’s just reached the sanctuary of his bedroom when his phone rings.


‘Ben!’


‘Yeah?’ A girl’s voice. A girl’s voice?


‘How’s it going?’


‘Yeah. Good?’ He can’t suppress a slight upward intonation that indicates uncertainty, even apprehension.


A little giggle.


‘Oh, God, like, you have no idea who this is!’


Ben is racking his brains, trying to identify the caller. The voice sounds familiar, but not that familiar. He decides laughter is the best response. It comes out extremely lamely.


‘God, I am such an idiot!’ the voice says. Another giggle. ‘It’s Louisa, yeah?’


‘Louisa?’ Of course! What a numpty. The name emerges as no more than a croak. Louisa? Louisa Jellinek? Is it possible? What is she, the hottest babe in Year 12, doing phoning him? Deigning to speak to someone whom she customarily swans past, unseeing, wreathed in clouds of Miss Dior.


‘Hello? You still there? Ben?’


She said his name. She actually said his name. Again.


‘Yeah. Yeah?’ Wow! Wait till he tells Jez!


‘So, like, I was wondering? How’s it going?’


How’s what going? Has he missed a page? He opts for nonchalance. ‘Good, yeah.’


‘Wanna a hand?’


‘Sorry?’


‘With this party you’re having?’


‘Sorry?’ His throat suddenly feels very thick. ‘Party?’


‘Yeah, like everyone’s talking about it.’


Who? Who?


‘And I was wondering if, like, anyone could come?’


‘Well, actually . . .’


‘I mean, like, could I come?’


‘You?!’ The word only just makes it out; Ben fears his airways are about to close permanently.


‘I was only asking!’ There’s a change of tone, a steely note in her voice now. ‘’Course, if you don’t want me to . . .’


‘No! No, I do!’


There is an agonising silence. Ben’s heart thumps.


When Louisa finally speaks, she sounds distant, hurt. ‘I’m really, like, disappointed. I thought you were different, Ben.’


‘Me? How? Why?’ He’s gabbling; he must stop gabbling . . .


‘Oh . . . you know . . .’ Her voice is so faint, she is almost whispering.


‘No, please. I’m sorry.’ He’s not sure what he’s apologising for. ‘Tell me.’ His stomach is in knots, the phone slippery in his clammy hand.


The pause is so long he fears she has rung off, until she murmurs, ‘See, the thing is, I always had you down as . . . well, not like the others. I mean, sensitive, caring . . .’


‘Oh, I am! Yeah, dead sensitive.’ Is that a good thing?


‘Like, the way you are with that girl’s baby and all that.’ Everyone in the area knows about Milo after all the coverage in the papers. ‘Like, most guys wouldn’t be seen dead with a kid. But you, well, you just don’t care. I like that in a guy. That’s pretty rad.’


‘Oh yeah . . . right. Thanks.’


‘And I just thought it might be nice to hang out together . . .’


‘It would! Oh, God, yeah. It would be—’ The words don’t exist that would do justice to the wonder of such a prospect.


Louisa’s voice recovers, swooping down to its habitual seductive purr. ‘Oh, babes, that is awesome!’ Babes! ‘Can I, like, bring a few friends as well? You know, Kat and Els?’


Oh my God. Ben can hardly process this information. Not just the unbelievably cool Louisa but also her two best friends, almost as goddess-like as she is . . .


‘Kat and Els?’


‘Yeah, like, they really like a good time. They are soooo up for it.’


‘They are? Well, great!’ Ben feels he’s floating in a dream. Is this for real?


‘We are gonna have a seriously good night, I’m telling you. Can’t wait!’


‘Nor me.’


‘Okay. Laters!’


She’s gone. And only as he stares, gobsmacked, at his now-silent phone, that magical piece of technology that has somehow enabled him to have a conversation—an actual conversation!—with Louisa Jellinek, does reality rear its extremely ugly head. What was he thinking?
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‘You total and utter twat! You can’t start organising a party at my aunts’ without asking me!’


‘I did ask you.’ Jez sounds smug.


‘Yeah and I said no! Like, a million times!’


‘Chill, will you? Only gonna be small. I just sent out a closed invite on Facebook—from me and you.’


‘You did what?’


‘Yeah, just the usual suspects: Luke and Liam and Dom and—’


‘Luke? You invited Luke?’ Ben hates Luke: the feeling’s mutual. ‘How many altogether?’


‘Eighteen. Well, plus girlfriends.’


‘Right. Listen. That’s it, okay?’


Ben reckons twenty, twenty-five is manageable. Just.


‘You tell Louisa?’ he asks. ‘About numbers?’


‘No.’


‘Fuck’s sake! She’s already talking about bringing friends. Do it—like, now!’


‘You do it. It wasn’t me that invited Louisa Jellinek to my party.’ Jez sniggers.


‘You gave her my number!’ Amid the panic, reason prevails. ‘No. No! This is mad. Forget it, we’re cancelling. There’s not gonna be a party!’


‘That’s not what Louisa and her mates think. They think they’re invited to yours on Friday. We’re talking Louisa Jellinek here, dickhead. At your crib. Imagine!’


‘It’s not my crib!’


‘Well, it is sort of is, temporarily. Your aunties need never know. What the eye doesn’t, et cetera.’


Ben’s blood runs cold. A vision of the two aunts swims into his mind. Aunt Harriet might, if she understood the stakes here and was the right side of several large glasses of wine, have a smidgeon of compassion for his dilemma, but Aunt Hester . . . Sweat trickles from his armpits.


‘Who else have you . . . ? No, I can’t. Jez, I mean it. They’ll kill me.’


‘I promise you, mate, nothing they can do will come close to what lovely Lou-Lou and her gang will do to you if you let them down. Remember Nathan Nyland?’


‘Oh, Jesus . . .’ Ben shudders. What happened to Nathan Nyland is the stuff of nightmares.


‘Yeah. ’Nuff said. Wanna come round to mine tonight and start planning?’




CHAPTER 5


‘It was meant to be a surprise.’


Hester is still staring thunderstruck at the card in her hand. Mount Rushmore has nothing on her face.


‘A nice surprise. For your birthday.’


Why, thinks Harriet, am I sounding so apologetic? If anyone should be apologising, it’s the ingrate opposite, sitting there as though I had given her a season ticket to the pantomime.


A silence does not so much fall as totally flatten them.


‘Forgive me for disturbing you, but might I try to persuade you ladies to take a glass of wine?’ Where has he materialised from? And how did he know an intervention was needed at this precise moment? Alfonso, dapper, solicitous, charming of smile, proffering the wine list as the sisters exclaim simultaneously, ‘Thank you!’ He is a true hotelier: nothing escapes his watchful eye. Oil is urgently required for these clearly troubled waters.


‘May I perhaps suggest the Barolo?’ Before Hester can ask, he adds with some satisfaction, ‘It’s a 2008 Mirafiore Lazzarito.’


Hester’s face softens, almost manages a smile. ‘That would be most acceptable.’


Harriet, still smarting, says, ‘I don’t suppose you have a Barbaresco?’ She knows Hester will have shot her a withering, if not accusatory, glance that says, Don’t overreach yourself, but she refuses to catch her sister’s eye. Nor does she wither.


Alfonso positively beams. ‘My favourite also!’ He leans towards her confidentially. ‘An acquired taste, no? A little more—shall we say—subtle than the Barolo?’


‘Precisely,’ says Harriet. ‘Subtle, that’s the word.’ She exchanges a complicit smile with him.


‘And some olives?’


‘Thank you. My sister is particularly fond of olives,’ says Harriet, turning her sweetest smile on her sibling.


Alfonso sketches the subtlest of bows and disappears.
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Birds flit gaily in and out of the bushes. The slightest of breezes takes the edge off the sun and rustles the leaves in a riot of greens and russets. The air is scented with rosemary. Faint voices drift up from the lower terrace, where couples engrossed in paperbacks look up from time to time to pass comment. Someone snaps the pages of a broadsheet; the report is like a pistol shot in the peace of the late afternoon. Harriet tips back her head, drinking in the warmth, lets her eyelids droop, and waits. She can hear Hester unfolding the papers she had enclosed with the card. There is a sniff from across the table. Behind her, a chair scrapes on the gravel; a male voice murmurs, ‘Good afternoon.’ Hester returns the greeting, as does Harriet without opening her eyes. The clink of a wineglass on the marble table behind her; the crack of a hardback spine.


‘A cookery course,’ says Hester finally, through, her sister imagines, clenched teeth.


Harriet does not reply.


Hester’s hissing increases fractionally in volume. ‘You have spent God alone knows how much sending me on a cookery course!’


Harriet’s eyes remain resolutely closed. ‘An Italian cookery course,’ she murmurs, brushing a fly from her cheek.


‘Well, given the location I hardly thought it would be French!’


The crunch of feet on the gravel signals Alfonso’s return. ‘Signor,’ he murmurs as he passes their neighbour, fetching up at their table with a tray bearing two large glasses and a rustic earthenware bowl of fat green olives. He spies the papers in Hester’s lap.


‘Ah! Signora Greene, I see the secret is out!’ He places a glass in front of each of them. ‘So, the surprise was wonderful, no? You are excited about tomorrow?’


Hester’s hand, halfway towards her glass, hesitates. ‘Excited?’


Harriet takes a tentative sip of her wine, scrutinising with great interest a bee on a nearby flower.


‘Of course! Signora Pearson has been so anxious that you will like it. I assure her, who would not like to learn at the feet of the great Franco? The best of teachers! Everybody loves him!’


Harriet takes another, longer, sip. The bee really is most fascinating.


‘Franco?’ repeats Hester.


Alfonso laughs, gesturing at the course literature. ‘You did not see? Franco Riccardi is your tutor. You know the magnificent Franco, surely?’


Harriet permits herself a brief squint across the table. Were she not in such a bate with her sister, she might have laughed at the look of incredulity on Hester’s face. ‘Franco Riccardi?’ Hester stammers.


‘Sì, sì . . . the same. The master. He is here this week. A great honour for us. For all the students.’


Hester gulps a great slug of her wine. ‘Good Lord.’


‘Ladies . . . excuse me, please.’ He runs swiftly down the steps to attend to a guest. Harriet transfers her gaze from her bee to his departing back.


‘Harriet . . .’ begins Hester, her fingers fretting the edge of the papers. ‘I had no idea . . . for heaven’s sake, it’s not a special birthday, is it?’ Then, with a frisson of alarm, ‘It isn’t, is it?’


‘No, no, not really. Sixty-six, that’s all.’


Hester gives a huge sigh of relief. ‘I thought for one minute . . .’


Harriet regards her benignly. ‘It’s all right, you’re not losing your marbles. I simply thought you could do with a treat. And when I saw it was—’


‘Franco Riccardi, yes.’ Hester breathes his name with all the reverence an acolyte might afford the Pope. She avidly watches any cookery programmes featuring the great man, rare as they are, since he is generally immured in his Tuscan restaurant concocting undreamt-of delights from local ingredients. A thought strikes. ‘Yes, but, Harry, how much—’


Harriet waves away the question with a decisive, ‘Money and fair words.’ Harry. Not Harriet. The thaw has started. It pleases her inordinately that she has managed to discombobulate Hester so comprehensively. She takes a mouthful of her delicious wine.


‘I don’t know what to say.’ Hester gulps her wine unthinkingly. Then, as it hits her tastebuds, ‘Golly, this is superb!’


‘Thank you would be sufficient.’


Hester wriggles uncomfortably on her chair and rearranges her face.


‘Thank you, Harry—really,’ she says gruffly. ‘It’s the most marvellous birthday present.’ And to Harriet’s considerable surprise, she gets up to give her sister a peck on the cheek. ‘I am sorry I’ve been so . . .’ She leaves the unspoken word hanging. Impossible? Infuriating? Diabolical?


Harriet grasps the olive branch with both hands. ‘It’s okay,’ she says, erasing in an instant the irritations and anxieties of the past few months. She grins happily. ‘I think we’re in for a treat.’ But she can’t fail to notice that as Hester resumes her seat and picks up her glass, her face still bears a faint look of strain.


‘You know what an old grump I am,’ says Hester by way of apology, or as close to an apology as Harriet is likely to get. ‘I don’t like it when you keep things from me.’


Harriet smiles. ‘I like that! You’re the one who plays things close to your chest. Getting anything out of you requires the patience of a saint, not to mention a crowbar.’ But if she’s expecting a light-hearted reaction from Hester, she’s disappointed. All she gets is a perfunctory tightening of the lips, before Hester turns away to look out over the valley. One day at a time, thinks Harriet, as the little flame of worry reignites in her stomach.


Across the table, hand grasping the stem of her glass just a little too tightly, Hester’s thoughts are in turmoil. Their brief rapprochement feels such a relief after the days, the weeks, of apprehension. Harriet’s wonderfully generous birthday present has deeply unsettled her. If only she could simply enjoy it. If only she could unknow what she knows! If only, if only . . . the possibilities whirl around her brain with sickening familiarity. She is aware of Harriet’s scrutiny, aware also that they know each other too well to keep secrets concealed. Or she had thought they did . . .


‘I do hope I’m not intruding,’ says a deep, slightly husky voice behind them, with a regretful cough. Both women turn, squinting up through the sunlight at the figure looming over them. ‘I couldn’t help but overhear . . .’ The man realises their disadvantage and moves around the table to face them. Tallish, thin, slightly stooping. A good head of grey hair, perhaps a little long on the collar, brushed back vigorously from a broad forehead. Startling blue eyes, reassuringly crinkled, presumably from much smiling. And he is smiling now, extending a hand first to Hester, then Harriet, as though instinctively aware of the pecking order. ‘Lionel Parchment,’ he says, ‘From Greenwich.’


‘An unusual name,’ says Harriet, introducing herself. ‘And this is my sister, Hester Greene.’


‘So I gathered,’ says Lionel warmly. ‘I believe we are to be fellow students, Mrs Greene.’


‘Hester, please.’


‘Hester. Both worshipping at the Riccardi shrine. Isn’t it too wonderful for words? I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to study the programme yet—’


‘No, not really,’ says Hester. ‘I’ve only just—’


‘—but one of the things he’ll be doing is abbacchio alla cacciatora. Apologies for my pronunciation.’ He laughs self-deprecatingly. In truth, his accent is pretty good. ‘Well, his version. You know, with the balsamico bianco? I mean, that’s inspired, don’t you think?’ He sounds boyishly excited. His hand flies to his forehead. ‘Oh, I am so sorry—I really must learn to curb my enthusiasm. Forgive me.’ He holds both hands up in apology and backs away.


‘Not at all,’ says Harriet, sensitive to the fact that his remarks were directed primarily at Hester, who seems disinclined to respond. ‘It’s refreshing to find someone so passionate about something.’


Lionel laughs again, now patently embarrassed. ‘You are too kind, Harriet. Sorry, may I call you that?’ Harriet nods her permission. ‘These days, I find myself ridiculously excited by the least thing.’


Hester reaches for her glass. An uncomfortable hiatus, through which Harriet grins maniacally.


‘Well . . . I will retire and leave you to your wine.’ He inclines his head. ‘I shall see you both later, no doubt.’


‘We look forward to it,’ says Harriet, ignoring her sister’s averted head. Lionel retreats to his table. Hester raises an eyebrow at her sister that needs no interpretation; given the delicate state of relations, Harriet decides not to address Hester’s rudeness right now. As they finish their drinks, they somewhat self-consciously discuss a recent U3A lecture they had attended on therapeutic eurythmy, which Hester had considered a load of codswallop and Harriet had been persuaded might have its merits. It is with some relief that, ten minutes or so later, they hear Lionel tramp across the gravel back towards the hotel. Hester rolls her eyes.


‘Do you think he’s going to behave like Tigger for the entire five days?’


‘I thought he was rather . . .’ Harriet is about to say charming, then instantly thinks better of it. Teddy Wilson had been charming, and look where that got them. ‘Friendly,’ she finishes lamely. ‘Lovely voice.’ She’s a sucker for rich, round voices with a hint of gravel.


‘Friendly!’ sniffs Hester, well aware of the adjective her sister had rejected and bridling at her misplaced sensitivity. Ever since the calamitous events culminating in Teddy’s arrest, she has berated herself daily for her naivety and and her susceptibility to his legendary charisma, a charisma that she is chagrined to admit never impressed Harriet. Anyone with the faintest hint of charm is now anathema to her, provoking the most violent antipathy. Her reaction affords her blameless sister frequent mortification.


‘He may just be very shy,’ says Harriet. ‘You know how people overcompensate.’


‘Or he may just be a crashing bore who latches on to people.’


‘Well, I think he’s highly unlikely to try latching on to you,’ says Harriet tartly. Honestly, sometimes Hester is the absolute limit!


Hester ignores the barb and gets to her feet. ‘I think I’ll just take a shower before dinner. Do you suppose it’s posh?’


Posh to Hester means pretentious. It means sparkly tops, heels and costume jewellery.


‘According to the brochure the ambience is relaxed,’ says Harriet, adding quickly, ‘Your black skirt and top will be fine.’ She’s praying Hetty hadn’t jettisoned those two ancient but serviceable standbys in favour of a couple more paperbacks. She cringes at the thought of her sister sitting down in the restaurant in her customary holiday garb—indeed, the outfit she is currently sporting is a prime example: a pair of elderly polyester slacks rather short in the leg (bought in the era when such garments were still called slacks) and a shapeless T-shirt purchased a decade or so ago from a market stall. All she can hope is that Hester has packed at least a couple of her hand-knitted tops, which, in contrast to most of the rest of her wardrobe (her old work suits and winter cashmere excepted), both fit her well and are beautifully made.


‘Okey-dokey,’ says Hester, making for the steps. ‘I’ll knock for you about seven thirty, shall I?’


‘Perfect,’ says Harriet, rejoicing that she’ll have plenty of time for a long soak in the bath and a snooze on her very comfortable-looking bed, not necessarily in that order. ‘I’ll just enjoy the sun for another few minutes. It’s such a novelty.’


Hester hurries down the corridor to her room, ferreting in her bag for her phone to check for messages. Nothing. Shoving it back into the depths of her handbag, her hand encounters the creased envelope whose contents have preoccupied her for weeks. She unlocks the door and shuts it thankfully behind her.




MONDAY




CHAPTER 6


‘Mind the paintwork!’


‘Fucking hell!’


Jez has dropped his end of the sofa, leaving Ben trapped between the doorway and the hall stairs, the weight of the furniture borne mainly by his left knee. It is not a light sofa. He grapples to keep hold of the frame as it starts to slide to the floor. Unable to take the burden any longer, he too lets go and it thumps down with an alarming crack.


‘Now look what you done! Only gone and broken the friggin’ thing!’ Ben drops to his knees to peer underneath. He reaches through the skein of cobwebs clinging to the base to run his hand over the stubby wooden legs, finding an ominous split running up from one of the tiny brass castors. ‘I think it’s cracked. You twat!’


Jez moodily punches the sofa with the back of his hand. A puff of dust dances in the sunlight. ‘Get out of my face, will you! Weighs a fucking ton. Pile of old crap. Was probably already fucked.’


‘No it wasn’t!’ shouts Ben. ‘It was perfectly okay.’


Perfectly okay is perhaps a bit of a stretch. The shabby Victorian drop-arm Chesterfield is badly in need not only of reupholstering (particularly in the middle, which canny guests avoid in view of its protuberant springs) but also of what Ben knows his mother would refer to as a ‘damn good clean’. The legs, however, as far as Ben knows, had until today been sound.


Their morning of preparation, a full five days in advance due to Jez’s inescapable commitments to his father over the four days running up to the party, has swiftly degenerated into rancour. Partly on account of some of the people Jez has invited (many of whom Ben loathes or who loathe him) and partly because neither of them is accustomed to such hard physical work, not having properly assessed the amount of stuff in the cottage. Any piece of furniture that might conceivably house papers or books is full to overflowing, drawers and cupboards spilling their contents at the slightest provocation; every surface is piled high with old magazines, more books, holiday brochures (when would the aunts ever go on a Mediterranean cruise or trek through Vietnam?), printouts from websites (surely neither Hester nor Harriet would ever purchase a firepit? Or laser-guided scissors?) and numerous catalogues of assorted vintages from The Wine Society and other vintners. Ben has taken the wise precaution of photographing each room they are clearing from every angle so that after the party they can replace everything in exactly the right position.


‘That’s well sensible,’ Jez grudgingly acknowledges.


‘Website,’ mutters Ben. ‘Secretparty dot com or something.’ The meticulous planning required is making the whole escapade seem even more treacherous.


‘Yeah?’ Jez pulls out a packet of cigarettes.


‘You can’t smoke in here!’ cries Ben.


‘Dickhead, you’re having, like, a party,’ says Jez, lighting up. ‘What you gonna do? Make everyone go outside? Like that’s gonna happen.’


Ben’s blood, already running cold, now turns to ice. This is insanity. The aunts can smell smoke a mile away and Aunt Hester is notorious for commenting loudly and critically on any pedestrians puffing away in her vicinity; she would be incandescent if anyone actually dared to smoke in her home. An incandescent Aunt Hester. Suddenly, even the wrath of a thwarted Louisa seems insignificant by comparison.


‘Forget it,’ says Ben. ‘I’m cancelling.’


‘You what?’


‘You heard. It’s off. You better help me put everything back.’


Jez stares at Ben in disbelief for several seconds and then he cackles. ‘You can’t cancel! It’s too late, you loser. It’s out there. Everyone knows. You call it off, they’ll just break in.’


‘Break in?’ Ben snorts incredulously. ‘What, our mates?’


‘They’re not all our mates, though, are they?’ says Jez slyly.


‘What?’


‘I mean, we don’t know everyone that’s accepted, do we? Or the maybes.’


‘Yeah, we—’ Ben stops, as realisation strikes. Jez smirks. ‘You bastard! You’ve been going behind my back, haven’t you?’


Jez’s face tightens; he refuses to look his friend in the eye, instead cagily drawing on his cigarette. ‘What’s a few more matter?’


‘I told you. I told you!’ Ben waves the smoke away. ‘Twenty-five, thirty max. We agreed. What, so every time I’ve said no to extras, they’ve gone back to you and you’ve said yes?’ Ben’s been fending off numerous messages from their invitees ‘just checking’ it’s okay to bring some mates; every time, he’s firmly refused permission. From the shifty look on Jez’s face, their subsequent appeals to him have met with success. ‘How many?’ he says, cold with dread.


Jez hesitates.


‘How many?’


‘’Bout forty.’ Jez’s voice sounds slightly strangled; he’s lying. Ben skewers him with a malevolent glare and he crumbles. ‘Forty-four. So far.’


For a few seconds, Ben is unable to find the words. He conjures a room full of loud, drunk idiots, spilling drinks, stubbing out fags . . . His heart is leapfrogging around his chest.


‘Right. Get onto Facebook or whatever and send out a cancellation. Now!’


Jez grimaces. ‘No point. They’ll come anyway.’


‘I’ll call the police!’ says Ben desperately.


‘Oh yeah? How you gonna explain that to your rellies? “Oooh, Auntie, I don’t know how these naughty people got in or why all your furniture is piled up in the shed.” Yeah, that’ll work.’


Ben, despairing, collapses onto the arm of the wedged sofa. It groans. He leaps up. ‘God, Jez, you gotta stop this. We gotta call it off. Please. I’m begging you.’ He thinks he might be about to cry.


Jez shrugs. ‘Ben, mate, I would if I could, but I’m telling you, you got totally no idea how these things take off. ’Specially once people start tweeting and that . . .’


‘It’s on Twitter?’ The blood drains from Ben’s face, leaving only pinpricks of red as his pimples flare. ‘You put it on Twitter?’


‘Not me. Lou-Lou tweeted straight after she spoke to you and—’


Ben’s legs give way. This time he ignores the sofa’s complaints. ‘I’m dead. I might as well kill myself now.’


‘Who’s killing themselves?’ Louisa Jellinek, as if conjured, appears in the doorway. She peers into the hall. ‘Oh, how cute is this? A real live cottage, like, buried in the woods. This is so cool!’ And she totters over the threshold in ridiculously high heels and a skirt surely fashioned from a scarf—an extremely narrow scarf at that—displaying in all its glory a delicate rose tattoo, complete with thorns, on her right thigh. Her ensemble is topped with a tight, tight T-shirt in shocking pink. She trails a flirty finger down Ben’s face as she blows a kiss across the sofa at Jez.


Oh my God, thinks Ben, almost swooning, she touched me!


‘How did you . . .?’ he stammers.


‘What? Know you were here? Jez texted me.’


Did he? Oh yes, of course he did!


‘And look how hard you’re both working! Wow! Why’d you say you were doing all this today?’


Jez explains with a mulish expression about his tyrannical father while Ben gazes transfixed at the vision before him. He is so lost in his worship that he fails to spot the ambush. ‘Bastard’d skin me alive if he knew about all this,’ whines Jez, then adds treacherously, ‘Thing is, though, Lou, Ben’s getting cold feet.’


‘Cold feet?’ purrs Louisa, turning her smoky eyes on Ben.


‘Yeah,’ the viper continues. ‘Like, he’s chickening out.’


Louisa pouts, her bottom lip protruding deliciously. ‘No way! What’s up, Ben babes?’


He tries to marshal his arguments, pleading the decrepitude of his aunts, the (wholly fictitious) parlous state of their finances should anything get damaged, to no avail.


Louisa hears him out, then leans towards him. For one blissful minute, he thinks she is about to kiss him. She smells of flowers, of Juicy Fruit, and faintly, and surprisingly erotically, of sweat. ‘Babes,’ she breathes, ‘it’s going to be fine. I’ve had, like, loads of parties at mine and, trust me, the duffers never knew a thing about any of them. You seriously think I’d let anyone do anything out of order?’


‘Er . . .’


‘Do you?’ she presses, seemingly genuinely astonished that anyone, least of all someone like Ben, would entertain any doubts as to her authority.


‘No . . .’ exhales Ben, lost. Of course she wouldn’t! Who on earth would have the balls to argue with Louisa Jellinek? If she says it’s going to be fine, then fine it’s going to be. His legs turn once more to jelly, only this time from relief. ‘It’s just . . . please don’t invite anyone else, will you?’


‘Babes, we got anyone who’s anyone. Who else am I gonna ask?’


‘Good. Great. That’s . . . thanks,’ says Ben faintly.


Louisa smiles triumphantly; behind her, unseen by Ben, Jez pumps his fist.


‘C’mon, fellas,’ says Louisa, whipping off her pelmet to reveal even tinier shorts underneath, ‘let’s get this place ready to party!’ She kicks off her shoes and, with a strength that belies her willowy physique, seizes the end of the sofa, upends it with one astonishing upward thrust and tugs it through the doorway and into the hall, sandwiching Ben momentarily between her heavenly haunches and the stairs. Had his number been called at that precise juncture, he would have died a very happy boy.


[image: images/common.jpg]


Three hours later the two downstairs rooms in the cottage are empty; pictures removed from the walls (‘Can’t be too careful,’ says Louisa); the carpets rolled against one wall, enveloped in bin bags (‘Best way, trust me,’ says Louisa); an ancient key has been discovered in the dresser drawer and the larder (that also houses the wine fridge) locked (‘Don’t want anyone getting the munchies,’ says Louisa); further keys have been identified that fit all the bedrooms and have been put to their intended use (‘You don’t want people shagging in your beds,’ says Louisa); and all shelves have been cleared and their contents packed away. Louisa has taken the preparations out of Ben’s hands in light of her vast experience, directing her far less able lieutenants and even, after close inspection, getting Ben to patch a hole in the roof of one of the sheds to prevent the ingress of water in the event of rain.
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