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            Chapter One
      

         

         The crocus-yellow sunshine peeked through the clouds in the early April sky as Pippa snuck out the side entrance of the school. She skipped down the three granite steps into the playground and through a gated arch, revelling in the warmth of the new season.

         Springtime in Cornwall meant colour, scents and sounds were flooding the county, bringing it back to life after dormant winter. Even the school car park was alive right now with the sound of birdsong and the sight of the green and pink pride-of-Fowey pushing its way out of the dry-stone walls, stretching towards the sunshine, its flowers clamouring for attention.

         She had to be quick. She didn’t want to be seen by the children; it would spoil the magic if she were spotted. She was fairly noticeable, dressed from neck to toe in grey fun-fur complete with paws and a big white fluffy tummy. But hopefully she’d be a lot quicker without the giant head, long floppy bunny ears, whiskers and caricature teeth that she had left upon the staffroom table.

         Safe now she was in the car park, she tried (and failed) to cross it without hopping or raising her paws upwards as she went. It was so difficult not acting the role of rabbit when dressed as one. Actually, it was next to impossible: her feet felt extra bouncy and her taste buds were craving raw carrot, most unusual.

         Reaching her car, she spied the bag stuffed full of chocolate eggs that she had come to fetch. They were her donation to the Easter Egg hunt this afternoon, and had been topped up by her brother and sister, who wanted to contribute, the Easter egg hunt being one of the Penmenna traditions they had all loved as children. Although she suspected her brother, Pete, was motivated more by whether the eggs would make it out of her car in one piece and on time, rather than natural generosity.

         He said some mean things about her car.

         Nearly all of them right.

         Pippa looked through the window at the bag of eggs nestling on a pile of hangers in the back seat, next to a box of books she had been meaning to take to the charity shop for about eight months now. She could do it tomorrow.

         She peeked back in again. Was that the embroidered smocked top she had been looking for? How had that got in there? She was sure she had lost that in the back of the shop, she may have even blamed Lottie for throwing it out. Whoops. She needed to clean this car out, but her priority now was that chocolate.

         Putting the basket down, it took her a further ten seconds to realise that rummaging in a handbag for one’s keys whilst wearing over-sized bunny paws was not the best way to do things. Like her 1940’s vintage mittens, they may be warm and look cute but practical they were not.

         She was aware of someone else coming through the gateway but didn’t look up, being too busy rifling in her bag and trying not to swear loudly in a primary school car park.

         A-ha. She finally managed to get her paw onto her set of keys. If she could just wiggle them up the side of her bag, she could maybe catch onto the keyring as it reached the curl of the top with her teeth. She was fairly sure humans had been using teeth as a tool for years, and this was perfectly normal.

         Grasping the keys in her teeth, she let her handbag fall to the ground and then used her free hands to grab onto the keyring, her big furry covered thumb pushing down on the unlock button as hard as she could with a layer of thick fur between her fingers and the mechanism.

         Ha! Success. The car flashed its lights to confirm it was now unlocked and she wrenched open the back door to grab the carrier bag of chocolate. If she hadn’t come back to get it she knew full well it would be forgotten and she would one day find a huge puddle of chocolate in the foot of the car, swirling with all sorts of lost treasures.

         This weekend she would clean this car out until it was the shiniest-looking vehicle in the village so every time she got into it, it would practically squeak at her, the smell of pine or lemon or something desperately clean wafting over as she drove. She could picture the car smiling at her in return, its little lights flickering as eyes in a thank you. Pete and her father would be so shocked they would be rendered speechless, which would be a huge bonus. Oh, although… she did have that Vintage Easter Fayre to work this weekend in Penzance; it would have to be next weekend instead, but she would definitely get around to it.

         She pulled the bag out of the car, trying not to get tangled as she did so, and then placed it inside the basket she had been carrying, hoisting it up to her elbow, since it wasn’t going any further past the fur. That’s when she spied another three large boxed chocolate eggs on the other side of the car. For goodness sake! She had told her mum she didn’t need any more but the woman couldn’t help herself. She supposed she should be grateful there wasn’t a Tupperware container balanced atop the eggs and rammed with Easter biscuits shaped as rabbits and lambs.

         Her mother was an all-round wonder-woman but one obsessed with baking novelty-shaped biscuits, all of which were delicious and seriously contributed to Pippa’s curves. She had found a pile of almond and raspberry flower biscuits next to her bed the other day.

         She hadn’t lived at home for at least eight years.

         Her mother had ninja burglary skills as well. Or the opposite of burglary, whatever word meant breaking into people’s houses and leaving stuff.

         Pippa returned to the job in hand. She could try and balance the boxes in a tower and hope she could go back inside without bumping into anything or dropping them sixteen times. She could do that. She hadn’t won last summer’s It’s-A-Knockout at Penmenna Feast Week without having some skills.

         Hearing the car door slam next to her, she briefly took a look just in case it was someone who could help. But it was no one she recognised, not that she got a proper look but Pippa knew all the staff cars by sight, and a lot of the parents as well. It was probably one of the interviewees for Lynne’s maternity cover. Rosy was holding the last day of interviews today.

         Picking up her handbag, she managed to hook that on her shoulder, keep the chocolate egg basket on her elbow, pile up the three Easter eggs her mother had added, and shut and lock the car doors (her chin working the key fob this time). She was just taking one, two, three deep breaths before waddling across the car park and back into the school building when she heard the car next to her start.

         Or rather fail to start. The corner of her eye caught sight of a man inside turning the key, repeatedly trying the ignition and having no luck. Maybe she should help? She had jump leads in the back under the clothes hangers; she knew she did.

         She’d just have to put these boxes down again and…

         The car next to her flashed its lights a couple of times.

         She slid the boxes onto the roof of her car, took the basket off her arm and turned to see the back of a man’s head as he came out of the car, popped open the bonnet and secured it.

         Hmm, a male primary school teacher, if that was what he was. They were rare indeed. Interesting.

         She wandered over to him and coughed.

         ‘Would you like me to take a look?’

         She saw from the back that he had jet black hair, and despite leaning over the car, appeared tall and well dressed. But then if you couldn’t be well-dressed on interview day, something was wrong. She did have a bit of a thing for a man in a suit. People expected her to be all about beard-sporting hipsters or men with dreadlocks and piercings, but actually a well-cut suit or a sniff of tweed and she got dizzy.

         The man in front of her turned around and she took a step back. His eyes were deep puddles of the darkest brown and fringed so beautifully with triple the number of eyelashes people normally had. That just wasn’t fair! She tried not to stare. Or fall in love. It was difficult.

         ‘Ah, the half-woman, half-rabbit I spotted juggling boxes as I was getting in the car.’

         Oh shit, she had forgotten she was dressed like a rabbit. Of course she was. Perfect. She’d have to brazen it out.

         ‘Us half-women, half woodland creatures are pretty good with cars.’ She grinned at him, praying she hadn’t smudged her lipstick with the key fob.

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Oh yes, especially ones like me who hang around in car parks. Known for it. Although, you are running the risk that I’m fibbing and I am a cunningly disguised car thief.’

         ‘Ha, well in that case, perhaps I shouldn’t let you near my car.’

         ‘Could be wise. But now you’ll never know if I could have helped.’ Pippa turned as if to go, pretending to pout as she did so.

         ‘Don’t be a cross bunny, a hot…’

         ‘Don’t make that joke. That’s an awful joke, and once out you’ll never be able to take it back.’ She didn’t turn around as she spoke, delivering the words with her back to him, arms folded and trying to keep a giggle from tumbling out.

         ‘Ha, okay, fair point. Stay and help, please, you have to know more than me. If you’ve got a minute that is. I’m really rubbish with cars, and haven’t a clue what I’m doing. It’s a miracle I know how to clip the seatbelt in, let alone change gears.’

         Pippa turned and the man beamed. A grin that not just reached his eyes but made them flash at her as well.

         For goodness sake!

         He wasn’t madly good-looking, not in a traditional sense – his nose was just a smudge too crooked, his lips weren’t entirely symmetrical and his face was round, very round and really smiley – but there was something about him that was pulling Pippa right in. Something more complex than a well-cut suit, crazily beautiful come-to-bed eyes and a daft sense of humour akin to hers. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

         Naturally, the first attractive man she had seen in ages would find her in a car park, dressed as a rabbit. He had probably seen her pulling her keys out with her teeth and clunking the button with her chin as well, fully highlighting the quadruple chin thing that she blamed her father for. She wouldn’t be surprised to discover there was a huge neon arrow hovering somewhere above her head saying ‘Little bit odd. Best avoided.’

         If she accepted right now that he wasn’t feeling the same immediate effect in her presence as she seemed to in his, she could take a look at his car, then flee back to the safety of the school, eggs and all, before she made more of a fool of herself.

         ‘Right, okay, what’s the problem?’ She used her most sensible voice, trying to be brusque and business like. ‘What have you noticed? It won’t start presumably?’

         ‘Yep, and I thought it might be the battery, but the lights all light up okay and the radio is on.’

         ‘Yeah, I saw you flash the lights. I’d gamble the battery is fine. It could be a couple of things. I can take a look if you’d like.’

         ‘Are you sure? Under the bonnet? Here?’

         ‘Yeah, I’ve got a couple of minutes before they send a search party. Hang on.’

         Pippa wished she was a super siren that could unzip the top half of her rabbit costume and hold eye contact with the man in front of her as she did so, maybe waving her hair at the same time before turning around and fixing his car in three moves, dripping effortless glamour as she did so.

         But this was a school car park and, Pippa reminded herself as she shrugged the costume down and tied the sleeves around her waist, she was always going to be way more Bugs Bunny than she would ever be Jessica Rabbit.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
      

         

         Kam’s head was spinning a little. His interview had gone really well; he liked the head here and you could pick up on the feel of a school as soon as you walked through the door and this one felt good. But then after the interview he had been jumped upon by a very thin woman who appeared to have henchwomen who stood behind her as she looked at him rapaciously whilst asking how he felt about the promoting of the school Christmas Fayre as a Winter Wonder celebration instead. It was the fourth of April.

         And then when he had come into the car park he had seen a woman with the blondest bob singing as she skipped across the car park. Actually skipping, and armed with a wicker basket. Not only that, but she was dressed in some kind of furry costume from the neck down.

         He couldn’t tell whether he really wanted this job or should run a mile.

         And now, his car being a bugger and refusing to start meant that the Easter Bunny was standing in front of him, bright red slash of lipstick forming itself into that weird shape that mechanics make with their mouths before shaking their heads while examining your car.

         Next, said woman had unzipped the front of the bunny costume, pulled her arms out of the sleeves, and was rolling the top of her costume down and tying the sleeves around her waist, as if they were overalls and she was utterly used to this. Out of costume it was revealed that she wore a deep green blouse with a ginormous bow tied at the side. It was unusual and at the same time it seemed utterly fitting with the woman in front of him, her platinum bob and red lips, making her look like she had just walked straight off a film set during the golden age of Hollywood. And not at all like she worked with small children in the twenty-first century in Cornwall. Or like she was blessed with innate mechanical knowledge.

         ‘Right.’ She beamed the cheeriest smile at him, and then came and budged him out of the way with her hip. ‘Okay then, let’s have a look.’ The intimacy of her movement surprised him, but he had to admit he kind of liked it. Cornwall was so good for this. People were relaxed here. You bumped someone back home, and it was considered an aggressive action to be received with a snarl.

         She was confident moving around the engine and, as he watched her somewhat in awe, she made an ‘oh’ noise, as if whatever she’d seen in there was the most obvious thing in the world.

         ‘Easy. Okay, give me a second.’ She leaned in and started wiggling a wire. ‘Jump back in and try and see if it turns over now.’

         ‘Okay.’ Kam jumped into the front seat, leaving the door open as he turned the key.

         The engine roared into life, and he left it idling as he got out and came around the front again.

         ‘How did you do that?’

         ‘It was easy: your wire to the starter motor is loose. If it doesn’t start again, just try giving it a wiggle.’

         ‘A wiggle? Is that a mechanical term?’

         ‘It is actually. But you will need it looked at sooner rather than later to stop it going all together.’

         ‘I’ve just moved to the area. I’m staying with my friend in Newquay for the time being. I’ll see who he uses.’

         ‘Good plan, or I could give you my dad’s number. He’s the mechanic in the village and can be totally trusted. If you drive out from here, just by the church is a sharp right hand turn down a lane. Go down there and it’ll look like you shouldn’t be driving any further but do. Have faith and keep going. You’ll find him right at the bottom. Penmenna’s best kept secret. He’ll see you okay. He’s not one of those “kick your tyres and shake his head” kinda guys who then whack you with a quote the equivalent of a small mortgage.’

         ‘Oh, I know the look. You mean this one.’ Kam pursed his lips up and shook his head slightly, hoping he was managing to convey a look of abject alarm and not just like he was sucking lemons. The one he knew he had seen on her face but minutes earlier.

         She laughed. He had made rabbit girl laugh. People didn’t often laugh at his jokes. They tended to look at him pityingly instead.

         ‘Yes, that exact one.’

         ‘Ah, I thought so, the one you were doing as you first looked at my car.’

         ‘I did not!’

         ‘Well, where else would I have learnt it? You so did.’

         ‘Okay well, then it’s genetic. Like my chin. Blame my father.’ Kam looked at her, She had a rather nice chin he thought, rounded and at the end of her face, where it should be.

         ‘Is your dad likely to look at it today? Newquay is a bit of a trek so it would be sensible to get it looked at as soon as possible, I guess.’

         ‘My dad is always busy, but I expect if you tell him I sent you and if I ask him to pop you to the front of the queue then he probably will. I’ll send him a text now. It’s not a large job if it’s just this loose wire. If it’s the starter motor itself that’s a few hours work but he’ll be best placed to tell you.

         ‘Okay, thank you. Should I just say I’m a friend of your daughter, sir, the one who dresses as a rabbit?’

         ‘Ha. No, that could be either of us. Best say you’re a friend of Pippa’s or a colleague, you know, in case you get the job I’m guessing you’re here for. Actually, if you say that, he and my brother will interrogate you…’

         ‘Oh, I’m used to family interrogations.’

         ‘Maybe, but not this one. You’ll know you’re in trouble when they haul my mum in. Best just say Pippa sent you and keep it vague. He’ll still bump you up the queue but won’t invite you over for dinner or ask what your father does. I hope.’ She started to pull up her costume again, struggling to get her hands into her paws and then fumbling over the zip. ‘Right, I best get back to school.’

         ‘Are you alright there?’ Kam wanted to offer to help, but felt zipping her up may well breach the rules on touching in social situations. He didn’t really know what to do with his hands; they suddenly felt awkward and unnecessary. They couldn’t fix cars, and he was unsure about the appropriateness of them zipping up rabbits. He also quite liked the idea of being invited to dinner by the mechanic. He was interested to see what Pippa was like in a family situation. And whether all the family were larger than life as she was.

         ‘Paws are the worst. I am so glad I’m not actually an animal. Having paws is even harder than long nails. I shall never take my hands for granted again.’

         ‘Probably a good plan. Here let me help you back to school with the chocolate.’

         ‘Oh, you’re fine. I can do it. You don’t want to leave the car like that. Penmenna may not be a criminal hotspot but there is such a thing as taking the mickey and you leaving this car with the engine running would be it. Here, if you just help load me up that would be grand.’

         ‘Hmm, that doesn’t seem very gentlemanly…’

         ‘No, but it does sound very sensible. Now, are you going to let me go in or stand here arguing with me?’

         ‘Fair point, but let me introduce myself first. I know you’re Pippa so it’s only polite to tell you my name: I’m Kam.’

         ‘Hi, Kam. Pleasure to meet you. She reached out her paw and raised her eyebrow. Kam laughed out loud and shook her fur-clad hand.

         ‘That’s the first time I’ve ever shook hands with the Easter Bunny.’

         ‘Well, make the most of it. I suspect you won’t get the chance again in a hurry.’

         ‘Ha, no. probably not. It’s been an absolute pleasure meeting you, Pippa. You are a fun-fur-clad superhero and I can’t thank you enough.’

         ‘No worries, glad to be of help.’

         ‘You’ve put a spring in my step.’

         ‘Really? That’s bad.’

         ‘Not as bad as a receding hare line.’

         ‘Just stop!’

         ‘I know, I’d best hop to it.’

         ‘Seriously. I help you and this is how you repay me?’

         ‘It’s been an egg-citing morning so far. I carrot wait to see how the rest of the day pans out.’

         ‘Get out of this car park before I call security.’

         ‘Is that the scary looking woman I met earlier?’

         ‘Oh, we have many. Prison-guard facial expression, scrapped-back hair and trouser suit, or predatory yummy-mummy wearing ladybirds? Oh shit. I shouldn’t have said any of those things. Forgive me. Oh and forget – please forget – I said that as well. Most unprofessional.’

         ‘I’ll keep your secret seeing as you fixed my car. Although, I’m half tempted to go back inside for another explore. But I guess it would be sensible to get to your dad’s and keep my fingers crossed that it is just the wire thing.’

         ‘Good plan. Nice to meet you, Kam.’

         ‘And you too. I owe you one. Here.’ He balanced the last egg box on top of the other two. ‘It feels wrong not helping you carry this. Are you sure you can make it back inside?’

         ‘Of course I am. Now stop your chit­chat or I won’t be back in time and we’ll have some very sad children.’

         ‘Okay, go. And thank you.’ Kam headed back into the car but couldn’t help but watch her and really hope he got the job. ‘Oh!’ he wound down the window and shouted out ‘Remember, don’t worry, be hoppy!’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
      

         

         Pippa entered the infant playground, with a broad grin on her face. Kam had been a bit of a departure from the regular school day and she hoped he got the job.

         ‘Ah good. We wondered where you had got to. Can’t have our Easter Bunny disappearing today. Although you do seem to have lost your head.’ The head of the PTA greeted her in her characteristic tone – faux politeness barely veiling constant criticism. The faux politeness usually being fairly quickly dropped.

         Pippa loved her job as a teaching assistant but this woman, Marion Marksharp, and her fawning and freakily identical acolytes, drove her scatty and she was fairly sure she wasn’t paid enough to deal with the levels of stress the head of the PTA brought with her. Any more than three minutes of talking to the woman and Pippa started to panic she would develop a rash. Following Marion around as she marched from playground to playground barking commands and shoving over-excited pupils out of the way was not Pippa’s idea of a happy springtime celebration.

         However, she was at work, so breathed deep, counted to three and then answered the woman standing in front of her, shaking with righteous organisation.

         ‘It’s in the staffroom, Marion, I’ll just…’

         ‘No need. Sarah, get the rabbit head from the staffroom, and bring it to the infant playground. Thank you.’ Marion issued the command into her walkie-talkie.

         ‘Now, let’s just run through everything one more time. Eggs spread out fairly amongst both playgrounds: check?’

         ‘Actually, Marion, I’ve got some extra. That’s where I was. I had to fetch them from the car.’

         ‘For goodness sake, all Easter Eggs were supposed to be collected by lunchtime and hidden by half past one. What on earth were you doing?’

         ‘Working in the classroom, Marion, and then covering lunch duty.’ Pippa felt her eyes roll as she answered back. This woman made her feel like she was thirteen again: deeply resentful and full of sass.

         ‘I suppose it can’t be helped.’ Marion looked like she distinctly thought it could have and should have been, before pulling her walkie talkie to her mouth again. ‘Code red, code red. Miss Parkin has forgotten to hand in her eggs, more eggs to come. I repeat more eggs. Could I please have someone from each playground to come and get the extras. Right, are all the teachers informed of and aware of the times we need the classes outside by?’ The woman didn’t stop for breath. Maybe she didn’t need to. In fact, if she was not actually human and breathing normally wasn’t a thing she had to do, quite a lot of things would make sense. Pippa found herself looking at her to see if she could spot signs of the paranormal, but even with all the squinting in the world, she couldn’t spot a pair of horns or ghostly aura. She just looked like Marion Marksharp in full steam mode.

         ‘Yes, Marion, Class One and Class Three will be in their playgrounds by thirteen forty-five and Classes Two and Four will come out at fourteen-thirty. That gives us time to hide the second tranche of eggs,’ Jenny, Marion’s deputy and possible twin, responded in the same military tone.

         ‘Right, excellent. Here comes Sarah with your head, Miss Parkin. Now if you could kindly keep it on, that would be much appreciated.’

         ‘I’ll do my best.’

         ‘Well, dear, it shouldn’t be that hard. I’m sure you’re more than capable. But if you feel it requires it, I shall be more than happy to staple you in.’ Marion narrowed her eyes, tilted her head and fake-smiled before racing across the playground as something, or someone, caught her eye.

         Pippa wondered if it would result in immediate dismissal if she rammed the PTA’s walkie-talkie where the sun didn’t shine.

         ‘Hello, how you doing? Do I see steam coming out of those bunny ears?’ Sylvie, the specialist PE teaching assistant slid next to her, and Pippa could see Sylvie grinning at her through her little bunny eye holes.

         ‘I might have to kill her.’

         ‘You’d be fairly easy to pick out from a line up – the suspect fled the scene wearing head to toe grey fur and a pair of whiskers.’

         ‘Ha-ha, very funny. I don’t know how you bear her.’ Sylvie had joined the staff team last year during the September term and, like their headmistress, Rosy Winter, she was one of the few members of the school community who didn’t seem to think Marion was the devil incarnate. Pippa respected Rosy endlessly and was very fond of Sylvie but for the life of her could not see why they were so forgiving of this tyrannical monster with her tautly stretched skin, bird prints and power heels.

         ‘She’s not that bad once you scratch the surface.’

         ‘Hmm, scratching her I could get behind, but I dread to think what I’d find under my nails if I tried. It would probably generate some weird kind of organism that sprung to life after midnight, roaming the village with a walkie-talkie and an iPad, screeching at anyone she passes.’

         ‘I like her. Well, I loathed her, but then I got to know her. Turns out she means well, really she does. And her boys adore her. That has to be indicative of something.’

         ‘Stockholm syndrome?’

         ‘Mrs Marksharp.’ Sylvie called over to Pippa’s nemesis, currently hauling a PTA member out of the bushes and shrieking abuse at her.

         ‘Not in the bushes, for goodness sake! Has everyone here actually been lobotomised? I was quite clear. Miss Winter has requested we don’t send the children into the bushes this year, what is the mat… oh hello, Sylvie dear.’ Marion spun as she heard Sylvie calling.

         Pippa felt herself sigh and roll her eyes again. Much more time spent around Marion and her eyes were going to spin right out of their sockets. She knew Sylvie, an ex-ballerina, was on Marion Marksharp’s ‘People I Value’ list, but so bright were the beams now heading in their direction she felt like flopping her ears over her eyes for protection.

         ‘Oh hello, darling, how are you? And the lovely Alex? And the children of course?’ Monster Marksharp stalked her way over to them, having dropped Ashleigh’s mum, Alison, on the playground floor, and grinning the most frightening grin since The Joker.

         ‘We’re all fine thanks, Marion. Alex has just got home from South Sudan, so we’re all enjoying having him back. Give him a few days and we’ll catch up. Richard and the boys?’

         Pippa spotted a flash of something indecipherable cross Marion’s face.

         ‘Yes, yes. The boys and I are off to Bordeaux for the holiday. Chateau break, they’re very excited.’

         Pippa was amazed ‘the boys’ got through passport control. She fully expected Rafe, the eldest, to top Interpol’s Most Wanted within the decade.

         ‘Sounds nice. Harmony has sent me out to see if you’re ready for us yet?’

         Harmony Rivers was the Class Three teacher and known as Hippy-Dippy Harmony by the less kind members of the school community. She was on a personal crusade at the moment to raise everyone’s awareness of the plight of the school hamster and had her class designing escape plans to set him free. Apparently, it was to help teach critical thinking skills.

         Harmony spent her holidays fighting injustice wherever she saw it, waving placards and singlehandedly trying to stop global corruption. Interestingly, whilst she seemed to have no problem facing down dictators, it was no secret throughout Penmenna that she was absolutely terrified of Marion. Sending Sylvie was a sensible call. Pippa wished it were an option for her.

         ‘I don’t know how that woman is a teacher. Can she not tell the time? It’s not even like she has to try and decode the Victorian school clocks on the wall. The world is digital these days and yet she still struggles.’

         ‘I don’t think she has a mobile phone, Marion.’

         ‘Of course she doesn’t. She probably relies on some method involving slugs and a cartwheel at home. She’s got five minutes. And you can tell her that Miss Winter has said there’s to be none of that stupid sharing of the eggs in her class later. Dividing the spoils is downright communist and there’s no place for that sort of nonsense inside this school.’ Marion grinned her biggest crocodile grin as she delivered this news and Pippa did a double take.

         The classes had been sharing the eggs out for years now. She couldn’t imagine that Rosy Winter would have changed the practice and she wouldn’t know about it. Pippa was the teaching assistant in Rosy and Lynne’s class for a start.

         ‘You are so naughty, Marion. You know that’s not true; you’re just trying to wind her up. I’m not telling her that.’ Sylvie had no truck with Marion’s suggestion but sent her a warm grin all the same.

         ‘Tut, you’re no fun. Tell her three minutes. We need her here in three minutes.’ And Marion formed a moue complete with downcast glance, as if Sylvie had stolen her favourite toy.

         As Sylvie turned to leave, they heard the creaking of the door the other side of the playground and the sound of twenty four and five-year-olds spilling out into the playground with frenzied grins of anticipation and hunting for chocolate.

         Marion looked up and quickly reverted to type. The walkie talkie was back in hand.

         ‘Time minus zero and go. I repeat, time minus zero and go. What on earth are you still doing here? Go, go, go!’ she barked at Pippa. Her words bounced around the playground, amplified by the walkie talkie welded to her lips.

         ‘Hop to it. Do hurry up! Idiots and incompetents, the lot of you!’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four
      

         

         It had almost been a full week since the start of the Easter holidays and Pippa hadn’t stopped to relax for a minute of it. The holidays were normally jam-packed with events where she could sell her vintage clothing, as tourists descended upon the county en masse. This one had been no different. Meaning that she raced through the front door of her parent’s house only just in time for family dinner, a weekly event where everyone was expected to attend or they’d face the wrath of their mother. Wrath that may take the shape of sad face biscuits for the next week or all the washing done without the use of any fabric conditioner, both options considered nuclear by the Parkin family’s matriarch.

         The fact that neither Pippa, Polly or Pete asked their mother to wash their clothes was of no consequence. The fact that she broke into both Pippa and Pete’s houses every few days to collect their laundry was an argument they had all tried and failed, both individually and collectively, to win. Pippa was the oldest and had begged and begged her mother not to keep coming around and letting herself in. But her mother protested she always knocked first and was only being helpful.

         Pete had claimed that they could move to three different parts of the world and she’d still find a way to do the washing and expect them to turn up without fail every Thursday. Polly reckoned she’d invent either a hoverboard or zappy device so she could continue to come and visit them randomly, let herself in, take the laundry, and fill the cupboards with bleach and carpet cleaner.

         However much the three moaned – and they did – about how their mother had her ever-loving fingers all over their lives, they did all enjoy Thursday dinner. It was always full of laughter and what they had known forever.

         ‘Hey mum.’

         ‘Hey love.’ Her mum, Jan, uncurled herself from crouching by the oven where she was swooshing the potatoes from side to side, all fluffed up and covered with garlic and slabs of butter and smelling like heaven.

         ‘I’ll lay the table. Are the others here yet?’

         ‘Yes, Pete is in the shed with your father and Polly is upstairs in her room. Apparently, she can’t come out again until June. These exams will be the death of her and she’s sitting up there with a cling film wrapped around her hair and a bottle’s worth of ketchup squished on underneath.’

         ‘She’s doing what? Ketchup?’ Pippa washed her hands and then grabbed the cutlery from the draw.

         ‘What can I say? She’s seen it on the internet. She dyed her hair emerald green yesterday and woke up this morning hating it. Says it makes her look dead. Then the internet told her… it told her’ – Jan seemed to think the internet followed you around the house speaking to you, rather like she did – ‘that the red in the ketchup would balance out the green in her hair. A natural colour wheel it said. Have you ever heard anything so stupid? I tried to tell her. Now I’m leaving it up to her. I’ve bought some hair dye remover and left it in the bathroom cupboard, and when she decides she doesn’t like smelling like a burger van then she might use it.’

         ‘Oh, I’ll nip up and see her.’

         ‘No, she’s in a foul mood. Save yourself and stay here and lay the table. We’re starting a bit later tonight; we’ve got the Carpenters coming.’

         ‘Oh, okay then, table for seven then?’

         Pippa grabbed some extra knives and forks and headed into the dining room. The Carpenters had been family friends since forever and they all ate together every major holiday.

         ‘No, eight.’ Her mother’s answer made Pippa pause.

         ‘Eight?’

         ‘Yes, eight. James is home so he’ll be coming too. It’s nice for Karen as he hasn’t been back in years. Talking of beautiful young men—’

         ‘I wasn’t aware that we were.’

         As ever, Jan ignored that which she didn’t want to hear. ‘I was most disappointed when you wouldn’t tell us anything about that lovely young man you sent to Dad’s. Nothing at all. And he was so cute. Dad showed me on the CCTV. Lovely young man. You need to accept that time is getting on; I had had both you and Peter by the time I was your age.’

         Pippa smiled: Kam had been cute. Those beautifully fringed eyes, and those awful jokes. She had been attracted to him immediately – boom! – out of nowhere. She wasn’t letting her mother anywhere near him! Plus, she didn’t want children yet. What was so hard for her mother to understand? Pippa was nowhere near ready for the whole happily-ever-after that her Mum and Dad had. Surely that much was obvious. Plus, these days you were no longer considered a failure if you hadn’t popped two children out by the age of twenty-five (a milestone she had long passed). Unless, it seemed, you were a Parkin.

         ‘But not to worry. Like I say, the Carpenters have James visiting for the week. You remember James. You two were like two bugs in a rug when you were small. I’m sure there is more than a little romantic potential there. He’s doing very well for himself now, you know? He’s working in the City, making a fortune by all accounts…’

         Pippa tuned her mother out. James Carpenter. Wow. She smiled a smile to herself, one so nostalgic and full of fondness it made her tummy feel warm. James who used to bake her bread and bring it into school for her, who put his coat over a puddle for her after they had learned about the Tudors. Fancy. Mind you, they had caught up about ten years ago, the last time he had been home, and he hadn’t been quite so gentle then!

         Tonight was going to be interesting.

         She wandered back into the kitchen to grab the additional place setting as her father and Pete came back in from the garden.

         ‘Hey, what do you think you’re doing?’ Her mother slapped Pete away from the oven as he tried to open the door and pinch a roast potato.

         ‘It’s only a potato, love.’ Pippa’s dad stuck up for Pete.

         ‘Pfft! We’ve got lots for dinner tonight, and I’ve counted. He’ll mess my numbers up.’ Just as she turned to whip her husband with a tea-towel, Pete took advantage, wrenched the oven door open and rammed a potato in his mouth.

         ‘Owww!’ He hopped up and down as the potato took its revenge.

         ‘Serves you righ—’ Jan’s retort was cut short as Jim plopped a kiss on her lips in an attempt to divert her. He followed up the kiss with a series of smacking noises.

         ‘Hmpf, get off me. You’re such an oaf.’ Her mother tried flapping her husband off to no avail. They were still so cute. When Pippa found that, that was when she’d know she was ready. Relationship goals, right there. However, there was no way she was going to tell them that.

         ‘It’s no wonder Polly hides in her bedroom. She’s the most normal out of all of you,’ she said instead.

         ‘Us, out of us. Don’t think you’re off the hook for not being weird. Your clothes are what, seventy years old?’ Pete weighed in.

         ‘You’re not so old I still can’t take you!’

         Ding dong.

         ‘Quick, Pippa, go get the door.’ Jan spat on her hand and tried to smooth Pippa’s hair down.

         ‘Urgh, will you get off me? That is not okay.’ Pippa flapped her hands in a futile attempt at self-protection.

         Ding dong.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five
      

         

         James had grown up gorgeous, all blond floppy hair and sun-kissed biceps. He may work in the City but clearly spent all his downtime on the best beaches in the world. Pippa had a hard time not dribbling into her supper.

         Dinner had been fun, James also was in full charm offensive mode and didn’t bat an eyelid at Polly coming down the stairs still with her ketchup cling film wrap on and (almost) convincing everyone that what she was doing was rational. He had kept up a steady stream of conversation with Pippa’s family, whilst his own family bathed in the golden light of reflected glory.

         He managed to talk to Dad about how things were doing at the garage, and got Jan to talk about what it was she loved about her volunteer work at the hospice. Pete, he engaged in conversation about the Liverpool game the night before, and Polly was charmed as he discussed the summer festival circuit and her plans to fit as many as possible in. He mentioned that he may be able to get her a couple of VIP passes to two of them and her whole face lit up, flushing the same colour as the ketchup in the glow of his attention.

         The only person he didn’t address directly was Pippa, although he would include her in little asides, collaboratively, as if they were an established team, and she supposed they were. She just wasn’t entirely sure what sort.

         He really was very beautiful, like a warrior lion king, made of an odd mix of masculinity and sunshine, holding court, dazzling all present.

         Their first course finished, James jumped up to help clear the table only to be firmly put back in his chair by Jan coquettishly pushing his shoulders back down until he was sat back in his original position. Her eyelashes practically took flight she was batting them so furiously. ‘No, you’re the guest and a much valued one. We can’t have you doing chores. You sit here and talk to Pippa. You’ll have all sorts to catch up on. Why, you can’t have seen each other since you were Polly’s age.’

         And she was right, they hadn’t, and her comment naturally meant that their very last meeting popped into Pippa’s head where she had been battling to keep it out of all evening.

         As children the two had been inseparable, making mud pies and sandcastles, rock-pooling and den building on Penmenna bay, years of being each other’s ultimate confidante, partner in crime and all-round bestie.

         Secondary School rolled around, its presence inevitable, and the two were split into different student cohorts. As they matured they drifted apart: Pippa spent her time with the artsy creative set, a little bit too much eyeliner and lots of talking about feelings and the meaning of life interspersed with drunken high-pitched shrieking. James, on the other hand, spent his time discussing coding and Firefly with his friends, the slightly geekier kids, the chess club clique, Pippa and he now only coming together when their families did. And even then, James would find himself spending time with Pete, who would constantly be talking cars. Even if the two did hang out together on holiday, Pippa knew she was guilty of racing back to her other friends as soon as term time returned.

         She also knew James had then had more than a little crush on her. It wasn’t that she didn’t fancy him back then… actually, that was exactly what it was. She didn’t fancy him. His conversations were way too complex to follow and he didn’t really wash often enough. He was intense and competitive, and she much preferred the easy-going banter of her own friends to the soulful puppy eyes and waves of body odour emitting from her once best friend. As her life became a mad social whirl from the age of thirteen, more and more space grew between them.

         That wasn’t the last time she had seen him though.

         Oh no.

         The Christmas after he had first left Penmenna for university, left the idyllic coastal charms behind for fast-paced urban ones, he had returned home a different person. Bags of confidence had shone from him then, bright as tinsel and just as captivating. That and the fact that he had clearly ramped up the importance placed on personal grooming. Hair product and deodorant seemed to be one of the many new habits he had picked up from one term in Manchester.

         Pippa wasn’t sure what had triggered such a remarkable change, but it was a James who Pippa was interested in and could relate to. A James far more sophisticated than the boys who had stayed behind in Cornwall. Pippa didn’t consider herself to be particularly shallow but at eighteen her head had been turned very easily and that Christmas they spent every day together, the core friendship they had so deeply buried not so far from the surface.

         A friendship that turned to romance very quickly as James took her to dinner and verbalised that which she already knew: that all through his gawky youth he had always had a huge crush on her. He had spent their camping holidays in France as teens, biting back the jealousy as she skipped off with boys of all nationalities, whilst Pete would try and get him to understand why the Ford Cortina was due a come-back. Pippa would have the most wondrous holiday romances accompanied by tears, flouncing and petulance on the journey home, whereas James would be begging to return to the safety of his bedroom where his unrequited crush wouldn’t be so blatantly rubbed in and he didn’t have to hear about the merits of T-Cut.

         That Christmas, he held her hand over the dinner table and Pippa had been dazzled by his brilliance, and cross that she hadn’t seen his appeal sooner.

         That Christmas, Pippa lost her virginity to her best and oldest friend. Was he going to be her forever partner? The one she could settle down with and build a relationship as strong as the one her Mum and Dad had?

         Apparently not. In the new year, she heard nothing from him, nothing, not a jot until this evening.

         The Carpenters had still been regular visitors to the Parkin household, just minus their son. They would talk at great length at the amazing things that he was achieving, how he was a huge name in banking, his understanding of computing systems having seamlessly transformed into massive success in playing the financial markets, and Pippa felt stupid every time. He had ghosted her before it was a thing that even had a name.

         And now here he was in her dining room, charming everyone and somehow making her push her own doubts to the back of her mind as she witnessed what a glorious man he had become.

         So glorious that achieving a First and building a glittering career meant that he couldn’t operate a phone, visit his parents or respond to messages on social media.

         It wasn’t until her mother’s very boozy berry trifle had been served and the table had been cleared that James made her the focus of his conversation. But not by actually engaging with her.

         ‘Jan, that was absolutely delicious, but I’ll never keep myself in shape if I keep eating like this. I can’t remember ever having such a delightful meal. Would you mind if Pippa and I took Tatters for a walk? We’ll do the washing up when we get back.’

         Pippa shot a look at him: firstly his mother was also a great cook and looking a little put out, and secondly, she didn’t want to go on a walk. She’d had a madly busy day and wanted to escape home straight after dinner to fall into bed and binge watch a few episodes of her favourite show. Plus, she was fairly sure it was Pete’s turn to wash the dishes this week.

         As intrigued as she had been to see him again and as impressed as she was about the way he was interacting with her family, she could feel her eyes narrow as she shot James her best killer-ray death glare. Alas, it appeared to bounce right back as he failed to notice it. Probably because he was too busy being bathed in looks of adoration from her mother and sister.

         ‘Oh, that would be wonderful. Tatters does love an after-dinner walk, but there’s no way you’ll be doing the dishes, young man. You’re our guest. I wouldn’t hear of it.’ Jan gushed so much she was beginning to provide some serious competition to Niagara Falls.

         ‘Hardly a guest Jan. I like to think of myself as family, if it’s not too much of an imposition.’

         Pippa’s eyes rolled so hard she could feel them practically bouncing out of her skull. Silence for thirteen years and now he was family!

         James shook his golden mane as he let out a deep chuckle, secure in his belief that he was universally loved. Pippa watched her whole family simper as she began to wonder if he was a little too polished, a little… fake. The man was clearly emitting some kind of brainwashing pheromone. Even her dad looked a little starry-eyed!

         She didn’t want to go on a poxy walk and she wasn’t sure she wanted to be forced into spending more time with James than she already had. She was willing to accept that life got in the way sometimes, and had no intention of holding a grudge against him because he hadn’t been in touch. But now, having spent this evening with him, her bullshit radar was beginning to go off, and loudly too. Thirteen years was a long time, people could change a lot and she wasn’t convinced he was the same sweet person as the child she had known.

         She saw no merit in extending this evening any further. She’d had a long day, was knackered and really just wanted to curl up under her duvet with Netflix and then a book before going to sleep. Walking with a man she wasn’t sure she trusted and raising her mother’s ever-present romantic hopes was not what she wanted to be doing. She wondered if sobbing and banging her head on the dinner table could possibly be deemed acceptable once one had passed the age of three? Her own little bed in her own little flat wasn’t so much emitting a soft siren call as screeching ‘Come home now!’ with the volume of an all-night rave.

         ‘Of course, we think of you as family, don’t we, Jim? Chosen family. After all, we have been doing things together since before you and Pips were even little twinkles. Tatters will be overjoyed to have a walk. The lead is just on the peg. Pippa knows where it is, don’t you Pippa? Hurry up now, James is waiting.’

         Pippa tried her death glare that had been so ineffective upon James on her mother, to much the same result. But then, to be fair, surviving three children’s adolescence meant that Darth Vader could wander in the house and Jan wouldn’t bat an eye, but just mention that moody boys didn’t get any treats.

         She tried to ignore Pete, who was shooting her looks of amusement as he cleared the table, and Polly, who was also sending looks but of envy rather than anything else, and quickly tried to formulate an excuse that would get her out of the walk. Could she have suddenly developed a leg injury? No, that would not be worth it, because it would involve her mother nipping around every day to take photos to check for improvements or for any signs of worsening symptoms. Um, could she pretend she had a pressing engagement after dinner? No, her parents would know that wasn’t true and she’d never hear the end of it. Could she…?

         The jangle of the chain that made up the dog’s lead snapped her out of her frantically racing thoughts as Pete dropped it next to her on the table.

         ‘There you go, sis.’ He was grinning from ear to ear, clearly over the moon at his own evil as he beamed from her to James. ‘Best get a wriggle on.’
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