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Chapter 1


Thursday


‘Do you really have to do that?’ Harriet glared, first at the nose, then at her husband attached to it. It was a fine one, as noses went. She’d probably adored it when they’d been young and in love, even paid it cutesy compliments. Now she wanted to fill it with the entire pot of muesli yogurt he was eating and watch it set like the quick-dry grout she’d used on the bathroom tiles last month.


‘Do what, my darling?’ James’s smile beamed with pure adoration. Sod that Leo DiCaprio; she’d nominate James for an Oscar any day. The winner of this year’s Best Performance by a Husband in a Dicey Marriage category is: James Cooper, for the third year in a row!


‘That. Your nose is whistling.’ She could hear it wheezing over the announcement of another flight cancellation. Athens, this time. ‘It’s annoying.’


‘My breathing annoys you?’


‘You’re free to breathe, James. Just do it quietly.’


He shared a look with their daughter over the mountain of hand luggage on Harriet’s lap.


Billie wouldn’t tear her eyes from that bloody phone if Harriet’s knickers were on fire, but for her dad? She was sympathy personified.


‘Oh, don’t you start too,’ Harriet warned her.


Billie saluted, though her eyes drifted back to her screen. ‘Not breathing, sir, sorry, sir.’


‘Can you at least listen for an announcement instead of obsessing over your phone? Who are you emailing anyway?’


‘Pfft. Emailing. Mum, you’re ancient.’


James pointed his chin at the Departures board. ‘We can see what’s happening. Same thing that’s been happening since we got here. It’s delayed. They’re all delayed. Even you can’t do anything about that, so why not just relax? Besides, I’m sure with your hearing you’d pick up any announcements dead easy.’


‘If your breathing doesn’t drown it out.’ She scanned the board. The Budapest flight was still showing a gate. That would be promising, if they were going there instead of Rome. ‘Bloody ash cloud. Bloody volcano,’ she mumbled.


James smiled at her. ‘I wish I had a quid for every time that thing erupted.’


‘You’d have three quid in the last two hundred years. I wouldn’t make it your retirement plan. Best stick to your goats, Bill Gates.’


‘This is fun,’ Billie said. ‘No, really, can we go on holiday together all the time?’


Harriet crossed her arms – not easy with a lapful of luggage – closed her eyes and tried to imagine being in Rome already. Apparently being happy and content was all in the mind. What was it again? Mindfulness? No, it was the other bollocks. Positive visualisation. That was it.


Breathing deeply, Harriet imagined all the whingeing was the happy buzz of fellow travellers savouring their coffee in an ancient cobbled square near the River Tiber. The algae-tinged scent of the water tumbled over garlicky cooking smells as they wafted from the al fresco restaurants. Those weren’t passenger announcements but the distant zooming of the Vespas that carried Romans, young and old, about their business in the sun-drenched city. She could almost taste the delicate almondy crumbliness of the biscotti as she lifted it, after a perfect dunk, from her steaming cappuccino. Her film star glasses shielded her eyes but she could feel the sun warming her hair, picking out the highlights she’d begrudgingly paid over a hundred quid for. The knicker-squirmingly gorgeous man who’d been giving her bedroom eyes from the next table leaned over and said—


‘Mum, I’m hungry. And crampy. I need something to eat. Have you got any paracetamol?’


Was it too much to ask for two minutes of la dolce vita in peace?


Harriet’s face flamed when she saw her own dress coming towards her in the terminal. She’d loved how gracefully slim its sleeveless silhouette had looked in the fitting room mirror but, if she was honest, it looked better on the shortish brunette. It suited curves more than Harriet’s straight-up-and-downness. Her tan looked very natural, too. Unlike Harriet’s, which came from Costa del Boots.


‘Twinsies,’ Billie called.


‘Yes, thanks for pointing that out.’


A girl, her phone in hand, trailed behind the woman. Her very own delightful teen.


‘Give me that.’ The man loping next to the woman courteously hoisted her bag from her shoulder. ‘You shouldn’t have to carry anything. Isn’t that better?’


Harriet could swear she knew him from somewhere, but the more she stared the more she worried that he might be someone off the telly. She’d made that mistake before, so instead she sneaked a glance at the woman’s midriff. There were no obvious signs of impending birth there. She didn’t look like the type who was too good to carry her own luggage, either.


It was nice luggage, though. Unlike the outrage dangling off James’s shoulder. Stained, torn and slightly smelly – which he blamed on her overdeveloped senses – that rucksack went everywhere with him. She’d wanted to accidentally-on-purpose leave it outside the house when they were packing the taxi, but it had been hard enough getting him out of his farm boots. Choose your battles.


‘What about getting sandwiches from Pret?’ she asked Billie. ‘Though now we’ve lost our seats.’ The terminal was heaving. Heaving; that’s what James had said with his typical imprecision. There were nearly four times as many passengers as seats if, as she assumed, the chairs and people near them were a representative sample.


She knew it had been a mistake to give up those seats. Now they were three little boats cast adrift in the tumult, towing too much hand luggage.


‘I want a hot breakfast.’ Billie’s sigh was epic. ‘Like I could have had at the hotel if you hadn’t rushed us. Can’t we just go into a restaurant?’


But they’d twice walked past the queues snaking outside Giraffe and Wagamama. They were getting longer, not shorter. Up to 25 per cent longer, by Harriet’s reckoning.


‘It’s not like we don’t have time to wait,’ Billie added. ‘They’re not even posting information for an hour. Look.’ She pointed to a restaurant as they approached the other end of the concourse. ‘No queue there.’


‘That’s because nobody likes Gordon Ramsay,’ James pointed out.


‘Their loss is our gain,’ said Harriet. ‘Come on.’


Even though the restaurant wasn’t as full as the others, the aisles between the tables were an assault course of luggage and children. Baby-poo yellow and brown leather-and-chrome chairs were scattered with no respect for order, or for the waiting staff trying to weave their way through with big trays of cooked breakfasts. The anxious buzz of possibly stranded travellers echoed off the wall of windows looking down into the rest of the terminal.


Harriet smiled a greeting when she saw that the waiter was seating them next to her dress double. The woman smiled back uncertainly as she settled the young boy beside her. Right, Harriet. Having stared at a total stranger for ten seconds while rating her tan doesn’t make you friends.


‘Put this under your seat, will you?’ She handed one of the small bags to Billie.


‘They’re all your bags, Mum. You said you’d carry them. That was the deal.’


Ungrateful family. They only got to travel so light because she’d thought of everything. The hats and water bottles to keep away sunstroke, the extra books, plasters (in fact the entire medical kit, because one never knew). She had packets of biscuits, raisins and nuts, plus pool towels because the hotel ones were usually too small and nobody wanted to walk around with those stripy welts across their calves from bare flesh sweating on a sun lounger. Granted, the pillows might have been a bit OTT, but one could never be sure whether the hotel paid as much attention to their bedding as she did. Besides, they squished down to nearly nothing.


‘I know what the deal was, thank you, Billie. I’m not asking you to carry it, just put it under your seat. Here.’ She handed another bag to James, who set it down beside his wheeled case.


‘I could have done that. It’s got to go under the table, James. There’s not enough room with the wheelie bags.’


He looked up from his phone just as another text chimed. ‘Isn’t she working today?’ Harriet snapped. ‘I’m surprised she’s getting anything done.’ Even if Persephone was his bank manager as well as his best friend, they could not have this much to say to each other when he’d only been away from the village for less than twenty-four hours.


‘She’s just worried we won’t get to Italy,’ he said. Then he tucked away his phone.


‘She can join the club.’ Persephone knew how much Harriet needed this holiday. ‘The bags?’ she reminded her husband.


‘There’d be room if we’d checked them in like everyone else,’ he said.


Oh, what temptingly juicy bait. She clamped her mouth closed. James knew perfectly well that they were being extra-efficient so they could make their Vatican tour this afternoon. Though now they were so late she’d have to email the tour company to reschedule. Assuming they got to Rome at all.


Thought sabotage. Damn it, Harriet, just what you promised not to do to yourself.


As they scanned their menus, she overheard the woman at the next table. ‘But the pancakes look delicious, Oliver.’ Despite her convivial tone, Harriet heard the Mum-plea beneath. ‘Mmm, look, with strawberries. Or blueberries?’


Harriet remembered those days, when every meal needed a hostage negotiator’s bargaining skills. Billie ate hardly anything but tuna mayo sandwiches between the ages of four and six.


‘I’ll have strawberry pancakes,’ their girl said. ‘If the strawberries are English. If not then I’ll have plain.’


Both a chivalrous husband and a reasonable teenager? That woman’s cup did run over.


‘I want bacon,’ said Oliver. ‘Dad, can’t I have bacon?’


‘One fried breakfast won’t kill him.’ He levelled a devastating smile at the woman. ‘We are on holiday, sweetheart.’ He turned to flag down a passing waitress to take their order.


As the woman glanced round too, Harriet caught her eye, and her eye-roll. Holiday or not, rule number one in surviving your children is not to break parental ranks.


‘Nice dress,’ the woman said. Her chortle made Harriet grin. ‘I hope we’re not having identical luck. Are you delayed?’


Her manner was too warm to be anything like a diva, which meant her husband really was just a helpful man. Harriet wanted to kick one of the bags at her feet into James’s shin. ‘Yes, we’re on the Rome flight,’ she said.


‘So are we! We’re all in the same sorry boat then.’


‘Or plane, in this case,’ the man added. Maybe he just looked like someone Harriet knew. He wasn’t out of the woman’s league, exactly. It would be too meowsville to say that, even if it were true. There was something about the way he carried himself, or maybe it was his perfectly put-together outfit, that let everyone know he was the successful one.


‘At least we’re having breakfast,’ James said as the waitress brought the other family their drinks. He didn’t look even mildly annoyed at their delay, despite them all being up since silly o’clock. That shouldn’t surprise her. Rome might be her idea of heaven, but it was hell to someone like James. He’d be the first to say that he was about as at home in the country as cowpats.


His jiggling foot kept knocking his case into her leg, while every minute that ticked by threatened her plans. Her jaw ached from grinding her teeth.


‘Oh, hell!’ Oliver’s dad flew out of his chair, but not before the glass of iced water had emptied into his lap. ‘Silly bean,’ he said to the woman. ‘Stay there, I’ll get a waitress to clean it up.’


‘I didn’t do it.’ The woman frowned pointedly at their son.


‘Sure, blame the ten year old.’


They shared a laugh. When he squeezed her shoulder and went to find someone to mop up the spill, Harriet wondered if they might be newlyweds. They both wore wedding bands. In fact, if not for the children with them, she’d have put money on this being a sneaky weekend away from their spouses. They were that charming with each other. Again, she imagined aiming the carry-on at James’s shin.


She had to stop thinking like that. Hadn’t she just had a word with herself? Besides, it wasn’t exactly fair to compare her twenty-year relationship to a couple who probably still gushed over each other’s adorable little quirks. They hadn’t yet set into tedious, concrete habits. They wouldn’t be so loved-up after years of stubbing their toes on those.


Ignorance might not be bliss, but it definitely took the edge off.


‘What are the chances our flight will go?’ the woman asked Harriet once the waitress had mopped up everything in the vicinity.


‘Not great, I’m afraid. Bloody ash cloud. There’ve been a lot of cancellations already, and nothing has left in over an hour and …’ She swallowed the other datapoints she’d been mentally harvesting since they’d arrived. Not everyone appreciated details as much as she did. ‘But we might get a break.’


‘I hope so. I’m desperate to go.’ Every bit of her expression echoed her words, and Harriet’s thoughts.


‘I’m Harriet, by the way.’ She introduced James and Billie.


‘Sophie, Oliver and Katie, and my husband is Dan. He must be drying his trousers.’ She squirmed in her chair. ‘This delay is killing me! We’ve only got nine days away. We’re staying at a villa in Tuscany, near Siena. With a spa! I know, it’s totally la-di-da. I can’t really believe we’re going.’


Harriet made a quick calculation of Sophie’s available sightseeing hours in Rome after subtracting for travel and meals, plus a margin of error for inevitable delays when they needed to take cash out or one of the children dithered over breakfast or they decided they just had to have tiramisu and coffee after lunch. And that didn’t even include whatever days they lost to relaxation.


‘Both Rome and Tuscany in nine days?’ Harriet asked. ‘But you could easily spend all that time just in Rome. The Coliseum, Trevi Fountain, St Peter’s Basilica, the Pantheon, all those gorgeous churches.’ It was exciting enough saying them. Imagine getting to actually see them!


Rome was one of those cities she’d always meant to visit while she and James were still in London. That was before Billie when, relatively speaking, they had all the time in the world. Practically speaking, though, she worked crazy hours, like all trainee solicitors. When they did get away, they always picked somewhere exotic: to see the sumptuous theatres and grand cafés of Budapest or the mosques in Istanbul. They’d once strolled through Marrakech’s souks with the muezzin’s call to prayer echoing around them, sipping fresh mint tea and the best orange juice Harriet had ever tasted. Rome kept sliding down their list. It might have millennia of history, but there was nothing exotic about church bells and meatballs.


At least, Harriet never used to think so. Having been stuck now in their tiny village for a dozen years, she was starting to find M&S curry kits exotic.


As they seemed to be getting on so well, she couldn’t resist mentioning Sophie’s tan. Looking at her own ever-so-slightly satsuma-hued hands, she had to know where she got it. ‘You look like you’ve already been somewhere nice.’


Sophie touched her cheek. ‘This, you mean? Gosh, no, it’s from a bottle.’


‘Oh?’ Innocent as you please. ‘Which brand?’


‘I’ve got a terrible memory. It was a rainbow-y tube, if that helps.’


‘I can track it down. Where’d you buy it?’


‘I’ve no idea. Dan picked it up for me.’


Of course he did. She glanced at James, who was moving his lips as he read the menu. What was the last thing he’d bought for her? Insect repellent, on offer.


Dan returned with his halo intact and his crotch dry. They had to go through introductions again to catch him up. ‘Don’t I know you?’ He squinted at Harriet.


‘I was wondering the same thing.’


He cocked two pistol fingers at her. ‘I’ve got it. That charity dinner last year. No, it was the year before. We sat beside each other.’


‘That’s right.’ She’d stood in at the last minute for her boss, but only after triple-checking that she wouldn’t have to work the room making small talk or, even worse, stand up and say anything. Assurances secured, she’d taken the train to London straight after work. ‘Nice to see you again,’ she said. ‘I was just telling Sophie that next time you should take more time off to give Rome your full attention.’


Sophie shook her head. ‘Actually, we won’t see any of that this time.’


‘What, none of it?’


‘Not a thing. We’re driving straight on to the villa. We live right in the middle of London, so we don’t need to see another city.’


‘But the museums, and the Vatican! Not to mention shopping.’


James reached for her arm. ‘All right, steady on. Let the nice people do what they want on their holiday.’


Harriet felt herself blushing. ‘Yes, of course, it’s just a long drive from Rome, that’s all.’ Over three hours, depending on whether they stayed on the motorway or took the scenic route. ‘Couldn’t you get a closer airport? I always like to minimise the travel part as much as possible.’


James made that noise in his throat that she hated. Somewhere between laughing and clearing his post-nasal drip. ‘Except last night when we stayed in London instead of coming straight here this morning.’


One extra night away from home. One! And James wasn’t going to let her forget it.


She took a breath before answering. ‘It was my friend Julia’s fiftieth,’ she explained to Sophie, ‘so we came into town yesterday for the party.’


‘Rome was the only airport where we could get the frequent flyer flights on the dates we wanted,’ Dan said. ‘We’ve done it all on air miles. This way we can really splash out on the holiday, and Sophie gets her pampering.’


Sophie grasped his hand.


The last time Harriet grasped James’s hand was probably when she’d stumbled over the pouffe in the living room.


Billie looked up from her phone as the tide of conversation around them began to swell.


‘Mum.’ She stared at the Departures board on the restaurant wall.


Their flight was cancelled.


James made that noise again. ‘I guess that means the Vatican’s out.’


‘You don’t have to sound so pleased about it, James. The whole trip is probably out. Who knows when we’ll get another flight?’


‘I am sorry, Harriet.’ Then he did reach for her hand. No stumbling necessary. ‘I know you were dead keen to go.’




Chapter 2


Thursday


Sophie’s tears threatened to ruin the first mascara she’d put on in weeks. And she’d had to redo it twice, too, before Dan thought it looked okay. Quick, think of something happy. Puppies. Lottery winnings. Fields of wild flowers. Puppies winning the lottery in fields of wild flowers.


Dan was waving for the waitress. ‘We need the bill, now please.’


‘But our food’s not even here yet,’ she said. That was all she needed: to blub over not getting her egg muffin, too. Puppies, wild flowers, puppies, wild flowers, puppiespuppiespuppies.


‘Sweetheart, think. We can’t risk being at the back of the queue when the airline is sorting out alternatives. You stay and eat your food, though. I’ll deal with the tickets.’


‘Thanks, I am starving.’ She’d skipped breakfast, but at least everyone got out of the house on time.


She wasn’t hangry, just hupset.


As she puckered up for Dan’s kiss, one of the many carry-ons slipped from his shoulder. He shoved it back into place. ‘Should I see if they can box up your food?’ she asked. ‘It might still be warm if we get on another flight soon.’ Please, please, please, she prayed to the rebooking gods, let them get on another flight soon.


But then Dan started shaking his head. ‘Christ, you can’t stay here.’ He said it like it was her idea. ‘If we can get another flight right away, then you’ll need to be there with the passports to check in. You’ll have to come with me.’


The nice woman next to them, Harriet, was on her feet too. ‘Let’s go, family.’ She yanked the luggage out from under their table.


Sophie caught the sharp look Dan gave Harriet. She must have seen it too, because she turned to him. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘we’ll get behind you in the queue.’


Fat chance anyway of Harriet running ahead of them with all that luggage. She looked like she was moving to Rome. ‘Do you want a hand with your bags?’ Sophie asked as they hurried together towards Customer Services. ‘Dan’s got ours. Let me take one, at least.’


‘It’s fine,’ Harriet said. ‘I’m evenly balanced this way. If you took one then I’d only keel to one side.’ She had the long strap of one bag slung across her body, with another one on each shoulder. They were all full duffel bags, too.


Harriet called back to her daughter. ‘Billie, can you please get sandwiches in Pret for everyone? It’s right there and you can meet us at Customer Services. Here’s money.’


‘What kind?’ Billie asked, catching up to take the notes from her mother.


Harriet turned to Sophie with the question. ‘Me? Oh, that’s so kind, but you really don’t have to.’


‘We’re getting them anyway,’ Harriet said. ‘And none of us has eaten. Any preference? Not a vegetarian?’


‘No, no, we like anything. Thank you. Thanks very much,’ she called to the teenager.


‘Then get seven, please, Billie, one for everyone, and be quick. Customer Services is just ahead, okay? Ring me if you have trouble.’


Crikey, Sophie couldn’t imagine having that kind of authority! She wouldn’t mind those perfect blonde highlights or Harriet’s big grey eyes, either, if the Universe was taking requests.


Up ahead of them, the Customer Services desk was already mobbed.


‘I guess other people didn’t have to wait to pay restaurant bills first,’ Dan said.


‘Sorry,’ said Sophie, catching his eye. Only a miracle would get them another flight now.


‘This feels pretty hopeless,’ she murmured to Harriet as they inched forward in the scrum.


‘Probably, but we should see it out.’


And just like that, pop! went Sophie’s holiday dreams. Nobody ever said ‘see it out’ about something they had any real hope for. Seeing it out was for bad ideas and troubled relationships. They munched their ham and cheese sandwiches, shuffling politely towards the desk, while flight after flight was cancelled.


But they didn’t make it to the front. One of the frazzled airline reps shouted the bad news to everyone: the authorities had just closed UK airspace, and they expected most of Europe to follow soon.


The status of all the flights on the Departures board changed to Cancelled.


‘Bloody ash cloud!’ Harriet and Sophie said together.


‘I’m so sorry,’ Sophie added as she failed to fight back her tears. ‘I know it’s silly to cry over a missed holiday when there are worse things in the world.’


Dan pulled her into the crook of his arm. She leaned against him.


Harriet fished around in one of her carry-ons. ‘With balm or without?’ She held out both tissue packets. ‘This is just ridiculous. I’d still fly. Have you read the analysis? The particulate count isn’t even close to the limit yet. It’s still safe.’


‘This is one thing you haven’t got control over, darling,’ Harriet’s husband said.


‘Too bad, because we’d all be on our way to Italy if I did.’


Wowzers, thought Sophie. If only she had a tenth of Harriet’s confidence.


Dan would know what to do. ‘Will we at least get our money back for the villa?’


‘Don’t worry, if there’s a way, I’ll find it.’ He gave her another squeeze. ‘I am a solicitor.’


Dan could do anything, Sophie thought. Well, except open international airspace.


‘That’s right, I remember now,’ Harriet answered Dan. ‘Me too, though I don’t usually deal with insurance claims. Our policy has an exclusion for natural disasters, although the airlines might still give refunds. I’m sure they did when this happened in 2010. I’ll need to check the cancellation policies of our hotels … and all the tour companies. I guess I’ll have plenty of time away from the office now to look into it.’ She pulled a notebook from her bag. Sophie noticed the neatly lettered coloured tabs that stuck out from its pages. ‘I’ll start cancelling,’ Harriet said.


‘Why are you so sad, Mummy?’ Oliver asked when Sophie blew her nose again. His large, serious eyes peered into hers. So like Dan’s: deep blue and fringed with dark lashes. She’d fallen in love with those eyes the second the midwife had put him on her chest. He’d got his dad’s dark hair, too, thick and wavy, along with his athletic frame.


‘Oh, I’m being silly. I really wanted to have a holiday with you and Katie and your dad, that’s all. But don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll find something fun to do together anyway.’


‘And, we’ll reduce our carbon footprint,’ said Katie. ‘That’s one good thing.’


Even the ash cloud had a silver lining, Sophie supposed. Or at least an environmentally friendly one. Leave it to Katie to find it. She only wished that her thirteen year old didn’t have to fret about things like climate change and polluted oceans.


She glanced at Dan. ‘You will still take the time off?’


He was already scrolling through something on his phone. ‘It would be stupid to use up the days if I don’t need to. What happens when we want to go away later in the year? I wouldn’t be able to.’


Later in the year?! ‘But what if we could find another place to go instead? Here, I mean.’ The disappointment burned in her again. ‘Couldn’t we look for a country villa that we can get to by train?’


She hardly dared to breathe.


‘Villas are abroad, Soph,’ he chided. ‘Do you mean a plain old house? I can look, although with it being the summer holidays, there might not be many options.’


Sophie clung for dear life to that tiny soap bubble of hope. There had to be somewhere they could go. Maybe in the Yorkshire Dales or down on the coast. The weekend supplements were always full of hotels. There must be vacancies somewhere.


But they wouldn’t be free, and they’d already spent so much on the villa. ‘I guess we could put it on the credit cards until we get our refund.’


She pretended not to notice the way Dan’s jaw set. ‘Well, I can’t spend any more now. I might not even get the money back from the villa. I’m not made of cash, am I?’


‘You said we’d probably get it back.’


He smirked at her. ‘I could always shake the magic money tree and see if a few thousand more falls off.’


Of course. She was being selfish. It wasn’t even her money. Dan was the one who worked and there she was, talking about running up their credit cards. ‘No, I’m sorry,’ she said.


‘Maybe this is a stupid idea,’ Harriet said, as she ended one of her calls. ‘But if it’s a country retreat you want, then why don’t you spend your holiday at our cottage?’


Sophie hadn’t even realised she’d been listening, let alone thinking about a solution for them.


‘It wouldn’t cost you anything,’ she continued. ‘That would be all right, wouldn’t it, James?’


He took so long to answer that Sophie felt the need to apologise again. They shouldn’t have to sort out her problems, though she could kiss Harriet for wanting to save their trip.


‘No, no,’ James said, ‘I’m just thinking about it. If you’re after a rural setting then our village is as beautiful as it gets.’ He paused again, inspecting his shoes. ‘I’m from there, so I’m biased,’ he eventually went on, ‘but I think it’s got everything you could want. There are walking paths starting from the property itself. We’ve got some bikes, too. And goats. Do you like goats?’


Sophie didn’t know if she had any opinion on goats.


‘The village pub has good food,’ he added. ‘And ales, if you’re an ale man, Dan?’


Dan wasn’t an ale man.


‘There are plenty of spare bedrooms.’


Then Sophie caught the look on Harriet’s face. She knew a second thought when she saw one. ‘You’re being too generous,’ Sophie said, feeling foolish for getting her hopes up. ‘Thanks ever so much, but we couldn’t stay with you.’ She wished her voice wasn’t wobbling. ‘You don’t even know us.’


But Harriet laughed. ‘You’ve shared your tanning secrets, Sophie, and I’m assuming you wouldn’t steal from us. If you did, I could always report Dan to the SRA. Only kidding! Besides, I’m not suggesting you stay with us. What if you stayed at the cottage instead of us … and we stayed in your house?’


‘You mean, we could stay in London?’ Billie asked. ‘Yeah, that would be wicked! We can, can’t we, Dad?’


James looked like he was facing a firing squad. ‘London?’


‘Yes, James, instead of Rome,’ Harriet said.


‘Why don’t we just go home?’


‘We can’t!’ Harriet said. ‘I mean, we’re already here and packed and everything. I can make London as good as Rome. We’ll treat it just like a holiday. It does have loads of history, and restaurants, music and theatre, museums, walks, architecture. We could even do a Big Bus tour.’


‘I’m tired just listening to you,’ James said.


Harriet frowned. ‘Come on, don’t be a stick-in-the-mud. If you say no then none of us gets a holiday.’


James’s kind eyes met Sophie’s. Then he shrugged. ‘I don’t want to disappoint anyone.’


‘I’m sure you haven’t got the right insurance to cover something like this,’ Dan pointed out. That torpedoed Sophie’s heart.


But Harriet nodded. ‘We have. With James having school groups at the farm, we need full coverage for visitors. Have you got insurance to cover us?’


Dan stiffened. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact, we do,’ he said. ‘We’re fully covered as well. What about rental agreements? I suppose you’ve thought of those, too.’


His tone was snappy, but that didn’t sound like an outright no to Sophie. It might not be Tuscany, but they could have their holiday without running up more credit card bills. Plus, it was a proper away-holiday that Dan could justify taking time off for. If he’d go for it … ‘Could we really do it?’ She was nearly whispering. She didn’t want to spook the idea and send it scampering off, never to be seen again.


‘James is right, it is very nice,’ Harriet added. She tapped on her phone. ‘Here, see for yourself. I took these a month ago for the Scouts.’


But it was Dan who accepted her phone. ‘That is something,’ he said, scrolling through Harriet’s gallery.


When Sophie leaned over for a look, Dan playfully held the phone away. ‘Not so fast, sweetheart. I think you deserve a surprise. You really want this holiday, eh?’


‘I do, Dan, really.’


He handed the phone back to Harriet before scooping Sophie up for a hug. ‘Well then, if we can make the details work … How long were you thinking of doing the swap for?’ he asked Harriet. When she told him two weeks, he said, ‘Ah, I’ve only got next week booked off.’


‘But you could extend it, couldn’t you?’ Sophie asked. ‘Please?’ She was too close to give up now. ‘You must have the days. It’s been so long since we’ve all been away together.’


‘The alternative is for everyone to go home disappointed,’ Harriet added. ‘This way we can at least follow through on our plans and do something with our days off. You’ll miss out on the great Italian food, but there’s a woman in the village who cooks for us when I’m doing crazy hours at work. She’s very good, and I’m sure she could cook for you while you’re there. And there’s even a spa in the village. We’re in the arse end of nowhere but we’ve got a spa.’


Sophie couldn’t wait to be in the arse end of nowhere. Imagine! Being massaged into a permanent state of drooling bliss and not even having to cook.


‘Well, our house is in the middle of everything,’ Sophie said, praying that Dan would see sense on this. ‘There’s lots of room and it’s close to the Tube. Plus all the restaurants, of course, and the culture. Though we never seem to get organised to book tickets for anything.’


‘Don’t worry about us,’ said Harriet. ‘We’re very organised.’


Harriet’s husband made a strange noise in his throat.


‘Couldn’t we please do two weeks, too?’ Sophie asked Dan.


‘Soph, it’s not that easy for me. Not all of us get to laze around every day. I’ve got work commitments.’


‘But didn’t Jeremy want you to take two weeks off? I’m sure he’d be happy for you to, and think how much fun the children would have.’


Katie and Oliver took their cue, adding their pleas to hers. She could see Dan wavering. He didn’t like being the bad guy in front of other people.


Finally, he said, ‘If it’s what you really want, Soph, then I’ll make the sacrifice.’


Sophie’s mood soared as they swapped details about their homes. They were really doing this! Two whole weeks. More, actually, because today was only Thursday. Dan had been so stressed with work lately that this might actually turn out to be a blessing in disguise.


The next thing Sophie knew, they’d signed electronic lettings agreements and exchanged keys. Dan and Harriet made it all seem so easy. Bish, bash, bosh: new holidays for everyone.


Sophie couldn’t keep the smug smile from her face. All the other passengers might be going home to put their clean clothes back in drawers and check the small print on their travel insurance, but they were getting their holiday after all, thanks to this angel in Terminal 5.


Harriet seemed able to make everything possible. Who was this woman who’d swooped in to save their holiday? Sophie didn’t know yet, but she couldn’t wait to spend the next two weeks in her house finding out. ‘I just can’t thank you enough for this, Harriet. And James! You’re lifesavers.’ Her heart flipped as she said this. They didn’t know how true it was.


Then Dan hugged her. ‘You are absolutely adorable when you’re like this,’ he murmured into her ear.


Sophie bit her bottom lip through her smile. ‘Like what?’


‘I don’t know. Happy. Excited. Grateful, you know, pleased with me, like I’m the best thing since sliced bread.’


‘You’re better than sliced bread,’ she said. ‘You’re calorie-free.’


‘I’ve got an idea for when we get to the cottage,’ he whispered. The way he held her left no doubt about what he meant by that. But they had to get there first.


‘I guess we’ll take the train, then?’ Her eyes searched his.


‘Don’t worry about that, I’m hiring a car,’ he told her. ‘We would have needed one in Italy anyway and we don’t want to faff with all the luggage on the train. Just because we can’t go away doesn’t mean you don’t deserve the royal treatment. I’ll see if I can get us a free upgrade, too.’ Then his sharp glance settled on Harriet, who was watching them.


‘It’s the train for us,’ Harriet said. ‘At least there’s not too far to go. We should be walking out of your Tube station in …’ She glanced at her phone, then towards the ceiling. ‘An hour and ten minutes. As long as we don’t have to wait for the Heathrow Express for more than ten minutes. Give or take five minutes.’


Harriet slung a few more bags over herself as if she was a one-woman Everest support team. Was there nothing this woman couldn’t handle?


Dan made a point of staring after Harriet and her family as they set off for the train. ‘You don’t have to carry anything, Soph. Some blokes are gentlemen. If you want to stay here with the luggage I can go for the car and pick you up out front. I’ll text you when I’m on my way. Is your phone on? Come on, Oliver, help your dad.’


Sophie put her hand over his as he wheeled both their cases outside.


‘You’ll be all right here while I get the car?’


‘Of course,’ she answered. As if she couldn’t manage to stand in front of an airport on her own.


‘Good girl. You’re going to get exactly the holiday you need,’ said Dan. ‘No stress, no drama. I’ll make sure it’s perfect. Don’t I always?’


He always had, right from the first night they’d met.


It could not have been more perfect, the way the city lights had glistened in the warm spring air as she’d cruised up the Thames with her colleagues and about a hundred other passengers. Everyone stood out on deck with their drinks. Sophie was politely trying to listen to her boss’s latest holiday plans (as if she hadn’t booked most of it for him), when she noticed someone staring in her direction. She glanced over. The bloke smiled. It took a few more glances to be sure, but he seemed to be smiling at her.


Once her boss had gone off for more wine, it took about two seconds for him to come over. ‘Having fun?’ he asked. His long-lash-fringed eyes held hers.


‘It’s a work thing,’ she said. ‘I mean, I’m not here for fun. That was my boss, not my boyfriend.’ Smooth, Sophie. Why not just tell him about the dating dry spell, too? Dry spell. Ha. It was a full-on drought. There’d been a hosepipe ban on her love life for months. ‘Are you here for work or fun?’ she asked.


He was wearing a summer suit, like her, but his probably came from somewhere posher than Zara. Or maybe it was the way he wore it that looked expensive. Sophie had never been good at spotting fake brands, but she was pretty sure his loafers, with the signature Gucci horsebit hardware on top, weren’t from any weekend market stall. She tucked her faux-Fendi closer under her arm. ‘Technically work, but hopefully fun?’ It was a question. ‘If I can persuade you to join me. The band isn’t bad, but I think their feelings are hurt that we’re all out here. We could have a dance and make them feel better.’


He introduced himself and Sophie practically floated inside on the romance of it all. The band’s singer crooned a Frank Sinatra classic as Dan led her to the practically empty dance floor. She knew some of her colleagues must be watching, but any self-consciousness fell away as soon as Dan took her in his arms. He guided her easily to the music and (she hoped) into looking as if she knew what she was doing.


‘You’re an amazing dancer,’ she said when the song ended.


‘It’s easy with a good partner like you. Another dance, or would you like a drink?’


‘Can I be greedy and have both?’


He laughed. ‘You can have whatever you want. Stay here. I’ll take care of it.’




Chapter 3


Thursday


Harriet stared down the long corridor that tunnelled beneath the terminals. It would go on and on, she knew, a rat’s maze leading eventually to the train. She shot another look over her shoulder, aimed at James’s feet this time. ‘Can you please try to hurry up! We’ll miss the train.’


Instantly, she wished she hadn’t snapped. Again. She’d never get things back on track like that. Her husband might be laid-back most of the time, but he could be as stubborn as his goats when she pushed him.


Must not push, she reminded herself.


But honestly, what was so hard about walking at a normal pace? That man trekked miles through the countryside every single day. It wasn’t fitness slowing him down. It was sheer bloody-mindedness. She had the whole family’s bags strapped over herself and was still managing to weave past people left, right and centre. The efficient tap of her sandals on the marble tiles had a pleasing rhythm.


Now that they had a new plan, she wasn’t about to let any of it slip away. Tick-tock. At this rate they’d waste most of the day just getting to Sophie’s house. Plus the contingency time in case they got lost. Not that Harriet usually got lost. They’d really only have sixteen days’ holiday once they got settled in. That last day would be a write-off, between packing and tidying up and bickering over who had to carry what to the train.


Just thinking about the wasted hours made her sandals click faster. Her sigh carried over the echoing buzz of the other passengers shuffling towards the train. Frustration? Or maybe one of the carry-on straps was pressing too hard on her lungs. She shifted the bags around. No, it was definitely James-induced annoyance. Cold treacle moved faster than her husband. Unless one of his damn goats got loose. Then you should see him go.


Shame she wasn’t one of his goats.


Shame they couldn’t rewind fifteen years, either, because she was pretty sure James hadn’t always made her want to set his socks on fire. What had changed?


He’d once been just the soothing balm she’d been after. True, he’d never been a fast mover, or overly proactive, but he also never got flustered or stressed. The very chilled yin to her uptight yang.


Those were carefree days, she mused. As carefree as she got, at least. She used to find it hard to get too wound up about things around James. He was the vocal equivalent of sipping hot chocolate under the duvet. Just hearing him quietened the thoughts pinging around her brain. She had enjoyed that once. She knew she had.


The trouble was, he was still carefree now while she ran around doing everything that needed doing. It was exhausting.


‘Come on, James!’


‘Sorry, darling, it must be my nose slowing me down.’


‘Nice one, Dad,’ Billie said. ‘Mum, I’m guessing there’s probably more than one train into London today. Relax.’


‘Relax?’ she said, calculating how many chances they’d already missed on the walk to the platform. Four an hour for the Heathrow Express alone. Plus the Underground. That was probably five more in the same space of time. Adjusted for overlapping schedules. ‘Let’s just try to get there before nightfall.’


But she did make herself slow down until James was alongside her.


By the time they reached Sophie’s station – twenty-two minutes on the train, nine stops on the Tube, one change – Harriet had mentally unpacked her cases and recategorised all her clothes, shoes and accessories for the cooler London weather. The beach hats were a waste of space and she probably didn’t have quite enough jumpers for evenings. Just knowing she was still prepared for the holiday felt better. Clothes-wise, at least.


She’d been fidgeting with the big spiky lump of Sophie’s keys since they’d emerged from the station. Unnecessary things dangled from the ring: a smooth pink stone heart, a green patent leather turtle, three tiny Tesco Club Cards with different serial numbers and, by Sophie’s own admission, keys she didn’t recognise any more. Harriet would switch those house keys to her own neatly utilitarian ring as soon as they got to the house.


The house. Not the upscale hotel in the centre of Rome. She was doing her best to shift her expectations from the sun-baked ancient capital to north London. Still, a wave of melancholy swept over her. Sophie’s house was perfectly nice, she was sure. It just wasn’t in Italy.


I’m mourning for Rome, Harriet thought. All those fine plans going to waste. She’d thought of every last detail, right down to which cafés served the best coffee close to their hotel, and how many minutes’ walk it was to the nearest Metro station. She’d spent weeks arranging it all for them, every fun activity, all the relaxation, each meal. Even the surprises that no one but she would know weren’t spur-of-the-moment.


She was under no illusions about herself. She knew what some people (all right, most people) thought of her. But this time she really did need to plan everything, because it was more than just a holiday.


It was the chance to reconnect with James, to remember when they’d enjoyed being in a relationship together.


She cast another backward glance at him. He was still loping along with his tatty rucksack, this time on the pavement of Sophie’s road instead of the airport terminal.


The spark had fizzled in their marriage. Even the fizzle had fizzled.


Not that he was cheating, or anything like that. James wasn’t the type. If someone were to draw a cartoon of a nice, stable, non-cheating bloke, it would look like her husband. There was nothing dishonest about his tall, sturdy frame either, or his hair that never looked quite tidy or his giant farmer’s hands. He didn’t fit the part. Not James.


Yet for months they’d been about as romantic as a pair of builders fitting someone’s new kitchen. These days they were just clocking in and getting the job done. They didn’t even take tea breaks together any more. She snorted at the euphemism.


‘Eww, watch the poo!’ Harriet warned as she stepped around the fresh pile plopped in front of Sophie’s house. What was wrong with people? If you wouldn’t empty your child’s nappy on the pavement, you shouldn’t leave your dog’s poo there either. No one should have to skid through smelly leavings when they didn’t even have a dog.


Although, technically, she would have one while they stayed at Sophie’s. Spot, it was called, though Sophie had made a huge point of saying that their neighbour would be taking care of it.


That didn’t mean she wanted to share the house with it. Dogs smelled, and they sniffed crotches and licked their bits and breathed their bitty breath into your face. She didn’t actually know what kind of dog it was, but she was sure it did all of those things.


As she eased open Sophie’s front door, she braced herself. ‘Hello?’ she called through the crack.


‘Who are you talking to?’ Billie asked.


‘To Spot, who do you think? You have to let a dog know you mean no harm before entering its space.’


‘I can’t hear anything.’ When Billie put her ear near the door, Harriet caught a whiff of the shampoo she’d used since she was a baby. Johnson’s. It still made her pale curls soft as cashmere. Harriet wanted to plunge her face into those locks and breathe it in.


Billie would hate that.


‘Maybe the neighbour took it for a walk,’ Harriet mused. She pushed open the door, but it snagged on something. Hopefully not the dog!


It was only a gym bag left on the Victorian tiled floor. She glanced at the crammed hooks lining one wall, where a large swelling of coats, jumpers and carrier bags hung. ‘Its lead isn’t here.’


James came up behind them. ‘Why don’t we say he instead of it?’ he whispered.


‘Why he? Why not she?’ Billie whispered back.


‘Anything but it. Though Spot’s a boy’s name.’


‘A dog’s spots aren’t gendered, Dad.’


‘I s’pose not.’


Harriet turned away so Billie wouldn’t see her expression. Everything with her had to be gender this and gender that. ‘They’re not here, anyway.’ She settled the matter in a normal voice. ‘Happy?’


‘Ta,’ said Billie.


As Harriet picked her way along the hall, she stumbled over a muddy shoe. Dozens more, some muddy, some not, were scattered over the floor. She only righted herself by grabbing hold of a bike that leaned against the wall.


Sophie hadn’t mentioned that they’d recently moved in. A few of the cardboard packing boxes lining one wall were crushed on top, some split down the side, as if one of the children had sat on them. And they weren’t stacked straight. One was tipped over, its papers spilled out onto the ornate tiles.


Harriet could feel her chest constrict as she took in the mess. Clutter everywhere. Absolutely everywhere. She took a ragged breath.


Five boxes. Six, seven, eight-nine-ten-eleven. One short of a dozen. Fewer than the shoes.


She was vaguely aware of James moving closer. ‘Harr—? Never mind, finish the shoes. How many?’ He was smiling.


‘Twenty-seven.’ One missing.


‘Come here.’ She exhaled deeply as his arms encircled her. ‘Want to tidy up?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘Wow, Mum,’ Billie said, ‘wait till you see the living room. This must be killing you.’


‘It’s fine.’


It wasn’t fine. Her eye sought the banister spindles up the stairs. One, two, three, four-five-six-seven …


She counted them over and over, her mind filling with the numbers, pushing out the chaos around her. She could feel her breathing slowing as her eyes sought each spindle, ticking them off, ordering things. She tore her eyes away from the banister. That was a bit better.


This wasn’t what she’d imagined, but it would be okay. She had to make it okay. She just needed a change of perspective. She was good at that. Not being in Rome simply meant that their London calendar was an opportunity. A chance to replan everything with her usual efficiency. She worked best with a sense of purpose, a problem to solve. She loved that challenge as much as she loathed looking down the long, long corridor of unplanned days. All those minutes and hours to fill.


But first, she had some tidying to do. ‘Take the bags into the bedrooms, will you, James? I just want to put a few things away.’ Her hands clenched with the thought of the task ahead.


It didn’t take that long, really, once Harriet got started.


She could feel the calm begin to blanket her most soothingly by the time she’d cleared off the table beside the sofa in the big living room. All the papers and pens, crayons, coins and small plastic figures fitted into the drawer. Maybe if she had time later, she’d find out where those figures went. With each item straightened – the lampshade, a picture frame, the scatter cushion – her mind straightened as well. She plucked odd socks, a hairbrush and two eyeliners from crevices between the cushions. More shoes needed pairing and putting out of sight. The coffee table was inches-deep in higgledy-piggledy newspapers, magazines and schoolwork. Much as she’d love to, she couldn’t just chuck it all into the recycling. One of the sideboard cabinets made a good temporary home. Just while they were staying.
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