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‘If you choose to represent the various parts in life by holes upon a table, of different shapes – some circular, some triangular, some square, some oblong – and the person acting these parts by bits of wood of similar shapes, we shall generally find that the triangular person has got into the square hole, the oblong into the triangular, and a square person has squeezed himself into the round hole. The officer and the office, the doer and the thing done, seldom fit so exactly, that we can say they were almost made for each other.’


Sydney Smith, ‘On the Conduct of the Understanding’ (1804–6)




Prologue


Eve Sturridge sat at the desk in her attractively appointed and spacious office at Ivy House Preparatory School, scrolling through status updates on her Facebook page. It was 2:46 p.m. on a pleasantly warm Friday afternoon in June and, with the school week all but over, Eve was allowing herself a little time to search for a link to a newspaper article somebody had posted that morning but that, what with one thing and another, she hadn’t yet had time to read.


Nor would she now. There was a knock and then, without pause, Gail Prince, her PA, poked her head around the office door and hissed, ‘Your three o’clock is waiting in the hall!’ Eve smiled; Gail’s conspiratorial hissing was a regular default.


‘God, is it that time already?’


‘The Sorensens are absolutely charming. And fully loaded. You’ll have noticed they arrived by helicopter.’


‘I thought it was a bit windy over by the rugby pitch. Tell them I’ll be right there.’


Eve turned to the bookcase behind her chair from which she pulled out a well-thumbed copy of the Sunday Times Rich List. There they were: Stefan and Anette Sorensen, number eighty-six – which meant, were she to bag them for Ivy House, they’d hurtle past her current richest Rich Listers, the Dershowitzes, at number one hundred and two. She had the Dershowitzes to thank for recommending Ivy House to the Sorensens in the first place.


After a couple of minutes, Eve got to her feet, quickly checking that she passed muster in the small gilt-framed mirror by the door. Tucking one side of her neat blonde bob behind an ear, revealing a discreet pearl and diamond stud, Eve headed out through the maze of school offices and into the wood-panelled entrance hall where, she noted with satisfaction, sunlight was streaming through a stained-glass window and glancing off the well-polished sporting silverware in an adjacent cabinet.


‘Mr and Mrs Sorensen, how good to meet at last. I hope your journey was pleasant?’ Eve extended her hand to Mrs Sorensen – it was important to get the wives onside straight away. Classic new money and loads of it, thought Eve, but very tastefully done.


‘Twenty minutes from Battersea in the whirlybird; here before we knew it.’ Eve picked up a mid-Atlantic twang alongside the native Danish in Stefan Sorensen’s accent. He smiled, partly with his shrewd blue eyes but mostly with his mouth, Eve noted, as she gave Stefan a swift, imperceptible once-over: beautifully cut, unstuffy navy suit jacket, clearly Savile Row; dark indigo jeans and a pink, tieless, shirt – Jermyn Street, obviously; a pair of brogues and an unshowy but expensive-looking wristwatch peeking out from his cuff. In short, the very model of a modern master of the universe.


‘Y-es. It is so much easier and quicker to fly than it is to drive down the A21,’ said Mrs S with just a hint of Nordic sing-song.


‘Absolutely,’ said Eve. Despite being the spit of Mad Men’s Betty Draper, there was an aura of warmth about Mrs S, and it was she rather than Mr S who was wearing a suit – cream and, Eve decided, looking a lot like Stella McCartney – which she’d teamed with a pair of baby-blue loafers. Eve liked to see attractive women wearing flats in the daytime; it said, ‘Comfortable in my skin.’ And the evidence indicated that, despite Mr S’s bank balance, in this context at least, it was his wife who wore the trousers. Eve allowed herself a moment to congratulate herself on her wives-first handshaking strategy.


‘I wasn’t sure if I would be meeting –’ Eve paused, it was all about the pronunciation – ‘Aija and Petrus today?’


‘No-oh, we decided against it. Children dislike change, don’t they?’ said Anette Sorensen. ‘We think that if we present their new school to them as a fait accompli it will be much easier.’ Easier for whom? thought Eve. ‘Anyway, right now they are at the Natural History Museum with their nanny. They can’t get enough dinosaurs.’ Anette smiled, the sun came out, glaciers melted.


Eve was conscious of Anette Sorensen’s ‘new school’ comment but restrained herself from making an air punch. And, despite disagreeing with Anette’s ‘fait accompli’ concept, she said, ‘So true – and frankly I can’t get enough dinosaurs either. Now, would you prefer to start the tour in the gardens or inside?’


‘Inside,’ said Stefan Sorensen firmly. ‘Then we can finish up by the ’copter. Are we due at Heatherdown at five, honey?’


Ah! thought Eve. Heatherdown . . . Heatherdown School was, in Eve’s opinion, a very un-Sorensen sort of choice. Admittedly the Sorensens were Nordic, so Eve suspected they probably went in for a bit of free-range Hello, trees! Hello, sky! Let’s build a yurt! stuff, along with skinny dipping and entire days spent doing ‘art’, but if it was proper British prep school box-ticking they were after then she felt that Heatherdown was, for all its touchy-feely ‘family’ ethos, not going to be quite their ticket. Fingers crossed they’d find that out for themselves – probably by about ten past five.


‘Y-es,’ said Anette, who turned towards Eve wearing a subtly empathetic, sisterly expression. ‘We are seeing other schools.’


‘Of course,’ Eve said enthusiastically, ‘and so you should. These are not the kind of decisions one rushes into.’ Eve infiltrated herself comfortably between Mr and Mrs Sorensen and, placing a proprietorial hand gently on the small of their backs – a trick she had learned by watching US presidents ‘welcoming’ foreign (invariably less powerful) heads of state – ushered them through the entrance hall. ‘A delightfully idiosyncratic school, Heatherdown, and always very much a reflection of its Principal – though I’m sure you’re aware that he recently passed away?’ Eve didn’t wait for an answer; it was enough to plant the seed and then water it a bit. ‘So who knows what will become of the school now? Anyway, let us start with our marvellous new library, which I’m sure you know all about since it was so generously endowed by Mr and Mrs Dershowitz.’




Autumn Term
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‘Mum. Mu-um!’


Seeing her mother’s brand new and extremely expensive handbag still sitting on the kitchen table, Zoe Sturridge hurried down the hall in her dressing gown and opened the front door. Not wanting to negotiate the wet gravel drive in bare feet, she hopped up and down on the equally damp front step.


‘Mum! Your bag! First day of term and you’ve forgotten your satchel.’


At which Eve re-emerged from the Volvo. ‘Thanks, darling. Every bloody year, eh?’


‘Just as well the staff don’t know how heavily you rely on a seventeen-year-old, but your secret’s safe with me. Have a nice day, Mum.’


‘You, too. Shouldn’t you be off soon?’


‘Nothing till eleven today.’


‘OK. Well, when you leave, wrap up – chill in the air.’


‘Dur! I’m not seven.’


Zoe shut the door, went back to the kitchen, rummaged in the fridge for yoghurt, padded up the stairs to her bedroom and opened her wardrobe. Staring at the rails she decided she was feeling skirt – short skirt – far more than she was feeling skinnies, and started looking for some black opaque tights before settling on a clean purple pair. As she slipped on her favourite old pink Converse high tops, Zoe heard the beep-beep of an incoming text on the phone beneath her pillow.




I ♥ U. Coast clear? XXX


♥ U2. Yeh! XXX


Round in 5 XXX


!!!XXX





Zoe removed the Converse and peeled off her tights, put her dressing gown back on over her second-best bra and knickers and went downstairs where, having checked that her mother had actually left the premises for the entire day, she set the front door open on the latch and went back upstairs to wait until Rob arrived on his Honda. She hoped he didn’t rush too much – not in this rain – yet, with an anticipatory tingle, she couldn’t help thinking, Hurry up!


Zoe believed herself to be fairly sensible, even allowing for being seventeen. Nonetheless, she knew it wasn’t particularly sensible to be bunking off half a day’s school – she was in the upper sixth of a highly sought-after girls’ grammar – in the first week of the autumn term and preparing to shag her boyfriend at home – but, hey. Zoe was unfazed by the prospect of removing her sensible handbag-spotting head and replacing it with her sexy-for-my-boyfriend head. That stuff was simply part of the game of growing up. And she was, for the most part, enjoying growing up.


She heard the slam of the unlatched front door, a pounding on the stairs and then there was Rob in his leathers, bike helmet under his arm, grinning at her in the doorway. Zoe had, along with most of her mates, watched sufficient online porn to know that, if the opportunity presented itself, sex should probably always start with a bit of burlesque-style flirtation before you got down to the serious stuff, so she let the silky pistachio-coloured dressing gown slide off her shoulders and thrust out her right hip.


‘Morning, babes.’


‘Sick!’ said Rob, appreciatively. ‘How long we got?’


‘How long do we need?’


‘Not long.’


He launched himself at Zoe, fumbling with his leathers.


‘I’ll do it.’ Zoe knew it was important to be in control. Men liked that stuff – even nineteen-year-old boy-men.


Rob groaned. ‘Go on, babes.’


Zoe went on, falling to her knees, unzipping Rob’s leathers.


‘Yeah, like that; more like that – please?’ Rob’s voice dived up and down an octave or two as if it were still breaking, so Zoe carried on. It didn’t take long. If she was honest, she didn’t really like this bit of the proceedings but she was very good at pretending she did.


‘Love you, babes.’ Rob sounded spent but happy. What’s not to like? thought Zoe. But the truth was she enjoyed making Rob happy.


‘You’re good at this, babe. Do you want me to make you come?’


‘I’m all right. I’m a very giving kinda girl.’


‘Fucking right you are! Kiss?’


Zoe got to her feet, rose on her tiptoes and kissed Rob full on the lips.


‘You’ll make me hard again.’


‘Make the most of it. One day you’ll be fat and forty and needing Viagra just to do it once.’


‘Ha! Not me. Never. Now I wanna fuck you. Slow.’


‘Right. Bang goes the eleven o’clock lecture then.’


Rob cocked his fingers, pistol style. ‘Bang bang!’


Beep-beep: her phone.


‘Wait a minute,’ said Zoe, moving over to the bed. ‘You can fuck me while I read a text.’


Rob raised an eyebrow. ‘Sex-y! Whosit?’


Zoe fell back on the bed, pulling off her knickers. She started texting her reply. ‘Mum. She wants me to make sure I walk the dog before college.’


‘Ha! Tell her you’ll walk the dog, doggy style! Fuck, I fancy your mum.’


‘You’re gross!’ said Zoe with a grimace, but she didn’t mean it. Rob had said this sort of stuff before about her mum. She thought it was funny, the idea of Eve being hot, but it also made her, weirdly, slightly proud. A hot mum was better than a not-hot mum, surely? She touched Send on the iPhone as Rob sat on the bed next to her, watching.


‘And I bet she’d be so proud if she could see you now.’


‘Sarky!’


‘Sexy!’


‘Fuck me!’


And then, after that particular distraction, Zoe posed for some more pictures for Rob – pouty, porny, very obviously boyfriend pleasing and designed to be something for Rob to revisit on those occasions when Zoe wasn’t around. And Rob posed for pictures for Zoe, too – which seemed fair, even though Zoe felt that pictures of naked men alone always looked a bit, well, gay. And then both of them took selfies together. This was the most fun because they looked as good as they felt – maybe even better. A little bit Rob Pattinson and Kristen Stewart, thought Zoe. Cool.
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Eve stood in Ivy House’s entrance hall, welcoming the new intake. Having learned over time that you could never assume any decision by the super rich was a done deal until the evidence was in front of you, she was satisfied to note the intake included Aija and Petrus Sorensen. Eve had previously seen children delivered to their first day at school by nannies, so on this occasion she was pleasantly surprised to see the children with both their parents.


‘Mr and Mrs Sorensen, Aija and Petrus –’ Eve was pronunciation perfect – ‘welcome!’ She extended her hand to Aija, the eldest, first. The girl shook it solemnly and seemed very likely to curtsey. Though she did her best to disguise it, Eve always found it impossible not to favour the school’s more attractive children, especially those with impeccable manners. And despite having the offspring of three ex-models on the school roll, with their matching white-blonde hair and huge cornflower eyes the junior Sorensens were not only beautiful children but apparently had manners to match. When Petrus shook Eve’s hand there was, too, a perceptible nod – a bow – of his head. Eve was charmed. ‘So, let’s go to the classrooms where you can meet your teachers and fellow pupils. Each of you has been assigned a special classmate to show you around the school and tell you where your pegs and lockers are. I guarantee that by lunchtime you’ll be so settled you’ll feel as if you’ve been here a week!’ Eve glanced at the senior Sorensens. ‘Mummy and Daddy are very welcome to come with you to the classrooms, or we can leave them right here and you can say goodbye now.’


‘We’ll come today,’ said Anette, firmly. ‘Just to see where you are.’


‘But don’t come to the class every day,’ said her daughter, equally firmly. Aija was ten and therefore about to go into Year Six – aka ‘Beethoven’.


‘Come every day to my classroom, Mummy!’ said eight-year-old Petrus, who was going to be in Year Four – ‘Brahms’ – where he’d be taught by Eve’s favourite Ivy House teacher. At thirty-one, with a modish angular haircut and a bubbly head-girl’s personality, Ellie Blake – a former head girl, albeit not at Ivy House – would almost certainly have blanched at the description but was, in Eve’s opinion, the definition of diligent and methodical, yet without being dull. Yes, Eve thought, you’re both in very safe hands . . .


Anette smiled at Petrus. ‘If you want me to – though I know you won’t when you see that I’m the only mummy who does.’


He’s her favourite, noted Eve. And Aija is a chip off her mother’s block, which is probably why.


‘OK, so I shall come every day, Aija – whether you like it or not,’ said Stefan Sorensen, smiling.


And she’s his favourite. Same old same old.


Aija pulled a face. ‘Don’t be silly, Daddy. Even if you wanted to, you couldn’t. You’re hardly ever here.’


Stefan Sorensen shrugged and carried on smiling. ‘You’re right, of course, pølse, though I’m here now, aren’t I? Come on, let’s go.’


Anette turned to Eve. ‘Pølse – Danish for sausage.’


‘Well, thank you – tak! The addition of pølse has just improved my Danish by precisely one hundred per cent.’


Smiles all round; ice duly broken. Fifteen minutes later, Eve was standing on the school’s front steps, assuring the Sorensens that everything would be ‘fine, just fine! They’re in very good hands. Rest assured, we’ve done this rather a lot.’


‘I’ll be back at four o’clock,’ said Anette. ‘Though not every day – Birgitte looks after the children when I can’t, so she will deputize quite often. I have a lot of commitments.’


‘Of course! We look forward to seeing you both whenever you’re able. In the meantime, don’t ever hesitate to pick up the phone.’ And with that Eve turned her attention to the remaining parents. Even if the Sorensens were on the Sunday Times Rich List, it wasn’t good to be seen to be devoting her entire attention to them when they were paying pretty much the same fees as everyone else. Though none of the other hovering couples and a few singles – all of whom, Eve noted, had spotted the Sorensens’ waiting Bentley and driver – seemed to mind. Indeed, a few of the fathers looked particularly impressed – If Ivy House is good enough for the Sorensens . . . – while several mothers wore expressions Eve could easily read: How many children do they have? Boys or girls? What years are they in? How soon can we arrange a play-date for Milo/Tiffany? Right, I’ll be back at 3:55 . . .


Some things, Eve noted, didn’t change much, even though the style in which they were carried out clearly did. For example, in Sorensen circles, peaked caps and ties for one’s driver were obviously déclassé. This driver leaned casually on the bonnet of the car, wearing jeans and a hoodie. From a distance he could easily have passed for David Beckham on the school run. Eve turned to the nearest pair of parents.


‘Mr and Mrs Brooks! Was Lauren excited this morning? I know that the girls in Bach are going to thoroughly enjoy welcoming a new member into their little gang!’


By ten a.m. the last angsty and nervous parents had departed, ushered soothingly out of the door by Eve (‘Really, there’s no need to worry. Lauren’s EpiPen will be very clearly labelled in her locker and we have six other children in the school with peanut allergies . . .’) and she was back in her office, putting off the paperwork that had piled up on the desk while she’d been on meet-and-greet duty in favour of catching up with an education blogger she’d found on Mumsnet. She scanned the article:




Against a challenging economic background, fee-paying schools have continued to grow. New figures released by the UK Independent Schools Conference show that among the 1,222 schools that took part in their survey this year and last, there are now 25,690 non-British pupils with parents living overseas, compared to 23,529 the year before.





Yada-yada-yada. Eve suppressed a yawn and ploughed on.




In the same schools, the number of British pupils fell to 476,007 from 478,932 in 2008. In the past five years, the biggest growth in overseas pupils has come from Russia, Spain, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and China . . . The Schools Conference says that the rise in numbers of non-British pupils ‘highlights the attractions of an education at an independent British school to the global market’.





‘Thought you might need this.’ Gail Prince entered the room without knocking, but bearing a large mug of proper frothy coffee from the new mini Gaggia that had been installed in the staffroom over the holidays.


‘Marvellous, thanks – you are a total treasure. What a morning, eh?’


‘How’d it go? Sorensens OK?’


Eve pulled a mock-reproachful face. ‘We do have several other new parents, Gail.’


‘I know, but none of them were on the cover of last Sunday’s Telegraph magazine.’


Eve shifted a few of the papers on her desk and pulled out the magazine.


‘No, indeed. Nice cover: “Sex and the City, Sorensen style”.’


She appraised the amusing, stylish portrait: Stefan in his trademark jacket-and-jeans, facing the camera squarely with one arm draped over Anette, who leaned into him while looking into the lens in semi-profile, wearing – distractingly – a high-cut red and white swimsuit that was clearly intended to evoke the Danish flag, plus her old beauty-queen sash (‘Miss Denmark 1995’), vertiginous heels and a tiara. This one’s probably not paste, thought Eve. And those legs . . .


It was an arresting image even without the added visual ‘joke’: in his free hand Stefan held a large bouquet of flowers while Anette held a MacBook Pro. The message was, presumably, that Stefan Sorensen was a master of the universe who was also in touch with his feminine side, and that there was far more to Anette than met the eye – despite the fact that what met the eye was more than enough to be going on with.


‘Handsome couple,’ said Gail.


‘To say the least. And the children! Do you remember that old film from a thousand years ago, based on John Wyndham’s The Midwich Cuckoos?’


‘Oh, yes – Village of the Damned. They did a remake a while ago.’


‘That’s the one. The Sorensen kids are like that – all blonde and blue-eyed and “Tomorrow Belongs To Me”.’


‘That’s awful, Eve. You are so bad!’


Eve knew that Gail was thoroughly enjoying her badness. ‘Any resemblance is purely physical. They are charming children and both lucky enough to have one parent each who loves them the best, which is at least fair. Also, I think Aija, the ten-year-old, is probably very bright, while Petrus is . . . well, he’s a boy and yet to make eye contact with me, so it’s a bit too soon to say. He’s his mother’s favourite, clearly, so probably a bit of a handful. We’ll see.’


‘Can’t wait. Can I borrow that mag for a mo? Everyone in the staffroom is gagging to see it.’


‘Sure. Not too much passing around, though. If people want to read all about the Sorensens, tell them I’ve said to do it online, and preferably in their own time. Now, Mrs Brooks says she’ll call me at midday to check how Lauren is doing. I’m in a meeting, obviously – and Lauren is fine, obviously. And thanks for that coffee.’


As Gail left, Eve logged on to her computer and checked Facebook: two status updates already from Anette Sorensen with whom she was now ‘friends’ (Eve had been surprised but undeniably pleased when the request had come from Anette):




Dropped the kids off at their new school today – both are happy and excited. Meanwhile, I’m still sharpening my pencils!





And:




Beloved husband is already en route to Geneva. Guess that leaves me with the rest of the unpacking!





Eve recalled recently reading something about the Sorensens’ new house but couldn’t remember where; however, Google revealed it was a two-week-old article from the Sunday Courier’s property supplement. Eve pored over the accompanying picture; now that really was a house and a half.




SUSSEX AND THE CITY – SORENSEN STYLE:


Danish power-couple Stefan and Anette Sorensen last week moved out of their Mayfair town house to be nearer their children’s new school in East Sussex. They have a daughter, Aija, ten, and a son, Petrus, seven.





Wrong, thought Eve – he’s eight.




A spokesperson for the Sorensens, who married in 1998 and made London their home in 2005, says they ‘currently have no plans to sell their London house’. However, it is thought that the family will be spending the majority of their time at the Grade I listed Palladian mansion with 7,500 acres, including its own river, woodland and home farm, all of which was formerly owned by the Russian oligarch Pietr Brezinsky, who has now relocated to New York.


The Sorensens’ nearest neighbours, Mr and Mrs Percy of Eastdene Farm, with whom they share a boundary –





Now that should be interesting, thought Eve.




– say they are ‘delighted to have such charming neighbours’.


‘We were charmed when Anette turned up on the doorstep with the children and a bouquet of very beautiful flowers and said that she hoped the building of the family’s new helicopter pad – for which they have full planning permission, I might add – wasn’t too noisy,’ says Richard Percy. ‘I’m sure they will be an asset to the neighbourhood.’


Meanwhile, the Sorensens have been on something of a property spree recently, adding a house in the Hamptons, a Manhattan triplex and a Spanish villa to their portfolio, so it remains to be seen whether they will manage to spend much time at their new local, the Red Lion, or attend a service at their parish church, St Mary’s in Eastdene.


Anette Sorensen has a MSc in Economics and is a former Miss Denmark.





Not just a pretty face, then, thought Eve. And then, with a start – Bugger! I wonder if Zoe has remembered to walk Barney? She reached into her bag and extracted her phone.
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Gail had never imagined she’d live in a bungalow – at least not before she retired and started consulting Stannah catalogues. Yet, back in April, when her parents had decided to move into sheltered accommodation in Bexhill, Gail had sold her pretty first-floor, two-bed flat on the edge of Battle and moved herself and her ten-year-old son, Harry, into her parents’ house.


The bungalow, a long, low, 1950s build on a large plot with a detached garage and what estate agents describe as a ‘carriage drive’, hadn’t been Gail’s childhood home – her parents had moved into it in the mid-1980s when their daughter had first flown their cosy thatched nest – thus Gail hadn’t felt quite as repelled by the idea of moving in as she might have. For a start, her parents were effectively handing over their legacy early, which was typically generous, with the result that, after a decade of living with a bijou balcony heaving with tubs, she and football-mad Harry would now have the best part of half an acre of garden to play with – and in.


The bungalow had been built as a sort of dower house in the old orchard of the solid Victorian villa next door, which meant it had a walled garden so gloriously laden with horticultural ‘period features’ it might have been planted by Frances Hodgson Burnett. It also had a lawn the size of a football pitch, a vast magnolia and a bed of peonies. Of all trees, Gail loved magnolias the best, and of all flowers, she liked peonies the most; there was, she thought, something especially fragile, even sad, about their extravagant size in relation to their lack of longevity. God, I must be going soft in my nearly middle age.


A glance at her watch revealed that it was 4:16 p.m. Gail could see her son through the window, on the Xbox. She sighed, felt the habitual stab of maternal guilt over Harry’s latch-key lifestyle. But in truth he’d been back for less than an hour, having walked with a bunch of his classmates and their mothers for the three minutes it took to get home from Eastdene Community Primary School – unless he detoured via Londis for a quick fix of Chilli Heat-wave Doritos.


Gail had decided many years ago, back when she had been a pupil at Eastdene herself, that autumn was her favourite school term. It still was; spring term was invariably about being stuck inside during rain-lashed breaks, longing for the passing of the vomity bugs and the arrival of, well, spring. It always felt like a long haul. Meanwhile, the summer term was exam-stressy and then, post-May, it was all about the stroppy, sap-rising Year Sixes swaggering around, knowing their primary work was all but done. And that’ll be Harry in a heartbeat, thought Gail, wistfully.


This term, however, was all about new shoes and pristine pencil cases and optimism, with a balmy Indian summer segueing into crunchy piles of leaves and then all the Halloweeny bonfires followed by the crush of Nativity rehearsals and Christmas fayres, themselves hot on the heels of fundraising mufti days and lunchtime Christmas card designing workshops. At Ivy House School, autumn was especially full of the pupils’ top-of-the-year enthusiasm. And it was always so good to see Eve after the long holiday, mused Gail, who (as her mother often, and correctly, observed) spent more time alone with Harry than was probably good for either of them.


After moving into the house in April, Gail had spent the summer transforming it from a home fit for septuagenarians into something just right for a single mother very much on the ‘right’ side of forty-five. She was quietly rather proud of the result – a space into which she and Harry could expand indefinitely, or at least until he upped sticks.


In the meantime, however, Gail’s home was the frontline of defence against the chaos of life outside. When she had read in a women’s glossy about David Beckham’s penchant for neatly lining up the cans of Coke in his fridge so that the logos faced the front, Gail had wryly noted her own ongoing battle against incipient domestic meltdown. For example, after cooking and washing up for herself and Harry, she would never allow herself to sit down with her favoured Sauvignon and watch TV until she had made sure that every single jar lid in the kitchen was screwed on sufficiently tightly, that no stray cereal packets had somehow insinuated themselves on to a shelf in the larder (on entering the house, all cereals and grains, from brown rice to Cheerios, were immediately decanted into labelled Kilner jars), that every ice-cube tray in the freezer was full . . . even in January, and that both loos not only contained a plush cushiony roll but that its end was folded into a tidy point, as in posh hotels.


Gail knew that this was an exhausting, even potentially debilitating, way to live, not to mention pretty tough on Harry, who was as averse to tidiness as any ten-year-old boy. It is, thought Gail, very much to Harry’s credit he’s respectful of my domestic agenda. But then we only children often are . . . She explained to the therapist she had started seeing a few months ago: ‘I never drink to excess. I have never smoked or taken a drug in my life. I’m just a perfectly ordinary middle-aged woman who is rather keen on cleanliness and tidiness. That’s not going to kill anybody, is it?’


The therapist’s response had been a shrugged and smiling, ‘No, of course it isn’t.’


Gail had nodded and smiled, gratefully. ‘Look, I know that you know why I’m like this. And I know it’s because I’m busy trying to control the things I can control, having been made to feel out of control by the things I clearly can’t – I see that.’ The therapist nodded her assent. ‘But where’s the harm if it keeps me on the straight and narrow?’


‘No harm at all,’ said the therapist. ‘None whatsoever,’ she reiterated. ‘So, how is Harry?’


Gail said that Harry was ‘absolutely fine, thanks.’


Which, of course, he was.


‘Hi, Hazza,’ said Gail to the back of her son’s head as he negotiated his way around Fifa 2010.


‘Hi, Mum.’


‘Good day?’


‘Yeah. You?’


‘Aw!’ She felt a tiny stab – a pinprick, really – of maternal love for his touching ability to, just occasionally, think of people other than himself. ‘Yes, fine, thanks, love. So, what do you make of your new head teacher?’


Harry shrugged. ‘Dunno. OK, I guess. Didn’t really see him much today.’


Gail was, parentally, professionally and personally, very interested in Eastdene Community Primary School’s new head teacher, Mr Browning. Indeed, such was Mr Browning’s reputation in educational circles that she and Eve had been discussing him only that afternoon:


‘And how is Mike Browning settling in at Eastdene?’


‘Well, you only have to Google his name to know that he’s a fan of big changes, but as far as I can tell he left London precisely because he didn’t want that kind of pressure again. Didn’t ever want to wake up – and I’m quoting him here – “to find myself being discussed on the Today programme or invited to defend myself on Channel 4 News and Newsnight”.’


‘Yes, that must have been onerous.’ Eve raised an eyebrow.


Just like every other Eastdene parent, as soon as Gail had learned that their new head was going to be the infamous/fabulous (depending on one’s political stance) Mike Browning, she had burned up her search engines finding out more about the man who, the previous year, had been effectively ‘outed’ by a newspaper as Britain’s highest-paid primary school teacher, earning an annual salary ‘more than £50K higher than the Prime Minister’s’.


Mike Browning had thus gone from being a hard-working head teacher known only in education circles, highly respected for his ability to turn around schools in special measures, to the media’s whipping boy. A year later, when he pitched up in Eastdene, the media storm may have subsided but, like every other Eastdene Community Primary School parent, Gail had pored over any scrap of information to be found on Mr Browning. How, for example (and this, from the Courier, when Browning had still been in London), ‘grateful parent, Mrs Anita Mukherjee, said, “every parent and child at the school loves Mr Browning. He treats the children as individuals and the staff with the respect they deserve. And yes, he deserves his pay cheque because he works so hard and inspires so many.” ’


‘Christ, we’ll want to watch out,’ Dave Donald, landlord of the Bell, school governor and father of three Eastdene Community School pupils, had said to Gail as he’d pulled her first half of a lager and lime of the summer. ‘Mr Chips is going to be running the Dead Poets Society before we know it!’


Gail hoicked herself on to a bar stool. ‘Yeah, Dave, but will he cut it with the PTA?’


‘Apparently so,’ said Dave. ‘Look –’ he groped under the bar and pulled out a crumpled copy of the previous week’s Courier. ‘ “Within a term of arriving at Highfield Road Primary School in Tower Hamlets, Mr Browning informed staff that up to twenty jobs would probably be lost in order to tackle the failing school’s £150,000 debt.” ’


‘Irony doesn’t come close, really, does it?’ said Gail. ‘And why on earth would he want to come here when Ofsted already rate the school “Good with Outstanding Features”?’


‘Had enough of all the attention, apparently,’ said Dave. ‘Thought that he shouldn’t have become the story when the real story was the success of Highfield – so he resigned. Apparently parents turned up at the school gates in tears when they found out.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ said Gail. ‘Can I have a packet of cheese and onion?’


Yet, despite all the inauspicious media coverage, when Mike had turned up to meet, greet and flesh-press in July, it had taken about fifteen minutes for everybody, including Gail and Dave, to be completely charmed. For once it seemed you really could believe what you read in the papers; Mike Browning was effortlessly likeable, self-effacing and funny. But above and beyond all of that, he was, as Gail told Eve at work the next day, ‘Completely and utterly drop-dead bloody gorgeous. And apparently single.’


‘In which case, if there’s a sudden exodus of Ivy House pupils to Eastdene, I shall know why,’ said Eve.


While Harry spent his last hour pre-homework on the Xbox, Gail got the pasta bake with the extra-creamy béchamel sauce that Harry loved into the oven. After which there was still time to pop upstairs and see that the lights were on in Mr Browning’s house – something that, aside from cooking, needlepoint and consulting interior-decorating magazines for breaking news in soft-furnishing trends, was rapidly becoming Gail’s favourite hobby. Although the house was a bungalow, Gail’s ‘study’ was a small room tucked up into the eaves and overlooking the garden. Aside from always getting three bars on her broadband signal up there, Gail had a near-uninterrupted view of Mr Browning’s big old Victorian house next door – and his equally big and old, not to mention verdant, garden. At some point in the future, she knew she would probably have to give up the luxury of a study-eyrie in favour of creating a small private bedroom-den for a teenage boy who would need more personal space, but not quite yet.


It really was absolutely lovely, thought Gail, that that big old house, which had been a bit of an eyesore until Mr Browning – Mike! – and his sister, who was apparently a fashionable London architect, had got their hands on it. But it was also an awful lot of house for just one man. Since Mike had moved in, in August, he had been very busy; there had been a new roof and replaced windows and some serious repointing. From Gail’s upstairs office vantage point it had been like watching an episode of Grand Designs happening right on her doorstep. And while obviously there had been no Kevin McCloud, you couldn’t have everything – and, anyway, Mike Browning was enough distraction.


‘Mu-um.’ Harry was coming upstairs. ‘It’s maths homework. Can you help?’ Gail appraised her son as he stood in the doorway making actual eye contact: the freckles, the upturned nose, the set of his jaw, the messy cowlick of dark wavy hair – good-looking boy, image of his dad.


‘Of course I can, Haz. The thing is, though, you’re probably much better at it than I am. You’ve always been good with numbers.’


Harry shrugged. ‘C’mon. Let’s go. What’s for dinner? And can Ryan come round after school on Friday?’ Gail wanted to think of a reason to say no – Ryan was a bit wearing – but she wasn’t quick enough for Harry. She sighed and shrugged. ‘Brilliant! Thanks, Mum.’
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As she arrived home and opened the front door, Eve could smell Simon’s aftershave before she either saw or heard him. A nice smell, of course – unmistakeably her ex-husband. Simon glanced up, smiling, as Eve entered the kitchen and she noted the bottle of Merlot and cheerful Tesco ‘seasonal bouquet’ on the kitchen table and thought, not for the first time, how lucky she was to have such a thoroughly decent ex-husband. Decent, not to mention handsome . . . And looking particularly nice today because that green shirt brings out his eyes. Eve occasionally forgot why Simon was an ex-husband; nonetheless, it had been ten years now and they’d not only all moved on, they’d stayed close while they’d done it. It was quite a feat – was, in fact, one of the achievements of which Eve was most proud.


‘Hello, dear! Good day at the office?’ said Simon. ‘Hope you don’t mind but I was sort of passing so I texted the daughters to see if they were around. Thought you might appreciate this.’


‘Thank you, Simon, that’s very kind. In fact, you wouldn’t mind opening that right now, would you? It’s been a classic first day back at school.’ Eve handed Simon the corkscrew. ‘Where are the daughters, anyway?’


‘Number One has just gone out with Barney – I was gifted a very nice life-the-universe-and-everything-in-fifteen-minutes chat – and Number Two is upstairs, allegedly tackling homework but far more likely to be on Facebook.’


Eve sighed theatrically. ‘It’s a bugger to get Alice to do homework these days. GCSEs and bloody A levels in just eight months’ time. Why didn’t we leave a bigger gap between them, Simon?’


‘Because we weren’t planning that far ahead?’ Simon shrugged. When Eve and Simon had bravely bucked the living-in-sin trend and married at twenty-six, weddings among their peers had been so unfashionable that theirs had looked like some kind of perversely groovy statement, while the possibility of having actual children was still a long way from being even a hint of a twinkle.


‘No, we weren’t planning much beyond Friday night, as far as I can remember. Well, at least Zoe has always been nose-to-the-grindstone under pressure. I’m not panicking about her A levels yet. But Alice!’ Eve tipped her head to one side. ‘Could you be a darling and have a word?’


Simon nodded. ‘It’s already done. I’ve played good cop and bad cop and then incentivized her with the prospect of a practically bottomless pit of Abercrombie and Whatsit at half-term if she can prove to me that she’s putting in the hours. But I said I needed proof. Essays, marks, the works.’ Simon tipped too far back on his chair and locked his hands behind his head. Eve always hated it when he did that; one day she knew he’d go all the way on to the flagstones.


‘You are great, thanks. And it’s not that I’m not doing any whip cracking, it’s just that sometimes it’s better coming from you. And of course this year is shaping up to be . . . well, interesting, with or without bloody exams.’


Simon grinned. ‘Yes, please tell me about the Sorensens – it’s the real reason I’m here. In my experience, the first thing those sort of people want to do when they buy a bloody great pile full of history is to leave their own architectural mark – tricky when your pile is Grade One.’


Eve went to the freezer and extracted one of her super-sized foil-covered lasagnes, often prepped on quiet Sunday afternoons for occasions such as this. ‘You’ll stay? Look, it’s vast; I could go into catering.’ Simon nodded approvingly. ‘Well, the Sorensens – that is, Stefan and Anette, to those of us who actually know them – have already built a helicopter pad, according to the Courier. Of course, if I discover they’re thinking about a funky ha-ha or a mad modernist folly or a lovely new garage made of glass, I’ll let them know you’re available, shall I?’


‘Thanks, Evie, though of course it will never happen. They’ll probably go straight to David Chipperfield – or maybe Zaha. Wine?’


Eve liked it when Simon called her Evie; he was the only person who did and it whisked her straight back to freshers’ week – which, she suddenly realized, had been very nearly . . . ‘Simon! I’ve only just realized, it’s been thirty-five years since we met.’


Simon started. ‘Blimey, you’re right. And never a dull moment either, so cheers to that.’ He raised his glass of Merlot. ‘Maybe, in retrospect, we could’ve done with a few more dull moments, eh?’


They were still laughing about Edinburgh University in the late 1970s (‘You’d hand-stitched your jeans into a pair of drainpipes . . .’ ‘You can talk – in your shoes made of actual bricks . . .’) when they heard Zoe arrive home with Barney.


*


As she hung Barney’s lead in the hall, Zoe paused for a moment, listening to the exceptionally pleasant and slightly unexpected sounds of her mother and father laughing together. It was a good sound, the right sound – and it made her happy. However, being seventeen, Zoe was also old enough to appreciate that, were they still married, they’d be unlikely to be laughing together over a glass of red at six p.m. on a random Thursday. They’d probably be a lot more like her friends’ parents – at least the ones that were still together – who, if they weren’t sniping, were mostly just ignoring each other. For several years when she was younger, Zoe had longed for her parents to get back together – they’d split when she was seven and Alice was five – but now she knew that, even if they had, it could never have worked, and not just for the obvious reasons. They were happy being together now, her mum and dad – just not together together. But that was good enough.


‘Hi, parents.’


Mid-anecdote, while topping up their glasses, Eve and Simon turned and smiled at their eldest daughter.


‘Hello, darling! Good day? I really do wish you’d wear more clothes,’ said Eve.


‘Yeah. Y’know, kind of a Thursday? And I’m not, like, Scott of the Antarctic. How are the Sorensens?’


‘Ha! They’re fine; but, as you well know, it’s not all about the Sorensens.’


‘No, just most of it. Can I have a glass of that, Dad?’


Simon glanced at Eve, Eve raised an eyebrow at Zoe, Zoe hopped from foot to foot and Alice materialized in the doorway. ‘If she’s having one, I want one too.’ A pout.


‘Neither of you can have one. Not on a school night. High days, holidays and occasional long, dull Sunday lunches with the grandparents only, I’m afraid,’ said Simon, surprisingly firmly.


‘You’re not the boss of us!’ protested Alice.


‘I believe I am, actually; another two and a half years for you, young lady, and the best part of a year for Madam. After that, for all I care, you can both mainline WKD for breakfast in your respective crack dens.’


Which prompted a noisy duet of ‘Shuddup Da-ad!’


‘Can I just say –’ Eve paused; everybody turned – ‘I do love you lot.’ Three pairs of eyes, three smiles . . . ‘Simon, is Ed lurking nearby?’ wondered Eve. ‘Is he hanging in the pub with a Sudoku, or something? If so, he really ought to come and help us out with this lasagne.’


Simon smiled. ‘Actually, he is in Le Lion Rouge; we were going to have pie and chips and a pint. He thought you might be a bit whelmed, what with it being the first week back at school, and stuff.’


‘So text him immediately and tell him to get over here right now. Don’t tell me he’s not gagging to hear about the Sorensens?’


‘Of course he is. I was merely doing discreet research on Ed’s behalf.’ Simon reached for his phone. ‘Are you sure there’s enough lasagne?’


‘Tell him the bloody lasagne will end up inside Barney if he doesn’t come. And that Zoe will be scooping up the result of that in the morning.’


Zoe pulled a face. ‘Gross. Get Ed over here right now purleeese, Dad.’


Eve started laying the table. ‘Oh, and Simon, tell him to pick up another bottle on the way.’


‘Ooh!’ said Alice.


‘No, Alice,’ Eve said firmly. ‘Well, OK, maybe a sip.’ She noticed Simon’s raised eyebrow.


‘You’re in a suspiciously good mood, Mum,’ said Zoe. ‘So is it, like, OK if I see Rob later?’


‘Actually, would you mind very much if we just kept you chained to the dining table for the rest of the evening?’ asked Simon.


Zoe looked nonplussed and shrugged. ‘Whatever – but why?’


‘Actually, Ed and I have some, uh, news. I wasn’t planning to hit you with it just yet, but seeing as you’re all here and in such fine and fabulous fettle, well . . .’


Eve was intrigued. ‘Go on. Renewing your vows, are you? Do I need another bloody fascinator?’


Simon laughed. ‘No, I think the vows are new enough and feathers aren’t really your thing, are they? Let’s wait until Ed’s here and we’ll both get you up to speed.’


*


Much later, in bed, at the end of a day in which the envelope of her life had been pushed into new and unanticipated directions, Eve couldn’t sleep. At 11:56 p.m. she turned on her bedside light for the second time, picked up Wolf Hall – after three weeks she was, despite her best efforts, still only on chapter two – and managed another paragraph before giving up again. Try as she did to push them away, seasick thoughts and emotions made her head and stomach heave.


It had been a fine evening. And Eve knew she had been right to make Simon invite Ed – though not just because Ed was one of those rare, special people whose positive presence somehow set the temperature to ‘warmer’ in any room he graced; an enviable skill, Eve had always thought, and one Ed didn’t seem to be remotely aware he possessed. Eve had often wondered if, for Ed, life was simply a series of joyous rooms in which he just happened to be present – and, if so, how wonderful it must be to live so unselfconsciously. Yes – it had been a predictable pleasure to see Ed, whom Eve had, quietly and undemonstratively, come to love almost as much as her husband loved him. This hadn’t happened overnight, of course. You couldn’t be a red-blooded woman d’un certain âge and have your husband of seventeen (mostly) happy years leave you and your children for anybody, much less another man, without some shouting, a few slammed doors and (Eve blushed to recall it now) a bit of chucked crockery, too – though, because she wasn’t actually insane, nothing that would be missed if it were broken.


However, all the drama hadn’t lasted very long because, although she and Simon had long since lost the sexual intimacy (and indeed fidelity) by which so many couples – most, presumably – set such store, they had also somehow never quite managed to stop being the best of friends. Thus, when the sobs and screaming matches had finally subsided, and Simon had explained to Eve yet again that he hadn’t fallen in love with men per se, he’d fallen in love with somebody who happened to be a man, and that that had been in and of itself entirely disarming . . . after they’d thrashed that one out, over wine, loudly at home and sotto voce in restaurants, Simon had somehow persuaded Eve that meeting Ed was not only a good idea, but essential. Eve had resisted for several months but eventually allowed the girls to meet him and then – because, as seven-year-old Zoe had exclaimed, ‘We LOVE him! We do! You will too! You WILL!’ – she took her emotional cue from her daughters and met Ed, four months after Simon had moved out, on neutral territory.


She had been disarmed when Ed’s first words were, ‘I am so sorry, Eve – but actually I only want the bits of him that you don’t need.’ As Eve had burst out laughing, so Simon had looked relieved – while Ed, as it dawned on him precisely what he’d said, looked horrified and tried to backtrack speedily, to no avail.


‘No, please don’t say a thing – that is just perfect.’ Eve hiccupped, laughing. ‘Believe me, you are very welcome to all the bits I don’t need!’


After this, not only were Eve and Simon able to salvage the best ‘bits’ of what was left, they managed to reconfigure them in an entirely different, and arguably much better, way. What was left, it turned out, were all the best things they’d shared since freshers’ week: the uniquely Simon-and-Evie things they’d managed to build together – the successful careers, the (mostly) happy marriage – and of course their girls. So, it wasn’t the past that was eating Eve as she lay in bed, it was the present, and, by extension, a future that had changed as a result of Simon and Ed’s news. Or ‘the totes amazeballs news!’ as Alice had swiftly and delightedly dubbed it.


Eve replayed the moment in her head when Simon had said, ‘So, the thing is, uh, Ed and I are going to adopt. We’ve been thinking about if for a while and then we started looking into it and now the process has advanced – and rather more quickly than we’d expected or we would have told you sooner, I promise – so, anyway, by mid-October we will be –’ Simon had paused and locked eyes with Eve in an attempt to gauge her feelings beyond Eve’s speedily assumed and very headmistressy poker face – ‘parents. Again.’


‘Speak for yourself, old man,’ said Ed. ‘This parenting thing is a new one on me.’


Meanwhile, the girls – jaws slack, forks poised mid-air – were silent for several entire moments consecutively before simultaneously exploding.


‘A BABY!’ squealed Alice.


‘Oh. Em. Gee-sus!’ said Zoe. ‘My dad and his husband are having a baby?!’


‘Steady on, guys,’ said Simon. ‘It’s not a baby. He’s not a baby. He’s a six-year-old boy and his name is Jordan – after Michael, apparently. Who is an American gentleman who played some sort of sport.’


Zoe rolled her eyes. ‘We do actually know who Michael Jordan is. We weren’t born, like, yesterday.’


‘I don’t know who Michael Jordan is,’ said Alice, ‘and I don’t care.’


‘That’s because you are so savagely stupid. He’s, like, Air Jordans!’


Alice ignored Zoe. ‘Wow. A little brother.’
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