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When I was seven, I broke my elbow and spent the whole summer in hospital. Missing the holidays was bad, but much worse was that with my left arm in a cast, I couldn’t hold a book to read. I’d had my nose in a book virtually before I could walk, thanks to my mother’s own passion for reading, and was halfway through a Hardy Boys mystery at the time of the accident. My strongest memory of that summer isn’t the pain of the operations or the loneliness of the ward, but of my father sitting by my bed every night, patiently reading chapter after chapter of Malory Towers to me until I fell asleep. While his familiar voice was whispering Enid Blyton’s words into the darkness, I was miles away from Whitehaven in a Cornish dorm with my friends Darrell and Alicia and their tuck-boxes and lacrosse sticks, sharing common-room dramas, planning pranks on scatty French teachers. Reading was the best medicine for a scared, bookwormish little girl, and I’ve never ever forgotten how magically effective it was, or how lovingly it was given.

This book is dedicated to everyone who reads aloud, and everyone who listens. But mainly to my daddy, who never once complained when I reminded him that he’d ‘missed a bit out’.


Thank you to all the people who sent me long and hilarious emails describing their favourite children’s books – I wish there had been room to use them all. You can tell a fair bit about someone from what their formative reading experiences were, and I’m happy to say that I seem to know a lot of Tiggers and Darrell Riverses. (As well as a Burglar Bill, a Very Hungry Caterpillar, and a book that I think is now outlawed in most public libraries in the UK.)

Special thanks, always, to my editor Isobel Akenhead and her assistant Harriet Bourton, who were patient and encouraging and never short of a brilliant suggestion, usually about Jilly Cooper; and to my inspiring agent Lizzy Kremer, who makes everything come right, like Mary Poppins but with better jokes. And to her lovely assistant Laura West, for reading Michael Morpurgo for me.

Thanks most of all, though, to my Mrs Pepperpot mother, for piling our house with books, and never telling me anything was too hard. And for reading, reading, reading.


Once upon a time . . .


Michelle stood in the middle of her new shop, trying to think of a name for it (Nightingale’s? Home Sweet Home? Domestic Goddess?) whilst imagining the room filled with hand-sewn lavender bags and chunky beeswax candles, but, most of all, without the lingering aroma of smoked mackerel.

The sheer magnitude of what she was undertaking, all on her own, hit her for the fifth time that day, but she frowned and told herself – also for the fifth time that day – that she was doing the right thing. New start, new shop. New Michelle.

In an ideal world, she wouldn’t be starting a homewares business in a fishmonger’s, and certainly not on this high street, in a market town somewhere between Middle-of-Nowhere and Back-of-Beyond, but Michelle had a knack for selling, and she knew the most important things about this shop were right. Shabby Longhampton, with its red-brick terraces and depressing concrete precinct, was crying out for some prettiness. The premises were cheap (probably on account of the fishy smell), light and spacious, and located on the main street, right next to offices full of lunchtime browsers. Plus – and this was the main thing – this particular shop was 137 miles away from Harvey Stewart.

That bit had been the only part of her new life that Michelle had planned. Harvey’s brain started to lose oxygen ten miles outside the M25, so out here, where even the dogs wore quilted jackets, she reckoned she’d be safe enough from him and his subtle ways of making her hate herself.

Thinking about Harvey made Michelle’s armpits prickle. She distracted herself by tossing her big bunch of keys up and down and focusing on her new space, mentally sweeping away the plastic shelving, washing the walls with soft calico paint, and filling it with beautiful, clever things, until she felt in control again. If it hadn’t been for the soothing powers of redecoration she doubted her marriage would have lasted the five years it had. Their house had been like the Forth Road Bridge; as soon as she finished it, she’d started again, just to take her mind off everything else.

Harvey had always said she had OCD. Obsessive Changing Disorder. That she’d never be happy until everything was perfect. ‘If you had the faintest idea what that was.’

For a second, Michelle wobbled on her high heels, as if she were standing on the crumbling lip of a cliff. Her head felt too light on her shoulders, unanchored to the rest of her. She hadn’t let herself think too hard about what she was doing while it was happening, but panic had been flickering at the outside edge of her senses all the time. In the end, she’d left while she was still angry – no planning, no lists, none of her usual props – and now here she was, on her own in a town full of total strangers, but free. The rest of her worldly goods were coming in a van by Friday, but for now, she felt untethered, like a balloon accidentally released.

Her palm stung, and Michelle realised she was clutching the keys so hard the sharp metal wing of the Aston Martin key fob was cutting into her palm. Slowly, she opened her fingers and looked at the last remaining trace of her old life, already so far away it felt like someone else’s.

Michelle’s green Aston Martin DB9 Volante was now sitting on a Birmingham forecourt, sold to put down a deposit on the shop and on the run-down terraced cottage she’d moved into, but she’d kept the key fob to remind herself what she could do when she put her mind to it. Michelle had loved her Aston. Not just because it turned heads, especially with a small woman in shades behind the wheel instead of a middle-aged bloke, but because she’d bought it with the commission she’d earned as the top salesperson in her dad’s dealership. There weren’t many twenty-eight-year-olds determined enough to rack up sales like that. Especially when they didn’t even like cars that much. As the pang of regret bloomed in her chest, Michelle reminded herself that some people didn’t even get going properly until they were thirty, let alone start a whole new life. Loads of time to earn another car.

She looked around at the unpromising material she had to make that happen, and wobbled again. She didn’t want to look at this much longer, but she didn’t want to go back to the tatty canalside house, with its loud wallpaper and damp patches either. The shop was fishy and the high street was deserted, but it was still better than flinching every time the phone rang.

‘Get a coffee, make a list,’ she said aloud, her voice echoing in the empty shop, and she felt a little better.

Next door to the soon-to-be-ex-fishmonger’s was a café and, unlike most of the shops nearby, it was open and doing a good Sunday afternoon trade.

Michelle ordered a double espresso and a piece of cake at the counter and settled down with her to-do list at a table near the window, where she could analyse her high street competition. Something about the place – the spotless cleanliness? The homemade cakes? – relaxed her, but next to the chatting couples and families at the other tables, she felt self-conscious, as if her loneliness hung round her like a bad smell. How did you make friends as a grown-up if you didn’t have an office, or a school run? Not business acquaintances like her new solicitor and the estate agent – that was easy, she knew the role to play there – but friends. Like . . . 

Michelle frowned. Like who? Owen, her youngest brother, was the only person she really confided in; her female friends were really just the wives of Harvey’s poker buddies. She’d slotted into his social life at twenty, just like she’d slotted into the family business at eighteen. No university mates, no exes, no schoolfriends . . .

Without warning, the door burst open and a huge Dalmatian barrelled in, black eyes gleaming and spotted ears pricked with excitement. The dog paused near the umbrella stand, tail whipping back and forth as it looked round the café, as if sizing up who was most deserving of attention, then its gaze fixed on Michelle and charged towards her.

To Michelle’s surprise, no one else in the café reacted, and for a second, she wondered if she was the only one who could see it. The Dalmatian wagged its tail at her and Michelle felt touched, until she realised it was actually her slice of carrot cake that the dog wanted to make friends with. It already had its head angled to snaffle the cake, one paw on the chair next to her for better purchase, and she grabbed its red collar and pulled it back down.

‘Sit!’ she said sternly, and when the Dalmatian didn’t respond beyond an amused loll of the tongue, she repeated it more firmly. ‘Sit!’

The dog dropped obediently to the floor, its spotty tail thumping against the table legs as if Michelle was playing a game. Still no one around her seemed bothered by the dog’s entrance. Michelle was amazed. The one time she’d tried to take her springer spaniel Flash into her local café, they’d acted as if she’d waltzed in scattering anthrax from a poo bag.

Flash. Flash and his melting gaze and big feathery feet. Her stomach clenched. Of all the things she’d left behind with Harvey – money, clothes, so-called eternity rings – the only thing she wished she’d packed in her car was Flashie. Was he wondering where she’d gone? Was he waiting by the door, pining for her? She’d only left him because taking him would have given Harvey the perfect excuse to turn up on her doorstep every other weekend, demanding ‘access’. Playing the reasonable, bereft husband.

‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry. Pongo! Stop it, no! He broke the lead!’

A blonde woman about Michelle’s age and seemingly twice her height bumped into her table, struggling to wind in an extending lead with one hand while pulling the dog away from a nearby table with the other. She looked windblown and distressed, her authority undermined further by her clamping the handle of the lead between her knees while she tried to untangle it. As she yanked ineffectually at the knot, her wide-set blue eyes scanned the café nervously for signs of damage.

‘Did he break anything? Did he spill your coffee? Let me get you another one. Please don’t tell Natalie, he’s already on a warning.’ The words tumbled out of her mouth, and when Pongo stood up and – inevitably – his tail swished the sugar bowl off the table and into Michelle’s big bag, showering it with granulated sugar, she covered her face with a hand. Michelle saw that it was chafed from the lead, with raw, chewed nails and scribbled notes in biro on the back of her hand.

Walk dog.

Ironing.

Treats/girls?

‘Bollocks.’ The voice behind the hand sounded close to tears. ‘I’m so sorry. It’s not his fault, it’s mine.’

Michelle had been prepared to yell at her for not controlling her dog properly, but something about the woman’s slumped shoulders reminded her of her own overwhelming weariness.

‘It’s fine,’ she said instead. ‘No harm done. Are you OK?’

The woman uncovered her eyes and tried to smile but the results were mixed. She had an open, peaches-and-cream sort of face; a primary school teacher, or a milkmaid from a child’s book, thought Michelle. Simple and soft. Not suited to the kind of firm discipline required by Dalmatians.

The other customers were starting to turn around, peering at them with a special curiosity reserved for naughty dogs and toddlers.

‘Oh no, your lovely bag . . .’ the woman started, but Michelle pulled the chair out, trying not to nudge the Dalmatian who had already lain down at her feet, his head on her Marc Jacobs tote.

‘Come on, sit down,’ she said. ‘Your dog already has. Get your breath back.’

Gratefully, the woman slid her slim frame into the chair and grimaced up from under long, golden lashes, her expression now more embarrassed than distressed. ‘Is everyone staring at me?’

‘Yes,’ said Michelle. ‘But it’s fine. They were staring at me about five minutes ago.’

‘Really? What embarrassing thing did your dog do?’

‘Nothing. It was me they were staring at,’ she added selfconsciously. ‘I’ve just moved here. New in town. Funny accent, probably.’

The woman smiled, and her face lit up from the inside. ‘Nooo. Don’t think that! It’s more likely because you don’t have a dog with you. This is the dog café,’ she went on, when Michelle looked non-plussed. ‘People tend to come in here with their dogs because they’re not allowed in anywhere else. Natalie gives them a Bonio if they behave themselves.’

Michelle turned round in her chair, and wondered why on earth she hadn’t seen it before. Under the table opposite, where the elderly couple were sharing a pot of tea and a scone, was a black Scottish terrier curled around a West Highland White terrier in matching tartan jackets. Next to them was a family with a tubby chocolate Labrador sprawled over their feet, asleep. By the door were bowls on plastic mats, and the biscuits she’d seen in the big jars by the Gaggia were, on closer inspection, Bonios.

‘That is what I call niche marketing,’ she said. ‘Smart. Very smart.’

When she turned back, the woman had pulled herself together, and was smiling in a warm, welcoming way.

‘I’m Anna,’ she said, holding out her hand over the table menu. ‘This is Pongo. After the books, naturally. Well, after the film, in his case. I don’t think his owners even know there’s a book.’ She looked cross with herself. ‘Sorry, that was mean. Forget I said that.’

‘I’m Michelle,’ said Michelle. ‘I’ve just bought the shop next door.’

‘Really?’ Anna seemed interested. ‘You’re a fishmonger?’

‘God, no! No, it’s going to be an interiors shop. Actually,’ Michelle went on, seizing the opportunity to get some inside info on her customer base, ‘you can help me with some market research . . . Um, is she looking at us?’

The brunette who’d served Michelle at the counter was approaching them with pinched eyebrows, and immediately Pongo’s tail started whipping back and forth again.

‘His problem is that he loves everyone too much. Hello, Natalie!’ said Anna. ‘Sorry about Pongo. He’ll be good this time, I promise.’

Natalie sighed and folded her arms over her frilled pinny. ‘Anna, you know I love Pongo, but we have to have a ‘‘three strikes and you’re out’’ policy. And some people would count stealing two lots of cake on one visit as two strikes.’

‘But I’ve got his lead wrapped round my ankle. He’ll be fine!’

‘By all means come back when you’ve trained him to behave in public places,’ she went on, ‘but if he’s disruptive to other customers . . .’ She glanced at Michelle.

‘It’s OK,’ said Michelle, feeling involved now. She didn’t want to go back to Swan’s Row yet – and Anna seemed happy to chat. ‘Look, he’s totally chilled out.’

The three women looked down at Pongo, who was lying beneath the table as if butter wouldn’t melt. Michelle noticed, too late, that he had carrot cake crumbs round his muzzle. And her plate was empty.

‘He’s helping me with research,’ Michelle went on, reverting to her confident sales voice. ‘Can I have another cup of coffee, please? Anna? Coffee for you?’

Anna pulled off her crocheted beret and nodded, sending wisps of spun-gold hair floating round her flushed face. ‘Um, yes. Lovely. If you’re sure . . .’

Once Natalie was heading back to the counter, Anna leaned across the table and whispered, ‘That’s so kind of you, but you should let me get the coffees. Please. After what Pongo’s done . . .’

‘Not at all, I need some local inside track, if you’ve got a minute.’ Michelle finished off the dregs of her espresso. Already she felt more focused. ‘So. Longhampton. Going by what I’ve seen so far, it seems to be a good place for dog owners and yummy mummies? Can you fill me in?’

Anna winced. ‘I’m not sure I’m the best person to ask about either of those things.’

Michelle froze, her cup halfway to the saucer. Had she put her foot in it? Anna had the dog, didn’t she? And she seemed about the right age to have kids – the hat she was wearing looked as if she’d borrowed it from a teenager.

To Michelle’s horror, big fat tears were filling Anna’s china blue eyes.

‘Sorry,’ said Anna, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘This is so stupid. You must think you’ve found the town’s mad dogwoman. Sorry!’

‘No, I don’t.’ Michelle reached into her bag and pulled out a spotted cotton handkerchief. She had to shake the sugar off it first, which made Anna groan. ‘I’m sorry, have I said something . . . ?’ Michelle asked her.

Anna blew her nose automatically, then looked askance at the hanky.

‘Keep it,’ said Michelle. ‘I’ve got lots.’

‘You should stock these, they’re nice.’ Anna blinked hard and pulled her smile back on. ‘Bit of a sore point, that’s all. I’m only a mum at the weekends. My husband, Phil, has three girls from his first marriage, and they’re round at our house now. We have them every other weekend and one weeknight.’

‘Right,’ said Michelle. Kids were out of her range of experience. She didn’t mind them, but then again she didn’t mind zebras or Marmite. ‘Are you here . . . because they’re there?’

‘Sort of. I’m giving them some dad time. As requested by their mother. We’ve only been married a year and a half, we’re still kind of feeling our way through the whole stepmother thing.’ Anna pressed her lips together. ‘It’s . . . challenging for everyone, but we’re trying.’

‘And the dog?’

‘Is theirs. I think he was the final straw.’ She glanced down at Pongo. ‘It’s not his fault no one bothered to train him. He sees the dog-walker more than he sees the girls, poor boy. I suggested we all went for a family walk this afternoon, but when I got to the front door, it turned out that only I was on it.’

‘Do you prefer him to them?’ Michelle wondered if that was the reason for the tears. Given the choice, she’d take a dog over three of someone else’s resentful kids.

‘No, no! I like all of them. I love children,’ Anna insisted, apparently surprised at the question. ‘It’s easier for me to walk Pongo when they’re not arguing about who holds his lead or throws the ball, but . . .’ Her voice trailed off as Natalie reappeared and put two coffees and another slice of cake in front of them.

When she’d gone, Anna sighed. ‘It’s just not quite how I pictured it. But then things never are, are they?’

‘What did you picture?’ Michelle was skilful at asking questions so she didn’t have to supply answers herself. She didn’t want the subject to get round to her own marriage, which definitely hadn’t lived up to expectations, hers or anyone else’s.

‘Something between Mary Poppins and The Sound of Music?’ Anna half laughed at herself. ‘I mean, I’m an only child, I’ve wanted a big family since I was a kid. And when I married Phil, I read all the parenting books, you know, I wasn’t going to be the wicked stepmother, I wasn’t going to try to replace anyone, but in the end . . .’ She shrugged and looked sad. ‘If you could wave a magic wand and make people love you we’d all be at it, wouldn’t we? Waving away.’

An unexpected lump filled Michelle’s throat.

Anna stirred some sugar into her coffee, dissipating the froth. ‘Sorry, that’s too much information, isn’t it? Boring! Tell me about this new shop. What are you calling it?’

‘I haven’t decided.’ Michelle felt the warm beam of Anna’s attention turned on her, and she started to feel excited about the place again. The fishy smell receded in her mind. ‘I need something . . . comforting, and a bit magical. Happy. Any suggestions?’

‘Home Sweet Home, then. Isn’t that what we’re all trying to create?’ Anna grinned and pushed the cake plate towards her. ‘Help me eat this,’ she said. ‘It’ll be fifty per cent fat free if we share.’

The next morning, when Michelle arrived at the shop with her builder, her tape measure and her project file, there was a box on the step, tied roughly with raffia and bearing a label which read simply: ‘Michelle’.

For a nauseating moment, Michelle wondered if Harvey had somehow found her, but it wasn’t his style. He didn’t do handwritten if gold-plated was available. She undid the raffia to find a packet of nice biscuits and a homemade Thank You card; in Anna’s round handwriting was her address and phone number, and a request from Pongo to come over for a walk the following weekend, ‘when I promise I’ll behave myself’.

Anna had added her own note, inviting Michelle to drop in at the library where she worked so she could take her out for lunch and show her the high spots of Longhampton. ‘A short lunch should do it!’ Anna had added.

Michelle stood outside her new shop, and at that exact moment, the sun came out over Longhampton High Street. Already she felt better, and she hadn’t even started decorating.


Two and a half years later . . .


1


‘I loved the magical Christmas Eve in What Katy Did – wishes sent up the chimney, and families being Grateful and Loving. Proper Christmas!’

Anna McQueen



Anna McQueen had planned her Christmas down to the last homemade gingerbread robin dangling from the tree, but her meticulously prepared vision of festive bonhomie certainly hadn’t involved escaping from her own house using the dog as a getaway vehicle.

This isn’t how it is in the books, she thought, letting a delighted Pongo lead her out of the wrought-iron park gates and down towards the canal, humiliation and resentment making her strides extra long. The wicked stepmother was supposed to cast her overworked stepdaughters out into the snow while she toasted her toes in front of a roaring fire, not the other way round.

Well, she amended, to be fair the girls weren’t toasting their toes exactly. They were videochatting on Skype to their mum, Sarah, in her enormous new house in Westchester, NY. Sarah was probably toasting her toes. Or having them French pedicured by Santa’s beauty elves.

That had been why Anna had ended up running herself ragged – trying to give them the best Christmas ever to make up for their mother taking a two-year job contract in the US back in July. Ironic, since Sarah still felt like more of a presence in the house than she did herself.

Anna blinked hard at the mental image of Chloe, Becca and Lily clustering round the laptop with squeals of delight at the exact moment she’d tried to start a new family tradition with a pan full of gold-leaf-topped mini mince pies that had given her a finger burn and stress-related indigestion. The mince pies – or the mass family ignoring of them – had been the final straw, sealed by a comment from Phil’s mother, with her merciless timing.

‘Did you make these?’ Evelyn had enquired, her pencilled eyebrow arched to its fullest, most damning, extent. It was the first direct comment she’d addressed to Anna all morning, and when Anna had modestly nodded that yes, she had, Evelyn paused a beat, then said witheringly, ‘Oh. In that case, I’ll pass.’

Old witches, on the other hand, weren’t in short supply.

Pongo bounded ahead of her on his new Christmas lead, thrilled to be getting the sort of energetic workout he normally only enjoyed when Michelle took him running. He was as glad to get out of the house as she was. If Anna hadn’t texted Michelle from the loo where she’d hidden herself during the row about the iPad, she was fairly sure Pongo would have done it himself.

Anna’s phone buzzed in her pocket, and she smiled when she read the message: ‘Wine poured, chocs open, ears pinned back. Hurry hurry! M xxx’

At the end of the main road, Anna turned towards the grid of Victorian terraces that sloped gently down to Swan’s Row, a line of small Georgian cottages facing the banks of the Longhampton canal. They’d been dingy for years, but were now quickly becoming the hottest properties in the area. Pongo practically towed her down to the bright red door at the end, which was garlanded with a generous holly-and-ivy wreath around the brass lion’s-head knocker, and Anna felt a pang of decoration envy.

Michelle did Christmas properly. Magazine-properly. If she were being honest, Anna’s own Christmas vision had been based on her ‘What Would Michelle Do?’ decorating principle. In addition to the splendid wreath, which Anna was pretty sure Michelle had made herself, she could see a perfectly symmetrical tree in the downstairs window, speckled with tiny candle lights and ruby-red glass baubles.

Her own tree was a bit wonky, because Phil had forgotten to go to the tree place until five minutes before they closed, then Chloe shut the car boot on the end of it, and the baubles were mainly on the bottom half, since she’d only managed to persuade her youngest stepdaughter, Lily, to help with the decorating. But it was loved, Anna told herself. That was the main thing.

She knocked, enjoying the satisfying weight of the knocker. Already her irritation was ebbing away. It always did when she called round at Michelle’s. Michelle’s house was like the room you were supposed to imagine when the hypnotherapist tells you to ‘go to a calm place’.

The door swung open and a large glass of wine was thrust at her.

‘Quick,’ said Michelle, looking like a very businesslike elf in a pale sheepskin gilet and knee-high boots. ‘Drink this. How long have I got to restore you to normal service?’

‘Forty-five minutes? I can pretend Pongo ran away for a bit.’

‘You’ve got your story straight already. I like it.’ Michelle grinned and opened the door further. ‘Come in, come in.’

Anna stepped forward, then paused. ‘Even Pongo?’

Despite his deep love for Michelle and her grudging fondness for him, Pongo was only ever allowed to wait with the coats and boots in the porch – the holding bay between the grubby outside world and her spotless home. Beyond the tiles it was a shoe- and paw-free zone.

‘He’s had Chloe trying to Sellotape her angel wings on him since eight this morning,’ Anna went on, ‘so she could use him as a prop when she called her mother. To sing at her. To sing, Michelle. She couldn’t just say “Happy Christmas” like everyone else, she had to perform it.’ She paused. ‘She made us hum. Phil, humming.’

Michelle raised her hands. ‘In that case, I’ll have to make a seasonal exception. Hang on to him, I’ve got something he can try out for me . . .’ She put Pongo into a ‘sit’ with a single pointed finger, then disappeared inside the house.

Anna sipped the wine, and was struck as she always was by a magical sense of going through a normal door that led to something unexpected. From the outside, 1 Swan’s Row looked tiny. Only the twin box-tree balls on the steps were a clue to what was inside: an impossibly airy interior, with long views into ice-cream-coloured rooms filled with big glass vases of cloudy white flowers and pale sofas and enormous gilt-framed mirrors reflecting the light back and forth in an endless parade of beautiful things.

Since it was Christmas, Michelle had warmed up her colour scheme to include some tumbling pine garlands down the banister and deep berry throws over the chairs, but the overall effect was the same: clean, easy, calm, gently fragranced with unseen hyacinths and spicy candles. Anna loved it. Nothing was too precious or expensive; it was just the way she wished her own house would look, if she’d had time to do all the things style sections suggested. And if she had an eye for colour, an unflappable builder, perfect taste, a knack for finding stuff in auctions, and a homewares shop in the high street.

She gazed round. It was hard to believe that it was the same mildewed cottage Michelle had first invited her to for coffee nearly three years ago, after Pongo had dragged them both round the town’s dog-walking lap. Well, no, Anna corrected herself – it was quite easy to believe, once you got to know Michelle. She was the most determined, organised person she’d ever met. Michelle had a daily list, a monthly list and a yearly list, and she calmly accomplished the lot, without any fuss. Once Michelle had written it down, it happened.

Anna felt a twitch of homework guilt: this year, Michelle had suggested that she made a list at the same time, ‘to spur each other on’ – by which Michelle meant, ‘to spur Anna on’. She hadn’t had time to start it. She’d been too busy falling behind with the current week’s round of parenting chores, plus seasonal extras like in-law wrangling and mince pie failures.

Michelle reappeared with a large green bag and caught Anna staring at the latest addition to the hall table – a big reed-woven basket of paperwhites that Pongo would have smashed to the ground round at theirs within ten minutes.

‘What’s wrong?’ she said at once, a frown creasing her smooth forehead. ‘Too big? I’m thinking of stocking that for spring.’

‘No. It’s perfect. Perfect. The whole house is perfect.’ Anna took a large gulp of wine and prised off her right boot with her left toe, not bothering to undo the zip. ‘Even if I moved my husband, the three kids, the dog and every item of furniture out of ours, it wouldn’t look like this.’

‘Well, it helps not having a husband, three kids or a dog in the first place.’ Michelle bent down and was doing something to Pongo with the bag, but Anna no longer cared. The wine and the paperwhites were spreading a festive goodwill-to-most-men through her system; the first glimmer of real Christmas spirit she’d had all day.

Christmas Eve had been quite festive, she thought wistfully. Before the girls had opened their presents. When she still thought she’d got them something brilliant and clever, something they would all bond over. Anna’s skin crawled with embarrassment.

‘There.’

She looked down to see Pongo encased in what looked like a babygro. He wagged his tail – or, at least something moved inside the bag.

‘What on earth’s that?’ she demanded.

‘Dog bag. I’m trialling them for the shop. If you’ve got carpets and you’ve got a dog, you need a dog bag,’ Michelle went on, to Anna’s amusement. ‘What’s so funny?’

‘I don’t let people take their shoes off in our house – their socks would end up a different colour from all the dog hair.’

‘You can get an attachment for your Hoover that . . .’ Michelle started, then good-naturedly accepted Anna’s roar of ‘not listening!’. She clicked her tongue and Pongo shuffled into the house after her, with a devoted display of attention he never bothered to bestow on any of his owners.

‘Why don’t you get your own dog?’ Anna called, as the pair of them vanished into the kitchen. ‘A non-shedding one? Something beige, to go with the decor?’ She lined up her boots next to Michelle’s running shoes on the wrought-iron boot rack. All storage accessories looked better when they weren’t actually storing very much.

‘It’d keep you company,’ she added, not quite as loudly.

Anna and Phil had tried to set Michelle up with every single friend they had, only for each one to meet with a polite rebuff. Until the girls had moved in with them, Michelle had been a regular fixture round at the McQueens’ for dinner, but now diaries were harder to co-ordinate, the matchmaking dinners had fallen by the wayside, and Anna felt bad about it.

Phil didn’t. ‘Michelle’s hardly lonely,’ he’d insisted when Anna had suggested inviting her round for Christmas Day. ‘She’s got that big family of hers, and she’s always jetting off for the weekend. Where was it last week? Paris? And Stockholm before that.’

‘Those were buying trips,’ said Anna. ‘And you know what she thinks about her family.’

‘Buying trips?’ He’d seemed surprised. ‘She told me it was a minibreak.’

Anna had marvelled, not for the first time lately, that a twice-married man with three daughters and a mother could understand women – and families – so badly.

‘Company?’ Michelle appeared at the kitchen door, her face defensive. ‘Don’t tell me. Phil has another freshly divorced mate who needs a woman to operate his washing machine? I haven’t forgotten the Ewan incident.’

‘Ewan wasn’t . . . That was a misunderstanding.’ Anna thought about backtracking; Michelle could get touchy about her singleness, and, now she thought about it – stupid Anna – this wasn’t the best day to bring it up. But she hated the idea of funny, generous Michelle, here in her lovely house, all on her own.

‘I just thought, you know, New Year’s resolutions? You could adopt a rescue dog. Walk it with me and Pongo.’ She tried a smile. ‘It’s been so hard to catch up with you now I’m on the school-run treadmill. And I need your conversation. You’re my one connection with the non-Bieber world.’

Michelle’s expression softened. ‘I can still walk with you.

We need to make it a priority. Look, come through – I put some mince pies in to warm up.’

The kitchen–diner had been at least two poky back rooms before Michelle had worked her magic on the house. Layers of 80s rag-rolled wallpaper had been peeled away and replaced with dove grey Farrow & Ball paint, and handmade cupboards filled with Swedish porcelain. In a nod to the Christmas she wasn’t celebrating on her own, big gold stars were propped between the plates. The plates hadn’t been used for as long as Anna could remember; despite her gorgeous home, Michelle didn’t go in for entertaining.

Anna sank down at the kitchen table and let the last of her tension go as she watched Michelle moving from cupboard to cupboard, assembling plates and knives. Her forty-five minutes were going too fast.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you’d be here on your own? I thought you’d be going to your parents’ for Christmas Day,’ she said, helping herself to a rose cream from the box of chocolates opened, as promised, on the table. ‘Don’t they have a big get-together?’

‘They do. That’s exactly why I’m not there.’ Michelle brought the bottle of wine over to top up their glasses. ‘They get so competitive at Trivial Pursuit that if someone isn’t crying by teatime they start an argument about who’s got the best car so everyone gets a chance to be upset. I’ll have to go at some point. Just . . . not today. Anyway, what on earth happened chez McQueen that you’re hiding out here at half three? Did Phil fall out with his mum again?’

‘Not yet. He may well be doing that now, though.’ Anna put her elbows on the table and rested her eyes on her palms. ‘It’s me. I had to get out.’

‘Well, you’ve been preparing this Christmas for the last three months . . .’

‘No. It wasn’t that.’ She struggled to put her feelings in the right order, so she wouldn’t sound selfish. ‘I just feel like a bit of a spare part in my own home. I had a total disaster with the presents, for a start. I heard the girls laughing about them to Sarah.’ Anna glanced up. ‘Don’t tell Phil that. He doesn’t know.’

‘What? I won’t tell if you don’t want me to, but he should know. That’s so rude! What did you give them – Bobbi Brown brush kit for Chloe, like I said? And the driving course for Becca?’

Anna clamped her hands to the side of her face in a silent scream. ‘No. I bought all three of them books. Books that I loved the most when I was their age.’

Michelle’s mouth dropped open. ‘Oh, no. You’re serious.’

‘Of course I’m serious. A year’s worth of books! I’d have loved it. I thought I could read Lily’s aloud to her at bedtime.’ Anna felt her face go hot and red. ‘I used to love bedtime stories with my mum. No one’s ever read to those girls, it’s such a shame, they’re missing out on so many wonderful memories.’

‘Anna, don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re thirty-one. And you’re a librarian. Lily’s eight. And Becca’s doing her A-levels, so she probably doesn’t want to see another book again in her life, and Chloe . . . Well, she’s not exactly a big reader, is she?’

Anna took another swig of wine and tried not to think about the looks on the girls’ faces when they’d unwrapped the big boxes. How come Michelle had guessed what their reactions would be, when she, who spent all day worrying about them, hadn’t?

Becca had tried to be polite, but was obviously disappointed; Chloe, sneery; Lily, non-plussed. Luckily – or not – Phil had swept in with the enormous sack of presents he’d ordered from their many internet wishlists, and Anna had been left with Evelyn’s condescending amusement and a lot of discarded wrapping paper. And thirty-six of her favourite childhood books, tracked down on the internet – first editions, signed copies, all special.

She swallowed, but humiliation was still filling her throat like cotton wool. ‘Don’t rub it in, I get that it wasn’t what they wanted, and I know it’s been difficult, adjusting to me as their stepmother, not someone they just see every other weekend, but . . .’ Anna finally gave in to her pain. ‘You’re the only person I can say this to, Michelle, but what happened to pretending to be pleased with presents? Like I pretended to be pleased about the bloody Youth Restoring Serum?’

‘Nice. I suppose you went overboard thanking them for that,’ said Michelle dryly.

‘Course I did.’ Anna buried her nose in her wine glass. It actually said, ‘for mature skin’ on the box. She was only thirteen years older than Becca.

‘I take it back – you have to talk to Phil about this,’ said Michelle, yanking open the oven door to extract a baking tray. ‘He needs to take some responsibility about how they treat you. You’re not some housekeeper who happens to be married to their dad. You’re their stepmother and they’re living in your home. Here. Have one of these.’

Michelle pushed a plate of mince pies at her. Anna took one, and noted miserably that it was light and orangey and melt-in-her-mouth.

‘From the deli,’ said Michelle, seeing her woebegone expression. ‘Short cuts are OK. Stop trying to be Superwoman.’

‘Is it so freakish, though, to give books?’ Anna asked, plaintively. ‘I used to love spending Boxing Day reading. We all did. Me and Mum and Dad, sitting there reading our Christmas books with a chocolate orange and a pot of tea.’

‘It depends which ones you tried to foist on them.’

‘They weren’t worthy ones, if that’s what you mean. I gave Lily some books that she knows from her Disney DVDs, like Mary Poppins and One Hundred and One Dalmatians – I thought that would be a cunning way to get her interested. She has got a Dalmatian called Pongo.’

‘As long as you don’t go all “the book is so much better” on the poor child.’ Michelle helped herself to a mince pie, cutting it in half. ‘And what about Drama McQueen? What on earth did you give her? Ballet Shoes? That’s about a stage school, isn’t it?’

Anna lifted her chin. ‘I gave Chloe all the Judy Blume stories I remember loving at fifteen. Forever and Deenie. And some Malory Towers . . .’

‘Malory Towers?’ Michelle’s eyebrows vanished into her thick, dark fringe. ‘What were you thinking?’

‘I love Malory Towers,’ she protested. ‘I still read it now and then when I need cheering up. It’s comforting.’

‘It’s only comforting because you read it when you were seven, and you thought all boarding schools had midnight feasts and gels who brought their ponies to class with them. And you gave that to the girl who can’t decide whether she wants to audition for The X Factor or American Idol first?’

‘Yes,’ said Anna in a small voice.

‘Dear God.’ Michelle picked up her glass again. ‘Is that what they’re stocking in the teen reading section? No wonder kids aren’t going to the library.’

Anna bridled. The library was a sore point. Her job as Longhampton’s Deputy Libraries Manager had vanished in a massacre of cuts three weeks before Sarah had left for the States. The pay-off wasn’t bad, and Phil earned more than enough to cover the bills, but it had been more than a job to Anna. She’d run evening book groups, Reading Aloud sessions in old people’s homes, Babes in Arms groups – anything to bring books into people’s lives.

‘I wasn’t in charge of the Children’s Library,’ she said stiffly. ‘That was a separate position. One that hasn’t been merged.’

‘Sorry,’ said Michelle. ‘But didn’t we agree that it was time to think positive? Time to move on from that?’ She made motivational fist gestures. ‘Aren’t we going to do that list? That list to focus your mind on the year ahead?’

‘Do we have to?’

‘Let’s do it now,’ said Michelle, pulling her ever-present notebook towards her. ‘Come on.’

‘I haven’t got any paper.’

‘I’ll find you some. Call it an additional Christmas present.’ Michelle went through to the sitting room, and Anna heard her opening up her desk to find one of her limitless supply of leatherbound notebooks.

Anna looked despondently at her glass. She’d half expected Chloe to be sneery, that went with the teenager territory; it had been Lily she’d hoped to please. Lily who looked so sad when she thought no one was watching, so lonely at the school gates with no mates to hang around with. Lily who tried so hard to make everyone think she was fine, when she obviously wasn’t. Anna had never felt alone once she could read, and even if Lily refused the bedtime stories, Anna had hoped she might find a friend in Michael Morpurgo or Mr Gum.

‘Cheer up, Anna,’ said Michelle, dropping a notebook in front of her. ‘They’ll be off to New York tomorrow and you’ll have a week to yourself with Phil, and when they come back they’ll be full of stories about how Mum can’t cook, and American chocolate tastes like vomit, and “where’s my project you said you’d help with?”.’

Anna stuffed another mince pie into her mouth and tried to ignore Pongo’s begging face. ‘They won’t. Sarah’s turned into one of those “my girls are my best friends” mums. They’ll be in permanent shopping mode. She’s working at head office now, not some backwater outpost in Longhampton, so it’s power meetings and manicures. And lots of spare cash for treats, which we don’t have any more.’

‘So let her.’ Michelle looked at Anna squarely. ‘What are you doing while they’re away? For you?’

She let out a long breath through her nose. ‘Having a lie-in?’

Anna had never felt so exhausted. The first months after Sarah’s departure had been one endless whirlwind – new schools, a new car to fit three extra people in, new clothes, new routine, new meals for three differently fussy eaters. In their mutual shock, they’d all rubbed along OK, mainly because Anna had done twice the running to cushion the shock for everyone else. It was only now the novelty had well and truly worn off that the real problems were starting to show through. Problems you weren’t allowed to admit you had, like feeling you came a low sixth in the house, after the dog.

Michelle pushed the notebook at her. ‘Come on. Do it now. Exam conditions – you’ve got twenty minutes to write down everything you want to achieve this year. Just you. Come on, I’ll do it too.’

‘You already know what you want,’ protested Anna. ‘You’ve probably got your list pre-written in your head.’

Michelle passed her a pen. ‘Would you like me to write the list for you? You can start with, “Give my husband a boot up the arse”.’

‘No.’ Anna stared at the blank page in front of her. She didn’t need that much paper; there was really only one main objective for this year, one she’d been waiting her whole adult life to get going with. Just thinking about it filled her with a glittering sort of excitement, but it was such a delicate goal. She didn’t want to take away the magic by pinning it down, next to ‘defrost the freezer’ or ‘make Chloe write a revision timetable’.

She looked up at Michelle who was scribbling away, making headings and sub-headings with brisk flow-chart arrows. Even though there’d been no one there to see it, Michelle had still done her full make-up, right down to her swooping black eyeliner. Maybe that should be a goal, learning to do eyeliner like that, thought Anna, admiring the staccato flicks at the edges of her round brown eyes. They were as neat and perfect as Lily’s Bratz doll.

‘Come on,’ said Michelle, without looking up. ‘Write it and it will come, that’s my motto.’

Slowly, Anna wrote ‘This year’ at the top of the page, underlined it twice, and then wrote: ‘Have a baby’.

Michelle looked up, halfway down her second page. ‘Are you done? Already?’

Anna nodded.

‘Let me see.’

She pushed the notebook across the table and watched Michelle’s face, not sure how she would react.

Anna knew babies definitely weren’t on Michelle’s to-do list. Longhampton seemed to have the highest birth rate in the Midlands, and before Phil’s girls had moved in, she and Michelle had spent hours moaning in Ferrari’s, the local wine bar, about the ‘you don’t understand life until you have a child’ born-again earth mothers who spent a fortune in Michelle’s shop, bonding over the hundred and one reasons childbirth didn’t make you instantly more valuable, understanding or wise.

For Michelle, the assumptions people made concerning her lack of children were annoying: the local businessmen insinuated that she was ‘one of those strident career women’, and the businesswomen thought she had it easy. Anna’s grumbling, however, had been more of a defence. Being a mother-and-yet-not-a-mother was the worst of all worlds, when she longed for her own baby but instead felt she had to appear extra grateful for Phil’s ‘bonus children’.

‘Wow,’ said Michelle. ‘That’s your main focus for this year? I mean, it’s a great one to have, but . . . nothing else? Not, find a new job? Or redecorate?’

Anna shook her head. ‘I’ve been waiting long enough already. It’s the only thing I’ve really wanted, since I was little, to have my own big family like the Waltons or the Marches. I used to nag my mum about when I’d get brothers and sisters.’ She bit her lip. ‘I once asked her whether they’d only wanted one child, and she said, no, they’d have loved to have had a houseful. It must have broken her heart hearing me playing with the cats and pretending they were babies.’

‘Take it from me,’ said Michelle, ‘you wouldn’t have wanted brothers.’

‘I wouldn’t have minded,’ said Anna. ‘I had imaginary brothers, imaginary sisters, horses, dogs . . . the lot. I don’t think Chloe and Becca and Lily know how lucky they are.’

‘So why didn’t they have more?’

‘They left it too late. Apparently there’s a history of early menopause – not that Mum knew then. She basically told me to get on with it, so it’s always been part of my plan.’ Anna played with her wine glass. ‘It was one of the things Phil and I agreed when we got married, that we’d give the girls time to get used to everything, but we’d definitely start trying for a baby of our own on our fourth anniversary – which is next month.’

‘Blimey,’ said Michelle. ‘So I need to start stocking babygros with literary quotes on them for September, then?’

Anna grinned and raised her crossed fingers.

‘Is Phil prepared for all this?’ Michelle raised her eyebrow again, and Anna knew what was coming. ‘If he’s too knackered to walk Pongo, how’s the poor man going to cope with baby-making, let alone the rest of it? He’ll have to start pulling his weight. You’re working harder now than you were when you had a full-time job.’

Michelle’s typically generous Christmas present for her best friend had been a voucher for ten hours’ ironing, five dog-walks and a whole spa day with her – but she’d made sure Phil had been there when Anna opened it. Phil had had the good grace to look shifty, and when Michelle had gone home, he’d offered to match all the hours. But that wasn’t the point. He’d got her a new iron. The last few years it had been tissue-wrapped silk undies.

‘Well, Sarah’s contract’s only for two years,’ said Anna. ‘She might even be back before the baby comes, so we might not have the girls living with us.’

‘That wasn’t what I asked.’

‘Phil knows how important it is to me. It’s important to him too. It’s not that I don’t love his kids, because I do, very much. But I’m not allowed to love them unconditionally, if you know what I mean. Our own baby will be as much part of me as—’

She stopped herself, and flinched awkwardly. ‘Don’t repeat that. Actually, forget I even said it. It’s one of the great unmentionables.’

‘You can say anything to me, you know that,’ said Michelle. ‘Who am I going to tell?’ she added, with a self-deprecating nod at her empty sitting room.

‘Phil made a promise that we’d try for a baby this year,’ said Anna, ‘and one thing I have to say about Phil, is that he always keeps his promises. It’s a dad thing, apparently.’

As she heard her own words, Anna felt a Christmassy glow in the pit of her stomach and it spread through her like a warm flame, burning away the last traces of resentment about Evelyn and the books. The last few years had been like an assault course, but she’d learned and bitten her tongue, and kept her side of the bargain, and now, finally, it was going to be her turn.

‘What about you?’ she asked, reaching for Michelle’s notebook. ‘What have you written . . . ? Wow. New shop? Double internet sales.’ She glanced up. ‘Michelle, don’t you think you should be on this list somewhere?’

‘I am.’ Michelle pointed to ‘Get elected to traders’ council’, under ‘Personal targets’. ‘And there.’ It read: ‘Run Longhampton Half-Marathon’.

‘I don’t mean that. I mean, what about you? What about your life away from work? I hate thinking of you on your own, night after night. This house is far too nice not to share with someone.’

Michelle’s eyes widened in pretend horror. ‘What? And have to tidy up after someone else? No thanks.’

‘Forget the house. You’re too nice not to share yourself with someone.’ Anna reached out and grabbed her hand. She had to rein in her natural impulse to pat and hug when she was with Michelle – Michelle liked her personal space – but sometimes Anna couldn’t stop herself. ‘I know Harvey was a bastard, and Phil’s mates aren’t . . . your types, but that doesn’t mean you should write off all men. There’s someone out there for you, if you’d only look.’

Michelle squeezed her hand in return, then reached for her glass. ‘I’m sure there is too, but I don’t want to meet him just yet. I want to build up my pot of money, sell this house, then find some nice silver fox, early retired City hedgefunder with a yacht in Monaco.’ She smiled, a quick, tight, red-lipped smile. ‘Then we’ll see how it goes.’

‘Don’t move to Monte Carlo,’ said Anna glumly. ‘I’d miss you.’

‘You could come with me. You and your Von Trapp brood of little McQueens, all in matching T-shirts from Petit Bateau. Bring your guitar.’

Under the table, Pongo let out a heavy sigh and a suspicious fart.

‘And on that note,’ said Anna,‘I should be leaving. We need to take Evelyn back to the home, and I think I’ve drunk just enough to get out of driving her.’ She pushed her chair back and ran her hands through her curly blond hair, pulling it up into a ponytail.

The landline rang and Anna automatically looked over to the telephone table, but Michelle ignored it, and poured herself another glass of wine.

‘Aren’t you going to get that?’

‘Nope. You’re here, so it can only be one of two people. My mother, calling to give me a guilt trip, or Harvey. I don’t want to talk to either of them.’

‘What? Haven’t you spoken to your mother today?’

‘Of course I have! What do you take me for? I called them this morning, before they all trooped off to church.’ Michelle’s forehead puckered faintly, between the eyes. ‘I thanked them for the sheepskin slippers and car de-icing kit, and my mother moaned about the unsuitable presents I’d sent my brothers’ kids, then dropped a few heavy hints about some lonely old unmarried aunt they’d had to do duty calls to yesterday. And then more or less told me I should get back with Harvey, or that’d be me.’

‘But why him? You’ve been separated for over three years. It’s not like he’s the only man left in the world. You could have anyone.’

‘Mum loves Harvey. And he’s Dad’s highest-performing salesman since I left. I think secretly they’d rather keep him than me.’ Michelle looked away, and Anna thought she might be hiding a less flippant reaction. ‘And . . . well, it’s complicated. He was there for Christmas. I keep telling Mum she should just adopt him and get it over with.’

Anna tried to say something, but Michelle stopped her with a look. ‘Anyway, I told them I was doing voluntary work in an old people’s home. That Reading Aloud thing you do.’

Anna’s jaw dropped; Michelle mirrored her exactly, and she looked so funny, her brown eyes cartoonishly wide in her heart-shaped face, that genuine laughter burst out of Anna for the first time that day. The idea of Michelle in the drab, cabbage-scented surroundings of Butterfields Residential Home – and reading a book, at that – was too outrageous.

‘For that I’m going to make you come to the next session. Oh!’ she said, her memory jogged. ‘I meant to say – when we were collecting Evelyn this morning, who do you think we saw parked in the morning room?’

‘Princess Anne? Terry Wogan?’

‘Cyril Quentin. You know, from the bookshop. That’d explain why it’s been closed for the last week.’ Anna pulled on her duffle coat and started to wrap her scarf back round her neck.

‘It’s very hard to tell whether that bookshop is open or closed at the best of times.’ Michelle pursed her lips.

‘Oh, don’t.’ Anna’s face creased with guilt. ‘I tried to get half the books for the girls from his shop, but . . .’

‘You got them off the internet instead. That’s life. Bookshops are hard work these days. Especially when your window display still has Royal Wedding memorabilia in it – from Fergie’s big day.’

Anna knew Michelle was right, but it still made her sad. ‘It wasn’t always like that. I used to love dropping in there for a browse, when Agnes Quentin was alive. She must have done most of the buying. Last time I was in I had to plough through piles of military history to find anything, and there was a weird smell of—’

Anna’s phone buzzed, stopping her mid-sentence. ‘Phil,’ she sighed. ‘His mother’s woken up and the girls are fighting over the Wii. He wants Pongo back so he can take him out for a walk.’

At the sound of his name, Pongo emerged from under the table in his green babygro. ‘Christmas really has come for you, my old mate,’ observed Michelle. ‘Twice as many walkies as normal.’

‘Come on. Back to the fray,’ said Anna.

‘Keep the dog bag,’ said Michelle, fondling his ears affectionately. ‘Call it part of his Christmas present. Leave it on until you’re outside, though.’

‘Thanks.’ Impulsively, Anna hugged Michelle, feeling her small but sturdy frame crushed against her own lankier one. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to come back with us? Christmas supper? I hate leaving you here on your own.’

‘I’m fine. I’ve got a really expensive meal-for-one. Now let me go, you’re smearing my make-up.’ Michelle’s voice was muffled against her coat, and when Anna pulled away, she saw that though her eyeliner was just as pristine as before, her eyes were wet.

‘It’s going to be a good year,’ insisted Anna.

‘I know,’ said Michelle. ‘Stop trying so hard and let it happen.’

Anna thought that was rich, coming from Michelle, but she let it go.
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‘I read the Narnia series at the back of my parents’ wardrobe, hoping the oak walls would become snowy branches.’

Francine Toon



Physically, Michelle wasn’t a typical runner – she was small, and her legs were slightly shorter than she’d have liked – but she had a determination that turned each circuit around the town into a race with herself.

Just because it was Boxing Day – maybe because it was Boxing Day – didn’t mean she’d abandoned her routine: her morning run, followed by a shower, a cafetiere of Kenyan coffee and two glasses of water, porridge, to-do lists and then a sneaky scan of the online gossip sites. Michelle liked to keep herself on a rail-like schedule, but today she wanted to be up, about and out in case her mother phoned back and tried to guilt-trip her into driving down to Surrey, to be guilt-tripped some more.

She jogged down the deserted towpath, past the silvery-grey waters of the canal where three brown ducks swished along in silence, and turned left onto the footpath that led into town. Her breath made puffs of white in the cold morning air, and she felt the blood pumping around her body, fresh and hot. A few dog-walkers were out, and she nodded at the ones she recognised – Juliet, Anna’s dog-sitter with the white terrier and the chocolate Labrador, and an old couple with a grizzly Dachshund, all of them wrapped up in waxed jackets.

Michelle’s route took her down the two upwardly mobile rows of white Georgian villas towards the Victorian terraces nearer town, her eye ticking off the list of poet streets, Tennyson Avenue, Wordsworth Road, Donne Gardens. They were her ideal customer areas, and she liked to monitor what was going on. She glanced into people’s front windows as she jogged past, and spotted a couple of her filigree silver stars and some of the outdoor tree lights that had sold out in one week. It gave her an extra burst of energy as she turned up the hill towards the main part of town.

At the top of Worcester Street, Michelle faced a choice: right, down and onto the high street, or left and round by the park. Normally, she wouldn’t jog down the high street, but it was quiet and a thought had been niggling at her since Milton Grove, where every front-room window revealed a packed bookshelf, and in some cases, floor-to-ceiling books. Michelle wasn’t a book person herself, unless you counted coffee-table art books, which she did love, especially arranged in height order on her footstool. But Anna’s interest in Quentin’s bookshop had made Michelle wonder if she might not be missing something that the poet streets might be interested in buying.

There were a few wandering souls escaping the morning after on the high street, but not many shops were open. Two women were gazing at the festive display in Home Sweet Home but they’d moved on before Michelle had gone past Boots. She slowed down outside the bookshop and peered in through the murky window, her heart still pounding in her chest as she stretched her burning hamstrings.

Inside the main room was gloomy, with stacks of books all over the place, and the mess alone made Michelle want to break in and tidy it up. It had been teetering on the edge of closure for weeks now; some days the open sign would never be turned round. Michelle had popped in a few times to say hello, but she hadn’t been in for ages, mainly because Cyril Quentin was the sort of book maniac who could spot a ‘nonreader’ a mile off, and he made her feel thick. The impression she’d had the last time she went in was of a sort of clubby stillness that didn’t, to Michelle’s mind, fulfil a shop’s only brief: to seduce and thrill the customer into parting with cash to take some of that thrill home with them.

A strange, forlorn feeling swept over her as she tried to make out where the front ended and the back room began. She wondered if the Quentins ever decorated. The shelves looked as if they’d been there since the shop was built, looming like ribs throughout the room. Michelle couldn’t see where any light was coming from, it was so dark.

But the shop had potential. Massive potential. If you sanded the floorboards, she thought, and painted everything a soft oatmeal colour with bright accents, and put in some clever lighting, and took down those shadowy shelves, this could be the perfect bedlinen emporium. Home Sweet Home II.

Bedlinen was going to be the next big thing; Michelle knew it from her own obsessive browsing on the internet for featherbeds and baby-soft blankets. Her regulars complained that their gym membership and nights out had been crunched, but they still wanted to cosy up inside, especially in chilly Longhampton with its drizzly springs that never seemed to burst into flower until the last possible moment, and the damp, leafy autumns that started the day after Wimbledon finished.

Michelle gazed into the bookshop with her X-ray decoration vision, replacing the piles of paperbacks with brass-framed double beds made up with crisp white cotton and duck-down duvets, set on scrubbed floorboards with crimson-and-cream rag rugs dotted between. The shelves filled up with neatly folded blankets, Irish lambswool in sherbet stripes, lavender bags in the shape of hearts, and her signature purple ribbon tying up cleverly colour-coded bed sets.

Her heart beat faster, but not from the exercise. All she’d done was write down ‘New Shop’ and here it was – the shop right next door, Anna tipping her off before anyone else heard. It was meant to be. Someone up there had decided to throw her a chance, for once.

Michelle pulled out her phone, made a note to herself about tracking down the solicitors – she had a vague memory that Flint and Cook handled the older traders’ businesses – then turned her music back on and jogged home, her mind full of paint charts, uplighters and soft mohair throws.

She was so busy planning her next move that she didn’t even notice the man sitting on her step until he got up, and nearly made her swerve into the canal.

‘Hello, Michelle,’ said Owen, and flashed her the cheeky grin that worked on every woman with breath in her body – except her.

‘OK, girls. Have you got everything?’ asked Phil for the twentieth time.

Anna thought it was a pretty redundant question because, going by the huge bags piled up by the front door, there wasn’t much the girls hadn’t packed. She didn’t say anything, though.

‘Presents for your mum?’ she asked instead, as neutrally as she could. Sarah, she knew, was getting a fabulous basket of gifts she’d helped Chloe and Lily to wrap. They’d spent hours on it.

‘Yes,’ said Becca.

‘Presents for Jeff?’

Jeff was Sarah’s boyfriend, although given he was nearly fifty and a senior director at the management company she worked for, ‘boyfriend’ did seem to be pushing it. When Anna felt that she got the rough end of the girls’ attitudes, she had to remind herself that she wasn’t poor Jeff, the thoroughly pleasant American Sarah had met when he came over to restructure the UK operation, who’d committed the ultimate sin of being neither Phil, nor the George Clooney-a-like they felt their mother should have remarried, Phil no longer being available.

Chloe tossed her hair over her shoulder. She had beautiful hair, long and blond and naturally streaky like a tortoiseshell cat, and she used it as punctuation when she couldn’t make her voice sarcastic enough. ‘I still don’t see why we have to give Jeff anything.’

‘Yes,’ said Becca firmly, speaking over her. ‘English condiments. Mum says he misses English mustard.’

Chloe tossed her hair the other way and muttered, ‘We should have got him breath mints.’

‘Give it a rest, Chloe,’ said Becca, checking her own bag.

Becca, at nearly eighteen, was only two years older than Chloe, but sometimes Anna thought she seemed to have accelerated straight out of her teens and into her thirties. She had long blond hair too, but wore it plaited and out of the way; for the last few months, it had been wrapped Heidi-style across the top of her head.

‘Breath mints? Why?’ As Phil looked up from his bag-balancing act, Anna caught the ghost of satisfaction that crossed Chloe’s face, and she knew who the comment had been intended for.

‘Oh my God, Dad, you know cheese and onion crisps? Well, Jeff’s like the cheese and onion breath monster and he’s—’ Chloe’s huge eyes looked ready to pop out of her face, so inexpressible was her revulsion.

‘Jeff’s all right,’ Becca interrupted. ‘And Mum clearly thinks he’s all right and she’s the one who has to smell his breath every morning. Can we hurry up, please? I don’t want to be late.’

‘Have you got . . . something to read on the plane?’ Anna suggested tentatively. She hadn’t wanted to shove the books into their bags, but the thought of an eight-hour flight without a good read was like torture to her. She’d put some flight-length books in her Christmas selection for that very reason.

‘More than enough,’ said Becca with a grimace, pointing to her leather satchel, which was bulging with revision. ‘Passports, cash for the taxi, the internet check-in print-out, phone numbers, toothbrushes, hand sanitiser . . .’ She looked worried for a second, then patted the bag. ‘International charger adapters.’

‘Are we missing someone?’ Phil called loudly. ‘Or shall we just go now?’

‘No! Wait for me!’ Lily came running into the hall, closely followed by Pongo. He was bouncing with excitement, and Anna wished she’d had time to walk him round to Michelle’s in between all the packing. He was going to go nuts while they were out.

She checked her watch. Was there time to run him round the block now? No. Damn.

Anna couldn’t remember the last time she’d just slung her bag over her shoulder, grabbed her keys and walked out of the door. It seemed like a whole different life. Leaving the house now involved dealing with nine other things first, three of which would change while you were dealing with the other six.

‘Lily!’ Phil pretended to look shocked. ‘We nearly forgot you!’

‘I was saying goodbye to Pongo. Why can’t Pongo come?’ Lily whined.

‘Because he’s banned,’ said Chloe. ‘They found out about what happened with him and the daffodils in the park and they stamped his passport. He’d never get through immigration.’

Lily’s brown eyes widened. ‘How did they find out about that?’ she whispered.

‘I told them,’ said Chloe. ‘And I told them you helped him. So you’d better get your story straight when the man asks you at passport control.’

‘Chloe!’ Lily looked stricken. ‘You didn’t.’

‘Of course she didn’t,’ said Becca, saving Anna the trouble. She shot a poisonous look at Chloe. ‘Don’t start her off now, or you can deal with the nightmares at Mum’s.’

Of her three stepdaughters, Anna found Becca the easiest to get on with because she was more placid and pragmatic than the other two, but it was Lily that came closest to her secret dreams of how her family would be. Lily had an imagination – she worried, like Becca, but in a more creative, dramatic way. She wondered if Pongo didn’t mind not being able to speak. She refused to eat bread for a while, after finding out that yeast was an organism that was ‘baked to death’. And her face was like something from the Flower Fairies books: big brown eyes in a milk-pale face, a pointy nose and a small, expressive mouth that trembled sometimes, then broke into a melting smile.

‘Seriously, can we go?’ Becca begged. ‘The roads are going to be mad round the airport. Dad, hurry up.’

‘I hope you’re going to be more polite to the porters at JFK,’ muttered Phil, as he struggled under the weight of Chloe’s bag.

It wasn’t quite shut, and where the zip gaped open, Anna noticed a familiar splash of silver: her favourite Vivienne Westwood jersey top. The last stylish item of clothing she’d bought before the girls arrived, she lost her job and the New Budget Regime kicked in.

For a second, Anna struggled with the usual lose-lose dilemma – if she said something it would kick off an unwinnable fight, make them late, and leave a bad aftertaste for her time with Phil, as well as give Chloe something to whinge about to Sarah; but if she said nothing, Chloe would feel like she’d won, again. Doubly so, given the epic shopping trip she’d cajoled Anna into taking her on before Christmas.

Chloe specialised in petty but annoying incidents like this – mini tests of Anna’s endurance that didn’t mean anything on their own, but advanced the situation inexorably forward to one where Anna felt she couldn’t say or do anything without looking like the wicked stepmother. The worst thing was, if Chloe had asked to borrow the top, Anna would probably have said yes – admittedly under some duress – whereas if she said that now, it’d look like she was only saying it to make Chloe feel bad.

Oh God, thought Anna in despair. Why did dealing with teenagers make you behave like one? At least birth mothers got a ten-year run-up to this sort of thing.

Becca caught her looking at the bag and pulled a sympathetic face. But she didn’t reach in and pull out the top. Chloe’s meltdowns were notorious, and conducted as if cameras were hidden around her.

‘I thought we were going?’ said Phil, back at the door, ready for another load of luggage. ‘Tick tock.’

‘We are,’ said Anna. Detach, she told herself. Focus. The most important thing was to get them to the airport, not to satisfy Chloe’s need to be the centre of everyone’s attention, good or bad. ‘Come on, Lily.’

She held out her hand, and Lily politely put her overnight bag in it.

At the airport the tearful goodbyes were halved, thanks to a combination of Christmas spending money and Duty Free shops. As usual, Phil was the one who looked most upset.

‘Call me if you need anything,’ he said, hugging them. ‘Anything at all.’

‘That’s not what you said when I missed the last bus last weekend,’ said Chloe into his shoulder.

‘You weren’t halfway round the world then.’ Phil’s worries about the children only seemed to apply when they were out of his reach, Anna noted; when they were at home, he was relatively blasé about abduction, drug-crazed rapists, WKDs, late homework, etc. She was the one who worried about all that.

Chloe wriggled out of his grasp. With a pair of shades wedged in her tawny hair, she already looked more like an extra from Gossip Girl, laden down with a bag of magazines, fruit she’d insisted on Phil buying but which she probably wouldn’t eat, and the obligatory bottle of mineral water. ‘Chill, Dad. We’ll be fine.’

‘Daddy, look after Pongo.’ Lily lifted her face for a kiss. ‘Tell him we miss him every day, in the morning and before bed.’

‘I will. Becca, please don’t spend the whole time revising, OK? Enjoy yourself too. Relax.’

‘Relax?’ Becca rolled her eyes. She looked tired already, even before the flight. ‘With Mum and Chloe around? Chance’d be a fine thing.’

‘I mean it,’ he said. ‘You’ve got your offer now. Have a few days off, OK? Plenty of time for stressing out when you’re running your own chambers.’

Becca had wanted to be a barrister since she was Lily’s age, something that Phil and Sarah were equally proud of, and, as of the first week in December, she had an offer to read Law at King’s College, Cambridge. Anna was proud too, but never quite knew how to express it, or whether she was ‘entitled’ to feel proud. She made lots of sandwiches instead, and left them outside Becca’s room when the light was still on after midnight.

‘Take care, Dad.’ Becca hugged him, then after a tiny pause, hugged Anna too, sending a grateful shower of sparks into Anna’s heart. ‘Don’t get used to the peace and quiet. We’ll be back before you know it.’

She turned back to her sisters, and started to usher them towards the gate.

‘Come on,’ said Anna, patting Phil’s arm. ‘Don’t watch them go through, we’re not in some disaster movie. They’ll be back in a week. And we’re cutting it fine with the car park.’

He sighed. ‘I know. It’s just that . . . every time they go, I wonder if they’re going to come back.’

Of course they’re coming back, Anna wanted to scream. Sarah’s only got them for six days because she’s going to Reno for a ‘vital conference’.

She took a deep breath. There was a lot she didn’t say to Phil, in the name of peace-keeping. It was backing up inside her like uncollected recycling. If she didn’t say it to Michelle, Anna suspected she’d end up doing a lot more talking to the dog.

‘Well, if they don’t come back,’ said Anna, ‘I’m definitely FedExing Pongo over to Sarah’s, pet passport or not.’

He turned to her, his handsome face all hangdog. ‘Do you think I’m a terrible father?’ he asked, semi-rhetorically.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I think you’re a very good one. That’s one of the reasons I married you.’

He slung an arm around her shoulders and hugged her to him, and Anna felt her own Christmas holiday start.

She retuned the car radio from Radio 1 to Radio 4 and, as they drove away from the airport without the sound of squabbling reverberating from the back seat, a weight lifted from her shoulders.

A whole week of just her and Phil, and no worrying about lists or bags, or putting her foot in it. And why wait for January to start the whole baby project? she thought, tingling with excitement. Why not get a few days’ extra practice in? September babies were always furthest ahead in class.

‘Phil,’ she said seductively, at the same time as he said, ‘Um . . .’

‘You go first,’ said Anna.

‘I didn’t want to discuss it in front of the girls, but I’ve been thinking about Mum,’ he said.

Oh God, thought Anna. No.

‘What about her?’ she asked, as evenly as she could.

‘I think she should stay in the home a bit longer. I’m not sure she’s really well enough to go back to her house.’

Anna looked across the car at him, trying to read his face. He sounded matter-of-fact, but this was a big thing. It had taken the combined efforts of Phil, Evelyn’s GP, a consultant and Becca, the favourite grandchild, to persuade Evelyn to move into Butterfields Residential Home while she recovered from a knee replacement. Anna knew the staff there from her reading programme, and, after she’d had a quiet word, they’d made a special fuss of Evelyn when she’d gone to ‘view’ the place – the reason she’d finally agreed to go. Evelyn responded well to a fuss.

‘But the consultant says she’s made a good recovery,’ Anna pointed out. ‘I can’t see her wanting to stay longer than she has to with the “bunch of dribbling cabbages”, as she calls most of them. I mean, whether she can manage the house on her own’s a different thing, but we can get Magda to come in more often.’

‘It’s not that. I just . . .’ Phil hesitated, as if he wasn’t sure he should be saying what was on his mind.

‘What?’ said Anna.

‘Yesterday she called me Ron. She looked straight at me, and said, “Ron, why are you wearing those awful slip-on shoes? You know I can’t stand them.”’

Ron was Phil’s dad, a successful surveyor who’d died when Phil was a baby. Phil had no memories of him at all, but from what Anna had gathered or worked out for herself, Ron had married fairly late in life to Evelyn, his much younger secretary, a blonde bombshell with a golf handicap to match his. Golf aside, the strained photos in Evelyn’s stuffy house suggested that the marriage hadn’t been an entirely happy one. Phil had been born when Evelyn was forty, ‘a complete shock’, as she still put it, and Ron had died suddenly of a heart attack two years later.

‘So she got your name wrong,’ said Anna, trying to sound reassuring. ‘She probably spent her whole married life starting every sentence with the words, “Ron, why on earth dot dot dot”. Had she just woken up?’

‘No, she was definitely awake. It was more the way she looked at me – spoiling for a fight.’ Phil took a deep breath. ‘It made me really uncomfortable. Like she was seeing him there, not me.’

‘Well, old people get confused,’ said Anna. ‘Half of them up at Butterfields call me their daughter’s name when I go in. They can remember the plots of romances they read half a century ago, but they can’t remember what I’m called.’

‘I didn’t even know my dad wore slip-on shoes,’ he added, with a very slight crack in his voice.

Anna could barely imagine how hard it must have been growing up without a father. She loved her dad, he was her source of warmth and love and companionable silences. She hated the way Evelyn refused to talk about Phil’s dad, but occasionally threw out barbs like, ‘You don’t get your pigheadedness from me.’

‘She’s pretty hearty for nearly eighty,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it was just a temporary lapse of concentration.’

‘That’s what I’m worried about. I don’t want her hale and hearty but losing her marbles. Setting the house on fire, or leaving doors open for burglars to walk in.’ He gripped the steering wheel. ‘Becca found the remote control in the fridge. We made a joke about it, but Mum must have put it there. That’s a sign, isn’t it? Of dementia? Putting things in the wrong place.’

Anna shook her head automatically. It was impossible to reconcile Evelyn, hair set in a candyfloss helmet, imperious and red-clawed, still capable of delivering a cutting remark just for the fun of it, with the dementia sufferers she read to, groping for some purchase on their surroundings like babies struggling to walk.

And, a smaller voice in her head added, was Evelyn going to be her responsibility too? As well as Phil’s children?

‘It might not be.’ She reached out and caressed the back of his neck, where his hair, cut short for work, was growing out for the holidays. ‘I’m going up there this week to do a Reading Aloud session – I’ll have a word with Joyce. She sees this sort of thing all the time.’

‘Would you?’ He glanced over. His eyes were troubled, and she wanted to comfort the concern away.

‘Course.’

‘Thanks.’ Phil managed a smile. ‘Now, it’s just you and me for the next week. Just like old times, eh? Where do you want to go for lunch?’

‘Home,’ said Anna. ‘Back to bed. I’ll make you a sandwich later if you’ve worked up an appetite.’

‘No, seriously. Simon from work says the Bridge Inn’s been done up – he had a great steak there before Christmas. Fancy that?’
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