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To all those brave holidaymakers who dare to share




Prologue

Penvarick House: Wonderfully secluded, with rural and sea views, this imposing detached property is set in its own enclosed gardens and provides comfortable, spacious accommodation. Sleeps 10-12

 



Living room and playroom. Large, well-equipped kitchen with dining area. First floor: two double bedrooms, one with four-poster bed; twin-bedded room; bathroom/WC. Second floor: second twin-bedded room and bunk-bedded room with extra single bed. Shower room/WC.

 



* Shops 1 mile * TV * DVD *Wm/tumble dryer * M/wave * D/washer* Fridge/freezer* Garden with furniture and children’s play area with Wendy house

Padstow is only 4 miles away with its picturesque cobbled streets leading to the old fishing harbour. Many shops and restaurants to be explored, boat trips to Rock or fishing trips. Close to surfing beaches. July/August: Price bracket YY

 




From: Imogen Fogg  
To: Sophie Tate  
Sent: 03 January 20.56  
Subject: Sand between your toes!

 



Sophie, darling. Happy New Year! After exhaustive searches I think I’ve finally found it! It really took some trawling - lots  were already booked up, and there’s plenty of swirly carpets and Sindy-doll dressing tables amongst those left - but I think this one will suit us all fine. I’ve pasted in the details about it. Sounds lovely, don’t you think? I’ve been a bit naughty actually, but as it fitted the dates we want and all our criteria - yours and mine - and Caroline’s, still leaving her plenty of time for Italy later on (all right for some!), I’ve gone ahead and booked it. The money’s a tad more than we agreed but, fingers crossed, you’ll like it. Now all we need is good weather and I can almost smell the fresh sea air from here in deepest Barnes.

Speak soon. Lots of love.

Imo xx

 




From: Imogen Fogg  
To: Sophie Tate, Jo Newman  
Sent: 10 July 21.24  
Subject: Re: Sand between your toes!

 



Hi, Soph and Jo, though I haven’t met you yet!

First of all, thanks, Jo, for stepping in at the last minute - that was a huge relief! Just a quick note before we all head west, to say that I’ll bring the basics: flour, olive oil, salt and pepper (these places never have the proper stuff) - safer if just one of us does it - and as we’ll probably be the first there, I’ll do something for supper on the first night. We can sort out who does what after that, can’t we? Perhaps, Soph, you could do fruit, and Jo, as I’m not sure what you like, could you bring anything that’s particular to you? Don’t forget linen and towels, and of course lots of booze! I’ll bring a selection of cereal too - my lot are a bit fussy. Sorry we’ve had to delay the start date for everyone until Sunday. Family weddings hey! Everyone here is very excited about it and it’s going to be lots of fun.

Map attached. See you there!

Imogen xx




Chapter 1

Sunday

Sunny to start, with cloud building later, especially in the South West

 



 



‘In, in, in, all of you. Rory! Where are you? Get in the car now!’

Imogen slipped her hand down the inside of the green overnight bag in the boot, careful not to mess up the folded clothes, and winced as she caught her nail on a rivet in the leather.

‘Archie, are you sure you need your rabbit now, darling?’ She sucked the blood from her finger, and stuck in her other hand, feeling her way around washbags and soft cotton pyjamas.

‘But I’ll need him on the journey. He’ll be lonely without me.’ Archie twisted round in his seat to look over into the boot of the car. Imogen could see his eyes were beginning to fill up with tears.

‘Still here?’ Guy came up behind her.

‘I can’t find the sodding rabbit,’ she muttered through clenched teeth, then at last her fingers fell on a pair of soft cotton ears and she heard the tell-tale tinkle of the bell lodged in the animal’s stomach. ‘Thank God for that,’ she sighed, and whipped it out from the bottom of the bag like an obstetrician delivering a Caesarean section.

Thrusting the threadbare toy into Archie’s grateful hands, she turned to her husband. ‘Now please don’t forget about posting that card to Grandma Min, and Sandra’s cleaning this Tuesday but not next, so leave her money out, won’t you?’

‘Can you just run that past me for the seventy-fourth time?’ Guy smiled, planted a kiss on his wife’s proffered lips, then patted her bottom and urged her towards the car. ‘Come on, get going or you’ll miss the best of the day. See you Friday.’

‘And water the tomatoes,’ she hollered as she waved goodbye and pulled out onto the road, and he rolled his eyes in mock despair.

Perhaps not being able to start the holiday until today because of Cousin Janey’s wedding was a blessing, she thought to herself as she swept north over Hammersmith Bridge. With traffic this blissfully light, she’d soon make up the five or so minutes lost locating the rabbit. She did a quick mental mine-sweep: what had they forgotten? She hoped to goodness Rory had put in the sun cream. He’d promised but that was no guarantee. Swimming towels: check. Waterproofs: check. She’d stuffed in a last-minute general-knowledge game in case the journey got tedious, and there was always the new story tape she’d secreted in the glove box - very much a last resort though. Philip Pullman was way beyond Archie.

Though it was still quite early, she could feel the heat of the July sun through the car window on her shoulders as she waited at the traffic lights. Deftly unstrapping her seat belt, she whipped off her sweatshirt and passed it over the seat to her daughter behind.

‘Stick that over the back, can you, sweetheart?’

‘Muuuurm, you’ve made me lose my place.’

‘Oh Ollie, don’t read, darling. It always makes you feel horribly sick and we’re not even on the motorway.’

‘How long’s it going to take?’ grunted Rory from the passenger seat, his nose deeply into his Gameboy.

Imogen’s heart sank. ‘Well,’ she hedged, manoeuvring round a bus, ‘we’re doing awfully well already, and we’ll stop for lunch when we get to the end of the motorway, and then we’ll be practically there.’

‘Can I open my goodie bag now then?’ Archie pleaded from the back.

‘Hold out a little longer, darling … at least till we cross the M25,’ she added under her breath. She’d be stuffed if her carefully prepared novelty was blown by Chiswick Roundabout.

By the time they’d made good headway on the M4, and the signs for Swindon hove into view, Imogen felt elated. Things were going her way. Perhaps the quiz hadn’t been quite as popular as she’d hoped, and sadly the Pullman tape had had to be abandoned when Archie wouldn’t keep quiet, but now Rory was nose down once again in his game, Ollie was quiet and Archie was pointing at interesting drivers they overtook. All three had exhausted the contents of their bags, and the carrier bag she’d remembered to include was now bulging with empty apple juice cartons and boxes of raisins.

‘I feel sick,’ Olivia moaned from behind her mother.

‘Mum told you not to read,’ Rory sneered from the front seat.

‘Oh shut up, you,’ Olivia snapped back. ‘I’m not reading, I’m drawing. You’re just—’

‘Now, now, you two. Rory, pass her that bottle of water, and Ollie, look out of the window.’

There was a short-lived truce but by the time they reached the roundabout at the bottom of the M5 and turned into a service station, she had threatened to confiscate Rory’s Gameboy for the duration of the holiday and, quite against her principles, had slapped Archie’s legs smartly when he wouldn’t stop digging his feet into the back of Rory’s seat.

‘Can we have a burger? They’re bound to have a burger place.’ Rory leant forward excitedly.

‘Exactly! Which is why we’re having a picnic.’ Imogen smiled, and pulled into a space in the heaving car park as near as she could to an area of what might loosely be described as grass. Archie was unstrapped and out of the car in seconds, careering off before Imogen could alert him to the fact that it was, without  doubt, a toilet for every holidaymaker’s travel-weary dog.

‘Arch - watch out for DP!’ Then she opened the boot to locate the cool box and mouthed a prayer that he wouldn’t fall over in anything.

Ignoring Rory’s whine about junk-food deprivation, she waved tuna fish on a brown bap under his nose, inveigled Archie and Olivia into eating hummus-filled pitta bread and some grapes, and took one last look at the map. She’d read it a hundred times already - well, she wanted to have a clear picture in her mind - but the realisation that they still had a long way to go was beginning to bother her. She could feel herself growing twitchy and wanted to be off.

Refuelled, bladders relieved, permission to play in the gaming arcade refused, they were back on the road in under half an hour.

‘How much longer?’ Olivia’s whinge from the back made Imogen’s fingers tighten on the steering wheel.

‘Oh not long, darling.’ She pulled out a CD from the supply she’d stacked neatly into the door pocket. ‘You watch, the sky will start to change colour as we get nearer the sea. It’s a very particular light. I wonder what the sky’s going to be like when we get to Hong Kong.’

‘I bet it’ll be horrid,’ Archie moaned from the back seat.

‘Oh no, I’m sure it will be lovely. Lots of sunshine.’ Imogen tried to imagine herself sipping Pimm’s by a pool in February, but gave up. She slipped the CD into the machine.

‘Naaa, Mum. Not that crappy girl band pleeease!’

‘Ollie likes them, and I’ve asked you before, please do not use that word.’

Rory folded his arms heavily. ‘Well, they are.’

Imogen gritted her teeth as she looked ahead up the road. Rory hadn’t taken the news of the move to Hong Kong well. In fact, ever since his father had mooted the possibility that the bank might want him out in the office there, he’d been sullen and resentful. And who could blame him? He’d be losing friends  and everything familiar. Even with his mother’s rather overzealous sales pitch, every time the subject was mentioned he changed it fast. Olivia was no better, though she had showed a spark of interest when Imogen had invented some nonsense about Chinese silk pyjamas. But it was grasping at straws. She’d have to find another tack and launch a sustained PR campaign during the next three weeks’ holiday.

Meanwhile, the dual carriageway swept ahead of them, dotted with caravans, cars pulling boats on trailers and estates with roof-rack boxes and boots packed with sleeping bags and kites. Damn, she’d forgotten to pack the kite. She made a mental note to remind Guy to bring it at the weekend. Her mind wandered ahead. Would they have time to get down to the beach this afternoon? It would all depend on what time Sophie and her girls arrived at the house. But good old Sophs, she was pathologically late for everything. Imogen planned to be there to greet them once she’d made the house cosy, and she had a vision of a scrubbed pine table laid with a pot of tea, warm scones and some local bread and jam. In the internet picture the sitting room appeared quite hopeful too. She’d be able to hide those dried flowers in a cupboard somewhere, and the armchairs had to be nicer than they looked.

‘Mum.’ Her thoughts were brought smartly back to the here and now. ‘Where’s the sun gone?’

The sky had indeed changed colour, as the bank of cloud that had sat firmly on the horizon for the journey so far suddenly seemed to be dominating most of the sky. But Imogen didn’t notice. All she could focus on now was the bank of cars up ahead, a motionless two-laned river of red brake lights as far as the eye could see.

Three-quarters of an hour later, her leg aching from applying the clutch, they had moved barely a mile. Her brain ached more from using up every vestige of inspiration she had to keep the children occupied - how many options are there for I-Spy when  your horizon remains unchanged? - and they had eaten most of the packet of chocolate digestives she’d had tucked in her bag for emergencies.

‘Now I really feel sick,’ Ollie moaned. Imogen pressed the button to open her back window.

‘Do you, darling? How many biscuits did you eat?’

‘Gooey sticky sickly chocolate,’ teased Rory, evilly, leering at his sister. ‘Vats of whipped cream, Mars Bars dipped in batter …’

‘I’m gonna be sick.’

Imogen jammed on the handbrake, and whipped round just in time to catch a handful of warm vomit.

‘Rory, baby wipes. By your feet. Now!’ Deftly undoing her seat belt with her spare hand, she turned further in her seat, just in time to catch a second helping. Archie started to retch.

‘Archie, look out of the window quick! No, Rory, I need a wodge of them, one’s no flaming use!’ Snatching a handful of wipes, she made as good a job as she could of containing the worst of it - amazed once more at how one can cope with whatever emanates from one’s own children - then, grabbing the litter bag, placed it on her daughter’s knee. A smell of apple cores wafting out made her feel nauseous too, but it was the best she could do. ‘Now if you think you’re going to be sick again, do it in there.’

The man in the car behind put his hand on his horn. She muttered fiercely, frantically wiping regurgitated grapes and pitta bread from the front of Olivia’s T-shirt.

‘Mummy, what is a tosser?’

By the time she turned around again in her seat, damage limitation exercised as best she could, there were cars pouring from the left-hand lane into the growing space between her and the car in front, but at least things seemed to be moving.

‘Here we go,’ she said with a smile, forcing jollity. ‘We’re getting moving now.’

‘It stinks in here. I’m opening the window.’ Imogen ignored  her elder son, and put her foot down, as if driving up the backside of the car in front would somehow push along the built-up traffic. Quarter of a mile further on, and the reason for the holdup became apparent. Two drivers were exchanging addresses on the hard shoulder, their bumpers shunted and bent.

‘Mum, what’s happened? Is anyone dead?’

Really tense now, her mood seemed to dip and rise with every undulation in the road as she willed the cars to keep moving. But the increase in the traffic speed only brought ever closer the dark clouds up ahead and, sure enough, by the time they had got to the turning just after Launceston, she had to put on the windscreen wipers to whisk away the first fat smatterings of rain.

By Davidstow, it was coming down in what her mother would have referred to as ‘stair rods’. The only consolation was that Archie and Olivia had fallen asleep, and Rory had given up any pretence of conversation and had headphones glued to his ears, his head nodding to some unheard rhythm on his portable CD player. Free now to think her own thoughts, all she could summon was ‘shit’. She could have wept. This was not looking good. This was not how it was meant to be.

A brief phone call to Sophie on her mobile revealed that her friend was a couple of hours behind them and, as if the weather was somehow at her behest, Imogen reassured herself that in two hours anything could happen. The clouds may even have dispersed and an honest July afternoon could yet burst through. Over the thick rounded hedgerows, dotted intermittently with trees bent into tortured shapes by the Atlantic wind, she could just make out the dramatic fall-away of the coastline in the distance, like giant shoulders in a green greatcoat, and was granted instant absolution after the awfulness of the journey. Lord, she’d miss this. Hong Kong Harbour would have to be something else because this view took some beating.

‘Rory.’ She nudged him out of his rap-induced coma. ‘Read the instructions I’ve written here.’ From her bag, she handed  him the piece of paper on which she’d noted the route. ‘Where does it say we turn? Is it by the pub?’

‘If you know, Mum, why did you ask?’

The pretty girl at the letting agency office was brisk and efficient with the formalities, and Imogen had time to give Olivia a fresh T-shirt and dash next door into the Late Nite Minimart (she bridled at the irritating spelling) for fresh essentials before following the escort to the house. She knew any hopes of Cornish scones and homemade jams were dashed, however, as soon as she pushed open the minimart door. All it could come up with, unless one wanted cigarettes and Lottery scratch cards, was skimmed milk and a loaf of thin sliced white.

Suppressing her mild disappointment, she stowed the carrier bag in the boot and latched onto the tail lights of the agency girl’s car as she led them through winding and increasingly narrow lanes.

‘Nearly there, everyone.’ Imogen could feel herself leaning forward in her seat, willing it to be round the next corner as Archie began to wriggle frantically. ‘And look, the rain is stopping. I’m sure it is.’

‘Can you see the sea yet, Mama? You said it was near the sea.’

‘Well, sweetie, the hedges are high but it can’t be far away.’

‘I can’t wait,’ enthused Olivia, ‘I’m going to build the biggest sandcastle ever.’

‘Mine’ll be better,’ challenged Rory.

‘Here we are, everyone.’ Imogen could feel her voice rising with her anticipation. ‘We’ve done it.’ Turning into the narrow driveway, she pulled up outside the front door and pulled on the handbrake with a flourish.

There was silence as the four of them peered through the rain-spattered car windows at the purply grey granite of Penvarick House. Big sash windows, in UPVC, shone out like startled eyes, reflecting the racing clouds and the grey of the  sky. Garish red geraniums in a large tub by the door danced frantically and slapped each other in the fierce wind.

‘Is this it? Is this our new holiday house? It’s horrid.’

‘Now, Archie, I’m sure it will be lovely. Let’s jump out and explore.’ Undoing her seat belt, she grasped the troublesome rabbit abandoned on Archie’s seat and stuffed it into her handbag for safe keeping, then slipped out of her seat to skim her eyes over the view. Across the road in front of the house there was a field that sloped away from them and she could see the roofs of bungalows below. All faced away from them towards what she supposed must be the sea, though there was no evidence of it apart from the vicious wind. She grabbed her handbag and offered up a quick prayer to the god of Holiday Lets that inside it would be all she’d hoped for.

The girl from the agency turned the key in the lock then threw her small frame against the door. ‘I remember this one from last time,’ she said as she tried again. ‘It sticks when it’s wet. Ah, here we go.’

The children rushed in ahead of her as she opened the door and bent to pick up a free newspaper from the mat. ‘It’s been empty this last week, what with the school holidays not yet started. Yours have broken up early.’

‘Private school,’ said Imogen distractedly, clutching her bag, following her in and standing in the hallway. She gazed around her, trying to ignore the faint musty smell of damp. The children’s feet were thundering about in the upstairs rooms and, ignoring the chatter of the girl, she wandered through the open door to her left.

She should have been prepared. She’d seen the pictures on the internet after all and had looked at them again only last night, but somehow her brain must have edited out the worst bits. Realisation dawned. When the copy had said ‘comfortable’, it didn’t, as she had hoped, mean ‘tasteful’. Her eyes took in the rose velour suite, thin pink floral curtains, small floral prints and  antiqued plates hung too high up on the wall. The fireplace was ablaze with a vase of dried grasses.

Imogen mentally rolled up her sleeves. Time to lick things into shape.

 



Jo stifled a yawn, had a look through the very long case notes on the screen in front of her, and gave her last patient, a large schizophrenic, the usual pep-talk about taking his meds. Urging him to make an appointment with his own GP, she sent him on his way, still muttering. At least it made a change from junkies and demands for the morning-after pill - that last couple had still been doing up their flies when they’d come in. This red-eye shift from midnight to six was deservedly the best paid - and boy, had she earned her money tonight. She completed her notes, then stood up and packed her case. As she stretched, she could hear her stomach rumbling. There was nothing for it - there would have to be a stop-off at the cab shelter on the way home for one of those fab bacon sarnies and a mug of tea the colour of boat varnish, before home and a couple of hours’ kip.

After handing over to the next doctor on duty, she shouldered her way through the heavy glass doors and into the chilly brilliance of the East London Sunday morning. By tonight she’d be miles away, with Finn, wallowing in the cosy and undemanding shallows of a shared seaside holiday - something she hadn’t indulged in since she was a child. She smiled wryly as she dumped her stuff on the passenger seat of the car and kicked out the take-out coffee cups from under the pedals. She hoped this one would be an improvement.

Cornwall - hmm. She’d been hoping for Cuba or Costa Rica - something with a bit of cred, like last year when they’d gone to Thailand. But Finn had been miserable a lot of the time, tired and listless in the heat from the moment they’d got there. Maybe this holiday she’d get a chance to rest. Driving home through the awakening streets, she thought longingly of sleep. Being a junior  doctor had been bad enough, but the narcotic effect of these on-call shifts was pure hell. Maybe it was age, she thought grimly, taking a quick look in the rear-view mirror at the fine lines around her eyes, but she needed her rest like never before.

Half an hour later, she let herself into the shared hallway, with its perpetual smell of cooked mince, and dragged herself upstairs to the flat. She’d left the heating on all night with laundry draped everywhere in the hope that it would be dry enough to pack and, as a result, the place felt like the rain forest. The stripped floors, pale walls and potted palms contributed to the tropical impression and, had it not been for the strong smell of Ariel, she wouldn’t have been too surprised to have come across a gecko rolling his eyes at her. She turned off the boiler, threw open the long windows overlooking the street, and welcomed in the fresh air. Maybe that would help. Must get that sodding dryer fixed.

Pulling down a backpack and a couple of weekend grips from the top of her wardrobe, she dumped them onto the bed, spluttering as the dust flew up. Damn Maria! She’d suspected her cleaner had been slacking for a while. Hoovering round things was her speciality. The Croatian girl’s prepositions were undeniably shaky, but Jo was fairly confident she had mimed ‘on top of’, ‘under’ and ‘behind’ clearly enough when she’d hired her. Suddenly, dispirited at the challenges life presented, she sat down and rubbed her face. She’d just pack her potions and lotions before her nap. That would cheer her up.

She surveyed the immaculately organised shelves in her bedroom, and flexed her fingers in pleasurable anticipation. Within thirty minutes she had made her considered selection, starting with the top shelf (shampoo, conditioners, glossing spray, serum), and working carefully down to the bottom one (foot balm, cuticle conditioner, toe separators, orange sticks, files, base coats, varnish, hardening spray), only packing the bare essentials and, of course, her last jar of Paysage Enchanté Healing Balm.  What a sod that they’d stopped making it! Despite her frugality, she was dismayed to see that in no time she’d already filled one of the grips with a selection of overstuffed make-up bags (free with two or more purchases). She glanced at the clock. Shit! She’d have to pick up Finn in just under two hours. Not even bothering to close the curtains, she placed the packed bag carefully by the door, shoved the others onto the floor, flopped back on top of the covers and was asleep within seconds.

‘Jo, wake up!’ Small bony fingers shook her by the arm. ‘Come on, lazy! We waited and waited for you to come. Thelma has to go to work now. Come on - we’re going on holiday.’

‘Wha … wha …? Oh Finn, stop bouncing. Let me wake up at my own speed.’

Finn obliged, jumped off the bed and bounced around on the floor instead. ‘Shoes off, mate,’ she groaned and rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand. ‘Don’t want the old bag downstairs complaining again. And can you get your stuff sorted? Some of it’s still drying, the rest’s in the ironing pile.’

She heard him snort. The irony! They both knew it was the ironing pile that never got ironed. Thelma’s heavy footsteps sounded in the living room and Jo pulled herself up, ready to apologise. But as usual, Thelma’s broad, black smiling face bore no resentment, only mild concern.

‘Sleeping again! Why’re you working those long nights, man? Them other doctors don’t do that.’

‘Well, they don’t have you to pay, Thelma. You’re worth your not inconsiderable weight in gold, but you’re a luxury item all right.’

Thelma’s face creased with wheezy laughter as Jo handed over a crumpled handful of notes. ‘You have a lovely holiday, now. Where is it you’re goin’?’

‘Cornwall. North coast, somewhere near Padstow. You remember Sophie - blond and fluffy, two little girls? - well, she’s booked a house for us all.’ She yawned and pulled a face in response to  Thelma’s pitying glance at Finn. ‘Yeah, I know. But there’s another woman too. I’ve never met her, but she’s got a boy a bit older than Finn and a couple of others. That’s the main incentive, really. I wouldn’t have taken him out of school early otherwise, but it’s the ideal opportunity to keep the Finnster occupied and out of my hair so I can get on with some serious vegging.’

Thelma pursed her lips and sucked on her dazzling false teeth. ‘A women’s commune? God help you, darlin’. Worse than having men around.’

‘Oh go on, you old misery. It’ll be fine.’

Finn reappeared with two cups of tea on a tray, his tongue sticking out in concentration. ‘Thanks, Finn - you’re a honey.’ The women sipped the steaming brew in silence for a while as Thelma surveyed the chaos in the living room. ‘You planning to get there this week?’

Jo look around in resignation, and shrugged. ‘Got to get it dry first, then we’ll have to stop at the supermarket for provisions. We’ve received our instructions.’

From along the corridor came sounds of scuffling and muttering. ‘… bloody batteries! Know I’ve got some here somewhere. Where the hell are they?’ Finn appeared, scowling, now changed into shorts and a loose T-shirt. ‘I can’t find batteries for my Gameboy, and my sandals are too small.’

Jo heaved a heavy sigh. Thelma shook her head. ‘Well, looks like you got everything under control here, so I’ll go to work. I’d rather be coming on holiday with you though and my precious boy. I never went to Cornwall.’

Jo shrugged. ‘I imagine it will be lovely. Just think, Finn, the house is right on the beach apparently. Won’t that be terrific? You can go straight out there in the morning.’

‘Yeah, whatever. But what about the batteries? You know I’ll only drive you crazy in the car if I don’t have any. We bought some the other day, didn’t we? I bet you’ve gone and put them in your radio.’

Thelma blew a kiss and let herself out. Jo turned back to Finn, whose green eyes were sparkling mischievously.

‘OK you win, crafty thing. You can take them back then. Your need is greater than mine. I suppose they have things like batteries in Cornwall or perhaps it’s all wind-powered.’

Finn skipped along the corridor to his bedroom and the muffled grunting and cursing continued to the accompaniment of some early Hendrix on his CD player. Damn it, the kid had taste. Jo set about shaking and folding the driest clothes, and moving the wetter ones closer to the windows.

By midday, she was starting to wonder if it was possible to dry clothes in the microwave. ‘How about we go out and get some lunch?’ she suggested. ‘There’s sod all in the fridge.’

But Finn was anxious to be off. ‘Can’t we eat on the way? Oh, come on, Jo,’ he complained. ‘Let’s get going. I don’t want us to be last as usual. I thought you were going to get the drier fixed.’

Jo bristled. ‘And just when have I had time? I’ve got two full-time jobs, if you haven’t noticed. Looking after you and tending the sick, most of whom are bloody lead swingers anyway.’ There was a short silence. ‘I’m sorry, mate,’ she said at last without looking at him. Finn came over and slipped in behind her on the sofa then started to rub her neck. ‘I’m sorry too, Mummy. D’you want another nap before we go? It’s a long drive.’

She tilted her head back against his curly dark hair, and sighed. ‘Oh Finn, don’t tempt me, babe. I’m just so bloody knackered. I’ll be fine. Tell you what, I’ll have a large latte with two extra shots. That’ll keep me awake, even if I have to stop to wee at every service station between here and Land’s End.’

After a lunch of Brie and cranberry on brown for Jo, with the vital quadruple-shot latte, and toasted panino with a deluxe hot chocolate (mounded with marshmallows, whipped cream, and chocolate curls) for Finn, they returned to the flat in high spirits, giggling and shoving each other along the pavement, to find their jeans just about dry enough to wear.

‘Hooray!’ called Jo, as she struggled with the zip. ‘This is a good omen. I’ve got a great feeling about this holiday. Let’s get the stuff in the car. Did you pack your toothbrush and everything? ’

Finn bounded into the room, baseball mitt in hand. ‘Yup. Are you taking your Gap jacket?’

‘Nah, too thick. I think I’ll take that one I got for the Dominican Republic.’

‘I’m taking mine.’ Finn jumped up and down until he had unhooked the jacket, then stuffed it into the bag he’d brought from his bedroom. ‘Are you nearly ready?’ he asked, looking pointedly at the chunky watch on his thin wrist.

‘Yeah, almost done here. I’ll just wash my hair quickly and put on some slap.’

Finn sighed in resignation, leant against the wall then slid down it to sit on the floor and fished a comic out of his bag. He was halfway though the second one by the time Jo emerged, feeling human again. ‘Come on, let’s hit the road. It’s the start of our big adventure. Have you got the map?’

Finn hunted through the pile of luggage on the floor and emerged triumphant. ‘Here it is! Have you got directions? Unplugged everything? Got the keys? Your phone? Recharger?’

‘Yes, yes.’ Jo ushered him out of the door. ‘Stop fussing, Dad! Everything’s under control.’

Finn said nothing, but rolled his eyes as they shut the door behind them.

The traffic was solid long before they even reached Exeter. As Jo had predicted, thanks to the latte she’d had to stop several times, but it was a chance for Finn to have a run round. As usual, he was irresistibly attracted to the games machines. ‘Not only are they a waste of money,’ Jo called embarrassingly loudly as he wandered inside, ‘they rot your brain, you know,’ and she went to track down another coffee.

Twenty minutes later, she dragged her reluctant son away  from House of the Dead, and they went into the shop to stock up on sweets, drinks and the Sunday papers. The journey dragged on.

‘Finn, if you ask me one more time I’m going to set fire to your hair! We are not nearly there. We are not even nearly nearly there. You’ve got the map. When we reach Bodmin, then you can ask me again. That Gameboy was meant to keep you quiet in the car. Don’t tell me you got me to buy it under false pretences. ’

Silence. Finn turned and looked out of the window for a while.

Suddenly she felt a thrill of expectation. ‘Oooh, Bodmin Moorrr,’ she exclaimed in a cod Cornish accent. ‘Doesn’t that fill you with fear an’ tremblin’, me ’andsome? This area’s dead famous for smugglers and mysterious goings on. Bottomless tin mines and contraband brandy. And that dishy bloke Ross Poldark. Oh look, Finn - Jamaica Rrrinn! God, I loved that book - and Rebecca. You must read those, Finn. I bet I can get a copy somewhere near where we’re staying.’

‘Hey, Mum, look at those clouds.’ He craned his neck to look up at the sky above. ‘That one looks like a stegosaurus chasing a chicken. You reckon it’s going to rain?’

Jo glanced over at the stegosaurus, which seemed to have invited some friends over. She shook her head and pulled a face. ‘Dunno. What do you think?’

Finn turned to survey his mother’s profile. She pressed her lips together and frowned slightly in concentration. He reached over and rubbed her arm gently. ‘I think you should have brought your Gap jacket.’




Chapter 2

Monday

Starting bright, but wind picking up in the afternoon

 



 



Picking up her cup of coffee from the worktop, Imogen unlocked the back door. The early-morning sun had livened up the rather weed-covered and uneven terrace at the back of the house, and she stepped outside. The plastic garden chairs could have done with a wipe down, especially after last night’s rain, but she dried a space for her bottom with the sleeve of her fleece before perching gingerly on the edge.

The garden - huge compared to their postage stamp in Barnes - ran uphill to a thick hedge and a field beyond. It would be fun for the children to explore, with its gnarly apple trees and big bushes to hide in. It had no borders to speak of, though, just a few clumps of shrubs here and there. She could feel her suppressed Gertrude Jekyllism beginning to unfurl. How she wished she could set about it with a spade and a lorry-load of plants.

Less promising was the Wendy house. It was certainly not the timber Hansel and Gretel construction you find in the back of upmarket magazines, which Imogen had imagined from the property’s details. Rather, it was a garish plastic version, green with lichen from a winter left outside. She’d have to get the cleaning fluid onto that before she could let the children loose in it.

Later though. For the moment she’d enjoy the sunshine, and she took a slug of piping-hot coffee. Strange, wasn’t it, how the water tasted so different from place to place? Perhaps she should  have packed the water filter after all. Then, closing her eyes, she let the sun warm her face. Oh bliss.

Well, nearly bliss. She opened them again. The silence had woken her too early. For a moment she hadn’t been able to work out where she was, or why she couldn’t sense Guy’s body beside her, with his familiar deep breaths. Of course the moment she’d opened half an eye to take in the drapes on the four-poster bed and the light pouring in through a chink in the thin, unfamiliar curtains, she’d known where she was and had lain for a moment taking in the room. Her clock had said six thirty-two, and it had felt good to simply steal the moment in the knowledge that with luck it would be a little while before she was joined, inevitably, by Archie.

What a relief it had been to be wrapped in her own sheets - naturally she had had to leave the duvet for Guy, though she would dearly love to have brought that with her too. There was something so unpleasant about sleeping in someone else’s bedding - it’s what made hotels so distasteful - and the challenge of squashing four pillows into the car had been worth the effort. A stranger’s pillows? Too disgusting to contemplate.

The bedroom was pleasingly big - the same size as the sitting room below it - and she felt it was only fair that, with its four-poster and view of the sea in the distance, it should be allocated to her and Guy. She had organised the holiday after all, and it was sweet of Sophie to be so insistent last night that she lay claim to it. What sort of people had woken in this room before? she’d wondered, stretching her feet to the cold patch at the bottom of the bed. Had they also been slightly disappointed by the cheap furniture and attempts at good taste? It had been very satisfying to whip around the house last night gathering up the ghastly ornaments and vases of dried flowers to secrete them in the cupboard downstairs for the duration of the holiday. For the next three weeks she could make the house her domain. Well hers, Sophie’s and this other woman’s of course.

As she sat outside here now, half an hour later, with still not a peep from Archie - oh the wonderful, soporific effects of sea air - she reflected once more what a shame it was that Caroline hadn’t been able to come. But it was rather typical of her to drop out at the last minute. What was Guy’s description of her? A ‘flake’.

But hell - Cornwall was OK and lots of people Imogen had met came here for the summer. She suspected, though, that they knew which houses to rent and had their names down for them year after year; a bit like they had for their sons’ and daughters’ public schools. Those same sons and daughters who spent the summer hanging out at that famous pub in Rock hoping to rub shoulders with some minor royal. Those sort of people would have snaffled the houses close to the sea ages ago. How on earth she was going to persuade Archie to walk half a mile to the beach from here she didn’t know.

As if on cue she heard his feet pattering across the kitchen. ‘Mama?’

‘Out here, darling,’ and she went to the back door, heaved him up in her arms and sat down with him again on her knee. His face was slightly swollen with sleep and he snuggled his rabbit with one hand, the thumb of his other stuffed in his mouth. His blond hair was spiky and dishevelled and, as she held him to her and wrapped her fleece around him, she drank in his smell and the wafts of his sweet morning breath.

‘How did you sleep in your lovely new bed?’

‘ ’K’, he mumbled and pushed himself harder against her body. ‘Your bed was empty.’

‘I know, darling. I was so excited about being by the seaside I decided to get up. The day is too lovely to waste a second of it. How’s about you and I go and find some breakfast and bring it back as a surprise for the others?’

‘’K.’

Ten minutes later, and with the knowledge that there was still  an hour to go on the breadmaker (it had made so much sense to bring it with her), they crept out of the back door again. Imogen hadn’t wanted to risk the sticky front door, for fear it would waken the others and foil her ‘hunter-gatherer’ plan to have a fabulous breakfast awaiting them when they got up. She’d left a note so they’d know where she’d gone.

Keen not to fire the car engine, she executed the bump start one of her brothers had taught her when they were teenagers, and pulled out of the gate. Archie began to wake up properly and looked around with interest at the hedgerows and fields around him.

‘We’re going to the beach later, aren’t we, Mama?’

‘I expect so.’ Imogen was distracted as she worked out where to turn left.

‘Will that friend of Sophie’s want to come? Have they arrived yet?’

‘Yes, darling, they came very late last night. You were fast asleep.’

‘His name sounds like win, doesn’t it?’

‘Nearly. It’s Finn, darling. F-I-N-N.’

‘Like a fish?’

Imogen smiled. How good children are at bursting balloons of pretension. When Sophie had first told her about the friend she’d found to fill the gap left by Caroline’s family, she’d been a little surprised by the name. ‘Finn’ sounded a wee bit contrived and ‘right on’ - the sort of name you’d expect in one of those highland dramas on the BBC. Obviously she hadn’t had a chance to meet Jo properly. All Imogen knew was that she was a single mother and a GP. Beyond that, Sophie had only provided the scantiest details. Typical of Soph to leave out some rather critical ones!

Imogen had no yardstick to make any judgements by though. When Jo and Finn had turned up last night, they had tumbled into the house, dumping holdalls bulging clothes onto the hall  floor and, after a quick cup of tea, had disappeared up to their room. They were probably tired and the last, tricky part of the journey had taken place in the dark. It was just a shame they’d filled up on crisps and chocolate bought at the service station and that they hadn’t wanted any of Imogen’s casserole. If she’d known, she wouldn’t have bothered saving some for the latecomers.

On wider roads now, she accelerated slightly. Perhaps the bakery she’d read about in the ‘Fine Foods of Cornwall’ leaflet would have something tantalising for breakfast. She wasn’t that familiar with Jo’s part of East London (occasional forays up to Sophie’s for family Sunday lunch being as far as she’d got), but she suspected that her sort ‘Sunday Brunched’ on something South American that hadn’t quite found its way to SW13.

Archie broke into her thoughts. ‘Will Fish Finn want to play on the beach too?’

‘Oh, I’m absolutely sure he will. Like you he doesn’t get to see the sea much.’ She briefly wondered how much she should explain about Finn to Archie. Much as she loved her son, he had even less tact than most six-year-olds, and she wasn’t quite sure whether the Finn-thing was an issue. ‘Er, Arch darling. I don’t want you to be surprised, but Finn’s not quite the same colour as we are. He’s a bit darker.’

‘What? Like our dinner lady at school?’

‘Well, not quite as dark as that. Just a bit dark.’

‘Is his mum dark and fat like our dinner lady?’

‘No, darling, she’s not. She’s very slim really and has light skin like us, and she’s got wavy brown hair.’ She glanced over at her son, who was clearly thinking this over. ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t really mention it though. He might feel a bit different and not want it pointed out. OK?’

She wasn’t convinced she had his agreement on this, but there was no time to pursue it as they’d pulled up outside the bakery - not quite as quaint and old-fashioned as the leaflet had  suggested. The yellow-striped canopy over the window was grubby and torn in places, and a large window sticker was advertising a fizzy drink. The smell inside though was authentic and divine; the aroma of fresh bread mingled with the buttery smell of warm pastry. Ten minutes later and they emerged with two carrier bags full of shiny Cornish pasties for lunch, floury brown baps in case Jo and Finn were vegetarian (maybe that explained the casserole business), a couple of bottles of Cornish apple juice (was Cornwall famous for its apples? she wondered fleetingly), a selection of almond, apricot and plain croissants, and an irresistibly crusty loaf of bread in case the one she had made wasn’t enough. The lady behind the counter had smiled at Archie and asked him if he was on holiday. Now this was more like it.

The house was a very different place when they walked in the back door again. The kitchen smelt of bread and she could hear the sound of the TV from the front room.

‘What ho, Dr Livingstone. You’re an early bird.’ Sophie was hunched over a mug of tea at the table in her familiar early-morning slump, her blond curls flattened from sleep, a hooded sweatshirt pulled on over tartan pyjamas. ‘You always were better in the mornings than me. Been out foraging? Fabulous idea to bring a proper coffee maker by the way - what a treat. Trouble is I couldn’t make it work. Fancy some tea?’

‘Oh, I’d adore one.’ Imogen dumped the carrier bags on the side and started to unpack them. ‘Well, I thought I’d bring the essentials, and I do hate instant, don’t you? Arch and I have just found a great little bakery and we got a bit carried away. Too much of this and my bum will be even bigger. Archie?’ she called out to the little boy as he headed towards the kitchen door and the source of the TV noise. ‘Can you tell whoever’s in there to come for breakfast?’ Provisions packed away, she started putting bowls, plates and cereal on the table. ‘How did you sleep?’

‘Deeply and comfortably thank you,’ Sophie stretched languidly, without making any move to pour a cup for Imogen,  ‘though I kept dreaming about endless motorways. It’s rather a cosy little bed actually. How was your palatial boudoir?’

‘Passable. All our lot up?’

‘’Fraid so.’ Sophie sighed apologetically. ‘Rory is rather surprised I think that breakfast TV has achieved the outreaches of Cornwall. Finn’s with them too - I think they’re comparing Gameboy games.’

Deciding not to refer to his colour, Imogen settled for, ‘Thank the Lord for the lingua franca of the twenty-first-century child,’ and went through to rally the troops. On seeing her mother, Ollie got up from her game with Sophie’s two girls and put her arms round her.

‘Thought you’d run away,’ she mumbled into Imogen’s stomach.

‘Didn’t you see my note?’

‘Yeah.’ Rory didn’t even look up from his game. ‘I told her where you were. She’s just being stupid.’

‘Am not, you git.’

‘Enough!’ Turning off the telly to a chorus of protests, she gently lifted the Gameboy out of her son’s grasp. ‘Thanks, sweetheart, for involving Finn,’ she whispered so only he could hear, then she urged him up and into breakfast. ‘Olivia, the G-word is banned as you very well know. Come on, everyone. Cereal time. No one can build empires and sandcastles on an empty stomach.’

Scrimmaging and arguing about who would sit next to whom, they finally found their places and lunged for the cereals. All except Finn, who, still standing by the table, bare-chested and in baggy pyjama bottoms, picked up a bowl, filled it to the brim with cornflakes, took up a spoon and turned to leave the room. There was a sudden silence as the other children watched his progress.

‘Er, Finn,’ Imogen said quietly, ‘where are you off to?’

‘Watch TV of course.’

‘No, sweetie. We don’t eat breakfast in front of the TV. House rule.’

He looked up at Imogen as if he’d never seen her before. His gaze was not defiant as she’d expected. Instead his extraordinarily clear green eyes were wide and innocent. ‘I always do.’

Aware that strictly this wasn’t her house to make the rules in, she also knew this was a defining moment. It’s now or never, Imogen dear, she thought to herself, and glanced over at Sophie who merely shrugged and raised her eyebrows.

‘Come and sit here next to Rory and we can all decide what we’re going to do today.’ Finn faltered for a moment as if considering this, tapping his foot lightly on the floor. Then, precariously negotiating bowl and spoon, he came slowly back to the table and placed them down in the space next to the older boy.

Imogen could feel her shoulders drop with relief. ‘Now, who fancies a picnic? Archie, we cut butter from the end of the pat. It’s vulgar to scrape it from the top. I’ve bought some yummy pasties - the big local delicacy - for lunch. Looks a bit like a calzone. We could pack a bag and some balls and go down to the beach - I’m sure you guys would love a game of footie.’ She smiled at Finn, admiring for a moment his soft brown skin next to her son’s fair colouring.

There was a general yelp of agreement. ‘Right, eat up, everyone, then you can get dressed and explore the garden while we pack a picnic.’

Both women squeezed in beside the children and joined in the meal, and everyone chatted about the day, until there was a moment’s silence and Imogen noticed Archie staring quizzically at Finn. Oh-oh, diversionary tactics needed, but too late.

‘Fi-inn, my mum says we’re not to say that you’re darker than us, but you’re not really that dark, are you? You’re just brown, really. Sort of like a sausage.’

‘Blimey, Arch - tell it like it is, why don’t you!’ Sophie threw back her head and roared with laughter.

From the bathroom above their heads Imogen could make out the creak of floorboards. Jo must be up. Great, now they could all decide what they were going to do. Sophie pushed back her chair. ‘Imo, are you under control if I go and grab a shower? I’ll use the shower room. It’ll only be a quickie.’

‘Sure. I’ll have one after you.’ Imogen started to cut into the warm bread she’d taken out of the breadmaker. ‘I can’t guarantee they’ll be any of this left when you come down though - can’t resist it when it’s fresh and warm.’ She tore off a bit of crust and put it in her mouth. ‘It’s my downfall.’

‘I can see that from here, ’ laughed Sophie, squinting appraisingly at Imogen’s backside and shuffled off upstairs in her slippers.

Ten minutes later and Imogen sat and took in the carnage, marvelling at how children could succeed in getting jam on everything. Still, they were fed and having fun. Heaving herself up, she cleared the debris, wiped up the sticky mess and left one place laid out neatly for Jo with bowl, plate and spoon, and surrounded it temptingly with boxes of cereal, butter and jam. There.

Refreshing the coffee maker, she heard footsteps behind her and turned, expecting it to be Jo. ‘Crikey, that must be the swiftest shower in history. Hope you did behind your ears!’ Sophie’s hair was damp, and she looked delicate in pink cotton trousers and pale blue fleece.

‘Too right it was swift. It was bloody freezing. Jo’s having a bath. I think she must have helped herself to all the hot water.’

 



Jo increased her pace to catch up with her friend. ‘What a feast! This picnic wouldn’t be out of place at Glyndebourne.’

Sophie glanced across with a little smile. ‘And what would you know about Glyndebourne?’

‘You’re right. I’m more Glastonbury. Does she always prepare this much food? Cos if she does I’ll be fat as a house in no time.’

Sophie eyed her incredulously. ‘Fat? You? That’ll be the day. I’ve seen you make short work of my bread-and-butter pudding, but I think you must have hid it down your socks! Well, I did warn you. You’d better fasten your seat belt but not too tight, cos Imogen’s the best cook I know. She always knocked out the best fairy cakes in domestic science and she can do things with pasta that are almost illegal. And her pancakes! Mmm … Oh Gracie! Stay absolutely still, darling. Don’t flap at it. It’ll go away if you ignore it …’ And she was off, bumping along the lane in her flowery flip-flops, completely laden down with neatly packed cool bags, to where her daughter was squealing hysterically at a tiny insect.

On her own again, Jo was reminded for the first time in years of the impromptu picnics her mother used to assemble with distaste on the windy beach at Cromer. Bridge rolls and fish paste, followed by Garibaldi biscuits, all eaten with care to avoid smudging her Yardley lipstick, as Jo shivered in her thin dress, white socks and Start-rite sandals. Her mother’s motto had always been, ‘We’ll find something when we get there’, or at least that had been her excuse for doing nothing in advance and buying woefully inadequate provisions at the last minute.

It was typical of her mother’s whole attitude to her domestic role, which she wore like an itchy shirt. Their kitchen was always too clean to cook in, and anyway her nails were too precious to risk. Her skill at producing meals that involved minimum preparation was nothing less than remarkable. Jo remembered cold tongue and tinned potatoes; pickled beetroot and hard-boiled eggs; iceberg lettuce with a couple of tomatoes placed on top. These were the staples. No faffing about with the likes of raspberry vinegar dressing (apparently Olivia’s favourite), and certainly nothing like the homemade sticky ginger cake packed so lovingly earlier by Imogen.

Jo had never dreamt there would be a feast waiting for them when they arrived last night or she wouldn’t have stuffed her face  with junk. By the time they’d found the house, she had been so knackered she could have slept in the car. The welcoming committee had been too much for her, so she’d used Finn as the excuse for going straight upstairs to the gloomy little room they’d been allocated - the penalty, she supposed, for arriving last. She’d consoled herself with Sophie’s emailed assurance that the beach was close enough that they wouldn’t be spending much time in the house anyway, but this little route march showed that to be an exaggeration to say the least.

From her position at the rear of the expedition, Jo had a perfect view of the others, straggling in single file along the righthand side of the lane. Well, single apart from Finn and Rory, glued together over the Gameboys they’d covertly brought with them, in contravention of Imogen’s dictat. They kept peeping round furtively to look at Jo, obviously imagining she didn’t realise what they were doing. She winked, and watched in satisfaction as Rory gaped incredulously at Finn, who returned a conspiratorial grin.

Leading the expedition was Imogen. Sophie had mentioned that her old school friend was famed for her efficiency, and here was the proof. Imogen had assembled this gargantuan picnic with practised and unconscious skill, whilst simultaneously directing her children, as if by some mysterious sixth sense, to gather sandals, balls, sunblock and towels from around the house. Striding on ahead now, with her fair hair sensibly tucked behind her ears, Imogen looked every inch the no-nonsense hockey captain she had probably been at school. Broad in the beam and long-legged, she was big-boned and handsome, exuding an out-doorish wholesomeness, her well-scrubbed face glowing in the fresh air.

Walking behind his mother was little blond Archie, closely followed by Olivia with Amelia and Grace, Sophie’s girls, who were white-blond like their mother and never seemed to walk if they could skip, but would never skip if there was someone there  to hang off. Then there was a bit of a gap to where Sophie was now ambling along, stopping occasionally to look at plants in the hedgerow. Following her equally slowly, were Rory and Finn, both of whom had stripped off their jackets and jumpers. Another reason for Sophie’s slow progress: as well as the second instalment of the picnic, she was carrying those too.

Jo watched Finn and Rory together. They had bonded pretty quickly and Finn was clearly relishing the older boy’s attention. Rory seemed a nice enough kid, tall, fair and well-made like his mother. Perhaps the dad was a mountainous blond thoroughbred too, like his wife, though Olivia’s glossy chestnut hair and more pointed features suggested some rogue genetic strain. The little girl in question had now given up calling back along the row to her brother. Rory was making a point of putting her down in front of his new friend, and Finn had watched the interaction between the siblings with ill-disguised fascination.

Jo herself had been allocated the drinks bag, and a peek inside had revealed a cornucopia of different squashes (organic, natch), and a stack of brightly coloured plastic beakers. She was also carrying the bag with all the towels neatly re-rolled into sausages by Imogen before they left, ‘because it makes them so much easier to pack’.

How much further to this bloody beach? Imogen seem to be fretting too, because she was constantly turning round to jolly on the troops. ‘Probably just around this bend now. You’ll see, it can’t be far.’ Eventually, Jo spotted her jumping up and down and waving. The wind carried her words to the end of the line. ‘It’s here. It’s here. It looks perfect.’

And so it was. A broad crescent of clean sand, a generous allocation of rock pools at the far end, and sheltered by dunes. It was the perfect Famous Five setting. Jo was overwhelmed by a sudden earlier memory of Brittany, and the scratchy grass against her bare legs as she’d clambered the dunes in shorts and plastic sandals while her parents read books sitting side by side on a towel.

The kids were so hungry, they wolfed down everything put in front of them. By the time they finished lunch, the wind had picked up and it was getting a bit chilly. Jo pulled on her jumper, lay back on the sand and closed her eyes behind her shades. Those pasties had been delicious. The first one had barely touched the sides, but she’d taken time to savour the second. ‘Imogen,’ she had sighed, licking her fingers, ‘those were sublime. You can certainly spot a good pasty. Those yummy little slivers of turnip! And the pastry!’ Jo had been surprised by the pleasure on Imogen’s face. After all, she hadn’t even had one herself, only finished off Archie’s. But now, at least, Jo understood the reason for the salads and carefully wrapped hard-boiled eggs. Throughout lunch, Imogen had kept glancing at Jo in her bikini and had made some comment about watching her weight.

Now, replete, Jo listened idly to Imogen and Sophie swapping diet lore, and pretended to be asleep to avoid being asked her professional opinion. Dietary advice from slim people isn’t generally well accepted.

Jo jolted awake. Brrr, it was chilly now. Without opening her eyes, she reached out for the rest of her clothes and pulled them on. Sitting up, she realised she was alone with the picnic debris and all the other clobber, but way down the beach she spotted the others engaged in what looked like an energetic game of French cricket. Imogen was bowling, Olivia was batting and the others were spread out for fielding. Jo gazed at Finn, hopping from foot to foot in his excitement, as Sophie dived for the ball. She could see he was laughing out loud, doubled up and clutching his sides the way he sometimes did. She was too far away to hear him but she knew his face would be screwed up with mirth. So like his father.

She shook herself and wondered whether to run down and join them, but then thought better of it. She had to guard the picnic after all. Instead, she sat cross-legged and waved, but Finn didn’t notice. She watched for a few moments more, then looked  round the beach again. There were other groups, mostly families - not close enough to be a nuisance, but a little too far off to study discreetly from behind her dark glasses. What a shame she hadn’t brought a book. Jo started to tidy away the remains of the picnic.

She suspected it was the grey clouds gathering overhead that stopped the game, rather than any lack of enthusiasm. The children came jogging back and she sat up eagerly to hear Finn’s take on the proceedings but, engrossed in conversation with Rory, he didn’t come over to her. Imogen and Sophie followed behind, wading through the soft dry sand, slightly out of breath, but rosy-cheeked and tousled from their efforts. They looked like a couple of fifteen-year-olds and she could hear them laughing about something.

‘Had a good sleep, lazy bones?’ asked Sophie. ‘Hope you haven’t caught the sun.’

Imogen looked down dismayed at her fair skin. ‘I burn terribly easily, and it is the same for the kids. It’s factor thirty for us from March onwards. The Far East will be a nightmare.’ She sighed to Jo. ‘I suppose Sophie told you we were headed en masse for Hong Kong. My husband, Guy, has been posted there.’

Jo watched as Imogen rummaged in the picnic bags, redistributing what Jo had already packed. ‘Mm, you told me, didn’t you, Soph? Sounds exciting. Lucky you, it’s a great place.’

‘Oh, you must tell me all about it.’ Imogen lowered her voice and leant towards Jo. ‘About the sunblock thing - I wasn’t quite sure what to do about Finn,’ she said confidentially. ‘Does he burn at all? I offered him some cream when I was slapping it on the others, but he said you never put any on him. Can that be right?’

Jo felt her hackles rise almost imperceptibly. Was it her imagination or was she being got at? ‘Oh it’s fine. Lucky little sod doesn’t seem to need it. One of the advantages of having a  touch of the tarbrush, I suppose.’ She could hear Imogen’s intake of breath, and wondered why she’d spoken like that. As if to make amends, she indicated the now even neater pile of bags. ‘I packed away the picnic, if that’s OK. Thought you might want to make a hasty getaway. It’s turned so cold. I’m freezing.’

Imogen picked up the children’s trainers and clapped them together to bang the sand off. ‘Yes, what a pity. Well, perhaps we should have got away from the house earlier. But thanks for tidying up.’ Then she turned and cupped her hands around her mouth to call the children who had scattered again far and wide. ‘Come on, team, time to get going!’

Jo glanced round quickly, but no one was staring. The children came zooming in from all directions, like sparrows around sprinkled breadcrumbs. ‘That’s right, well done, everyone,’ Imogen gushed.

‘Blimey, instant obedience.’ Jo laughed in admiration. ‘That was impressive. You’ve got a fine pair of lungs on you.’

Imogen laughed uncertainly. ‘Never mind ante-natal classes. What every mother needs is a couple of months’ training at Sandhurst.’ She turned back to the children. ‘I know, why don’t we all go home and have a game of Mousetrap?’

Rory groaned, but Olivia and Archie jumped up and down.

‘What’s Mousetrap?’ asked Finn.

‘Aha,’ exclaimed Imogen conspiratorially. ‘You’re in for a treat. It’s our favourite board game at the moment. And Rory loves it, no matter what he says.’

About halfway back, Finn stopped and waited for Jo to catch him up. ‘Wotcha mate. Come to keep me company? I never knew you were so good at cricket. Did you—’

‘These sandals are rubbing,’ he complained. ‘They’re too small. I told you they were. I need some new ones.’

‘Oh - all right. I’m sure we’ll be able to get some when we go to town. How did you like your—’

‘Can you carry them for me? I’ll just have to wear bare feet.  Here you are.’ And he ran off, torn between caution and speed, to catch up with the other children. Stopping for a moment, Jo eased off one of her own kitten-heel mules and grimaced at the blisters forming rapidly on her pedicured toes. Right! A trip to the shoe shop would have to be the top priority.

By the time Jo limped through the front door, the children were huddled round the big kitchen table. The shoes had all been left in the hallway, a prissy habit Jo normally deplored, but she gratefully slipped off hers alongside. Sophie, who was reading the game’s instructions, picked up a brightly coloured piece of plastic.

‘So this must be the bucket?’

‘Yes,’ Rory took it from her hands, ‘and it fits on the rickety staircase like this.’
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