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      This book is dedicated, with grateful thanks, to the amazing ed from the Land Down Under, who never stops aiming for the stars. And to women everywhere who are afraid of failing. Dive in. 
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TO DO LIST

      Copy-edit Carla’s book

      Eat lots of super-foods

      Read a novel a day

      No alcohol

      Quit electronic smoking

      Do something about depilation

      Swim 40 lengths a day

      Have sex with Roger

      It wasn’t hard for Jenny to close her front door and walk away from home, these days. When her marriage had ended three years earlier, so had her long love affair with the only house she’d ever wanted to take root in. She felt no great affection for the modern mews in which she lived now, bricks and mortar bought with her share of the sale of the North Oxford home in which she and Robin had raised a family and razed a marriage. She was potted out, waiting to be replanted.

      She glanced back at it in the rear-view mirror as she pulled into the communal drive, her little terracotta safe haven sitting neatly among its architect-designed clones, all overlooking the Oxford canal. After the ambush of divorce, she’d eschewed any ambitions of home-making, merry-making and love-making in favour of practical necessities. At the time, the children had needed to stay close to school, and the cycle into work along the canal towpath suited Jenny perfectly too. The mews development’s gated community kept her safe, locked in her own self-protective shell. The twins complained that there was no room to move amid the relics of the old family home, its antique furniture crammed into the small modern house – Robin had taken almost nothing with him to the States – but Jenny had needed the comfort they brought. Now she found it increasingly impractical to live in a museum of her marriage. Abandoning it for brief bursts of reinvention had become a great treat, and house-sitting was her favourite means of escape.

      Waiting for the electric gates to slide back, she fed the postcode of the Old Rectory, Hadden End, into her sat-nav with the excited exhilaration of a space traveller inputting the co-ordinates to a new galaxy.

      Most of Jenny’s house-sitting work came through a free online agency, whose members’ area she scanned with more enthusiasm than the online dating sites to which she also subscribed. However, her best-paid and usually most interesting work came via the books of the exclusive Home Guardians run by a flirtatious ex-estate agent called Henry, whose glossy ads promised Tatler and Telegraph readers that his sitters were bastions of home and pet care. Henry had called Jenny late the previous night, entreating, ‘I know I can rely upon my absolute stellar sitter to help out in an emergency. These clients are well known, so they require discretion, good security and, above all, an experienced dog lover.’ The Lewis family’s usual house-sitter – one of Henry’s ex-army stalwarts – had broken his leg the day before their fortnight’s holiday, Henry explained. ‘They leave tomorrow. I’ve told them you’re my secret weapon, darling Jenny. Please tell me you’re free.’

      While she knew that she was probably the only person on his books with a life so organized and dull that she could drop everything at a moment’s notice – and, judging from the late hour of the call, he’d already tried others – Jenny was rather boosted by the notion of being a secret weapon with a mission. She was also in Henry’s debt because he’d agreed to find her an idyllic house-sit during her autumn term sabbatical, preferably overseas, in which she could finally write the novel she’d always wanted to have a stab at.

      And when she learned who the Lewises were, Jenny was only too happy to step into the breach. What better place to start seeking inspiration for her sabbatical than a fortnight spent looking after the home of two successful writers? Richard Lewis was a critically acclaimed, media-savvy biographer whose pithy, meticulously researched insight into the lives of literary heavyweights had won him a legion of fans, Jenny among them. His fame, though, was far overshadowed by that of his wife, Geraldine Scott, the author of passionate page-turning sagas that were opened en masse on sun-loungers the world over by devoted followers like hymn books along church pews. Most legendary among them was The Dust Storm, sections of which a whole generation of women could quote verbatim.

      Accepting the last-minute job with a rush of impulsive, almost reckless enthusiasm that was quite out of character for her now, Jenny was incredibly grateful that she hadn’t already committed the first two weeks of the summer holidays. The independent school at which she taught always broke up a fortnight earlier than state ones, and many of her pupils’ families and her colleagues took advantage of this by escaping as soon as the bell rang after the term’s last lesson. For Jenny, these two weeks had once been among her most precious, filled with indulgent domesticity and time devoted to her own children. This year, with the twins overseas, they had become fourteen hollow days. Jenny had lined up plenty of distractions to keep her occupied, but until now nothing had seemed a perfect fit. She’d been dabbling with the idea of a cheap Med break, urged on by her English department head, who took pot luck on last-minute deals to devour the Booker short-list at this time every year. Her regular date, Roger, was equally keen to lure her into a week’s hill-walking in the Peak District. Instead, to her delight, she was stepping into her favourite role: custodian of a beautiful home, with a generous bonus and the opportunity to see inside the life of one of the literary world’s most successful marriages.

      Driving the short hop from Oxford into Buckinghamshire, the squeak of the whiteboard marker and thunder of feet along corridors faded from Jenny’s ears as the Heart FM presenter shared the happy news that the current heat-wave was heading into a second week, cueing Donna Summer’s ‘Hot Stuff’. She cranked up the volume and let her new house-sitting persona wash over her. She was no longer Mrs Rees, deputy head of English at a solid home-counties school, mildly OCD, neatness fanatic and devotee of Angela Carter, Oscar Wilde and the eighteenth-century novel, who guiltily smoked her electronic cigarettes outside in the back garden under cover of darkness and read all books with a pencil tucked behind her ear to correct typos. She was Jane Eyre, about to enter Thornfield Hall, Tess heading to the d’Urberville mansion or Dorothea idealistically setting out for Lowick Manor. She was about to step into the world of Geraldine Scott, doyenne of the sweeping modern romantic epic, a passionate charity campaigner and rock-and-roll bohemian, married to art-loving academic Richard Lewis, whose soft voice had lulled Jenny to sleep on many occasions while she was listening to the late-night culture show he hosted on radio.

      To be true to the spirit of this adventure, she was tempted to glide sedately along the left-hand carriageway at stagecoach speed, listening to Beethoven to savour the moment, but she couldn’t resist putting her foot down in the fast lane as she sang along with the disco diva, thrilled at the liberation.

       

      Even though the Old Rectory was in the heart of the very small village of Hadden End – Jenny had cruised past it several times on Google Street View late the previous evening – its discreetly hidden driveway took her a long time to find, and she was already running late.

      Street View had captured the scene in winter, a full-frontal of High Gothic splendour through spindly hazels, but now in midsummer the lane that looped around the little Saxon church and its historic consort looked different: thick-topped trees and fat hedges created an enclosed tunnel that narrowed claustrophobically as verges bursting with desiccated cow parsley almost met in the middle, then twisted on through chicanes of ancient brick walls tumbling with ivy. Higgledy thatched cottages leaned out into the thoroughfare as though eager to share gossip.

      Jenny, who hated being late (crueller pupils called her the Daft Punk because she was always banging on about punctuality, punctuation and punctures in her bicycle tyres), grew hotter and more tense as she drove repeatedly around the narrow circle past the church lichgate, blinded by bright sunlight each time she turned back onto the main road. After a few false starts up grand driveways, she assailed an elderly dog-walker to ask for directions.

      ‘Just follow the sound of flying Crown Derby and insults, my dear.’ The pensioner pointed to a narrow gravel track curling away between two crumbling, urn-topped stone gate piers that were half buried in foliage and overhanging branches. One small very bright blue eye winked mischievously between canvas hat brim and dark glasses rim before she tugged her overweight Cairn terrier onwards.

      There was no house sign, but Jenny remembered reading that the grander the incumbents, the less likely they were to help you to locate their homes.

      As she cautiously nosed the car into a tree-lined driveway, canopied by acid-green lime leaves, she caught a glimpse of cusped mullion windows and Gothic gables peeking around the shoulder of an ancient yew.

      ‘Home sweet home,’ she breathed, the full scale of the house coming into view now. It was on a par with the school she taught in, which housed fifty boarders, two live-in staff and a hundred day pupils. This, however, was a family home for just two writers, three children and one dog.

      A luxury off-roader was parked directly in front of the ecclesiastically arched porch, its tailgate and doors open, a trio of small heads, in wireless headphones, lined up on the back seat in front of the Disney Channel on headrest screens. There were suitcases spread out on the gravel alongside the car, several open and spilling colourful contents.

      Having parked beneath the shade of the yew, Jenny picked her way carefully around them towards the house.

      A male voice bellowed from the hallway, ‘Get BACK and lie down NOW.’

      She hesitated.

      ‘GO BACK!’

      Jenny realized the voice – unmistakably Richard Lewis’s – was addressing a dog. ‘In your BED, Gunter!’

      ‘We have to leave in five minutes!’ came a woman’s voice from further inside the house, husky and urgent, accompanied by feet running on flagstones.

      ‘I wish you’d bloody told me you’d arranged to have lunch with your mother, Gee. I said midday to the agency – LIE DOWN, Gunter! I think the house-sitter’s coming from the other side of Oxford, so he’s probably en route by now. We’ll have to leave him a note.’

      ‘Gunter will eat it. And him! And what about setting the alarm?’ A tall, curvy figure burst out of the house carrying a pile of sarongs, several summer hats perched on her head, brims flopping over her face. Not seeing Jenny, she hurried to the nearest suitcase.

      In her wake bounded a dog that was part rusted steel scourer, part werewolf. Spotting Jenny, he went into a frenzy of barking and jinked towards her, eyes like conkers glaring beneath huge grizzly eyebrows.

      Jenny adored dogs. She’d grown up with them, and had looked after many during her recent summers of house-sitting. She always enjoyed their company, anthropomorphizing them in her mind to have human voices and personalities. But in Gunter she immediately sensed trouble. From the moment she set eyes on the Lewises’ big, overexcited dog, she knew which human he resembled – and in canine terms, he was a doppelgänger for the one person she never wanted to share house space with again. In the split second she had to assess him as he bounded up to her, Jenny registered the same prospector’s beard, unkempt salt-and-pepper hair and passive-aggressive expression as that of her ex-husband in the worst throes of his mid-life crisis.

      ‘Argh!’ Glasses flying, she was flattened against a creeper-clad wall by twenty-five kilos of uncontrollable wiry neurosis.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ Geraldine Lewis swung round in surprise, hat brims revolving like spinning plates. She was plumper and older than she appeared in her author photographs, but no less glamorous or intimidating, her phosphorus yellow eyes as bright as flames as she regarded the stranger on her doorstep being body-slammed and bear-hugged by her dog.

      ‘I’m the house-sitter.’ Jenny crossed her arms and looked up, as she’d learned to do when dealing with unruly dogs. Gunter dropped his paws obligingly to the ground, thrust a cold nose between her legs and inhaled deeply.

      ‘Welcome!’ Geraldine shook off the hats. ‘How marvellous – you’re early! Don’t worry, Gunter’s quite harmless. Oh, God, he’s ripped your sleeve, you poor thing. He pulled the shirt front clean off a Jehovah’s Witness last week. He loathes artificial fibres.’ She caught her lower lip with a perfect pelmet of white veneers as the dog continued goosing the new arrival with appreciative snorts. ‘Richard! We need the zapper. The house-sitter’s a woman.’

      ‘GET OFF, Gunter!’ yelled Richard Lewis’s deep, authoritative voice. ‘Get off her NOW!’

      A little box attached to Gunter’s collar let out a loud-pitched beep and he sat down promptly, let out a contrite whine and glanced ruefully towards the figure emerging from the house.

      Richard Lewis might be a literary heavyweight, but in physical terms he was far less substantial than his wife. He was much shorter and built like a jump jockey, with kind, pale-lashed eyes and a narrow mouth that seemed perpetually curled in mild amusement. Jenny knew from her Wikipedia research the previous night that he was over sixty, but he looked much younger. If it hadn’t been for the silver wings fanning over his ears, she would have taken him to be the same age as Geraldine. He was also immaculately turned out, from cuff-linked wrists to shiny brogue toes.

      ‘Welcome!’ He thrust out a lean, long-fingered hand. ‘We were told to expect a chap called Reece.’

      ‘It’s Mrs Rees.’ Jenny shook it briskly, aware that she sounded as starchy as if she were covering a rowdy class of year-eights. It was disconcerting meeting two people whose public profiles were well known and whose life-changing words she had absorbed in her intimate world of reading and late-night listening. ‘Is that a problem?’

      ‘Not at all.’ He gave her a diffident smile. ‘Gunter and I both far prefer the company of women.’

      ‘Whether women prefer their company is debatable.’ Laughing throatily, Geraldine rushed forward to grasp Jenny’s hand, her smile as warm as the Mauritian sun that awaited her. ‘We thought you were one of Henry’s army blokes. Welcome! You’ve caught us trying to make a quick getaway. Geraldine Lewis.’ The Australian accent was still pronounced. Close to, she smelt heavenly and very expensive.

      Resisting the urge to blurt, ‘My friends and I loved The Dust Storm’, Jenny studied her, the wild fringe tangling with blonde lashes. Although Geraldine was very different from the photograph in Jenny’s battered copy of her seminal debut novel, she was still a natural beauty, whose eyes remained as wide and fiercely clever as those of the girl who had seemed to write about Jenny’s eighteen-year-old heart more than two decades earlier. Amazonian in height, with golden, freckle-dusted skin, acres of flame-blonde hair and Rubenesque curves swathed in a brightly patterned maxi dress, she made the debonair, greying Richard look even smaller.

      ‘Forgive us, Mrs R’ – the abbreviation made Jenny feel like a hoary old housekeeper – ‘but we’re in a tearing hurry. Richard will take you on a whistle-stop tour of the place while I throw in a few more essentials.’ She waved at her suitcases, gasped, ‘Flip-flops!’ and dashed off, calling over her shoulder, ‘Show Mrs R how to use Gunter’s remote control, Richard.’

      ‘Please do call me Jenny.’ She eyed the ominous battery-like block against the dog’s neck. She’d read about training collars and was pretty certain most were illegal.

      ‘The collar is a perfectly harmless training device that emits a sound he associates with a reprimand,’ Richard assured her. ‘German wire-haired pointers can be very excitable – can’t you, Gunter?’

      Gunter cast a resentful glance at the remote, but looked the picture of gundog obedience, beard bristling. He reminded Jenny of Robin on his best behaviour in the divorce court.

      Ushering her in through the front door, Richard enquired politely after her journey. ‘Did you find us easily?’

      ‘Of course.’ She didn’t bother him with her bad navigation, which would hardly instil confidence that she was the Mary Poppins of house-sitting. Equally, she forced herself not to gape at the sensational interiors, maintaining a polite, professional focus as she followed him through an echoing tapestry-hung hall and into a cavernous scrubbed-wood kitchen.

      ‘Forgive the squalor.’ Richard waved vaguely at surfaces crowded with paperwork and washing up. ‘Just leave it until the cleaners come tomorrow.’

      Jenny’s fingers itched to tackle it. Everything would have been cleared away before the family had reached the M40.

      ‘We inherited a live-in domestic couple when we moved here,’ Richard explained, as he hunted for something amid the debris, ‘but they retired last year and Geraldine took over the staff cottage as a studio.’ He pointed through the window to the end of the garden where a sagging tiled roof was just visible above a tall hedge. ‘Now we have contract teams that come in each week. I’ve written all the details in the notes, if I can find them among the wreckage – aha!’ He extracted a sheet of printed A4 from beneath a packet of Sugar Puffs and wiped it with his cuff. ‘It’s all listed here. Cleaners every Friday. Laundry service collects Thursdays, returns Mondays. The gardening lot are a bit eccentric and turn up when they want, but the main chap is a genius who wins gold at Chelsea every year and you’ll get terrific tips if you bribe him with a cup of tea. The pool man comes every Wednesday – I’ve said our neighbours can use it while we’re away, so don’t be alarmed if you hear splashing. Whatever you do, don’t let Gunter out when they’re here or he’ll dive in too – he wrecked the liner twice last year. Don’t let him go upstairs either because he raids the laundry baskets. Here, I’ll show you how to use the training collar.’

      He held up the remote. Gunter, who had been furtively goosing Jenny from behind, sat down obediently with a gruff huff.

      ‘This green button activates the warning beep – that should be all you need, but if he gets loose when the postman’s around, you might need the yellow one, which releases a puff of citronella spray. Whatever you do, don’t press the red button, unless he’s chasing old Myrtle’s cat again, in which case it’s the only thing that’ll stop the carnage.’

      ‘What does the red button do?’ she asked, imagining the collar self-destructing and vaporizing the dog in a puff of smoke.

      ‘Best not to ask. You’ll need to charge the collar overnight every two days. Take it off when he goes to bed. He sleeps in there.’ He pointed through a door to a metal mesh kennel construction in the utility room. ‘Put him in it if you go out, but never leave him for more than two hours – and make sure he has the radio on, anything but pop music, which makes him even more neurotic.’

      Jenny thought it no wonder Gunter was neurotic if he was caged by night, Tasered by day and forced to listen to Radio 3, but her job was to look after pets as their owners instructed. And this dog’s alarming resemblance to the man who had turned his family’s lives upside-down and left her rudderless made her distinctly suspicious of him.

      In the hallway, Geraldine was shouting that everything was packed and they must bloody well leave. ‘Mrs R will be fine, darling! Leave her to have a good old snoop once we’ve cleared off.’

      ‘I never snoop.’ Jenny bristled in shock.

      Richard gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘Apologies. Gee assumes everybody’s as inquisitive as she is. Writer’s mind.’ He handed the page of notes to her. ‘All you need to know is here. We were going to put male Reece in the Zen bedroom above the garage, but that’s a bit bleak, so I suggest you use the guest suite – it’s furthest to the left on the first landing. I’ll let you find that for yourself. The fridge is fully stocked – please help yourself. The wine in the kitchen racks is all drinking plonk, so do have a glass or two. Ocado will deliver again the day before we return – it’s all ordered.’

      Jenny suspected that Richard did the online grocery ordering, just as he orchestrated the domestic teams on a spreadsheet, arranged his children in height order before plugging them into car entertainment and controlled the dog by remote. In her experience, immaculately dressed men were often perfectionist over-achievers. By contrast, Robin had never taken the slightest interest in what he wore or how the house ran until he had decided to take his share in court.

      ‘Richard!’ The voice in the hallway was cranking up to a Nellie Melba aria of high drama.

      He looked at his watch and grimaced. ‘I’ll quickly take you through the security system.’

      In the utility room with the dog’s cage, he opened a cupboard discreetly camouflaged in the tiled wall. It was full of keys, above which was a high-tech touchpad. ‘It’s self-explanatory to anyone with a basic understanding of alarms. The code is 1887, but if you forget it just look above the front door – it’s the date carved there, the only way to get Gee to remember it. The main keys are all on this fob, so keep it with you at all times. The garden cottage isn’t alarmed, and those keys are here if you need them – they’re the ones marked Gee Studio. And this is the keyless ignition to the dog car.’

      ‘Gunter has his own car?’

      He glanced at the gundog, which had skulked miserably into the wire kennel, eyebrows shifting left and right as he looked from master to stranger, well aware he was about to be abandoned. ‘You’ll need to drive him somewhere quiet for exercise. He can’t be walked in or around the village. Take him to Beacon Common first thing in the morning and walk him there, ideally before seven – the end with the gravel pits. Nobody goes there so he’s safe to be off the lead, but always take the remote control. For his late walk, take him along the river on the lead, never off. And never leave him unaccompanied in the car. You’ll see why when you first drive it.’ He swung the cage door shut and slid the bolt. ‘Easier to keep him here while we set off. He chased me halfway to the station yesterday.’

      ‘He must be very loyal to you.’

      ‘Good to know someone is.’ He sighed as he stooped to press his forehead to the mesh where the brindle whiskers were poking through. ‘You behave, big fella, d’you hear?’

      Gunter turned his back and slumped down in a leggy sulk, grizzly back hunched and chin heavy on big paws, letting out a self-pitying groan.
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      When the Lewises had finally set off in a flurry of spitting gravel, Jenny turned back to the house, eager to explore her new surroundings in peace. This was always her favourite house-sitting moment, the knowledge that she could claim custodianship.

      Looking up at the Old Rectory’s handsome sunlit face, she imagined the centuries of previous incumbents, who had gazed from the leaded casement windows at either side of the grand porch as carriages swept in and out, church services were called, sermons composed and domestic dramas enacted below stairs.

      She could hear Gunter barking dementedly, the metalwork confining him rattling and crashing so much it sounded like a canine cage fight. Hastening inside, Jenny let him out. As soon as he was released, he ran from window to window, paws scrabbling on the stone ledges, panic-stricken and mournful at being left with a stranger.

      Picking up the remote and hooking the long neck-strap that was attached to it over her head, Jenny hurried after him, catching a lightning tour of the house in the process, although she took in little beyond bright colours and mess.

      Eventually he settled for baying forlornly at a mullioned window halfway up the back staircase. She perched between him and the landing, remote in hand, hoping this didn’t constitute a green-button misdemeanour. Richard Lewis had specifically said the dog mustn’t be allowed upstairs, but surely halfway was neither up nor down, like the Grand Old Duke of York’s hill?

      ‘It’s okay, Gunter, you poor thing.’ She approached him gently, laying a hand on his back. ‘I know it’s horrid when they go, but you have me and I’ll look after you.’

      Another great yowl shook his body for a full twenty seconds, making her ears hum.

      However firmly she jollied, patted and encouraged him back downstairs, he just cried and howled more desperately. After he’d deafened and ignored her for a full ten minutes – so like Robin on a whisky-soaked rant – she decided to leave him mourning in peace while she got her bearings.

      The reception rooms in the main Victorian body of the house were individually as big as the entire ground floor of her little mews house. The formal drawing room had hand-painted wallpaper and antique eau-de-Nil sofas facing one another like Regency dance partners, overlooked by a grand stonework fireplace. Across the hallway, an equally impressive carved wooden fireplace dominated the red-walled snug, over which hung a huge portrait of the yellow-eyed Lewis family – the children all looked like Geraldine, she noticed, like Midwich Cuckoos. Beside the snug, a dark-panelled dining room spoke of riotous feasts, with huge, deep-silled sash windows revealing tantalizing tableaux of the walled garden through their old glass. The long oak table was covered with ring marks and wax from dripping candelabra. Each room she looked at was beautifully styled with a great eye for colour, furniture and art, but they were also incredibly untidy, with books and papers piled everywhere. By contrast, the cool French grey library she found through a door at the furthest end of the vaulted hall was meticulously ordered, the shelves all alphabetically stocked, every pen lined up in parallel on the vast George III desk, the floor to ceiling windows perfectly aligned with topiary arches in its own private wing of the garden. Above its marble fireplace hung a beautiful stylized painting of the house. Jenny liked this room most, her eyes running along the book spines as she passed, making her tingle with anticipation. She could be imprisoned in a room like this for a year and not care.

      Steps led down through a stone archway from the hall to an older part of the house, with deep mullioned windows and flagstones, in which she found a playroom. It was impossible to make out the floor for massacred Barbies, scattered board games and drifting Lego, triggering a maternal nostalgia that made her fingers twitch afresh. She remembered the long-suffering devotion with which she had once reunited decapitated Kens with their smiling heads, and picked up a thousand tiny Meccano bolts. A television room opposite was dominated by a plasma screen as big as a ping-pong table, still playing a muted kids’ satellite channel, the table in front of the squashy leather sofa cul-de-sac littered with dirty plates and drinks cans. Further along the passage, past a small cluttered ante-kitchen and a door that seemed to lead to the cellars, she found a still-steamy wet room, with sodden towels thrown on the floor. Unable to stop herself hanging them on the high-tech rail to dry, Jenny noticed that somebody had failed to flush the loo or aim very well. She pressed the button on the cistern and experienced a misplaced rush of affection for family life.

      Reversing out before she was tempted to get on her knees with the Domestos or sort the pile of boys’ clothes left in one corner into lights and darks, she headed back through the house to check on Gunter, now with his paws on the front door, howling through the letterbox. This time when she made soothing sounds, he bounded towards her, goosed her against the newel post, then threw himself back to cry through the letterbox again.

      It was progress, Jenny acknowledged, wishing it didn’t make her think of Robin clutching her as compensation when a love affair ended.

      Shaking the thought from her head, she went to admire the kitchen, trying to see past the debris of breakfast, half-opened post, soaking pans, abandoned mugs and food spills.

      Here, Jenny – who had a secret addiction to all house-buying programmes on television and could spend happy hours searching million-pound-plus properties on the internet – had to admit it was among the best kitchens she’d ever seen, regardless of mess. If the Old Rectory’s library was a ten, then its kitchen was a Spinal Tap eleven, including boiling water tap, sparkling water tap and retractable high-pressure tap.

      It must once have been several rooms but had been opened out to create a vast, light, open-plan run of space from cooking through dining to sofa-sprawling and on through a Gothic arch to another wing of the house. Standing at the cooking end – itself twice the size of her beloved old Oxford open-plan kitchen – she let her eyes roam from flagged floor to hand-made surface to vaulted ceiling in pure, unadulterated pleasure, thrilled that this was her domain for a fortnight.

      Embarrassed into action by her own indulgent delight, she started clearing up the clutter.

      Now that she had time to study it in action, she could see that the kitchen was immensely practical, as well as beautiful. It had been exquisitely crafted to seem old and distressed. At its heart was a top-of-the-range Aga in the same defiant red as the one she’d had in the Oxford house. Surrounding it, the cupboard doors had been designed to echo the shape of the Gothic arches of the windows and doorways, and concealed a mountain of white tableware and polished glasses, a plethora of modern gadgets, from steam oven to Italian coffee machine, and a fridge as big as an industrial cold store. It was obvious that the Lewises were regular party-throwers who loved their food and wine. There was a walk-in larder you could park a car in, plus a two-storey drinks fridge and a wine rack as high as a climbing wall. One cupboard was filled floor-to-ceiling with sauce-flecked recipe books; another was crammed with Emma Bridgewater pottery, an indulgence that Jenny had collected for years and received for birthdays and Christmases without fail. If she lived to a hundred she wouldn’t own this much.

      To Jenny, the Old Rectory was a dream house. She even loved the mess, because it gave her something to do – she had never been good at doing nothing. Pausing by the hall door to check that Gunter was still snorting and yowling through the letterbox – less frantic now – she danced to the larder to put away a pot of Marmite and a packet of crispbread, lingering there to turn all the tins and jars face front and breathe in the smell of farmers’ market, food-hall and foreign-holiday foraging.

      Singing now, she loaded the dishwasher, wiped the surfaces, neatly folded the dishcloths, aired the tea towels and looked around at near-perfection. The only things she couldn’t bring herself to tidy away in the kitchen were the books. Books were her comforters, her escape rooms beyond even this beautiful house. The Old Rectory had books absolutely everywhere, Jenny’s idea of Heaven on earth. As well as the meticulously ordered first editions in the library, there were bookshelves short, tall, wide and narrow in every room, books on every table and surface, piled on their sides against walls, lined up on every step she passed, waiting on mantelpieces and fading on window-sills, clustered spines forming colourful barcodes wherever she looked – fat reference books, broken-backed novels, biographies, notebooks and children’s reading lay everywhere.

      Jenny found it impossible to inhabit the Old Rectory for more than an hour or two without loving the Lewises and their lifestyle. But it wasn’t just the books that made the house unique, or the sumptuous furnishings or even the cataclysmic family clutter. It was the art in the house that struck her most, the walls crammed with works that showed an extraordinary eye for originality and talent. Portraits, animal studies, still-lifes and landscapes lined every wall, and the most noticeable motif was a delicious sense of humour.

      There was a veritable gallery on the long wall that ran opposite the row of french windows in the part of the kitchen where the family ate at a big scrubbed table, then more in the sitting area and under the arch into the formal morning room. Jenny counted no less than fifty paintings, almost a quarter of which were by one artist, an extraordinary palette of vivid colours depicting scenes filled with joyful personality and life, from Moroccan markets to English country fayres, French circus acts to American dog shows, all by the hand that had painted the vibrantly characterful picture of the house in the library. The style was familiar, although the signature, a strange hieroglyph that looked like a table lamp on its side, meant nothing.

      Beyond the bright morning room there were two studies, which, she guessed, had to be the creative Lewis engine rooms. Richard’s workspace was easily identified, as meticulously ordered as the library, a simple Mac yachting alone on a slate-topped desk, a Herman Miller desk chair, and an iconic Absolut Crystal pinstriped bottle with an ironic lamp plugged into its neck on a black marble pedestal table nearby. Yet the pared-down furnishings were at odds with the walls, barely visible for tightly packed canvases. This was clearly the hub of the art collection. There were more paintings signed with the table-lamp scribble, plus cheery Mackenzie Thorpes, several Nicholas Hely Hutchinsons, a small Hockney of a dog, and some fantastically corpulent Beryl Cook ladies. Jenny found it surprising that an urbane academic like Richard Lewis had taste so defiantly popular and upbeat. Geraldine was the obvious candidate for collecting such carefree splendour, but when Jenny looked into the adjacent study, it was the only room in the house that was devoid of art, its walls crammed with framed book jackets, posters and photographs, mostly of the children. Here, the personality of the room came from real life, not artefacts. The only pretence was the fictional world created within it.

      This is where Geraldine Scott’s books are conceived, Jenny thought in awe. She could almost feel the dry heat of Western Australia fill her lungs as she breathed in deeply, the faint tang of Geraldine’s distinctive perfume that lingered here becoming the scented flowering gums beneath which Jack had first kissed Victoria in The Dust Storm.

      Although Richard had said that Geraldine now used the cottage in the grounds as a writing studio, the room was far from abandoned. It seemed that she worked wherever the mood took her and, as Jenny had seen elsewhere in the house, there were piles of notes, cuttings and reference books. Geraldine Scott was well known for writing her books in longhand, and her extravagant, looping handwriting was like a repeating pattern, featuring on every surface, papering the furniture and lined up among the ornaments on the sills and shelves, the scatter cushions on the sofas, teetering foolscap towers of inky prose. This room was the most chaotically cluttered in the house by far, yet Jenny found it profoundly beautiful and exciting. She kept her little mews house as immaculate as if she was expecting prospective buyers, a subconscious longing to flee. Her own mess disturbed her, but other people’s was fascinating, especially that of a couple like the Lewises, whose clutter represented creative thought. And while Richard confined inspirational chaos within frames on the walls overlooking his minimalist desk, Geraldine’s was an explosion of word and thought.

      A mournful howl from the opposite end of the house made her turn guiltily, realizing that she was guilty of snooping just as Geraldine had cheerfully predicted, and that she’d abandoned her canine charge.

      ‘I’m here, Gunter! It’s okay!’

      As she hurried from the room, Jenny caught her toe on a chair leg and it tipped over, upending a pile of paper resting on top. Turning, she watched in horror as three hundred pages of tightly written loose-leaf A4 spilled across the floor.

      Stooping to gather it up, she heard a clattering of claws on flagstones as Gunter skittered energetically into the kitchen, bounded on through the morning room, bearded mouth smiling with relief as he spotted her.

      ‘Gunter, no! Argh!’ She fell back on the sea of paper as he leaped at her, his body gyrating with joy. She was the only human soul in the house so he had to stick close and make friends. He tried to wash her face enthusiastically, paws wrapped around her, before upending himself on the paper pile alongside her. There was a loud scrunching and ripping as he offered her a hairy chest to rub and a lot of hot, panting breath.

      ‘Calm down.’ Jenny tried to drag the ever more creased pages out from beneath him, but he took that as an invitation to hug her some more. He was Robin to a T, persistently crowding her and insisting his planet had the only gravity.

      ‘No, Gunter! Get back. Sit!’

      He ignored her, long claws scrabbling through the manuscript.

      In desperation, she reached for the remote hanging around her neck and pressed the green button, the collar letting out its warning beep.

      Gunter sat up suddenly, his face full of remorse and betrayal.

      ‘I’m sorry, but I said no,’ Jenny told him firmly, straightening up and looking down at the mess.

      While she gathered up the rest of the paper – the pages now impossibly creased and out of order – Gunter slunk out to the morning room and sat underneath an occasional table, bushy eyebrows twitching in the shadows as he peered mournfully at her.

      ‘Friends?’ She tried to coax him out, but he stayed stubbornly wedged beneath the antique marquetry.

      Murmuring gentle nonsense at him to try to gain his trust, Jenny sat at the kitchen table and started to put the pages of the manuscript back into order. To her relief, Geraldine had numbered each page in her looping hand, but her zeros, sixes and nines all looked the same and she had added extra pages later, with a numbering system that Jenny couldn’t fathom, involving asterisks and roman numerals.

      After a few minutes a warm pressure on her legs and a weight on her toes told her Gunter had crept out of the morning room and was sitting on her foot, leaning against her shins. She could hear his anxious breathing beneath the table, and when she glanced down, she saw that he was resting his chin on the chair next to hers, eyebrows moving from side to side as he alternated between watching the birds through the french windows, the hands above his head sorting papers, and the kitchen door through which he longed for his master to return.

      The pages of extravagant handwriting moved left and right into piles of ten and Jenny tried not to sneak peeks at the content, but two words kept catching her eye. Jack. Victoria. Surely it was too much to hope for a return of the characters from The Dust Storm, who had shaped her romantic dreams more than twenty years earlier.

      When Jenny found the title page of the manuscript, her squeak of excitement sent Gunter into a frenzy of barking as he body-slammed his way from windows to door, then dived back under the table to cower at her feet. Jenny barely noticed, still staring rapturously at the page in her hands.

      
         

        THE STORM RETURNS – A Sequel

        Second Draft for Transcription

        Geraldine Scott-Lewis

      

      Laying it on top of the sorted pages, she pressed her hands together and touched her nose with them in delight. Geraldine Scott, gifted story-teller, emotional rollercoaster driver and sexual guide to a host of teenage girls in the nineties, had finally answered the prayers of millions, Jenny and her friends included. She had brought back Victoria and Jack.

      She longed to text her old friend Rachel straight away to break the news – they could still quote Victoria and Jack’s lines in the closing scene verbatim – but she knew that would be the height of unprofessional house-sitting behaviour. As would reading the book without permission. She would have to get the pages into order then put the whole thing back where she had found it without snooping. And somehow flatten and mend it too.

      Fingers tingling with excitement, Jenny sorted the first three chapters, trying desperately to smooth out the creases. At the other end of the kitchen, her phone rang in her handbag. She had yet to tell anybody that she was here, apart from her neighbour, who was watering the plants and bringing in the post.

      She got up to answer it, but was hampered by Gunter upending two chairs as he scuttled out from beneath the table, raced once around the kitchen island, then jumped up to lavish her with more unwanted kisses.

      She fingered the remote. ‘Down!’

      He lapped the kitchen island in the opposite direction, sending two bottles flying from the wine rack, then threw himself onto the big patchwork sofa beyond the table and lay upside-down, offering his stomach with an inverted smile and a lot of white eye.

      That’s Robin engaging in a new flirtation, Jenny thought darkly.

      By the time she reached her phone, the call had gone to voicemail.

      She settled beside Gunter on the patchwork sofa to listen to the message, looking out through tall, foliage-fringed windows to the walled garden she had yet to explore, a covered swimming-pool stamped perfectly in the foreground. The garden was a work of art in itself, the borders a Monet of blurred blues, purples and reds, the shrubbery a green Henry Moore sculpture park of clipped curves, and the beds a Jackson Pollock riot of joyful primary colour. Richard was right about the genius of the gardener: the beauty of the formal landscaping probably beat the perfect-ten library and Spinal Tap-eleven kitchen to a round dozen.

      The missed call had been from her mother, the familiar warm voice enunciating slowly because she mistrusted technology and always talked to answer-phones as though relaying a message via a particularly dim doctor’s receptionist. She was eager for the regular lunchtime offload about the trials of living in a feud-ridden Hampshire retirement community, Haven Hall.

      ‘Do call, darling. It’s been a tricky few days. Lots to say.’

      Jenny felt a fleeting urge, quite common when she was house-sitting, to let the fantasy of disappearing into somebody else’s life wash over her, a feeling akin to diving into water and letting it take her weight, suspending her in a moment of total absorption before she kicked to the surface. She was sitting alone in a magnificent house that spoke of feasts, play, laughter, success, the confidence of a united book-, art- and fun-loving family. It was a house that felt happy and full of movement, not like a museum of marriage past. Her current surroundings possessed the essence of family life she had wanted to keep. It was the one thing she would never get back. She wanted to hold it in for as long as she could.

      Still upside-down beside her, Gunter let out a squeaky yawn, short tail thumping, and she realized he had forgotten his absent family and transferred his affection to her as his most likely source of food and tender loving care. Robin’s modus operandi was similar.

      Jenny let out her breath, knowing the moment of suspension had already passed. She returned the call, already guessing her mother’s reaction when she found out whose house she was sitting. Mum was the one who had discovered The Dust Storm in the first place, staying outside on a Mallorcan sun-lounger until she had read its last chapters by moonlight, sunburned and mosquito-bitten.

      ‘You’ll never guess where I am,’ she started, as soon as her mother picked up the call, then hesitated. The news of her stay at the Old Rectory would be around the bridge and book-club circle within hours, doing the dinner-party circuit of the Rotary and am-dram shortly afterwards, filtering to the WI before she knew it. Within twenty-four hours it would be viral.

      But her mother was too eager to offload the latest home gossip to play twenty questions. ‘Someone’s been putting kipper skins in the wheelie-bins again. We all voted against it at the last committee meeting because they smell terrible now it’s a fortnightly collection. Bob Kermode set up a CCTV camera to catch the culprit, but the hanging basket kept swinging in front of the lens…’

      Jenny settled back to listen, content in the knowledge that it would be at least ten minutes before her input was needed. About eighteen months earlier, not long after her father’s third heart attack, her parents had moved from their village house to the show flat in the Haven, a nearby country pile that had been converted into luxury apartments for the over-fifty-fives complete with spa, gym and café. It was obvious they both loved it because they hadn’t stopped complaining about the neighbours since.

      After a long description of Wheelie-Bin-gate, followed by indignant chuntering about the state of the communal parterre, the price of other apartments up for sale, and some salacious rumours about the Carmichaels’ marriage, Jenny’s mother suddenly asked, ‘Where did you say you are?’

      ‘Buckinghamshire,’ she fudged, wondering whether it would be unprofessional to tell all. She hadn’t signed anything about confidentiality, and the Lewises were hardly in a league with Posh and Becks.

      ‘Is it something to do with your new chap?’ The excitement was almost palpable. ‘Are you on the walking holiday you told me about?’

      ‘It’s work,’ Jenny said, in her no-nonsense, teacher voice, getting up to return to the table and adopt a more businesslike stance. ‘I’m being paid to look after a house.’

      ‘Has he lost interest?’

      ‘No! I just preferred the idea of coming here. You’ll never guess who —’

      ‘You must learn to let your hair down, Jennifer,’ her mother interrupted. ‘I know you can do what you like with your holidays now that the twins are based in the States with their father, but —’

      ‘They don’t live with him, Mum,’ she said tetchily. ‘Amalie lives on campus, and Jake’s stopping off to see Robin for a bit on his travels. He’s only met his half-sister once.’ She still couldn’t say her name out loud, even though she was almost two.

      ‘You could go on one of those singles holidays,’ her mother said pointedly.

      ‘I’m not really single any more, and this is work. I’ve got Carla’s manuscript to correct while I’m here. Remember I told you about it?’ She delved into her capacious bag to pull out her laptop.

      ‘Vaguely.’ Her mother dismissed it. There followed a moment’s breathless excitement. ‘So if you’re not really single, is it still on with the new chap?’

      ‘Still on.’ Jenny shifted her feet, which were going to sleep because Gunter was once again Velcroed to her legs beneath the table, chin resting on her knee as she fired up the computer, letting it find 3G broadband.

      ‘Good. He sounds lovely and old-fashioned.’

      ‘He is lovely and old-fashioned.’ She sighed, thinking of Roger’s mannerly reliability. Polite, oh-so Britishly shy, clever and respectful, but unreconstructed and sporty enough to be sexy, he was a rare find amid the World Wide Web of internet dating lies. Even the eternally cautious Jenny had allowed herself to hope for more from the tall, witty conveyancing solicitor, who had described himself as ‘forty-something, unmarried, solvent, straight and young-at-heart’ (whose acronym was FUSSY, as her friends loved pointing out, although as two divorcees, Jenny felt she and Roger were both technically FDSSY, and her own D had left her extremely self-protective). ‘I’m just not ready for a holiday together yet.’

      ‘Someone else will snap him up if you don’t,’ her mother warned, catching Jenny with an inadvertent blow. Trusting anyone again was proving a lot harder than she’d imagined. After all, someone had snapped Robin up from right under her nose, wedding ring and all.

      Jenny stared out through the french windows, watching dead petals drift down from the rambling roses tangled above them, embarrassed at the selfish little-girl urge to say that she wanted to be the one who was snapped up. ‘I found out last week that Roger was still advertising for girlfriends.’

      It had come as a shock to learn, several months after they had first met and started dating, that Jenny might have secured the regular Thursday theatre and dinner slot with Reliable Roger, but his time wasn’t yet exclusively hers; his profile was still active and the website through which they had met reported that he was online most days. She’d let her own membership lapse weeks ago, although if she was brutally honest that was as much about hating internet matchmaking as liking Roger.

      Her mother was gratifyingly indignant. ‘I hope you gave him what-for!’

      ‘I tackled it, yes.’ She could still feel the sharp pinpricks of humiliation when she’d finally raised the subject, her jokey approach edged with irritation in an awkward candlelit conversation over a bowl of post-Playhouse linguine. She’d felt like a jealous wife again.

      ‘What did he say?’

      ‘He took his profile page down that night.’ She clicked on the dating site on her laptop now and found no trace of Roger. ‘He said he’d been waiting for me to ask.’ To her surprise, Roger had seemed rather chuffed by her indignation. Doubtless his invitation to share a week’s Peak District yomping together – issued swiftly after her confrontation – was an indication that he felt the relationship was ready to move up a notch. It was time for the initiation ceremony to reach the next level: His and Hers toothbrushes in the bathroom, weekends together and fidelity.

      But as soon as this twist was offered, Jenny had started to panic that it might be better to stick where they were. Roger was a charming midweek date. Her libido, so long in the deep freeze, was all over the place right now. She didn’t yet trust her self-control enough to take it further. Neither could she call her attraction to the man who was only three years her senior yet seemed to belong to a different era. Given her secret plan to escape overseas for at least part of her sabbatical – news she had yet to break to Roger or anyone else – she wasn’t convinced that toothbrushes, cosy weekends and fidelity were wise. While she might not crave sex, drugs and rock and roll, it all felt suffocatingly tame.

      ‘What a gentleman!’ her mother enthused, about Roger’s declaration of loyalty. ‘I’d love to meet him.’

      Jenny suspected that if Roger went to Haven Hall, the swooning of elderly ladies would swing the hanging baskets in full circles. By contrast, if he strode into the Old Rectory right now, she feared the reaction would be as wilted as the lilies in the troughs by the swimming-pool. He had fitted perfectly into her Oxford life thus far, but she wasn’t sure how suited they were to more than a weekly play and after-theatre supper.

      It was true that she had often wondered what Roger would be like in bed, but nowadays she thought about sex an alarming amount – and no longer with the puritanical, resentful recoil that she’d felt in the later stages of her marriage. She found herself regularly wondering what strangers she met would be like as lovers, from the Polish plumber who’d fixed her shower and winked as he left, to the financier fathers who came to parents’ evening and joked that their sons adored her. (It was through one father’s inadvertent comment that she’d learned that MILF was not an abbreviation for mille-feuilles pastry, but slang for ‘mums I’d like to fuck’, with dedicated Tumblr feeds featuring seductive cougars bent on physical pleasure). In the past six months, Jenny’s brain had acquired a hitherto undiscovered MILF porn channel. To her shame, she’d fantasized most about Nice Married Matt, the rugby-mad, wide-shouldered, twenty-something trainee teacher, who flirted with everyone over the biscuits in the staff room. Most weeks poor Roger barely featured in her top ten, although his regular availability on Thursdays had bumped him up the charts recently. She was starting to suspect that he was the best option if she was going to have a sex life again. Her friend Carla had even given it a name, ‘Roger Roger Night’. Jenny wished she could shake the worry that, as soon as it happened, they would be over and out.

      But she could hardly talk to her mother about this, a woman who occupied the strange orbit between middle and old age, and was of a generation for whom making love had once been an Age of Aquarius pleasure. They had once smoked without fear of demonization, driven drunk without seatbelt or stigma, and had enjoyed unsafe, Pill-protected sex until the Aids epidemic had reclassified it. They saw it now as something to be discussed in romantic euphemisms: they believed love still grew in a rose garden with bullshit as bedding manure.

      ‘You need to have a man’s love again, Jenny,’ she said earnestly, kettle boiling in the background.

      ‘So do you, Mum,’ Jenny replied, with feeling. Carefully removing Gunter’s dribbling bearded chin from her lap, she realized that had sounded wrong. She’d meant that her mother deserved more devotion, her husband’s attention lost in curmudgeonly neighbour-baiting, but it had come out far too glibly. While mother and daughter occasionally flirted with romantic notions over a bottle of wine in front of a box set – they’d recently agreed that one wouldn’t say no to Jeremy Irons while the other felt the same about his son Max – it was never serious, sober or repeated in phone conversations.

      A proud sniff. ‘I love your father.’

      ‘Of course you do.’ An apologetic laugh.

      There was a brief lull in which Jenny chewed her bottom lip, wondering if she’d crossed an invisible line.

      Then her mother’s warm voice resumed its familiar hot-chocolate gush. ‘Dad might be a tricky bugger, but at least he’s not like Frank Jamieson. He can no longer get into the car since his stroke. Poor Anne and the carers have to feed him, like a corpse in a carpet. Apparently they had a terrible time in Morrison’s car park last Wednesday when he got wedged between the Prius and a people-carrier…’

      They were back on track, and Jenny could slip into her rhythmic descant of oh-no-mm-mm-ah-ah-poor-you, sympathy and laughter. When they finally rang off, she pressed her eyes with the balls of her hands, ashamed at her inability to say what she was really thinking.

      Selecting another speed dial and slotting her mobile phone under her ear, she opened the email program on her laptop. She started to type, certain the call would go straight to voicemail: Hi, Roger (he had started to sign himself ‘Rog’, these days, but she couldn’t bring herself to use it. ‘Roger’ was tricky enough – she suspected he’d be far higher up her Sex Fantasy Top Ten if he was called ‘Zac’ or ‘Ryan’). Quick note to let you know I’ll be away for the coming fortnight, so have to say a regretful no to the Peaks, also cancel tonight and the following two Thursdays until I’m back, when I will drop you a shgkjt

      Her call was answered with breathless enthusiasm. ‘Don’t tell me you’re working on it already?’ demanded Carla, voice infused with Marlboro. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Are you off sick?’ Jenny tapped the delete button. ‘You never answer my calls when you’re at work. I was going to leave a voicemail.’

      ‘I’m out on the fire escape with the suicide smokers winding up the trolls on my Twitter timeline. Is that typing I hear? You are amazing, Jen – I only emailed the final draft yesterday, my multi-tasking chum.’

      Jenny had first met Carla when they’d worked together on a local newspaper, her own youthful pedantry as sub-editor smoothing the rough edges of the journalist whose appalling spelling let down her addictive style. While Carla had gone on to embrace better computer spell-checks en route to her staff job with a national tabloid, the demands of motherhood had long since diverted Jenny’s editorial career hopes, her work life pared down to part-time piecemeal when raising young children, then to teaching, which fitted in better with family life. Her friendship with Carla had endured, however, and the journalist still rated her as the most eagle-eyed copy-reader she’d ever met, a skill Carla abused with a regular torrent of libellous prose, charm and dreams of e-book best-sellers.

      ‘I’m not editing your manuscript yet,’ Jenny said briskly, continuing her email to Roger drop you a line and… ‘I’m away for a couple of weeks.’ She typed on… we can meet up… ‘But I’m going to work on it while I’m here’… and maybe go to bed.

      ‘Anywhere interesting?’

      She tapped backspace twenty times in a rhythmic tattoo, added a full stop after ‘meet up’ and signed the email with three kisses, then removed two. They still largely communicated by email, maintaining the polite formality of business colleagues, and she didn’t want to encourage him. She knew Carla would recommend adding something ground-breaking, like PS If you want to find my High Peaks, let’s fuck in Bucks.

      ‘I’m house-sitting for a family called Lewis,’ she explained as she tapped the keyboard, adding an alternative PS: Give me a call if you’re in the High Wycombe area, ‘or Richard Lewis and Geraldine Scott, to use their professional names.’

      Carla combined a grudging snort and a respectful whoop to acknowledge the literary luminaries. ‘Don’t they live in Gothic splendour with dozens of marauding children and animals? I read a profile in the Sunday Times mag recently.’

      ‘The children are staying with Granny while they take off to bask in the Indian Ocean. I’m looking after the art collection and marauding animals. And the house isn’t strictly Gothic – it’s sixteenth century in origin, although a Victorian make-over admittedly camped it up a bit with turreted gables and towers.’

      ‘Spare me the Pevsner, Rees. I bet you were up all night Googling the place, along with the sales history and online planning consents.’ She laughed affectionately. ‘You are a totally addicted perv of property porn, Jen.’

      Jenny spell-checked her email to Roger, wondering if she’d fancy him more if he advertised himself on Zoopla. ‘I always like to know the history behind the houses I take on.’

      ‘Jenny Rees, the SAS of house-sitting, so discreet they’ll never know you were there, yet somehow always leaving it in much better shape than before. This time, I insist that you leave a book behind too. Mine. The Lewises must read Tour Divorce. This could make all the difference – their endorsement will guarantee we’re a best-seller. They’re like Richard and Judy with doctorates. In fact, can we email a copy to them to read on holiday?’

      ‘They’re on a romantic break in Mauritius, C – I hardly think they’ll want two hundred pages of typos about surviving a marital break-up.’

      ‘There aren’t that many errors!’

      ‘I’ve spotted three in the first paragraph.’

      ‘Good. That means you’re reading it.’ Carla was defiantly upbeat. ‘And I want you to promise to read it very, very carefully, Jen.’

      ‘It’s my job, C.’

      ‘That’s not what I mean. Look especially closely at the chapter called “An Empty Nest Is Not a Glass Half Empty”.’

      Jenny glanced around the unfamiliar kitchen, its polished-granite and oiled-wood surfaces no longer cobbled with half-full glasses and breakfast debris. ‘I’ll read every word assiduously,’ she promised, and Carla moved on, predictably, to Roger.

      ‘Are you luring him for nights of sordid passion on the Lewises’ four-poster?’

      ‘That would be highly unprofessional.’

      ‘So you still haven’t rogered Roger?’

      Jenny removed the one remaining kiss from her email. ‘No.’

      ‘Jen, you’re going to have to face the very real possibility that you may be about to have sex again.’

      ‘I know that,’ she scoffed, throat dry.

      ‘And Roger is as f-u-s-s-y as you are. He’s made it abundantly clear he’s attracted to you. So what’s stopping you?’

      Jenny thought about the formal clinches they had smoothly manoeuvred into at the end of dates, some quite sexy in a staged way, like pre-rehearsed seductions in old-fashioned movies, which cut away to her travelling home in a cab, face flushed with anticipation. Roger was among the most polite men she had ever met, yet he couldn’t hide the increasingly predatory look in his eye, the way his gaze felt at liberty now to roam her body, although he always asked, ‘Would you mind if I kiss you?’ in much the same way one might seek permission to open a car window. She still wasn’t sure if that meant she was in the driving seat or not. Their journeys between theatre seat, restaurant seat and home felt like outings in a dual-control driving instructor’s car, with one of them pressing the brake as fast as the other was opening the throttle. And, like map-reading en route, they were far better sitting down studying a theatre programme or restaurant menu than looking at the road ahead.

      In early middle age, Jenny found, different sexual rules applied to dating, especially with an old-fashioned consort like Roger. Her own inability to let go frustrated her, the need to stay in control still largely eclipsing desire. It was so different from the fun, fumbling kisses on doorsteps, dance-floors and sofas she remembered first time around, the first-second-third-base experimentation of her teenage years. There was now an obstacle course of venues, entertainment, food and formal small-talk to navigate. The slow-burn flirtation could quickly go off the boil in the face of bad stalls seats or poor restaurant service. She envied her undergraduate self the easy way in which she’d slipped into that brief, hedonistic phase of drunken, daring student promiscuity before she’d met Robin and gratefully settled down to couple culture and Sunday-morning love-making. She missed those mornings enormously.

      She had a sudden mental image of Robin’s sunlit, tousled head between her legs, heard ‘Perfect Day’ on the radio and saw the framed Withnail and I poster on the opposite wall. The Jericho flat in the nineties: a cheap Ikea duvet cover, pillows flat as pitta bread and mattress as soft as quicksand.

      ‘I’m not ready,’ she told Carla.

      ‘Like fuck you’re not.’ She cackled.

      The memory of Robin going down on her wouldn’t go away, so visceral it made muscles clench deep inside her. It was like fantasizing about a stranger, the quirky Rhodes Scholar she had met at twenty, with his boundless sexual confidence, his full head of hair and insatiable desire for her. Robin Rees. The last man she had fallen in love with. The only man she had ever fallen in love with.

      Two decades later, as adult professionals whose romantic profiles had been matched before their eyes met, she and Roger had kept their clothes on through twenty dates: their bodies and social circles had yet to touch. She knew more about his opinions on Jacobean drama than she did about his own life tragedies. But when she thought about it, the same had been true of Robin, the only difference being that they’d slept together on the second date, straight after sitting in the cheap seats for Othello, lighting the touch-paper that had ignited her love.

      ‘Roger is a gentleman,’ she told Carla starchily now, all too acutely aware that sex on top of the Observer – accompanied by St Giles’s peal of eight bells while the coffee in the cafetière went cold – was unlikely to be an option with a man whose love of canoeing meant he got up at seven each Sunday to hit the water. ‘We’re both waiting for the right moment.’ She replaced the kiss on her email and pressed send.

      ‘Don’t wait for a fantasy figure, Jen,’ Carla lectured her. ‘Having sex increases your libido. It’s a known fact. Read the chapter in my book entitled “Sex Is Not a Battle But Making Love Is War”. And, FFS, roger Roger.’ She blew a kiss down the line and rang off.

      In Jenny’s mind’s eye, Robin’s thick pelt of chestnut hair instantly switched to Roger’s neat grey short-back-and-sides. She crossed her legs tightly to banish the thought.

      Determined to stop thinking about sex, she wrote hasty email messages to daughter Amalie, who was staying on in the States during her summer vacation from NYU to help out at a kids’ camp, and to Amalie’s twin Jake, who was on the last leg of his gap year with his girlfriend, now en route from a voluntary aid programme in India to New York via an alarming number of countries ending ‘stan’, his hotmail account woefully neglected of late. As always, she found herself peppering her prose with far too many exclamation marks and platitudes, tropes she would never accept from a student but which she had started to coin in private in an attempt to connect with her children, emoticons concealing the roaring mother love that she feared embarrassed as much as it protected them, these days. Finally, switching off her laptop, she texted her old friend Rachel to suggest they rearrange their lunch in a week’s time so that it was closer to Buckinghamshire. So excited by this one: remember us fighting over The Dust Storm at uni?

      Rachel had three children under six and a frantic home-life, which made their monthly get-togethers increasingly difficult to orchestrate. Yet unlike Carla, who was very hit and miss to communicate with, often going weeks without replying to a message, Rachel was always straight back in touch.

      I WORSHIPPED that book, Jenny read, as she headed upstairs to check out her bedroom. Isn’t GS our age? Bet she doesn’t have a broken dishwasher and kids with nits, the lucky thing. And you lucky thing too! Enjoy the luxury…

      Jenny’s first copy of The Dust Storm, ‘borrowed’ from her mother’s bedside shelf twenty years ago, had eventually disintegrated, passed around the school common room so much that it fell open obediently at the points of most interest, which had raised teenage girls’ pulses and expectations to melting point. Jack and Victoria had been up there with Jason and Kylie as the Greatest Love Story Ever to her generation, the difference being that the former had gone way beyond closing the wobbly television set bedroom door, with Bouncer tail-wagging on the other side. The Dust Storm was a common language, the book every teenage girl of Jenny’s acquaintance had read, no matter how pretentiously they spoke about Marina Warner or Kazuo Ishiguro in their university entrance interviews. It marked, for many, a sexual awakening. They were Victoria, rebellious daughter of a wealthy mine owner; Jack, a miner’s son with an explosive temper, was their first love; Geraldine Scott – barely older than they were when she wrote the novel at university in Sydney – was a role model and guide, the genius who had made millions of women shriek with joy when Jack had taken over the mine and claimed Victoria from her well-born fiancé, their passion as deep as the shafts beneath their feet.

      Jenny thought about their story carrying on in The Storm Returns and felt a shiver of anticipation. She must not read it, she reminded herself. But she was going to have to iron it…
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