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It’s 6:30 on Wednesday morning, and I’m putting the finishing touches to a tea cozy in duck egg blue while Pearl is busy emptying all the saucepans out of the kitchen cupboard and carefully stacking them in the washing machine. She thinks I don’t know what she’s up to, and is happily humming her favorite nursery rhymes and snippets of hymns and show tunes, which she’s picked up from Gran. She might only be fifteen months old, but it’s amazing how much noise she can make.


“Would you like some breakfast, sweetheart? Juice?”


She ignores me and carries on clattering, moving forward slightly, so her head is hidden inside the cupboard. In Pearl world this renders her invisible; if she can’t see you then you definitely can’t see her. I think she’s hoping I might forget about breakfast; surreptitiously putting things in the washing machine is one of her favorite ways to spend a happy half hour, which means I’ve washed the bloody car keys twice this week. If we were richer, no doubt we’d have one of those enormous black Jeeps which are always clogging up the High Street, and washing the electronic keys to one of those on fast spin would probably get you into the kind of trouble that no amount of four-wheel drive with heated seats could sort out. And at least the hunt for the car keys in the morning is a little bit more interesting, as long as I remember not to put the washing machine on just before we need to leave the house.


I usually spot the bigger stuff, I’m not completely hopeless, even at 6:30 in the sodding morning, but I’m still in trouble for washing one of Archie’s Lego soldiers last week, complete with horse and shield. I’ve also got pretty expert at untangling the coils of pipes when the drain gets blocked, even though I haven’t quite worked out how to undo the nozzle without gallons of water gushing all over the floor before I’ve got the sodding washing-up bowl in the right position. But at least the kitchen floor’s a great deal cleaner than it used to be before Pearl arrived.


Actually, come to think of it that might be why she’s so keen on kitchen appliances, since she was born in a blur of panic and swearing, right here in the kitchen, by the fridge, despite my plans for a nice calm cesarean in the local hospital and a few days’ rest with no small boys jumping on my bed. I remember thinking how shaming it was the floor was so filthy. Not that Bob and Dave seemed to notice when they turned up in their ambulance; they were far too busy trying to unpack their bags and behave like they weren’t desperately hoping the midwife would turn up before we got to what Dave likes to call the tricky bit. He came to her birthday party last October, with his wife, Sandra, and apparently he didn’t stop talking about it for weeks, and to hear him tell it you’d think he was the one who’d given birth clinging to a fridge. Bob popped along too, with a pink rabbit wrapped in Happy Birthday paper, so it was like a little reunion, although without quite as much bad language as the last time we met.


But it all seems so much longer than a year ago; I felt the same way about Jack and Archie, once you’ve got them you can’t imagine a world where they weren’t around. They occupy such a huge space, it’s like you were somehow living a different life. A less crowded and quieter life. Much quieter.


“Mum, I don’t want Shreddies, and Pearly’s putting stuff in the washer again.”


“I know, love, just ignore her, and you don’t have to have Shreddies. There’s Weetabix too.”


He tuts. Archie’s been going in for much more tutting recently. He also appears to have decided to only wear one sock to school today.


“Where’s your other sock?”


He looks at me like I’ve just asked him for a quick summary of quantum physics.


“I hate Weetabix. Why can’t we have proper cereal in the little boxes? Gran always has the little boxes, they’re much better.”


Jack nods. “He’s right, they are.”


Great, so now I’ve got Jack lobbying for Variety Pack enhanced mornings. But at least he’s got both socks on. Although no school sweatshirt.


“Jack, find your sweatshirt, and Archie, you need both socks on for breakfast.”


“Nelly has Variety Packs, she told me.”


“She does not, Archie, she has porridge, Connie told me. They all do.”


Actually Connie said Mark made porridge one morning last week and both Nelly and Marco nearly fainted with shock at being asked to eat something so revolting-looking, even with golden syrup on top. But there’s no way on earth I’m falling for a Variety Packed school run every morning, and I’m not certain honesty is always the best policy with under-tens. I’m sure Connie would agree. Both Nelly and Marco give her what Gran likes to call a run for her money, particularly Nelly, or Antonella, which is what Connie calls her when she’s being annoying. Which is pretty often; just one of the reasons why Connie quickly became my best friend when we moved down here. I’ve noticed before how mums with Lively children tend to gravitate toward each other.


“Why can’t we have Frosties, or Coco Pops?”


I think I’ll ignore this; if I want to see how many ways a seven-year-old and a nine-year-old can leap about with massive sugar highs while I try to get their coats on, I can just give them cans of Coke for breakfast and win the Top Mum award for the entire week.


“Go and find your other sock, Archie, and Jack, find your book bag too please; you took it upstairs last night to do your reading.”


Everyone is glaring at me now. Even Pearl. Time for a spot of positive behavior reinforcement as the experts like to call it; bribery, basically.


“While you’re both finishing getting ready I might have time to grill some bacon, but only if you get a move on.”


They both cheer, which prompts Pearl to pause from stuffing the washing machine with unsuitable objects and clap her hands.


Jack smiles. “Thanks, Mum, and can we have egg too, like Gran makes?”


Perhaps a few grilled mushrooms and possibly a side order of kedgeree? Am I running some kind of bed-and-breakfast operation and nobody has told me? Anyone for kippers?


“No. Just toast, and bacon, if you hurry up. Or Weetabix, if you don’t.”


They sprint for the stairs, followed by Pearl, who will start screaming in about five seconds, when she finds they’ve climbed over the stair gate and she is therefore trapped in the hallway while her brothers are free to roam. Time for me to nip in with a diversionary tactic or we’ll have another school run where she’s red-faced and furious and won’t sit in her buggy without five minutes’ wrestling.


“Can we take the saucepans out of the washer now, love?”


She charges back into the kitchen ready to defend all her painstaking efforts.


As soon as the bacon’s done and I’ve got her into her high chair, she starts singing along to the radio, with her fingers in her ears so she can achieve maximum volume to annoy Jack and Archie but not have to enjoy the full volume herself. She pretty much has two volume settings does my gorgeous girl: Loud and Very Loud. And while her blond curls and dazzling blue eyes make her look like a poster baby for our new life by the seaside, her temper and steely stubborn streak are less enchanting. Especially at 5 a.m.


The phone rings just as I’m pouring juice, and trying to persuade Pearl to keep her bib on.


“I’ve been up since dawn. This motherhood thing’s a total bloody nightmare, isn’t it?”


“Morning, Ellen.”


“The little swine was up three times last night. At least Harry says he was, I went back to sleep.”


Alfred Arthur Williams-Malone arrived seven months ago and has shown no signs of letting up on the nocturnal activity front yet. Ellen wanted to call him Merlin, mainly to annoy her mother, but Harry used his paternal veto, so they settled on Alfred instead, in honor of Harry’s favorite granddad, who used to collect lawn mowers, but endearingly also bought glass jars full of toffees whenever a grandchild was due to visit. They call him Eddie most of the time, or Fast Eddie, since he was born in just over an hour from Ellen reaching hospital and getting into the birthing pool. She didn’t even have time to unpack her bags. And knowing Ellen like I do, I can safely say she’d have had quite a few bags. She’s my best friend, and has been there for me for all my best and worst times, but she definitely doesn’t travel light.


“Poor Harry.”


“Oh yes, my heart bleeds. He’s having a lovely time, moaning on about the night shift like he’s the only man in the Western world who gets up at nights to feed his baby.”


“He probably is, Ellen.”


She laughs. “True. But filling the fridge with bottles was a masterstroke, if I say so myself, and I’m so glad we’ve got him on the stuff that comes in tins now. That bloody milking machine made me feel like a prize heifer, way too bovine for me, although it did freak out all the boys at work; there’s something about a breast-feeding woman they just can’t cope with. And the mummy mafia couldn’t guilt-trip me about being back at work because he was still getting the good stuff, I just didn’t have to actually be there. Perfect win-win.”


“Less winning for poor old Harry though?”


“Oh please. One of you has to end up looking like the living dead with a new baby in the house, that’s the rule. And it sure as hell wasn’t going to be me, darling. Besides, so what if he’s a bit tired; nothing most women haven’t been doing for centuries. He says this house-husband thing is against the Geneva convention and we’re breaching his right to sleep or something. He’s thinking of hiring a lawyer.”


“Who’s he going to sue, you or Eddie?”


“Both of us, probably. Like being a freelance cameraman could keep us in wine and roses; he wouldn’t even be able to cover the mortgage. He’s got a job on next week, and by the time I’ve sorted out the child care, and rejigged my studio slots, it’s costing me a bloody fortune. Christ, the things we do to keep our boys happy. Anyway, enough about Planet Boy, how’s my Pearly Princess? Thinking of taking any legal action?”


“Probably. She’s got a major issue with the stair gate at the moment, and I’ve told you, please stop calling her that, it makes me feel like I’m living in my very own remake of Cinderella.”


“I loved that film.”


“Yes, but it’s not so great when you’re the one doing all the sweeping up and cooking, but with no friendly squirrels sewing sequins on your frock.”


“Or birds flying backward and forward twirling ribbons. Don’t forget the birds. I loved that dress, I wanted it so much I was nearly sick.”


“Me too, but less of the Princess please, or God knows what she’s going to insist we call her by the time she’s bigger.”


“Madam?”


“Hang on a minute, Ellen. Jack, drink your milk, sweetheart. And Archie, stop doing that, please. Come on, it’s nearly time to go to school.”


“What’s he doing?”


“Giving Pearl the crusts from his toast. They’re always foisting things on her. They treat her like a mini–vacuum cleaner, she’s always trotting round with fists full of mashed-up toast.”


“Handy though, a mini Hoover. I hope Eddie goes in for that when he’s a bit bigger. So what are you up to today then?”


“Creating a fabulous new window display of tea cozies and knitted cakes. I hope. The patterns for the tea cozies are selling really well.”


“Knitted cakes?”


“They look a lot better than they sound.”


“They’d have to.”


“They make great pincushions.”


“And there are people out there who need special cushions for their pins? It’s a whole new world, isn’t it, darling?”


“You can mock, but they sell really well. Anyway, what’s Britain’s Favorite Broadcaster up to then? Annoying celebrities, having on-air fights with her coanchor?”


“He started it.”


“Yes, but you didn’t have to push him right off his chair.”


“Bastard. He lodged an official complaint you know. I had to go to another meeting with Human bloody Resources. Idiot woman told me that it didn’t set a good example to the younger staff.”


“It is the second time you’ve done it, Ellen.”


“Yes, and it won’t be the last. I told her, if she’s really concerned about good role models for younger staff, she’d better crack on with stopping the boys in senior management shagging young hopefuls and hiring them as their new protégées. Because sooner or later we’re going to get hit with the mother of all sexual harassment suits, and I for one am perfectly prepared to be a witness for the prosecution. She went quite pale, and then I said I needed to go and lactate, and that really finished her off.”


“I bet.”


“So have you decided? Weekend away, health spa, but with booze, and proper food, none of that low-carb bollocks? What do you think?”


“I can’t decide.”


“About what?”


“Anything really. It took me nearly half an hour yesterday to decide whether to take my cardigan off.”


“That doesn’t sound good, darling.”


“I know. Something’s happened to my brain in the last few months. When I had Jack and Archie, it was my memory, so I had to write lists for everything.”


“So that’s where you got your addiction to lists from. But I know what you mean, I’m loving those sticky Post-it notes now. I’m on a couple of packs a week, and I’m sticking them everywhere. And you can get them in such fashion-forward colors. It’s brilliant. I stuck one on Harry last night, to remind him to take the rubbish out. So useful. Anyway, what sort of decisions are you wrestling with, anything juicy?”


“Whether to take my cardigan off.”


She laughs. “It can’t be that bad, darling.”


“It bloody is. My head’s so full of the shop and the kids and what we can have for tea the bit where I can make decisions has fallen off, so now I just dither.”


“Postpartum Dithering. I like it.”


“Well I’m glad someone does, because it’s driving me round the bend.”


“A weekend away sounds like just what the doctor ordered.”


“Yes, but it’ll take so long to arrange everything, for the kids and the shop. Why don’t you just come down here for the weekend? I can have Pearl in my room and you can have her room, like last time.”


“Ooh, that’s a good idea. I love my weekends by the seaside, and so does Fast Eddie. He sleeps better, it must be all the sea air. And then we can do the spa thing another time. Perfect. How’s Dovetail?”


“Martin’s fine, thanks, and stop calling him Dovetail, he only told you about dovetail joints that one time, and that was ages ago.”


“When was the last time he told you another fascinating fact about wood?”


“Yesterday, but—”


“I rest my case.”


“Look, I’ve got to go or we’ll be late for school.”


“Okay, but I’ll call you later, and I want a full report on the state of play with old Dovetail, I’m writing a Post-it note now, to remind myself. I’ll stick it on Eddie; he’s asleep at the moment. So sweet when they’re asleep, aren’t they? I can do the yummy-mummy thing when he’s asleep, it’s just when he’s awake it gets a bit more tricky.”


“Tell me about it.”


Pearl is now throwing small pieces of toast, aided and abetted by her brothers.


I fob her off with a piece of peeled apple while simultaneously overseeing final school uniform checks and grabbing a last cup of tea. She adores pieces of fruit, and she’ll pretty much eat anything as long as you put it in her current favorite plastic bowl. This week it’s the Toy Story one. Last week it was the blue one, with the green stripes. She’ll even eat mango and kiwi along with the usual toddler favorites of strawberries and grapes, whereas I had to practically force fruit into the boys when they were asleep. Although now they’re being outclassed by toddler sister, they’re considering apples and mandarins as possibilities.


I’m drinking tea as we have one of those golden five minutes that make it all worthwhile. Pearl is singing to her piece of apple, doing a little celebratory dance now she’s been released from her high chair, and the boys are joining in, slowly and carefully so they don’t knock her over. It’s moments like this when it all makes sense. Until I realize we’re going to be late and there’s a mad rush to get out of the door.


“Come on, Archie, walk a bit quicker, love.”


“I’m going as quick as I can. Honestly, Mum, it’s boss boss boss with you. All the time.”


It’s only a ten-minute walk across the park to school, or forty-five minutes if Archie is allowed to dawdle.


“I bet I’ll be the first to get to the gates.” I speed up, walking as fast as I can toward the park gates.


Jack and Archie race past me.


Pearl temporarily abandons her battle with her hat in order to bounce in the buggy as an encouragement for me to walk faster. She hates wearing hats, so I’ve knitted her a balaclava for cold January mornings. She tries to get it off but only ends up turning it round, so we often arrive at school with a woolen-faced child. But at least I know she’s warm.


Jack beats Archie to the gates, but only by centimeters, so they’re both calling for a steward’s inquiry as we cross the road, holding the handles of the buggy and walking properly, despite protestations.


“Horrible big liar. Tell him, Mum, lying is terrible, isn’t it?”


“Yes, it is, Archie, and so is shoving your brother, and Jack, stop it now. It doesn’t matter who won.”


They both look at me like they’ve had yet another glimpse of Planet Mother and found it totally nonsensical.


“Of course it does, Mum. He’s always saying he’s faster than me, and he’s not.”


Pearl is shouting now too, random shouting, just so she doesn’t feel left out. If I’m not careful we’re all going to arrive at school mid-bicker.


“What do you want for tea tonight, Archie?”


“Not sausages.”


“Okay.”


“I’d love sausages, Mum, they’re my favorite.”


Time for a little bit of brother bonding I think.


“Okay, well, since you two can’t agree, I’ll choose. I know, macaroni cheese.”


They both start to make being sick noises, which Pearl thinks is marvelous.


“Well choose something, together. Or it’s macaroni.”


They walk slightly ahead, whispering, all disputes temporarily put to one side while they rack their brains to try to come up with a mutually acceptable supper which will also annoy me.


“Can we have roast chicken with crispy potatoes and gravy?”


“Not on a school night, no.”


They both tut, and Pearl relaunches Battle Balaclava.


Excellent.


Connie’s already in the playground, and Jack and Archie run off for a last two minutes’ playtime before the bell goes. She’s looking tired, and I don’t think being four months pregnant is helping; she says this is my fault, because seeing me with Pearl made her go all broody. Although unlike her and Mark, I appear to be missing the husband and father of course. Which was pretty tricky when the news first got round that I was pregnant; half the town seemed to think Martin was the dad, even though we weren’t actually together then. At one point I thought I’d have to put a notice up in the bloody shop window: Martin Is Not the Father, something like that. And Elsie was driving me mad in the shop; not only has she worked with Gran for years before I took over but she’s also Martin’s mum, so it all got pretty fraught. But once I fed the gossip grapevine with a few snippets about an old friend who wasn’t going to be part of our lives, things calmed down, thank God. Not that Daniel is an old friend, but I could hardly say it was a one-off magic moment in Venice with a handsome stranger. People round here don’t really go in for that kind of thing. Especially not if they’re recently widowed. Actually neither do I, widowed or not; it was my first experience of being the kind of woman who has affairs in foreign cities with glamorous photographers. It’s just typical of my luck I ended up pregnant. Although of course now Pearl is here, I realize just how lucky it was. I wouldn’t have missed being her mum for all the world. Even if she won’t wear hats.


“Porca miseria.”


“Good morning to you too, Constanza.”


“Sorry, no, it is Annabel Morgan, she is giving us the evil eyes, again.”


“What have we done now?”


“Just being here is enough, I think. Nelly, come, your coat is not done again.”


Nelly races past, ignoring her mother.


“Antonella.”


Connie’s right, Annabel Morgan is definitely giving us one of her Looks. As president of the PTA and all-round snooter, she’s an enemy you don’t want to make, but that ship sailed quite a while ago for Connie and me. She’s standing with her son, Horrible Harry, who is poking his tongue out at passing children whenever her back is turned. How charming.


I’m still not entirely clear why she dislikes me so intensely but I don’t think my appearing with the occasional VIP has endeared her to my cause. Being Britain’s Favorite Broadcaster does mean people tend to recognize Ellen when she turns up to meet her godsons from school, and my knowing our local film star Diva Grace Harrison is even more annoying, even if I am only her official knitting coach. It’s all put me firmly on Annabel’s do not resuscitate list. And Connie is far too Italian to put up with any nonsense, so she’s definitely on the list too.


The nasty looks have definitely got worse since Pearl arrived; I think I’m meant to be embarrassed about appearing with what she’d definitely call an illegitimate child in my buggy. In fact, as far as she’s concerned all my children are annoying. Archie is in the same class as Horrible Harry, and since Archie’s not one to sidestep anything remotely resembling conflict, they clash pretty frequently, and Archie’s a lot less sophisticated than Harry, so he tends to shove people over rather than going in for a bit of sly nipping when nobody is watching. If Annabel could work out how to get away with it, we’d definitely be subject to a lifetime ban from the PTA.


The kids are lining up now as Mrs. King rings the bell, with help from a rather enthusiastic small boy from the reception class who is trying to lift the bell above his head for maximum ringing. Jack runs over to grab his PE kit, while Pearl tries to undo the straps on her buggy and follow him into school.


“I just hope she’s this keen when she’s actually old enough to go.”


Connie smiles. “Nelly was the same, always trying to be with Marco.”


“You look tired you know, Con. Are you sure you’re not doing too much?”


I think running the pub, and trying to keep up with Nelly and Marco, combined with keeping the new café stocked, might count as too much in anybody’s book.


“I am fine, little rests, all the time, it is driving me crazy. Everyone keeps saying, sit with the feet up, but how can I, if I don’t know everything is being done properly?”


“I know, but—”


“And Mark is telling me yesterday, when this baby comes we will have a little holiday. But he is mad; all I will want is to stay at home, not doing the holiday.”


“Your mum will come over though, won’t she?”


“Yes, but after the baby, and just her, not the whole family. I have told her, there are too many Italians in our house already.”


“How’s it going, with Susanna and Cinzia?”


“Cinzia, okay, she is a good girl; Susanna, not so much.”


“We all love Cinzia, she’s a total treasure.”


Connie’s mum and dad have decided that since they can’t persuade her to come home to Italy, they’ll send the younger members of the family over to her to lend a hand, and since none of them ever travel alone, they’re sending them in pairs. They’re meant to learn English, like a sort of family gap year, and now baby number three is on its way, Connie’s mother is even more delighted with her plan. Both Cinzia and Susanna have been instructed to keep a close eye on Connie and report back in to La Mamma. They’re both really sweet, although I think Connie does get a bit fed up with them following her around trying to Help. But it’s been particularly fabulous for me, since Cinzia has become our semi–au pair: she wanted to earn a bit of money, and Connie practically insisted I take her on. It’s been a total lifesaver; I get some cover for the days I’m in the shop, without having a homesick Italian in my house laughing at my attempts to make pasta, and Connie gets a break from Operation Mother. It’s brilliant.


“Good morning, ladies.”


Bugger. Annabel Morgan has executed a sneaky rearguard action and circled the playground so she can pounce on us. I thought we might be able to make a swift exit.


“Morning, Annabel.”


“Just to let you know, the committee meeting is next week, so if you do have any suggestions, feel free to jot down some notes. I know how busy you both are.”


She trills out a little laugh.


“What time is it?”


Annabel gives Connie a very dismissive look. “Sorry?”


“The meeting. When is it?”


“Eight o’clock, on Monday, but I really don’t—”


“So, we will come, and we can tell everybody about the walking buses.”


“There’s really no need to take time away from your restaurant, Mrs. Maxwell, I know you’re always so busy, no need at all; and our committee meetings are not really open to the public. But as your president, I shall be more than happy to represent your views.”


Damn. I really wish we hadn’t started this now. I only mentioned to Jack’s teacher, Mrs. Chambers, that I’d read an article about a new scheme to get kids walking to school, and before I knew it, Connie and I had been persuaded to raise it at the annual PTA meeting, and now we’ve been Volunteered.


“Thanks, Annabel, but Mr. O’Brien did ask us to make sure we went to the meeting. He seemed quite keen on the idea.”


Let’s see if she tries to outrank the Head.


She hesitates, and various parents who are lurking nearby lean forward slightly so they can hear her response. Oh dear.


“Yes, well, that would be super, of course, so important for everyone to play their part, if you’re sure you can spare the time. Now you must excuse me, but I do have to get on, so many things to do, sometimes I don’t know how I manage to keep up with all my PTA business, I really don’t. But we all have to do our bit, don’t we? Good morning.”


She nods at us, like we’re dismissed, as she marches across the playground in her twinset and smart skirt, stamping her medium-heeled court shoes with annoyance. Crikey. She’s channeling a minor member of the Royal Family even more than usual; she’ll be knotting a silk head scarf under her chin next. Or arriving at school on a bloody horse. If she gets her hands on one of those polo sticks, we’ll all be in trouble.


“Bloody hell.”


Connie laughs. “I know.”


“I don’t even want to do this stupid walking bus thing, and you’ll be too pregnant.”


“To walk?”


“Well no, but walking up and down the High Street collecting small people whilst wearing a fluorescent tabard isn’t my idea of the perfect way to spend my morning if I’m completely honest, Con.”


“A what?”


“It’s a sort of vest. But longer, like an apron.”


She mutters something in Italian.


“Exactly.”


“Mark says we are mad.”


“Well he might have a point there, Con. Come on, let’s start walking to the shop or I’ll be in trouble with Elsie for being late.”


“She works for you, yes, so you can arrive when you want.”


“Technically yes, or I can be on time and have a peaceful morning.”


“I am with the car. I have to take Susanna to her language classes; she is not going, and my aunt Silvia, she is furious.”


“Oh, dear. What’s she been doing then, when she gets the bus into Canterbury?”


“Flirting.”


“Fair enough.”


“I know. But it is not teaching her the English vocabulary.”


“Maybe not the kind of vocabulary your aunt had in her mind, but I bet it comes in a lot handier than ‘What time is the next train to Cardiff?’ ” I was helping Cinzia with her homework last week.


Connie smiles and bends down to kiss Pearl as we reach the car. Poor Susanna is sitting in the passenger seat, looking pretty miserable.


“See you later, bella. She’s turning the hat again.”


“I know, leave her. It annoys her if I try to turn it back the right way, and she’ll be asleep in a minute.”


Connie kisses her again and puts her hand on her tummy.


“I hope this one, he is happy with hats. Or she. But Mark thinks it will be a boy.”


“How does he work that one out then?”


“He says already there are too many Italian women in our house.”


“I don’t think you can ever have enough Italian women, Con, not if they’re all like you.”


She blows me a kiss and gets into the car.


I’m trying to work out how we can rope in enough parents to make the bloody bus thing work as I push the buggy down the High Street, with Pearl having a nap, her hat half covering her face. I got details from the local council, and you can start off with a Walking Wednesday, which I quite like the sound of, and see how it goes just one day a week before you launch a whole scheme and find yourself pretty much permanently in your tabard marshaling small people around at the crack of bloody dawn. You need a minimum of two adults for each journey: a driver and a conductor, one to lead the kids, and one at the end to make sure no stragglers get left behind. Dear God. You have to set up a route, so parents bring their kids along rather than having to stop at each house, which would take all day. But even so. Jane Johnson says she’ll help, and she works in the school office, so that will be an advantage when it comes to setting up rotas and getting notes out to all the parents. But Annabel is bound to meddle if we ever manage to get the idea approved. So that’ll be me stuck in a bright orange outfit on a ten-mile walk that finishes at the end of our rickety old pier if she has anything to do with it. Christ. Me and my big mouth. Next time I read something interesting, I’m going to write myself a note. And hide it.


It’s still freezing cold, but at least the sun is shining. I love Broadgate on mornings like this, with the sea sparkling at the end of the High Street, even if it is a rather chilly kind of sparkle. Mr. Parsons is hanging up metal buckets on the hooks outside his ironmongers and arranging mops, and Mrs. Baintree in the bakery gives me a cheery wave, which is good because when we first opened the new café things got rather strained. I think she was worried we’d be taking all their customers, but since we don’t sell loaves of bread, or giant baps, or multicolored biscuits with smiley faces on them, cordial relations have been restored. She even came in for a coffee last week.


Elsie’s behind the counter as I wheel Pearl through to the back of the shop.


“Morning, Jo, is she asleep?”


“Yes, but not for long. Unless you fancy a little walk?”


She smiles. “You’re all right, dear. That girl will be along soon, won’t she?”


“Yes, she’s due any minute.”


Hurrah. The cavalry are coming.


Elsie doesn’t entirely approve of Cinzia. There’s something too flamboyant about her for Elsie’s taste. But even she has to admit the children adore her.


“It looks like you sold lots of that new cotton on Saturday.”


“Yes, Mrs. Collins was in, she’s making another blanket. I asked her if she’d like to knit orders for us, and she was really pleased. She said she’d think about it and let us know.”


“Well, she’s a lovely knitter, I’ll say that for her, and we can always do with more things to sell in the shop.”


“Morning, Jo.” Laura walks through the new archway into the café, carrying a cup and saucer. “Thought you’d like a cup of tea, Jo.”


“Bless your heart. That’s just what I need.”


Elsie stiffens. She and Laura have a running battle over who is in overall charge. And the truth is, nobody is. Or I am. But definitely not Elsie. Laura worked for Connie at the pub as a waitress before we spotted her as perfect for the café. She’s studying textile design at college part-time and lives just off the High Street with her little girl, Rosie, and her mum lives a couple of streets away from Elsie. So she’s perfect for popping in when we’re particularly busy in the summer, and she sorts out all the orders with Connie, and arranges the rota for her college days. Her friend Tom does the days she can’t do, which is working really well, even if he does play in a band in the evenings so he sometimes looks slightly frayed around the edges in the mornings.


Connie and Mark have been really clever about the menu too, keeping it simple so we don’t need too much equipment or people wearing special hairnets; we do juice and smoothies, teas and coffees, and a selection of Mark’s cakes and biscuits, and paninis. Nothing hot, so no grills or ovens, just simple, fresh food and great coffee, thanks to the huge machine Connie’s uncle Luca brought over for us, which was half the price of anything we could find from the local suppliers. It was a bit terrifying at first, all that steam and wiping nozzles, but he was very patient, and now we all know how to use it, although Elsie isn’t convinced it’s not going to blow up and tends to steer clear of it.


“Would you like a tea, Elsie?”


“Well I don’t mind if you’re making one.”


Laura winks at me as she goes back through into the café. I’m glad now we didn’t spend a fortune and turn it into one huge space. It works well having the two shops connected, and if things ever get really tough, I can always sell the café and go back to just having the wool shop. But the café is definitely attracting new customers; people don’t tend to go into wool shops unless they already know how to knit, but once they’re sitting in the café, they see the notices we’ve put up about our knitting groups, or the tea cozies, and the blankets and shawls for sale, and it encourages them. And Laura often sits knitting at the counter, working on the designs for her course, like the bag knitted on huge needles with lots of bobbles, or the cape with the lovely cable pattern.


“Hello, poppet.”


Pearl is waking up.


“Shall I give her a biscuit?”


“She’s just had breakfast, Elsie, thanks.”


In other words No, please don’t be passing her chocolate digestives every time we’re in the shop, particularly when she’s wearing a balaclava, or I’ll have to wash it again.


Laura brings Elsie her tea and shows us both a magazine she’s got from college, with pictures of a knitwear show in Milan full of extraordinary sweaters with extra sleeves, or huge cowl necks, and wonderful soft wraps draped over tiny vests.


“Do you think that’s cashmere?”


Elsie and I are both peering at the pictures.


“It looks a bit thinner than that, doesn’t it? Maybe silk?”


Laura nods. “That’s what I thought, but then I thought maybe four-ply?”


Elsie’s finding her glasses while I pick Pearl up. She’s not very good at waiting patiently in her buggy while people chat.


“Come on, darling, let’s see the lovely pictures.”


“More.”


No and more are the top words at the moment. And it’s surprising how far you can get with just two such useful words.


“Do you want a drink, sweetheart?”


Please let me have remembered to put her juice cup in my bag.


“No.”


Excellent.


“Nice apple juice?”


She starts to wriggle.


“More.”


She wants to be down, running about, but I’m not that keen; I’d prefer to avoid the bit where she pulls balls of wool off the shelves and I try to stop her if I can possibly avoid it.


“Let’s have some juice first, love.”


She gives me one of her why-is-my-mother-such-an-idiot looks, which she’s learned from Archie, and is about to start yelling when Cinzia arrives, just in the nick of time. She’s looking even more like Sophia Loren than usual, a young Sophia, like she was in Houseboat, although I suppose that would make me Cary Grant, so possibly not. But she has that gorgeous sway about her, and wears the kinds of clothes that regularly make most of the male residents of Broadgate stand with their mouths slightly open.


She’s busy kissing Pearl, which Pearl is tolerating although she’s not usually that keen on too much fussing.


“So today we go to baby gymnastica, yes?”


“Thanks, Cinzia, she’ll love that.”


“See, I am wearing the trousers.”


It’s amazing how many more dads have suddenly found time to take their toddlers along to the baby gym sessions in the Village Hall since Cinzia arrived. She wore a tiny denim skirt and black footless tights a couple of weeks ago, and Lucy Meadows says Mr. Dawes was so busy watching her he tripped over a mat and banged his knee so badly he had to go home. Mrs. Dawes is still giving me rather pointed looks in the playground, particularly if Cinzia is with us.


“Brava.” I’m picking up a few more Italian words to add to the ones Connie’s taught me.


“Rock Around the Clock” comes on the radio, and Pearl and Cinzia start to dance, with Pearl bobbing up and down and Cinzia shaking her enviable hips. Christ. I think the baby gymnasticals might be in for another tricky session. She’s wearing skinny jeans, with a glimpse of a very flat brown tummy, and a minuscule pale blue T-shirt with a cashmere cardigan. It’s always cashmere with Cinzia.


“Are you still okay for tomorrow night, Cinzia?”


“Sure, and we will make pizzas I think, with ’am?”


Ham on pizzas is Archie’s favorite. And Cinzia’s learned not to call it prosciutto, which Archie refuses to eat.


“Great.”


“Say good-bye to Mamma, Principessa.”


Okay, so the Principessa thing isn’t ideal, but I put up with it because Pearl likes it, and she sometimes gives me a dismissive wave, like I have her permission to leave, which is so much nicer than the routine where they burst into tears at the slightest hint that you might be about to part.


I used to hate that with Jack; he went through a very clingy phase, which basically meant I didn’t go anywhere without him for ages. He even came to the dentist with me, which was particularly hideous, him sitting in his buggy looking at his baby books while I tried to avoid flinching when the dentist did that jabbing thing they do with the little prodder. Nick used to get really annoyed about it, and told me I was making Jack anxious. With hindsight I wish I’d told him to shut up, and if he spent a bit more time working on his relationship with his son, and less time on having an affair with bloody Mimi the French UN worker, he’d be in a better position to give me top parenting tips. Although I didn’t know about that at the time, of course, I just thought he was busy being an up-and-coming television news presenter, and I was the stay-at-home mum who wasn’t keeping up my end of the deal. Most of the time I remember feeling like I was somehow failing, not quite exciting or smart enough, not able to keep up with the pace. God, if only I’d known.


“Thanks Cinzia, and call me, if anything—”


“Yes, I will call, like every day; I will call if anything ’appens, but it will not. We will have a lovely day, and do our gymnastica, won’t we, Principessa?”


Pearl waves. I’m sure she’s going to have an Italian accent; she sounds very Italian when she’s babbling, and she goes in for a fair bit of Italian-style tutting, often accompanied by a slight shrug of the shoulders. And she calls me Mamma, but then so did the boys and we didn’t have an Italian au pair then. Or even the remotest hint of an au pair. Nick didn’t like the idea of anyone else in the house; he liked to come home and completely switch off. Sometimes he just slept, and hardly spoke to us at all. Which I also used to think was somehow my fault.


“See you later. Have a lovely day, sweetheart.”


Great. Finally, I can start work. It’s ten past ten and I’ve been up for hours. This working-mother lark is such a treat.


“I’m going up to the office, Elsie, and I’ll check the website orders.”


“Right you are, dear.”


I think I’ll make a list. That’s always calming. I’ll drink my tea and make a list. And then I need to sort out the window displays. I took out most of the Christmas things last week, but I still want to add in a few more hot-water-bottle covers, and the new tea cozies. And I should probably start thinking about a new display for February, with a Valentine’s Day theme again; it worked really well last year, and I’ve still got the strings of pink heart-shaped fairy lights in the stockroom. The café window display is fairly simple, with knitted tea cozies and teapots, and knitted cakes on the antique glass cake stands I found in Venice, and the blue willow pattern one I found in a junk shop; with fairy lights and frosted glass sundae dishes, it all looks very pretty. Gran and Betty loved knitting the scoops of ice cream for the dishes, in dark chocolate and raspberry, with a few pale pom-poms in vanilla and caramel, and mint. So all I need to do is update it, adding in knitted mince pies and holly leaves at Christmastime, or more knitted cakes. Gran found a pretty cup and saucer in the jumble sale at the Lifeboats last week, so I want to put that in too.


Which reminds me, I must ask Gran if she can babysit on Monday, so I can go to the bloody PTA meeting with Connie. I’ll ask her if she’s decided about her cruise as well; she’s been looking at brochures again with Reg, and there are some lovely looking ones that go round the Caribbean, but she says she doesn’t want to be that far away, in case I need her. So I need to persuade her it’ll be fine.


Right. List. Ring Gran. Get more details on the bloody bus thing. We’ll need to set up one of those telephone charts for the mornings when the light sea mist is more of a torrential downpour and walking to school would involve lots of soaked children arriving sopping wet and chilled to the bone. I should ring Mr. Prewitt too, and make sure he’s got everything he needs for the shop accounts; he’s been impressed with the impact of the café; our profits were up nearly 500 percent for the last quarter, even after I gave Connie and Mark their share, which sounds great until you know how low it was to start with.


I want to check with him about the insurance too; ever since the fire I’ve been fairly obsessive about it. Thank God our policy was up-to-date, or I would never have been able to afford to buy Mrs. Davis out. Even though her florist business wasn’t earning much, and the prices round here are still pretty low, it was a fair chunk of money, and being right next door might have made some people double the price. But she was so nice about it, and kept trying to lower it because her electrics started the fire in the first place. I sorted it out with Graham and Tina in the end, and he talked to his brothers. We saved a bit by not using an agent. But I thought I’d still need to take out a business loan, and I don’t think the bloody banks are that keen on wool shops run by single parents with three kids. Although they seem perfectly fine with multimillion-pound gambles run by the kind of men who you’d pay serious money not to sit next to at dinner parties. Not that I go to dinner parties, but if I did I bet I’d end up sitting next to a banker boasting about his bonus. Despite taking us to the brink of financial meltdown, they all still seem to be awarding themselves massive bonuses. Bastards. But with the insurance money and a bit of help from Gran and Reg, and dipping into my rainy day money, I managed to buy the café without having to go the bank. Not that things aren’t a bit tight, and I still can’t work out how I managed to paint most of the upstairs while Pearl was newborn. I went into a sort of magnolia daze I was so tired. But things have always been tight financially, so I’m used to it. Nick and I never reached the bit where things got a little easier; he was gone long before that. Not that I realized it at the time. I thought he was just working, not off having an affair and taking out a bloody second mortgage behind my back. It’s almost embarrassing how stupid I was back then. Still, you live and learn, as Gran would say. Although in Nick’s case of course, not so much.


Damn, that’s something else to add to my list. I need to call Elizabeth and arrange a time for us to visit the grave. Another opportunity for her to tell us all how marvelous her Nicholas was, and treat me like his driving his car into a tree was somehow my fault. It’s been three years next weekend, but it feels so much longer than that. We’ve come a long way since those early days, when the police came round and everything fell apart. If Ellen hadn’t been there for me I don’t know how I’d have managed. The shock, the grief, the anger, all of it. Now it all feels much more distant. Maybe I’ve done that thing all the books say you’re meant to do, and I’m into the acceptance phase. Maybe forgiveness is on the horizon, although on second thought, maybe not. I don’t think I’ll ever really forgive him. Not for crashing the car, he couldn’t help that; although if he’d ever listened to me when I told him not to drive like a total nutter, well, who knows. But for planning to leave the boys, who idolized him. It was all so predictable, and unfair, and cheap, and he’s already missed so much. And I can’t help wishing he’d met Pearl, although if he was still around I probably wouldn’t have had her. I would never have gone to Venice for that first Christmas after he died, when I couldn’t face our first family Christmas without Nick. I’d never have sat drinking whiskey with Daniel in his hotel room, talking about lost loves. Still, I wish Nick could have seen my gorgeous girl, I know he’d have got a kick out of seeing how like Jack she was when she was born. He’d have recognized her in a heartbeat. She’s much more like Archie now, in temper and steeliness, which is probably a good thing. I think girls need a bit of steel, just in case.


Oh God, I’m feeling tearful now, and I really don’t have the time for this. Not now. I’ll check the order book, and if that doesn’t work I’ll do a mini–stock take. That always helps.


“Hello, pet.”


“Gran, I was just going to call you.”


“Reg has just dropped me off, he’s on his way to the Bowls Club, there’s a row on about who put the scoreboard away last time; silly fuss about nothing if you ask me. Did you want me for anything special?”


“No, just wanted to know if you’ve decided about your cruise.”


“Not yet, pet, I like to take my time, and Reg is getting some new brochures. There’s a lovely one goes round the fjords, and Russia.”


“Why would you go there when you could be in the Caribbean?”


“I don’t like it too hot, you know that, pet.”


“Well, that definitely won’t be a problem if you’re cruising round Siberia.”


She smiles.


“Gran, you’re not fooling me you know. Go on a proper cruise. We can manage for a few weeks. I really want you to have a proper break.”


“I know, pet, but I’m not even sure I want to go gallivanting off, spending all that money. I get lots of breaks now, and what I really like is being with you and the boys, and our Pearl. I never thought it would be so lovely you know, stuck in this shop for all those years with old Mrs. Butterworth making my life a misery, I never dreamed it would all turn out like this. I’m so glad I stuck it now. Reg was saying the same thing only the other day. And when you get to my age, if you haven’t worked out what makes you happy, then it’s too late. And for me, it’s stopping right here.”


“I know Gran, but—”


“I’ll think about it, pet, that’s all I’m saying. Anyway, it’s not like I haven’t been before, we had our lovely honeymoon cruise, which I still think is silly at our age, calling it a honeymoon. It was different with your grandad Tom, but we were so young we couldn’t afford a proper honeymoon, just a night in a hotel in Margate. Terrible place, got bombed flat later in the war, and a good thing too. No, my holiday with Reg was luxury compared to that. And he does look nice in his blazer; I’ll say that for him. So I’ll think about it, I promise. Now then, when do you need me this week? I’m happy to come in, you know, or sit with the children, whatever you need, just say. Shall we have a cup of tea, love? I’m parched.”


“Lovely.”


“And then we can run through the next few days. I’ve brought my diary, Reg got me one, did I show you? Lovely leather one.”


“Yes, you did, Gran.” About ten times actually.


“I’ll just put the kettle on then.”


It’s like a military exercise, keeping track of our week. Cinzia has her English classes in Canterbury, so Gran has Pearl on Monday mornings, and they go to baby music, which Pearl enjoys, particularly the drums apparently. Reg sits cross-legged on the floor with her because his knees are better than Gran’s, while she catches up on the gossip with Mrs. Nesbit, who makes the tea. But all in all, despite the tricky timetabling, we seem to manage, unless anyone is ill, or the kids are on holiday, when it all goes pear-shaped and I have to make it up day by day. But Elsie is always happy to do extra shifts in the shop, and Gran’s friend Betty helps out too, so we usually get there. And it’s not quite as overwhelming as I thought it would be in those first few weeks after Pearl was born. Although there was one morning when I’d finally got her off to sleep, and I was sitting by the till, with her Moses basket by my feet, looking at the order book, and then I woke up nearly an hour later to find Elsie had draped a blanket over my shoulders and was making the customers tiptoe past while I was facedown on the counter, still holding the order book. Which wasn’t a perfect example of entrepreneurship, but people seemed to like it.


“Right then, pet, you’ve got me for half an hour or so, what needs doing?”


“You could help me with the windows.”


Gran loves doing the window displays with me. “Lovely.”


We rearrange the hot-water-bottle covers, and adjust the little wooden figures that are meant to look like they are skiing down the cotton wool slopes, while I drape hats and scarves over the partition along with a couple of mohair shawls in dark forest green and apple green, with white fairy lights in the cotton wool snow. I’m knitting another shawl in soft cotton, in a dark orange marmalade color, but I haven’t quite finished it yet.


By the time Reg has collected Gran, and we’ve talked about cruises again, and whether they do or do not want a balcony, and I’ve talked to Mr. Prewitt and put in orders for more cotton and the chunky tweed, it’s nearly half past one and I’m knackered. The café’s busy, so I sit upstairs in the workroom and light the fire. People often bring a drink and a slice of cake up with them from the café while they look through the pattern books; Elsie’s convinced we’ll end up with sticky balls of wool from people browsing while they’re eating; she keeps a packet of wipes behind the till specially, but so far she hasn’t had to swoop in and demand anyone wipe their hands.


It’s so lovely watching the flames on the kindling wood, with no customers, and no small people needing any attention. It’s hard to believe you could see the sky through the holes in the roof after the fire, when everything was black and soaking wet. But with the new plaster and paint, you’d never know it happened. Downstairs is still pretty much how it was, only brighter and warmer, but upstairs is where there’s been the biggest transformation. The whole of the space above the shop is now the workroom, with the fireplace and the big table, and lots more shelves, and a new sofa and armchairs by the window where the old kitchen used to be. Above the café we’ve made a small office in the front and a large kitchen with the café dishwasher and huge fridge. We’ve managed to fit in a storeroom too, with floor-to-ceiling shelves for extra stock, which means we can order larger quantities and get better discounts. But almost best of all, we’ve actually got a parking space now, in the lane behind the café; the wool shop never had a back door because we’re right on the corner, but the café does, so now there’s somewhere for delivery vans, and I can leave the door open and nip into the shop for five minutes if Pearl is asleep in her car seat. Elsie keeps an eye on her, or Laura, so it’s not as dodgy as it sounds, and it made a real difference when she was tiny and waking her up led to so much squawking.


I’m in serious danger of falling asleep when Mrs. Bullen comes up wanting to look at patterns for Fair Isle cardigans for her granddaughter. We’re back downstairs choosing colors when Mark arrives.


“Afternoon, Jo. Connie said you were getting low on chocolate, and the pistachio, so I thought I’d bring some more stock over.”


“Thanks, Mark.”


He unloads the tubs of ice cream and puts them into the big glass-fronted display fridge in the café while Mrs. Bullen finally decides on purples and pinks to contrast with the grays and whites. The pattern has a lovely pale blue which we haven’t actually got in stock, but apparently it doesn’t matter, because her granddaughter is now insisting on pink and more pink since her new baby brother arrived. I find a pretty rose pink as a substitute, and a ball of pale lilac, which I let her have at half price since it’s the last one on the shelf.


“I can’t wait to get home and get started.”


“Well don’t forget, come back in if you need a hand with anything.”


“I will, thank you, dear.”


Mrs. Bullen often gets confused with patterns, and the last time she made a cardigan she ended up with two left fronts and no right, so now she tends to pop in and check she’s on the right track. We’re always happy to help, and Elsie loves it; she can give top tips and catch up on all the latest gossip at the same time.


“Here, Jo, try this, would you?” Mark hands me a glass dish and a spoon, and Laura’s already started on hers. Great; I love it when we do tastings. The ice cream is still our best seller. I thought it might slow down in the winter, and it has a bit, but since Mark keeps to his mantra of seasonal food, and introduces new flavors every couple of weeks, demand has stayed fairly steady.


“Not too sweet?”


We both shake our heads; too busy enjoying it to waste time speaking.


He smiles. “Good. The first batch I made was too sweet. Clementines can be tricky like that. I’m glad it’s okay.”


“It’s so much more than okay, Mark.”


Each time he brings in a new flavor I end up revising my Top Ten List. Damson, blackberry, salt caramel, the peach one he made in the summer, lemon meringue, hazelnut, and the chestnut one he made at Christmas. The raspberry ripple with old-fashioned vanilla. And the gooseberry fool was pretty epic too. Actually, maybe I’ll just have a Top Twenty, because the honeycomb is lovely too, and the black currant. I think I might need another mini-scoop.


“Looks like the sorbet is getting low too. I’ll do some more tonight, I’ve still got stacks of frozen berries in the freezer.”


“Lovely.”


“I’ll do some more sherbet too, shall I?”


“Perfect.”


“Right, well I better be off, we’ve got a big group in for dinner later, and Con’s on at me to pull out all the stops. Some family birthday, so they’ve ordered a cake.”


“Lucky them.”


Laura looks longingly at him as he goes out and sighs. “I wish I could meet someone like him. Maybe a bit younger. But basically just like him. The ice cream alone would make it worth it.”


“Maybe you should check out the local catering college?”


She smiles. “Have you seen them? Either they’re seventeen and nervous or they think they’re God’s gift. No thanks. Mark’s so clever with the new flavors, you know; some of our regulars come in just for that.”


“Actually, I think that was Connie’s idea. They serve the ice cream at the pub too, and they like the menu to change so they can keep things seasonal. They’ve taken on a new apprentice now, just for the pastries and ice cream.”


“I know, he was telling me. Actually, that’s the only thing I don’t like about him really.”


“What?”


“That he’s got such a lovely wife.” She grins.


“Yes, that is a drawback, I can see that.”


“It’s bloody typical. All the good ones are married, or gay.”


“Tell me about it.”


She laughs, and then we realize Elsie has come into the café and has heard me. She’s not pleased. Damn. Not only have I inadvertently cast aspersions on Martin, which is something only she’s allowed to do, but we forgot to call her in for the Tasting. Bugger.


“You’ve got to try this, Elsie.”


“I’ve just had my lunch, thank you.” She sniffs, clearly annoyed. Great.


Laura winks at me as I follow Elsie back into the shop.


Things are still pretty frosty when Martin arrives.


“Hi, Jo. Hello, Mum. I’d love a coffee.”


“I’m not using that silly machine; you can have tea and like it. Better for you.”


“Okay.”


She goes into the café, and Martin looks puzzled.


“What’s up with her now?”


“Mark brought some new ice cream in, and I forgot to ask her to help us taste it.”


“Oh dear, I’m sure she’ll get over it.”


“Yes, but how long will I be getting the sniffing routine?”


“Well, she’s still not speaking to my aunty Doris over that shortbread.”


“And when did that happen?”


“Three years ago.”


“Thanks, Martin, that’s very encouraging.”


He grins. “Sorry. Look, have you got a minute? I’ve got something to show you.”


Oh God, I hope it’s not another bit of floorboard. Or a kitchen brochure.


Buying the wreck of a barn to renovate was definitely one of his better ideas. It combines his passions for carpentry and all things wooden with bargain hunting and reclaiming old materials, so it’s eco-friendly too. I’m sure it will be stunning if he ever finishes it. But it does seem to involve me in more conversations about oak versus walnut than I ever imagined possible.


“I’ve got about fifteen minutes before I need to leave to get the boys. Can it wait?”


“I’ve found a new book—well, an old one really—with patterns, for cabinets and cupboards, for the kitchen. I got it at the library.”


“Great.”


“Do you think I need a plate rack?”


“Sorry?”


“There’s one with a sort of rack, for plates, built into the cupboard. Would that be good?”


“Depends on how many plates you’re going to have. You’ve only got three so far.”


“Two actually, Trevor got a bit excited when the lorry turned up yesterday with the bricks, and he knocked the table over.”


Trevor the bloody Wonder Dog is now fully grown, and even more enormous than when we first met him pulling our new neighbor Mr. Pallfrey up our garden path on the night we moved in.


“How’s Mr. Pallfrey doing?”


“Fine, I think. He rang me last week from Spain. Well, I say me, but he likes to speak to Trevor too.”


“Martin, you’re completely mad, you know that, don’t you?”


“Trevor recognizes his voice.”


“Well he bloody should do, he’s his dog. Which brings me to the question how come you’re stuck with him, with us as backup? It was only meant to be temporary, you know.”


Mr. Pallfrey is visiting his daughter Christine, in Spain, ostensibly recuperating from his second hip operation, but I think he likes it so much he’s going to stay over there.


“I still can’t work out how you’ve ended up adopting Trevor. A few weeks were fine, but it’s been ages now. And yes, I know you like dogs, and the boys adore him, and so does Pearl, although he does keep knocking her flat and sooner or later she’s going to get fed up with that. Even bloody Cinzia loves him. I know you wanted a dog, but do you really want such a huge mad one?”


“I can’t get rid of him now, it wouldn’t be fair. I’m too nice, that’s my trouble.”


“And an idiot.”


I lean across the counter and kiss him, which is risky, because if Elsie comes back in with the tea there’ll be even more sniffing.


He’s grinning now. “Anyway, enough of all that, I need to ask you something.”


“No.”


“You don’t know what it is yet.”


“Can we have Trevor for the night next week while you go to London for a freelance job that’ll pay double your usual rate because their computers have all gone on the blink and you’re the only person who can unravel them?”


“Crikey, that’s almost spooky, how did you— Oh, right. Mum.”


Elsie puts the tray on the counter and sniffs again. “There’s only digestives.”


“I thought you liked digestives, Elsie.”


I’ve learnt from bitter experience that it’s pretty vital to keep Elsie supplied with the right kinds of biscuits, particularly if she’s already in a sulk.


“I do, but I like those jam ones you got last week, I was hoping for one of those. Still, never mind. Now what were you saying, Martin?”


“Nothing, Mum, just talking about Trevor.”


She sniffs again.


“Martin can go and get some Jammie Dodgers, Elsie. Can’t you, Martin?”


“What? Well I—”


“Yes. And I’ll think about that stupid dog.”


“Right. Jammie Dodgers coming up. Is that right, Mum? Or are these some new biscuits with jam that I don’t know about?”


“Don’t be cheeky, Martin, it doesn’t suit you.”


It does actually.


He kisses me on the cheek and then winks. Bugger. Elsie is definitely going to need those extra biscuits now.


By the time I’ve got the boys home, and we’ve had baked potatoes and tuna with grated cheese for Jack, and sweet corn for Archie, and a bit of both for Pearl, although most of the sweet corn ended up on the kitchen floor as usual, because she insists on waving her spoon about, I’m exhausted. I’ve managed to get through bath time without shouting at anyone, but I’m beyond tired. Pearl conks out in her cot nice and early, but Jack and Archie are still keen for another half hour of cartoons.


“It’s a school night, come on, up we go, and there might be time for a story.”


“Mum, that’s just not fair. I’m the oldest; I’m nearly ten, so I should be allowed to stay up longer.”


Archie is horrified. “You are not nearly ten, not for ages. You’re nine, and I’m nearly eight, and that’s only one littler than nine, so you’re not that bigger. Stupid.”


“Tell him, Mum.”


“You can keep your light on and read for a bit, Jack, you know that. But it’s bedtime now.”


There is no way on this earth I’m falling for an extra half hour of someone sitting downstairs watching child-friendly telly every evening, thank you very much.


“Yes, but I’m not tired, Mum, I’m really not.”


Archie’s getting agitated now. “I’m not tired too, stupid.”


“Well I am, so stop it, both of you. Or there won’t be time for any stories. At all.”


They both hesitate but recognize the signs of a mother close to the edge.


“You can choose one book each, and no, Jack, not a long book, one of your bedtime picture books. Or not. And I’ll just have a nice rest and you two can sulk.”


“Honestly Mum, there’s no need to be so grumpy. Great big grumpypotamus.”


“Thanks, Archie, I love you too.”


Archie falls asleep while I’m reading to him, but Jack’s sitting up looking anxious by the time I’m trying to tuck him in.


“Lie down, love.”


“Mum, you know Dad is in heaven.”


Oh God, not again.


“Yes love.”


“If there is a heaven. That’s what we say, isn’t it?”


“Yes love.”


“Well, is there?”


“What sweetheart?”


“A heaven.”


“I don’t know, Jack, nobody does. Not really. Some people think there is, but if you love somebody, like you love Dad, well, that never ends. They live in your heart forever.”


“And that’s a kind of heaven, isn’t it, Mum?”


“Yes love.”


And a kind of hell too, if you happen to have been on the point of leaving them and sodding off to live with a bloody French nymphet called Mimi. And now you’re stuck floating about somewhere and watching your little boys trying to make sense of it all.


“Yes, but he can’t see us, can he? Not all the time?”


“No love.”


Please don’t let him ask me any more tricky questions tonight, I’m too tired and I never feel I’m getting this right. I don’t want to trot out the lines about heaven and angels, because I’m really not sure what I think about all of that, and it seems important to be honest about something so important. But I want them to have the comfort of it, like fairies and Father Christmas; that sense that magic things can happen and there will always be a happy ending. Even if it doesn’t feel like it. Something that makes the darker moments a bit more bearable.


He’s still thinking.


“Snuggle down, love.”


“I can’t see him now, Mum, when I close my eyes. Sometimes I can’t remember what he looked like.”


He’s on the brink of tears now, silent crying in the dark while he tries to make sense of it all.


Bloody hell, I hate this. It’s so incredibly unfair.


“I know love, neither can I, sometimes. But we’ve got lots of photographs, and our holiday films.”


“It’s not the same.”


“I know, but when you look at the photographs, you’ll see, you’ll feel it straightaway, love.”


“Feel what?”


“How much he loved you, more than anything in the whole world.”


“Yes. More than anything in the whole wide world to infinity and back again.”


There’s a small smile now.


“Yes.”


“Even more than Archie, because I was first, wasn’t I, Mum?”


“He loved you both more than anything in the entire world; there just isn’t anything bigger than that. Now, what story do you want, love?”


“Owl Babies. Just because it’s one of our favorites. I’m too big for it really.”


“Okay.”


“And Mum.”


“Yes, Jack.”


“If I have one of my dreams, can I come into your bed?”


“Yes love. But very quietly. If you bring Archie or wake up Pearl, then the deal’s off.”


He nods and snuggles down.


So that’ll be him in my bed by the time I come back upstairs. Great.


“Oh darling, poor Jack, he’s always been such a trooper about it all, and they’ve coped so well, you know, you’ve done an amazing job.”


“No I haven’t, Ellen, I’ve done what any mum would do, muddled through the best you can and tried to keep the kids safe.”


“Well, I think you’re amazing.”


“I should bloody hope so. You’d be in real trouble if your best friend thought you were crap.”


“True.”


“He hasn’t had his bad dreams so much lately; I was hoping he might be getting over it. Well, not over it, obviously, but past worrying it was somehow his fault.”


“Archie’s never really gone in for that, has he?”


“No, nothing is ever Archie’s fault. He gets that from Nick. But he minds. He told me the other day, how much he misses him.”


“Did he?”


“Yes, but he wanted to play football in his pajamas, so I’m not sure he wasn’t just guilt-tripping me, to see if I might cave and let him out into the garden.”


“Why should you feel guilty? You didn’t do anything. Christ.”


“It’s never just one person though, is it? And anyway, haven’t you realized yet, the wonderful world of motherhood is one long guilt trip; it goes with the territory.”


“True. I was looking at Eddie the other day, and he’s definitely got Harry’s nose, you know. You’d think I could have chosen someone with more aquiline features. Anyway, enough of all this guilt-tripping bollocks, tell me about you and Dovetail. What’s up? I thought it was working out really well.”


“It was, I mean it is. It’s just. Oh, I don’t know, but sometimes it feels like we’ve been catapulted forward ten years.”


“You mean you’re totally bored and you hate him?”


“No, but I think maybe we’re in a bit of a rut, and it’s quite early for that, isn’t it? I mean, we haven’t actually been seeing each other that long, not really.”


“By seeing you mean shagging, right?”


“Ellen.”


“Well, you do.”


“I mean just the two of us, as opposed to with the kids, or in the shop, or with his mother.”


“Kinky.”


“Ellen, this is so not helping.”


“Sorry darling. But seriously, maybe he’s not the one for you.”


“I don’t want anyone who’s the one for me, I haven’t got the energy. The last thing I need is Mr. Right.”


“Just Mr. Friday Night?”


“Something like that. I just want everyone to be happy, and go to sleep on time. That’s about all I can cope with at the minute. And I do like him, you know, he’s really—”


“Don’t say nice, darling. It’s the kiss of death.”


“I know, but he is. A really decent, nice, kind man. He’ll never cheat or lie, and he gets how important the children are, they’re not just background noise for him.”


“Stop it, I’m getting so jealous. The passion. I can’t bear it.”


“Yes, but maybe that’s just the way it is, when it’s more than a brief affair, for most people anyway, and I can barely make it through the day as it is; the last thing I need is too much passion.”


“You can’t have too much passion my darling, trust me. But I do know what you mean. Sometimes I look at Harry and I think, Really? This is it, forever? How’s that going to work?”


“But it does.”


“Not all the time.”


“You say that, Ellen, but it does, with you and Harry.”


“He’s all right, I suppose. Moans a lot, but when I watch him with our beautiful boy, well, it makes up for a great deal.”


“Exactly. But that’s another thing. Martin’s great with the kids, better than Nick ever was, but they’re not his. He just doesn’t have that extra bit of connection, and I’m not sure about that, longer term.”


“Well, you could soon fix that.”


“How?”


“Have another one, with him.”


“Are you mad? I’m in enough trouble with the three I’ve got. Christ, four would finish me off completely. I don’t think Martin wants kids actually; he’s never said anything. And anyway, I’m too old.”


“Forty isn’t old, darling, haven’t you heard?”


“It bloody is if you’ve got three kids under ten, and no visible means of support that doesn’t involve you getting out there and working for it. And before you say it, yes, there’s still a bit of my rainy day money left, and the money for the boys from Nick’s work policy, and Daniel said he’d put some money aside for Pearl, when she’s bigger. But that’s up to him. I’ve told you, I don’t want to be beholden. Not to anyone. I never want to do that again. That way the world can’t come crashing down again. See, I’ve got it all worked out.”


“Marvelous, darling. Talking of Daniel.”


“We’re not talking about Daniel, we’re talking about Martin.”


“Yes, but when Daniel rang you on her birthday, and then turned up bearing half of Toys ‘R’ Us in the car, are you really sure you’re okay with that? Because I think you’re mad. You should sue him for every penny.”


“For what? It was my choice, Ellen, and anyway, the presents weren’t useless. Well, not all of them.”


“Nothing for you though?”


“Ellen, it was one night. A nice moment. Why would he be bringing me presents? He hardly knows me. I like it that he comes to see her. He’s not going to be a major part of her life, and that’s fine, Nick wasn’t much different for the boys, not when it counted.”


“I know darling, but wouldn’t it be good not to have to work quite so hard?”


“Says the woman who went back to work six weeks after having Eddie.”


“Yes, but that’s different. The bastards are all after my job, you know that. If I’d left it any longer, I’d have been moved back to weekend slots. Anyway, don’t change the subject. All I’m saying is keep your options open, with everything, including Martin.”


“Well, that should be easy; he’s not pushing me to do anything else.”


“Do you want him to then? Ask if he can move in or something?”


“God, no.”


“Well then.”


“I know, ignore me. I don’t know what I mean.”


“It’s not enough, that’s what you mean, and I think you’re right, I’ve told you before. He’s sweet, but he’s not enough for you. You need someone who can give you a run for your money.”


“What money?”


“You know what I mean, someone more like Nick.”


“Ellen, please. When I think how long I spent trying to work out what to do for Valentine’s Day that year, and if he’d get the new foreign correspondent job and whether we’d get posted to somewhere with good schools for the boys. It would be ironic if it wasn’t so tragic.”


“I know, darling, but you were happy, at first.”


“Until.”


“Yes I know, until he came home and announced he was having an affair and then stormed out and crashed the bloody car. Bastard. But look how far you’ve come since then.”


“I didn’t have much choice.”


“Yes you did, darling, you could have gone under, especially with him taking out that second mortgage on the house and leaving you with no money and everything. You could have been in real trouble. But you didn’t. You picked yourself up and carried on.”


“Yes, straight into the next disaster.”


“Daniel wasn’t a disaster, darling, your first Christmas on your own was bound to be rocky, going to Venice to your mum and dad was a top plan. And having a magic moment with Daniel was just what you needed.”


“Oh yes, perfect. Being wanton in a glamorous hotel. Very clever. Until I got back home and realized I was pregnant.”


We’re both giggling now.


“Yes, but I’ve told you that was just incredibly bad luck, that would never happen twice; condoms are usually completely reliable; trust me, I should know. God, if I’d gotten pregnant every time I had a magic moment I’d be like Old Mother Hubbard. But you don’t regret having Pearl, do you?”


“Of course not, you know I wanted another one but Nick refused to even talk about it.”


“Well then, and now Daniel’s calmed down and stopped sending those daft letters from his lawyer demanding tests, it’s all worked out fine.”


“Yes, but it’s not exactly an endorsement for boys who can give you a run for your money, is it?”


“I know, but Daniel was a proper match for you; he was an alpha male, that’s all I’m saying, and you’re an alpha female.”


“Yes, but in case you’d forgotten, Daniel’s got a Diva of his own now, and I don’t think Liv will take kindly to his attention straying too far.”


“She sounds like a total cow to me, and she’s definitely had work done, you can see it on her face. Quite recently, if you ask me.”


“I think they all do, Ellen.”


“Your Amazing Grace hasn’t.”


“She’s not my Grace, she’s our local Diva and I’m her knitting coach, that’s all. But she is amazing.”


“I was looking at some paparazzi shots of her skiing, and even in one of those hideous ski suits she looks amazing. And they got her on the slopes; you could see she wasn’t in full makeup or anything. And she still looked bloody gorgeous.”


“Are you still trying to persuade Harry to go on that skiing trip?”


“No, I’ve gone off the idea now. Tom Partridge came back with his leg broken in three places; they had to air-ambulance him home. His wife wheeled him into the studio yesterday and he looked well pissed off. She was pretty chirpy though; it’s the first time she’s been able to keep track of him for years, he’s such a shagger. And anyway the outfits are hideous, unless you look like your Diva; she had a great fur hat on actually, beautiful, but she’ll have to watch it, I bet those animal rights nutters can ski.”


“I’ll tell Maxine the next time she calls.”


“When are they back from the States?”


“A few more weeks, I think. She’s doing loads of publicity for the new film.”


“And you’re the transatlantic knitting coach; see, you can do stuff like that. Not many people could pull something like that off. You just need a bit more après-ski, that’s all. I can see you might not want to tackle another black run like Daniel just yet, but you could still go off piste a bit more.”


“Yes, and end up facedown in a snowdrift, being rescued by a Saint Bernard who’s even more stupid than Trevor. No thanks.”


“Yes, but keep your eyes open for new boys, that’s all I’m saying. You never know, you still might get swept off your feet by a tall, dark, handsome fisherman or something.”


“I’d need more than my eyes open round here, I’d need a bloody huge telescope. Anyway, you know we don’t have fishermen down here, apart from a few old codgers on the pier, and getting swept off our pier isn’t my idea of a good night out.”


“Oh, I don’t know. He could rescue you, mouth-to-mouth and off you go. I’m feeling it, darling. Just don’t wear that tragic old sweater. Make sure you’ve got a cotton shift on or something.”


“Good night, Ellen.”


“Night darling.”


Great. So now I’ve got to fall off the pier and hope I get rescued by a handsome stranger, rather than a pensioner with a folding stool and a thermos flask. I better get the timing right, because I could have quite a wait. A cotton shift would be hopeless; at this time of year you’d only last about thirty seconds in the sea, it’s bloody freezing. Maybe a flannelette one would give you a few more minutes. I saw a pretty one in one of my catalogs, I think, with roses on. Excellent. I’ll add it to my list. Or possibly not.
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