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			Jodi Taylor is the internationally bestselling author of the Chronicles of St Mary’s series, the story of a bunch of disaster prone individuals who investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Do NOT call it time travel! She is also the author of the Time Police series – a St Mary’s spin-off and gateway into the world of an all-powerful, international organisation who are NOTHING like St Mary’s. Except, when they are.

			Alongside these, Jodi is known for her gripping supernatural thrillers featuring Elizabeth Cage, together with the enchanting Frogmorton Farm series – a fairy story for adults.

			Born in Bristol and now living in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and write a novel. Over twenty books later, she still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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			With their children off on a school trip, Russell and Jenny are contemplating their first peaceful weekend for many years.

			 

			SPOILER ALERT: That doesn’t happen.

			 

			The telephone lines are down.

			The lights have gone out.

			The weather is closing in.

			And that’s not the only thing . . .
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			‘Mum, have you seen my pink top?’

			‘Airing cupboard.’

			‘And my blue top?’

			‘Airing cupboard.’

			‘No, not that blue top. My other blue top.’

			‘Airing cupboard.’

			‘Mum, I’ve lost my Argentinosaurus.’

			‘Already . . . packed.’ 

			‘No, that’s my Spinosaurus. I need my Argentinosaurus.’

			‘On your bookcase, but if you pack that one, then Spino . . . saurus has to come out.’

			‘Aw, Mum . . .’

			‘One dinosaur only, Jamie – that was the rule.’

			‘How come Joy gets to take a million clothes and I only get one dinosaur?’

			‘Joy had better not be taking a million clothes,’ shouted Russell from the safety of his studio.

			‘She took the big suitcase, Dad, and I wanted it for my sauropods. And now she can’t get it shut properly and—’

			‘Joy – you’re going away for less than forty-eight hours. You don’t need to take your entire wardrobe. Just pick up a coat, shove a pair of knickers in one pocket and your toothbrush in the other. Done. And then I won’t be giving myself a hernia trying to drag your entire wardrobe outside to the car.’

			‘Mum! Dad says I can’t take any clothes with me and—’

			I sighed. ‘Three tops – plus the one you’re travelling in. Two pairs of jeans. Underwear and . . . toiletries, Joy. That’s all you need.’

			‘But Mum—’

			‘It’s a youth hostel, for heaven’s sake,’ shouted Russell. ‘Not a fashion parade. Just pack a change of clothes in case you get wet. Which you will because the weather forecast says it’s going to be rough this weekend. I mean, yes, you could take half a dozen strappy wisps of nothing but you’re going to look pretty silly when all your mates are snug and warm in their hoodies and you’re dying quietly of pneumonia in the corner.’

			‘Quietly?’ I said, grinning, sticking my head round his door.

			He paused, standing in front of his easel, brush in hand. ‘Oh. Yeah. You’re right, Jenny.’ He raised his voice. ‘Forget the quietly, Joy. Never going to happen. Unlike the pneumonia.’

			‘No one in this family does anything quietly,’ I said. ‘It’s ten past, everyone. We have to . . . be out of the door by quarter past. Anything not . . . packed now gets left behind.’

			Given the ensuing packing frenzy, I actually wasn’t sure that was the right thing to have said. And it would probably be a very good idea to go and check exactly what was being rammed into suitcases and sports bags. On the other hand – did it matter? It was perfectly possible – actually, it was very likely – that Jamie would wear the same pair of underpants throughout the entire weekend no matter how many pairs I put in his bag. And we all knew that Joy would wear every item of clothing she possessed throughout the same time period, so I suppose, in the end, they cancelled each other out.

			I’d said quarter past because this is the Checkland family and assembling more than one of us at any given point and at any given time is a bit of an uphill struggle. We didn’t actually need to depart for another thirty minutes, but I always build in at least half an hour’s arguing time. 

			As a family we have a great deal to say for ourselves. Well, Russell, Joy and Jamie do. I don’t. I have a bit of a stutter. It’s nowhere near as bad as it used to be although it does come back if I’m tired or anxious. It can be quite difficult to get a word in edgeways sometimes. Most times. Mine is a very . . . articulate . . . family. 

			Although not this weekend. 

			This weekend was School Trip Weekend. Russell had been counting down the months, then the days and now the final hours. I had more mixed feelings. This was the first time both Joy and Jamie had been away without us and it was certainly the first time they’d been away overnight. Two nights actually. They were bubbling with excitement at the thought of getting away from their parents. One of their parents – Russell – was bubbling away for exactly the same reason. I agreed that yes, it was good they were looking forward to their trip. That they were independent. That they were confident enough to see it as an adventure rather than abandonment – but deep down, I couldn’t help wondering if just a little sadness at being separated from their parents might not be such a bad thing. They could at least pretend. Just a little bit.

			 

			We assembled outside in the farmyard by the water trough. The official Checkland assembly point. 

			Our farm – Frogmorton Farm – is not particularly picturesque. ‘Ramshackle’ is a word frequently used to describe it. No black and white timbers or thatched roofs. It’s built mainly of red brick and Russell always says the windows look as if they’ve been hurled randomly at the building by a bad-tempered giant. It eats money and never ever looks any less dilapidated no matter what we do to it. Russell says it’s a bit of a mystery and he’s baffled. Andrew, his cousin, says it doesn’t take much to baffle Russell. 

			The barn and stables are flanked by oddly shaped wooden sheds – original purpose unknown. Opposite them is the big gate to the lane. Another gate opens into Boxer’s field and a third leads to our biggest field, which is frequent home to Martin Braithwaite’s surplus sheep. Sensibly, given the weather forecast, he’d brought all his livestock in under cover, so the field was empty.

			The yard was comparatively uncluttered, which, given the way the wind was blowing us around, was just as well. The water trough is heavy and never likely to blow away. The chicken coop is also a substantial affair, with several new wings (!) and another storey added over the years. Since it was usually weighed down with sleepy, overfed chickens who hadn’t quite got the hang of exchanging board and lodging for daily eggs it seemed safe to assume that wasn’t going anywhere, either. 

			All doors were bolted. Everything firmly secured. We could safely leave for a while and, fingers crossed, it would all be here when we got back, because the weather forecast was not reassuring. A big storm was brewing. There had been images of swirling masses of weather enveloping Britain on the breakfast news, and flood alerts and gale warnings were being broadcast. I cast a glance around at the tossing tree branches and heavy, scudding clouds. 

			‘Should we bring the animals in before we go, do you think?’

			‘No,’ said three voices simultaneously.

			Russell was slinging cases into the boot. ‘We don’t want to lose momentum, Jenny. Never allow the herd to scatter.’

			‘Herd?’ said Joy indignantly. ‘Mum, Dad’s calling us a herd. That’s pretty disrespectful.’

			‘Please get into the car – we’re going to be late,’ I said. 

			We weren’t, but I’m quite an expert at deflection.

			Everyone climbed into my car. The gate was already open and we pulled out into the lane. The Checklands were on the move. Finally.

			Just a word about us – the Checklands.

			Joy is technically a teenager, but in reality she’s been a teenager since the age of two. And we still have another five years to endure. Russell says to hang in there because one day a mature and responsible adult will emerge – just like him. He never appears to be aware of the silence following this remark.

			Jamie is . . . well, Jamie. Completely dinosaur obsessed. Apparently he’ll grow out of it and it could be worse. Although when questioned closely, no one seems to know how. Russell says he’ll either grow up to be massive in the field of dinosaurology and able to keep his parents in the manner to which we’d love to become accustomed, or we’ll have to lock him in the attic for the rest of his life and tell everyone he’s gone to live abroad. It could go either way. I’m just happy they’re healthy. Normal sometimes seems a bit too much to ask for.

			I’m married to Russell Checkland. Russell’s an artist. A good one. I think his stuff is wonderful. Now that he’s matured – although Andrew says that statement is open to discussion – his paintings are less showy but with more depth. Fewer visual fireworks and more thoughtful. He’s built himself a reputation and even been the subject of one of those arts programmes on TV – although they never came back for the follow-up episode after Marilyn tried to eat their director’s jacket, which she was wearing at the time. He has a steady stream of commissions from people who also admire his work. Having a family suits him although, again, as Andrew says, you’d think the burden of domesticity would have worn him down just a little, wouldn’t you? Speedy answer – it hasn’t. He still shouts – especially at his daughter. Before anyone dials Childline – she shouts back. They enjoy it, I think. 

			Both children were firmly secured in the back seat because Russell’s style of driving can be very . . . impulsive. And, occasionally, multidirectional. Joy, as usual, was as far from Jamie as she could possibly manage – which in my little car is not that far. Russell had pointed out she’d have a lot more room if we’d taken his Land Rover, only to have Jamie remind us that Joy had refused to get in it ever again after the last time, when she’d seen someone who knew her and had spent the entire trip into Rushford lying on the floor and panicking lest any more of her friends spotted her in this well-known-but-for-all-the-wrong-reasons rust bucket. Especially Gary Franklin. We had no idea who Gary Franklin was. Nor were we ever likely to. Apparently she’d rather die than expose Gary Franklin to her family. As Russell had remarked – dramatic but understandable. Reviewing my family, I couldn’t help feeling the unknown Gary Franklin might have had a lucky escape.

			Anyway, the pair of them – Joy and Jamie – were in the back seat: Jamie glowing with excitement at the thought of being old enough for his very first school trip ever and two whole nights away from home, and Joy staring fixedly out of the window, because everyone knows that being seen in public with your younger brother has a very negative impact on your street cred.

			‘It’s not fair,’ she announced. ‘They should make them go somewhere else.’ 

			I assumed she meant the youngest children should have had a separate trip. Separate dates. Separate destination. Separate continent, even.

			Russell pulled up at the traffic lights and turned round. 

			‘Who are they? Who are them? And where is somewhere else? I’ve told you, Joy, if you’re going to complain, you have to be more specific. Otherwise your complaint is just a whinge and lacks impact.’

			Russell and Joy are very alike. Jamie is unique. Enough said, I think. 

			Anyway, this was their first trip away from home overnight. Russell and I were to have almost an entire weekend to ourselves. Russell was really looking forward to it. 

			He turned to me now. ‘Do we have time to put the house on the market and move away within the next forty-eight hours? If we keep moving, Jenny, they’ll never be able to track us down.’

			‘I heard that,’ said Joy from the back seat.

			Jamie was reciting facts about dinosaurs. ‘Mum, did you know a baby T-Rex was covered in fuzz? Like a baby duck. Can we have a baby duck? Please.’

			‘Say yes,’ muttered Russell, pulling away from the lights, ‘or he’ll breed a baby T-Rex from two of our chickens and something he cooks up in a Petri dish.’

			‘The biggest dinosaur bone ever found was heavier than a tank, Mum. Just one bone. How cool is that?’

			‘Oh God,’ said Joy, covering her eyes. ‘Please tell me I’m adopted.’

			‘Dad, did you know dinosaurs could get colds? Just like us. Imagine when a sauropod sneezed. The snot would be as big as a house.’

			Russell grinned. ‘Jamie, you’re annoying your sister.’

			I don’t know whether Jamie genuinely is in his own world or whether he’s a clever boy simply winding up his sibling. I do know that, despite all my best efforts, he’d managed to cover himself in something sticky seemingly just by sitting in the back of the car.

			‘Jamie, what have you . . . ?’

			‘It’s just the paint coming off my stegosaurus, Mum.’ 

			‘Why is the paint . . . coming off your stegosaurus?’ 

			‘I gave it a bath. So it would be clean when it went on its holiday.’

			‘I’m sure the paint should be waterproof.’

			‘I used Joy’s finger-removing stuff.’

			‘My nail polish remover?’ screamed Joy. ‘I’ve told you before not to touch my stuff. Mum . . .’

			Fortunately, at that moment, we pulled into the school car park. Four coaches were already drawn up and waiting. Parents and pupils milled around everywhere. 

			‘Oh my God,’ said Joy, panicking. ‘We’re late. They’re loading the luggage already. They’ll go without me.’

			‘They will not,’ said Russell grimly, pulling into a parking space. ‘Even if I have to chase them down the motorway myself.’

			It was chaos. Teachers stood like islands in a sea of shouting confusion. Pupils greeted each other as if they hadn’t seen each other for years rather than just yesterday. Greetings were shrieked, outfits inspected, friends were gathered close. Parents – now that we’d performed the function of taxi service – were ignored. Slowly, however, order emerged as pupils lined up in their classes. Teachers began to call the registers.

			Jamie looked up at me. Small, skinny, sticky. ‘Bye, Mum.’

			‘Got your Spinosaurus?’ enquired Russell.

			Jamie patted his coat. ‘In my pocket, Dad.’

			‘Enjoy your weekend. Give me a hug.’

			Fortunately, Jamie wasn’t old enough to be embarrassed about hugging his parents in public. Now we were sticky, too.

			‘What are you and Mum going to do?’

			‘Oh,’ said Russell vaguely. ‘Our lives have no meaning unless you’re with us so I expect we’ll just sit around waiting for you to come back again.’ He winked at me. ‘On the other hand . . . we might find something much more interesting to do, mightn’t we, Jenny?’

			‘Oh,’ said Joy, pulling a face. ‘Gross.’

			‘Give your mum a hug,’ said Russell.

			‘Bye, Mum.’ She grinned. She had a very likeable grin. One day she was going to be a wonderful human being. Russell said so and he should know. ‘Try to help Dad cope with his loss this weekend.’

			‘Cheeky monkey,’ said Russell without rancour. 

			‘Would it help if I said I was never coming back again?’

			‘Enormously,’ said Russell, and they grinned at each other. ‘Have a great time.’

			‘I will.’

			‘We’ll miss you.’

			She nodded. ‘I expect you will.’

			‘Just get on the bus,’ said Russell and the two of them laughed. They really were very alike.

			We watched them join their classmates.

			‘Isn’t this exciting, Jenny?’ said Russell. 

			I wasn’t so sure. ‘Russell . . .’

			He rubbed my arm. ‘They’ll be fine.’ 

			‘Suppose they miss us.’

			‘They won’t. A hundred yards down the road they’ll have forgotten we even exist. I did when I went on school trips – didn’t you?’

			‘I wasn’t allowed on school trips.’ 

			Sad, but true. After my parents died, I went to live with Aunt Julia and Uncle Richard and they were always very careful to ensure I was isolated from the outside world. School trips, school clubs, extracurricular activities – nothing like that ever happened for me. No holidays. No excursions. Until I met Russell, my world was very, very small.

			‘Hey,’ he said, putting his arm around me. ‘How about I take you on our own school trip somewhere soon. Just you and me. Where would you like to go?’

			I smiled up at him. ‘I’d love to, but what about the kids?’

			‘Oh, Andrew and Tanya will have them. We’ll dump them on their doorstep, ring the bell and run away. They’ll have no choice but to take them in. What do you think?’

			I smiled again and shook my head. 

			‘No, seriously, Jenny. We’ll go away somewhere. Soon. Think about it. Spa weekend? Posh hotel? Activity weekend? Seaside? London? What would you like to do?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I said slowly, bemused, as always, by the prospect of choices. ‘Can I think about it?’

			‘Of course. Unless “can I think about it?” means “I won’t mention it again and Russell will soon forget”.’

			He was smiling down at me.

			‘No, it doesn’t. As long as when I do decide, you won’t be too wrapped up in your latest painting . . . to . . . take time off.’

			‘I promise, Jenny. This weekend is the first step to getting our lives back. We did have a life before our two turned up. Remember?’

			I laughed. ‘Our lives were – still are – full of neurotic ex-racehorses, an omnivorous donkey and a cat who regards us as her own personal body slaves. We just dash from crisis to crisis.’

			‘Well, we’re going to have a wonderful, crisis-free, relaxing weekend now – the first of many. Hey up – they’re off.’

			Pupils were scattering to their allocated coaches. A teacher stood at each open door, checking off every pupil as they climbed aboard.

			Jamie’s class boarded first.

			‘Jamie Checkland,’ called his teacher.

			He stumped up the steps. Without a backward glance, I noticed. I watched him work his way down the coach. Would he have to sit alone as I so often had in class activities? Friendless and forgotten? Someone called to him. He sat down and, contrary to my fears, was immediately surrounded by his fellow pupils, some of whom actually looked quite nice and normal. He looked up, saw me watching, waved quickly, and pulled out Mr Spinosaurus, showing it to his friends who crowded round to look. Now they were sticky, too.

			Joy’s class was boarding another coach. Which was just as well. Both our children have a strict policy of never being seen in public with each other. I sometimes wonder if this is normal, but lack the nerve to interrogate other parents in case it isn’t.
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