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If Jack the Christmas Street dog were to tell you this story, it would be full of new smells and new people and brand new squirrels. It would be a story full of things to be curious about, to learn about, to get to know.


Actually, that’s what the story would be about from the human perspective, too. Sometimes everything aligns.
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Once you find the tree that looks like Winston Churchill, find the third cow path. Be careful of things that only look like cow paths but have really been created by humans. Cow paths will look like cows should be on them.





‘These directions,’ Sam remarked, ‘could be better.’


Considering that the directions consisted of things like Turn right at the third green stile only they may have painted it red now, and Bear left at the old Savoir house that has been abandoned and is a little overgrown, Libby saw his point. ‘It’s an adventure,’ she said gamely. Only it was an adventure that had gone on for a while now, through various wrong turns and backtracking and pit stops for Jack, and they were enjoying the long summer twilight but darkness was eventually going to catch them, in the middle of the French countryside, still hoping to stumble upon a house.


‘We’re probably going to have to sleep in the car tonight,’ said Teddy morosely. ‘And it’s tiny and we won’t fit.’


‘We’re not going to have to sleep in the car,’ Sam said.


‘You’ll probably kick me with your feet all night,’ Teddy continued.


‘We’re not sleeping in the car,’ Sam insisted.


Libby looked out at the miles of countryside stretching all around them and wondered where exactly they would sleep other than the rental car, if they didn’t find the farmhouse.


Sam must have had the same thought because he amended, ‘Probably.’


‘Dad,’ Teddy whinged. ‘I’m telling you, how are we going to fit in this car? I refuse to share the backseat.’


‘Well, that’s not very—’


‘Oh!’ Libby exclaimed suddenly, cutting off the burgeoning argument. ‘Wait! I think that might be the tree that looks like Winston Churchill.’


‘Really?’ said Sam. ‘It’s just a tree.’


‘No, no, if you squint a bit, it looks like Winston Churchill’s profile. See, it’s even got the cigar.’


Sam stopped the car so he could squint at the tree and then said, ‘Huh. You’re right. I suppose that tree looks more like Winston Churchill than any other tree we’ve seen.’


‘Exactly,’ said Libby confidently, consulting the directions. ‘So now that we have located the Churchillian tree, we have to find the third cow path past it.’


‘The third cow path?’ Sam echoed. ‘And then we’re driving down that?’


‘No, then we’re taking the driveway just beyond it. That’s the house’s driveway!’ Libby couldn’t help the little squeal of excitement she gave. She’d been looking forward to this for so long, and now they were almost there!


‘Locating cow paths,’ remarked Sam, as they all squinted into the lingering golden dusk, ‘would be easier if we were actually cows.’


‘I guess we’ve got to think like a cow,’ remarked Teddy.


‘Moo!’ Sam replied.


Libby glanced back in time to see Teddy roll his eyes.


Sam sighed.


They located what they thought was the third cow path, and then the driveway beyond it. It was nothing more than an expanse of sandy dirt, just wide enough for a car to pass between the overgrown grass waving on either side, and Sam drove slowly. He was probably worried about coming upon holes or ruts, or maybe turning a bend and finding a cow blocking the way, but Libby liked to think that he was going slowly just to be sure she could truly savour this first approach.


The driveway wended its way through the cow pastures, seemingly without any meaning or purpose, and then abruptly ended in a little cleared farmyard. It stood empty at the moment but Libby could envision it, in some past time, with a goat or two, and a barn cat for keeping out the mice. It was that sort of farmyard.


And sprawling comfortably beyond the farmyard was just the sort of rambling old French farmhouse that Libby had imagined in all of her dreams.


It was clearly very old, made out of a weathered stone that had been whitewashed at some point in its very distant past. Night-time was quickly making a full approach, and the dulled ivory colour of the farmhouse caught all of the last rays of the sun and glowed a burnished gleaming bronze in places.


The house looked like lots of bits and pieces cobbled together, dripped on top of each other and sewn up in odd ways. Libby felt like she could count all the centuries in which each of the sections had been built. There was a section with a door so short Sam would have to stoop to get in, and small windows with curious little arches to the top of them, and then another section with an incredibly large and gracious set of doors, with equally large windows flanking it symmetrically, and then another section where the door looked like a serviceable afterthought and windows had been haphazardly punched through the walls. All of the windows were closed up with shutters that had once been a pale blue colour and were mostly flaking into grey. The inky thickness of the darkness creeping in meant that the shutters looked flat and stark against the stone of the house. The closed-up nature of them was the only thing uniform about the house they were looking at, and Libby loved it. This house didn’t even look the same from window to window. It was marvellous. Just the sort of adventurous change of pace she’d been looking for.


‘Is this it?’ Sam asked, peering through the windscreen at it.


‘It has to be,’ Libby said excitedly.


‘How would we even know?’ asked Sam.


‘We’ll see if my key fits.’ She held up the key.


They dutifully scrambled out of the car and stood in the farmyard looking up at the house. Jack kept close to them, tail wagging very slightly, as if he was trying to determine how to feel about this new place. Libby had no such qualms: Libby was in love.


It was a gorgeous evening, the warmth of the summer day kissed with the coolness of the evening rushing up, and the air around them felt hushed with expectation, like everything waiting to happen. Libby inhaled deeply, the scent of grass and warm earth and lavender intermingled. She wanted to remember this moment for ever.


Sam said, ‘Which of these doors do you think we’re meant to enter through?’


Which was a very unromantic thing to say, but Libby supposed pragmatism was important at the moment.


‘Good question,’ she said. ‘Our first task: finding the right lock!’


They started with the nearest and smallest door. As they examined it, Jack went sniffing around the farmyard, getting his bearings. His tail was wagging a bit more steadily now. The first door had a very ancient rusty lock that they all decided their key wasn’t going to fit into. The next door was the very grand door. That lock was scrolled and fili-greed and elaborate but also not right for the key.


‘It’s like Goldilocks,’ Libby said. ‘The last one we try will be the right one.’


‘It’s always the last one,’ Teddy said, heaving a sigh, with great world-weariness.


Jack came up to join them as they walked to the last door, bounding around with his usual enthusiasm and barking.


‘I think Jack likes it,’ said Libby fondly, and curled her hand into Sam’s. ‘What about you? What do you think?’


‘It’s certainly been an adventure getting here,’ Sam said, and smiled at her.


‘I love it,’ said Libby. ‘I think it’s perfect. It’s exactly what I was hoping for. It’s exactly what I envisioned.’


‘We haven’t even seen the inside yet,’ said Sam, laughing.


‘I don’t need to,’ Libby announced grandly. ‘It’s perfect.’


‘You’re drunk on France,’ Sam told her. ‘French-drunk.’


‘Hey!’ Teddy called to them from where he was standing examining the last door. ‘This looks like a regular lock!’


‘Well, that’s a relief,’ Sam said, slinging his arm over Libby’s shoulders to tuck her in closer against him. ‘Otherwise we’d be breaking the shutters down.’


‘No,’ said Libby, ‘we can’t destroy the house.’


‘Do you think you really could break the shutters, though, Dad?’ asked Teddy sceptically.


‘Probably,’ said Sam carelessly.


Libby peered at the nearest shutter. They might have peeling paint but they seemed pretty solid, which they would have to have been to have withstood all these years of apparent neglect. She had her doubts whether Sam could actually break through those shutters but she decided to let him have his fantasy.


‘Yeah, this looks like an ordinary lock,’ Sam was saying. ‘Would you like the honour, Libby?’ He gestured to the lock with a dramatic flourish.


Libby grinned and stepped forward and held the key up. It caught the very last of the dying sun, and Libby felt like the heroine in a fantasy novel. And then she inserted the key into the lock – it slid in without any resistance – and turned it.


And the door opened.


Inside smelled musty in that way of houses that had been empty for a while, and it was pitch black, as all the windows were shuttered up. They stumbled over the threshold together, Jack running ahead of them and barking with discovery.


‘I wish I could see like Jack,’ Teddy commented.


‘Where are the lights?’ Sam asked.


Libby felt along the wall for a switch.


Sam held his phone up, letting it shed some bright white light over the wall Libby was feeling against. There was no switch anywhere where there should have been one, and Sam kept playing the mobile light across the plaster, until they finally spotted a switch, further along on the wall.


‘Watch your step,’ Sam said, as Libby headed towards it.


The floor seemed sloped and uneven and Libby tripped a little over the trailing edge of one of the dustcovers that had been thrown over the furniture, but she made it to the switch, and flipped it on … and nothing happened.


‘Uh-oh,’ said Teddy.


Libby flipped the switch a few more times, just to see.


‘Is the electricity off?’ Sam asked quizzically.


‘I don’t know,’ Libby admitted, at a loss.


Teddy said, ‘See? Told you we were sleeping in the car. We are not all going to fit in the car.’


‘If we could find candles or something … ’ Libby said, trailing off, because she had no idea where to start looking in this huge maze of a house they were stepping into for the first time.


‘I think sleeping in the car makes somewhat more sense,’ Sam said. ‘It’s fine. It’ll be an adventure, right?’


Libby knew he was saying that for her benefit, because she kept saying she wanted an adventure, but getting all three of them – plus a dog – sleeping in a car their first night seemed extreme even by her standards.


She flipped the switch again, futilely, and looked around her at the dark house. The darkness grew deeper and more absolute, stretching off into the distance, and who knew what lurked there? They couldn’t possibly go traipsing around in the dark. It was a much safer idea to get Teddy settled in the car. She and Sam would … figure something out.
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Remember to pack for all sorts of weather!! We’ll be there a long time!!!





It had started like this: Libby wanting to go on holiday; and a grey, dreary day in the staffroom, Libby with her hands cupped around a mug of tea, letting the warmth seep into her.


Mrs Dash, also seated in the staffroom with her, heaved a heavy sigh.


Libby glanced across at her. Mrs Dash looked very mournful indeed. ‘Would you like to talk about it?’ Libby offered kindly.


‘It’s just that the things you think will be wonderful never quite turn out to be as wonderful as you think,’ said Mrs Dash. ‘I’m going backpacking in Brazil this summer.’


‘Oh, dear,’ said Libby. ‘And that’s not going to be as much fun as you hoped?’


‘No, no,’ said Mrs Dash, ‘I’m very much looking forward to it. Except.’


‘Except?’ prompted Libby.


‘Except for Great-Aunt Clarissa.’


‘Is she … supposed to go to Brazil with you?’ asked Libby, confused.


‘Oh, goodness, no,’ said Mrs Dash. ‘She’s dead.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said Libby.


‘No, no.’ Mrs Dash waved Libby’s condolences away. ‘She died ages ago. It’s just that, because of Great-Aunt Clarissa, I’ve this great big house in the French countryside being entirely neglected.’ Mrs Dash sighed heavily again.


And Libby stared at her, sure she’d heard her incorrectly. ‘You’ve got what?’


‘A great big house in the French countryside. One of those rambling old farmhouse affairs. In Provence. Near lavender fields. And olive groves. It’s quite lovely. But, alas, it will be abandoned for the summer whilst I am in Brazil. And it’s not like I ever find any time to visit in term time. So, really, poor Great-Aunt Clarissa.’


‘So,’ Libby said slowly, ‘to clarify: you’ve got a massive house in a charming part of the French countryside you’re worried is going to be empty all summer?’


‘Yes,’ said Mrs Dash. ‘If only I knew that someone might be able to pop in and make sure it’s okay. I mean, naturally I have a local doing it, but he’s very French about the whole thing. You know. I can’t really trust him to make sure the house is kept up.’


‘Well,’ said Libby. ‘I might be able to help you out there.’
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Teddy was settled sulking in the car, and Sam turned away to find where Libby had wandered off to. The moon had emerged, bright and full, and Sam was surprised how much light it cast over the farmyard. It was enough for him to see that Libby had wandered over to the edge of an old, shallow basin that was full of water that reflected the moonlight and gave her a spooky mournful quality.


She looked at him as he approached, and the moonlight was definitely strong enough for him to make out the anguish on her face.


‘How is he?’ she asked.


‘Fine,’ he said casually. ‘Don’t mind him. He’s just been sulking. And he’s overtired from all the travel. He’ll perk up and be fine and cheerful in the morning.’ This was wishful thinking, since Teddy had been deep in his sulk for a while now, but Sam was deciding to be optimistic in France.


‘After sleeping in the car?’ said Libby sceptically.


‘Oh, yeah, he’ll be fine,’ Sam assured her heartily.


It didn’t work. ‘I’m so sorry,’ Libby cried.


And Sam was tired and frustrated and experiencing a bit of foreboding about their time here, but he felt terrible to see the disappointment on Libby’s face, when she had been so excited and so looking forward to their French holiday. ‘For what?’ he said. ‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for.’


‘You didn’t really want to come here. I convinced you—’


‘That’s not true,’ Sam said. ‘I was of course excited to go on holiday with you—’


‘And now your son is sleeping in a car.’


‘He’s fine,’ Sam insisted. Then, ‘Come on.’ He took her hand and led her back to the car. ‘Let’s stargaze. It’ll be romantic.’


‘How?’ asked Libby morosely.


‘Now, now,’ Sam said, trying to be playful to alleviate the mood. ‘No sulking.’ He kissed her cheek briefly, then went digging through the luggage in the boot until he found what he was looking for. He walked over to Libby with an armful of sweatshirts.


‘What are those?’ Libby asked, eyeing them.


‘Our clothes,’ Sam replied. ‘Well. All of the warmest clothes we brought.’


‘I can see that.’


‘It isn’t much,’ Sam continued, spreading them out in a patchwork on the dusty ground of the farmyard, ‘but I think we’ve got just enough for a bit of a blanket of sorts. There.’ He stepped back to survey his handiwork.


Libby lifted an eyebrow at him. ‘That? That doesn’t look very comfortable.’


‘Shh,’ said Sam, finger to his lips. He sat on his makeshift blanket. It wasn’t very comfortable. But … ‘Come here,’ he said, reaching his hand out.


Libby, after a moment, came. She sank down onto the ‘blanket’ with him, settled against him, and sure, it wasn’t comfortable, but it wasn’t unbearable, just the two of them snuggled up like that. And …


‘Look at that,’ Sam whispered into her ear, and pointed up at the sky over their head.


So many stars. An astonishing amount. So many more than they could see in London.


‘Wow,’ Libby breathed, and Sam could tell it was working magic on her.


Sam said, ‘It almost seems fake, doesn’t it? How can there be that many stars?’


‘I feel like I understand Starry Night better,’ Libby remarked, snuggling against him.


Sam said, ‘All those stars there, all the time, and we never really get to see them. I feel like that’s a metaphor for … something.’


Libby laughed. ‘It might be a metaphor for everything. Everything we’re bad about remembering is there.’


‘Yeah,’ Sam agreed reflectively.


Libby turned closer into him.


After a moment of silence, Sam said, ‘France doesn’t have bears, right?’


‘I don’t think so. Why?’


‘Wondering if I have to worry about defending us from a bear attack.’ Sam was only half-joking. He was not and never had been a caravanner; sleeping in the open air like this was full of hidden perils he had no idea about.


‘I shouldn’t think so,’ Libby said, ‘I think our main issue is going to be how dusty all our clothing will be,’ and then, ‘Really, though, thank you. You’ve been great about … all this, being … so not what I’m sure you imagined.’


‘Well, I imagined a rambling old farmhouse,’ Sam said. ‘It’s certainly that.’


‘Emphasis on the “old”.’


‘A bit,’ Sam agreed. ‘I admit to being a trifle concerned about the Wi-Fi situation. I’m glad I’ve got a couple of days off work to start with so I can figure that out.’


Libby groaned. ‘And I mocked you for worrying about that. I’m so sorry.’


‘Please stop apologising,’ Sam said. ‘I’m doing a horrible job of not making you feel guilty about this. It’s fine. New things are always bumpy in the beginning. You should have seen how bumpy our first few days back in London were. We’ll be on track before you know it. I just can be … bad, a bit, with new and unexpected things.’


‘I don’t think you’re bad at all. I think you’ve been an understanding dream about all of this.’


Sam thought of how he felt like he was flailing, uncertain, and trying to keep his irritation at bay, and wasn’t so sure about that. But he was glad Libby didn’t seem to be reading all of that in their interactions. He said lightly, ‘I’m an excellent husband.’


‘You are,’ Libby agreed gravely.


‘We’ve a lot of new experiences ahead of us this summer.’


‘We have.’


‘We’ll have to be sure to manage them properly so as not to overwhelm my delicate system,’ Sam continued.


Libby laughed and kissed him and said, ‘We’ll see what we can do.’









[image: image]






The directors of Cobb Art Gallery


cordially invite you to a reception


in honour of the art of Max Tyler-Moss








Sam was in the process of doing a dismal job of tying his tie – because it had been a while since he had had to wear a tie – when Libby came galloping up the stairs, Jack at her heels, barking excitedly at her energetic entry.


‘Hello,’ Sam said in surprise, because that was hardly the way Libby usually came home.


‘Sam,’ Libby said breathlessly. ‘I’ve got the most amazing news.’


She did indeed look thrilled about something, her cheeks flushed extra-pink and her eyes extra-bright. Sam was charmed and bemused. ‘I can’t imagine what, but I can’t wait to hear.’


‘How would you like to honeymoon in France? In Provence?’ Libby asked it dramatically, with a little flourish.


‘Is that where you’d like to go?’ Sam said. ‘I thought you were going to be keen on an island getaway but Provence sounds lovely. All the websites I’ve looked at recommend Paris for a honeymoon, but Provence would be—’


‘No, no.’ Libby shook her head. ‘You’re not understanding. I want to go to Provence … for the summer.’


‘The summer?’ Sam echoed.


‘I don’t want it to just be a getaway, I want us to take Teddy and immerse him in French culture. Immerse ourselves in French culture. We’ll have so much sun. And cheese. And croissants. And sun. Just think of it, Sam. Think of it.’


‘I … ’ Sam felt confused. ‘You want to go away for the entire summer?’


‘Why not? I don’t have to work with the summer holidays and all, and you can work remotely from anywhere. Why shouldn’t we?’


‘Because spending weeks in Provence costs a great deal of money I haven’t been saving for?’ suggested Sam. ‘This idea came out of nowhere, didn’t it?’


‘What if I told you we could stay somewhere for free?’


‘Somewhere like where?’ asked Sam, wary of the answer to that question.


‘Mrs Dash’s Great-Aunt Clarissa’s old rambling farmhouse,’ Libby answered in an eager rush.


‘Mrs Dash?’ said Sam. ‘How did I know that Mrs Dash had to be involved in something so foolhardy?’


Libby looked vaguely offended. ‘It isn’t “foolhardy”. I think it sounds wonderful.’


‘To leave Christmas Street for the whole summer?’


‘Yes,’ Libby insisted. ‘Look, you know I like Christmas Street just as much as everyone else, but it would survive the summer without us.’


‘Yes, I’m not really concerned about Christmas Street. What about Teddy?’


‘What about him? You don’t think he’d like France?’


‘I think he’s—’ Sam cut himself off, hearing Teddy come dashing through the front door.


‘Dad!’ he shouted up the stairs. ‘Hurry up! Everyone’s leaving without us! Hi, Libby.’


‘Hi, Teddy,’ she said to him warmly, then turned back to Sam. ‘Leaving to go where?’


‘Max’s gallery show. Remember? Our artist neighbour Max who’s having his first gallery show since he and Arthur adopted Charlie?’


‘Oh, my goodness!’ exclaimed Libby. ‘I completely forgot.’


‘Why’d you think I was wearing a tie?’


Libby lifted one shoulder in a shrug. ‘To look fit?’


Sam laughed. ‘Don’t get any ideas, we promised we’d go.’


‘Yes, yes, of course we’ll go. I’m excited about it.’


‘Look, we’ll talk about this later,’ Sam promised, leaning forward to kiss behind her ear, because Libby loved to be kissed in that spot.


‘Just think about it,’ Libby said, catching his hand and looking earnestly into his eyes. ‘I think we could make it work, and I think it would be wonderful.’
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Sam had never been to an art exhibition, and he had no idea what he was supposed to do at it.


He was hoping it was going to be obvious. Probably you just looked at the paintings.


Luckily, he was right. There was wine and cheese and paintings everywhere. Sam made sure Teddy and his best friend Pari were going to behave themselves and not act as if the evening was boring, and then he fetched himself some nibbles and found Libby and the rest of Christmas Street in among the paintings.


Some of Max’s paintings were aggressively bright, with colour palettes that were practically neon. Other paintings were muted, almost gauzy, washed-out and pale. But no matter the colour scheme, all of them seemed like snatches of objects. As Sam walked along, glass of wine in hand, studying the paintings, he could recognise some of the images. That one looked like Arthur’s profile, seen through a blurry mirror. This one looked like Charlie’s chubby hand, grasping a toy of some sort, but somewhat out of proportion. There was one that seemed like a dog’s perked ear, waiting for someone to come home, that made Sam think of Jack. And Sam thought one particular painting could have been Christmas Street, the tidy terraced houses looking like they stretched into infinity, but they were slightly lopsided and rendered in the brightest of colours that had never been seen on a London street.


‘Is that the street?’ Millie, the street’s newest inhabitant, asked beside him. She was studying the paintings very closely and thoughtfully, with a little frown of concentration.


‘I think so,’ said Sam. ‘A bit skewed.’


‘Everything’s a bit skewed,’ said Millie. ‘It’s interesting.’


‘It’s dreams,’ said Arthur, Max’s husband, from behind them. ‘It’s meant to be dreams.’


‘Oh, hence the title of the show,’ Sam realised. ‘Life Is But A Dream.’


‘Exactly,’ said Max, arriving in their little group. He was holding Charlie and looked immensely pleased with how things were going. Sam couldn’t help smiling at him, as he launched into a tumble of words about his art, about how it was meant to be both aspirational and very familiar, like everything you could imagine when you closed your eyes and all the things you could never imagine but happened anyway, all the things from your everyday life that showed up in dreams in oddly wrong ways and all the things that showed up in dreams that you’d never even seen before.


Max talked for so long that eventually Arthur said, gently and fondly, ‘Okay, that’s quite enough, you’re boring everyone.’


‘Not at all,’ Millie said warmly. ‘It’s so lovely to hear someone talk about their art. Jasper talks about wood that way sometimes, about how it speaks to him, and I love to hear it.’


‘And that’s the way you talk about baking,’ Jasper, Millie’s boyfriend, said, smiling. ‘So, you see, we all have our arts.’


‘Hmm,’ mused Pen, another Christmas Street resident who had wandered over during Max’s lecture. ‘All the different arts we can have, with all the different artists. I feel like there might be a story there.’


‘You think there’s a story everywhere,’ said Libby, laughing, as she joined the group.


Sam said, ‘I’m not sure what my art is. I don’t think I talk that passionately about my job.’


‘No one understands your job,’ Libby pointed out.


‘Least of all me,’ said Sam.


‘I want to show you something,’ Libby said, sliding her hand into Sam’s and giving it a gentle tug. ‘Actually, Max, I want to ask you a question, too. About one of your paintings.’


‘Oh,’ said Max brightly. ‘I would be delighted to answer any and all questions about my paintings.’


‘Try to confine your lectures to less than an hour,’ Arthur joked, provoking light laughter around the group, and Max tweaked at Arthur’s tie as he followed Libby and Sam across the room.


‘This one,’ Libby said, pausing in front of it. ‘What’s this one?’


It was one of Max’s technicolour paintings, all impossibly vivid yellows and other-worldly greens, with a splash of electric blues and shining glints of silver threaded here and there. Up close, it looked like nothing but a swirl, like a storm had overturned all of Max’s paints and they had run chaotically together into the painting. Sam studied it in vain, looking for one of the familiar snatches he’d been able to spy in the other paintings.


‘Oh, this one,’ said Max, as if Libby had chosen his favourite painting, but Sam had the impression that Libby could have expressed interest in any painting and garnered the same reaction.


‘Can you tell us what it’s supposed to be?’ Libby asked.


‘In my head,’ said Max, ‘it’s this magical ideal place, this fairyland of bright sunshine and beautiful meadows and the bluest sky you’ve ever seen. It’s that place you go to in your dreams when you wake up in the morning and think, I don’t know where I was but I know I’d been there before. But even as you think that, you know you can’t possibly have been there before because it was too perfect, too beautiful, too wonderful. It’s that place.’


‘What’s the silver?’ asked Sam.


‘In my dreams there’s always a flash of silver in a fairytale place,’ said Max. ‘It complements the gold of the sunshine, and always it’s something that winks at you from the next valley over.’


Sam tipped his head at the painting, seeing it through Max’s eyes, and now he could see it. Instead of senseless chaos, it did seem like a beautiful landscape, shimmering in an eternal dusk, when the sun had hit everything just so to make it seem fuzzy around the edges. The flashes of silver did look like something winking at you from the next valley over, beckoning you to keep exploring. Sam wanted to step into the painting now. He couldn’t imagine why he’d looked at it before and not seen the seductive welcoming of it. No wonder it was Libby’s favourite.


‘What do you see when you look at the painting?’ Max asked.


Libby said, ‘I see the French countryside.’
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‘Okay,’ said Sam, ‘it’s not that I don’t want to spend the summer in the French countryside. I mean, who wouldn’t want to spend the summer in the French countryside?’


‘Exactly,’ said Libby, beaming, as if she’d already won the day. She disappeared into the bathroom to continue getting ready for bed.


‘But,’ said Sam meaningfully, raising his voice to be heard over the running water.


Libby’s head poked back out of the bathroom. ‘But?’


‘This is a major new proposal. Spending the entire summer abroad. In a house we know nothing about. Who even knows what this house looks like?’


‘It’s a rambling old farmhouse in the French countryside,’ said Libby. ‘How bad could it be?’


‘It could be a falling-down barn. Do you even know if it has plumbing?’


‘I’m sure Mrs Dash’s Great-Aunt Clarissa saw fit to put plumbing into the place,’ Libby said. ‘A woman named Clarissa doesn’t sound like the sort of woman to ignore plumbing.’ She disappeared back into the bathroom.


‘I’m just saying,’ said Sam. ‘Plumbing is fairly important to me. I wouldn’t want to have to spend the entire summer without plumbing.’


The water turned off and Libby came back into the bedroom. ‘Where’s your sense of adventure?’ she chided him.


‘The house could be infested with mice,’ said Sam.


‘Or bats,’ Libby grinned at him. ‘And we know you’re an expert when it comes to bat infestations.’


‘Hardly,’ Sam said. ‘That was a disaster.’


‘I’m sure there’ll be a lovely fresh market we can go to,’ said Libby, climbing into bed, ‘and we could buy lots of carrots and beetroot.’ She beamed at him.


The problem was that when Libby beamed at him just that way, it was difficult for Sam to remember why he was resisting her. He tucked a tendril of her red hair behind her ear and said, ‘No more subpar supermarket produce for us?’


‘We could have had a French meet-cute,’ Libby said. ‘Très chic.’


Because they’d met in the supermarket, over carrots and beetroot, and yes, later she’d turned out to be Teddy’s teacher but the whole thing had started over supermarket produce and Sam thought it had been the luckiest supermarket trip of his entire life.


‘You said we ought to go on a honeymoon,’ Libby continued. ‘What could be more romantic?’


Sam sighed. ‘Look. I take your point. I really do. My real objection to it is Teddy.’


‘What about Teddy?’


‘I’m always worrying about Teddy. His mum died, I moved him across an ocean, I made him create an entirely new life for himself, and then I married his teacher. It’s maybe rather a lot to stuff into the life of a little boy who’s not yet lived a decade. And now I’m going to tell him we’re going to go and live in a completely different country for the summer? When I’ve barely given him enough time to get used to this country? He doesn’t speak French – I mean, none of us really do, aside from tourist French, but he grew up in America, where they don’t believe in teaching children other languages, and I had other things on my mind when Sara was sick so I never corrected that. Which is off on a tangent, but the point is, it’s a big decision for me to make about Teddy on a whim.’


Libby was silent for a long moment, and Sam felt as if he’d been melodramatic and over the top.


But Libby just said in a soft voice, ‘I get it. I do,’ and snuggled close to him. ‘All we have to do is think about it. We don’t have to make any decisions right now.’


Sam let out a breath, relieved. Libby was … the best. He could think of no other way to describe her. This was, after all, why he’d married her. He might feel melodramatic and over the top but she always acted as if he wasn’t, made him feel like he was being reasonable, or at least that there was time for him to find his way back to ‘reasonable’. Libby just always gave him time, soft, understanding, sweet.


‘You,’ Sam said, wriggling down so their faces were level in the bed, ‘are very lovely to me.’


Libby smiled. ‘Well, you are very lovely to me.’


‘Isn’t it nice how that works?’ said Sam.


‘Fantastic,’ agreed Libby.
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Dear Pari, This house doesn’t even have LIGHTS. It’s the worst. I miss you and Christmas Street lots.





Libby dozed off but Sam did not. He stared up at the impossible number of stars over their heads and Libby snuggled closer to him, snoring lightly, and he tried to spread his warmth over her as much as he could.


He wished he’d been able to drop off to sleep as easily as Teddy and Libby and apparently Jack, who was quiet in the car. But he felt too tense and uncertain. Libby was off on a grand adventure, but Sam felt like he had to be the one worrying about the practicalities of this adventure. Sam felt like he’d done nothing but worry about practicalities for the past decade of his life, ever since Teddy had entered it, and then Sara had got sick, and then he’d moved them to London, and there had just always been so much to worry about, so many balls to keep in the air. He never felt like he had the luxury to just fall asleep. What if there were bears? What if there were a million things that it was his job to protect everyone from?


Sam wanted to just be spending the summer in France without worrying, the way Libby seemed to be doing. He wished Libby could teach him her knack to greet this with enthusiasm. To look at the falling-down rubble of this house in front of them and see a romantic adventure instead of a nightmare that probably wasn’t going to have the Wi-Fi Sam desperately needed for his job.


Then again, Sam considered, that was probably why he’d married Libby: because she balanced him, made the adventures in life seem like more, and when he embraced them he didn’t feel like he was just going through the motions for Teddy’s sake, keeping up morale.


Change could be a lot, and Sam was always trying to pretend it wasn’t overwhelming him, because he had to. But Libby made him feel like it genuinely wasn’t overwhelming, like there would be something steady to hold onto through it all: her.


Sam let Libby sleep next to him and watched as the stars seemed to wink out, the sky lightening almost imperceptibly at first, and then suddenly it was no longer dark velvet but blue silk rippling overhead. High streaks of clouds above him glowed pink and yellow with the promise of a sunrise. The birds were a loud, cacophonous army all around him, winging to and fro, and the air warmed with the scent of lavender, and Sam smiled suddenly. It was beautiful here, a fantastic change of pace, and Teddy was totally going to come round. How could he resist something as magical as this?


Libby was right: France was going to be a grand adventure, and things no longer seemed so bad.
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When Libby was a child, she was afraid of the dark. Things, she always told her mother, are just better in the daylight. When Libby, curled up next to Sam, opened her eyes to the sight of their beautiful French farmhouse glowing pink in the new light of a fresh day, she remembered that childhood motto of hers in a way she hadn’t in ages.


Sam was already awake, watching her with a faint smile playing around his lips, and she said, ‘Look how gorgeous it is.’


‘It is rather pretty,’ he allowed.


‘“Rather pretty”?’ she echoed. ‘It’s amazing.’


‘I’m glad it’s a bright sunny day,’ said Sam. ‘It’ll give us time to explore.’ He sat up and rubbed at his neck, wincing. ‘I might be getting too old to sleep on the ground any more.’


‘Did you used to do a lot of that in your younger days?’ Libby asked. Sam helped her up, and she spent a few moments walking around the farmyard, working the stiffness out of her muscles. Sam did have a point about being too old for this.


‘No,’ Sam admitted, ‘and now I know why. I think what we should do is find a bedroom to make sure we don’t have to do this again.’


‘And a bathroom,’ Libby added.


‘Good point,’ said Sam, and opened the back door of the car.


Jack came bounding out, paused to stretch extravagantly, and then continued bounding over to Libby, barking an excited good morning.


‘Well, Jack looks bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, at least,’ Libby laughed.


‘Jack always does,’ Sam replied. Teddy was sitting at the edge of the car seat, blinking blearily. ‘And what about you?’ Sam asked him. ‘Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed?’


Teddy glared at him. ‘Is there a bathroom?’ he asked.


Sam laughed. ‘Let’s go exploring.’


They had left the door unlocked the night before, so they stepped confidently through it. It was still dim inside because of the shutters, but enough light seeped through the chinks in the wood that they could make sense of the space. Jack immediately swept off to take stock of the adjacent rooms, while Libby and Sam and Teddy tried to take stock of the one they were in. It was a medium-sized space that seemed to be some sort of lounge area, with a gallery overlooking it from above. There was an extremely ancient television on a table on the wall across from them, and Libby peeked under one of the dustcovers on the furnishings to reveal threadbare sofas in a vivid shade of rusty orange.


‘What is that?’ Teddy asked, his nose wrinkled. ‘Some sort of weird computer?’


‘It’s a television,’ Sam told him, laughing. ‘A very old one.’


‘It’s so tiny!’ Teddy exclaimed. ‘And yet also so big.’


‘It’s a paradox.’ Sam looked at Libby. ‘How long did you say it’s been since Mrs Dash was here? Because this looks like the last time anyone was here was 1952.’


‘Televisions weren’t that small in 1952,’ Libby said. ‘It’s been here at least since the eighties.’


The next room had a flimsy folding table in it that had definitely seen better days, and a few mismatched chairs. The room after that was a kitchen, as rusty orange as the sofas had been, with vivid marigold-coloured appliances.


‘I am getting a distinctly seventies vibe from this room,’ said Sam.


‘The fridge is yellow,’ Teddy said. ‘The stove is yellow. The sink is yellow. It’s a lot of yellow.’


‘I think it used to be the style,’ said Sam. ‘Or a style, at least.’ He reached over and turned the tap on, and water came out. It was the same rust-orange colour as the tiles, but at least something in the house was working, because not a single light switch was having any effect. Sam said, ‘That’s not bad, we’ll just let the water run the rust out. Of course, it’s decades of accumulated rust in these pipes, so it might take a while.’


‘It can’t have been decades,’ Libby said, ‘she made it sound like she’d been here more frequently than that, and look, it has appliances.’ Libby opened the fridge.


And then immediately closed it because the stench was too much to bear.


‘I don’t think I would call that an appliance,’ Sam remarked drily.


‘I think something died in there,’ Teddy said, holding his nose.


Jack came barrelling back into the room, apparently attracted by the smell, barking wild alarm.


Sam said, also holding his nose, ‘The power’s out, so anything in the fridge met a bitter end.’


They kept walking, because there wasn’t much else to say about the kitchen, and encountered a tightly wound spiral staircase going up to the first floor. Beside the staircase was a stable door with the top half standing open, which seemed to lead into the next part of the house.


‘Up or through?’ Sam asked Teddy.


Teddy gave him a look. ‘Oh, now it matters what decision I want to make?’


‘Up,’ Sam decided.


So up they went. Jack didn’t seem to care much for the staircase but he braved it for Teddy’s sake, and when they reached the top they found themselves in a loft space overlooking the lounge they’d entered through. The loft had been subdivided into a couple of bedrooms with nondescript but serviceable furniture and quilts on the beds so filthy with dust that Libby couldn’t even imagine what colour they were under the greyness. And in between the two bedrooms was a bathroom. As seventies rust-orange as so much of the house had been (that was probably the underlying colour of the quilts, too, Libby thought), but still a bathroom.


‘Does it work?’ asked Libby, and Sam flushed the toilet, and it flushed, so they took turns using the bathroom, and Libby felt a little bit better about everything. She’d wanted an adventure, but she preferred one with indoor plumbing.


‘I don’t know what we’re going to do about the electricity situation,’ Sam said as they headed back down the staircase to the stable door. ‘We’ll have to ring Mrs Dash. I see no other option.’ After a little bit of shoving, he persuaded the bottom half of the door to open.


And they stepped into a space that felt like a completely different house. They had been standing on peeling lino in the previous part of the house, but now the floor beneath their feet was some sort of tumbled stone, rough-hewn and terribly impressive. They entered a long, narrow room stretching along the back of the house, and it was scattered with broken plant pots, and there were heaps of dried, dead vegetation on the floor.


Libby decided not to think about how many spiders lurked within.


Sam leaned over and tried a light switch and suddenly the room was flooded with harsh light from a series of elaborate wrought-iron lanterns hung at intervals from the ceiling.


‘Light!’ Libby exclaimed, relieved beyond words. She’d been worried that she had no idea what they were going to do if the electricity to the house was broken.


‘Oh, good,’ Sam said wryly. ‘The better to see all the debris.’


And with the lights on, the room was filthier than it had seemed in dimness. But Libby didn’t mind. It could be swept and cleared out. Things were looking up.


This part of the house was the opposite of the previous side of the house. Where those rooms had been small and merely serviceable, the room they were in now was grand and much bigger than it needed to be. The ceiling was very high overhead, and the light fixtures, while not chandeliers, were still much more elaborate than an ordinary light fixture. And, more importantly, all of them seemed to work. The long room spilled into a central entrance hall, big enough to fit some furnishings comfortably, although it was completely empty, save for a very wide staircase leading upwards. Off the hall were a few large rooms, all of them with enormous fireplaces, big enough for Teddy to step into.


‘Don’t,’ Sam said, grabbing Teddy before he could follow Jack into one. ‘You’ve no idea what’s in there. Jack! Get out of there!’


Jack came out absolutely covered in soot, which he shook off himself, so they were also covered in soot.


‘Oh, dear,’ Libby said.


Teddy glowered as if he hadn’t just been about to dirty himself the same way.


One of the rooms connected eventually to what seemed to be a kitchen. Much less modern than the kitchen in the first part of the house, which was saying something, since that kitchen hadn’t been updated in at least a generation. The stove here was cast iron, and Libby had no idea how she would even use it. And the sink was enormous, wide and deep and seemingly carved from one huge slab of granite. When Libby turned the tap, rusty water gushed out.


‘It could be workable,’ Sam said. ‘At least the electricity is okay in here.’


‘It would be like going back in time,’ Libby said. ‘I feel like I could only make venison in this kitchen. Which is too bad, because I was going to learn to cook while I was here.’


‘What’s venison?’ asked Teddy.


‘Deer,’ Libby said.


Teddy wrinkled his nose, considering. ‘Ew.’


‘You eat chicken and cows and pigs,’ Sam pointed out.


‘Ew,’ said Teddy. ‘I never really thought about that before.’


‘Well, this might at least work until I can get the power fixed in the other part of the house,’ Sam said, stepping back and looking around the kitchen.
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