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      Prologue

      
      ‘I don’t want to talk about Alice,’ said Clover Jones to Laura Dangerfield.
      

      
      They hesitated under the graceful porch. Clover read out the inscription on a brass plaque: ‘Campbell, Brown. Solicitors.
         Purveyors in death, divorce and moving house.’
      

      
      ‘Does it really say that?’ Laura sounded startled.

      
      ‘No, of course not. But those are the three reasons why anyone would visit a solicitor, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘I think there’s something called tort as well,’ said Laura.

      
      ‘Tort is just an upmarket tart, as far as I’m concerned.’

      
      ‘I see we’re back to Alice again.’ Laura smiled a wicked smile.

      
      ‘Come on,’ said Clover, acknowledging the remark with a grimace. ‘If we’re going in, we’re going in.’

      
      The front door had panels inset with strips of mirror glass. Clover could see slices of themselves – her own thick red hair
         tied up, and the neat dark edge of Laura’s bob. They looked good in thin strips. The edge of Laura’s jacket was camellia pink.
         And Clover, in the slivers of glass, wore the soft greys and creams of a pebble beach.
      

      
      Perhaps everything – and everybody – looks good if you don’t see the whole picture.

      
      Behind them was a bustling street. People hurried about their ordinary lives, thinking about what they would buy for dinner.
      

      
      With a final nod from Laura, Clover pressed the buzzer and the door swung open. In front of them was a quiet pastel hallway,
         its whispered secrets and pain all bundled up into neat files. This was where those ordinary lives were torn up into tiny
         pieces.
      

      
      Behind them two mothers ushered a group of children across the road. ‘Why aren’t they at school?’ asked Laura, perhaps still
         deferring the moment when words would finally have to be said. Written down. Turned into facts.
      

      
      ‘Half term? Holidays? Remember them?’ Clover wondered if she could change places with those women, their lives measured out
         in school runs, half terms, overladen supermarket trolleys and the need to get from work to sports day or the school play.
         Every moment was tightly scheduled but she could see, from the way one little girl held her mother’s hand, and the way the
         two women spoke to each other, that their lives were full of love and friendship.
      

      
      And if she could magically become one of those women again, would she?

      
      ‘Come on,’ one of the women shouted to a little boy who had stopped at a shop window. ‘We haven’t got time.’

      
      Clover looked at her watch. ‘Neither have we.’

      
      They turned left, into a room where a receptionist sat at a big modern desk.

      
      ‘Good morning,’ she said with a polite, practised smile. She looked from one to the other, obviously trying to identify the
         client. ‘Can I help you, Mrs …?’
      

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      A Year Earlier

      
      The arrangements for the last day of term were as complex as aircraft holding patterns over Heathrow at the height of summer.
         Five sets of parents would take a table at the St Crispian’s leavers’ ball and five children – no, not children any more,
         thought Clover – five teenagers would be on another table with their friends, as far as possible from their parents at the other end of the marquee.
      

      
      Getting involved in the ball took Clover’s mind off the yawning gap that was about to open up in her life. Today, and from
         now on, she would be a spectator in her daughter’s life. She was no longer the cornerstone, the anchor … the pivot around
         which Holly’s existence revolved. But, on the other hand, there would always be milk in the fridge when she wanted a cup of
         tea. She would be able to find a pen when she wanted to write a note. And she and George might finally get to drive from the
         east coast of America to the west.
      

      
      Clover dropped Holly, Lola and Jamie off at school for the last time, at eight o’clock in the morning on the last day, marking
         all the ‘lasts’ with a sense of foreboding. Clover, Laura and Lola’s mother Alice had shared the school run for years. They
         had ferried Ben and Holly Jones, Jamie Dangerfield and Lola Fanshawe to and from school, Cubs, Brownies, rehearsals, football, riding lessons and – increasingly
         – exams, parties and sleepovers. Alice and Laura were Clover’s closest friends, and their children were also part of the same
         gang. It worked beautifully. They holidayed together. Exchanged childcare. It was like having a huge extended family.
      

      
      Clover and Laura were the original core. Laura and Tim lived in an immaculate eighteenth-century yellow brick farmhouse on
         the slope of an idyllic valley. Their view consisted of fields, a half-timbered black and white medieval cottage, two barns,
         a herd of rare-breed cattle and a wood. Inside, their house was tastefully painted in shades of blue, terracotta and off-white
         with a Shaker kitchen and smart cream sofas.
      

      
      Two miles away, in the raggle-taggle village of Pilgrim’s Worthy, Clover and George lived at Fox Hollow, an extended Victorian
         cottage with a front door painted the grey-green of lichen. It shared a flint garden wall with St Mary’s church, and was shaded
         by ecclesiastical yew trees and the Norman church’s stone tower. The interior of Fox Hollow was a jumble of colour and pattern,
         with a scrubbed pine kitchen table, a claw-footed bath beneath a sunny window and apologetically squashy sofas, one of which
         was usually occupied by Diesel, a grey lurcher from a rescue kennels. The Joneses’ cats, Bonnie and Clyde – formerly feral
         strays but now plump, smug and sleepy – occupied the high ground: perching on a Welsh dresser stacked with blue-and-white
         china, a distressed grey wooden settle or the top of a battered oak chest with dozens of small, carefully labelled drawers.
         Clover was a magpie, picking up anything – and anybody – that could be rescued.
      

      
      Then, five years later, Alice had bought a dilapidated sixties bungalow at the other end of Pilgrim’s Worthy. It had looked
         like a garage dropped at random on the edge of the village, but she had extended it into a much-photographed example of contemporary living with huge windows looking out on the hop gardens
         and pastures beyond.
      

      
      Geography had drawn the three very different women together, as Pilgrim’s Worthy was almost out of the St Crispian’s catchment
         area. Although, as Laura often pointed out, Alice didn’t figure in the school runs quite as often as the other two. Lola spent
         much of the time living with the Joneses, while Alice, who was a single mother, worked tirelessly and travelled the world
         setting up her mail-order clothing company, Shirts & Things. She needed help. So Alice and Lola joined Diesel, Bonnie and
         Clyde – and, of course, George, Ben and Holly – under Clover’s wing.
      

      
      As tradition dictated, the teenagers kicked off the elaborate set of Last Day of School rites with the exchange of boys’ and
         girls’ uniforms. They photographed each other, the boys in skirts, the girls striking poses in askew ties and blazers.
      

      
      Then they shoehorned themselves into their leavers’ uniforms, in a style unchanged since the eighteenth century. St Crispian’s
         was one of the oldest grammar schools in the country and behaved like a private school. It had traditions, and these were
         encapsulated in thousands of tiny buttons, done up by a hundred and ten excited pairs of hands. Fifty-two pairs of newly hairy
         male legs tackled the intricacies of sock suspenders for the first – and probably only – time in their lives. More photographs
         were taken as groups formed and reformed in the quadrangle: the boys, then the girls, the boys and the girls, the rugby team,
         the netball team, the drama group, the best friends, the jazz club, the Crew – Holly, Lola, Sandeep, Adam, Lucy and Jamie,
         plus about eight others, who’d been together, with a few exceptions, since they joined the school in Nursery.
      

      
      They all shuffled in to the school hall for prize-giving. Laura bustled around, petite and trim in a neat turquoise jacket,
         buzzing with enthusiasm. ‘Such a lovely brooch,’ Clover heard her say to one woman. ‘I love your hair,’ to another, and ‘Haven’t
         you lost weight?’ to a third. When Laura was nervous she went on a charm offensive but, occasionally, she dropped her voice
         and hissed to Clover: ‘Where’s Tim? I’ll kill him if he’s late. His only son’s last-ever school assembly … ’
      

      
      Clover spotted Tim and George at the door, waiting at the back until the aisles were clearer. They reminded her of two very
         different kinds of dog, who nevertheless relaxed completely in each other’s company. George was a friendly golden retriever,
         while Tim was a sleek, dark greyhound. Clover sometimes wondered if Laura had got him out of a catalogue of suitable husbands.
         He was smart and well-groomed, with classic, tapered dark hair – short, but not too short. He wore well-cut suits, always
         partnered with a crisp white shirt left open at the neck. Conventional but not quite, as befits a well-known architect.
      

      
      George, taller and broader, often looked as if he might have dressed in a hurry, his brown hair slightly windblown. His expression
         was usually vague and amiable, hiding an intelligent and observant mind. Sometimes, when she looked at holiday snaps, Clover
         could see that she and George had come to look like each other: hair that only stayed neat for a few minutes, crumpled linens,
         cosy jumpers and slightly creased cottons in the colours of the sea, the sky and the countryside. Maybe that was what twenty
         years together did.
      

      
      As parents and grandparents settled themselves in their seats, thinning the press in the aisles, Clover spotted her father.

      
      ‘There you are,’ he said, pinching her cheek affectionately. His startling blue eyes, framed by bristling white eyebrows that
         reminded her of a lobster’s antennae, were almost on a level with hers. He took her elbow. ‘Your mother would have loved to
         be here.’
      

      
      ‘I wish she was here too. And George’s parents. It’s sad that you’re the only grandparent who’s made it this far.’ She smiled
         at him, once again registering the unfamiliar change in height. Surely she’d always looked up at him? Colin Stewart had always
         been her strong, brave, wise father. The person she turned to for advice and consolation. Three years ago Clover’s mother
         had died, and he had seemed instantly diminished. But, at eighty-two, he was still fiercely independent. He organised his
         strange, new existence with military precision and rebuffed all offers of help. He was still Dad. She occasionally detected
         the whiff of something not quite right in his kitchen but, as he always pointed out, she was no great respecter of ‘use by’
         dates herself.
      

      
      And now he seemed to be evaporating. She frowned. She’d heard of bones shrinking, but whole inches? Clover looked down at
         her shoes. She was wearing high heels. That must be it.
      

      
      She often found the same sudden adjustment with Ben and Holly. Sometimes they seemed to come downstairs about two inches taller
         than they’d been when they went to bed. Clover always looked down at her feet, and then theirs, to see if the solution lay
         with the shoes they were each wearing, and had often been surprised to find that they were both barefoot.
      

      
      Laura’s parents – sprightly seventy-somethings who hiked in the Lake District and sat on charitable committees – followed
         Clover and her father in, and they all settled down. There was just one empty chair in their row.
      

      
      Clover was saving it for Alice Fanshawe.

      
      The headmaster stood up and welcomed them all. As he worked his way through the names and prizes, Clover could feel herself
         on the edge of her seat. Would Alice make it in time to see Lola pick up the Harding Prize, the main academic trophy? Surely she would? The other parents thought Alice was
         neglectful and careless, but in Clover’s opinion she had a pin-sharp awareness of what Lola was doing at any time. She just
         wasn’t always there to do it with her.
      

      
      There was a scuffle at the back as the door opened and closed. The headmaster paused, as if to register the new arrival. Alice,
         tawny and golden, with olive skin that tanned easily and sharp, shiny hair the colour of autumn leaves, knew how to make an
         entrance. At five foot ten she dressed like the models in her catalogues: slubby silks and soft cashmere in muddy, subtle
         colours with little details that women noticed and men didn’t. Chunky, pearly buttons or iridescent silk threads or a bias
         cut on a skirt. And very high heels. Alice was fast becoming the very image of success.
      

      
      There was a certain amount of whispering and shuffling, then Alice glided down into the empty seat next to Clover. ‘Phew,
         nearly didn’t make it,’ she whispered. ‘Useless meeting went on for ever.’
      

      
      ‘It’s fine,’ murmured Clover. George raised his hand in greeting and Laura leaned across them both, fizzing with warmth and
         fury as usual. ‘How lovely to see you,’ she whispered. ‘Love your jacket!’ She fingered the soft fabric. ‘That colour is so
         great on your skin. Tim was late too! The traffic must be frightful.’
      

      
      Clover wondered if she should point out that Tim had arrived only a few minutes after they had, along with George. But Tim
         could do no right, and Laura would only find something else to criticise.
      

      
      The headmaster, clearing his throat, carried on.

      
      The prize-giving was interminable, and Clover drifted off, remembering her own last day at her stuffy all-girls school. There’d been no local nightclubs in those days, so they’d all driven to the beach with bottles of cider and wine, making a
         makeshift barbecue among the stones and preparing for their very first all-nighter.
      

      
      By sunrise, there were only six of them left. At four-thirty, a sweep of glimmering pink illuminated the horizon, and the
         sea began to sparkle, as if tiny fairy lights were being switched on across its width.
      

      
      Clover had tugged off her dress. ‘Race you to that little boat. The one moored to the far buoy.’ She’d stripped off her bra
         and knickers, and rolled her dress around them, tucking them into the side of the breakwater. Wading naked into the water,
         she was exhilarated by its champagne coldness.
      

      
      She could hear a chorus of objections behind her. ‘It’s a long way away.’ ‘There might be currents.’ ‘What about jelly-fish?’
         ‘It’s a public beach, suppose someone sees us?’
      

      
      But she didn’t care. This was about an end to rules and regulations, to the fear of being found in the wrong corridor in the
         wrong shoes. It was the beginning of freedom. When the water reached her knees she dived in.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ she shouted, flicking her hair out of her eyes. She was almost breathless with shock. ‘It’s beautiful.’ The water
         was like silk against her naked body. This was what freedom felt like.
      

      
      Chattering and giggling, the others followed, but as Clover ploughed steadily on she realised that they’d dropped behind.
         And when she stopped to tread water, the little boat on its mooring seemed no closer. The distance was deceptive.
      

      
      ‘Clover, come back!’ She could just hear the others shouting, worried.

      
      But I am going to get there, she told herself. I am going to win. It didn’t matter that there was no one else in the race.
         It was harder now, pushing against the waves, keeping her breathing steady, and the buoy was still no closer. She could feel the current tugging her away, trying to drag her out to
         the sea.
      

      
      I will get there, she promised herself. This is the beginning of the rest of my life. She began to count. In a hundred strokes
         I will get there.
      

      
      But the current was strong.

      
      In ten strokes I will get there.

      
      In five strokes I will get there.

      
      Freedom was hard, but worth fighting for. She swam towards the sunlight. Just a few more strokes. She would not turn back
         now.
      

      
      Her hand touched the weathered wood of the little boat and the shore, with its five anxious dots, seemed a long way away.

      
      Pausing to catch her breath, she raised her hand to them in a victory wave. She, Clover Stewart, was alone in the great wide
         sea. And it felt good. ‘Yay!’ she shouted, but her words disappeared into the breeze.
      

      
      She began the swim back, working her way across the current rather than fighting it, emerging from the water tired and victorious.

      
      ‘We were worried.’ Her friends were drying themselves in the early morning sunshine, their hair tangled like seaweed. ‘If
         you’d got into trouble, there was no one to help.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t need help.’ Clover squeezed the water out of her long, red hair. She was often called Coppernob at school and had
         always shrugged off the insult. Clover, Coppernob, what did it matter?
      

      
      Her beating heart and trembling legs told her that she had swum too far out, especially after a night of drinking, and that
         even these benign waters could easily be deadly. But she had survived. She would survive.
      

      
      She sat down, enjoying the rare feeling of the rising sun on her long, white limbs. She wouldn’t be able to lie on the beach
         in a few hours. She would burn almost instantly.
      

      
      They lit cigarettes, sheltering their matches from the gentle breeze and laughing at how difficult it was to light them with
         wet hands. Then they spread their clothes on the stones to dry and lay back, letting the rising sun warm their bodies.
      

      
      Clover awoke with a jerk at the sound of another burst of clapping. Someone had nudged her. Back in the auditorium, blinking,
         she saw her husband smile at the sight of Holly, taller and slimmer than Clover had ever been, but with her mother’s mane
         of red hair, mounting the steps to accept a prize from the headmaster.
      

      
      Clover’s last day at school had been a generation ago. She had given up the cigarettes – finally – with her second pregnancy,
         and an extra stone had settled around her midriff. Her red hair had faded and she twisted it up into a loose chignon with
         a selection of scrappy clips. There was a little too much grey in it, except when Clover put a rinse through. The little boat
         moored near the beach had long since gone, and it had been years since Clover swam towards the sun. She not only listened
         to the voices on the beach, calling her back. The voices of common sense, of responsibility. She had become one of them.
      

      
      She clapped as Holly took her book from the headmaster and descended the steps again.

      
      Lola went up for her prize. Sandeep got the Walden Prize, for being head boy, and then, finally, the final words, and people
         began to trickle out of the huge hall. Alice smiled and texted someone. George squeezed Clover’s hand. She looked up at his
         kind, slightly crumpled face. He looked down at her, with the sympathetic brown eyes that Holly had inherited, and she wondered
         – as she often did – how, between them, they’d managed to create someone as vibrantly different, and yet recognisably similar, as Holly. As the pupils shuffled out,
         faintly flushed with excitement (and probably, if the truth be known, the odd shot of vodka) Clover realised that that was
         it. They were out. Through. ‘We did it,’ whispered Alice. ‘Thank God that’s over.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ agreed Clover, her throat tightening. She looked for Holly’s hair streaming out behind her, always distinctive however
         packed the crowd. She wanted to hold her daughter in her arms. ‘We did it. Now it’s up to them.’
      

      
      Colin’s blue eyes were watery in the hot sun. ‘She’s a fine girl,’ he murmured as he watched Holly scream with laughter and
         hug her friends. ‘She reminds me of you at that age. Determined. Feisty. Loving life.’ He patted her arm again. ‘This sun
         is a little hot for me. I might just pop off now and leave you all to it.’ He bumbled over to Holly and kissed her cheek,
         and Clover saw it again. Holly was now so much taller than her grandfather.
      

      
      Everyone seemed to be changing very quickly.

      
      They could hear Laura, indignant as a terrier, berating Tim for his late appearance, as around two hundred parents shuffled
         out into the sunshine, some looking tearful, others checking their phones or clearly thinking about lunch.
      

      
      Alice replied to a text, then stowed the phone in her bag.

      
      ‘Have you told Lola’s father that she won the Harding Prize?’ Clover ventured with a sense that she was trespassing.

      
      Alice responded with a deep, throaty laugh. ‘Stop fishing. You know me better than that. He’s had nothing to do with Lola’s
         education so far; why would he want to know anything now?’ She looked around and pulled some cigarettes out of her bag, shielding
         her light from the wind then blowing out rings of smoke. ‘I promise you, dearest, that when Lola is ready to know who her
         father is, I’ll tell you immediately after that. You will be number two to hear the news. But until then … ’ She raised an eyebrow and took another drag of her cigarette.
         ‘Life is full of secrets.’
      

      
      ‘Your life may be full of secrets. Mine is really rather straightforward,’ said Clover.

      
      Alice laughed again. Loudly, as if Clover had been very witty.

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      After more changes of clothing, followed by the ferrying of over-excited, slightly self-conscious teenagers from one place
         to another, retrieving items of clothing from lockers and classrooms, packing cars high with artwork, books, files and sports
         kit, Clover and George, Laura and Tim, and Alice, found themselves standing in a marquee on the sports field. It was a chilly
         July evening, and they were surrounded by the people who had dominated their lives for the past seven years. Or twelve years,
         in the case of those who had been there since Nursery.
      

      
      ‘I can’t think why the kids didn’t bring most of the stuff back themselves,’ said Alice. ‘I mean, they’ve hardly had anything
         to do since the end of A levels. You’d have thought they could have cleared it all out a bit earlier.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think retrieving manky sports bags from lost property has been high on their list of priorities.’ Clover kept an
         eye out for the rest of their table. ‘Too busy drinking White Lightning or cheap wine in the park and … Oh look, there’s Sheila
         Lewis. And Nigel.
      

      
      Sheila Lewis kissed Clover and Laura with her usual anxious expression. The Lewises were a devout, hard-working couple with
         a teenage daughter and three older sons who had left home. They had no idea what long-legged, exuberant Ruby really got up to.
      

      
      Sheila scanned the marquee with a furrowed brow. ‘You don’t suppose the children will get … well, you know … drunk tonight?
         Ruby is practically unconscious after two glasses of wine. We don’t drink much at home, you see.’
      

      
      Clover and Alice exchanged glances. Unlike Sheila, they did see. And what they often saw was Ruby Lewis teetering around,
         vodka in hand, laughing, dancing, wrapping herself round some gawky boy. Ruby, at thirteen, had been the first of the Crew
         to get drunk-sick. The reason she passed out after a couple of glasses of wine was probably because she’d drunk a couple of
         bottles beforehand.
      

      
      But how could you tell another parent that their daughter was drinking too much, probably smoking dope and maybe even sleeping
         around?
      

      
      After an uneasy hello in Alice’s direction Sheila and Nigel formed a tight knot with George and two other parents from their
         church. Laura trotted round the marquee, kissing everyone. ‘You’re so clever,’ Clover heard her say. ‘What gorgeous shoes.’
         ‘Didn’t you think the headmaster’s speech was wonderful?’ ‘Yes, Jamie’s going to do law at Leeds. We’re looking into internships
         for him.’
      

      
      ‘Laura is such a people-pleaser,’ observed Alice. She occasionally had flashes of malice.

      
      ‘She’s just nice.’ Clover often found herself defending one friend to the other. There was a certain rivalry between Alice
         and Laura. Or maybe it was resentment? It was something that chilled the air, anyway. Laura kept a very beady eye out when
         Alice leaned into Tim, talking about returns, and customer profiles, and ‘bounce’. But it might just have been the age-old
         animosity between Alice, the archetypal working mother, with her taxi account and cleaning lady, and Laura, the stay-at-home mum who spent half her life ferrying her own and other people’s children about. Clover enjoyed her middle
         ground, working as an assistant art teacher at the junior school three days a week. It meant she belonged in both camps, although
         she suspected that that was cheating.
      

      
      ‘So who else are we expecting?’ asked Alice, surveying the crowd over her glass.

      
      ‘The Baxters and the Marchandanis. And there’s a spare man, Duncan Hesketh. His son, Joe, joined in Sixth Form and got friendly
         with the rest of the Crew. Look, there’s Duncan.’
      

      
      A rangy, muscular man with a shock of pepper-and-salt hair appeared at the entrance to the marquee, peering over the tops
         of people’s heads, looking bemused. Clover waved. ‘That’s Duncan.’
      

      
      ‘He looks like Diesel,’ commented Alice, adding: ‘You know, your dog.’

      
      ‘What, a cross between a greyhound and a Brillo pad?’ But Clover could see what Alice meant.

      
      ‘Clover,’ he said, ambling over and kissing her on the cheek. ‘I didn’t think I’d find you in this crowd.’

      
      Clover ran through the introductions, pulling George back into the group: ‘This is George, my husband. And Tim. He and Laura,
         who is busy charming everyone in the marquee, are Jamie’s parents, and Tim’s a conservation architect. Nigel and Sheila are
         Ruby’s parents. Nigel works for Packpac and Sheila does amazing volunteering at the charity shop on King’s Mile.’
      

      
      Duncan smiled and shook hands all round. ‘I hope you’re not going to test me later. I might have trouble remembering all that.’

      
      ‘And this is Alice, Lola’s mother.’ Clover suddenly realised that Duncan probably had no idea who their children were. The labels that had defined them all for so long were suddenly redundant.
      

      
      As Clover added that Alice was also MD of Shirts & Things Alice extended a slender hand, be-ringed and braceleted in Indian
         silver. Assessing Duncan with a half-amused look, she added, ‘As we’re going for full job descriptions, I might add that Clover
         is too modest to tell you that she’s a very talented painter. She’s been hiding her talents by working as a part-time art
         assistant at the school for how long now, Clover?’
      

      
      ‘Eleven years,’ she admitted. ‘But they’re re-jigging the Art Department so I’m taking voluntary redundancy. I’d been there
         long enough.’
      

      
      ‘So this is a big, big goodbye for you?’ asked Duncan. ‘Having been so very involved with the school, not just as a parent
         like the rest of us?’
      

      
      Clover nodded. ‘A major change in my life. But exciting. I get to leave school along with my children.’

      
      ‘Just as long as you don’t leave home along with them.’ George put an arm round her. ‘That’s all I ask.’ He grinned at her
         before turning his attention to Duncan. ‘So what do you do, Duncan?’
      

      
      ‘I’m a decorator. I put paint on walls. Or film sets.’ He smiled, easy-going and friendly. ‘What about you?’

      
      ‘George is marketing director of Petfast, the animal medical and feed experts,’ Alice took his arm, and fluttered her eyelashes
         at him.
      

      
      ‘And this is Deepak and Leila Marchandani,’ Clover said. ‘Their son, Sandeep, was head boy this year, so you’ve probably seen
         him about. He’s going to Oxford to read medicine.’
      

      
      Leila Marchandani tilted her head with a gentle smile. ‘If he gets his A levels.’

      
      ‘Come on Leila, he’s got two already,’ drawled Alice. ‘At the highest possible grades. He was only taking the last three so as not to be bored.’
      

      
      Leila smiled in acknowledgement. ‘Yes, Sandeep is a good boy.’ She placed a hand on her heart. ‘And we will miss him when
         he goes. When Rajesh – that’s his elder brother,’ she added to Duncan, ‘when Rajesh left home it was like a bereavement. But
         we have the other three who are younger, so we are still busy.’
      

      
      ‘Deepak and Leila are both doctors too,’ Clover told Duncan. ‘So they’ve got very full lives as well as a still-full nest.
         Oh, and here are Ken and Sarah Baxter. They’re just about to turn their whole life upside down and go round the world.’
      

      
      Ken and Sarah looked like male and female versions of each other: medium height, brown-haired, pleasant-faced and fit-looking.
         ‘We’re selling up,’ said Ken to Duncan.
      

      
      ‘And we’ve already bought our round-the-world tickets,’ added Sarah. ‘Now that Adam is off to uni, and Milly – his elder sister
         – is about to start her last year at Cardiff we’re just going to take off. The kids don’t need us any more, so we’re free.
         We’ve both retired early.’ She beamed at everyone, then introduced herself to Duncan. ‘What about you? Is this empty-nest
         time for you?’
      

      
      ‘Absolutely.’ He sounded wistful. ‘Joe is our – my – only son, and my … wife had two daughters by her first marriage, but
         they left home several years ago. He’s going straight to university. He didn’t want a gap year.’
      

      
      ‘No, neither did Holly,’ said Clover. ‘Our son, Ben, left school last year but he did take a gap year – he’s off in Thailand
         now – so Ben and Holly will be leaving for uni together. If she gets the grades, of course.’ August lay ahead like a storm
         brewing on the horizon. So much rested on those few grades.
      

      
      ‘What about your …?’ Duncan turned to Alice. Clover noted that he was one of the few men who could look down on her when she
         was wearing heels.
      

      
      ‘Lola’s got an offer from Oxford.’ Alice smiled in satisfaction.

      
      Duncan moved so that he and Alice were cut off from the group and Alice, in turn, leant in a little closer.

      
      Clover turned back to the Marchandanis to talk about the summer, which Leila and the children would be spending in France.
         ‘Near us!’ exclaimed Clover on hearing where in France. ‘We must all get together for a lunch or something.’ Over Leila’s
         shoulder, Clover could see George, who was staring across the marquee as if it was completely empty. She was struck, for one
         moment, by the desolation in the folds of his face. He was usually so solidly cheerful. But, before she could go to him, Alice
         buttonholed her once more. Duncan had gone to say goodbye to one of his son’s teachers.
      

      
      ‘Really, Clover, only you could find a relatively hunky single man for the leavers’ ball,’ said Alice with a laugh in her
         voice. ‘Are you match-making, by any chance?’
      

      
      ‘Not really. But after his wife died of cancer, Joe came here for A levels. Duncan doesn’t really know any of the other parents
         – you just don’t meet anyone if you come that late. So I thought it would be nice to invite him to join our table.’
      

      
      ‘Mm.’ Alice contemplated his back over her glass. ‘He looks strong. And he’s got his own hair. It’s gone a bit steel-grey
         and looks a bit shaggy, but at least it’s not a wig.’
      

      
      ‘A wig?’

      
      ‘I went out last night with a man who looked like he wore a wig. Up in London,’ confided Alice. ‘It was a very good wig, but
         I’m betting it was a wig all the same.’
      

      
      ‘No! That’s awful.’ A small voice at the back of Clover’s head murmured that Alice should have set aside that evening – the last of Lola’s schooldays – for her daughter, rather than going out with a man in a toupee. But the kids had all gone
         out together, to Pizza Express and a club, and none of the adults had seen any of them anyway. Lola, as usual, had spent the
         night – if you could call four-thirty until seven in the morning ‘a night’ – on the spare bed in Holly’s room. And Alice,
         with her easy view of parenting, had been right all along. The children no longer needed them.
      

      
      ‘I quite like his clothes,’ said Alice, still looking at Duncan. ‘Quite’, for her, was approbation. ‘He’d make a good older-man
         model for one of my catalogues, don’t you think? With that lived-in face, and that pirate colouring. I bet if someone was
         to lure him into bed they’d find he was still pretty lean and mean.’ Alice’s voice suggested that she might be that someone.
         Possibly even before the night was over.
      

      
      ‘Mind you,’ she added. ‘I’ve always rather wanted to put George in the catalogue, because there’s nothing quite like that
         very English country look. As if someone should be tucking his shirt-tails in.’
      

      
      ‘George modelling?’ Clover couldn’t help laughing.

      
      ‘But I wonder if Duncan might consider being in our next catalogue?’ mused Alice, always working. ‘We’re thinking it could be good to introduce a few “real”
         men. Slightly older ones.’
      

      
      Sets of parents drifted past asking each other the same questions. What universities are they going to? What are their gap
         year plans? And what are you going to do? The air was peppered with names of towns in the north of England – York, Durham,
         Leeds, Lancaster, Sheffield …
      

      
      ‘Don’t we have universities down here in the south?’ asked Clover.

      
      ‘All our kids are just trying to get as far away from us as possible,’ Alice replied. ‘Presumably there’s a leavers’ ball
         up in Yorkshire somewhere, where all you can hear is Brighton, Bristol, Bath, Kent, Cardiff, Oxford Brookes … ’
      

      
      ‘It’s all so competitive,’ observed Clover. ‘Like some great card game. With everyone knowing the rank of absolutely every
         university and exactly how difficult it is to get a place on which course. Last year we definitely had the four of clubs because
         poor old Ben didn’t get any offers and we had to go through Clearing. You’d have thought one of us had just been diagnosed
         with a terminal illness, the way people expressed sympathy. Holly’s Leeds offer has definitely moved us up the game a bit.’
      

      
      Alice smiled.

      
      ‘It’s all right for you: you’ve got the ace of spades – English at Oxford. You’ve got bragging rights.’

      
      ‘It’s not just the kids that seem to be up for bragging rights,’ Alice pointed out after a few more exchanges with other parents.
         ‘We’ve got to be stunningly interesting too. There’s no question of just growing old gracefully any longer.’
      

      
      All around them the air vibrated with plans.

      
      The crowd of people ebbing and thickening, like waves around rocks, carried the words ‘always been our dream’, ‘writing’,
         and ‘Canada’. From the roar, Ken and Sarah’s voices emerged most clearly. ‘We’ll start off in India at the end of September,’
         said Ken. ‘And we thought we’d take a houseboat in Kashmir, then see how far we can get up Everest,’ added Sarah. ‘We’re not
         expecting to make it past base camp or anything like that, but we’d never forgive ourselves if we didn’t at least try.’
      

      
      ‘I feel I ought to be cycling to China. Or going into politics to change the world. Everyone seems to have such plans,’ Clover
         muttered. ‘They know what they’re going to do.’
      

      
      Alice contemplated the crowd over her glass and took a sip of white wine. ‘Nah.’ She looked at Clover with amusement in her eyes. ‘They’re all terrified. None of us has the least idea of what we’re going to do now we’re no longer anchored
         by school runs and filling fridges.’
      

      
      Clover laughed. She could have added that Alice had never exactly been anchored by school runs and filling fridges. Somehow
         she’d always managed to pay or cajole someone else into doing it all for her.
      

      
      ‘So you’ll stay on down here? Or will you be more based in London?’ Clover had complete trust in Alice. They spoke on the
         phone or saw each other almost every day. But now that Lola was no longer at school in Kent, might Alice not spend more time
         in her tiny one-room pied-à-terre in London? And Lola would also be gone. Clover felt that she wasn’t just losing Holly, but
         all of Holly’s friends too.
      

      
      Alice laughed again. ‘You must be joking. I’d go mad if I spent any more time in London. No, my long-term plan is to hang
         on until we go public, make a killing with my shares and then retire while I’m still young enough to enjoy it.’ She smiled
         at Clover. ‘I’ll base myself in dear old Kent and travel the world. And finally write my novel, and take up gardening.’
      

      
      ‘You see, even you’ve got a plan.’

      
      ‘And you’ve got your painting. This is when you break into the big time. Come on, Clover, you’re one of the most talented
         artists I’ve ever met. You’ve been putting the children first for far too long. You gotta get out there.’
      

      
      People only saw the hedonistic, selfish Alice. They didn’t see the loyal friend who supported and encouraged, who made you
         believe in yourself and, well, who made you laugh. That was why Clover loved Alice. She turned everything into a joke.
      

      
      But Clover didn’t want to talk about painting. She felt she had lost sight of who she was and, in the busyness of organising
         the children’s lives, that didn’t matter. There was an easel that stood untouched in her studio, reproaching her for a loss
         of nerve.
      

      
      Alice surveyed the packed marquee again, a smile on her lips. ‘Anyway, you know what they say about the best-laid plans. I
         was doing some research today on when women get divorced. To see if it might affect our marketing strategy.’ She raised a
         finger. ‘Now, the number-one age for getting divorced is exactly what you’d expect. Late twenties. People get married when
         they’re too young and then regret it. It’s called a starter marriage. But if you look at the rest of the ages you can see
         that about a third of divorces happen between forty and sixty, which is exactly where we all are.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean, about a third of us are about to get divorced?’ Clover was shocked.

      
      Alice rolled her eyes. ‘No, dear. One-third of all divorces happen around the time the kids leave home. That’s not the same
         thing.’
      

      
      Clover found numbers and statistics bewildering, while Alice could see a figure and instantly understand where it was going.

      
      ‘Say there are about a hundred marriages here in this room,’ explained Alice, who developed her argument, counting off on
         her long, perfectly manicured fingers, until Clover lost track of the statistical probabilities. Alice could see her puzzlement.
         ‘Clover, can’t you count at all?’
      

      
      ‘Nope. And I don’t want to hear about fractions and percentages. They mean nothing to me.’

      
      ‘I’ll make it easy for you,’ Alice sighed. ‘How many tables of parents are there at this ball? I know you were part of the
         organisation. Along with everything else you do for the school.’
      

      
      ‘Um. Twenty tables. Almost all the parents are coming.’

      
      Alice narrowed her eyes. ‘And ten on every table, I presume?’
      

      
      Clover nodded.

      
      ‘That’s it. One couple on each table, on average, will divorce between the ages of forty and sixty.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’ Clover felt anxious. ‘One couple on each table of parents is going to get divorced? Probably in the next ten
         years or so?’
      

      
      ‘Statistically,’ corrected Alice. ‘Which means in reality, of course, that some tables will have two sets of divorcing parents,
         or maybe more, and others none.’
      

      
      ‘It still seems an awful lot.’

      
      ‘On our table, I think the odds have got to be on—’

      
      ‘Laura and Tim Dangerfield!’ They both laughed. They often finished each other’s sentences.

      
      Alice sipped her wine thoughtfully. ‘On the other hand, sometimes those up-and-down marriages are surprisingly resilient.
         Fewer illusions, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘But Tim is hardly ever there. He’s always working late. Never at home.’

      
      ‘I’m always working late,’ Alice pointed out, ‘and I’m hardly ever at home. That doesn’t mean I have affairs. Not that it
         would matter if I did, I suppose, because I’m a free woman. I’m just saying that sometimes a lot of work is just that. A lot
         of work. On the other hand, they haven’t had sex for five years.’
      

      
      Clover almost choked over her wine. ‘What? How do you know that?’

      
      ‘Tim told me.’

      
      ‘When?’ Clover studied her friend’s face. This didn’t sound good.

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know. It just came up somehow.’ Alice’s eyes danced with amusement. ‘I told him TMI. Too Much Information. We
         changed the subject.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Laura has never said anything about it to me.’ Clover thought they talked about everything. But obviously not.
      

      
      ‘He’s an attractive man in that sexy-politician way, don’t you think?’ mused Alice. ‘Nice even features, goes around in great
         clean gusts of lime and lavender, has well-sculpted hair … ’
      

      
      Clover couldn’t help giggling because it described Tim’s hair beautifully. ‘You’re making him sound quite creepy. His hair’s
         fine. Properly shaped. All his own. Quite a nice shade of steel grey.’
      

      
      ‘He is a bit of a smoothy-chops,’ agreed Alice. ‘But he’s an OK guy underneath it all, and Laura will drive him away if she
         keeps going on at him like that. Not to mention that the sex thing is a relationship-breaker, so if we were putting bets on
         they’d be favourites at about two to one. But we have to consider the outsiders, too … the Lewises. Perhaps one or other of
         them has got a secret life. ‘
      

      
      Clover giggled at the thought of Nigel and Sheila Lewis having a secret life. ‘Anyway, not the Baxters. Too busy trekking
         the Hindu Kush and bungee-jumping in New Zealand, don’t you think?’
      

      
      ‘And you’re sound with George,’ said Alice. It was a statement.

      
      Clover knew you could never take anything for granted. ‘I hope so. I think … well, divorce is unthinkable to George. He’s
         such a family man. He really is.’
      

      
      But his family is about to be cut in half, when Ben and Holly go. It was a little niggle in Clover’s mind, that she and George
         would be on their own together for the first time in almost twenty years. Would they have anything to say to each other?
      

      
      Still, there was the summer to come. The Jones and Dangerfield families were going away on one last family holiday together, with Lola, to France. Alice, who could rarely get away for long, was going to join them for most of it.
      

      
      ‘Believe me,’ Alice reiterated. ‘You’re sound with George. He’s a really solid man. The way my father used to be. Able to
         fix shelves and screw on doorknobs. Someone you can rely on.’ She looked wistful. ‘I envy you,’ she said suddenly. ‘I really
         do.’
      

      
      Clover was embarrassed. ‘I can’t imagine … you … well … you’ve got everything. You look gorgeous. You’re incredibly clever
         … you’re really successful … you’ve got a great relationship with Lola … ’
      

      
      ‘Yeah.’ The old Alice, cynical and confident, was back. ‘I’m just perfect.’

      
      Clover looked across the marquee for George, and caught his eye. He came over. ‘Are you marshalling us all to sit down?’

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Clover looked at him carefully.

      
      ‘Of course. Why shouldn’t I be?’

      
      ‘I saw you. Across the room. You looked sad.’

      
      He put his arm round her shoulders and squeezed her tightly. ‘Not me. I’m so proud of Holly, aren’t you? She looked so pretty
         up there, picking up her prize.’
      

      
      Clover continued to search his face. In the background she heard Sarah Baxter tell someone that they might rent a place in
         South Africa for Christmas, so the kids could join them. ‘Or maybe we’ll have got to Malaysia by then. We’re going to live
         for the moment—’
      

      
      ‘—and see where life takes us.’ Her husband completed her sentence.

      
      ‘George?’ Clover took his hand. ‘Are you OK?’

      
      ‘Perhaps a touch of indigestion,’ he added. ‘I ate my sandwich too fast, and it was quite a spicy pickle.’ He sighed, and
         there it was again. A whisper of sadness. But he smiled. ‘Now, are you going to boss us into sitting down? Have you done place
         cards?’
      

      
      ‘Am I too bossy?’

      
      ‘We love you for it,’ he said, kissing her briefly on the lips. ‘I love you for it.’

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Laura counted out nine neatly ironed T-shirts and laid them in Jamie’s suitcase. Seven pairs of white socks, rolled into balls.
         Seven pairs of boxer shorts, all ironed. Two pairs of cargo shorts. Swimming kecks. She would have to buy him some new goggles.
         It would probably be the last time she packed a case for him – except for uni, of course – and she didn’t really want to admit,
         not even to Clover, that she still did it. Clover had stopped packing Ben and Holly’s cases when they hit thirteen and eleven
         respectively, and Alice, of course, had no idea what Lola took on holiday. ‘I’ve never packed a case for her,’ she’d drawled.
         ‘She just had to do it herself. It’s how they learn.’
      

      
      Well, that was hardly likely to be true, was it? That was the trouble with Alice Fanshawe. She was not truthful: what Laura’s
         mother had often referred to as a ‘holy friar’.
      

      
      In rhyming slang, a liar. Clover couldn’t see it. She thought Alice was just colourful. ‘She doesn’t really mean it,’ she’d
         say, laughing.
      

      
      Alice had moved to Kent when Lola was ten, to take advantage of the good schools, around the time it first seemed that Shirts
         & Things might really take off. She’d met Clover, presumably spotted that she was an easy target and pretty much installed
         Lola in her house. Within months Alice had been travelling all round Europe, visiting suppliers two or three nights a week (‘So that’s what lovers are called these days,’
         Tim had chortled) while Lola ate supper, did her homework and was tucked up in the spare bed beside Holly’s in Clover and
         George’s cottage. ‘I don’t mind,’ Clover always said. ‘One extra is no trouble.’
      

      
      But it was one extra for Laura as well, when it was her turn for the school run. Nobody thought about that, did they? As Laura
         did up the straps of Jamie’s case and ticked ‘pack for Jamie’ off her to-do list, she allowed herself to feel irritation about
         the holiday ahead.
      

      
      It had been Laura’s turn to choose. Clover had found them a delightful Portuguese villa the year before, but it had been a
         bit expensive, and too far from the shops, so Laura had looked forward to finding something much better. She’d picked out
         Chez Vous, a nice purpose-built holiday villa in a well-designed and tasteful complex not too far away from Nice – but just
         far enough to be out of the sky-high price range. It was quite basic, but had a good modern kitchen and was only twenty minutes’
         drive from the beach. The complex had a shared pool with a bar, so the children could socialise with other kids. She’d e-mailed
         Clover, George and Alice. ‘This is perfect for our price range,’ she’d said. ‘If you’re all fine with that I’ll put the deposit
         down immediately, so that no one else snaps it up.’
      

      
      Alice had responded with links to the websites of several companies, all of which had faux-chic names like Secret Châteaux
         or Private Places of Distinction (the latter sounded positively pornographic, in Laura’s opinion), pointing out five different
         houses, all of which were, naturally, more expensive than Chez Vous, but had their own swimming pools and bigger beds. She’d
         offered to pay extra if cost was a problem, but, of course, George and Tim had refused.
      

      
      So now they were each going to pay several hundred pounds more, for something that was apparently a château, with a swimming
         pool, a billiards room and a tennis court. It was twenty minutes’ drive from the nearest town, but with no immediate neighbours.
         It was ridiculous – what were the kids going to do for amusement? And what about breakages?
      

      
      Then Laura had somehow lost control of the bedroom allocation. She wasn’t quite sure how it had happened, but ‘from her BlackBerry’
         on the other side of the Atlantic, Alice had managed to bag the en suite double in the turret: ‘Not really big enough for
         two, so better for a single’ had been her reasoning, along with ‘by the stairs so I can get up early to do a bit of work without
         disturbing anyone’.
      

      
      At that point Laura had made a bid to bring everything to a halt by citing her asthma. A seventeenth-century house with all
         those curtains, beams and dust-harbouring cornices would be a health hazard. Alice, however, replied that the stable block
         extension was modern, with horrid red tiles and blinds (she hadn’t actually said they were horrid, but you could see from
         the pictures on the website that they were). Perfect for an asthmatic. So now Laura and Tim were in hard, new twin beds in
         the ground-floor extension as if they were staff, while Clover and George luxuriated with glorious views in the main en suite
         double, and Alice had the romantic room, with its little private terrace, in the turret.
      

      
      It was supposed to be Laura’s year to be in charge! The couple who organise the house were meant to get first choice of rooms.
         The whole thing would probably be a complete disaster and, anyway, Alice wasn’t even going to be there for more than a few
         days. She was going to arrive three days into the fortnight (naturally, because it would get her out of the hard work of unpacking
         and provisioning the house at the beginning). She had an important meeting in New York, apparently. She would also be leaving forty-eight hours early, thus getting out of the clearing up, because there was an important
         board meeting about a possible takeover. And now Tim, too, was going to leave early for some idiotic business reason. They
         would be on the same plane. It made Laura feel quite wheezy just thinking about it.
      

      
      She sat down on Jamie’s bed and picked up his ragged stuffed bear. Jamie always had Bearie on his bed, and even took him on
         holiday. Occasionally other kids teased him, but both Ruby and Lola had teddy bears, so it was tolerated within the easy camaraderie
         of the Crew.
      

      
      He probably wouldn’t take Bearie to university, though. He would finally grow out of the worn bear. Laura held him close to
         the searing pain in her heart. She wept jerky, glass-sharp tears for the threadbare teddy that would lie alone in an unheated
         bedroom, waiting for a little boy who would never come back.
      

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      The Joneses and the Dangerfields drove down to Bordeaux over two days, in convoy and in high spirits, sharing the driving
         and navigating between the four parents – George and Clover, then George with Tim and Laura with Clover, and so on. Ben would
         be picked up at Bordeaux airport on Sunday, while the other three Crew members – Jamie, Holly and Lola – stayed together in
         either car, plugged into their music or dozing, or occasionally taking out their headphones and demanding to know what ‘this
         crap’ was.
      

      
      ‘Our music,’ said Clover firmly. ‘Drivers get to choose the music.’

      
      ‘Well, they don’t have to choose old Woodstock tracks, do they?’ asked Holly peevishly.

      
      ‘Your dad works extremely hard and this is his holiday too.’

      
      ‘Yeuch. I tell you, I am never doing another car journey with you again. Never. I’ll get a cheap flight.’

      
      ‘If you earn the money, you can get a cheap flight,’ said George. ‘It’s up to you from now on.’

      
      Holly looked thoughtful. Her father usually indulged her. Mile after mile of motorway flew past, the green of northern France
         giving way to the flat brown of the hotter south.
      

      
      They stopped for lunch, then tea, and the heat shimmered up from the tarmac as soon as they opened the car door. The baguettes, hard, pre-packaged and tasteless, were a disappointment.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what’s happened to French service stations,’ said Clover. ‘Do you remember when we first started coming down,
         you could get the most delicious meals, beautifully served and really inexpensive, at a French service station? They’re worse
         than English ones now.’
      

      
      ‘Much worse,’ agreed Laura, picking bits out of her baguette with a frown, ‘but I do love their benches. It’s so lovely to
         sit at a picnic table in the open air surrounded by trees. You could never do that at an English one.’
      

      
      ‘You say everything is lovely, Mum,’ said Jamie. ‘It’s just a crap service station, OK?’
      

      
      ‘Well, it’s better than saying everything is awful,’ retorted Laura. ‘I’m not the sort of person who goes around complaining
         all the time.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, you are,’ replied Jamie. ‘You’re always complaining about Dad, and now you’re leaving half that baguette.’

      
      ‘Jamie.’ Clover touched his arm briefly. ‘Your mum does a lot for you. Give her a break.’

      
      ‘Yes, bet you’d never have got into Leeds if she hadn’t written your personal statement for you,’ jibed Holly, giving Jamie
         a mischievous look. ‘My mum didn’t even look at mine.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know you were doing it,’ said Clover. ‘But, let’s face it: a mother’s place is in the wrong.’

      
      ‘You lot’ – George looked at the three teenagers over his baguette – ‘less lip. Your mothers do the best they can for you,
         and you’re bloody lucky to have them.’
      

      
      Jamie, Holly and Lola exchanged amused glances, but subsided.

      
      ‘Do you remember … ’ Tim began, looking relaxed and suave, as usual, in an open-necked white shirt and cream safari shorts, ‘ … when they were doing that tyre check, and that mechanic literally sucked his back teeth and shook his head at
         our tyres, like someone in a comedy sketch? And then he proposed that—’
      

      
      ‘—we spend four hundred pounds on a set of new tyres?’ Laura cut across him. ‘And you nearly did. If I hadn’t stopped you,
         that would have been our holiday budget cut in half.’
      

      
      And they were off on ‘do you remember … that awful woman who was on a fearsome diet … that little dog who adopted us … the
         time we played boules against the old men of the village … that beach in Spain that was utterly deserted … the villa in Italy
         that didn’t have a corkscrew?’
      

      
      George got up first. ‘Right, you lot. Time to get going.’ He shook out the map and laid it on the bonnet of the car, so that
         he and Tim could confer over the route. Clover watched them: George pointing out the route, his check shirt hanging loose
         over a battered pair of jeans, his hair ruffled by the slight breeze. Tim leaning forward to inspect George’s suggestion,
         then throwing his head back in laughter at something George had said, his teeth gleaming white. Then George bending towards
         Tim, as Tim pointed out an alternative, and their heads dropped into a huddle. Tim’s route won. They laughed again, touched
         each other briefly on the arm or the shoulder in acknowledgement, and began to gather their families up.
      

      
      ‘Let’s swap drivers,’ suggested Laura. ‘You two go together, and me and Clover.’

      
      Tim and George exchanged glances. They were obviously thinking the same thing: that Laura and Clover would get lost.

      
      ‘Come on,’ said Clover with a smile. ‘Just because I’m a woman it doesn’t mean I can’t read a map.’

      
      ‘Really, you two are being quite ridiculous.’ Laura got up, shovelling all the sandwich detritus into an empty carrier bag.
         Both men, scenting trouble, backed off, but George insisted on explaining the route to them three times.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know why they think we’re such idiots,’ grumbled Laura.

      
      Holly, Jamie and Lola were instructed to travel with George and Tim, so that Laura and Clover could stock up at the supermarket.

      
      ‘I wonder what we’ve forgotten. I never forget the corkscrew now, but there must be something,’ mused Clover. ‘I’ve forgotten
         literally everything else at some point – I even forgot all my knickers once, because they were drying in the back garden
         at home, but I still had the corkscrew.’
      

      
      ‘If it’s a choice between knickers and corkscrew, I’d choose the corkscrew too.’ Laura paused. ‘And I’m sure Alice would.’

      
      ‘She doesn’t drink much.’ Clover knew that the Alice conversation would have to be had. ‘She’s OK, you know. I’m sorry about
         the bedrooms. Are you sure you don’t want ours? We don’t mind the stable block.’
      

      
      Laura shook her head. ‘No good for my asthma. But thanks anyway.’

      
      They settled into a few minutes’ companionable silence until Laura started up again. ‘It’s just that I think she’s using you.
         You’ve had Lola to stay for weeks and weeks this holidays, and now you’re driving her down with the rest of us.’
      

      
      ‘She’d do the same for me if the tables were turned, I know she would. Lola’s taking up the spare place in the car because
         Ben’s flying in separately. And Alice does contribute, in her own way … I actually think she’s paying more than she really
         ought for the rent, considering there are only two of them, three of you and four of us.’
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The children have flown, the parents
are free. Life is suddenly about fo get
very interesting indeed . . .






