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Dear All Next Door


Thanks for feeding the cat and the gerbils and the fish. The fish might die. They do that a lot in our house. My number’s on the fridge in case of emergency, but unless the house gets sucked into a black hole, please don’t call – WE NEED THIS HOLIDAY!


Evie & Mike & Scarlett & Dan & Mabel xxx







 


Nothing looks as good in real life as it does in the brochure.


Evie was more than old enough to know this simple fact of life, but as the family Ford Focus nudged its way westwards out of London, she found herself hoping for an exception in the case of their rented holiday home.


Rashly, the brochure in her lap promised ‘Paradise’. Evie flicked though the glossy pages as the car slowed beside a derelict kebab shop. The colour photography dwelt in porny detail on a long straight drive edged with topiary balls, leading the eye to a grand slab of Georgian architecture the colour of a warm biscuit. Maybe Wellcome Manor would be as good as it looked. Maybe it really would be a kind of paradise.


‘How much further?’ whined Scarlett from the back seat.


‘Ages yet, darling.’ Evie kept her tone light. She’d vowed to stay in Lovely Mummy mode for this much-anticipated fortnight. ‘And do leave it more than three minutes before you ask again.’ Then again, maybe she’d be in Sleep-Deprived, Packing-Like-a-Madwoman-Since-6 a.m. Mummy mode. ‘It’ll be worth it when we get there, I promise.’


‘It’s just some boring house,’ said Scarlett, who, at seventeen, was an expert in what was boring and what was not. ‘It’s old.’


‘So am I,’ murmured Evie. She’d aged ten years on this car journey and they hadn’t even reached the M3.


As the scenery morphed from grimy brick to quicksilver motorway, the front seats had to warn the back seats more than once to simmer down or they’d ‘turn this car round right now’. Patch barked tunelessly from junction 4 to Stonehenge; Dan made little Mabel cry by shouting ‘Bottom’ in a variety of accents; Scarlett’s outrage at being ripped from the bosom of her friends was almost visible, like a mangy fur stole around her shoulders.


‘What!’ Mike was exasperated by Dan’s request. ‘Why didn’t you go before we left?’


‘I did,’ said Dan.


‘You’ll just have to cross your legs and hang on,’ said Mike.


‘I want to go too,’ said Mabel, whispering into Patch’s fur, ‘Go where?’


As Scarlett shepherded her brother and sister behind a hedge on the hard shoulder, Mike asked Evie, ‘Did you pack Mrs Misterson II?’


‘Of course.’ They had a brief communal flashback to that family day out when the original Mrs Misterson – a grubby baby doll, felt-tipped all over and half-bald – had gone missing; Mabel had screamed her way around Wookey Hole. ‘As you’d know,’ Evie continued in the same urgent undertone, ‘if you’d been there to help pack. Like you promised.’


‘Yeah, well . . .’ Mike sniffed and sighed and fiddled with the satnav.


By the time he had finally come home from work, the cases were packed, the fridge was cleared, the dog was on his lead, the windows had been checked (twice), water bottles had been filled, Kindles had been charged, medication for every minor medical eventuality had been lined up, healthy snacks had been chopped up and stashed in ziplock bags, and the younger children were so ready they’d had time to become un-ready again, dropping juice on their clean gear and reading new comics bought for the journey. Evie had even remembered to set the house lights on timers, to hoodwink any burglar crazy enough to imagine the Herreras had anything worth stealing. For mums, the family holiday is more stressful than a business trip.


‘You said you’d just do an hour in the office and then—’


‘I know, I know.’ Mike chopped the air with his hand. ‘I got involved. It’s hard not to.’


Evie glared at him, aware that if the glaree doesn’t look at the glarer, the glare is more or less void. From the hard shoulder came the sound of a small girl falling in her own wee. ‘Mike, give in and look at me. I’m not wasting this brilliant glare.’


When he laughed, Evie found his hand on the steering wheel and squeezed it. ‘Come on, love. Get your holiday-head on,’ she said. ‘After all, your legs are already on vacation.’


‘Don’t diss the shorts,’ warned Mike as their children clambered back into the car.


‘What is there to diss,’ asked Evie innocently, ‘in ten-year-old yellow nylon shorts that are fraying at the crotch?’


‘Crotch!’ shouted Dan.
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‘I’m missing the party of the year for this,’ said Scarlett when they stopped for coffee at a Little Chef.


‘You’ll live, Scarlett,’ said Evie, looking around, yearning for her husband to hove into view with a loaded tray. She needed caffeine, and she needed it now. Preferably intravenously.


‘You’re ruining my life,’ said Scarlett.


‘Yeah, sorry about that.’ Evie knew there was no point in arguing. ‘If it’s any consolation, I’m planning on ruining Dan’s and Mabel’s as well.’


‘I don’t mind, Mummy,’ said Mabel generously.


‘You’re too kind, Mabes.’


Mike appeared, tray aloft. ‘Hang on!’ he yelped, as greedy hands grabbed at his wares. With great ceremony he handed Mabel a milkshake.


‘I asked for banana!’ spat Mabel, with an abrupt change of tone. ‘This is strawberry!’


‘But you love strawberries,’ said Mike.


‘She used to,’ corrected Evie, sighing and standing to return the rejected shake. ‘Before Dan told her that—’


‘Strawberries come out of pigs’ BOTTOMS!’ yelled Dan. He was happy, so very happy, to have the opportunity to shout ‘Bottoms’ in a public place.


‘Shush, Dan,’ said Mike sternly. ‘Evie, sit down. Mabel will just have to make the best of it.’


They locked eyes for a moment, a silent tussle in their stare. Evie’s eyes were saying, Let it go just this once, so we arrive without bloodshed and tears and milkshake in everybody’s hair. Mike’s eyes, just as eloquent, and with the same fetching bags beneath them, said, We spoil these kids rotten and I’ve been driving for two hours, and when I was Mabel’s age I took what I was bloody well given.


‘Actually,’ said Mabel, ‘I do like strawberries.’
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As a breed, Border collies are highly intelligent; Patch had missed that memo. He couldn’t herd sheep, or fetch help, but, boy, could he fall off things and into things (plus a nice sideline in getting his head stuck in other things), so it was inevitable that he would slip his lead and race off across the scrubby wasteground behind the Little Chef, ignoring the shouts of his name (Evie wasn’t convinced Patch knew his name) as he dodged Mike’s increasingly frantic lunges.


‘Dad, don’t hurt him!’ shouted Scarlett, as Mike’s face thudded into the dirt once again.


‘That jumper’s dry-clean only!’ yelled Evie, as another rugby tackle failed.


‘This is like crap bullfighting,’ said Scarlett.


‘She said “crap”,’ said Mabel.


‘This creature,’ said Mike, dumping the wriggling Patch on the back seat, ‘is going straight to the dogs’ home when this holiday’s over.’


Nobody took that seriously. Everybody knew Mike loved the dog with the same fierce possessiveness that he felt about the others stuffed in the airless car with him. Evie glanced at him as he put the car into gear. He was a looker, her bloke, even with that scowl on his face. A day or two of country air, and the scowl would be history – that was the theory. Mike did a serious job and he took it seriously; duty often claimed him on weekends and evenings. Half of her resented the intrusion, while the other half envied his sense of purpose.


‘How many green bottles,’ asked Dan, ‘were we up to?’


‘Not sure,’ said Mike. ‘But I lost the will to live at thirty-eight.’


‘Daddy’s joking,’ said Evie.


‘Daddy isn’t,’ said Mike.


There was grit in his super-short dark hair and a smear of mud across his not-exactly-big-but-definitely-there nose. Evie experienced a small jolt of happy achievement at bagging such a healthy specimen all for her very own. It was a feeling that still sneaked up on her, even after twenty years. Admittedly, it snuck up less than it used to, and it died a death completely as her eyes strayed below his waistline; lustful pride couldn’t win against Mike’s yellow shorts.


The kids had arranged themselves in height order on the back seat. Here are some we made earlier, she thought.


Nobody knew where Dan’s Titian hair came from, but Scarlett had Evie’s wiggy, wayward, mucky blonde mop. Scarlett’s eyes were like Evie’s in design – slanted, sea-coloured, either judgemental or indulgent, depending on mood/point in menstrual cycle – although they gazed out through kohl flicks that Cleopatra might deem a little much. Dan was lean, like his dad, whereas Scarlett was ‘robust’ (the official term) like her mother.


And Mabel, their last-born – an emphatic full stop to their brood – had her father’s brunette looks and clever, searching, occasionally inscrutable eyes. Those freckles across her nose, however, thought Evie proprietorially, are down to me.


She frowned. ‘Dan, what happened to your face?’ Clean enough to eat your dinner off when he left the house, her son now looked like a miner coming off-shift.


‘Dunno.’ Dan shrugged. Trivialities such as basic hygiene meant little to him; he was a busy person, with things to break and people to dismay. ‘Why didn’t you invite somebody my age, Mum? I’ve got no one to play with.’


‘There’s a worldwide shortage of ten-year-old boys, haven’t you heard? I’m sure your big sister will let you hang out with her.’


‘Yeah, right,’ said Scarlett, laughing for the first time since London. ‘It’d be my pleasure to hang out with somebody who picks his nose and keeps it for later.’


Spotting her opening, Mabel was there in a flash, heart-shaped face shining. ‘I’ll play with you, Dan,’ she said in the tiny, throaty, sugary voice that could make her sound like a very small, very camp man.


‘Who knows a good joke?’ Mike was being hearty, like a dad in a cereal ad.


Evie quailed. She’d heard all the kids’ jokes. Please God, if you’re there and still talking to me, she begged, don’t let Mabel tell her chicken-crossing-the-road joke.


‘Why,’ shouted Mabel, ‘did the chicken . . . ? No, hang on. I mean, when did the chicken . . . ? On the road, see, there’s this chicken and . . .’


‘I want to die,’ said Scarlett.


‘We’re almost there,’ said Evie. ‘We’re almost at paradise.’
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‘Why now?’ wailed Evie. ‘Why do we have to get lost at the eleventh hour?’ Somewhere in this sunny snarl of overgrown lanes, Wellcome Manor awaited them, but the satnav kept directing them down the same rutted road. ‘I hate the satnav,’ she said vehemently as the car bumped and jolted. ‘She’s always had it in for me. The bitch is trying to come between me and my cream tea.’


‘What’s a cream tea?’ asked Dan, as Scarlett said, ‘That’s the fourth time we’ve passed that stupid tree.’


‘A cream tea is a colossal waste of money, Son,’ said Mike, squinting at the map on his knees.


‘A cream tea is one of Western civilization’s greatest achievements,’ said Evie. ‘There are scones, there is cream, there is jam. There are doilies. There is a pot of tea. There are no mugs.’ She stabbed the air, violently anti-mug. ‘There are dainty teacups and silver spoons.’ She closed her eyes, in a swoon. ‘And, best of all, there’s no washing up.’


‘Worst of all,’ said Mike, ‘you pay fifty quid to have a cucumber sarnie, and all sane people know that cucumber isn’t a proper filling. Plus,’ he rattled on, as Evie opened her mouth to disagree, ‘scones are stupid and teapots are poncey and finger-sandwiches sound downright rude.’


‘Finger-sandwiches . . .’ said Mabel thoughtfully from the back seat.


‘No, darling,’ said Evie, knowing where this was going, ‘they’re not sandwiches filled with fingers.’ She turned back to Mike. ‘I don’t care what you say, husband o’ mine, I’m having my cream tea if it kills me.’ She’d been looking forward to scones from the moment they’d plumped for Devon as their holiday destination. ‘So just you—’


‘I think,’ interrupted Mike, ‘we’re here.’


Everybody fell silent as the car turned through an open pair of high ironwork gates that spelled out ‘Wellcome Manor’ in ornately curling capitals. The car scrunched over gravel – such an expensive sound – and the drive that Evie had perved over in the brochure unfurled in front of them.


Wellcome Manor ignored the rules; it was better in real life.


Pillars on either side of the broad front door crumbled photogenically. Wisteria crawled across rows of tall sash windows. Hundreds of summers had baked the house, so that it seemed to exude a healing warmth as it towered against a backdrop of sky so blue it was surely Photoshopped.


It was a magnificent house, but as the car slowed to a stop, it seemed to Evie a friendly house, sitting back and smiling in the sunshine.


‘This is paradise,’ she murmured.


Already out of the car, with her arms folded, Scarlett said, ‘See? Old.’


‘I love it I love it I love it!’ Mabel was easier to please. (Except if you gave her carrots; never offer Mabel a carrot.)


Half-swallowed by the car boot, Mike shouted, ‘Take a bag, everyone!’ with the air of a man expecting to be ignored.


‘Yoo-hoo!’ The venerable old front door opened and a couple waved from the wide step. The woman held a baby in her arms, and a boy approximately the size of Mabel jumped up and down at her side. Mabel tore off at the sight of him, and Dan followed, dragging Patch on his lead, unaware that the dog was only partway through a complex toilet event.


The Ling-Littles had arrived before them. ‘Welcome to Wellcome!’ Clive’s voice boomed.


‘Thank you kindly, good sir!’ called Evie, as Mike’s head sank lower into the boot.


‘Lord of the manor,’ he muttered. ‘As if he owns the place.’


‘Be nice!’ Evie was wasting her breath. Mike and Clive were oil and water, their only common ground being their wives’ firm friendship.


Laden with bags, she lurched over the gravel like a drunk. She could tell their holiday home had impressed Mike; she could read his thoughts by the set of his shoulders or the jut of his chin. Prising him away from London had entailed blackmail, ultimatums and a shooting-from-the-hip late-night conversation ending with, ‘We need some quality time. There are things to discuss.’


‘These aren’t gardens,’ said Mike. ‘They’re grounds. I feel like a servant carrying m’lady’s bags.’


Wellcome Manor grew as they approached it. It was a house of distinct personality, sure of itself. Arches carved in the dark yew hedging offered tantalizing glimpses of secret views beyond, and they could just see the roofs of outbuildings huddled around the back of the house.


Scarlett thawed a little as she took in the stone lions at the foot of the steps and heard the splash of a Border collie running into water. ‘There’s a pool?’ she said, all her hauteur dissolving.


‘Round one to us,’ said Evie, but she’d lost Mike to Shen’s welcoming embrace. Evie kissed Clive politely, wrinkling her nose at the smell of his cigar. He was a bear of a man, short-necked, massive-shouldered, always dressed in City-boy uniform.


And then Shen was upon her, gabbling, dragging, kissing, commanding Clive to take the bags, and foisting her six-month-old daughter into Evie’s arms. ‘Fang wants her godmother.’


‘And her godmother wants her! Hello, you.’ Evie loved her god-daughter for many reasons: her sunny nature; her dimpled knees; her faultless fat face, which blended, beautifully, her father’s English ruddiness and her mother’s Chinese elegance. She also loved her for being called Fang – ‘It was my grandmother’s name!’ Shen had snapped defensively when the vicar giggled at the font.


‘Just look at this entrance hall.’ Shen’s accent and rapid speech still held a trace of her ancestry. ‘Look at it!’ she ordered, as if Evie wasn’t looking hard enough.


‘Bloody hell,’ said Mike, gazing about him. This was a compliment; he said it like that whenever Evie felt energetic enough to break out her suspenders.


Double-height, the hall was painted the colour of a dove’s underbelly. Doorways topped with plasterwork cornices offered up further rooms, each as sumptuous and delicious as this one. All the painted surfaces were perfect; all the furniture, both antique and quirkily modern, gleamed. There were no signs of wear and tear, no evidence of the argy-bargy of everyday life. They’d stepped into a magazine shoot, where the only smell was the aroma of cut flowers, and the light was flattering.


‘This is just the beginning. Through there’s the sitting room. One of them.’ Alight with happiness, Shen was at her best around costly things, which might explain why she got twitchy in Evie’s kitchen. ‘And through there’s the cinema room . . .’ She paused to allow that to sink in.


‘A cinema room!’ Evie clapped. ‘You’ll be telling me there’s a mezzanine next.’


‘There’s TWO!’ shrieked Shen, her teardrop black eyes creasing to nothing with the sheer joy of such la-di-da trappings. She took Evie by the arm, peremptory and despotic despite Evie’s eight-inch/eleven-year head-start. ‘You’ll die when you see the bedrooms.’


As the women rushed up the stairs, skittish at the prospect of Fired Earth tiling and distressed floorboards, Mike turned to offer a full and manly hello to Clive, complete with mandatory talk of route taken and traffic encountered, but was silenced by Clive’s hand, held imperiously up in the air.


‘Clive Little,’ Clive was saying into his phone, cigar still clenched between his teeth. ‘How did the meeting go?’ He made a comically apologetic face at Mike who mouthed, ‘S’OK.’


Sauntering off, Mike put his head around the kitchen door. Not particularly interested in kitchens, he could see that it was easily splendid enough to hospitalize his wife.


‘Dad, there’s a trampoline!’ Dan skidded in, his Converses squeaking on the black-and-white chequered floor, flushed cheeks competing with his hair’s glorious Titian (Evie’s adjective; Mike knew his son was a ginge). ‘And one of those big outside bath-things that Mum likes!’


‘A hot tub?’ said Mike to his son’s receding back. Mabel ran in, hand-in-hand with the little boy who’d greeted them at the door; Miles and Mabel had been born a day apart in the same hospital, and it was this happy accident that had first bonded their mothers. The two children were great friends; she was so good at climbing trees and farting to order that Miles overlooked her being a girl.


‘Dad Dad Dad, can we get in the pool, can we – yes?’


‘Yes. Hang on. NO!’ Mike looked to Clive for backup as the pair sped out again. ‘Don’t get in on your own!’


‘Bollocks!’ Clive was saying into his phone. ‘We turn that place into flats and whack ’em out by the end of the year.’ He made a winding-up motion to Mike.


Take as long as you like, thought Mike. Listening to Clive was a crash course in the immoral nuts and bolts of big business. Fat cats like Clive had driven the last house-price crash, creating heartache for millions and unpaid overtime for Mike.


Last year Mike’s housing trust had been able to fund two assistants. Now that they were down to one, taking work home was inevitable for the Senior Neighbourhood Services Manager. Mike agreed with Evie when she said that he took on too much, that it wasn’t good for him (by which she also meant, he knew, for them), but what could he do? Leave vulnerable people out in the cold? Literally.


He recalled the family who’d kept him late in the office. With one eye on the clock, he’d listened to the familiar story of job loss, mortgage arrears, foreclosure and sleeping on friends’ floors until they ran out of friends. With Evie and the kids waiting, he’d had to pass them over to his assistant, but Mike couldn’t shake the memory of their faces.


The private sector was better-paid; Mike could make much more money working for the likes of Clive. But he wouldn’t make a difference. He wouldn’t be able to help the bewildered people thrown about like flotsam after a shipwreck.


Two weeks, thought Mike. Two long weeks with a man whose conscience had been neatly excised before Mike was even born.


He tuned out the braying phone call and felt the mile-long velvet sofas calling to him. Thank God, he thought, my wife digs up such amazing bargains.


A floor above, taking in the four-poster’s linen hangings and the cream curtains that pooled on the floor and the soaring cross-timbered ceiling, Evie thought, Thank God my husband is so amazingly gullible. How could a grown man with a Master’s degree believe that the amount they’d spent could rent a house of this calibre? ‘A bath in the room!’ she squealed at Fang, as Shen Riverdanced in the dressing room, all the better to demonstrate its size. ‘In the room!’


When Evie had told Mike the cost, he’d paled, as if somebody had walked over his grave. After some How much?-ing, he’d caved in, little knowing that Clive was contributing three times that amount. They owed their holiday to Clive.


A snuffling noise came from the arctic-white duvet that trembled on the bed like a displaced cloud. ‘Prunella?’ queried Evie and moved nearer, to see Shen’s diminutive dog.


‘Fnnfh,’ said Prunella by way of hello, as if she had a head-cold. Evie wondered about the sadists who’d first bred pugs: Hey, guys! There’s a gap in the market for a dog with a crumpled face that breathes like an asthmatic sex pest!


‘Down, Prunella,’ said Evie. ‘Off my bed. Bad dog!’


Prunella, resembling a cashmere pig dipped in soot, looked disgruntled as she righted herself from her slutty, legs-akimbo pose.


‘Stay, Prunella!’ Shen was out of the dressing room in a flash; her high heels never impeded her speed. She could run, jump and kick ass in platforms that would break Evie’s ankles if she stood up in them. ‘Good dog!’ Shen pulled herself up to her full height, slender shoulders back, breasts (a Christmas present from Clive) jutting out. ‘That’s my bed, and Pru’s welcome on it.’


Prunella lay back among the bedclothes, emanating doggy whatevs.


‘And there was me, assuming we’d toss a coin for the best room in the house.’


‘Finders, keepers.’ With a deft movement, Shen twisted her fall of razor-edged black hair into a chignon and secured it with a clip magicked from thin air. It took Evie an age to produce even a wobbly topknot with her own streaked-to-buggery haystack; she’d never be envious of her friend’s wealth, but Shen’s hair left her green from head to toe. ‘I’d better bagsy the second-best room, before Lady Muck arrives with her brood.’ Evie dreaded the third family’s arrival so much she couldn’t use their real names.


‘Oh, yeah, about that . . .’ Shen had grown super-offhand. ‘Françoise isn’t coming.’


Evie gawped. ‘When did this happen?’ She was delighted, but confused. And then she was suspicious. ‘Sh-en?’ she encouraged. ‘Is there something you want to share with the class?’


‘She just couldn’t come, for some reason.’ Shen was nuzzling Prunella in a frankly unhygienic manner.


‘For some reason like you had a massive row with her?’


‘A small disagreement.’


‘Knew it!’


Like Shen, Françoise was a key member of the Ubermums, a school-gate clique identifiable by ‘done’ hair and handbags that cost the same as Evie’s parents’ first house. These massive accessories were brandished like shields, and their size served to accentuate the sparrow dimensions of the Ubers’ starved bodies.


Uber-kiddiwinks were ferried to St Agatha’s Primary and their infinite tutors in enormous four-wheel drives, as if traversing a hostile Outback rather than terraced streets; Uber-husbands, both current and ex, were ‘big in the City’.


Françoise had a lover, a timeshare and a face so packed with Botox that she needed forty-eight hours’ written notice to simper. Like all the Ubers, she was openly baffled by Shen’s friendship with Evie: the stylish ex-model and the tousled middle-aged mum. When Shen smuggled Evie into Uber coffee mornings, where the catty gossip was devoured but the Danish pastries shunned, Evie felt Françoise look her up and down, stirring her skinny latte, wondering, How did that civilian get in?


‘What was the row about this time?’ Evie sat on the bed, eager to hear.


‘She had this crazy idea that I’d poached her daughter’s French tutor.’


‘Et,’ said Evie, faltering as she dredged up her GCSE French, ‘il est vrai?’


‘A little vrai,’ conceded Shen. ‘But you know Miles is gifted at languages. All’s fair in love and tutors.’


All Ubers believed their perfectly ordinary and nice children to be gifted. The vain, domineering Françoise’s row with the argumentative Shen was inevitable; sooner or later everybody fell out with Shen.


Except Evie.


Despite Shen and Evie’s many differences – their ages (twenty-nine/forty), their attitudes to grooming (non-stop/ annual leg wax prior to wedding-anniversary sex), their child-rearing styles (Tiger Mother/Meh Mother) – theirs was a natural, fluid friendship, fuelled by jokes and jibes, but underpinned by intimacy and the certainty that they had each other’s backs.


Prunella rolled off the bed and click-clacked after them, as Shen led the way to the second-best bedroom. In Evie’s arms, Fang regarded her in that serious way some babies have. ‘Are you the prettiest little thing? Are you? Are you?’ A thought struck her. An unwelcome thought. ‘What are we doing about Françoise’s share, Shen? I can’t pay the extra – Mike will flip, we just don’t have it.’


‘I know, I know.’ Shen waved her hands. ‘Don’t panic. I invited another family. It’ll be great.’


Something about the way she said it made Evie wilt. ‘Oh God, Shen, who’s coming?’


Instead of replying, Shen pushed at a door. ‘Ta-da!’ she said.


‘Ta-da indeed.’ Evie stepped into the second-best bedroom, a tone-poem of greys and faint pinks and knocked-back blues. A chandelier dangled above the vast bed, stacked with more pillows than Evie had ever owned. ‘Me like.’ She tried not to drool. ‘Me want.’


‘Then move your stuff in pronto and stake your claim, before the Browns arrive.’


‘The Browns? What, Paula and what’s-his-name?’


‘Jon, yes.’ Shen was brisk, all the better to get it over with. ‘And lovely Tillie, who we’ve never met, but who’s Scarlett’s age apparently; and little Amber, who’s in Miles’s and Mabel’s class. Yes, them.’ She opened the door to the en-suite, but Evie was wise to her and refused to be distracted . . . Hang on. Ooh, A free-standing bath! Evie shook herself. ‘Shen, the Browns are . . .’ She didn’t like the word that sprang to her lips, and was instantly ashamed of it.


‘Weird?’ Shen was more forthright. ‘Yup. But the Browns were the only ones available at the last minute. Probably because they’re weird,’ she ended, with a shrug.


‘I wouldn’t say they’re weird, exactly—’ began Evie.


‘Although they are weird,’ Shen cut in.


‘Yes, all right, can we stop saying “weird”? Paula makes me feel bad. She’s so nervous and . . .’


‘She jumps if you say hello.’


‘Yeah, and she tries to escape if you chat.’


‘And her clothes . . .’ Shen was unable to understand women who stepped out of their front doors less than catwalk-ready.


‘She makes me feel guilty,’ said Evie, realizing it properly for the first time. ‘As if I should make more of an effort with her.’


‘Then I’m giving you a chance to do just that!’


‘If you fell off a tower block,’ said Evie, jiggling Fang, ‘you’d land in a vat of champagne jelly. I’m not letting you off the hook just like that.’


‘Yes, you are.’ Shen smiled.


‘Yes, I suppose I am. As usual. Come on.’ She reluctantly tore herself away from the second-best bedroom. ‘Let’s get stuck into paradise.’
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The kitchen ticked boxes Evie didn’t know existed. It was high, it was wide, and the back wall was a bank of folding glass, which opened up, concertina-style, to the Portland stone of the terrace, and the emerald-neon of the lawns beyond.


Rows of copper pans hung in strict size order above the range. The handmade cupboards, slightly oversized, so as to make even a full-figured (ahem) woman like Evie feel dainty, were painted an elusive colour somewhere between grey and green and blue. Evie stroked the ice-white worktops the way she’d stroked parts of Mike, back in their early days.


The vacuum-packed hot dogs and frozen chips that came out of Evie’s plastic bags sullied the style of the room a little. Shamefacedly she opened the pantry door and jumped, to find a young woman in there. ‘Elizabetta! Hi, or . . . um . . . ciao.’


‘Ciao.’ Shen’s Italian nanny had the body of a chorus girl and the demeanour of a nun. ‘May I?’ She took the hot dogs reverently and put them on a shelf.


‘I didn’t realize you were coming.’ Evidently Shen and Clive’s notion of quality family time was a little different from Evie and Mike’s.
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Not quite dusk, the blues and purples and whites of the flower beds had begun to melt. With the candles in the outsize lanterns lit unobtrusively by Elizabetta, the terrace felt like the place to be.


‘The view,’ said Mike simply, settling himself into a metal-and-mesh garden chair that bore little relation to the white plastic monstrosities that squatted in their own yard. ‘When,’ he turned to Evie, ‘did people start naming their kids after Victorian servants? We’ve got a Mabel, and a Tillie arrives tomorrow. Sounds like the cast list of Downton.’


‘We almost called Dan “Edward”, remember? Just as Downton-esque, in its way.’ Edward was Evie’s favourite uncle; she recalled how they couldn’t name any of the kids after Mike’s family, and felt a sudden jab of compassion.


‘Right,’ said Clive, emerging from the French windows and rubbing his hands together. ‘Din-dins?’


An excited babble broke out. It seemed that all of them, from the oldest to the teeniest, was starving.


‘Seriously,’ said Mabel seriously, ‘I might die if I don’t eat right now.’


‘As it’s the first night, I vote for . . .’ Evie anticipated the acclaim that her inspiration would receive, ‘. . . a takeaway!’


Jubilation broke out. Mabel and Miles hugged each other. Scarlett broke off from texting to cheer. Clive said, ‘Bravo!’


Shen clapped her hands and said, ‘No need! Elizabetta will prepare dinner.’


Elizabetta looked as if this was news to her. Not particularly good news.


‘It’ll be,’ Shen promised, aglow, ‘highly nutritious, organic, balanced and vegetarian!’


Mike groaned as each adjective hammered a nail into the coffin of his KFC.


Evie smothered the children’s complaints. She’d let Shen win this round; there was plenty of time to stray from the path of righteousness. She ruffled Mike’s hair as she stood and followed Elizabetta into the kitchen.


‘Can I help?’


‘Of course not.’ The voice was that of Shen, who crossed to the wine rack in the fridge and tugged out a bottle of champagne as if birthing a glass baby. ‘She doesn’t need any help.’


‘Elizabetta?’ Evie double-checked.


‘You go sit.’ Elizabetta moved about purposefully. The sundress she wore, its nautical stripes clean on her strong, brown limbs, was one Evie recognized from Shen’s wardrobe. Regal with her employee, Shen was also generous. Perhaps, thought Evie, it makes up for moments such as these.


She looked closer at the girl’s closed, mutinous face.


And perhaps it didn’t.
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The embers of the day.


Out on the terrace, as the others lazily discussed the weather – ‘Amazing summer we’re having’, ‘Apparently the hottest this century’, and so on – Evie watched her daughter amble around and remembered the days when she herself would happily have worn shorts that short.


Scarlett, bent over her phone, surfed from trend to trend, cherry-picking styles and details, but was always, irrepressibly, herself. Her hair, naturally lively (a term Evie preferred to the more truthful ‘messy’), was usually growing out of some terrible experiment; at present, Easter’s fringe was in her eyes. She seemed to be in a lipgloss phase; her mouth was jammy as she smiled to herself over some txtspk message from ‘home’.


The teenager had been mourning ‘home’ all evening. ‘I wonder what they’re doing at home now,’ she’d mused at intervals.


‘Who cares?’ had been Dan’s take on it, easily won over by the treehouse and the ping-pong table.


‘I wish my mates were here.’ When Scarlett said this for the fifth time, Evie pointed out that a possible mate would arrive tomorrow. ‘Tillie’s your age.’


‘I’m not a toddler,’ Scarlett groused. ‘You can’t put us together and say, Play nicely.’


‘Make her feel welcome. The Browns are new to the area, remember.’


‘Why’re you always on my case?’


‘Because I went through a forty-three-hour labour and ruined my boobs for you. That, madam, is why. Give Tillie a chance.’


‘Like you gave her mum a chance? You think she’s a nutter.’


Evie hoped that she hadn’t used that word. She sat up, remembered something. ‘Hang on,’ she said to Mike. ‘Don’t we have two other children?’


‘They’re in bed,’ said Shen. ‘Elizabetta took them up half an hour ago.’


‘But,’ said Evie, confused, ‘I didn’t hear any screaming or death-threats.’


‘Elizabetta knows her stuff,’ said Shen. She was smug, as if she’d made Elizabetta, rather than just hired her.


‘Oh.’ Evie felt strangely redundant. No cooking. No putting children to bed. She could learn to like feeling redundant.


‘Poker, anyone?’ Clive slapped down a pack of cards, the diamond on his pinkie glinting.


Reaching out to deal, Evie said, ‘But not for money, obviously.’


‘Of course we play for money.’ Clive seemed shocked. ‘Or what’s the point?’


‘Oh, I don’t think . . .’ began Evie, knowing how Mike felt about wasting cash.


‘I’m in,’ said Mike, taking out his wallet.
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The men and Shen were evenly matched, whereas Evie played poker like an escaped chimp. She was soon out, and a whole three pounds down, so she sat back and watched, as the champagne bubbles worked their glorious dark magic on her.


Clive’s poker face was a jolly one, whether he had a good hand or a dreadful one.


Despite being a few glasses ahead of the others, Shen played to win, her wits as sharp as her cheekbones as she held Prunella on her lap, kissing her extravagantly.


‘I make it a rule,’ said Mike, fanning out his cards, ‘never to kiss anything that licks its own bottom.’


‘When’d you get so picky?’ Evie leaned back, noting his ace.


He swatted her leg. Mike didn’t know his own strength; that was a sexy thought. He winked at Evie.


I love you. The thought came clear and cool, like the champagne she was drinking like tap water. Did Mike know she loved him? They said it, of course, but perhaps over the course of a marriage the phrase lost its currency. When they’d first started dating, Evie had often thought it – I love you, Mike Herrera – at random moments. Halfway through a shared bag of chips. In a cinema queue. In the millisecond before he saw her, as he waited outside the Tube.


‘I do believe,’ said Clive, with the muddy diction that his omnipresent cigar produced, ‘I’ve won.’ He laid down his cards.


‘Again?’ Mike’s voice went girlishly high.


‘Your Daddy-waddy won again!’ said Shen to Prunella, who didn’t care.


‘All yours.’ Mike pushed the pile of coins in the middle of the table towards Clive.


‘Put it back in the pot.’ Clive pushed it back.


‘It’s yours,’ said Mike. ‘Take it.’


Maybe, hoped Evie, Clive didn’t hear the edge to Mike’s voice.


‘It’s only a game, mate.’


He’d heard it.


‘A game you won,’ said Mike. ‘Fair’s fair. Mate.’


Clive regarded him thoughtfully, then took the money, smiling to himself as if he’d overheard a joke the others couldn’t catch.


‘I’m bowing out,’ said Mike. ‘Too rich for my blood.’


‘Just you and me, then, Wifey.’ Clive regarded Shen across the table. ‘This should be a walkover.’


‘Careful, Clive.’ Shen pursed her bee-stung lips. ‘Don’t get on the wrong side of me.’


‘I know, I know,’ said Clive, dealing showily. He went on, as if airing a famous quote, ‘You’re a great wife, but you’d make an even greater ex-wife.’


Evie knew that Shen often taunted Clive with that phrase, lampooning his inability to stay wed. His specialist subject on Mastermind would be alimony. Evie had needed a spreadsheet to get her head around the timeline: with three marriages and six children, Clive was a one-man population explosion.


‘By the time my lawyer had finished with you,’ said Shen, ‘you’d be living in a studio flat, with just the one spare pair of tighty-whities.’


‘Shush,’ said Evie. ‘She doesn’t mean it, Clive.’


‘Oh yes, she does!’ roared Clive.


‘That reminds me,’ said Evie, eager to change the subject; Mike had no patience with the Ling-Little exhibitionistic spats. ‘Isn’t your son arriving tomorrow, Clive?’ Evie reached for the unusual name, the champagne rendering her brain slippy and unreliable. ‘Zac, isn’t it?’


‘Zane.’ Clive sighed it out.


‘Can’t wait to meet him.’


‘Let’s see if you still feel that way when you’ve actually met him,’ said Shen.


‘Have I got this right?’ Evie closed her eyes and drew a diagram in the air. ‘He’s your . . . fifth child, and your second-oldest son, yeah?’


‘Congratulations.’ Clive looked at her hard. ‘And for the top prize – which wife is he from?’


As if, thought Evie, Zane was a calf and his mother a prize heifer. ‘Um, ooh, second?’


‘Well done.’ He blew out his cheeks. ‘First smell of trouble and the boy goes home.’


Draining her glass, Shen said, ‘I’m pooped.’


‘Must be all that cooking you didn’t do, darling,’ said Clive. ‘And all those cases you didn’t carry.’


‘He’s so funny,’ deadpanned Shen.


All of them sleepy, but too comfortable to move, they sat outside in the balmy night until Evie stretched, saying, ‘That’s me done’, as a church bell – clear as, well, a bell – tolled the late hour. She heaved herself out of the chair and kissed the top of Mike’s head. ‘See you up there, yeah?’


Savouring the house’s peace, she anticipated the joy of her panelled bathroom and its insanely fluffy towels as she padded through the house. With the colours toned down, and the air still, Wellcome Manor felt like a good place, a safe place. Paradise, though? That was a big ask.


The phone in her pocket cheeped needily: Have you told him yet? Are you mine, all mine? xxxx


Every paradise, thought Evie, stilled on the turning of the stair, has its serpent.







DAY 2


Wednesday, 12th August
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Hi!


Please rescue me. Surrounded by oaps & kids. House OK. Stupid girl coming later – already can’t stand her. Tell me all about the big party. (Actually don’t!)


Scarlett xxxxxxxxxxxx













Usually first out of bed, the one shouting, ‘Don’t make me come up those stairs!’ and sorting PE gear while excavating mould from sliced white, Evie luxuriated in having the palatial bed to herself.


A happy X-shape, she stretched out her arms and legs, gazing at the rectangle of blue framed in her window. There was no laundry to fold, no packed lunches to cobble together from a dejected Mini Babybel and some elderly ham. Nobody disturbed her haven of high-thread-count Egyptian cotton and the countless small pillows that had bemused Mike. ‘But why so many?’ he’d asked, almost in tears.


She felt fresh and clean and virginal.


This was the perfect opportunity to send a text without Mike’s knowledge.


Some women, she supposed, would feel racy; Evie felt grubby as she rewrote the lines a couple of times before feeling able to send it. The tone had to be right. She mustn’t sound as if she was having second thoughts, but she must make the point that she’d agreed to tell Mike after the holiday.
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‘What’s that?’ Evie, yawning, peered into the tumbler of vivid green slosh that Mike held.


Mike opened his mouth, but Shen’s voice came out – or seemed to – as she spoke for him. ‘It’s a kale smoothie. Packed with nutrients and highly delicious.’


‘Is it?’ Evie asked Mike, as she opened one of the fridges and searched for calorific contraband. ‘Delicious, I mean.’


‘Tastes like very old knickers might, if somebody boiled them.’ Mike put down the drink. ‘Sorry, Shen.’


‘I told you, Mike, my conscience won’t let me make you a fry-up.’ Shen curled her lip as if he’d mooted sodomy for breakfast. ‘I won’t do that to your body.’


‘My body won’t mind,’ said Mike. ‘Honest.’


‘I never fry. Besides, I’m on the 5:2 diet.’


Her arms full of white bread, bacon, chocolate spread and butter, Evie said, ‘We’re not on any diet, so . . .’ She slammed a copper frying pan onto the hob; cooking with these beauties would amount to a workout. She appraised Shen suspiciously. ‘Is this one of your fast days?’ Stuff got thrown on fast days, and the little woman had good aim.


‘Nope, but my body is a temple, and nothing like that,’ Shen gestured witheringly at the slagheap of deliciousness on the marble, ‘ever enters it.’


‘My body,’ said Mike, lustily unscrewing the Nutella, ‘is one of those old-fashioned pubs.’


‘I’m bored,’ said Dan, sticking a grotty finger in the Nutella.


‘The Browns will be here soon,’ said Evie, using the jaunty tone that never worked when she used it to say, It’s tidy-your-bedroom day, or I know! Why not start your school project on the Nazis?


‘The kids are girls. One’s Scarlett’s age and one’s Mabel’s, so it’s all right for them, as usual.’


‘It’s not.’ Scarlett snatched the Nutella; it had a short life-expectancy around the Herreras. ‘I’ve never met this Tillie before. And Mabel says the little one’s a wuss.’


‘I want smiles,’ said Evie sternly. ‘I want everybody to get along.’


‘We’ll be nice, Mum, don’t worry.’ Scarlett kissed her mother and Evie forced herself not to touch the warm spot on her cheek. It had been a while since Scarlett had spontaneously kissed her like that.


As bacon sputtered its lovely song, Evie broke with tradition and made a cup of green tea, instead of her usual extra-strong builder’s with two sugars. It seemed appropriate. The glass doors were folded back and, as the cliché says, it brought the garden indoors. It also brought Elizabetta indoors, slipping in from the dazzling terrace like a nymph, brown feet bare, her bikini three concise triangles of gold. Does she realize, thought Evie, that she’s at the peak of her loveliness? That old quote was right; youth is wasted on the young.


‘Is Fang sleeping?’ Shen asked Elizabetta as the girl bent into the fridge.


‘Yes, madam.’ Elizabetta foraged, her voice muffled by row upon row of worthily dull food items. ‘She is awake all night, so I let her rest. I go check on her now.’


It was too much to ask of a man to ignore a proffered bottom wearing just a gold scrap. Evie caught Mike’s eye and he jumped. ‘I wasn’t,’ he spluttered.


‘S’OK,’ she whispered as the nanny made for the stairs. ‘I stared too.’


‘But I didn’t . . .’ He gave up. ‘She’s distracting,’ he admitted.


‘As long as it stays up here.’ Evie tapped his forehead. ‘And doesn’t travel down here.’ She merely gestured at his shorts, figuring that direct contact with your husband’s equipment in a shared kitchen would be bad taste.


‘I’m too tired even to fantasize,’ laughed Mike.


‘Tired?’ Shen was scornful. ‘How come everybody’s tired these days? Nobody complained of being tired before washing machines and cars and . . . and . . .’ She looked around her. ‘Blenders. Machines to do all the work, yet we compete over who’s the most tired. I’ve done an hour in the gym over in the stable, but you don’t hear me moaning.’


It was news to Evie that there was a gym in the stable, and it wasn’t the sort of news she liked. A big cake in the stable, yes. Or Ryan Gosling whimpering her name. Gym? Not so much.


‘But you, dear girl,’ said Evie, sandwiching rashers between doorsteps of bread, ‘are twenty-nine, and we,’ she gestured to her husband with her sarnie, ‘are forty and forty-one. Those extra years wear you out, I tell you.’


‘Especially,’ said Mike, his mouth full, ‘if you don’t have a nanny.’


But we do have a nanny, Evie almost said. ME.


[image: ]


On his first cigar of the day, Clive sat outside, shaking out the newspaper, whose headline roared: UK TO SWELTER IN HEATWAVE. He, too, was in appalling shorts; perhaps they were contagious. The cut was classier than Mike’s, but the pattern was vomity, and the legs that stuck out of them weren’t half as nice as the tanned, athletic pins of Evie’s husband.


Hovering and making conversation, Evie said, ‘Looking forward to the Browns arriving?’


‘Nope.’ Clive didn’t take his eyes from the newsprint. ‘Don’t know the people.’ Not one for small talk, he ignored topics that didn’t interest him. ‘Besides, somebody else is on his way.’ Clive raised his voice to call, ‘Shen! What time is Zane the Boy Wonder expected?’, his attention still half-claimed by the paper.


‘Any minute now.’ Shen was playing peek-a-boo with Fang, who stared pityingly at such foolishness, her eyes two round dark Os. ‘His mum said to expect him for breakfast.’


‘Mum,’ said Scarlett, emerging into the sunshine with a cereal bowl, ‘that breakfast bar is bigger than our dining table at home.’


‘I know.’ Evie smiled, wondering at the unbreakable bond between teenagers and cereal bowls.


‘And the bedroom,’ said Scarlett, chubby shoulders already blushing in her strappy top after half a day of holiday sunshine, ‘is, like, as big as the ground floor at home.’


‘We get it,’ said Mike, intent on his iPad. ‘Our home is a dump compared to this palace.’ He looked up. ‘D’you know how many people slept on pavements last night? They woke up cold and hungry, feeling lucky if they weren’t assaulted. All day they’ll worry about where they’ll end up tonight. Ask them if they’d like our centrally heated, carpeted family home.’


Mulishly looking down at her food, Scarlett opened her mouth, shut it abruptly and stomped down the terrace steps, taking her Shreddies with her.


‘Seriously?’


Evie recoiled from the venom of Mike’s, ‘Yes, Evelyn, seriously.’


Her full name only appeared at times of great stress; she’d been ‘Evelyn’ when her finger had slipped and she’d bid £8,000 for a vintage saucer on eBay. Evie wondered what was on Mike’s mind, to turn him so shitty so early in the day.


‘Life’s hard,’ said Mike.


‘And then you die,’ laughed Clive.


‘The sooner they learn,’ Mike wasn’t laughing, ‘the better.’


Evie refused to see the world as an assault course of sharp edges and hidden trapdoors; she was grateful that their three youngsters had a home that was warm, both literally and metaphorically.


‘Car!’ shrieked Dan, tearing around the side of the house in Speedos and wellies. ‘Car! Car! Car!’ He sounded as if he’d never seen one before.


‘The Browns,’ chorused Evie and Shen. Evie kept her tone light, but Shen made no bones about how she felt. As they traipsed through the house to the front door, she said, her lowered eyebrows two elegant brushstrokes, ‘Paula’ll be a bag of nerves. As usual. And Jon will look as if he’d rather be somewhere else. As usual.’


‘Let’s make the best of it.’ Evie couldn’t resist adding piously, ‘It was you who invited them.’


‘Beggars can’t be choosers,’ said Shen, as they stood on the front step and watched the newcomers decant themselves from a low-nosed BMW, which trailed its own bespoke fog of gloom. ‘Like we said, there’s something weird about that family.’


‘I’ve changed my mind,’ said Evie, watching Paula and Jon Brown peer up at the massed windows of Wellcome Manor, shoulders set as if facing a firing squad. ‘There’s something sad about that family.’
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A cricket set had been unearthed; another noise competed with the poetic sounds of leather and willow.


Not that Paula’s voice was loud. It was, in fact, as mousy as her appearance, but it droned on and on, persistent and fretful.


‘Sorry. I shouldn’t let things get to me. I’m sorry, but . . .’ and she was off again, taking the mug handed to her by Evie, but not raising it to her lips.


‘It’ll be fine.’ Shen was airy, surreptitiously crossing her eyes at Evie, who ignored her; no need to disfigure their stay in this harmonious house with an us-against-them vibe.


‘I’m not complaining about your driving, Jon, honestly I’m not, but you do like going fast, and I did say, around about Bracknell, that you should slow down a little bit, and you said you would, but . . .’


If Paula went missing, Evie could give the police only the sketchiest of descriptions. Medium height, medium weight, nothing-y hair, nervous expression. Sensing that Paula was close to tears, Evie put her hand on the woman’s arm.


‘It will be fine,’ she repeated, more soothingly than Shen’s brush-off. ‘I’ve had one of those on-the-spot fines before and they’re a pain, but all you do is present your licence at a police station and—’


‘That’s just it!’ Paula turned to her husband, who was leaning, arms crossed, head down, against one of the fridges. (A cream Smeg, Evie noted, slightly ashamed at the obsession with fixtures and fittings that Wellcome Manor had sparked.) ‘Please don’t go to the police station, Jon. Please.’


The other adults were confounded by such high emotion about a mundane matter. Scarlett, wandering in barefoot, caught the mood and gawped at the tableau.


‘For God’s sake.’ Jon’s voice was educated, low. Straightening up, he spoke in the gritted-teeth undertone that was compulsory for private tiffs carried out in public. ‘It’s a legal requirement, Paula. The nearest police station is a few miles away, and I’m off to get it over and done with.’


And he was gone, all wiry, blond six-foot-two of him, with no farewell.


‘Oh, well,’ said Paula, smiling grimly, her head wobbling. ‘Oh . . .’ she hesitated, while everybody looked at her, ‘. . . well,’ she repeated.


‘Let me show you around.’ Evie broke the spell, taking Paula’s arm. ‘You missed the welcome hamper.’ She smiled. ‘Moët, foie gras and quails’ eggs, but not one packet of Monster Munch.’


The woman smiled vaguely, allowing herself to be shepherded out. ‘Girls . . . ?’ She looked behind her, and little bespectacled Amber, a paper-doll version of an eight-year-old, much smaller than her classmates Mabel and Miles and somehow more flimsy, rushed to enfold herself in her mother’s skirts.


Tillie, older, taller, stayed in position against the pantry door, recreating her father’s pose. She was a grave-faced girl, with Jon’s fine bones and intelligent air, but her clothes suggested a freedom of thought and opinion. She’d bound up her hair in a wispy floral scarf, and the striped dress cinched at the waist with a man’s belt betrayed a love of foraging in charity shops. The skinny calves ending in Doc Martens made Evie smile; she’d worn them herself, about a million years ago.


With an infinitesimal nod, Evie communicated with her own older daughter. Understanding, but not liking, the coded suggestion to ‘play nicely’, Scarlett said, carefully bored, ‘Tillie, isn’t it? Wanna see the pool?’


‘OK.’ Tillie followed her out.


‘Don’t get in!’ shouted Paula.


‘Amber,’ said Mabel confidingly, as if letting her in on a secret, ‘there’s a treehouse!’


‘Really!’ Amber’s pale face lit from within. ‘But . . .’ She looked at her mum. ‘I’m not allowed to climb treeth.’


Butting in, Shen said, ‘It’s low, Paula. They’ll be fine.’


‘Yes,’ said Paula. She was smiling in the way that women smile when sending menfolk off to war: brave, despite the hideous dangers. ‘Off you trot, darling.’


‘No,’ said Amber. ‘I’ll stay with you.’


‘See?’ hissed Shen as the subdued group moved on. ‘Weird.’
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Wellcome Manor worked its magic. Even Paula wasn’t immune to the cheering properties of silk and sisal and wet rooms.


‘This room,’ said Shen, looking round appraisingly at the painted floorboards and immense sleigh bed, ‘will do nicely for you and Jon.’


‘It’s far too nice!’ Paula was so aghast at the luxury that Evie felt ashamed for nabbing the second-best room with such haste. ‘We’ll take an attic room.’


‘They’re for the kids!’ snorted Shen.


‘I sleep in the pink one,’ said Mabel, fresh freckles already crowding her nose.


‘The girly one,’ said Miles.


‘The girls can share,’ said Evie brightly.


‘Yay!’ Mabel applauded.


‘No!’ Amber’s sobbing was sudden, noisy, violent.


‘Darling,’ began Paula, folding over her like a closing umbrella.


Whispering hotly in Evie’s ear, Mabel said, ‘She’s always crying. I don’t want to share with her.’


Damn. Where was Mike when there was tricky parenting to be done? He was always around for food fights. ‘You’re sharing,’ she said firmly.
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Evie might have brought a serpent to paradise, but her husband had brought something far worse: a metaphorical Redcoat’s uniform.


‘This,’ he said, waving a guide book to the local area, ‘is full of things to do in the vicinity.’


‘What’s a vinissitee?’ Mabel loved mangling new words.


‘The area round about,’ said Tillie.


‘My big sister,’ said Amber, in her hushed squeak, ‘knows all the words in all the books.’


‘So does . . .’ Mabel tailed off. ‘No. My big sister doesn’t. But she knows how to disable the parental locks on her computer.’


‘That you pronounce perfectly,’ said Scarlett.


‘I don’t fancy a vinissitee,’ said Mabel.


Earlier, among the crumpled sheets, Evie had prophesied that Mike would have trouble peeling the children away from the manifold delights of Wellcome Manor. The pool had been discovered not only to be whimsical (a brick-edged circle in the grass, alongside a cottagey pool-house),


but also relatively safe (no deep end).


‘I want,’ said Dan, ‘to do somersaults on the trampoline.’


‘May as well order the taxi to A&E now,’ said Evie, resisting the urge to comb the ginger – no, Titian – fright-wig on her son’s head.


‘Were trampolines,’ asked Mabel, ‘invented by tramps?’


From the terrace Clive snorted in amusement.


A mobile phone by the sink bleeped and Evie jumped a foot in the air, even though it wasn’t her phone. Shen peered over and read the message. ‘Zane. Won’t be here until lunchtime, apparently.’


‘The cheese museum,’ said Mike, soldiering on, ‘is open today.’ With a kids’ TV-presenter level of enthusiasm, he added, ‘They let you make your own feta!’


‘I hate feta,’ said Mabel, that throaty voice surprising everyone, as it often did.


‘Who is feta?’ asked Amber.


‘I think,’ said Evie diplomatically, ‘that’s a no to the cheese museum.’ What child, she thought, would say ‘yes’?


‘Hmm. Really?’ As a parent, Mike should have been aware of the average child’s innate lack of curiosity about cheese. ‘OK, then, how about a nice arboretum?’


Evie rather enjoyed the children’s faces. She shared a satisfying, don’t-let-Mike-see-us-smirking smirk with Shen.


‘I don’t know what that word you said is.’ Even Mabel wouldn’t tackle ‘arboretum’ this early in the day. ‘But it sounds boring.’


He persevered. ‘An arboretum is a tree – um – place,’ explained Mike. ‘A lovely place full of trees, where you learn about trees.’


‘You make a compelling case,’ said Evie.


‘It sounds even more boring than when I didn’t know what it was.’ Mabel had the finality of a hanging judge.


Amber looked tearfully at Paula. ‘Do I have to go to a tree place, Mummy?’


Dan was forthright. ‘Trees suck.’


The dogs made a sudden clamour in the hall, Patch’s berserk yammering loud above the bass-line of Prunella’s springy jumps against the front door.
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